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			Chapter 1

			Emma Caldridge sat in the tunnel and watched the rats gather around her. Their eyes glowed when they bisected the small beam of moonlight pinpointing through the jagged seam in the ceiling. Sacks of marijuana lined the walls, and metal rails ran along the floor. Emma heard the voices of her pursuers whispering to each other in Spanish outside the tunnel’s entrance.

			She’d been tracking their progress through the dry, dusty Arizona night. She couldn’t believe her luck, coming upon an actual shipment as she did, but her good fortune changed when a straggler among them appeared at her back. She’d run through the night, chased by the coyote who was as fleet as the animal itself. The man was whipcord thin and feral and he’d stalked her with the intensity of one who knew his continued livelihood depended on catching her before she went to the police. She’d outpaced him on the flats, but he had the advantage of knowing the terrain. He’d caught up with her on the twisting path, when she found herself stumbling off it at the turns. She’d fought down the fear she felt, doing her best to focus on the trail and her pace. As an ultra marathoner she’d learned how to discipline her mind to halt any thoughts of defeat, and now she’d used that training to keep the terror at bay. She’d kept one ear tuned to the noise behind her in order to gauge his approach, and when he neared she increased her speed. She knew she could outrun him with ease as long as the trail remained visible and clear. What she didn’t know was what obstacles loomed in front of her.

			A second had joined him right before she fell. The tunnel’s entrance was well hidden, and she’d tumbled straight down into it, legs first. She’d managed to sit up as the rats converged, but she could feel bone-deep pain in the soles of her feet where they had hammered into the packed earth floor on her descent.

			She rose with a grimace, her feet throbbing at the extra weight. A whiff of air fanned her face and she dodged the dark body of a bat swooping toward her. Two more flew past and she hunched over, lowering her face to her chest. The fear fought its way upward, causing her breath to hitch. The fall into the tunnel had changed the dynamic from one where she had the whole world in which to flee to one where her flight was controlled. Now her pursuers had an edge. With one hand on the side wall and one foot along the rail, she started forward. The air smelled of dirt and grass overlaid with the distinctive odor of marijuana. At least here the shipment was inanimate. What she’d seen above was the transportation of human slaves, most of them men, being moved to locations where they would work without rest until they died.

			She heard the coyote land in the passage behind her. She stepped up the pace, shuffling along, keeping her feet in contact with the rail and her hand on the wall. She’d left that evening with a camelback filled with water and a fanny pack filled with packets of running gel composed of amino acids and electrolytes to provide her with any immediate energy boost she might need. Her cell phone remained on and she’d sent a text to the main office at the first sight of the shipment. She doubted the phone would get a signal now and didn’t waste any time pulling it out.

			The cavern curved left, the darkness broken here and there by shafts of light from above. The men behind her had gained ground—that much was obvious by the sounds of their approach, growing louder. She stepped up to a jog, her anxiety spiking and her eyes watering with the effort of trying to pierce the gloom. Her panting echoed in the space and she sucked on the camelback spout, pulling the tepid water into her dry mouth. She came upon a handcart stacked high with sacks and for a brief moment she considered jumping on it and using the pump bar to propel the device. She discarded the idea. It would be too noisy, and she wasn’t sure if the trolley required two people to move the seesaw handle.

			Her hand hit some wooden supports and she felt a splinter gouge deep into her index finger at the first knuckle. She grit her teeth on the pain, doing her best not to make a sound. She kept moving, even picking up speed. The tunnel curved right and she felt the floor sloping upward. A creaking, squealing noise echoed through the enclosed space followed by the sound of the trolley wheels sliding over the rails. She ran faster, holding her right hand out in front of her and stumbling as her foot hit a small pothole in the dirt floor. She stubbed her toe on the rail when it curved once again.

			Her hand knocked into a plywood wall. She ran her fingers over it, looking for a doorknob and finding none. She rubbed her palms along the walls a few feet before the door and on either side, hoping for an opening that might send her in an alternate direction, but she met with solid, packed earth. She’d reached the end.

			The trolley moved toward her, the screeching metal sound filling the tunnel. Her fear choked her and all thoughts of stealth flew out of her head. She pounded on the wooden panel with both fists, no longer caring about the noise she made. The door flew open and she plummeted through the entrance, landing face-first on a linoleum floor. Bright light blinded her. She rolled over and looked up into the eyes of a man and down the barrel of a pistol.

			“Welcome to Mexico, señorita,” he said.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			The coyote stepped through the door and leveled a reddened stare at Emma. He wore jeans and a black tee shirt, and his heavily tattooed arms were ropey and muscular. Behind him came the second, a stocky man with a mustache and greasy hair that hung past his ears. Both gave the man with the gun a nod and moved a bit to the side, as if they were content to let him handle her. The gunman twitched his weapon, indicating she should stand. Emma rose, dusting dirt and twigs off her legs as she did. She noted his jeans, white shirt—the sleeves rolled—expensive belt, and flat black loafers. A Rolex watch glittered on his wrist. A pistol-shaped pendant, encrusted with diamonds, hung from a thick gold chain that encircled his neck. His swarthy skin indicated that he was Hispanic, but his eyes were a bright green, like Emma’s own. She stared back at him. Waiting.

			“Name,” he said in English.

			“Emma Caldridge.”

			“You Border Patrol?”

			Emma hesitated. She was fully prepared to lie if it meant she’d stay alive, but she wasn’t sure if claiming Border Patrol status would protect her or destroy her.

			“No,” she said.

			The man visibly relaxed. He kept the gun on her, but it was clear to Emma that he no longer saw her as a risk.

			“What were you doing out there?”

			“Looking for night-blooming plants. I’m a chemist for a lab that makes cosmetic products. We’re always searching for plants we can use.”

			The gunman fired off a sentence in Spanish. The coyote answered.

			“What did you see?”

			“See? I don’t know what you mean.”

			The gunman stepped closer and raised the pistol so that its muzzle was only inches from her face.

			“Don’t lie to me.”

			Emma kept her breathing shallow, but allowed the panic she was still feeling to show on her face. She knew her only hope of staying alive was to pretend ignorance of the shipment.

			“I’m not lying.”

			“Carlos said you ran.”

			“He scared me and then chased me. He didn’t seem friendly.”

			The gunman chuckled. “He’s not.” The gunman spoke English with only a slight Spanish accent. Not native, but not late acquired either. Emma thought he may have been educated in the States or had a business over the border where he practiced his English often.

			She kept her eyes riveted on the gun, but tried to get a sense of her location. She was in a small room, maybe twelve by twelve, with gray cinder-block walls, no windows, no furniture, and one door on the opposite side. She heard the hum of fluorescent lights above her. One of the tubes buzzed as if it was close to burning out. The gunman snapped out an order in Spanish, and the coyote stepped up.

			“Give him your jewelry and your packs,” the gunman said. Emma handed him her watch and a chain bracelet. She left the stack of three rubber bracelets, the kind used by charitable organizations to indicate a donation, on her other wrist and the gunman didn’t seem to care. She shrugged off the camelback, unclasped the fanny pack, and handed both to the coyote. He squeezed the camelback until liquid squirted out the water tube. He tossed it on the floor. He unzipped the fanny pack. Dumped her running gel, pen, pencil, handed her cell phone to the gunman, who put it in his pocket, and pulled out her GPS tracker. The coyote peered at the handset, a puzzled look on his face.

			“What’s that?” the gunman said.

			“A GPS tracker.”

			The gunman snatched the device out of the coyote’s hand and shoved it at her. “Turn it off. Now!”

			Emma powered it down. When she looked up, the gunman knocked the tracker out of her hand and shoved her backward, following her trajectory and pinning her against the wall with his body. She winced with the pain of the cinder blocks slamming into her spine. He dug the revolver’s muzzle into her cheek. She felt his heat and barely contained anger. He smelled of weed and whiskey.

			“Why do you have a GPS tracker?”

			Emma swallowed once. “I’m an ultra runner. When I train I run sometimes thirty, forty miles. Not too many people can run that distance, so I’m usually alone on the trail. The tracker is in case something happens and a rescue team needs to find me.” Emma held her breath. She prayed that he believed her.

			“Turn around. Face the wall.”

			Emma’s mouth went dry. Every instinct she had rebelled against the idea of turning her back on this man.

			“If you’re going to put a bullet in my brain do it now, while I’m watching.”

			The Gunman gave her a sly look. “I’m not going to shoot you.”

			Emma stayed still.

			“Turn around!”

			Reluctantly, Emma shifted. When she was face to bricks, the Gunman kicked apart her shoes. He frisked her with quick efficiency. He yanked her arms behind her and tied her hands together with plastic ties. Someone covered her face with a cotton cloth. She hissed in pain as he pulled the knot tight, because he’d caught strands of her hair. They dragged her forward. Emma moved with them, doing her best not to trip. She heard the far door squeal open and felt a rush of warm evening air flow over her. She followed along. Gravel crunched under her feet and she heard chirping crickets.

			Another door creaked, and the gunman said, “You’re at the back of a van. Get in and lie down.” An arm steadied her as she moved ahead a step. Her thighs hit the edge of the vehicle, and she turned around to sit in the opening. She scooted backward on the metal floor and laid down, angling onto her side to relieve the pressure on her hands behind her. The doors slammed shut. Within seconds the van started moving.

			Emma lay there and thought about her situation. She’d been in the area searching for night-blooming plants found in the desert regions of the western states, but she’d been asked to remain alert for any signs of drug or human smuggling, which was endemic in the areas bordering Mexico. Her plant search was funded by Pure Chemistry, the lab where she worked as a chemist, and her trafficking information was requested by Darkview, a contract security company that handled dangerous missions the world over. As she bounced along in the van, she thought that nothing either company paid her was worth the danger in which she now found herself. Still, she lay there and counted her blessings. They’d taken everything but the things she needed the most.

			The thin compass in her cargo pocket and the rubber bracelets around her wrist remained.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Oswald Kroger sat in a bar in Phoenix, Arizona, and wondered why the hell he’d taken on this latest job. He pulled on a longneck while contemplating the stupidity of what he was about to do. He knew it was dumb, but years of drifting had made money scarce. Oz had only the clothes on his back and his motorcycle. And a near genius IQ, but that little fact was usually only discussed by his family, who would call him periodically to try to coax him back to MIT. He’d left with a beautiful girl to follow a rock band across the country. The girl had returned to college in September, but he’d stayed on with the crew, picking up odd jobs and sleeping in parking lots. Now he was twenty-seven years old and the whole drifter thing was getting tired. He’d agreed to transport some pot from Mexico to Phoenix. Four loads, eight thousand dollars. Oz thought the payoff abnormally high, but the guy who’d recruited him claimed that Oz had what the Mexican cartel didn’t: a valid U.S. passport. Oz agreed to run it. Once he had the cash, he would use it to settle somewhere and begin to put his life back on track.

			What bothered Oz about the whole concept was the statistical probability of apprehension. He’d gone to the local library, logged on to the Internet, and surfed until he’d found a Department of Homeland Security report that estimated the number of arrests for the transportation of marijuana compared to the amount of marijuana believed to be imported. As far as he could tell, he had a 73 percent chance of being arrested over the course of twenty shipments. Even though he’d only agreed to four, that didn’t reduce his chances of capture, because capture was random, and his chances were equal that he could be captured at the first, or the last shipment. Or he could beat the odds and never get caught. Oz was betting on the twenty-seven percent freedom quotient. Freedom with eight thousand dollars. Now that particular number he liked. Still, the whole idea was stupid and risky. If he wanted to reduce the risk, he’d have to find a smarter way to transport than the cartel did. Oz figured that a guy with his brains should be able to come up with a plan that would take the transportation to a new level. If he didn’t, he’d fall prey to the seventy-third percentile.

			He finished his beer, plunked it down on the bar, and headed out into the night. Oz felt the heat of the neon “Beer” sign as he passed it, shoulder height and stuck on the outside wall as it was. It glowed an amber yellow that stung his eyes and forced him to wince. His motorcycle sat at the end of a long row of cars parked in the lot of the Red Lion Tavern.

			He walked up to the machine and smiled, as he always did when he saw it. He loved his bike. It was an eight-year-old Triumph Bonneville in blue with black-and-white checkerboard stripes, given to him by one of the English rockers who didn’t want to take the trouble to transport it back to Britain. Oz took it in lieu of a bonus due him for crew work on the band’s tour. It sported a couple of scratches from the two falls the rocker had taken while using it, but otherwise it was in excellent condition.

			He lowered a full face helmet over his head and adjusted his leather jacket. His battered Wrangler jeans hung a bit on him, and he noticed a hole forming at the knee. Growing up he’d been the tall, skinny kid, unable to fit in with his peers due to his intellect. Skipping grades in school had only made it worse, because then he was the tall, skinny, little boy among the older, more sophisticated teenagers. At MIT he’d finally met people near his age who could equal, and even surpass, him in brains, but the damage was done and he’d struggled to form friendships, a skill he hadn’t learned. When Karen had asked him to hit the road with her, it was the first time a girl had really paid any attention to him. She laughed with him, teased him, and showed him the way around a woman’s body. He would have followed her to the ends of the earth had she allowed it. When she broke it off to return to MIT he’d been devastated.

			He swung a leg over, started the engine, and rode out of the parking lot. His first stop was Nogales, Mexico, just over the border from Arizona. He’d meet his contact there, get instructions, and he’d be a quarter of the way toward freedom. He settled in for the three-hour ride, letting the wind blow over him and feeling the cycle’s vibration. The recruiter had wanted him to ditch the Triumph, disliking the flashy paint job, but Oz had refused. They compromised and Oz agreed to travel at night, when there were fewer people on the road to notice him. He glanced up. Stars lined the sky and a sliced moon glowed above him.

			He crossed the border into Mexico at four o’clock in the morning. The patrol showed no particular interest in him or his cycle. He rode straight through the shuttered town on empty streets and kept going until he was twenty miles south. He slowed when he saw a dirt road on his left marked with a battered sign nailed to a fence post, the word “Puma” scrawled in black across it. Oz idled a moment, staring at the sign. The concept that he was at a crossroads in his life, actually and figuratively, occurred to him. He shook himself, cranked the throttle on the bike, and turned down the road.

			Half a mile down the road he encountered two stone pillars spanned by an iron gate inscribed with the letter “P” in script. Floodlights and cameras were mounted on each. Oz stopped three feet in front and watched as the machinery pivoted to point at him, their LED lenses glowing red in the dark. He noticed an intercom system set on a pole near the gate’s hinges and inched closer and pressed the button.

			“What do you want?” The voice barked at him in Spanish. Oz answered in English.

			“Johnny sent me.”

			The speakers remained silent. Oz waited.

			“Drive to the house and keep going to the outbuildings in the back.” The gates emitted a buzzing sound as the lock disengaged. The sides swung open without a creak and Oz drove through.

			He’d gone another four hundred yards when a large, two-story hacienda appeared, its white adobe walls shining in the beam thrown by the motorcycle headlight. Oz whistled at the sight of it. Terra-cotta roof tiles and elegant archways framed a massive facade. A circular driveway, lit by solar lamps, passed under an overhang that jutted out from the villa’s front, framing an imposing two panel door complete with elaborate iron handles. To the right and set back was a one-story rectangular building, with five separate doors, that appeared to be a garage. Oz skirted the house and followed the drive, heading behind and moving farther to the right. He came upon a corral with an attached stable. Next to it was a wide gravel-covered expanse that acted as a parking lot.

			Oz pulled up next to a white van and killed his engine. Two men sat in the van’s front seat. He heard the beep of a two-way radio and he watched as the driver spoke into a black cell phone. The guy in the passenger seat threw a glance Oz’s way before climbing out of the vehicle. He moved to stand next to the van’s back doors. The driver strolled around the front bumper and headed Oz’s way. The sky had lightened just enough that Oz could make out the man’s features, as well as a large diamond-encrusted gun pendant that he wore around his neck.

			“Johnny says you’re the tech guy.”

			Oz hesitated at that. While he could make a computer sing if he wanted to, he hadn’t expected Johnny to pitch him as a tech guy to the cartel. All he wanted to do was transport the marijuana and get on with his life. He decided to downplay his knowledge.

			“Low tech. Yeah.”

			The man snorted. “We don’t need much more than that. I’m Raoul. Follow me.”

			Raoul headed toward the hacienda. Oz followed at a slower pace. A third man emerged from the back of the van and Oz stopped short when he saw who came out next. A woman, slender, with light brown hair and dressed in athletic clothes and running shoes stood between the van’s open back doors. Plastic white strips secured her hands behind her back and a bandanna was wrapped around her head. Below the bandanna her mouth was set in a grim line. Oz felt his stomach twist.

			“What are you doing with her?” he said. The two men ignored him. The skinny one pushed the woman forward, while the other man took her arm and guided her toward the stable entrance. Oz took a step in their direction.

			“Hey ...” he said. He saw the woman’s head turn.

			“Tech guy, come on!” Raoul yelled at Oz.

			Oz stood for a moment, unsure. The two surrounding the woman kept moving her toward the stable. Oz jogged to catch up with Raoul.

			“What are those guys going to do to that woman?” Oz said.

			Raoul didn’t bother to glance back. “That’s not your concern.”

			“I agreed to transport some weed over the border. That’s all. I don’t want any part of a kidnapping.”

			Raoul kept marching toward the villa. “You’ll transport whatever Eduardo La Valle wants you to transport. What did you think you were doing when you joined the Latin Imperials?”

			Oz stopped. “I didn’t join anything. I just agreed to move some weed.”

			Raoul stopped walking and turned to face Oz. “You joined the minute you entered that gate. La Valle won’t let you go, so you’d better just follow behind me and do what he says.”

			Oz dug in his heels. “No! I don’t want any part of that. I’m not looking to hurt anyone.”

			Raoul snorted. “Listen, fool, you’re in Mexico now. La Valle owns this area, and the minute you stepped foot on his property, he owned you. You keep your mouth shut and do what he says, or the only thing you’ll be moving is the earth that he’ll make you shovel to dig your own grave.”

			Panic ran through Oz and his stomach clamped into a tight cramp. His first thought was to run back to his bike, throw it in gear, and drive away as fast as he could. Raoul must have read his mind, because he shook his head.

			“Don’t even think of it. They’ll gun you down before you hit the main road. The villa is guarded twenty-four/seven, and they shoot on sight.” Raoul considered Oz for a moment. “What’s your name?”

			“Oswald Kroger, but everyone calls me Oz.”

			“Well, Oz, you’re now the paid mule for one of the strongest cartels in Ciudad Juarez. If it makes you feel any better, no one’s gonna touch you. They do, they die.”

			“What about the woman?” Oz said. “Are they going to kill her?”

			Raoul shook his head. “Only if no ransom is paid.”

			“Will they rape her?”

			Raoul shrugged. “Eventually.” He gave Oz a shrewd look. “You got any money? Maybe you can ransom her.”

			Oz spread his arms out, palms up. “If I had any money, do you think I’d be doing something as stupid as this?”

			Raoul turned, and for a moment Oz thought he saw sadness cross the man’s face. “If any of us had any money, we wouldn’t be doing this. Come on, La Valle is waiting. He wants to give you your first assignment. Try to act like you want to be here. He’ll crush you if you show any fear, and your bones will decay in the ground with the others.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Emma felt a push on her back and she stumbled face-first into some straw. One of her captors clipped the wrist ties, and she sighed in relief and brought her arms forward to rub out the creases in the skin where the hard edged plastic had cut into them. She heard the sound of a door slamming and the footsteps as the men walked away. She yanked the bandanna off and looked around.

			She was in a stall, ten by ten, with a half door made of wood on the bottom and iron rails on the top. A high square window, covered with bars, let in a feeble ray of moonlight. The only other source of light came from the corridor. She could make out streaks of blood on the walls. The sight of it made her skin crawl. She went to the door to test it and was unable to move it. The bottom of the door sat on heavy iron wheels set into a track, and when she peered out of the rails, she could see that it employed a steel bar mechanism that shot into supports at each end, locking the panel in place. She strained to hear the sounds of animals, but there were none. The other stalls were empty.

			Emma crouched down and pulled off the thickest rubber band around her wrist. She turned it inside out and bent the edges back. A slit ran the length of it, and when she pulled it apart she could see the red tape nestled inside. She pulled a small portion of it out and broke it off. She attached the tape to the stall door’s outside corner and pulled a card out of the side pocket of her running pants. It looked like a credit card, complete with fake logo on the front and magnetic strip on the back. She swiped the strip across the wooden wall and the edge of the card lit into flame. Emma reached out to ignite the red tape.

			The sound of gunshots, screams, and wailing made her freeze. She pulled her arm back in, blew out the match, put the card back in her pocket, and sat down in the stall’s corner. Seconds later she heard boot heels hitting the concrete floor, coming fast. The skinny coyote peered into the stall for a moment, before unlocking the door and swinging it aside. His eyes held a frantic look and he waved her out, yelling, “Fast, fast!” in Spanish. As soon as she cleared the entrance he grabbed her by the arm and jogged her down a gravel drive.

			The sun bathed the area in a soft pink glow. The coyote steered Emma toward a two-story hacienda. They passed a large swimming pool, complete with its own pool house, and an expansive terrace set up for entertaining. At thirty feet from the house, Emma heard a man’s guttural voice yelling in Spanish. She couldn’t speak the language, but the meaning was clear. The man sounded angry, furious, but also fearful. The coyote stepped to the French door at the back of the house and opened it. He pushed her inside.

			Emma entered a large family area, complete with a massive big-screen television, oversized sectional couch, and fireplace. To Emma’s right, a large wet bar, well stocked, covered half the wall. In front of her sat three men. The man with the gun-pendant necklace, another well-dressed Latin man with wild eyes who was breathing heavily—Emma guessed he was the screamer—and a third, who looked American. The third wore a leather motorcycle jacket, scuffed, dirty boots, and well-worn jeans. He had long brown hair that brushed his shoulders and a lean face with dark eyes, angular cheekbones, and full lips. He appeared masculine, despite the long hair. Emma thought he was quite handsome in an ascetic, almost artistic way. He stared at her with an expression of relief, as if he had been worried but was no more. His relief was overlaid with an edge. If she had to guess, Emma would have said he was nervous, perhaps frightened.

			The man with the gun pendant spoke first.

			“I’m Raoul, and this”—he indicated the other Latin man—“is Mr. La Valle. We need to ask you some questions.”

			Emma nodded. “Okay.”

			“You said you were a chemist looking for plants. Do you know anything about them?”

			Emma nodded again. “I do.”

			“What about herbicides?”

			“Yes. Why?”

			La Valle turned toward Raoul and rattled off a long sentence in Spanish. He gestured with his hands, and for the first time Emma saw that he held a gun in one. He was short, with cropped hair graying at the temples and a paunch falling over his waistband. He wore a black shirt, sleeves rolled up, and dress pants with wing tip shoes. When he stopped talking he stared at Emma without emotion. It was as though he was a snake, with no thought other than his next meal. She wondered how many people this man had killed.

			“The crop is dying,” Raoul said. Emma raised an eyebrow. There was only one crop that Emma expected this crowd to tend.

			“Marijuana?”

			Raoul nodded. “I’ll show you.” He cast a glance at La Valle, who rose and walked up to Emma in two quick strides, and pushed the gun’s muzzle against her forehead, right between the eyes. Emma steeled herself to stay still despite her jangling nerves and fear.

			“You make it stop, or you die. Understand, gringa?” he said in English.

			Emma didn’t. She focused on her breathing, trying to stay still.

			Raoul spoke to La Valle in a soothing tone. La Valle dug the tip of the gun farther into her skin, pushing her head back, then stepped away. She let her breath out slowly.

			“Come with me,” Raoul said. “Oz, you too.”

			The lean man stood.

			Emma followed Raoul out of the house and over to the gravel parking lot. The van that she presumed had transported her sat there, as did a motorcycle and a Jeep. Raoul climbed into the driver’s side of the Jeep, while Emma and the American walked around to the passenger side, meeting at the door.

			“I’m Oswald Kroger. Oz for short,” the American said.

			Emma recognized his voice as the man who had peppered her captors with questions when she had stepped out of the van. She gave him a curt nod before sliding into the Jeep next to Raoul. Oz sat in the back. They bumped along a tree-lined dirt road for ten minutes, emerging into a meadow the size of a football field and filled with marijuana plants. Raoul cut the engine.

			Emma stepped out and gasped. She had never seen a growing thing that looked as these plants did. Wart-like growths of various sizes covered the leaves and stems of the plants. Each was black or mottled red and some grew in clusters, with six or more piled on top of one another. Emma moved closer and saw that the host leaf was decomposing. It was as if the growths were chewing away at the plant’s structure. The stems fared no better, with some sections chewed so deeply that the plant was leaning to one side. The entire field, which should have been green, was black and smelled of decay, the way cut flowers smell when they’ve been in the same water too long.

			“Do you have any gloves?” Emma asked Raoul.

			He shook his head.

			“Not here, but there are some back at the barn. I don’t recommend you touch the plants.”

			“Has anyone touched them?”

			Raoul nodded. “We have migrant workers who have.”

			“And? Any rashes? Problems?”

			Raoul waved her back toward the Jeep. “I’ll show you.”

			She crawled back into the car and they bounced along to a long row of cinder-block buildings surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with razor wire. A lone guard sat at the entrance in a cheap plastic chair. A rifle rested in his lap and he was reading a tabloid magazine. He got up and opened the gate for Raoul, who drove through and stopped inside.

			“You want me to come?” Oz said from the back. Emma started. She’d forgotten the man was there.

			“Yes. You’re going to have to transport some of this, so you’d better know what you’re getting into.”

			Emma didn’t like the sound of that, and when she glanced at Oz, it was clear he didn’t either. Frown lines creased his forehead. They left the Jeep and followed Raoul through one of the first doors.

			They entered a small, dark room. At first Emma thought that there were no windows, but once her eyes adjusted, she could see that someone had covered them with a black cloth. The only light came from two oil lamps set in the corners. Ten men lay on grass mats on the floor in a row. Each was stripped to their underwear. A man squatted at the head of the group, rocking back and forth on his heels while making murmuring noises. In the corner sat a terra-cotta pot filled with leaves. The smoke in the room was suffocating, thick, and filled the area with a sickly sweet smell.

			Two of the men on the mats were breathing in short gasps and their eyes were open, but they stared at nothing. A man on the end giggled uncontrollably. Emma watched his emaciated shoulders shake with mirth. His eyes, though, remained lifeless. The men’s skin was covered with the same growths that had been on the plants. One man’s calf had a curved section eaten out of it. Their hands were the worst, though, and in some cases the fingers could no longer be seen; just a mass of wart growths covering their skin.

			“Jesus,” Oz said.

			Raoul pointed to the squatting man. “He’s a medicine man. From Mazatec. He’s given them a potion to incite hallucinations in order to gain an insight into what is eating them alive.”

			Emma noted that Raoul sounded scared. She thought he had every right to be. What was happening to these men was hideous.

			“Have they been seen by a doctor?” Emma crouched down to take a closer look at the growths covering the nearest man’s skin.

			“A dermatologist and an internist. They had no explanation. At first they thought it was a type of fungus, but their tests came back negative.”

			“Did they attempt any treatment? If they thought it was a fungal growth, there are several antifungal drugs out there.”

			Raoul sighed. “They gave those to the first batch.”

			Emma straightened. “First batch?”

			Raoul nodded. “Of migrant workers.”

			“And?”

			“They died.”

			“How long did it take these growths to appear?”

			Raoul fired off a question in Spanish to the medicine man. He answered in a low voice with a slow cadence.

			“He says the growths appeared in forty-eight hours. The first batch died seven days after that.”

			“Any other diagnoses? Treatment attempts?”

			“The internist thought it was the same disease described by that man they call the tree man in Thailand. He sent a sample to the Thai’s treating physician, but that, too, didn’t pan out. The internist administered antibiotics to try to slow their growth, and then chemotherapy drugs to kill any unusual cells. It didn’t work. The second batch died as well.”

			“What batch is this?”

			“The sixth.”

			Emma swung around to face Raoul. “You continued to send men out there? Why?”

			Raoul looked angry. “The crop is worth millions! We need to save it. The men are expendable.”

			Emma heard Oz’s sudden intake of breath. Clearly he wasn’t used to the idea of human beings as expendable. She wasn’t sure how this Oz character got caught up with this bunch, but she could tell that he was out of his element. Far out.

			“But now you must stop this, because something terrible has happened,” Raoul said.

			Emma waved at the men on the mats. “Worse than this?”

			Raoul nodded. “La Valle’s mistress just discovered a spot on the tip of her finger. She’s never gone near the plants.” The medicine man stopped murmuring. Emma walked to him and squatted down to his level. He looked to be in his forties, with hair just starting to gray at the temples, broad, flat features, and a compact, wiry body.

			“Please ask him what he thinks is happening here,” she said to Raoul.

			Raoul started to speak, but the medicine man waved him off. “You are American.” He spoke to Emma in English. Emma was relieved to be able to communicate directly with him.

			“I’m a chemist. From America. I know something about plants as well.”

			“Do you know anything about curses?” the medicine man said. “Because La Valle is cursed, as is everyone who has contact with him. This sickness will spread throughout. All will die.”

			Raoul stalked to the medicine man and hovered over him. “Either you fix this problem or you won’t just be cursed, you’ll be dead! Did you hear those shots? That was the medicine man from Chiapas. He, too, talked of a curse and La Valle put a bullet in his brain. Perhaps you want to end up like him?”

			The man stared back at Raoul without fear. “Your threats and bullets will not stop this, so why do you persist?”

			Raoul jerked his head in the direction of the door and Emma and Oz filed out. The sun hit her face along with fresh air, and she was grateful to breathe it in.

			“Have you seen this before?” Raoul’s voice was harsh.

			“No,” Emma said. “Never.”

			“Can any chemicals create this?”

			It was an interesting question. Emma thought a moment.

			“You asked me about herbicides. Why?”

			Raoul turned and continued toward the Jeep. “The American government does random flyovers and dumps herbicides in an attempt to eradicate the crop. It’s never worked before, but perhaps now they have something different.”

			Emma saw his point, but she doubted the damage she was seeing was from an herbicide. She filled him in.

			“Drug-dusting herbicides are the same as those you can buy in any agricultural store, with the exception that their ingredients are augmented with surfactants or some other toxic chemical to heighten their effect. But none of the additives that I am aware of could create these growths.”

			“Then perhaps the negative report the internist received about the fungus was wrong. I saw a picture of that Thai man with tree-like warts on his hands. They looked a little like this.”

			Emma shook her head. “I know the case you’re describing. That was a fungus. The difference here is that the growths aren’t growing on the skin, they’re eating at it. Devouring it and the tissue beneath it at an incredibly fast pace. Let me speak to the dermatologist and internist. I’d like to know what drugs they’ve used so far.”

			“You can’t. La Valle had them killed when they said they didn’t have the answer.”

			Oz groaned and rubbed his face with his hand.

			Raoul stepped closer to her. “You need to discover what’s going on here, and fast. La Valle is panicked now that his woman has it. He’s convinced it’s the herbicide. He’s launching an offensive at the American government’s Department of Defense. They ordered the dusting.”

			“Offensive, in what way? Any offensive against the DOD will fail, and once they get wind of it, they’ll come after him.”

			Raoul spit on the ground. “They’ll never make it to Ciudad Juarez. La Valle owns the police, the judges, the lawyers, everyone. No one will reach him here. Get back in the Jeep.”

			Raoul drove along the edge of the ruined field until they came to an intersection, where another dirt road bisected theirs. On the opposite side was a second field. These plants were tall, green and healthy-looking. Workers moved among them, cutting the stems and stacking the plants onto flat trailers. Guards holding rifles stood at various locations along the field’s perimeter. Raoul stopped and they watched as a black Mercedes with tinted windows pulled up. La Valle emerged from the car, along with two armed men. La Valle pointed to the ruined field. The workers froze in their tracks. La Valle screamed at them in Spanish and they started to move, heading toward the decaying plants.

			Emma grabbed Raoul’s arm. “Stop them!”

			Raoul shook her off and climbed out of the Jeep. Emma swung out from her side, as did Oz. The three of them stood there and watched the proceedings. Oz’s entire body vibrated with tension. The first migrant worker to reach the ruined field chopped several of the blackened plants down with a machete. He dragged them to the trailer and threw them on top of the healthy foliage.

			“Why are they doing that? They’re contaminating the shipment,” Oz said.

			Raoul nodded. “Exactly. And that’s the shipment you’re taking to the United States. Your country will reap what it sowed.” He looked at Emma. “You have nine days to figure out what’s killing the men. You fail, you die.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Emma stared at Raoul and didn’t bother to hide her astonishment.

			“I’m a chemist. I know about plants in cosmetic applications, herbicides, chemical reactions and lab techniques, but I’m not a medical doctor. Nine days to diagnose, treat, and cure a progressive disease that two doctors and two medicine men have never seen before? Are you serious?” Raoul stormed up to her, only stopping when they were toe to toe. He pulled his ever-present revolver out of the waistband of his pants and shoved it against her jaw.

			“You want to die now? Just say that you can’t do it, and I’ll be happy to shoot you.”

			Emma was done with the threats and something told her that showing fear before Raoul would only escalate his behavior. She steeled herself and stared him in the eyes. “One more person shoves a gun in my face and you might as well shoot me, because I’ll refuse to help you and La Valle’s mistress will surely die in the next nine days. I’ll let you explain why you thought it best to shoot me before I even started.” Raoul opened his mouth to speak, then stopped. Emma gave a pointed look at the gun. “Lower it. I mean it.”

			Raoul lowered the gun.

			Emma took a deep breath. “Take me to the mistress. I need to speak to her.”

			They climbed once again into the Jeep and Raoul drove to the hacienda. They stepped back into the family room, empty this time, and Raoul disappeared into a hall that branched off from the opposite end of the room.

			“Wait there,” he called back behind him. Emma heard his footsteps fade as he walked away. She looked at Oz.

			“How the hell did you get caught up in this mess?”

			Oz sighed. “Money. I’ve been drifting, working as a roadie, for years. I’m broke. A guy that hung around the last band I worked for claimed that I could make eight thousand, easy, by running drugs from Mexico to the States. I bit at the chance.”

			“How many shipments have you transported?”

			“None. This is my first,” Oz said.

			Now that was some unfortunate timing. For a brief moment Emma hoped that his bad luck hadn’t become hers. There came the sound of footsteps, two sets this time, coming toward them.

			Raoul entered the room followed by a tall, thin Latino woman. Her hair looked chemically lightened to an even honey color that was a beautiful contrast to her brown eyes. She wore a too-tight corset top that emphasized a chest swollen completely out of proportion to her figure. Emma assumed she’d had implants. Large hoop earrings swayed in her ears, and several bangles, all gold and some encrusted with diamonds, encircled her wrists. She wore tight jeans and stiletto heels. Emma noted that Oz perked up, and looked at her with interest. The mistress, though, looked frightened. Her eyes locked on Emma’s.

			“Are you the chemist?” she said in English.

			“I am. Can you show me the spot?”

			She walked toward Emma with a swaying motion and thrust her hand out. “Here.”

			Emma moved in closer. A small red wart-like growth covered the tip of the woman’s little finger. It matched the growths on the men and the plants exactly.

			“You haven’t touched the plants?” Emma said.

			The woman shook her head. “No, never.”

			“Do you smoke them?”

			The woman nodded. “Yes. Eduardo and I do. We all do.” She waved a hand in Raoul’s direction. “But only leaves taken from the healthy field. Not the sick ones.”

			Emma doubted that the healthy field was as healthy as it appeared. Presumably the herbicide dusting planes managed to cover both fields, not just one, and even if it missed one area with a direct hit, some part of the herbicide would float or be blown onto the nearby plants. It was likely both fields were contaminated, but one more heavily than the other, and the healthy one just wasn’t showing the decay yet. She kept this thought to herself, though, as she didn’t want to frighten the woman further. Emma noted that the woman’s hand shook as she held it out to Emma to analyze.

			Emma stepped back. “When did this appear?”

			“This morning. I told Eduardo first thing.”

			Raoul watched Emma with an unfaltering stare. Emma made a mental note to control her emotions in front of him. His eyes were far too sharp, and she sensed that he would use the slightest hesitation on her part as an excuse to undermine her. There seemed a tension between him and the mistress, but Emma couldn’t get a grip on what the tension meant. Whatever was going on here, Emma needed to keep him cooperating with her and giving her the information she needed. As she stood there, Emma caught the smoky, tangy smell of cooking bacon. Her stomach growled, audibly.

			The woman said, “You are hungry? Let’s have breakfast. You can ask me more questions there, though I doubt I’ll be able to eat a bite.” She spun and marched to a second door on the right side of the room and pushed through it. It swung in and then returned. Oz caught it on the backswing and held it for Emma and Raoul.

			The hacienda sported a spacious kitchen with top-of-the-line stainless-steel appliances and cherrywood cabinets. A cook moved bacon from a fry pan onto a plate lined with a paper towel. She glanced up and gave a slight nod at the mistress, but no smile crossed her lips. Emma wondered if she was another unwilling recruit like Oz.

			Emma’s mouth watered at the smell. A large wooden kitchen table with matching wood chairs nestled in a bay window area to Emma’s right. The table was set for three, with bowls of fruit, biscuits, and a platter of sausages arranged in the center. A coffee carafe dominated one corner. The cook opened a nearby drawer and pulled out an additional place mat. She moved with a practiced efficiency and in utter silence. When they had all taken their seats, she handed Emma the coffee carafe before returning to the stove.

			“I am Serena,” the mistress said. Emma warmed to the woman despite her association with La Valle. The offer of food was gracious. She could have simply gone herself to the kitchen and left Emma and her empty stomach for someone else to address. They filled their plates and ate in silence. The scraping sound of utensils on ceramic was the only noise in the room.

			Emma broached the subject that hung heavy in the air.

			“You need to go to Mexico City. To the finest hospital you can find,” she said.

			Serena shook her head sadly. “I can’t.”

			“Why? Your life may depend on it.”

			“I’m wanted in Mexico. The army knows that I’m La Valle’s girlfriend. They’ll lock me up for the rest of my days. I’d rather die quick here, than slowly there, year after year.” She shook her head again. “I’m wanted.”

			“Wanted for what? Being his girlfriend?” Emma said.

			Serena snorted. “And for murder.”

			Oz stopped chewing and looked up from his plate. He slid his eyes sideways at Emma. Raoul returned to staring at her, a hint of a smirk in his eyes.

			Nest of vipers, Emma thought. She felt a stab of fear and panic, but tamped it down. She would do what it took to stay alive, and if that meant trying to unlock the secret of the disease infecting the men and Serena, then she’d apply herself to solving it.

			“I’ll need to talk to the medicine man again.” She slid her chair back and stood up. Raoul shook his head.

			“Sit down. I’m not done,” he said. He continued to shovel his second helping of eggs into his mouth.

			Serena hit him on the arm. “Shut up, Raoul. She needs to go now. I’m sick and you’re worried about eating?” Serena turned to Emma. “Go. Do what you must. But whatever you do, do it fast.” Raoul shot Serena a look filled with loathing, but when he spoke, he spoke to Emma.

			“Don’t think you can get away. The entire compound is under surveillance. You try to run and we’ll get you. You won’t like what we do to those who run.” A look of dismay ran across Oz’s face. Emma didn’t reply. She gave Oz and Serena a curt nod and headed back to the swinging door.

			The temperature had risen and the heat would soon be upon them. Emma walked down the path toward the migrant workers’ huts. All the while she did her best to act nonchalant, like she belonged there. She used her peripheral vision
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