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THREE MONTHS EARLIER

The schoolteacher Sisasi, whose voice usually projected a sense of calm among her young pupils, found her composure wavering under the immense pressure of keeping them moving silently. The jungle had become a hostile terrain, impeding their progress and fraught with danger. Each rustle of leaves and snapped twig made her acutely aware of the impending doom.

Lieutenant Carlos Cruz and his platoon were closing in on them. Familiar with the terrain, the platoon moved with the ruthless precision of hunters stalking their prey. Sisasi and her pupils were witnesses to his platoon’s barbarity; they needed to be eliminated. This urgency to erase any evidence of their previous actions only intensified their determination to catch and kill them.

Sisasi managed to reach no-man’s-land with the children, it offered some cover as they moved through the waist-high maize. They were terrified but followed her instructions obediently. Sisasi’s instincts as a teacher warred with her primal urge to scream, to run, to do anything that might disrupt the following platoon.

The platoon caught up before she had reached the safety of Belize. They opened fire, gunshots reverberating through the air. The children screamed. A grenade exploded – Sisasi dived to the ground. She was pinned down in the middle of the field with her pupils huddled around her for protection. She offered words of comfort to try and calm them but felt hopeless.

Just as Cruz and his men were closing in, they were caught off guard by a sudden barrage of gunfire. Their triumphant expressions quickly turned into snarls of confusion as Daniel Sinclaire, a British airman in jungle fatigues, emerged from the Belizean side of no-man’s-land in full view of the frightened teacher and children.

Danny’s machine gun sprayed bullets as he charged forward, a deafening noise that drowned out the children’s cries. Each burst of fire was hitting the far side of the clearing where Cruz and his platoon were located. Leaves were ripped from branches, dirt was sent flying into the air, and now Cruz and his renegade platoon found themselves scrambling for cover, shocked and confused. His platoon momentarily stopped firing which served as a thread of strength for Sisasi’s exhausted limbs.

Danny didn’t see himself as a hero, but in that moment of crisis, he had chosen to act and was Sisasi’s last chance of escape. Time seemed to stretch; gunshots echoed around the trees. More British soldiers provided covering fire from the Belizean side. Suddenly, a new wave of fighters appeared from the south. The rebel leader, Fabio, and his small group of insurgents also opened fire on Cruz’s platoon. It was utter chaos.

Sisasi and the children intuitively obeyed Danny’s shouted commands to follow him. They ran quickly towards the Belizean treeline, bullets and grenades still flying in all directions. Danny scooped up a young, severely injured boy who’d been shot in the back. All that mattered was getting them to safety.

Another sound suddenly loomed overhead, the roar of turbines and rotor blades: a Puma helicopter. It swooped low, and twelve British soldiers leapt out.

As the battle raged on, volleys of gunfire still shattering the air, Danny, Sisasi, and the children boarded the awaiting helicopter. The loadmaster was hastening the children in first, then the adults. As the Puma started to get airborne, another roar could be heard, even louder than the helicopter. Four Harrier jump jets, a wall of noise so deafening it drowned out the gunfire. Cruz and his platoon retreated into the cover of the jungle. The fighter jets were hovering menacingly only a few hundred yards away from the Puma.

The air crackled and the ground shook under the downforce of the jets’ Rolls-Royce engines. The show of force had put an immediate halt to the battle.

The helicopter carried the children and their teacher away from danger to the safety of the British Forces Airport Camp near Belize City.

			


CHAPTER 1 – A MOLE AT THE FRENTE AL MAR HOTEL

It was early December 1982. Chetumal, in Southern Mexico, offered an escape from reality for Sisasi and Danny. Sunny days lounging on the beach, and warm evenings drinking cocktails in the bar at the end of the hotel’s jetty. Sisasi’s brother Fabio had arranged for them to stay at the Frente al Mar Hotel, which was owned by his friend Rodrigues. A man shrouded in a faint air of disrepute. It was difficult to get to know him, but Fabio had. Rodrigues could be trusted.

For someone in the business of tourism, Rodrigues had a knack for making newcomers feel a little uneasy. Perhaps it was a side effect of taking in Cuban-backed guests like Fabio, a Guatemalan rebel who had escaped into Mexican exile. The Frente al Mar, with its stunning views of the Gulf of Mexico and its eclectic clientele, harboured many secrets. For Fabio it felt less like a hotel and more like the gateway to an illicit underworld.

Danny and Sisasi hadn’t fully recovered from their injuries sustained during the battle on the Belizean border. Their physical scars and the constant buzz of traumatic memories never fully subsided and probably never would. That is the tinnitus of war. The morning after their arrival, she woke up early, opened her eyes and looked around their luxurious room. The contrast to where she had come from was stark. The sunrise bled across the walls. The ocean breeze, a longed-for comfort, whispered accusations of weakness as it brushed across the balcony doors. This was supposed to be their haven, but she felt unhappy. “After the hell we’ve endured these past months, we deserve this!” Sisasi thought, responding to her own self-imposed guilt, which gnawed away at her relentlessly. 

Danny lay peacefully beside her, his sleep heavy. She examined the raised pink scar on his hip. She was relieved it was healing well. Proof of the battle they’d survived. Yet a world away, she knew that her home village, Colina, was gone. Only the ashes remained. The whole village had been destroyed by Lieutenant Cruz’s platoon. She looked through the balcony doors at the wooden jetty stretching out into the turquoise waters. It was a picture-perfect idyll, families playing on the beach, but for Sisasi, the laughter of children playing on the beach echoed the distant voices of pupils she’d left behind at the orphanage in Belize. 

Here, in the comfort and safety of the Frente al Mar, she felt like a deserter who’d abandoned the pupils she’d sworn to protect. Her throat felt dry, and tears welled in her eyes.

***

Unsuspecting guests would not know that the hotel receptionist, Sarah, had been secretly selling information to an American agent for months. It had felt easy at first. She used the money to buy her favourite necklace, but it was now feeling like a noose around her neck. Copying guest lists and eavesdropping on people’s conversations had felt like play-acting. The stranger with the easy smile and fat envelopes of cash had made her mundane life exciting. She now earned more money in a week than in a month of honest work. But each time they met, the arrangement felt less comfortable. The money was tainted. 

Sarah was not only betraying Rodrigues, but also the hotel’s patrons, like Fabio. He had a flirtatious smile, often stopping to see how she was. She enjoyed his attention. She had used her good looks, make-up and tight clothes as a lure to the mostly male guests. “Hello. Where are you from? What do you do? I need to photocopy your passport for our records…” Now, the lustful way some of those guests looked back at her made her skin crawl. 

The entire day had been a countdown to her next meeting with the agent. The street, with its familiar shops, was now a stage for her next encounter. The exchange was always quick, polite, well-practised. A nod, a greeting, the secret exchange of illicit packages, then retreating back into the anonymity of the streets.

Entering her apartment, Sarah tossed the envelope onto the new mahogany coffee table. The American agent had initially convinced her she was being patriotic, but she was now seeing the money as tangible evidence of her treachery. Her usual satisfaction had waned. Instead, she felt a conscious unease. 


Fabio’s name echoed in her mind, and the intelligence officer’s words replayed in a chilling loop: “The main target on our list. Get as much information as you can.” She liked Fabio. He was interesting, always kind and joking around with her. She would sometimes hear him talking passionately to other guests about the rights of working-class people. He had a keen sense of right and wrong. Knowing he was being targeted by her handler sent shivers down her spine. She didn’t want to double-cross him anymore. 

Stories from her handler about dangerous communists had always justified her actions, but the scales were about to tip in Fabio’s favour. She had decided to warn him about the agent. Sleep evaded her that night. Her new furniture, jewellery, it all felt stained. As the sun rose, casting a hesitant light on her resolve, Sarah felt pensive. She knew telling Fabio would be difficult. He may not believe her and may never trust her again, but she felt there was a chance to redeem herself.

***

When Carlos Cruz wasn’t patrolling the Central American jungle in search of communist rebels, he could often be found frequenting the many bars, restaurants, and brothels of Guatemala City. He drove his light brown Toyota Land Cruiser down the potholed road towards the Bar la Cueva. 

It was a stifling, humid day. He adjusted the air conditioning vents to blow on his arms and face. His new car was imported from America and gifted to him on his birthday by his parents. He pulled up outside the bar, switched off the engine, and opened the car door. The sudden interaction of the cold air inside with the humid air outside created a theatrical fog, like opening a freezer door on a hot summer day. He locked the car, giving a final pull on the door handle to confirm it was locked, then walked into the bar.

A familiar aroma of stale beer and tobacco clung like a thin skin to every surface. Diego, the bar owner spotted Carlos arriving. His patronage often resulted in a night filled with clinking glasses and a bulging cash register. He looked at Carlos, a man very few would challenge. He was six feet tall. He rarely let his guard down, even in this familiar setting. His clothes accentuated his masculine physique. 

“Hi, Carlos,” Diego smiled, his voice echoing warmly through the bar. “Good to see you again. Your American friend is already here, at your usual table,” pointing to a table in the back corner. “What can I get you?”

Carlos replied, a hint of a smile gracing his lips. “Just a beer for now, please Diego.”

“I’ll bring it over.” He went to the fridge, the rhythmic clinking of empty glasses marking his steps. 

Carlos’s gaze shifted to the American, and with a purposeful stride, he cut past the empty tables. “Hi Joe. Nice to see you again.” Carlos put out his right hand. 

“Likewise, my friend.” The American agent stood up and shook his hand.


Carlos had first met the intelligence officer two years earlier in the very same bar. Since then, they had built up an amicable relationship. They covertly shared information about potential communist rebel targets, including where to focus jungle patrols and any results in destroying rebel strongholds. Carlos was handsomely compensated in US dollars for his “off-the-record” reports and experienced no moral qualms about doing so. After all, they are our allies in the fight against the reds, so why not? He thought.

Two brown beer bottles sat between them, dripping with condensation. Joe picked one up and took a swig, then said, “Take a look at this.” He slid a manila envelope across the table. Carlos opened it and started going through the contents.

“It’s a reliable source,” Joe said, leaning in. “The Frente al Mar Hotel is in Chetumal, and we have intel to prove its backed by the Cubans. The owner, a Belizean guy called Rodrigues, runs it like a rebel’s retreat. A safe haven for the scum of the earth. We’ve got an agent watching their comings and goings. He has someone on the inside, a receptionist. She’s feeding us names, faces, photocopies of passports. We know about everyone who walks through those doors.” 

Joe continued, his voice low and measured, 

“One guy from Colina will be of particular interest to you. The rebel leader, Fabio.” 

Carlos looked up. His knuckles were white against the darkened wood of the table. 


“Fabio, the rebel leader from Colina?” Carlos had to be sure. 

Joe nodded. “We’re certain it’s him,” his gaze steady. “They killed Sergeant Garcia and other members of your platoon.” 

“His rebels killed eight of my men!” Carlos’s jaw clenched. Garcia’s laughter and his brash quips flashed in his mind. A cruel contrast to the cold reality of his lifeless body lying in that field.

“He was more than just a sergeant,” Carlos lamented. “He was my brother in arms.” 

“This is where justice and intelligence interests align.” Joe said.

“Justice?” Carlos almost choked. “He owes me a debt,” he said angrily. “And I’ll happily collect it.”

Joe supplied more details. For Carlos, the photographs of Fabio were a reminder of a battle he had lost. They started plotting. “This needs to look like an accident,” Joe said.

Carlos rocked back and forth in his seat, “Interesting, but an assault on Mexican soil. Really?”

“I didn’t say ‘assault’; I said ‘accident’. We don’t want the Mexican or Guatemalan governments getting their hackles up! This agreement is just between you and me. Top secret.”


This wasn’t war; it was illegal. He knew what Joe wanted: plausible deniability that any US agency had been involved. The question was how far Carlos could push the boundaries. 

“Sounds very interesting.” His voice sounded affirmative. “We all want to see those rebels dead. Especially Fabio.”

Joe offered a ghost of a smile. “Good. Those rebels are a liability.” 

Carlos tapped the hotel plans on the table. “This place... construction? Weaknesses?” He switched into strategist mode, burying emotion beneath a soldier’s practicality.

Joe responded, “There are concrete foundations, but the hotel itself is timber construction. A small covert team could be in and out very quickly. If you read the guest list, you’ll see that as well as Fabio, his sister, Sisasi, is there too with her British boyfriend.”

Carlos hadn’t read the guest list yet. He looked pleased, sucking on the inside of his cheeks. “Three people I would be happy to see dead. But it’s a high-stakes job.” His voice was low and measured. “I could use a couple of my men, but if this operation backfires, we’re not talking a slap on the wrist. We’re talking… dead – or a long time rotting in a Mexican prison.” 

He leaned forward to emphasise his point. “I need to slip into and out of Mexico like a ghost. No paper trails, no witnesses. Just a small covert team to arrange this… accident.”

Carlos paused, internally questioning the risk, and reward. The envelope on the table probably contained five-thousand-dollars, his usual payment. “This is a high-stakes operation,” he continued, “I think I deserve a little more than what’s usually in this envelope.” 

The comment hung in the air. Joe was an experienced agent and he understood the rules. Leaning back, he gently rolled his fingers on the edge of the table. “Carlos, I know this is a dangerous operation. What do you want?”

A look of interest played across Carlos’s face. This mission wasn’t just about revenge; it might be a doorway to a new life. His gaze moving between the envelope on the table and Joe’s poker-faced expression. “When I’m discharged from the army, I want to set up my own security business in the States. To do that, I need permanent residence, my green card. Also, considering the risks involved, and logistics, I think twenty-five thousand dollars for the mission would be fair. That will cover everything.”

Joe was silent for a while, sizing him up. Carlos was manageable in Guatemala; he wasn’t sure whether this sociopathic killer would fit well into US society. Was his usefulness worth it?

For Carlos, asking for the green card wasn’t just about the “American Dream” but escape. He was sick of war and wanted to be somewhere his talents wouldn’t cost him his life. Each patrol with his platoon felt like another roll of the dice. He had survived many battles but had also lost many of his men. The longer he stayed in the army, the more likely he would end up like them, dead!

Joe eventually responded, “Five thousand now, and if you succeed, then I’ll pay the balance, twenty thousand dollars. About getting your residency, I’ll do my best for you. Leave it with me.” 

This wasn’t everything Carlos wanted, but they’d pay him the twenty-five thousand dollars, and the green card might be the cherry on the cake. He met Joe’s gaze. “Okay, let’s get into the details of the plan,” he replied. 

Joe smiled, “Good.” He leaned forward; his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper and explained the plan. He selected a photograph from the pile laid out on the table. “Take a look at this one,” he said quietly. 

Carlos leaned closer, he could see the back of the Frente al Mar Hotel. Sunlight shimmered off its weathered wooden facade. In the background, six large propane gas bottles were chained to the wall of the hotel. 

“See those?” Joe continued, his index finger tracing the pipes snaking from the tanks towards the building’s underbelly. “They feed through a large basement beneath the floorboards directly into the kitchen. You could set a charge in the early hours, before dawn, when most of the city is sleeping. There’s an exterior entry point into the basement at the side. Here, through the double flap doors.” He pointed at the image. “It’s padlocked, so you’ll need bolt cutters. Once in the basement, you can cut the gas lines…fill it with gas and then set off a time delayed incendiary device. A big surprise for those Reds.” 

Joe’s plan was achievable. Carlos was taking in all the details. Joe continued, “Set the fuse for thirty-minutes, or whatever escape window you decide. The wooden interior and facade are the perfect recipe for a spectacular inferno.” 

Carlos agreed. “I need to make sure the explosion will take out the whole building.” Joe’s satisfaction was clear. 

“Fireworks it is then,” Carlos said in a matter-of-fact way. “Looks like there’s going to be a nasty accident at the Frente al Mar Hotel.”

Joe smiled in agreement. “Excellent!”

Cruz had accepted the mission. His mind raced, not just with the details of how to infiltrate and destroy the hotel, but also of getting there and the mechanics of making it look accidental. The shadows seemed to recede as the bar became their war room. His fingers were already itching to set the fuse. He was to be the grim reaper. His scythe would be the execution of a meticulously laid plan. 


They spent a few hours in their quiet corner of the bar, refining the plans, poring over the layout of the hotel and the surrounding area. 

“Okay, Joe. We’ve got a plan.” Carlos reached for the untouched cash-filled envelope and slid it into his back pocket. “When do you want this accident to happen?” he asked.

Joe looked satisfied. “As soon as you can, Carlos. We have no idea how long Fabio and the other rebels will stay put.” 

As they rose from their chairs, Joe’s parting words sounded like an order. “Good luck with this, Carlos. Get it done quickly and cleanly.”

Carlos nodded. “Will do, Joe.” He dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the table and then stepped out of the bar into the cool night air, casually waving goodbye to Diego. Carlos felt excited. Soldier turned mercenary – He decided to recruit Juan and Luis for this mission. Two very obedient, unquestioning soldiers. They would be perfect for this job – Loyal dogs. 

He would borrow his father’s motorboat, following the Central American coast to Mexico. His alibi, a casual fishing trip, but in reality, his was the only authority that mattered on that dark stretch of sea. Travelling along the coast meant they could avoid border controls, and if any coastguard or harbour police boats did stop them, he would say they were just going out on a night-time fishing trip.


His enemies would die in a tragic accident. Hopefully, he’d soon be fishing for real off the Californian coast in his own boat, and this episode in his life would be a distant memory.

***

Rodrigues’s hands were clenched tightly around the steering wheel, almost bloodless. He was furious as he pulled up abruptly into the car park at the Frente al Mar. 

Sarah greeted him as he entered the lobby, “Hi Rodrigues,” but he marched quickly past her through the lobby and gave no reply. She was surprised he didn’t respond. That concerned her. 

He reached his suite, the plush carpet muffling his steps, then sank onto the couch, the leather cool against his clammy skin. He needed to confirm Ernesto’s suspicions, discreetly, before taking any drastic measures. He looked at the silver cigarette case on the table and picked it up. The smooth metal felt cool in his hand. Taking out a cigarette, he tapped it on the case before putting it between his lips and lighting it. 

The intelligence from his Cuban handler, Ernesto, played on repeat in his mind. “Looks like your receptionist is sharing information with an American intelligence officer who is operating in Chetumal!” His words had sent shivers down Rodrigues’ spine. He was expected to get rid of her immediately and permanently. He found it hard to believe. Sarah? The bubbly girl who always seemed more interested in gossip and lipstick than politics. It seemed impossible. Ernesto’s call threw his world into disarray. Had her smiles been camouflage? Was the wide-eyed interest in all the guests just a meticulous fact-gathering exercise? He no longer saw her just as the pretty receptionist, but as a scheming and calculated traitor. He prided himself on reading people. With Sarah, he’d seen nothing to suggest she was devious. How deep did this treachery run amongst other hotel staff? Every shared confidence, every careless word. Were they all reported? Were all his rebel guests now compromised? He knew about the risks when he got involved with the Cubans, but the rewards were worth it. 

The Frente al Mar Hotel catered to a few tourists, but most of their guests were exiled rebels like Fabio. Maybe Sarah was leaking information. After all, she was in the perfect position. Or maybe Ernesto was wrong? He felt deeply conflicted. As dusk slowly darkened the sky over Chetumal, Rodrigues knew he had to decide the next move and realised that could mean Sarah’s death. She was potentially putting everyone at risk. 

***

The next day, he kept a watchful eye on her, searching for any telltale sign of her alleged betrayal. Yet she remained the same: Efficient, polite, laughing with the guests, seemingly oblivious to the storm brewing. 

His mind raced, piecing together fragments of information, searching for inconsistencies. He recalled a misplaced document; Sarah had left the guest register out on her desk with the photocopies of their patrons’ passports. It was a rule that the guest register and passports should always be locked in the safe when not in use. At the time, it seemed like an insignificant mistake.

As the sun disappeared below the horizon and the shadows deepened in the opulent lobby, Rodrigues was watching the reception area. A mask of cool detachment had settled over his features, hiding the turmoil within. The clock ticked towards ten, signifying the end of Sarah’s shift. She handed over her keys to the night manager, unaware of Rodrigues’s gaze, then walked out of the hotel, her handbag clutched tightly under her arm. 

He followed her, melting into the shadows, trailing her through the busy streets, passing restaurants, some overflowing with laughter and music. His senses were on high alert. Finally, she turned into a dimly lit alleyway, intimidating for most women. Rodrigues sensed something and his hand instinctively reached for the gun holstered beneath his jacket. This was it. The moment of truth. 

As he watched, he saw a scene that confirmed his worst fears. Sarah, just visible in the orange glow of a streetlamp, exchanging hushed words with a man. Too quiet to hear, but the envelopes being passed between them were confirmation of her treachery. 

A cold fury came over Rodrigues. His thoughts were on how to end this leak, his anger threatening to erupt in this moment. A glimmer of reason remained. He removed his hand from the pistol. Acting rashly could expose his entire operation, putting not just his business but the lives of his comrades and his own freedom at risk. He quickly retreated. This bitch would be dealt with swiftly and decisively, but he needed to be smart. She would soon realise what her betrayal would cost.

The Frente al Mar Hotel was threatened, and he was ready to eliminate that threat. Absolute trust had to be restored, or his Cuban clients might put a target on his back. Sarah’s treachery had ignited a fire in him; he wouldn’t rest until he had shut her up. 

When he arrived back at the hotel, he went straight to Fabio’s door and knocked. It was late, Fabio looked through the spyhole, then opened the door. “Come in.” He knew something was wrong from the look on Rodrigues’s face.

“Thanks, Fabio,” his voice low and measured. “I need your help.” He painted a picture of Sarah’s covert exchanges in dark alleyways, the sharing of information about all the guests staying at the hotel. 

Fabio was shocked. “Sarah? Really!” his mind raced back to their first meeting, the flirting, laughter, and the many times they’d spoken. Fabio knew him well. If there was one thing about him that was certain, he wouldn’t have come to him with this problem if he wasn’t sure. 

Fabio spoke, his voice concerned, not for Sarah, but for Rodrigues, and his comrades. 

“We need to deal with this quickly!” 


Relief showed on Rodrigues’s face, and Fabio clearly understood the seriousness of the situation. “I need a drink, meet me in the bar,” he replied, his voice hardening with resolve. “We have a lot to discuss. We don’t want any suspicions coming our way. It needs to look like an accident.” 

“I’ll see you down there in a few minutes.” Fabio said.

Rodrigues opened the door and let himself out. “Okay. See you down there.”

***

Fabio headed downstairs, he could see people relaxing on the terrace, with the moon on the horizon shimmering on the waves. The pleasant scene contrasted with the darkness gnawing in his gut. 

He went to Rodrigues, who was sitting in his private alcove at the back of the room. As Fabio approached him, he asked, “What can I get for you, my friend?” He half-smiled and nodded respectfully.

“I’ll have a beer.” Fabio smiled, despite the weight of the situation. 

Rodrigues called the waiter over, “Bring us two beers.”

They settled into their chairs amidst the clinking of glasses and the white noise of other guests’ conversations masking their own tense conversation. Rodrigues laid out an idea for Sarah’s accidental drowning. He needed Fabio’s help to pull it off. Fabio listened, his brow furrowed in thought. He knew the risks involved, the potential consequences of committing murder.

“Whatever we decide,” Fabio said, his voice resolute. “We need to be careful, Rodrigues. This cannot get messy.”

A concerned expression played on Rodrigues’s face, “I agree. We can’t have any mistakes,” he said.

***

The following day, Sarah could feel her heart racing in her chest as Fabio approached the reception desk. His warm smile gave nothing away about his conversations with Rodrigues. 

“Hello, Sarah.” Fabio greeted her in his usual way, his voice friendly, “What are you up to tonight? Do you fancy grabbing some food and a beer?” 

This was the moment she’d been hoping for. It was her chance to confess everything, to seek forgiveness. Fabio was kind and gentle-natured. He seemed like the perfect confidant. But deep down, fear coiled around her insides, threatening to silence her. What if he didn’t understand? The consequences were terrifying to contemplate. He was a soldier, a fighter, she was just a naive civilian that had got in too deep. 

She smiled, her voice trembling a little, “Hi Fabio. I’ve got some paperwork to catch up on. Maybe another time?”


Fabio’s smile faltered, he looked straight into her eyes, “That’s a shame,” he said, his voice betraying a hint of disappointment. “If you change your mind, I’ll be in the bar.”

Sarah could see her opportunity for redemption was slipping away. Panic gnawed at her, the urge to confess growing stronger.

“Fabio, wait, on second thoughts, the paperwork can wait,” she blurted out. He turned back; his eyebrows raised in question. 

“I finish at ten. I’ll meet you on the terrace.” She said.

“Sounds great. See you at ten then.” Fabio replied.

***

At ten, the moon cast a cool glow over the deserted beach. Fabio met Sarah on the terrace with two amber bottles in his hand. “How about a walk along the beach?” he smiled, offering her a beer. “It’s a quiet night, perfect for walking and talking.” 

“Sounds good Fabio” she replied.

Fabio asked, “Are you happy working as a receptionist at the hotel, or have you got other plans for the future?” making small talk. He couldn’t have anticipated the confession that was about to come. Sarah’s heart pounded against her ribs, as she battled with herself to tell him everything, then her confession came pouring out. How she had been manipulated into believing she was doing the ‘right thing’ she was being patriotic. The sound of crashing waves replaced the city’s hum as she poured out her story, a torrent of guilt and regret. She admitted everything. Leaking guest lists, copies of passports, the cash payments, but also the fear and the guilt that now gnawed away at her. 

Fabio listened, saying nothing back in response. His face mirrored the calm, moonlit sea, still and unreadable. She sobbed, apologising, and pleading for forgiveness. Fabio moved in closer and held her. “Everything will be okay.” He said calmly.

They stood motionless, the moonlight too dim to show the conflict on his face. She felt comforted in his arms, and it was a relief to finally admit what she had been doing. “I don’t know what to do next,” she whispered quietly. 

Fabio reached into his pocket and squeezed the wad of cotton wool until he felt the glass vial of desflurane break, soaking the cotton wool with its sweet-smelling anaesthetic. His hand clamped over her mouth and nose, muffling her screams. As she struggled to escape, he dragged her from the beach into the nearby bushes. Total panic surged through her veins as the sweet smell invaded her senses. For a few seconds, she fought, clawed, and tried to breathe, but it was futile. Her world quickly dissolved into a swirling darkness. Fabio watched her descend into unconsciousness and lowered her limp body onto the sand. The betrayal she’d admitted to, his carefully orchestrated plan hatched with Rodrigues, played on a loop in his mind. This was it: the tipping point. There was no room for second chances, not when lives hung in the balance. 

He knelt beside Sarah, his touch surprisingly gentle as he straightened her limbs. Pulling out a torch, he looked around to make sure the beach was still deserted, then flashed it three times towards the reef.

A few minutes later, a rowing boat grounded quietly on the beach. Rodrigues’s arrival was the next step in their plan. He jumped out and ran up the beach to where Fabio stood next to his receptionist. He looked at her, seeing only a traitor, oblivious to the internal turmoil in Fabio. 

“It’s done,” Fabio said simply. He stood there, his conscience bothering him, thoughts running through his mind. Her freely given confession had side-swiped him, but even so, the greatest betrayals require the darkest of punishments. She lay there motionless and unconscious, hidden in the darkness of the nearby foliage.

Rodrigues whispered, “Thanks Fabio. I know this wasn’t easy. Let’s carry her to the boat before someone comes along.” He looked down at her with disdain, then gave Fabio a nod. “Okay, let’s go.” Looking around, they checked the beach, it was dark and clear of any other people. Quickly, they carried Sarah’s unconscious body to the boat and then rowed quietly out across the reef into the deeper water. 


Sarah had no outward injuries. Another soul sadly taken by the sea. Rodrigues was imagining the possible headline when her body was discovered. 

They scanned the horizon
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