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Chapter 1
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“There’s a lot of life in this jungle,” Rosalo calmly told the six men at his feet.

The men looked up at their leader, clinging to every word he spoke. Clinging and believing.

“There’s also a lot of death. And that is why we are here, is it not? To be close to beautiful death. To respect its power.”

The men nodded and murmured assent. One man dared to let his gaze drop down to Rosalo’s still-bleeding hand. He was lucky Rosalo didn’t notice.

“We are masters here in our village,” Rosalo said. “Masters of death and life. And so we will rule as we see fit. Without prejudice. Without mercy.” Those last words came out with spite and spit.

The men shifted under the glare of those words, but they still didn’t look away from their leader.

“Now,” Rosalo continued. “Bring me my wife and son.”
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Marie dashed through the dark jungle with little Jean Paul in her bloody arms. For a moment, she worried about getting blood on her baby. However, that moment of clarity gave way to the need to pay attention to her flight. The night was at its deadliest. One misstep and her husband’s men would catch her.

Marie ducked under a low branch, swatting away the wide leaves that billowed in her wake.

She took stock in that she was slowly descending the mountain where her village was hidden, descending to the valley of sorts where the town was. The slope was gradual, not really noticeable due to the hearth of foliage that pocked the land. If she fell, she wouldn’t roll to her doom. The men chasing her would take care of that. She didn’t dare take the sorry excuse for a road that would have made her break easier. No, the men would be scouring that path for her.

Jean Paul gurgled once.

Marie looked down and saw that some of the blood had gotten on his delicate forehead.

It was her husband’s blood.

Rosalo.

She sliced his palm with a large sliver of wood during her escape from the village. An escape made foolhardy in the pitch black of night. An escape made possible by her desperation. She would have rather risked stumbling and falling in the darkness than remain with those monsters who would harm her Jean Paul.

Marie didn’t know how Rosalo enthralled his believers, his men. Or her. He had become a devious manipulator, an outright tyrant with a gifted tongue who forced his will upon everyone in the village. Had he always been a master of force and fear?

She had to be near the town. Her only plan was to go to the church. She hoped it would truly be a sanctuary for her and her son.

She saw the priest there once when she and Rosalo went to town for food and supplies. The priest seemed genuinely warm and bright, a true stranger to these parts.

Rosalo was not impressed. He dragged her away before he openly scoffed at the priest and his ideals.

Marie desperately hoped the priest wouldn’t let her down.

Beyond the beating in her skull, she heard an indiscernible yell from close behind her.

A male voice.

Marie didn’t stop. One of Rosalo’s men must have seen her.

She couldn’t let them get her baby.

She realized too late that she had broken through the jungle and was on the outskirts of town.

***
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The town: a quarter mile wide, a quarter mile across. A dusty, sweltering square of small, squat shacks of barely standing wood. There were a few concrete structures – important buildings like the constable’s office and the bar that doubled as a brothel. The church was among them, somewhere in the dangerous darkness.

The townspeople were mirror images of their dwellings. They were never given a chance to be anything else. Tonight, they slept or simply stayed out of sight. Staying hidden had its benefits.

Like keeping oneself alive.

Marie took a second too long to get her bearings. She cursed herself.

Then it came to her.

She knew where she was and where she needed to be. She darted down a lane just as six men erupted from the jungle a few yards from where she exited.

Six men who were looking for her and her baby.
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The priest, Nolan, checked the front doors.

They were unlocked as they should have been. It was a church after all. His mission was to spread the word of God here and hopefully save souls from the hellish lifestyle this part of the world had sunken into.

In the heart of a run-down jungle town, the church sat, weathered and worn by the elements. Just like the people who lived here. The roof was a patchwork of corrugated iron and tattered thatch. The walls were made of crumbling adobe bricks. The sounds of the town seeped in through gaps in the walls. The once-beautiful stained glass windows were now shattered and patched up with cardboard and scrap metal, which was somehow abundant here. The pews were wooden and uneven, the altar chipped and peeling. The air was thick with the scent of mildew and decay. Despite its dilapidated state, the church remained a beacon of hope for the struggling community, providing solace and comfort amid destitution.

In theory.

Nolan left the dim lights on despite the generator drain. The church wasn’t afforded an electrical hook-up by the local government. As far as the higher-ups were concerned, this place was just another useless shack.

A church should always be lit, Nolan believed. For the hopeless.

Despite his desire to fulfill his calling, he was a realist. The mission to help the hopeless was itself hopeless. Even his predecessor, an old man named Bernard, thought this. Bernard was more than willing to express his point of view to Nolan. The old man’s not-so-subtle dissuasions were not enough to deter Nolan. This was where the young man was supposed to be. Nolan saw this opportunity as Heaven sent despite the futility of it. Nolan wasn’t blind to reality, but maybe, just maybe, he could affect one person for the better. If not, he would write a letter to his superiors as his predecessor had done and move on. Failure was acceptable if it was God’s will.

“You’ll never get clean,” Father Bernard had tried to tell him. “The water’s too dirty.”

Nolan had bitten his tongue. Father Bernard went on and on for too long. Nolan knew the man was unhappy, but he was old and this town would always be an unhappy place for him.

Nolan was almost back to his bedroom in the rear of the building when the front doors flew inward. He swung around and saw a woman cradling a blanket in her arms.

“Help me!” the woman screamed. The panic in her voice was itself terrified.

Nolan ran to the door although his brain wanted to rebel. As he got closer to her, he could make out wet blood smeared on her face and arms.

The woman looked at him, but didn’t see him. Terror blinded her.

Before Nolan could act, the woman rushed to one of the pews at the front of the church. Sitting down, she began to whisper to the bundle, calming what Nolan deduced to be a baby.

I hope it is, he thought.

Nolan peeked outside and scanned the quiet street for the source of the woman’s plight. He braced himself to face anyone from a psychotic rapist to a jealous husband. He wanted neither.

To his relief, all was quiet. Even the bar at the other end of town was dead. Nolan mused that all the boozers must have passed out already. He shook his head as he slammed the door shut and locked it.

“Ma’am,” Nolan said as he approached the woman. He could clearly see that there was indeed a baby in the bundle. “There’s no one out there. Who are you running from?”

The yellow lights flickered.

The woman was wiping the baby’s face clean with a corner of the blanket.

“Ma’am.”

She looked up at him.

In broken English, she said, “You don’t look like the priest I saw a while ago.”

Nolan smiled. The woman was correct. When he first arrived here several months ago, he was all about the black and the collar. But the humid weather quickly sank in, forcing him to trade in his church garb for khakis and linen shirts.

The woman’s clothes were in tatters, with ripped seams and patches of dirt and mud. Her once-colorful blouse was faded and stained. The fabric hung loosely off her dark shoulders. Her long skirt, which was also once brightly colored, was just as frayed as the rest of her. Nolan noticed lines of cuts and bruises on her legs. Her sandals were barely holding together, revealing filthy toenails.

“What’s your name?” Nolan asked her.

The woman tried to smile. “Marie.” She held her baby up proudly, yet protectively. “And this is Jean Paul.”

Nolan smiled at the baby who had no idea of the predicament he and his mother were in.

“Who’s chasing you?” Nolan asked, not wanting to involve himself any further in her affair. He knew he had to shake that off. This very moment may have been the reason he was called to come down here – to help this terrified mother and her baby.

The lights flickered again.

Then went out.
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Marie shot up from the pew.

Nolan couldn’t hear the hum from the generator. In that silence, he heard a million imagined sounds. Distant rushing water. Small creatures pittering across the roof. Something heavy dragging in dirt.

“It’s just the generator,” he told her. He started to move toward the rear of the church to check on it. “It’s probably out –”

She hushed him so he could hear the voices.

Male voices.

From outside.

Soft.

Low.

Focused.

It dawned on them that the voices were just outside the front doors.

Marie ran out of the worship room, into the back where Nolan lived.

“Marie,” he whispered as loudly as a whisper would allow.

The woman didn’t come back.

The locked doors slightly buckled.

Whoever was outside was trying to get in.

A church should always be lit and unlocked.

Nolan regretted his little maxim.

A scream from where Marie ran tore through the church.
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Nolan ran into the back just in time to witness a chilling scene.

Amid the ambient light from the windows that lined the cramped hallway, Marie stood with her baby clutched to her chest.

Blocking the trembling woman was a man. If Nolan could have seen the sneer on the man’s face, his apprehension would have returned tenfold.

“Rosalo,” Marie sobbed.

She swayed to the side, allowing Nolan to see the long knife in the man’s hand.

Rosalo advanced on the woman. His every step was heavy and loaded with menace. His knife bobbed as if accusing her of some misdeed.

“Rosalo,” Marie repeated. Every syllable she spoke gnawed on Nolan’s heart. “Please.”

The priest wanted to help Marie, but he couldn’t force himself to act. Deep down, he really wanted to run, but with the commotion at the front doors and this Rosalo blocking the way, he was stuck in this vault of fear.

Rosalo stopped a few steps from Marie.

The woman’s labored breathing provided the soundtrack to this scene.

In.

Out.

The rhythm intensified the tension in the hallway.

“Marie,” Rosalo flatly said. “Where do you think you are going?”

Marie sobbed harder.

Nolan did not dare move.

“I am your husband,” Rosalo continued. “Listen to me. Do not run. There is nowhere you can go that I can not.”

“Don’t hurt our baby,” the woman begged, holding her blanketed child tighter to her heaving chest.

Rosalo just grinned at that. “I won’t. His end will be brief.”

He plunged his blade into the bundle she held.

A gasp of shock left Marie’s mouth. The blade went through the blanket and deep into her abdomen. Her eyes widened with the realization that death had come for her.

The bundle, little Jean Paul, fell away from her.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6

[image: ]


Rosalo scowled at what fell to their feet.

The blanket slowly became bloody, soaking what was seeping out from Marie’s stomach wound.

But there was no baby.

Nolan’s heart pounded as he ran back into the church proper, hoping to avoid the menace in this compromised sanctuary. He reached the pew where Marie had been sitting and spotted the baby underneath the bench, placed there by his mother in a desperate attempt to give him a chance at life.

He scooped the precious bundle. Jean Paul was his responsibility now. He knew that he had to do whatever he could to protect this innocent life from the horrors that awaited them outside – and inside – the church doors.

There were two possible exits from the church: the front doors or the back door. However, regardless of which door Nolan chose, there was a risk that the men attempting to break in could be lurking outside, waiting to ambush them.

The one who stabbed poor Marie – Rosalo, Nolan remembered, vowing not to forget that name – was definitely inside, probably finishing her off. Like the woman, Rosalo looked familiar, but then again, all the natives looked the same to Nolan.

Nolan heard the shuffling of feet just before Rosalo entered the room. Nolan had to move.

The priest ducked before Rosalo saw him. He crouch-walked to the back as Rosalo made his way forward. It only took seconds, but Nolan felt as if hours had crawled by.

Nolan couldn’t help but imagine the mess Rosalo’s long blade was leaving on the wooden floor.

Familiarity with the church’s design and pure luck allowed Nolan to reach the back wall and slip into the hallway without stirring Rosalo’s senses.

In the hallway, Nolan suddenly paused.

Marie.

On the floor.

Not moving.

Nolan smelled dirt, sweat, and something else he couldn’t identify. Syrupy and pungent.

Nolan wanted to help her, but not with the baby’s safety at stake. Besides, what if she was already dead? His skills didn’t extend to resurrection.

His mind raced through possible escape routes.

The back door was not an option. Other intruders could have been lurking in the shadows, waiting for the opportunity to pounce.

Voices filtered throughout the church, prompting Nolan to duck into the tiny kitchen.

It was now obvious to him that Rosalo and his men, however many there were, were now inside the church. They would undoubtedly check every room for the baby.

The tiny kitchen.

No doors.

No windows.

And if there was, what would be waiting outside?

There was no exit from the church.
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The men’s voices were closer. They were definitely in the hallway now.

Nolan noticed the kitchen wasn’t as dark as it should have been.

There was light.

Filtering in.

From outside.

The sink!

The sink got its water from a pipe attached to the well outside. The wall holding the pipe held it in the loosest sense. The pipe sat at the bottom of a hole in the wall that was screened to keep bugs and larger vermin out. This hole was large enough for someone of Nolan’s stature to squeeze through and the screen could be kicked out rather easily.

But the noise was sure to attract Rosalo and the intruders. Nolan hoped he was quick enough to avoid such attention.

One kick and the wire mesh was flat on the ground.

The men got louder, more alert. They heard the commotion.

Nolan pushed the oddly quiet baby out of the hole before him, wary of those who could be waiting. There was either certain death inside the church or possible death outside. He shifted his weight around and slid outside as fast as he could.

He imagined the intruders racing into the kitchen and grabbing his legs.

Or those outside raising their machetes only to bring them down on his neck.

Or onto the baby.

But nothing happened.

Nolan and the baby slipped through before anyone entered the kitchen.

Once outside, Nolan rashly decided to seek the help of the local grocer. The grocery wasn’t open this late, but the owner’s family lived in the back of the meager store and were not completely ambivalent to his cause in the town. Plus having this baby had to guarantee their help since the grocer’s wife was pregnant. Hopefully, she would at least be sympathetic to his need to protect the child.

Nolan’s thoughts lingered in the church. The baby’s mother was still in that gloom, bleeding to death.

Or already dead.

I can’t help her now, he told himself.

He took off into the night.

Someone rounded the corner of the church from behind and followed him.
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The grocer was jolted awake by the frantic pounding on his door. He was a worn, elderly man with deep wrinkles etched onto his face and calloused hands. However, he wasn’t too old or rough to have a young wife and two children with one on the way.

He cautiously made his way to the front door of his small store and peered through the small, grimy window set into it. To his surprise, he saw the American priest standing outside, looking tense and agitated. The grocer hesitated for a moment.

The store’s shelves were stocked with a limited variety of canned goods, dried beans, and stale bread. Despite its humble appearance, the store was a lifeline for the community, providing the basic necessities for survival. But was it a lifeline in this instance?

Nolan knocked again, his urgency palpable.

“Hold on,” the grocer said through the wood. His English was decent because of the time he spent in the city a few years ago meeting with some product distributors. When he had free time, he watched a lot of translated American sitcoms in his hotel room.

He turned the deadbolt and Nolan burst in.

“Lock it,” Nolan demanded.

Without further questions, the grocer took his eyes off the priest and the baby he was holding. He trusted the priest’s judgment, knowing that he was always level-headed. He believed there must have been a good reason for the priest’s panic.

“Father,” the grocer said. “What is wrong?”

The grocer saw that the baby was a native and gradually realized what was going on before Nolan even spoke. The priest just brought trouble into his store and home.

“I need to get to the constable,” Nolan said. “I can’t do that with the baby. Can you watch him?”

Heavy footsteps from outside fell and stopped. Both grocer and priest eyed the door.

“Father. I cannot help.” The grocer realized that wasn’t exactly true. He felt guilty for saying it.

“Please,” Nolan said. “I can’t take him with me. It’s too dangerous outside.”

The grocer just shook his head.

The men, the same men who stalked Marie and this child, were outside. Their conversation was quiet and quick. Such a discussion by daylight would not startle. Every sound was sinister at this time of night.

The grocer gestured apologetically to the door. 

“I want to help,” he told Nolan.

Nolan understood. The grocer, a local, didn’t want to betray his people and bring trouble down onto his home and family. But this baby! And his mother! Nolan knew this wasn’t how God wanted it and definitely not the way he wanted it. This wasn’t right.

A shuffling from the back set Nolan on edge.

Had the men gotten inside?

The grocer’s wife, a heavily pregnant woman with curly brown hair tied back in a messy bun, emerged from the back of the store with a concerned expression on her round face. She wore a faded pink floral dress that hugged her swollen belly. She furrowed her thick eyebrows and asked in a worried tone, “What’s going on?”

The grocer watched her enter the store and saw her hands on her pregnant belly.

The woman’s gaze went from her husband and Nolan to Jean Paul. Her worry turned to excitement as she attended to the child.

“Father,” she said. “Whose baby is this?”

“She said her name was Marie. She was running from her husband.” Nolan took a much-needed breath.

“Come,” the grocer’s wife eagerly told Nolan, ushering him and the bundle of joy into the living area. “No more running tonight. Stay with us until morning.”

The grocer grunted.

The voices outside faded, their sources retreating.

Not satisfied that the threat was over, the grocer went to the front counter and reached over to claim a small, yet brutish club. He had to protect his own family now. They could be fair game for those who hunted the priest and the child.

Back at the front of the store, the grocer waited until dawn.
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The ghost town at night became a sadder sight with the day. People milled around without destinations or purpose. A few kids kicked a soccer ball instead of being in school – there was no school – and worn-down men sat outside their homes instead of working. The mere existence of the town was a mystery, but even the lost had to live somewhere.

Amid this scene, between two buildings of equal size and questionable quality, stood the constable’s office. The place might have seen better days. It was like its neighbors, made of worn-out bricks, with a rusty metal roof and a wooden door that didn’t quite fit its frame. There were no windows, only a small ventilation grate set in the door. A wooden sign with faded letters reading Constable was nailed above the door, giving the impression that the office was seldom used.

Inside, Nolan sat across from the town’s head lawman, Jacoby. The desk separating them was clean, allowing Nolan an unobstructed view of the lawman’s growing sweat stains that leaked out from his armpits.

Tacked up on the wall behind Jacoby was a large map of the town, surrounding jungle, and mountains. All of it was rough terrain.

“And what do you want me to do?” Jacoby asked Nolan.

The priest leaned over to stress his point. “Come with me to the store and take the baby, then go get his mother! We shouldn’t even be talking about this!”

Jacoby pondered the request for a moment and then smiled. The priest’s petition for assistance was not realistic, at least not in the constable’s reality. Jacoby waved his meaty hand at the map behind him. “This may not seem like a large country, but it is.”

Nolan knew what Jacoby pointed to wasn’t the entire country, but allowed the man to continue.

“My district alone is more than I can handle,” the constable continued. “For me to go with you for this baby and his mother, this is not realistic.”

“Not realistic? You’re the law here!”

Jacoby chuckled and Nolan realized then that the man was completely useless, solidifying a long-held thought.

“Law?” Jacoby said. “I break up bar fights. I settle disputes over chickens. There is no law here, Father. Let’s wait. She may show up yet.”

“A woman is dying and you want to wait?!”

“Father, Father. I understand your concern completely. However, some truths may be difficult to accept. The mother may already be dead.”

Nolan jabbed his finger at the shortwave radio parked on the file cabinet next to the desk. “Just call for help!”

“That radio is for emergencies. Fires. Mudslides. Not for a simple missing woman.”

Nolan shot up from his seat.

Jacoby flinched, thinking the priest was going to reach across the desk and strike him.

Nolan thought the same thing, too.

Instead, Nolan told the fat man, “Constable, I will contact your superiors about this. No. Don’t get up to see me out.”

Jacoby watched the priest storm out. He waited a minute before walking outside. There he took in the sights of chickens clucking furiously at each other down one end of the street and kids playing in the dirt at the other.

At the end where the kids were playing was a two-story bar, a temple among these lowly buildings, a refuge from misery. Jacoby strolled down there, ignoring a shouting match between a husband and wife in the street. The man grabbed the woman’s arm quite violently – the woman yelped in pain – but Jacoby kept walking, eyes forward, his mind filled with thoughts of anything but interference.

The priest didn’t understand how things worked here. No one cared in this town. Hell, no one cared in this country! Or even the world! Unless money was involved, there was no benefit in helping anyone do anything. Jacoby knew this wasn’t right, but when apathy reigned, right and wrong were a dull blur.

And no one cared where that blur lay.

The priest was just another in a long line of naive foreigners who sought to impose their ways upon others.

Ah, the American way, Jacoby mused.

Jacoby wiped away sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He wished it would rain. He couldn’t remember the last time it did.

Inside the empty bar – it was too early for drinking, even for this town – Jacoby barely lifted a hand in acknowledging the elderly bartender.

The bartender wiped the dirty counter with an even dirtier rag. A demolition ball would have done this bar better. The bar’s walls were plied with faded beer signs and peeling wallpaper. The air was thick with the smell of cigarette smoke and stale beer. 

“Constable.”

Jacoby continued past the old man and went upstairs. The old man didn’t give him a second glance.

It was just another day.

Upstairs, Jacoby found his way to the lone room there, a grimy bedroom that contained a rickety-looking bed against one wall and a small vanity against the other.

Already on the bed was the constable’s daily whore. Hell, the town’s only whore. She wasn’t a high-class escort he used to find in the city. Jacoby knew her name once. Now she was just a face and more often than not even that.

And what a face it was.

Her heavily applied makeup did little to hide her wrinkles and despair. The layers of foundation and eye shadow only accentuated the puffiness around her eyes and the lines around her mouth. Her thick, overdrawn lipstick smudged onto her teeth when she faked a smile.

“What are you doing?” Jacoby asked her. “Daydreaming?”

The whore sighed.

“Well, enough of that,” Jacoby said. He flashed a sleazy smile at her. He went to her as she got up on her knees.

They had been through this before. It was just her job. She didn’t even look at him when he entered her, breathing heavily as he always did. It was just another day.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 10

[image: ]


Nolan was pissed off. Pissed off at the constable’s intolerable inaction. Pissed off at himself for requesting to come to this town. Pissed off at himself for even being pissed off.

But he couldn’t help it. Here he was, his job accepted. He could leave at any time. His superiors made that very clear. During his interview, one even suggested he pass this one up. They would find somewhere else for him to go.

I just had to insist on this position, he thought. I had to heed the calling – my calling.

Now, though . . . .

I should have asked if anyone had a working vehicle. I could have taken Marie to the city for proper help instead of wasting precious time arguing with the constable.

Jacoby.

What if he was right?

Nolan didn’t want to entertain the notion that she was already dead nor did he want to face the shame of not returning to the church with the grocer.

No. It was too dangerous. The grocer’s support probably only extended to keeping the baby safe. Going back to the church alone could have proven fatal. Besides, Nolan doubted anyone had a working vehicle in this slum.

Nolan could not help but feel that his inaction placed him on the same level as the constable.

That bastard.

After he arrived in town, the priest briefly met with the constable. Meeting the local law and possibly befriending him should have aided Nolan in his God-given mission. His predecessor warned him not to count on it. Even now Father Bernard’s words haunted Nolan, tethering him to the memory of meeting the constable.

Nolan found the drunken Jacoby at the bar. He was playing backgammon with a local.

Introductions were curt. They exchanged names, no handshakes – Jacoby’s hands were too busy holding a bottle of beer and a cup of dice – and that was all. Jacoby didn’t say anything else to Nolan. Nolan quickly took the hint and left. It was the last time both had seen each other until a few minutes ago.

That bastard.

Nolan passed several townspeople in the street who just kept going, not acknowledging his presence, him barely acknowledging theirs.

Nolan felt a pang of hurt in his gut. He couldn’t help everyone here. The dreadful realization that he probably couldn’t help anyone soon set its claws into his soul. Nolan hated to admit defeat, but he started to believe that even God couldn’t help anyone here. But if something good, no matter how minute, could infiltrate this slice of Hell and affect some kind of change, then Nolan could deem his mission a success.

Nolan was close to the store, just a few short blocks away, but it might as well have been miles.

And whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two.

Nolan felt his journey would extend further than that.

A man trailed him from the next street over, noticeable at each intersection. A man with an indiscreet interest in the priest.

Nolan immediately saw him.
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Nolan fought to keep his cool. Whoever was following him could have been one of the men from the night before. Having already tried to enlist the constable’s help and failing, Nolan knew he was on his own.

Nolan slowed at an intersection and looked over at the next street.

No one appeared –

– until after Nolan cleared the intersection.

The man entered the parallel crossing, looking in Nolan’s direction.

Nolan sped up.

He passed another intersection with the man keeping the same pace, but lagging just one step behind.

Nolan could think of only one thing to do.

He quickly backtracked and cut across to the street his pursuer was on.

Although Nolan only caught a glimpse of the man’s back, he didn’t notice any visible weapons. However, anything was possible.

The man, a local, Nolan figured by his dark complexion and dirty clothes, still stood at the next intersection up, head bobbing side-to-side, trying to find the priest on the next road. When he couldn’t, he turned around to find the roles of hunter and prey reversed.
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It was like a scene from a western movie: the good guy on one end of the street, the villain on the other. However, both men didn’t expect such a face-to-face encounter. Nolan shook all over and the stunned look on his hunter’s face told its own story – a story that ended with him turning tail and running away up the street.

Nolan considered giving chase, but he had to stay on track. He had to get back to the grocer and bring Marie and Jean Paul to safety. Plus he was woefully unprepared for any physical confrontation. Nolan had no formal self-defense training, but he was confident he could throw a punch if necessary.

Nolan waited until his stalker was out of sight before pressing on. He still felt the sense of someone following him. He let that paranoia guide him cautiously to the grocery.

The store was a familiar place with friendly people inside. That’s what Nolan needed right now, to feel safe. This terror would soon be over.

A few yards from the store, Nolan watched the front door open.

The grocer stumbled out onto the street, clutching his stomach.

Nolan stopped in his tracks.

Blood gushed from the spot beneath the grocer’s hands.

Nolan rushed to the wounded man just as the latter fell to his knees. The grocer looked up in Nolan’s direction, but not at the priest.

“Father,” he started. He couldn’t continue. He could only manage to point at the store before he went limp.

Nolan hurried inside.
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The store showed no signs of distress. Nonetheless, the safety Nolan yearned for moments prior was soon a distant wish. By the time he made it to the back where the grocer and his family lived, he knew he would never be safe, here or elsewhere.

Nolan saw the grocer’s young son and daughter first. The boy was small and wiry with a shock of curly hair. His sister was a bit taller, her head dripping with unruly braids. They huddled in the corner, half-hiding and half-looking at the body in the middle of the room. Nolan caught a whiff of feces from their direction. At least they were alive.

Then he saw –

– their pregnant mother.

She was face down among the pieces of the coffee table. Her blood pooled all around her. Nolan never knew someone could have that much blood.

He felt a pang of remorse when he realized he didn’t know the name of this family that tried to help him.

Through fearful tears, the two children looked at Nolan, then at their mother.

Nolan didn’t know what to do. He needed to do something. Anything. All he could think of was to squat next to the woman and touch her shoulder.

He almost vomited when her body moved away from her head.
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The hot, humid jungle was a living, breathing organism, pulsing with life and danger. The air was thick with the scent of exotic flora and the incessant buzz of insects. The canopy overhead cast dappled shadows on the forest floor. Every step was fraught with the possibility of a deadly encounter with a venomous snake or a hungry predator.

Or worse.

Rosalo and his six men trudged up through the thick green, deeper into the jungle, back to their secluded village. Over the shoulder of the one in the lead was an unconscious Marie. Medical tape had been wrapped around her chest and back, holding gauze to her grievous wound. Blood had already soaked through, but not enough to kill her.

Marie was being kept alive for a reason.

Rosalo was the second in line. He held his quiet son in a blanket. 

Reclaiming his property was easy, despite the priest’s efforts. The grocer and his wife were unintended targets, but they stood in the way. Their children were lucky. Time was on their side. Rosalo’s men had to flee before the priest could interfere yet again.

I should have let her bleed to death in the church, he thought as he gazed at the back of Marie’s head. But what he had in store for her would be worse than a simple death.

I can’t wait to hear you cry when I kill your child in front of you. To look you in your dying eyes as I break the bond between mother and child – and husband and wife.

Rosalo felt his erection quickly growing.

But then what? How would he sustain the rush? His village was down to twenty or thirty people, all given over to his dominance simply so they could take their drugs and do other, more abject deeds far from civilized eyes. It was only a matter of time before the village faded like his euphoria. Then, none of his threats could save it. He would be empty then. Impotent.

Maybe he’d keep Marie alive longer than he planned.
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A small army amassed in front of the constable’s office. An army – that’s what the group appeared to be to the townspeople who gathered around the nine uniformed soldiers. The rifles slung over their shoulders were as serious as their impassive stares. This impressed the chatty townsfolk to no end. They would have something to gossip about for quite some time.

Jacoby stood apart from the soldiers. The commander of the soldiers, Captain Fleur, stood in Jacoby’s face, reading the constable the riot act.

From Nolan’s position across the street, he couldn’t make out what Fleur was saying. It was obviously something Jacoby didn’t want to hear. The constable stood still, almost embarrassed and definitely irked that events had come to this.

Jacoby took the abuse without a word. After the grocer’s death, Jacoby had no choice but to radio his supervisor. The loss of the grocer meant there was now a snag in the town’s scheme of things. The grocer’s actual death or that of his wife, or even the ordeal with the missing woman, didn’t mean as much as the lack of a proper storekeeper. People had to eat and people would pay for such comfort.

Jacoby stifled a chuckle. 

The nerve, Nolan thought.

Fleur laid into Jacoby some more. For Fleur, this mess made him and his superiors look bad. If certain people looked bad, someone low on the food chain had to clean up the mess
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