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  El Salvador's Top Secret

  by Isla St. Claire




  Escape to Paradise

The car dropped me at the entrance to Las Verandas, and I stepped out into heat so thick it felt like inhaling water. I’d left San Francisco in fog and fifty-degree drizzle. Here, the air smelled of jasmine and diesel and something deeper—earth, maybe, or the salt crust drying on the road from the coast. The sky was the color of a bruise healing at the edges, magnolia and mauve, and the resort gates stood open like a dare.

I paid the driver in cash. Alejandro Smith didn’t have credit cards, or a corporate Amex, or any digital trail a board member’s forensic accountant could trace back to Alexander Chen. The bills were crisp, fresh from a private safe in a bank that didn’t ask questions. They felt greasy in my palm, wrong somehow, but the driver pocketed them without counting and pulled away, leaving me alone with my duffel bag and the weight of everything I’d run from.

The lobby was open to the elements, a thatched roof cathedral with ceiling fans turning slow as prayer. A woman with sun-leathered skin and a white flower tucked behind her ear glided toward me. “Mr. Smith. Welcome.” Her English was careful, each word placed like a stone. “You had a good flight?”

I hadn’t. I’d spent four hours in first class watching the seat-back screen track our route over the Gulf, convinced each passenger who glanced my way was memorizing my face. But I smiled. The smile I’d perfected in a hundred boardrooms, the one that said nothing and let people project whatever they wanted. “Fine, thank you.”

“Your villa is ready. Number seven. The quietest one.” She pressed a keycard into my hand, and her touch lingered a half-second longer than necessary. “Tranquilo,” she said. “Aquí se cura el alma.”

*Here the soul heals.* I almost laughed. My soul wasn’t the problem. My soul was fine, assuming I still had one. The problem was Marcus Voss and the knife he’d been sharpening behind my back for eighteen months, lining up votes like dominoes while I trusted him with everything.

From somewhere behind the check-in desk, a parrot shrieked. I flinched. The bird was big, scarlet and blue, pacing a wrought-iron cage hung near the office door. It tilted its head, fixed me with a yellow eye, and squawked again. This time the sound resolved into words: “No hay cámaras. No hay cámaras.”

The woman saw my face and laughed. “Paco. He belonged to the previous owner. He means there are no security cameras on the property. It was a… selling point, for some guests.”

*No cameras.* Right. That’s why I’d chosen this place. A resort that catered to the kind of people who didn’t want to be seen—actors fleeing tabloids, politicians hiding affairs, tech billionaires dodging hostile takeovers. Paco’s promise was supposed to soothe me. Instead, it made me feel stripped bare. No cameras meant no evidence. No evidence meant no protection.

I tipped the bellman to leave my bag at the villa and walked the path alone. The resort sprawled across a hillside, villas tucked among banana trees and bougainvillea draped over trellises like purple flames. The plunge pool outside my door held a single frangipani blossom, white petals bobbing in water the exact blue of a swimming pool in a dream. Through the sliding glass, I could see the ocean. The real ocean, not some screensaver approximation. It stretched to the horizon, flat and hammered silver under the dying light.

I should have felt relief. I’d made it. Twelve hours ago I was in a conference room watching lawyers from both sides circle each other like wolves, and now I was here, anonymous, untouchable, safe.

Instead, I felt hollow.

The villa was all clean lines and warm wood, a king bed with sheets folded so tight they looked shrink-wrapped. I threw my duffel on the floor and stood at the window, scanning the property. Pathways snaking between buildings. A pool deck near the main restaurant. The beach, a pale crescent below. Families and couples scattered like chess pieces. No obvious threats. No one who looked like private security or corporate intelligence.

My phone buzzed. Stupid. I’d bought a burner in Houston during the layover, a cheap thing with a prepaid SIM, but I’d made the mistake of logging into a encrypted news aggregator with my usual credentials. The headline sat in my notifications like a tumor:

*Nexus AI Board Deadlocked as Voss Faction Gains Momentum—Sources Say CEO Chen “Unreachable”*

Unreachable. That was the word they’d agreed on. Not *vanished*, not *cut and run*. Just unreachable. A man who’d stepped out for coffee and never came back.

I pocketed the phone. The air in the villa was too still, too air-conditioned. I needed to move, to put my back against something solid and feel the world with my skin instead of through a screen. So I walked toward the beach.

The sand was volcanic, dark gray and fine as powdered sugar. It squeaked under my feet, an unfamiliar sound that made me feel like an intruder on some other planet’s shore. The water stretched out glassy and indifferent, a few longboarders floating beyond the break, silhouettes in the golden hour murk.

That’s when I saw him.

He was in the shallows, waist-deep, holding a foam board steady while a girl of maybe ten paddled in frantic circles. Her parents stood on the sand, filming with their phones, laughing. The instructor—and he was clearly the instructor, his rash guard bright against his brown skin—said something I couldn’t hear, and the girl stopped paddling. He leaned down, adjusted her hands on the board, and showed her how to angle toward the beach. His patience was physical, a calm that radiated through the water.

Then a wave came, a small one, barely knee-high. He pushed the board, the girl wobbled, stood, and rode it almost all the way to the sand before tumbling sideways into the foam. She surfaced shrieking with joy, and the instructor laughed.

The sound hit me in the chest.

I don’t know why. It was just a laugh—deep, unguarded, the kind of laugh you hear from someone who’s forgotten anyone might be listening. But I couldn’t look away. He waded to shore, the wet fabric clinging to his torso, and for a moment I let myself notice the way his shoulders moved, the economy of his muscle, the dark hair curling against his temples.

Then a stray dog burst from the treeline—some kind of terrier mix, scruffy and missing half an ear—and raced toward him, kicking up sand. The instructor dropped to one knee, cupped the dog’s face in both hands, and murmured something. The dog’s tail went wild. He reached into a pocket, produced a bit of something, and fed it. Gently. Like the dog was a friend he’d been waiting for.

I felt a pinch behind my ribs. Envy. That was it. Envy of a stray dog, because some surf instructor on a beach in El Salvador had touched it with more tenderness than I’d felt in years.

Dangerous. That thought was dangerous. I turned away before he could catch me staring and walked back to the resort with the sand squeaking under my feet and a warning bell ringing somewhere deep in the old, armored parts of my brain.

---

The bar was open-air, a circular thatch-roofed thing with bamboo stools and a bartender who looked like he’d stepped out of a travel magazine: white linen shirt, salt-and-pepper hair, forearms roped with muscle. I ordered a gin and tonic because it was the first thing I thought of. The bartender poured it slow, like a ritual, and set it on a coaster made of woven palm.

“First time in El Salvador?” he asked.

I nodded. The less said, the better.

“You picked the right spot. Nothing here but waves and sun. Gets bored after a while, but some people need bored.” He said it like a diagnosis.

I didn’t argue. I let the gin burn my throat and watched the sunset do its work on the horizon. The sky was bleeding now, magenta spreading from a wound near the waterline, and the palm fronds overhead turned black against it. Couples drifted toward the restaurant, sunburned and murmuring. The surf lesson had ended. The beach was empty.

And then he was there.

The instructor. He’d changed out of the rash guard into a linen shirt, white and unbuttoned at the collar, and he moved with that same loose grace I’d noticed on the sand. He slid onto the stool next to me like he’d been invited, like there was nowhere else in the world he’d rather sit, and signaled the bartender with two fingers.

“Cerveza. Whatever’s cold.” His voice had a grain to it, something rough and warm. He turned to me. “You’re the new arrival. Villa seven, right?”

I stiffened. “You know which villa I’m in?”

“Small resort.” He shrugged. “And you look like someone who’d request the quiet one.” His eyes caught mine, and I felt the impact of them—blue, ocean-blue, a color that didn’t track with his skin tone and his dark hair. Must be contacts, I thought, or some genetic lottery. “I’m Mateo.”

“Alejandro.” The lie came easy. I’d practiced it in the mirror on the plane.

Mateo’s beer arrived, and he took a long pull. I watched the muscles in his throat work. When he set the bottle down, he was smiling, a half-smile that tucked into one cheek and stayed there. “So, you surf?”

“No,” I said. Then, for some reason I couldn’t name, I added: “Beginner. I’m a beginner.”

The lie was unnecessary. I’d never touched a surfboard in my life. But something in Mateo’s presence made me want to be more interesting than I was. More open. It was a dangerous instinct, and I recognized it too late.

“Everyone’s a beginner at something.” He tilted his head, studying me with an attention that felt almost physical. “You’re carrying something heavy. I can tell.”

I laughed, a sharp bark of a sound. “From what? My posture?”

“From the way you’re holding that glass like it might try to escape.” He nodded at my hand, white-knuckled around the gin. “And the way you scanned the bar before you sat down. You’re a man who expects trouble.”

I loosened my grip on the glass. Forced my shoulders down. “Bad habit.”

“Where’d you pick it up?”

“Work.” The word came out clipped. I didn’t elaborate.

Mateo didn’t push. That was the surprising thing. In my world, when someone spotted a weakness, they probed it until they found bone. Mateo just let the silence stretch, sipping his beer, watching the sunset with the contentment of someone who’d seen a thousand sunsets and would happily watch a thousand more.

The bartender reappeared. He topped off my gin without asking, then turned to Mateo and said something in Spanish too fast for me to follow. I caught “ola” and “susurrador,” and Mateo laughed, waving him off.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“Nothing. Local gossip.” Mateo’s eyes glinted. “He calls me *el ola susurrador*. The wave whisperer. Says I read water better than anyone on this coast.”

“Is it true?”

“Maybe. I read people, too.” He looked at me, and the half-smile deepened. “You, for example. You’re running from something. But you’re also running toward something, or you wouldn’t be here. You’d be in a high-rise hotel in Miami with room service and CCTV.”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. He’d named it too precisely, the choice I’d made when I booked this resort instead of a fortress. Some part of me wanted to be found. Or maybe it just wanted to stop hiding.

“I could teach you,” Mateo said. “Surfing. Tomorrow morning, if you’re up for it.”

I should have said no. I’m not the kind of man who takes surf lessons from beautiful strangers. I’m the kind of man who reads contracts and anticipates betrayals and always, always has an exit strategy. But the gin was warm in my stomach, and the sunset had turned the sky into something that looked like a painting of itself, and Mateo was watching me with those impossible blue eyes, and I heard myself say: “Sure.”

“Good.” He held out his hand.

I took it.

The handshake was firm, his palm calloused and dry. But it didn’t end. His grip held, and his thumb shifted almost imperceptibly, brushing the inside of my wrist. The contact was electric—a hot shock that climbed my arm and settled somewhere behind my sternum. I forgot to breathe.

The world went mute. The waves dropped to a hush. The ice in my glass stopped clinking. Everything that existed, existed in the space between our hands, in the brush of his thumb against my pulse.

Mateo’s voice dropped, low and private, like he was confiding a secret. “You look like you need to be lost for a while.”

No one had ever seen through me that fast. Not my therapist, not my ex-wife, not Marcus Voss who’d studied me like a textbook for two decades. Mateo had looked at me for five minutes and found the thing I’d been too afraid to admit: I didn’t just want to hide. I wanted to disappear. To dissolve into the salt and the heat and the rhythm of something bigger than quarterly earnings and boardroom coups.

His hand slipped from mine. The sunset haloed his silhouette, struck sparks off the ocean behind him, and for a moment he looked like something mythic—a minor god of the coast, careless and golden and completely at ease in a world that had spent forty-eight years chewing me up.

“Mañana,” he said. “Six AM. The break out front. Don’t be late.”

And he walked away.

I stayed frozen at the bar. The gin sat in my hand, warming now, the condensation dripping down the glass like sweat. I watched his silhouette dissolve into the gathering dusk, his white shirt a loose flag swallowed by the dark. My heart was hammering. Actually hammering, like I’d been running. I pressed my free hand flat against the bar and felt the tremor in my fingers.

*I want to be seen by him again.*

The thought tunneled through the noise and surfaced clean. I couldn’t push it down. It sat there, glowing, unsheathed. I wanted those sea-glass eyes on me. I wanted that low voice saying my real name, not the fake one. I wanted to know what it felt like to be known that completely by someone who hadn’t learned to want things from me.

Then the caution hit.

This was a risk. A massive, uncalculated risk. I was here under a false identity because the real one was a liability. Every moment I spent with Mateo was a moment I wasn’t monitoring the board’s next move. Every detail I let slip was a crack Marcus Voss could exploit. And attraction—attraction was the biggest crack of all. I’d seen smart men gutted by it, their judgment hollowed out by want. I couldn’t afford to be stupid.

The bartender reappeared. “Another?”

“No.” I pushed the glass away. “I’m done.”

He nodded, unbothered. “Mateo’s good people. Best instructor on the coast. You’ll be standing by noon.”

I didn’t tell him that standing on a surfboard wasn’t the thing I was worried about.

---

My villa was dark when I got back. I hadn’t left any lights on, and the sliding glass door framed the ocean like a black mirror. I stood in the doorway and let the air settle around me—the hum of the ceiling fan, the distant hush of the surf, the pulse still beating in my wrist where Mateo’s thumb had pressed.

I should work. I had a satellite phone in my duffel, a secure line to my lawyer in Houston, and a data dump of every document the Voss faction had filed in the past week. But the thought of opening those files made me want to walk into the ocean and keep walking.

Instead I sat on the bed and checked the burner phone.

The news aggregator had updated. *Voss Gains Ground as Nexus Board Splits—Insiders Say Chen’s AI Blueprint the Central Prize.* Below the headline, a photo of me from last year’s conference, looking smug in a five-thousand-dollar suit. I remembered that day. I’d just closed a funding round that valued Nexus at twelve billion. Marcus had stood at my shoulder, smiling for the cameras, probably already counting the votes he’d need to bury me.

The blueprint. That was what this was all about. A decentralized AI network, something genuinely new, something that could break the stranglehold of the big five tech giants. I’d built it in secret over three years, a skunkworks project even my inner circle didn’t fully understand. But Marcus understood. Marcus had been there from the start, my first investor, my oldest friend. He knew what the blueprint was worth. And he’d decided it was worth more to him than I was.

I turned off the phone.

The room pressed in. The ceiling fan carved time, each rotation a slow slice through the silence. I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes, but all I could see was Mateo’s face. His hand in the dog’s scruffy fur. The smile tucked into his cheek. The way his thumb had found my pulse like he knew exactly where to look.

*You look like you need to be lost for a while.*

Who says that to a stranger? Who walks up to a man radiating paranoia and sees through it in five minutes flat? The bartender called him the wave whisperer, said he read people faster than water. I’d dismissed it as local color, romanticized gossip. But now, lying in the dark, I felt a needle of unease.

What if it wasn’t romance? What if he was just that good?

I sat up. Checked the doors. The locks were solid, the glass reinforced. I pulled the curtains and did a sweep of the villa—closets, bathroom, the small kitchenette. Nothing. No listening devices I could spot, no cameras. Just the quiet hum of the mini-fridge and the distant rhythm of the sea.

Paranoia. That’s all it was. The man was a surf instructor. He worked at a resort that catered to rich foreigners. Of course he could read people—it was his job to make them feel comfortable, to sell them lessons, to keep them coming back. I was projecting. Letting the stress of the boardroom war turn an innocent encounter into something sinister.

But the unease didn’t go away. It just shifted shape, curling into something else. Not fear of Mateo. Fear of myself. Of the way my pulse had jumped at his touch. Of the smile I couldn’t suppress when I replayed it.

I set an alarm for 5:30 AM on the burner phone and labeled it: *Surf lesson. Don’t be stupid.*

Then I lay back and stared at the ceiling fan and listened to the surf.

*What am I doing?*

The question came out as a whisper, barely louder than the fan. The ocean answered with a patient hush, a sound that was almost a voice. It didn’t tell me to stay or go. It just kept breathing, in and out, a rhythm older than commerce, older than fear. The promise of tomorrow’s lesson. The unsaid threat of a man who could pull me under.

I didn’t cancel the alarm.

Somewhere between the third and fourth rotation of the fan, I felt the phantom warmth of Mateo’s calloused hand, still pressed against my skin like a brand. He had seen me. Not the empire, not the crisis, not the billions at stake. He’d looked right past Alejandro Smith and seen the exhaustion underneath, the raw ache of a man who couldn’t remember the last time he’d let his guard down.

The guilt came next. I’d lied to him. About my name, about my reasons for being here, about everything. It was necessary—non-negotiable—but it sat like a stone in my gut. What would he say if he knew? What would those blue eyes do if I told him the truth?

Nothing good. That was the answer. The truth was a poison, and I’d learned long ago not to serve it to people I wanted to keep close.

I turned on my side. The sheets were too smooth, too cold. I thought about the dog on the beach, the tenderness in Mateo’s hands, and something in my chest cracked open an inch.

*Attraction is the crack you came here to seal shut.*

The thought was sharp, a voice that sounded like the old me—the one who’d built an empire on suspicion and survived two decades in an industry that ate its young. That version of me would have laughed at the idea of a surf lesson with a stranger. He would have been on the phone with Houston, marshaling counterstrikes, plotting his return. He wouldn’t have been lying in the dark replaying a handshake like a lovesick teenager.

But that version of me hadn’t stood at a bar while the world shrank to a pair of ocean-blue eyes. That version hadn’t felt his pulse jump at the brush of a calloused thumb.

I pressed my palm against my wrist, trying to recreate the pressure. It didn’t work. The heat was gone. But the need was still there, bright and stupid and completely undeterred by the risk.

In the morning I’d see him again. I’d stand in the sand and let him teach me something I didn’t know how to do, and for an hour or two I’d pretend I was just a tourist on vacation, just a man with no past and nothing to lose.

In the morning, the lie would hold.

I closed my eyes. The surf kept breathing. The fan kept carving time. And somewhere in the dark, the parrot named Paco was probably squawking his promise into an empty lobby: no cameras, no cameras, no one watching at all.

If only that were true.


  Hidden Depths

The alarm pulled me out of a dream I couldn't remember. I slapped at the burner phone until the buzzing stopped and lay there in the dark, the ceiling fan still carving its patient circles above me. 5:30 AM. The sky outside the sliding glass was the color of a television tuned to a dead channel.

I'd slept maybe three hours. Every time I'd closed my eyes, I'd felt Mateo's thumb on my wrist, the pressure ghosting back like a radio signal I couldn't tune out. At 2 AM I'd given up and read through the Voss documents on my satellite phone until the legalese blurred into white noise. At 4 AM I'd stood under a cold shower and told myself I was canceling the lesson.

Now I was pulling on board shorts I'd bought at the resort shop last night, still creased from the packaging. They felt ridiculous. Everything about this felt ridiculous. A forty-eight-year-old CEO who hadn't exercised beyond a Peloton in three years, about to let a stranger push him into the ocean on a foam board.

The beach was empty when I walked down. The sand had cooled overnight to something almost damp underfoot, and the sky was beginning to bruise at the horizon—purple giving way to rose, the first tentative bleed of morning. A few seabirds worked the shallows, quick and mechanical, stabbing at invisible prey. Beyond the break, the water was glass.

And Mateo was already there.

He'd laid two boards on the sand, one long and one shorter, and he was crouched beside the longer one with a block of wax, working it in slow circles across the deck. His back was to me, the morning light picking out the muscle shifting under his shoulder blades, the dark curl of hair at his nape. The stray dog from yesterday was sprawled nearby, muzzle on its paws, watching him like a furry little acolyte.

I stopped a few feet away. "You're early."

He didn't look up. "You're late."

"It's not even six."

"Exactly." He turned then, and the half-smile was already tucked into his cheek, but something else flickered behind it—surprise, maybe, or satisfaction that I'd actually shown up. "Took you long enough, Alejandro."

The name landed wrong. I'd chosen it, practiced it, worn it like a borrowed coat for two days now. But hearing it in Mateo's mouth made me want to correct him. I didn't.

Instead I gestured at the board. "This is yours, I assume."

"This is *yours*." He patted the longer one—a foam-topped behemoth that looked like a pool toy for giants. "Nine feet of forgiveness. My grandfather used to say a good teacher doesn't give you what you want. He gives you what you need to survive."

The board was scarred. I noticed it as he stood and brushed wax crumbs from his thighs—a single chalk-white scratch running the length of the nose, deep enough to catch a fingernail. He touched it twice as he lifted the board, once with his index finger and once with his thumb, a quick ritual like crossing himself. I almost asked. But he was already talking again, that low rough voice moving sure as a current.

"First, the pop-up. You don't need to be in the water to learn this. You just need to be humble."

He dropped to his belly on the board, demonstrating. His body moved with a fluid economy that made the motion look effortless—palms flat beside his ribs, back arched, then one clean explosive push that brought him to his feet, knees bent, arms out for balance. The whole thing took maybe two seconds.

"Now you."

I got down on the board. The foam was still cool from the night air, and I could smell the wax—coconut, something tropical and slightly sweet. I tried to replicate his movement, pushing up with my arms. My shoulders screamed. My hips stayed glued to the deck. I managed something that looked less like a pop-up and more like a turtle trying to right itself.

Mateo laughed. Not mockingly—warm, surprised, the same unguarded sound I'd heard him give the girl in the waves. "You fight your own body. Stop thinking. Your body knows how to move. Your brain's just in the way."

"Story of my life," I muttered.

He circled behind me, and suddenly his hands were on my hips. "Arch your back more. Like this." He pressed down, adjusting the angle of my pelvis against the board. His palms were dry, calloused, exactly as I remembered. "And when you push up, your feet have to land here"—he tapped the board between my ankles—"not here. You're landing too wide."

I tried again. Failed again.

"Otra vez," he said. Again.

I tried. Failed.

"Otra vez."

His hands kept finding me. My hips. My lower back. Once, when my wrist buckled during the push, his fingers closed around it—the same wrist he'd touched at the bar—and straightened my alignment. His thumb grazed the exact same spot. The exact same electric jolt climbed my arm and shorted out my lungs.

I froze. Half-crouched on the board, breathing hard, pulse deafening.

"There," he said, and his voice had dropped, just fractionally. "That's better."

He didn't let go for a beat too long. Neither of us acknowledged it. But when I finally managed a wobbly, graceless pop-up that left me standing on the board with both feet and a look of genuine shock, Mateo stepped back and nodded like I'd just solved cold fusion.

"Bueno. You're ready for the water."

"I don't feel ready."

"That's how you know you are."

---

The ocean was colder than I'd expected. Not California cold, not the numbing shock of the Pacific in December, but cool enough to make me gasp when the first wave hit my chest. Mateo waded ahead of me, the board under his arm, the water beading on his brown shoulders in the early light.

"Keep the board perpendicular to the waves," he said. "If a wave catches you sideways, it'll flip you. If it catches you head-on, it'll throw the board into your face. Perpendicular. Always."

"Head-on bad. Sideways bad. Got it."

He looked back at me, and for a second the smile was genuine. "You're a quick study."

"Top of my class."

"In what?"

I almost said it. *Computer science. MIT. '98.* The words were right there, automatic, a piece of the old biography that rolled out in every business dinner and investor pitch. I bit them back. "Nothing useful."

We reached the break zone where the waves were small and rolling, white foamy things that barely reached my ribs. Mateo turned the board and held it steady. "Alright. Lie down. When I say paddle, you paddle hard. When I say up, you do the pop-up. Don't think. Just do."

I lay down. The board rocked under me, alive in a way the sand version hadn't been. Everything was moving—the water, the board, my heart.

A wave came. A small one, a ripple really, but Mateo saw something in it that I didn't. "Paddle. Paddle now."

I paddled. The board lurched forward.

"Up!"

I pushed. My arms remembered the motion before my brain did, and suddenly I was crouching, wobbling, the board skittering sideways under my feet. For three seconds—three electric, impossible seconds—I was standing. The water rushed beneath me. The shore slid past. I heard someone laughing, a raw surprised sound, and realized it was me.

Then the board slewed right, my feet went left, and the ocean swallowed me whole.

I came up spluttering, salt in my mouth and my eyes and something caught in my throat that turned out to be a laugh. An actual laugh, one I couldn't remember uttering in months. The wave had been maybe knee-high. I'd ridden it for maybe ten feet. And I felt like I'd just escaped a burning building.

Mateo was wading toward me, the board under control, his eyes crinkled at the corners. "You did it."

"I fell."

"You fell *after* you stood. That counts." He held the board steady while I hauled myself back on, my arms already shaking. "Most people don't stand on their first wave. Most people don't stand on their tenth."

I wiped salt from my eyes. "Maybe I'm a savant."

"Maybe you're too stubborn to fall in front of a stranger."

He said it lightly, but the word *stranger* landed between us. We weren't strangers. Not anymore. Some line had been crossed, somewhere between the handshake and the hands on my hips and the surge of standing on water.

We paddled out past the break and sat on our boards, legs dangling, the shore a distant ribbon of black sand and green foliage. The sun had cleared the horizon now, throwing a gold path across the water that burned if you looked at it directly. Pelicans cruised overhead in formation, wings stiff as fighter jets.

Mateo was quiet for
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