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CHAPTER 1










Motherfuck it, I’m done.

That’s what it’s come to, I decide, as I sit here in the dirt under the desert sky, clear and dark and full of winking stars.

Let Guzmán find someone else to do his dirty work. Let someone else be the foundation he builds his castle on. Let someone else be his slave.

I’ve had enough. I’m finished with Guzmán, finished with all the lies.

It’s a shitty world and people are the shittiest thing in it. And three years is a long time to wallow in that reality, seeing what others can’t, learning nothing except that human beings are self-serving, cruel, untrustworthy. They’ll screw you over without a second thought, beat you senseless over a scrap of bread. No, that’s being too generous. They’ll ruin you just because they can. Or maybe for fun. I once saw a man hack another man’s arm off with a machete to test the sharpness of his blade.

What a fine species we are.

And we lie. Jesus, how we lie. Before I ended up here, I never would have guessed how much. Men lie about how many women they’ve slept with. Women lie about loving their husbands. Children lie about stealing candy. Everyone lives in a constant state of bullshit-spinning. They lie about everything, all the time. To friends, to family, to strangers, to themselves. Especially to themselves.

People lie, they’re dangerous, and they can’t be trusted. And tonight, for the who-knows-how-many-eth time, that’s exactly what I’m supposed to go and prove.

“¿Estás lista ya?” I start at Lela’s voice behind me, asking me if I’m ready.

“Almost,” I answer without turning around. She’s asked me the same question every minute for the past quarter of an hour.

“They starting to eat, Soledad,” Lela says, switching to English, as if this will make me more reasonable. “Need to go now.”

“When I’m ready.” I feel the hierba slowly starting to creep up on me, tendrils growing through my mind. Lela’s voice starts to change, vibrating with a tangible frustration and urgency I hadn’t noticed a minute earlier. The hierba’s bitter taste lingers on my tongue. I take a mouthful of water from my bottle, swish it around, spit it onto the sandy dirt.

“That’s a waste,” Lela scolds. “You should no waste water in the desert.”

I turn and look up at her towering over me, her giant silhouette bathed in moonlight. Shaved head, muscled arms, and twin shotguns strapped over her shoulders. A vision from some nightmare.

I stand and brush the dirt off the back of my trousers. Around Lela’s neck her Virgin of Guadalupe pendant hangs by a frayed rope.

I point to the pendant. “You’re going to lose that thing if you don’t replace that rope pretty soon.”

Lela grabs my finger, her enormous hand making mine look like an infant’s. “You touch that, I kill you.”

There’s an almost undetectable quiver in the wrinkles around her eyes, the barest lilt in her voice. Everything around me is suddenly vivid, like a black and white image blinking into full color. I see more, hear more, feel more. The hierba has taken hold.

“You’re lying,” I say, pulling my finger out of her grip.

Lela smiles, her silver teeth gleaming. “You right, I lying.” Then she grabs me by the arm and jostles me toward camp. “And that means you ready. Vamos.”

*	*	*

Lela and I weave our way through the maze of tents. Children scurry about, kick up clouds of dusty West Texas dirt while their parents cook over campfires. Cast iron pots filled with beans and stews, large flat irons covered with tortillas. My mouth waters, stomach growls.

Lela seems to sense where my attention’s gone. She pauses next to one of the campfires, where a large, round-faced woman with long braids piles a fresh batch of tortillas into a basket.

“Buenas noches, señora,” Lela says. “¿La molesto con una tortilla?”

“Claro,” the woman answers. She smiles and hands a tortilla to Lela, who then passes it to me. The woman’s expression changes as she recognizes me. Fear glows from her face like the incandescent halo around a light bulb. New to camp, I think. The new arrivals are always wary of me. Guzmán’s bruja, the one they’d heard about, the witch who can look into someone’s eyes and see their soul.

Lela thanks the woman and we walk on.

“Want some?” I ask, tearing off a piece.

Lela shakes her head.

The warm tortilla fills my mouth with the taste of roasted corn.

“I’ve got all the gear ready for you,” a voice behind us says. I turn and see Rafa, grinning at me. He’s the very image of puberty, all elbows and knees, pimpled face, hands and feet that look too big for the skinny frame that’s stuck somewhere between boy and man.

“Muy bien,” I say, turning back around, trying to ignore the longing I see in his face. His adolescent lust, as awkward and obvious as a hard-on tentpoling his pants.

It’s your own fault, Sol.

It’s not the smartest thing I’ve done, sleeping with Rafa, but there you are. Endless monotony can drive you to try any distraction.

He follows behind us like a dog with hopes of a treat.

As I swallow the last bit of tortilla, we turn a corner and the food tent comes into view. I stop and sigh.

Lela walks a few paces ahead, stops, and turns. “Come on,” she says, returning to my side. She places her hand on my shoulder and presses me forward, insistent. “Time for work.”

The food tent is the largest structure in camp, its towering peak propped up by an old telephone pole. Thick, taut ropes staked deep into the ground hold everything in place. They throw parties here during all the major holidays: Dia de los Reyes Magos, Dia de los Muertos, even some of the gringo ones like Thanksgiving and Fourth of July. Hundreds crowd under the tent, packed tight, drinking and dancing until dawn. Hundreds more spill out into the camp. You can’t get an hour’s worth of sleep for all the fucking noise.

“Wait here,” Lela tells me and walks ahead to the tent. She peeks inside the door flap and comes back. “He facing this way,” she says, pivoting her shoulders to show me the subject’s orientation. “The gringo with the colita.”

Lela and I move to the side of the tent, leaving Rafa behind. I pull back the flap that’s disguised to look like a fold in the tent’s canvas, then I slip inside. The narrow, concealed space between the outer and inner walls of the tent has a short ladder leading up to a small platform, the secret spot where I’ll spend the next couple hours, observing the visitor. I climb the ladder and step onto the platform, where there’s a small table and a three-legged stool. On top of the table sits a pair of headphones, and next to them a plate of steaming cabrito, tortillas, and a mug of water.

I lean over the outer edge of the platform and whisper to Lela’s shadow. “Gracias por la comida.”

I sit on the stool, my belly pressed against the table. There’s hardly any room to move, but I’ve long since grown accustomed to the cramped conditions. In front of me, there’s a wide pane of one-way glass. On my side, I can see everything going on inside the food tent. From the other side, diners see only what looks like a framed mural, a Diego Rivera replica depicting peasants with rifles, waving banners that read Tierra y Libertad. Land and freedom.

Inside the tent, I see a dozen of Guzmán’s men, mostly inner circle types. Shifty-eyed advisers and grizzled muscle men. They all wear the same loose-fitting garments: white cotton shirts discolored by desert dust and sand, camel brown pants. They’re a kind of uniform: the simple, functional garb of the desert-wandering rebel, little changed since the days of Pancho Villa, who led his bandit revolutionaries through this same godforsaken land some two and a half centuries ago.

Some of the men mill about, but most are already seated at the long wooden bench-style tables. Pepe the cook hovers around them, scooping large spoonfuls of beans from a small pot. His son, little Pepe, maybe six or seven, follows close behind handing out tortillas. The meal’s only just started. In a little while they’ll bring out some kind of meat, maybe a stew or cabrito. I’ve got maybe fifteen minutes before the hierba’s effect starts to peak, so I take some time to eat.

After I finish, I grab the headphones, cup them over my ears, and flip the switch. Good sound, not much static. I turn the knob through positions one through ten, testing each of the tiny microphones hidden in the tables.

I remove the headphones, turn around in the stool, reach down and tap Lela’s shoulder through the canvas outer wall. “Lista,” I whisper. Then the shadow of her head nods slightly, her signal to Rafa, who’s hanging around nearby, that the gear’s working fine and he can tell Guzmán’s men inside the tent that I’m ready to go.

I turn back around, put the headphones on again, and settle in to start the read.

The subject sits at a table, scoping everyone out, a half-eaten tortilla in his hand. Conspicuously gringo among the brown-skinned men, he’s tall and lean, his blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. Lela gave me the data dump on him earlier in the day. It was a story I’d heard countless times: he had the deal of a lifetime, a huge moneymaker, and to bring it to fruition all he needed was access to Guzmán’s manpower and resources. Blah blah blah, the deal would pay Guzmán back ten times over, guaranteed. They all use that word: guaranteed. I guarantee it, they say, as if the word actually had meaning. How many of these pitches have I heard? A hundred? Two hundred? More? Cattle ranching, narcotics production, natgas conversion plants, drone factories, fish farms in Galveston Bay, trade deals with the Chinese or the Brazilians. There seems to be an endless supply of these would-be big shots, these bullshitters and fast-talkers who come here to the desert, drooling at the chance to do business with Guzmán. Maybe one out of twenty has a legit deal.

Scrub brush, coyotes, and hustlers. In the West Texas desert, one finds these in abundance.

I watch and listen as Pepe serves the stew. Everyone is seated now, eating and chatting in the low, controlled tones of serious men. Blond ponytail attempts small talk with one of the bodyguards. He’s no dummy, blond ponytail. I can see that right away. He knows it’s bad manners to talk business before the meal’s finished. Most of the gringo hustlers make the mistake of going straight into their pitches.

I close my eyes for a moment, then open them. I feel the hierba’s effect peaking, so I lean forward and take a few deep breaths, relaxing my mind like Mama taught me to. I feel my awareness expand like a lens opened to its highest aperture, letting all the light in.

The first thing I sense is a deep skepticism emanating from Guzmán’s men. They don’t trust blond ponytail. Their suspicion hangs in the air, heavy and thick, a cloud of unseen smoke. I see all the tiny physical giveaways I normally wouldn’t notice, those things the brain files away as irrelevant, unworthy of the conscious mind’s attention: furtive movements of hands, small changes in body posture, minute facial tics. But with Mama’s training and the help of the hierba, I can see everything. Hear everything, too. Fear and nervousness, confidence and joy, love and hate. There’s nothing they can hide from me right now, not even the things they hide from themselves. Mama taught me to see it all.

Mama. I try not to let the memories distract me.

There’s an unnatural strain in the men’s voices. I hear their distrust like someone else might notice an out of tune key on a piano, ringing untrue. I lose myself, seeing these men, hearing them, reading them like a book written in a language only I can understand. A book of lies and deception, one I wish I’d never opened.

I focus on blond ponytail. “Whitetail,” he says, drawing out the word into three syllables. Waht-tay-el. His Southeast Texas accent rings clear and unmistakable in my headphones. “Can’t hardly find whitetail deer no more. Last season we sat a week in a blind, and nothing. Stalked a week more, nothing. My granddaddy said before Secession, he got him eight-point bucks every season.”

When the man across the table ignores him, he turns to another sitting next to him. “How’s the deer hunting around these parts?”

Blond ponytail’s neighbor doesn’t look up from his bowl. He shrugs and says, “You’re eating coyote stew. What do you think?” Nods and chuckles from around the table. Blond ponytail forces a smile.

They finish the stew and Pepe brings the café de olla. The smell of roasted coffee beans and cinnamon fills my nostrils.

I watch and listen, concentrating on blond ponytail as he starts his pitch.

“I’ve been in the natgas business all my life.”

Lie.

“My chemists get the highest gas conversion in all the Republic.”

Lie.

“Payback on this here deal’s six months, nine tops. I guarantee it.”

Huge lie.

He’s in his element now, building lie upon lie, relaxed and smiling, bullshitting everyone around him. Such a comfortable, practiced storyteller. One of the best I’ve ever seen. Effortlessly he spins a spider’s web of deceit, weaving strand after strand. A small exaggeration here, an intentional omission there, a complete fabrication when he really wants to pique their interest. Two years ago I might not have picked up on him so quickly. That’s how good he is. He even starts to win over some of the men, making them laugh, nod their heads. I sense the cloud of doubt dissipating. Not that it matters.

Sorry, blondie, but it’s not their opinion that counts.

I sit there, watching and listening for another half an hour, as the gringo slowly digs his grave, one lie at a time.

When I’ve seen enough, I switch off the headphones, place them on the table. I stand up, stretch my back, and ease my way down the ladder.

I slip through the false fold and step outside, where Lela’s still standing guard. The cook’s son stands next to her. The boy looks up at me with big eyes, full of expectation.

“I’m done,” I tell Lela. “Tell Guzmán I’m ready.”

Lela pats the boy on the head and says, “Vete, niño.” Little Pepe takes off at a run. He hops over a pair of legs sticking out from an old Jeep, someone making repairs, and knifes his way through an obstacle course of campfires, cooking pots, and families relaxing in the cool night air. He turns a corner and disappears from sight.

I enter the food tent with Lela, and we sit at the far end of the table, away from everyone else. Dinner is over and blond ponytail anxiously looks over at us, unsure what our sudden appearance might mean. He fidgets and bites his nails as he waits for Guzmán’s arrival. I let my gaze linger on his face a few moments. Underneath his anxiety he’s still confident, the fool. Even as the walls are closing in on him, the cocksure bastard still thinks he’ll make the deal. I steer my eyes away from him.

A minute later Guzmán bursts through the door flap and everyone stands. Two bodyguards follow close behind, shotguns in hand. The security detail always strikes me as redundant, even comically unnecessary.  At two meters tall and pushing what has to be a hundred and twenty kilos, Guzmán’s bigger and meaner-looking than any of the guards.

“Don Flaco!” blond ponytail shouts. “Wonderful to see you.” He smiles broadly and takes a couple paces forward, his hand extended. A bodyguard steps in front of Guzmán and racks the slide on his shotgun. The gringo stops cold and lowers his hand. His face melts into confusion.

Guzmán eyes the stranger carefully. He strokes the black stubble on his wide anvil of a chin, contemplating. Then he turns to me. “So what about this one?”

Out of the corner of my eye I see blond ponytail shifting his gaze between Guzmán and me. His confusion blooms into panic. Beads of sweat break out on his upper lip and forehead.

He deserves what’s coming to him, I tell myself, this silver-tongued scam artist. Given the opportunity, he’d slit every one of our throats without a second thought if there was something in it for him.

At this point I usually turn away, so I can’t see or sense the subject. It’s an ugly thing to watch, the way a person’s face changes the moment they realize they’re going to die. Some panic and try to run, some beg for mercy. Others nod and look to the ground, unsurprised, as if some long-expected bad news has finally arrived. It’s a hard memory to shake afterwards, even when some crooked thief has more than earned it.

All I have to do is shake my head, like I’ve done so many times before. One small gesture from me and they’ll drag him kicking and screaming out into the desert and shoot him like a dog.

“Dime, niña,” Guzmán says, his voice rising a notch. “¿Sí o no?”

Lela nudges me with her elbow and I snap back to the moment. Every pair of eyes focuses on me in anticipation. Some fear me, some respect me, some want to fuck me. The tent blares with the unspoken din of Guzmán’s men. How I wish I could turn it all off.

I look at blond ponytail. Vain, greedy blond ponytail. The last remnants of his confidence ebb, then disappear altogether. He finally seems to understand what’s happening.

Fuck it.

I turn to Guzmán and nod. “He’s fine.”

“Muy bien,” Guzmán says. “I’ll meet with him in the morning.” Then he turns and leaves, followed by his security detail.

It fills me with a strange kind of satisfaction, the way Guzmán believes me, how completely he takes me at my word. Makes me wish I would have lied to him long before now.

But it’s nothing more than a reprieve for blond ponytail, a stay of execution. When they figure out his deal is a bullshit scam, they’ll shoot him in the head and dump him in the desert. A meal for coyotes and vultures, like all the others who dared to pull one over on the great and powerful Guzmán.

And then after they take care of him, they’ll come for me.








CHAPTER 2










It’s long after midnight and I’m still awake. I sit on my cot, running my finger back and forth over the tracker scar on my forearm.

Outside, camp is quiet, peaceful. The canvas walls of my tent ripple gently in the cool breeze. The guard outside my tent starts to snore. I see the shadow of his head droop, catch, then droop again, like a lazy fisherman’s pole.

“Despierta, güey.” I see Lela’s large shadow towering over the seated guard, her hand reach out and slap the back of his head. The dozing man jolts awake with a curse.

She pokes her head inside the tent, sees me awake. “No sleeping yet?”

I shake my head. She enters, looks around, nods. “It’s nice, your new tent. More room for your books.” Then she taps her boot on the floor. “And wood better than dirt, yes? Not many have wood floors.”

I stare at her dully. “Lucky fucking me.”

Lela furrows her brow. “Don Flaco wanna see you.”

I blink. “Guzmán? Now, why?” A twitch of worry twists my stomach.

“No sé. Just told me to come for you. Vamos.”

I lie down on the cot. “Tell him I’m sleeping.” I roll over, my back to Lela, mind racing. He’s never called for me this late before. “Or tell him the hierba made me sick. What’s so important it can’t wait until morning?”

Lela grunts in frustration. The floor vibrates with heavy boot steps as she approaches the cot. “I carry you like a baby. That what you want?”

I glance back and wrinkle my nose at her. “You wouldn’t dare, you big ape. Hey, what the hell?”

She’s reaching under my legs with one hand, under my shoulders with the other, lifting me. I wriggle free and sit up. “All right, all right, Christ. Let me throw a jacket on.”

*	*	*

Guzmán’s “office” is an unassuming tent where he holds court with his inner circle, planning raids or divvying up spoils from the latest captured town. It’s cramped, cluttered with several chairs, none of which match: a faded red recliner with yellow foam bursting from rips in the sides, a pair of dented aluminum stools, an old wooden rocking chair. I sit in the corner on one of the stools as Guzmán and his top military man, Chavez, stand hunched over a large map of the Republic spread out over a wobbly folding table.

I fidget on my narrow perch. No one has said a word about why I’ve been summoned. My thoughts turn anxiously to the lying gringo.

A scattered mess of papers covers much of the table, and a few have fallen to the dirt floor. A dozen or so black and white photos line the tent’s walls, fastened to the canvas with pins, portraits of Mexican revolutionaries torn from ancient books and magazines. Zapata, Juarez, and Guzmán’s favorite, Pancho Villa. Among the old photos are several pencil drawings, gifts from the camp’s children, depicting Guzmán riding a horse, shooting a gun, flying in the air with a cape like a superhero. The back wall of the tent is covered by an enormous bookcase, three meters wide and taller than a person. In contrast to the haphazard mess of the rest of the space, Guzmán’s library is organized with meticulous care. There’s an entire shelf of history books (the biggest section), arranged alphabetically by author, and smaller sections on economics, natural gas production, and science.

Every few minutes Chavez, a brute of a man with narrow slits for eyes and silver-streaked hair, throws me a dirty look. At the moment he’s looking down, tracing a big circle on the map with his finger. “We took the town much easier than expected.”

Guzmán rubs his chin thoughtfully. “You call losing two dozen men easy?”

“We thought we’d lose much more, don Flaco,” Chavez says.

“Good news, then.”

Chavez glances over at me. “Can we speak on these matters privately, don Flaco?”

Guzmán’s right hand loathes me, calls me a bruja, a witch. If it were up to him, I’d take the same walk into the desert that blond ponytail should have taken earlier.

Chavez. The hulking, flat-nosed peasant who wanted to kill me the first time he saw me. Bad luck to have a witch with us, he said, when they brought me to Guzmán’s camp, starving and half-dead. He took out his gun and pleaded with Guzmán. Let me do it, he said, right in front of me like I wasn’t there, like I was some dangerous animal that had wandered into camp, a rattlesnake that had to be taken care of.

Three years on, I think he likes me even less. But now it’s more about professional jealousy than backwoods superstition. It kills Chavez that a half-gringa bruja has wormed her way into the inner circle, that I have Guzmán’s ear. Not that I ever wanted it, of course.

“Don’t worry about her,” Guzmán says, waving his hand. “Unless you’re lying to me, of course. Then maybe you should worry.”

Chavez shifts his weight from one foot to the other and clears his throat. “Don Flaco, I would never tell you anything but the truth.”

“I’m glad to hear it, compadre.” I catch a glimmer of a cagey smile under Guzmán’s thick mustache. He knows the hierba has long since worn off, knows I can’t tell for certain if Chavez is lying any more than he can. But of course Chavez doesn’t know that.

It’s typical Guzmán: keep everyone around you off balance, unsure of their standing, worried about what you might do next. Even with Chavez, the loyal bulldog who’s been part of Guzmán’s inner circle longer than anyone, complete candor is as rare as a desert thunderstorm. Guzmán once told me the best boxers always keep their opponents guessing. Too many Mexican fighters didn’t understand this, he said. They went straight forward, flat-footed, throwing hook after hook, willing to take two punches to give one. All offense, little strategy. And when they finally came across a skilled fighter, they got picked apart round after round, broken down like a dumb bull whose horns can never find the matador behind the cape. Feints, unpredictability, and deception were as important as a strong punch.

“So how much do we have now?” Guzmán asks. “What are the gas techs telling you?”

Chavez moves his hand over a portion of the map. “Now that we have Odessa, twenty-five percent, más o menos. We have most of the Permian Basin now.”

Puta madre. Twenty-five percent. A year ago he had maybe half that. Two years ago he hadn’t even taken his first town.

I imagine billions upon billions of cubic meters of natural gas deep in the ground underneath Odessa, underneath all the West Texas towns and territories Guzmán has taken in the past year. A quarter of the natgas fields in all the Republic under his control. How rich did that make him? How powerful? How the Bullock family must seethe whenever they hear his name, this dirty desert rebel who once only nibbled at the edges of their empire.

“What about the conversion plants?” Guzmán asks.

“Ten midsized ones in and around the city,” Chavez replies. “The Bullocks’ people torched two of them. The rest they wrecked before they got out of town, but the gas techs say they’ll be up and running in a couple weeks.”

Guzmán strokes his stubble. “They only had time to burn a couple. So they left in a hurry.”

Chavez nods. “That’s what it looks like, don Flaco.”

“Leave any bots behind?”

Chavez shakes his head. “We’ve haven’t found any. Only a few spare parts in the conversion plants.”

“Drones?”

“Nothing so far. The airport outside the city has a few control rooms, but the hangars were empty.”

For a moment neither man speaks, both studying the map like a chess board, their eyes darting back and forth, considering possibilities.

Guzmán asks, “How far to Dallas from here?”

“It’s far, don Flaco,” Chavez replies quickly, as if he’s been expecting the question. “Five hundred and sixty kilometers.” 

“Too far.” Guzmán looks up from the map. “That’s what you want to say, yes? You think it’s too far.”

Chavez pauses, then nods. “Sí, jefe.”

Guzmán scratches his chin and frowns. “So you think I should stay here? Is this your military strategy? Wait for them to come to me? Start playing defense?”

Chavez takes a deep breath. “We’ve taken so much in so little time, don Flaco.” He speaks carefully, slowly. “Just to hold the territory we’ve gained takes a lot of manpower. We’re stretched thin. To think about taking more, at least right now…” His mouth tightens into a straight line and he shakes his head.

Guzmán grunts in disapproval.

“I’m not saying we stay here forever,” Chavez says, “but a few months would let us—”

“A few MONTHS?” Guzmán booms, his voice a sudden crash of thunder. “We’ve got them on the ropes, compadre. Why give them time to recover? We have to move forward!” He punctuates the last word by striking his fist on the table. Its legs buckle and papers scatter.

For a long, uncomfortable moment Guzmán says nothing, papers slowly drifting to the floor as he stares down his military chief. My heart races and I fight down a surge of animal fear telling me to run out of the tent. The crazed, simmering look on Guzmán’s face would have most people pissing themselves right about now. It’s a stare I’ve seen break down a roomful of hardened men, reducing a pack of snarling wolves to harmless sheep. I watch Chavez, grudgingly giving the man credit as he stands firm. He may be a backwards peasant from Michoacán, but there’s not a cowardly bone in his body.

The silence lingers on like slow torture, then finally the temperature on Guzmán’s face comes down a few degrees. “You’re too careful,” he sighs. He motions toward the photos pinned to the wall. “Look at those men. Zapata, Villa, Juarez. Were they careful? Were they happy to take a few towns, count their money, and then wait around for the perfect moment to move on? Never. They pressed forward when everyone thought they wouldn’t. They marched to the east when the easier path was to the west. The gringos chased Villa and his men around this very same desert for five years and they never caught him. You know why? Because he didn’t play it careful. The careful men never make into the history books, compadre.”

I glance at the history section of his library, at the volumes dedicated to the Mexican revolution. Wait, five years?

Guzmán strokes his chin, smiles. “Let’s get another opinion.” He tilts his head in my direction. “Reader Soledad, what do you think? Should I stay here and wait for the stars and planets to line up before making my next move, or should I carry on?”

Chavez turns and glares at me. The unexpected opportunity to needle him lifts my spirits. I shrug indifferently and say, “Best defense is a good offense. That’s what they say, isn’t it?” I let the barest hint of a smirk raise the left side of my mouth. Chavez’s faces boils over with rage. If looks could kill.

Guzmán bursts out with laughter, slamming his palm on the table, sending more papers flying. “You see? Even she understands. Now, go get some sleep, compadre.”

Chavez’s face contorts as he tries to compose himself. “Bueno, jefe,” he says. “Buenas noches.” He turns, shoots me one last go-to-hell look, and leaves.

As soon as Chavez exits, Guzmán sits and waves me over. He studies the map as I nervously take the seat across from him, his brow furrowed like he’s working out some complex equation.

“Old Chavez has a special hate for you,” he says without looking up.

“That’s strange, because I really like him.”

Guzmán chuckles.

“Nine months,” I say.

“Nine months what?”

“That’s how long the gringo army hunted Pancho Villa. Nine months, not five years.”

The tips of Guzmán’s mustache curl upward as he smiles. He looks up from the map. “Some say nine, some say eleven. Depends which history you read.” He reaches down to the floor, fishes around inside his bag, and pulls out a pipe and a fist-sized bag of tobacco.

He shifts his gaze to some point beyond me, outside the tent. “Old Chavez is right about being careful,” he says, removing a fat pinch of tobacco from the bag and packing it into the pipe. “You see how he looked me in the eye? Didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink. That’s a loyal man for you, Reader Soledad. That’s the kind of man you can count on.”

“Count on to shoot me in the back,” I mutter, instantly regretting it. Guzmán frowns at me as he strikes a match. The sudden flare of orange illuminates his face, light and shadow exaggerating his features, stretching them out of proportion. I shift uncomfortably in my chair. You and your mouth, Sol.

Guzmán watches me but doesn’t say anything as he moves the flame slowly back and forth over the pipe, inhaling with careful, measured puffs. A smoky, sweet aroma fills the tent.

“Old Chavez knows,” he says, “there are times for taking risks and times for being careful.” He motions toward the old photos. “Those clowns on the wall, they never knew the difference. Villa died at forty-five, did you know that? And Zapata never even reached forty. Reckless fools, the both of them. The things they might have done if they hadn’t been so careless.” He tosses the match to the floor, mashes it into the dirt with his boot, and gestures toward the bookcase. “Count up all the wise men in those books, and you’ll find five times the number of fools.”

Those clowns on the wall. I look over at the photos. Hard men with weathered skin and sharp eyes stare back at me. Heroes of the common people, still celebrated and revered in songs and stories. Guzmán often quotes these men in his speeches, eliciting cheers from his followers. He sports the same wide mustache as Zapata, the same crisscrossed bandoleers. And like Villa, he openly keeps half a dozen mistresses, fathering who knows how many bastard children. Until this moment, like everyone else in camp, I’d bought the idea that these revolutionaries were his role models, his spiritual forefathers.

Guzmán chuckles as if he knows exactly what I’m turning over in my mind. “I know, I know,” he says. “Sacrilegio to say such things, no?” He blows smoke rings from his mouth, then grins like a kid who’s been caught stealing cookies. “But people need a story they can believe in, don’t you think?”

After a few moments, I realize I’m staring at him with my mouth open. It’s an odd feeling—like an unexpected shove in the back—especially for someone with my abilities. I can’t recall the last time someone’s actions or words surprised me. When you can see what I see, everyone’s an open book, a story with disappointing characters and a bad plot.

I grapple for composure, telling myself I really shouldn’t be surprised. Guzmán’s always been careful with what he revealed to me about himself, going to great lengths to make sure I don’t see him the same way I’ve seen so many others. While I’m under the influence of the hierba, he never shows his face for more than a few moments, and even then he rarely makes eye contact with me. And he shrewdly keeps the camp’s only supply of hierba under his personal lock and key, doling it out to me in small, single-use quantities, and only when he needs a reading.

Still, even without the hierba, after three years in his service and countless hours alone with him, I thought I’d seen every side of the man. A story people can believe in. A story. A vague, deflated feeling settles over me, which I quickly dismiss as ridiculous. What does it matter if he’s an enlightened folk hero or simply a greedy, land-grabbing opportunist posing as one? Either way, he’s still the jailer holding the keys to my cell.

Guzmán leans back and puffs thoughtfully on his pipe. “So how’s your new tent? Comfortable, no?”

“It’s fine, gracias.”

He nods. “It’s the least I can do after how much you’ve helped us.” He looks me over carefully. “How are you feeling these days, Reader Soledad?”

“Fine.” I wonder where he’s going with this, why he called me here. Does he know about the gringo? I decide he doesn’t. The price for betrayal is quick and brutal, even for his inner circle. I’ve seen it, I know. If he had any idea I’d crossed him, I wouldn’t be sitting here having a chat. I’d be facedown in the desert with two rounds in my brain.

So he doesn’t know…yet.

He takes a long draw on the pipe; the tobacco glows and crackles softly. “I wonder,” he says. “You see so much death, maybe too much. It’s a hard thing, to see it like you do, up close and ugly.”

So let me walk out of here if you’re so concerned about my state of mind.

“Your soldiers see a lot more than I do,” I say.

Guzmán nods. “Yes, but that’s different. They fight and kill because they want to, because they believe in what we’re doing.”

Must be nice to have a choice, I nearly say, but I keep my mouth shut.

A thin wisp of blue-black smoke rises from his pipe, snakes upward, and dissipates into nothing. Guzmán glances down at my arm, sees the diamond-shaped tracker scar. He looks like he wants to say something else, but then stops himself.

“After your next read,” he finally says, “I’ll give you a break. A nice long one.”

It’s the same thing he said last time, and God knows how many times before that. I’ll give you a break. Whatever trace of sincerity the phrase might have once carried has long since vanished. Now it only feels cruel, like someone pressing their thumb into a bruise you’d forgotten was there, the pain coming back sudden and fresh. I don’t want to hear it anymore.

I say nothing, waiting for the moment to pass. It never lasts long, this flash of bogus generosity or slave owner guilt or whatever it is. After a few moments, Guzmán’s face inevitably hardens, becoming once again the stone mask of a man who’s all business, who’ll get what he wants and God help you if you stand in his way. The kind of man who, deep down, doesn’t remotely mind killing an innocent, or even hundreds of them, if it expands his territory, adds to his growing legend, wins him more fawning concubines. The kind of man who doesn’t mind having a slave, even as he pretends for a few moments that he does. 

And slaves don’t get breaks.

Ernesto “Flaco” Guzmán is full of shit, and I don’t need the hierba to see it.








CHAPTER 3




The next morning a sharp poke on my shoulder wakes me. “Come on, levántate.” I pretend I’m still asleep. Lela pokes me again, harder. “Fresh air and coffee, this is what you need.”

I crack one eye open. The diffuse orange light of a desert dawn pours into my tent through the open door flap. A tangle of hair covers my face and Lela hovers over me, her pendant hanging out from her neck as she leans forward. The dark-skinned Virgin of Guadalupe swings back and forth over my head.

“Sleep is what I need,” I mumble, turning my back to her and pulling the blanket over my head. “Don’t you have morning mass to go to or something?” As if on cue, a church bell rings first call in the distance.

“I go two times tomorrow,” she says, tugging on my arm until I roll back over. “Let’s go. You don’t stay in bed all day.” She pulls the blanket down off my face. “No more of that, entiendes?”

I sit up, groggy, and rub my eyes. A metal mug sits on the bookcase at the foot of my cot, coffee steam wafting lazily upward. I smooth my hair back, yawn, look over at Lela. She stands with her arms crossed, a determined look in her eyes. I sigh and reach for the coffee, too tired to argue.

I think it’s Tuesday, but I’m not sure, and I’m only vaguely certain the month is July. All the days blur together, each one a repeat of the last, a never-ending road to nowhere I’m forced to shuffle along in invisible shackles. Ugly thoughts to wake up to, but there you are.

The coffee warms my insides. I stand and stretch, feeling the gritty sand under my bare feet, the sunlight waking my skin with the gentle heat of a desert morning.

Lela frowns at me and throws the door flap closed so no one can see my nakedness. Such a prude. I recall the first time she saw me naked. It was after a reading and the hierba’s effect was still lingering. I sensed a strange awkwardness in her face and voice. Not sexual, just a…discomfort I couldn’t understand. Later I learned that Lela had grown up in the remote wilds of Chiapas, where gringos were rarely seen. My brown eyes and hair—the Mexican features from Papi’s side—must have looked normal to her, but the fair skin and narrow nose—the Anglo part of me from Mama’s side—struck her as alien, odd.

She grabs my clothes from the chair. “How many days you wear these?”

I shrug and take another gulp of coffee. She smells the shirt, makes a face, and tosses it to the floor. Then she rummages through my foot locker for a clean shirt and pants and flings them onto the bed.

She looks me over, assessing me in the
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