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“JIM! YOU’RE BLEEDING.”

“Tell me something I don’t know, kid.”

“Why didn’t you say something? We could have pulled over,” Anya said.

“I didn’t want you to worry. In five minutes, you’ll be home,” I assured her.

“Are you going to be able to drive?” she asked.

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

The border agent waved the van forward. Jim Nash approached in the shot-up van and forced the gearshift lever into park. He handed over the passports and waited while the agent scanned them.

“It’s great to be home but I think I picked up some kind of stomach bug,” he told the border guard.

The officer laughed before bending to look into the van. “Yeah, I hear that a lot. You don’t look so good if you don’t mind me saying.”

Anya leaned toward the window. “I think my dad got a bad shrimp taco. I told him to take it easy.”

The guard’s eyes shifted to the woman in the passenger seat. “Is that your daughter? Anya Quinn, is it?”

Anya looked at the border guard and smiled.

“My step-daughter. Yes. And you said her name right,” Jim said. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Anya beaming an even bigger smile in the guard’s direction.

“All right.” He handed back the passports. “You’re free to go. There’s a drug store just up the road a bit if you need anything.”

“Thanks. I’ll check it out.”

I put the van in gear. The transmission caught suddenly and jerked and I struggled to ease past the light.

“Wait. Stop!” the guard shouted.
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MADDIE SPENCE WASN’T going to be happy. I left her—my partner in the business—in the lurch. Back in Blue Springs. She insisted on staying behind to comfort a friend after the woman was kidnapped. In fact, the whole lot of them had been kidnapped. Thanks to me and the help of a pair of good dogs, they were all free and safe.

How could Maddie refuse my request? When she said yes it didn’t make me feel any better about what I was planning on doing, though. I even took Maddie’s dog, Friday—with her permission, of course—and ostensibly headed off on a two-hour drive to visit old friends at their marina. It would throw her off the scent—Maddie, that is, not the dog. So after renewing my old marina friendships, I settled in at the trailer on the grounds to spend the night.

Except.

I didn’t. I waited, wide awake.

When I was convinced everyone was fast asleep, I called for a ride and headed off on the first leg of my plan to reunite with my money. Over half a million dollars. In cash.

I left instructions behind to return the Packard and the dog to Maddie at Emma Mayberry’s place in Blue Springs. Explained how we had been called in to solve a missing person case. That all concerned were old friends, too. And that everyone was safe and sound.

Warren and Allie and Hank and Erica, old friends who owned the marina, weren’t going to be happy, either. I left them holding the bag. Or, in this case, the dog and the car. Whoever was brave enough to show up at Maddie’s door with no story, no ideas, and no Jim Nash would be in for more than a grilling.

Although, I was pretty certain Maddie would be happy to see her dog again.

I had to do it that way. I couldn’t put the woman I loved in danger. I knew I wouldn’t be able to convince Maddie not to come with me. Knew she’d refuse all my entreaties otherwise. She was stubborn that way. Not that I wasn’t. I was heading off alone, after all.

At least, that was my excuse.

Prior to being summoned to Blue Springs, I was preparing to buy the building housing our office and living quarters. I learned by accident the place was for sale. In twenty-four hours the decision was made. I signed papers for first refusal on the whole enchilada.

It was something I had to do. For Maddie. I wanted her to be comfortable in her surroundings, secure in the knowledge that if anything happened to me, she would have the finances to carry on. So yeah, I loved her and wanted the best for her. Thus the purchase of the building we worked and lived in.

A down payment was needed. It was a lot of money to keep my options open, but I was good for that. What I wasn’t good for was the balance owing on the building. Oh, I had the cash, all right. A lot. There was one problem, though.

The cash was in safety deposit boxes. In Mexico. On the Mexican Baja. In Cabo San Lucas. I would have to make a trip down the Baja and back to retrieve what was rightfully mine.

I had a somewhat checkered history with Mexico. There was a marriage ceremony to a pregnant woman. It was performed by a fake padre. The woman turned out not to be my wife, eventually, when I figured it all out. An explosion on a yacht. No body. I knew that, because I searched and searched until I could look no more.

Eventually, Kara, my non-wife, showed up. Alive. With her son in tow. James. My namesake. But not my son, it turned out. Now James was safe with Erica, Kara’s sister and wife to Hank, of marina fame and fortune.

So yeah, I was already in deep and getting deeper by the minute. I didn’t even bring a burn phone. Maybe I’d pick one up in Mexico and give Maddie a call. You know, at least make a half-assed attempt to explain things.

Or maybe I wouldn’t.

During the rush to make the buying arrangements for the office building, I made sure to get a will. And a power of attorney. All the things I’d need in case the deal in Cabo went south. Like I was planning on it going south from the beginning. Hell, I didn’t even know I was heading down Mexico way before then.

Call it a bit of fortuitous planning on my part.

But was it? Even Maddie knew I wasn’t capable of planning a drunken debauchery in a brewery.

So yeah. It was good fortune smiling down on me. The way I hoped it would keep smiling once I got across la frontera.
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I didn’t want to do it, but my hand was forced. The cartels were slowly moving into the resort towns. For too long they’d been hands-off. With their tentacles busy getting into government and law enforcement, the cartels were slow to learn how lucrative it had been for the chapulines.

Chapulines. Grasshoppers. Mexican slang for lone wolf drug dealers. Independents allowed by the cartels to work and flourish while they kept their hands off of and out of the resorts. But no more. Not since the cartels learned how much money gabacho turistas were willing to pay for cost-plus drugs on an all-inclusive vacation.

Blood soon followed. Robberies. Killings. Explosions. Beheadings. Hangings. Narcomantas. It was getting to the point where just being a tourist was an excuse to be robbed, murdered, or worse. I didn’t want to dwell on the worse.
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In San Diego I arranged for a beater van. Paid for it with part of the wad of cash in my bag. Stashed the remainder in the van with the clean handgun I liberated back in Blue Springs.

The van would fit in on the Baja, where beaters were more prevalent than newer vehicles. It was dented and filthy and had a window covered in plastic. Probably someone had broken into the thing. Successfully, obviously.

The concern was for what was stashed inside the van. I had more cash than I should declare. I also had a handgun, thanks to a previous owner who convinced me it was unregistered. I had a small amount of ammunition. And two magazines. You know, for backup.

Cash and carry, here I come.
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THE LINEUP FOR THE Otay Mesa crossing was worse than being late to exit an amusement park at closing time. Getting the green light at la línea made up for the wait. The accumulated perspiration dried up fast once I was safely across with no inspection and no questions. I got my bearings and headed south from Tijuana. It was an easy drive over a familiar road. I’d traveled it before, a long time ago.

In another life.

In Ensenada I halted on the malecón. I told myself I needed to stretch my legs, and I did. I took my time looking out over the ocean, but there was nothing there. Just as there was nothing that first time, either. No body. Nothing but splintered bits of yacht after the explosion.

That was done. Over with. It surprised me how meaningless it was now, in my present state of mind. I was happy with Maddie. Happy with our business. It was going well, too, just like our relationship.

Until now. Would she be waiting when I got back?

I made all the arrangements beforehand. A will. A power of attorney. A medical power of attorney. I figured it was the least I could do. I went to great pains to hide what I was doing. If she found out—

And one more thing. The building. I made arrangements to buy it. Had put down a small down payment. Had papers drawn up to give Maddie fifty-one percent when the deal was done.

That was why I needed to be on the Mexican Baja. I needed cash.

My old friend, César, had a place south of Ensenada. I’d be stopping there to make some arrangements prior to heading even farther south. This whole escapade was looking to take a lot longer than I originally thought, but with a bit of luck and some planning I would make it back in time to close on the deal to buy the building.

Would Maddie still be waiting?

I climbed into the van and looked across the water one last time.
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I RECOGNIZED CÉSAR right off. He didn’t recognize me. I knew by the way he walked. Casual. Cautious. One hand behind his back. Holding an automatic, most likely. These are the times Mexico was living now.

The row of pangas grounded on the beach told me César was still in the boat business. He had accumulated a few more than when I first met him. His business must be good.

I chose not to prolong it. I stepped out of the van. Kept my hands in front of me. Waist level. Palms down. César’s huge smile of recognition greeted me. More grins followed by high fives and handshakes and a summons into César’s beach house produced a bottle of tequila. Mamacita welcomed me with a seat at the table and a taste of food. She wasn’t shy about joining in the celebration.

“It has been a long time, Jim. What brings you this way again?” César wanted to know.

I pondered how much to tell César. The man was a trusted friend, but still, this was Mexico. I hadn’t been in touch for longer than I cared to remember. Alliances changed in this world of drugs, where desaparecidos and their bodies were literally piling up or hanging from bridges on a daily basis.

“I’m headed south to Cabo. Getting there isn’t going to be the problem. Getting back might be,” I told him, allowing him to digest that before going on. “I was wondering if I might have your help to do some custom work on the van.”

César considered before answering. “You want to dress up that old beater? You must have resale in mind.” He grinned, knowing something was up.

“Well, I—”

“No problemo, Jim. Of course. Whatever you need. But first you better let Mami feed you. It will take some of the buzz away from the tequila so we can get to work.”

He was right about that. While he went to open up his shop, I allowed Mamacita to feed and water me. She grinned and laughed at my broken Mexican Spanish. Wanted to know if I was married yet and whether I had children.

I had to tell the truth, and she shook her head. Tsk-tsked in that way women do. Disappointed, she shooed me off to César in the workshop, but not before I helped to clear the table. She sat back and nodded with a huge grin pasted on her face. “Someone has trained you. I know it”

“You’re right, Mami, someone has.”

“Then you better keep her. She is good for you,” Mami said.

I didn’t have anything to add to that. I only nodded before heading off to César’s workshop. It wasn’t a huge building. Big enough to work on a vehicle without running into walls. A small lift. But everything was in order. Everything tucked away in locked cabinets. Welding supplies. Propane. Electric and hand tools.

“I see you’ve added quite a bit over the years.”

Time flies.

“A little here. A little there. It all adds up,” César admitted. “You should come down more often.”

He already knew why I didn’t. He waved a hand, as if to let me know he understood. He changed the subject by regarding the van already sitting over the lift. He opened doors and the hood. It allowed him to pretend to busy himself with an inspection.

“It doesn’t look so bad. What is it that you need, Jim?”

“Armor.”

He looked at me and whistled. “Armor.” It wasn’t a question.

“Armor plate, yes. Do you think you can help?”

César whistled again. “Oh si. No problemo. Help me take some measurements. When we’re done I’ll head into town to see what I can come up with.”

That’s what I liked about César. When I needed him that first time, he didn’t ask a lot of questions, and he wasn’t asking now.

“Both front doors for sure,” I said. “And a back-plate of some kind just behind the front seats. I walked around to the front of the van. “Can we do something with this, too?”

“I don’t see why not. Do you need anything else?”

I climbed into the back and took out the handgun I rescued from the trailer park in Blue Springs.

“I’ll need some ammunition and two more magazines, at least. Maybe more if you can get them. And something that I can strap on that will hold them.

“That might take a little longer, my friend,” he advised.

“I almost forgot. A steel plate for one back door, too. The left,” I added.

“Why not do both of them? What do you think?”

“All right,” I agreed. “Both back doors it is.”

César walked around the van one more time. “We’ll start by pulling the door panels and the upholstery.

I nodded and we went to work. It didn’t take long. César had all the right tools. We each took a side and worked our way to the back. We finished by stripping the interior of the back seats. I handed over a wad of cash. He didn’t bother counting before it disappeared into a pocket.

“One more thing, César.”

He looked at me warily. Maybe I was stretching it. It never hurt to ask. “I’m going to need a panga.”

A panga was another name for a machete. The boats were called pangas after a type of bait fish, a mullet-like fish with a knife-shaped body. The body resembled a machete. Panga, the nickname, stuck around.

“That’s not a problem. You can use one of mine,” he said. “Just like before.”

“No, that’s not it, exactly.” I pulled out an old auto-club map yellowed around ragged edges. Creased and creased again from folding and re-folding. Baja Norte on one side. Sur on the other.

I pointed to a spot on the Baja Sur side. “I’m going to need it far down. Somewhere past Todos. With plenty of gas. Maybe a 55-gallon drum or two on board and a pump. And an AK. Maybe four magazines to go with it. I need to tape them.”

César whistled again.

“You are headed to Cabo, yes? I forgot. Are you planning on taking on a cartel all by yourself with a single AK? And only dos cuernos de chivos?”

I looked César in the eye. “Not exactly, but I want to be prepared.”

César patted the pocket with the money before heading off and only nodded. Years ago, when I ran into him by accident and ended up chartering one of his pangas, he behaved the same way. Money never seemed to be one of his concerns.

“If you need more, I have it,” I said.

I finished stacking the upholstery and stretched out on the hard metal in the back of the van. I fell asleep almost immediately. Nervous exhaustion. That, and worrying if my half-assed plan would ever start coming together.

Already I was running late. I would need to make up some time.
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IT WAS DARK WHEN CÉSAR insisted I take the van for a drive to put it through its paces. He was concerned about the added weight on the suspension. Whether the brakes would be affected. I wasn’t worried. Down and back, I told him.

“Go, Jim. I’ll put some fresh fish on and we can wash it down with cervesa. Mami has some desserts she made for the occasion this afternoon.”

How could I say no? True, I paid handsomely for César’s help with the van. He did most of the work, though. I was merely a helping hand, doing what I was told. But I was itching to get back on the road. I started out wanting to make a quick trip. I already killed a day getting the van prepared. It put me into my second day.

So much for speedy.

The van turned out to be not so speedy, too. It lurched from side to side passing over dips and bumps on the uneven sand road. In its wake a cloud of dust billowed. I considered turning north, but there was no need to test the van’s handling on Ensenada streets. All the miles would be on the peninsula highway—Mexico 1—to the south.

I tested the brakes, gently at first, feeling them out. I jammed down the pedal and the smell of burned brake shoes wafting into the cab said they were overtaxed. With steel plates in the front doors, both rear doors, and the bulkhead behind the front seats, the thing was a tank. I twisted the wheel from side to side. The van wallowed, trying to keep up.

The engine raced to keep the speed at ninety kilometers. That was all right. The limit was 80 on Mexico 1, so I was safe that way. Hell, if I had to, I could cruise all day at 70 and no one would notice in this country. All in all, I was satisfied. César was right to make me take it on a shakedown.

Driving at night on lonely Mexico highways wasn’t a good idea. There were more beaters on the road than newer cars and trucks. Lights burned out and people kept driving without them. I couldn’t blame them. Everyone had to be somewhere, and a used car was the primary method of transportation. That it didn’t have lights or working brakes or the tires were bald didn’t matter.

The orange glow on the horizon grew brighter as I neared César’s turnoff from the highway. Ensenada’s bright lights lay on the horizon. I drew closer, and convinced myself it was a pretty good building-fire in town. Probably downtown, where the construction was older and the old wood frames were dry. A good bonfire would pave the way for needed new construction.

I was maybe a kilometer from the turnoff to César’s when I topped a rise. The glow wasn’t coming from the city. It was coming from César’s. His workshop probably. He did a lot of welding to secure the armor plate in the van. That had to be it. A spark ignited a rag. Or some stray insulation.

And I believed it, too. That is, until the SUVs made the turn onto the highway and headed north toward Ensenada. I doused my lights and turned the van into one of those invisible beaters I’d been complaining about. I coasted to the side of the road and got into the back.

The extra mags and ammunition for the handgun were where I stashed them before leaving on the test drive. I slipped the automatic between the seat and the center console and floored the gas pedal.

I drew closer and discovered it wasn’t the workshop. It was César’s home. Or what was left of it. The fire crackled and popped and glowed a brighter orange as stray sections of the interior collapsed and fed the flames.

I didn’t need headlights to see the bodies on the ground in front of the house. I recognized two. César and Mami. I tucked the Model 17 into my waistband and checked for a pulse. Nothing. Their dead hands gripped automatics.

Two more bodies were barely visible, illuminated by the bonfire of César’s home. I approached. Heard a groan. Kicked a handgun out of the way and picked it up. There was no pulse on the second body. I fired once before wiping the gun clean. I replaced it in a dead man’s hand.

César’s workshop remained standing, untouched by the blaze. I opened the door and flicked on the lights. His toolbox was open, the way he left it. I slid open the bottom drawer. It was where he stashed the cash I left him. I pocketed what was left and immediately felt guilty for stealing from a dead man.

That lasted about as long as it took to get my ass back to the van and out to the highway. I said a silent thanks to César for chasing me out on the test drive.

I would have waved farewell, but there was no one left to see it.
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MEXICO 1. THE ONLY road south to La Paz. Past it, Cabo, unless you considered the turnoff at San Pedro onto 19. Paved yet narrow, Mexico 1 ran for a thousand miles from the border. I knew better than to be on it at night. Especially when shoulders on both sides were narrow to non-existent. What shoulder there was disappeared into the night beyond the capability of the van’s feeble headlights.

I knew from experience that wasn’t good. An errant tire could get sucked into the vacuum and force the heavy van into a rollover—perhaps not a problem given my slow speed, but certainly a problem for righting it. Then there were the animals that came out of the dark, or worse, nowhere. No swerving allowed.

A painted center line could be so faint from wear and tear and heat as to be useless, completely invisible in spots. The only other indicator of both sides of the roadway was where the uneven two halves of the pavement met during construction.

I knew to expect washouts. And then there were the vados. A vado was a cement road crossing filled with rain water. They too could come up out of the dark all of a sudden. If the water laying in them was stale, and chances are it was, the vado would be covered in a slippery morass of green algae. Stopping not recommended. Neither was hitting the brakes trying to stop with nothing but algae for traction.

Topes, or speed bumps, graced the streets of many small highway towns. They were usually unmarked and sat very high. Hitting one at speed would launch the overweight van into the air. If the undercarriage survived the landing that alone would be remarkable.

So what was I doing on a Baja highway at night? Before I could think of even one good reason, headlights flickered in the rearview. I dropped below the crest of a hill and they disappeared. I reached to flip a switch César insisted he install. It turned off my tail lights. That gesture made me the suicide driver of an unlit beater on a beat-up highway to nowhere.

I silently thanked César for wiring up a kill switch for the brake and tail lights, and another for the headlights. Stolen plates for Baja sur completed the deal. If someone was searching for a van with gringo plates, they would be sorely disappointed.

I wondered if the errant headlights in my rearview belonged to the SUV I saw pulling out of César’s. If they did, I was hoping they’d be hard-pressed to presume I was the wanted party.

So why was I thinking they would be after me? The only giveaway at César’s was what remained of the interior left behind in the shop. The shop wasn’t the target. I hoped whoever torched César’s and murdered him and his wife hadn’t noticed the leftovers from the van fortifications.
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I DROVE THROUGH THE night and into the next day. Twenty sweaty, exhausting hours later saw me on the outskirts of La Paz. My down-and-back in three days disappeared out the window and I barely noticed. Mexico time, I used to call it. Seems like it was still around. No matter what you wanted to do, no matter how familiar the job, it always took longer than you figured on.

Never mind that the delays were no one’s fault but my own. I managed a catnap or two, or even three somewhere in those last twenty hours. Still, I was exhausted. I parked half a block from the malecón. I yawned before getting out of the stale, dead air in the van. I made for the malecón on foot. Old habits, I figured, but I’d be able to get a taco and a beer, at least.

I walked the length, inhaling the fresh sea air. It wasn’t the old malecón I once knew where I watched whales playing in the calm, smooth waters of the bay. It was rebuilt in the not too distant past. It was an even bigger tourist trap now with locals and gabachos mixing it up yet remaining in their separate worlds.

I picked up a couple of fish tacos and a Sol to wash them down. I found a seat to watch the antics of the gabacho turistas. Pot, meet kettle. I wanted to keep the van in sight, too.

The woman was tall and slender. Her hair was cut in the style of silent movie star Louise Brooks in the movie Pandora’s Box. My glance slowed to travel the length of her and ended up at her feet. My tired eyes landed on the brightest white sneakers I ever saw.

I decided she was a lot younger than I first thought. Maybe late teens. Seventeen or eighteen at the most. Immediately I halted my appraisal. A teenager. Too young. Way too young. It had to be exhaustion. I gave my head a shake and my face flushed red with embarrassment.

In one hand she gripped a cell phone. The other held a wad of cash. It occurred to me that whatever she was trying to do, it wasn’t going to end well. I waited and watched and remembered to look at the van occasionally, too.

Money. She was trying to change money. I knew because another teenager, a local, stood in front of her, blocking her way as she tried to move past him. His eyes shifted from the phone to the cash and back, as though he couldn’t make up his mind. I took a final pull on the beer and got up from the bench. Reluctantly left the remainder of my tacos and beer. I moved toward the girl. Kept a few paces away.

“He’ll steal your money or your phone or both and you won’t be able to do anything about it,” I warned her.

She looked at me and rolled her eyes like I was a moron not worth the attention. Right away I knew I was right about her age. Red hair framed a freckled face and bright green eyes.

“You better believe it. He’ll disappear in a flash. What is it you need?” That broke the ice.

“Money. I’m trying to exchange dollars for pesos,” she said.

The local cursed the interruption and pretended to wander off. He didn’t go far. I reached into my pocket. His eyes moved to me.

“How much do you need?” I asked the redhead.

Red meticulously counted out a hundred with five twenties. I held out my hand to take it and she flipped it away.

“Show me the cash first,” Red insisted. “I wouldn’t want you running off with my hundred.”

“Don’t forget about the phone,” I grinned. “You’re learning.”

She only looked annoyed. I peeled off a thousand from my roll and handed it over. She hesitated before handing over the cash, and followed up with a reluctant thanks.

“No prob. Where are your folks?”

She didn’t answer right away. She was busy counting the pesos. “They’re around the corner getting something to eat. I’m meeting them there,” she said when she was done counting.

“All right. I’ll walk with you if you want.”

I caught her out giving my shoes the once-over. A horrified look appeared and she looked away in a hurry before dashing off. I wondered what it was about the shoes. Not so fancy. No socks. Maybe they smelled. Van rot from the last twenty-four hours. Hell, her own were the Nike Air Force variety. I was wearing the exact same thing. Black as the night. Hers were whiter than white.

It was obvious Red didn’t want my help, so I went and took a seat behind the coffee shop counter, facing the street. It would give me time to duck if I saw anything suspicious. Before the lead started flying. I recognized a couple of uniforms in the café and no one beyond wait staff. That alone caused me to become even more uneasy.

I drank my coffee fast. Paid fast. Crossed the street to my now armor-plated beater I bought in a hurry in San Diego. Cursed out loud for forgetting my beer and tacos on the bench. I unlocked the door to get into the van and then thought better of it while I went to look for a phone card. I was pretty sure I’d call Maddie. Eventually.

Through the tienda’s window I caught sight of the girl climbing into the unlocked van’s driver door. I cursed again at my forgetfulness. A slim pair of legs ending in a bony rear end polished the windshield from the inside before disappearing over the armor plating. I went back for another coffee and laid out the cash at the
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