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Prologue

The Petén District, Guatemala
November 1, 2012

Keller thinks he hears a baby cry.
The sound is just audible over the muted rotors as the helicopter 

comes in low toward the jungle village.
The cry, if that is what he’s hearing, is shrill and sharp, a call of hunger, 

fear, or pain.
Perhaps loneliness— it is that loneliest time of the night, the predawn 

darkness when the worst dreams come, the sunrise seems far off, and the 
creatures that inhabit both the real world and the darker edges of the uncon-
scious prowl with the impunity of predators who know that their prey is 
helpless and alone.

The cry lasts only moments. Maybe the mother came in, picked up the 
child, and cradled it in her arms. Maybe it was Keller’s imagination. But it’s 
a reminder that there are civilians down there— women and children mostly, 
a few old men and women— who will soon be in harm’s way.

The men in the chopper check the loads on their M- 4 rifles to make sure 
the clips are solidly fixed and another one firmly duct- taped to the han-
dle. Underneath the combat helmets and night- vision goggles and “bone- 
phones,” their faces are blackened. Below the ceramic- plate protective vests 
they wear camouflaged cargo pants with big pockets that hold tubes of energy 
gel, laminated satellite photos of the village, compression pads if things go 
bad and they have to stanch the bleeding.

An assassination mission on foreign soil— things could go bad.
The men are in another world, that pre- mission tunnel vision that natural 

fighters go into like a trance. The twenty- man team— split up in two MH- 60 
Black Hawks— are mostly former SEALs, Delta Force, Green Berets— the 
elite. They’ve done this before— in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia.

Technically, they’re all private contractors. But the shell company, a secu-
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The Cartel

rity firm out of Virginia, is a thin screen that the media will rip right through 
if this goes sick and wrong.

In a few moments the men will lower themselves down fast ropes into the 
village near their target. Even with the element of surprise, there’ll be a fire-
fight. The narco gunmen are protecting their boss and for him they’ll give 
up their lives. And the sicarios are well armed with AK- 47s, rocket launchers, 
and grenades, and know how to use them. These sicarios aren’t just thugs, but 
special forces veterans themselves— trained at Fort Benning and elsewhere. 
It’s possible that some of the men in the chopper trained some of the men 
on the ground.

People will be killed.
Appropriate, Keller thinks.
It’s the Day of the Dead.
Now the men hear another sound— the pop of small- arms fire. Look-

ing down, they see muzzle flashes cut through the darkness. A firefight has 
broken out in the village prematurely— they hear shouted orders and small 
explosions.

It’s bad— this wasn’t supposed to happen. The mission is compromised, 
the element of surprise gone, the chance of completing the job without tak-
ing casualties probably gone with it.

Then a red streak comes up out of the night.
A loud bang, a flash of yellow light, and the helicopter jolts sideways like a 

toy that’s been hit by a bat.
Shrapnel sprays, exposed wires spark, the ship is on fire.
Red flame and thick black smoke fill the cabin.
The stench of scorched metal and burned flesh.
One man’s carotid artery spurts in rhythm with his racing heartbeat. 

Another keels over, shrapnel obscenely jutting from his crotch, just below 
his protective vest, and the team medic crawls across the deck to help.

Now the voices come from grown men— howls of pain, fear, and rage as 
tracers fly up and rounds smack the fuselage like a sudden rainstorm.

The chopper spins crazily as it falls toward the earth.
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PART ONE

To Arise from Sleep

It is high time for us to arise from sleep.
— Romans 13:11
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The Beekeepers

We think we can make honey without sharing in the fate of bees.
— Muriel Barbery

The Elegance of the Hedgehog

Abiquiú, New Mexico
2004

The bell rings an hour before dawn.
The beekeeper, released from a nightmare, gets up.
His small cell has a bed, a chair, and a desk. A single small window in 

the thick adobe wall looks out onto the gravel path, silver in the moonlight, 
which leads up toward the chapel.

The desert morning is cold. The beekeeper pulls on a brown woolen shirt, 
khaki trousers, wool socks, and work shoes. Walking down the hall to the 
communal bathroom, he brushes his teeth, shaves with cold water, and then 
falls in with the line of monks walking to the chapel.

No one speaks.
Except for chanting, prayers, meetings, and necessary conversation at 

work, silence is the norm at the Monastery of Christ in the Desert.
They live by Psalm 46:10— “Be still and know that I am God.”
The beekeeper likes it that way. He’s heard enough words.
Most of them were lies.
Everyone in his former world, himself included, lied as a matter of course. 

If nothing else, you had to lie to yourself just to keep putting one foot in front 
of the other. You lied to other people to survive.

Now he seeks truth in silence.
He seeks God in the same, although he has come to believe that truth and 

God are the same.
Truth, stillness, and God.
When he first arrived, the monks didn’t ask him who he was or where 

he came from. They saw a man with saddened eyes, his hair still black but 
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streaked with silver, his boxer’s shoulders a little stooped but still strong. He 
said that he was looking for quiet, and Brother Gregory, the abbot, responded 
that quietude was the one thing they had in abundance.

The man paid for his small room in cash, and at first spent his days 
wandering the desert grounds, through the ocotillo and the sage, walking 
down to the Chama River or up onto the mountain slope. Eventually he 
found his way into the chapel and knelt in the back as the monks chanted 
their prayers.

One day his route took him down to the apiary— close to the river because 
bees need water— and he watched Brother David work the hives. When 
Brother David needed help moving some frames, as a man approaching 
eighty did, the man pitched in. After that he went to work at the apiary every 
day, helping out and learning the craft, and when, months later, Brother 
David said it was finally time to retire, he suggested that Gregory give the 
job to the newcomer.

“A layman?” Gregory asked.
“He has a way with the bees,” David answered.
The newcomer did his work quietly and well. He obeyed the rules, came 

to prayer, and was the best man with the bees they’d ever had. Under his 
care the hives produced excellent Grade A honey, which the monastery uses 
in its own brand of ale, or sells to tourists in eight- ounce jars, or peddles on 
the Internet.

The beekeeper wanted nothing to do with the business aspects. Nor did 
he want to serve at table for the paying guests who came on retreats, or work 
in the kitchen or the gift shop. He just wanted to tend his hives.

They left him alone to do that, and he’s been here for over four years. They 
don’t even know his name. He’s just “the beekeeper.” The Latino monks call 
him “El Colmenero.” They were surprised that on the first occasion when he 
spoke to them, it was in fluent Spanish.

The monks talked about him, of course, in the brief times when they were 
allowed casual conversation. The beekeeper was a wanted man, a gangster, 
a bank robber. No, he’d fled an unhappy marriage, a scandal, a tragic affair. 
No, he was a spy.

The last theory gained particular credence after the incident with the 
rabbit.

The monastery had a large vegetable garden that the monks depended 
upon for their produce. Like most gardens, it was a lure for pests, but there 
was one particular rabbit that was wreaking absolute havoc. After a con-
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tentious meeting, Brother Gregory gave permission for— in fact, insisted 
upon— the rabbit’s execution.

Brother Carlos was assigned the task and was standing outside the gar-
den trying to handle both the CO2 pistol and his conscience— neither very 
successfully— as the other monks looked on. Carlos’s hand shook and his 
eyes filled with tears as he lifted the pistol and tried to pull the trigger.

Just then El Colmenero walked by on his way up from the apiary. Without 
breaking stride, he took the pistol from Brother Carlos’s hand and, without 
seeming to aim or even look, fired. The pellet hit the rabbit in the brain, kill-
ing it instantly, and the beekeeper handed the pistol back and kept walking.

After that, the speculation was that he had been a special agent, an 007. 
Brother Gregory put a stop to the gossip, which is, after all, a sin.

“He’s a man seeking God,” the abbot said. “That’s all.”
Now the beekeeper walks to the chapel for Vigils, which begin at 4:00 a.m. 

sharp.
The chapel is simple adobe, its stone foundations hewn from the red rock 

cliffs that flank the southern edge of the monastery. The cross is wooden and 
sun- worn; inside, a single crucifix hangs over the altar.

The beekeeper goes in and kneels.
Catholicism was the religion of his youth. He was a daily communicant 

until he fell away. There seemed little point, he felt so far from God. Now he 
chants the Fifty-first Psalm along with the monks, in Latin: “O Lord, open 
up my lips, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise.”

The chanting lulls him into a near trance, and he’s surprised, as always, 
when the hour is over and it’s time to go to the dining hall for break- 
fast, invariably oatmeal with dry wheat toast and tea. Then it’s back to prayer, 
Lauds, just as the sun is coming up over the mountains.

He’s come to love this place, especially in the early morning, when the 
delicate light hits the adobe buildings and the sun sets the Chama River 
shimmering gold. He revels in those first rays of warmth, on the cactus tak-
ing shape out of the darkness, on the crunch of his feet on the gravel.

There is simplicity here, and peace, and that’s all he really wants.
Or needs.
The days are the same in their routine: Vigils from 4:00 to 5:15, followed 

by breakfast. Then Lauds from 6:00 to 9:00, work from 9:00 to 12:40, then 
a quick, simple lunch. The monks work until Vespers at 5:50, have a light 
supper at 6:20, then Compline at 7:30. Then they go to bed.

The beekeeper likes the discipline and the regimentation, the long hours 
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of quiet work and the longer hours of prayer. Especially Vigils, because he 
loves the recitation of the Psalms.

After Lauds, he walks down into the valley to the apiary.
His bees— western honeybees, Apis mellifera— are coming out now in 

the early morning warmth. They’re immigrants— the species originated in 
North Africa and was transported to America via Spanish colonists back 
in the 1600s. Their lives are short— a worker bee might survive from a few 
weeks to a few months; a queen might reign for three to four years, although 
some have been known to live for as long as eight. The beekeeper has grown 
used to the attrition— a full 1 percent of his bees die every day, meaning that 
an entirely new population inhabits a colony every four months.

It doesn’t matter.
The colony is a superorganism, that is, an organism consisting of many 

organisms.
The individual doesn’t matter.
All that matters is the survival of the colony and the production of honey.
The twenty Langstroth hives are built of red cedar with rectangular 

movable frames, as convenience dictates and the law demands. The bee-
keeper takes the outer cover from the honey- super of one of the hives and 
sees that it’s thick with wax, then carefully replaces it so as not to disturb 
the bees.

He checks the water trough to make sure it’s fresh.
Then he removes the lowest tray from one of the hives, takes out the Sig 

Sauer 9mm pistol, and checks the load.

Metropolitan Correctional Center
San Diego, California
2004

The prisoner’s day starts early.
An automated horn wakes Adán Barrera at 6:00 a.m., and if he were in 

the general population instead of protective custody, he would go to the din-
ing quad for breakfast at 6:15. Instead, the guards slip a tray with cold cereal 
and a plastic cup of weak orange juice through a slot in his door of his cell, 
a twelve- by- six- foot cage in the special housing unit on the top floor of the 
federal facility in downtown San Diego where for over a year Adán Barrera 
has spent twenty- three hours a day.
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The cell doesn’t have a window, but if it did he could see the brown hills 
of Tijuana, the city he once ruled like a prince. It’s that close, just across the 
border, a few miles by land, even closer across the water, and yet a universe 
away.

Adán doesn’t mind not eating with the other prisoners— their conversa-
tion is idiotic and the threat is real. There are many people who want him 
dead— in Tijuana, all across Mexico, even in the States.

Some for revenge, others from fear.
Adán Barrera doesn’t look fearsome. Diminutive at five foot six, and slen-

der, he still has a boyish face that matches his soft brown eyes. Far from a 
threat, he resembles more a victim who would be raped in ten seconds in the 
general population. Looking at him, it’s hard to credit that he has ordered 
hundreds of killings over his life, that he was a multibillionaire, more power-
ful than the presidents of many countries.

Before his fall, Adán Barrera was “El Señor de los Cielos,” “the Lord of 
the Skies,” the most powerful drug patrón in the world, the man who had 
unified the Mexican cartels under his leadership, gave orders to thousands 
of men and women, influenced governments and economies.

He owned mansions, ranches, private airplanes.
Now he has the maximum- allowed $290 in a prison account from which 

he can draw to buy shaving cream, Coca- Cola, and ramen noodles. He has 
a blanket, two sheets, and a towel. Instead of his custom- tailored black suits, 
he wears an orange jumpsuit, a white T- shirt, and a ridiculous pair of black 
Crocs. He owns two pairs of white socks and two pairs of Jockey under-
shorts. He sits alone in a cage, eats garbage brought in on a tray, and waits for 
the show trial that will send him to another living hell for the rest of his life.

Actually several lives, to be accurate, as he faces multiple life sentences 
under the “kingpin statutes.” The American prosecutors have tried to get 
him to “flip,” to become an informer, but he’s refused. An informer— a dedo, 
a soplón— is the lowest form of human life, a creature that does not deserve 
to live. Adán has his own code— he would rather die, or endure this living 
death, than become such an animal.

He’s fifty— the best- case scenario, extremely doubtful, is that he gets 
thirty years. Even with “time served” he’ll be in his seventies before he walks 
out the door.

More probably he’ll be carried out in a box.
The slow trudge to trial drags on.
After breakfast he cleans his cell for inspection at 7:30. By nature an almost 
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obsessively orderly person, he keeps his space neat and clean anyway— one 
of his few comforts.

At 8:00, the guards start the morning count of the prisoners, which takes 
about an hour. Then he’s free until 10:30, when they slip lunch— a bolo-
gna sandwich and some apple juice— through the door. He has “leisure time 
activities,” which for him means sitting and reading, or taking a nap, until 
12:30, when they do another count. Then he has three and a half more hours 
of tedium until another count at 4:00.

Dinner— “mystery meat” with potatoes or rice and some overcooked 
vegetables— is at 4:30, then he’s “free” until 9:15, when the guards count 
yet again.

The lights are turned off at 10:30.
For one hour a day— they vary the schedule for fear of snipers— guards 

lead him handcuffed out to a wired pen on the roof for fresh air and a “walk.” 
Every third day he’s taken for a ten- minute shower, sometimes tepid, more 
often cold. Occasionally he goes to a small meeting room to consult with his 
attorney.

He’s sitting in his cell, filling out his order on the commissary form— a 
six- pack of bottled water, ramen noodles, oatmeal cookies— when the guard 
opens the door. “Attorney visit.”

“I don’t think so,” Adán says. “I have nothing scheduled.”
The guard shrugs— he does what he’s told to do.
Adán leans and presses his hands against the wall as the guard shackles 

his ankles. An unnecessary humiliation, Adán thinks, but then again, that’s 
probably the point. They get into an elevator and ride down to the fourth 
floor, where the guard unlocks the door and lets him into a consultation 
room. He unshackles Adán’s ankles but chains him to the chair that’s bolted 
to the floor. Adán’s lawyer stands across the table. One look at Ben Tompkins 
and Adán knows something is wrong.

“It’s Gloria,” Tompkins says.
Adán knows what Tompkins is going to say before he says it.
His daughter is dead.
Gloria was born with cystic lymphangioma, a deformation of the head, 

face, and throat that is eventually fatal. And incurable— all Adán’s millions, 
all of his power, could not buy his daughter a normal life.

A little over four years ago, Gloria’s health took a turn for the worse. 
With Adán’s blessing, his then wife, Lucía, an American citizen, took their 
twelve- year- old daughter to San Diego, to the Scripps clinics that housed 
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the best specialists in the world. A month later Lucía phoned him at his safe 
house in Mexico. Come now, she said. They say she has days, maybe only 
hours . . . 

Adán smuggled himself— like his own product— across the border, in the 
trunk of a specially outfitted car.

Art Keller was waiting for him in the hospital parking lot.
“My daughter,” Adán said.
“She’s fine,” Keller said. Then the DEA agent jabbed a needle into Adán’s 

neck and the world went black.

They were friends once, he and Art Keller.
Hard to believe, but the truth often is.
But that was another life, another world, really.
That was back when Adán was (is it possible to have been that young?) 

twenty, an accounting student and wanna be boxing promoter (Dios mío, the 
foolish ambitions of youth) and not even thinking of joining his uncle in the 
pista secreta— the drug trade that flourished then in the poppy fields of their 
Sinaloan mountains.

Then the Americans came, and with them Art Keller— idealistic, ener-
getic, ambitious— a true believer in the war on drugs. He walked into the 
gym that Adán and his brother Raúl ran, sparred a few rounds, and they 
became friends. Adán introduced him to their uncle, then the top cop in 
Sinaloa and its second biggest gomero— opium grower.

Keller, so naïve then, knew Tío’s first role and was blissfully ignorant 
(a notable trait of Americans, so dangerous to themselves and those within 
their flailing arms’ reach) of the latter.

Tío used him. In all fairness, Adán has to admit that Tío made Keller 
his monigote, his puppet, manipulated him into taking out the top tier of the 
gomeros, clearing the way for Tío’s rise.

Keller could never forgive that— the betrayal of his ideals. Take faith from 
the faithful, belief from the believer, and what do you have?

The bitterest of enemies.
For, más o menos, thirty years now.
Thirty years of war, betrayals, killings.
Thirty years of deaths— 
His uncle.
His brother.
Now his daughter.
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Gloria died in her sleep, her breath cut off by the weight of her heavy, 
misshapen head. Died without me there, Adán thinks.

For which he blames Keller.
The funeral will be in San Diego.
“I’m going,” Adán says.
“Adán . . .”
“Make it happen.”

Tompkins, aka “Minimum Ben,” goes to see federal attorney Bob Gibson, 
an ambitious ballbuster who prefers to be known as a “hard charger.”

The sobriquet “Minimum Ben” reflects Tompkins’s success as a “drug 
lawyer”— his job isn’t to get his clients acquitted, because that usually isn’t 
going to happen. His job is to get them the shortest possible sentence, which 
is less about his skills as a lawyer than it is about his skills as a negotiator.

“I’m sort of a reverse agent,” Tompkins once told a journalist. “I get my 
clients less than they deserve.”

Now he relays Adán’s request to Gibson.
“Out of the question,” Gibson says. Gibson’s nickname isn’t “Maximum 

Bob,” but he wishes it were and is a little envious of Tompkins. The defense 
attorney has a macho handle and makes a lot more money. Add to that the 
fact that Tompkins is a cool- looking dude with raffish silver hair, a surfer’s 
tan, a house on Del Mar beach, and an office that overlooks the ocean up in 
Cardiff, and it’s obvious why the civil servants in the prosecutor’s office hate 
Minimum Ben.

“The man wants to bury his daughter, for Christ’s sake,” Tompkins says.
“The man,” Gibson answers, “is the biggest drug kingpin in the world.”
“Presumption of innocence,” Tompkins counters. “He’s been convicted 

of nothing.”
“If I recall,” Gibson says, switching tack, “Barrera wasn’t too squeamish 

about killing other people’s kids.”
Two of his rival’s small children, thrown off a bridge.
“Old wives’ tales and unsubstantiated rumors,” Tompkins says, “passed 

around by his enemies. You can’t be serious.”
“As a midnight phone call,” Gibson says.
He refuses the request.
Tompkins goes back and tells Adán, “I’ll take this in front of a judge and 

we’ll win. We’ll offer to pay for federal marshals, the cost of security . . .”
“There isn’t time,” Adán says. “The funeral is on Sunday.”
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It’s already Friday afternoon.
“I can get to a judge tonight,” Tompkins says. “Johnny Hoffman would 

issue an order— ”
“I can’t take the chance,” Adán says. “Tell them I’ll talk.”
“What?”
“If they let me attend Gloria’s funeral,” Adán says, “I’ll give them every-

thing they want.”
Tompkins blanches. He’s had clients snitch before for lighter  sentences—

in fact, it’s SOP— but the information they gave was always carefully pre-
arranged with the cartels to minimize damage.

This is a death sentence, a suicide pact.
“Adán, don’t do this,” Tompkins begs. “We’ll win.”
“Make the deal.”

Fifty thousand red roses fill St. Joseph’s Cathedral in downtown San Diego 
just blocks from the Correctional Center.

Adán ordered them through Tompkins, who arranged the funds through 
clean bank accounts in La Jolla. Thousands more flowers, in bouquets and 
wreaths— sent by all the major narcos in Mexico— line the steps outside.

As do the DEA.
Agents walk up and down past the floral arrangements and take notes on 

who sent what. They’re also tracking the hundreds of thousands of dollars 
in Gloria’s name contributed to a foundation for research into cystic lymph-
angioma.

The church is filled with flowers, but not mourners.
If this were Mexico, Adán thinks, it would be overflowing, with hundreds 

of others waiting outside to show their respect. But most of Adán’s family 
is dead, and the others couldn’t cross the border without risking arrest. His 
sister, Elena, phoned to express her grief, her support, and her regret that 
a U.S. indictment prevented her from attending. Others— friends, business 
associates, and politicians on both sides of the border— didn’t want to be 
photographed by the DEA.

Adán understands.
So the mourners are mostly women— narco- wives who are American 

citizens already known to the DEA, but who have no reason to fear arrest. 
These women send their children to school in San Diego, come here to do 
their Christmas shopping, have spa days, or vacation at the beach resorts in 
La Jolla and Del Mar.
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Now they stride bravely up the steps of the cathedral and stare down the 
agents who take their photos. Dressed elegantly and expensively in black, 
most walk angrily past; a few stop, strike a pose, and make sure the agents 
spell their names correctly.

The other mourners are Lucía’s family— her parents, her brothers and 
sisters, some cousins, and a few friends. Lucía looks drawn— grief- stricken, 
obviously— and frightened when she sees Adán.

She betrayed him to Keller to keep herself out of jail, to keep Gloria from 
being taken by the state, and she knew that Adán would never have done 
anything to harm his daughter’s mother.

But with Gloria gone, there’s nothing to stay his hand. Lucía could simply 
disappear one day and never be found. Now she glances anxiously at Adán 
and he turns his face away.

Lucía is dead to him.
Adán sits in the third row of pews, flanked by five U.S. marshals. He 

wears a black suit that Tompkins bought at Nordstrom’s, where Adán’s 
measurements are on file. His hands are cuffed in front of him, but at 
least they had the decency not to shackle him, so he kneels, stands, and 
sits as the service requires as the bishop’s words echo in the mostly empty 
cathedral.

The Mass ends and Adán waits as the other mourners file out. He’s not 
allowed to speak to anyone except the marshals and his lawyer. Lucía glances 
at him again as she passes by, then quickly lowers her head, and Adán makes 
a mental note to have Tompkins get in touch with her to tell her that she’s in 
no danger.

Let her live out her life, Adán thinks. As for financial support, she’s 
on her own. She can keep the La Jolla house, if the Treasury Department 
doesn’t find a way to take it from her, but that’s it. He’s not going to support 
a woman who betrayed him; who is, in effect, stupid enough to cut off her 
own lifeline.

When the church clears, the marshals walk Adán out to a waiting limou-
sine and put him in the backseat. The car follows Lucía’s behind the hearse 
out to El Camino Memorial Park in Sorrento Valley.

Watching his daughter lowered into the earth, Adán lifts cuffed hands in 
prayer. The marshals are kind— they let him stoop down, scoop up a handful 
of dirt, and toss it on Gloria’s casket.

It’s all over now.
The only future is the past.
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To the man who has lost his only child, all that will be is what already was.
Straightening up from his daughter’s grave, Adán says quietly to Tomp-

kins, “Two million dollars. Cash.”
To the man who kills Art Keller.

Abiquiú, New Mexico
2004

The beekeeper watches the two men come down the gravel path toward the 
apiary.

One is a güero with silver hair and a slightly stiff gait that comes with age. 
But he moves well, a professional, experienced. The other is Latino, brown- 
skinned and younger— graceful, confident. They walk a few feet apart, and 
even from a hundred yards, the beekeeper can discern the bulges under their 
jackets. Stepping back to the hives, he takes the Sig Sauer from its hiding 
place, jacks a round into the chamber, and, using the arroyo as cover, starts 
moving down toward the river.

He doesn’t want to kill anyone unless he has to, and if he has to, he wants 
to do it as far from the monastery as possible.

Kill them at the river’s edge.
The Chama is swollen, and he can pull the bodies into the water and let 

the current take them away. Sliding down the muddy bank, he turns over on 
his stomach, peers over the edge, and watches the two men cautiously make 
their way toward the beehives.

He hopes that they stop there, and that they don’t damage the hives out of 
carelessness or spite. But if they keep coming, he’ll let them into pistol range. 
More out of habit than thought, his hand swings back and forth, rehearsing 
the first two- shot burst, and then the second.

He’ll take the younger man first.
The older one won’t have the reflexes to react in time.
But now the two men spread out, widening the angle as they approach 

the hives, making his four- shot pattern harder. So they’re professionals, as 
he would have expected, and now they pull their weapons and approach the 
hives with their guns pointed out in front of them, in the two- handed grip 
that they’re all taught.

The younger one juts his chin at the ground and the older one nods. 
They’ve seen his footprints that lead down to the river. But fifty yards of flat 
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ground with only ankle- high brush for cover leading to a sheltered riverbank 
where a shooter could hit them at will?

They don’t want it.
Then the silver- haired man yells, “Keller! Art Keller! It’s Tim Taylor!”
Taylor was Keller’s boss back in the day in Sinaloa. “Operation Condor” 

in 1975, when they burned and poisoned the Sinaloan poppy fields. After 
that he was in charge of Mexico when Keller was shredding it up in Gua-
dalajara, becoming a superstar. He watched as Keller’s trajectory shot right 
over him.

Keller thought he’d be retired from DEA by now.
He keeps the Sig trained on Taylor’s chest and tells him to holster his 

weapon and put his hands up.
Taylor does it and the younger man follows suit.
Keller gets up and, pistol pointed, moves toward them.
The younger man has jet- black hair, fierce black eyes, the cocky look of 

a street kid. The kind of agent they recruit from the barrio for undercover 
work. Just like they recruited me, Keller thinks.

“You went off the radar,” Taylor says to Keller. “Hard man to find.”
“What do you want?” Keller asks.
“You think you could put the gun down?” Taylor asks.
“No.”
Keller doesn’t know why Taylor is here or who sent him. Could be DEA, 

could be CIA, could be anybody.
Could be Barrera.
“Okay, we’ll just stand out here with our hands in the air like jerk- offs.” 

Taylor looks around. “What are you, some kind of monk now?”
“No.”
“These are what, beehives?”
“If your boy there moves to the side again I’ll shoot you first.”
The younger man stops moving. “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Agent 

Jiménez. Richard.”
“Art Keller.”
“I know,” Jiménez says. “I mean, everyone knows who you are. You’re the 

man who took down Adán Barrera.”
“All the Barreras,” Taylor corrects. “Isn’t that right, Art?”
Accurate enough, Keller thinks. He killed Raúl Barrera in a shootout on 

a Baja beach. He shot Tío Barrera on a San Diego bridge. He put Adán— 
goddamned Adán— in a prison cell but sometimes regrets that he didn’t kill 
him too, when he had the chance.
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“What brings you here, Tim?” Keller asks.
“I was going to ask you the same thing.”
“I don’t answer to you anymore.”
“Just making conversation.”
“Maybe you didn’t notice,” Keller says, “but we’re not big on conversation 

around here.”
“Vow of silence sort of thing?”
“No vows.” Keller’s disappointed with himself in how quickly he fell into 

verbal fencing with Taylor. He doesn’t like it, doesn’t want it or need it.
“Can we go someplace and talk?” Taylor asks. “Out of the sun?”
“No.”
Taylor turns to Jiménez and says, “Art’s always been a hard case. A real 

asshole— the Lone Ranger. Does not play well with others.”
That was always Taylor’s beef with him, from the moment Keller— 

freshly transferred from CIA to the new DEA— arrived on Taylor’s turf in 
Sinaloa thirty-two years ago. He thought Keller was a cowboy, and wouldn’t 
work with him or let other agents work with him, thereby forcing Keller to 
be exactly what he accused him of— a loner.

Taylor, Keller thinks now, virtually drove me into Tío Barrera’s waiting 
arms. There was nowhere else to go. He and Tío made a lot of busts together. 
They even “took down”— a euphemism for “killed”— Don Pedro Áviles, 
gomero número uno. Then DEA and the Mexican army sprayed the poppy 
fields with napalm and Agent Orange and destroyed the old Sinaloan opium 
trade.

Only, Keller thinks, to watch Tío create a new and vastly more powerful 
organization out of the ashes.

El Federación.
The Federation.
You start, Keller thinks, by trying to cut out a cancer, and instead you 

help it to metastasize, spread from Sinaloa throughout the whole country.
It was just the beginning of Keller’s long war with the Barreras, a thirty- 

year conflict that would cost him everything he had— his family, his job, his 
beliefs, his honor, his soul.

“I told the committees everything I knew,” Keller says now. “I have noth-
ing left to say.”

There’d been hearings— internal DEA hearings, CIA hearings, congres-
sional hearings. Art had taken down the Barreras in direct defiance of orders 
from CIA, and it had been like rolling a grenade down an airplane aisle. It 
blew up on everybody, and the damage had been tough to contain, with The 
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New York Times and The Washington Post sniffing around like bloodhounds. 
Official Washington couldn’t decide if Art Keller was a villain or a hero. 
Some people wanted to pin a medal on him, others wanted to put him in an 
orange jumpsuit.

Still others wanted him to just disappear.
Most people were relieved when, after all the testimony and the debrief-

ings were concluded, the man once known as “the Border Lord” did it on 
his own. And maybe Taylor is here, Keller thinks, to make sure I stay disap-
peared.

“What do you want?” Keller asks. “I have work to do.”
“Do you read the papers, Art? Watch the news?”
“Neither.”
He has no interest in the world.
“Then you don’t know what’s going on in Mexico,” Taylor says.
“Not my problem.”
“It’s not his problem,” Taylor says to Jiménez. “Tons of coke pour-

ing across the border. Heroin. Meth. People getting killed, but it’s not Art 
Keller’s problem. He has bees to take care of.”

Keller doesn’t answer.
The so- called war on drugs is a revolving door— you take one guy out, 

someone else grabs the empty chair at the head of the table. It will never 
change, as long as the insatiable appetite for drugs is there. And it’s there, in 
the behemoth on this side of the border.

What the suits will never understand or even acknowledge— 
The so- called Mexican drug problem isn’t the Mexican drug problem. It’s 

the American drug problem.
There’s no seller without a buyer.
The solution isn’t in Mexico and never will be.
So once it was Adán and now it’s someone else. After that it will be some-

body else.
Keller doesn’t care.
Taylor says, “The Gulf cartel stopped two of our agents in Matamoros 

the other day, drew weapons, and threatened to kill them. Sound familiar?”
It does.
The Barreras had done the same thing with him back in Guadalajara. 

Threatened him and his family if he didn’t back off. Keller responded by 
sending his family back to San Diego and pushing harder.

Then the Barreras killed Art’s partner, Ernie Hidalgo. Tortured him for 
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weeks for information he didn’t have and then dumped his body in a ditch. 
Left a widow and two little kids.

And Keller’s undying hatred.
Their feud became a blood feud.
And it wasn’t the worst thing that Adán Barrera did.
Not by a long shot.
That was what, Keller thinks, twenty years ago?
Twenty years?
“But you don’t give a damn, right?” Taylor asks. “You live in this ethereal 

world now. ‘In it but not of it.’ ”
When I was in it I was too in it, Keller thinks. I got Ernie killed and then 

I got nineteen innocent people killed. He’d made up an informant to protect 
his real source and Adán Barrera slaughtered nineteen men, women, and 
children along with the phony soplón to teach a lesson. Lined them all up 
against a wall and shot them.

Keller will never forget walking into that compound and seeing children 
dead in their mothers’ arms. Knowing that it was his fault, his responsibility. 
He doesn’t want to forget, not that his conscience will let him. Some morn-
ings the bell wakes him from the memory.

After the El Sauzal massacre he wasn’t in it to stop drug trafficking, he 
was in it to get Adán Barrera. To this day he doesn’t know why he didn’t 
pull the trigger when he had the gun to Adán’s head. Maybe he thought that 
death was too merciful, that thirty or forty years in the hell of a supermax 
prison before he goes to the real hell was a better fate for Adán.

“I have a different life now,” he says.
A Cold Warrior, then a Drug Warrior, Keller thinks.
Now I’m at peace.
“So here in your splendid isolation,” Taylor continues, “you haven’t heard 

about your boy Adán.”
“What about him?” Keller asks, despite himself. He wanted to have the 

strength not to ask.
“He’s gone Céline Dion,” Taylor says. “You can’t stop the guy from 

 singing.”
“You came here to tell me that?” Keller asks.
“No,” Taylor says. “There’s a rumor that he’s put a two- million- dollar 

bounty on your head, and I’m legally obligated to inform you of a direct 
threat on your life. I’m also obligated to offer you protection.”

“I don’t want it.”
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“See what I mean?” Taylor says to Jiménez. “Hardass. You know what 
they used to call him? ‘Killer Keller.’ ”

Jiménez smiles.
Taylor turns back to Keller. “It’s tempting— my share of two mil, I could 

buy a little place on Sanibel Island, get up every morning with nothing to do 
but fish. Take care of yourself, huh?”

Keller watches them walk back up the hill and then disappear over the crest. 
Barrera a soplón? There are a lot of things you can call Adán Barrera, all of 
them true, but a snitch isn’t one of them. If Barrera is talking, it’s for a reason.

And Keller can guess what it is.
I should have killed him, Keller thinks more out of fatigue than fear. Now 

the blood feud will just go on and on, like the war on drugs itself.
World without end, amen.
He knows it won’t end until one or both of them is dead.
The beekeeper is not at dinner that night, he doesn’t go to Compline after-

ward. When he doesn’t show up at Vigils in the morning, Brother Gregory 
goes to his room to see if he’s sick.

The room is empty.
The beekeeper is gone.

Metropolitan Correctional Center, San Diego
2004

The thing you have to admire about the North Americans, Adán thinks, is 
their consistency.

They never learn.
Adán has been as good as his word.
After the funeral, he sat down with Gibson and gave him gold. He 

sat across the table from DEA, with federal, state, and local prosecutors, 
answered every question they asked, and some they didn’t know to ask. The 
information he provided led to a score of huge drug seizures and high- level 
arrests in the United States and Mexico.

This scared the shit out of Tompkins.
“I know what I’m doing,” Adán assured him.
He saves the best for last. “Do you want Hugo Garza?”
“We’re on Viagra for Garza,” Gibson answers.
“Can you give them Garza?” Tompkins asks, rattled. His client is offering 
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to give up the head of the Gulf cartel, the most powerful drug organization 
in Mexico now that Adán’s old Federación has been taken apart.

This is why Tompkins doesn’t like to let clients in on the haggling. It’s 
like bringing your wife in with you to buy a car— sooner or later she’s going 
to say something that costs you. Clients have a right to be present, but just 
because you can doesn’t mean you should.

But what Adán says next— it goes way over the top.
“I want to be extradited,” Adán says. “I’ll plead guilty here, but I want to 

serve my sentence in Mexico.”
Mexico and the United States have a reciprocal arrangement to allow pris-

oners to serve their time in their home countries for humanitarian purposes, 
to be near their families. But Tompkins is aghast and hauls his client out of 
the room. “You’re a snitch, Adán. You won’t last five minutes in a Mexican 
prison. They’ll be lining up to kill you.”

“They’ll be lining up in American prisons, too,” Adán observes. The 
prisons on this side of the border are filled with Mexican narcos and cholo 
gangbangers who would jump at the opportunity to move up in the hierarchy 
by killing the world’s biggest informer.

Security arrangements for Adán have played a major role in the plea agree-
ment that Tompkins has been negotiating, but Adán has already balked at going 
onto the “protected prisoner” units with child molesters and other informers.

“Adán,” Tompkins pleads, “as your lawyer— as your friend— I’m asking 
you not to do this. I’m making progress. With judicial notice of your coop-
eration, I can possibly get your sentence down to fifteen years, then the wit-
ness protection program. Time served, you’re out in twelve. You can still 
have a life.”

“You are my lawyer,” Adán says, “and as your client, I’m instructing you 
to make this deal— Garza for extradition. If you won’t, I’ll fire you and get 
someone who will.”

Because this deal has to be made, and Adán can’t tell Tompkins why. 
Can’t tell him that delicate negotiations have been going on in Mexico for 
months, and that yes, it’s a risk, but it’s a risk he has to take.

If they kill him, they kill him, but he’s not going to spend his life in a 
prison cell.

So he waits while Tompkins goes back in. Adán knows it won’t be simple— 
Gibson will have to go to his bosses, who will go to theirs. Then the Justice 
Department will talk to the State Department, who will talk to the CIA, who 
will talk to the White House, and then the deal will get done.
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Because a former occupant of that same White House authorized the 
arrangement back in the ’80s by which Tío trafficked cocaine and gave 
money to the anticommunist Contras, and no one wants Adán Barrera pull-
ing that skeleton from the closet to the witness stand.

There will be no trial.
They’ll take the Garza bait instead.
Because the North Americans never learn.

Three weeks later, the Mexican federales, acting on information provided by 
the DEA, capture Hugo Garza, the boss of the Gulf cartel, at a remote ranch 
in Tamaulipas.

Two days later, U.S. marshals take Adán out of San Diego in the middle of 
the night and put him on a plane to Guadalajara, where federales in black uni-
forms and hoods whisk him off the plane and drive him to serve his sentence 
at the Puente Grande Correctional Facility— “the Big Bridge”— outside the 
city that his uncle had once ruled like a duchy.

A convoy of two armored cars and a personnel carrier rumble up the 
Zapotlanejo Freeway toward the guard towers of the prison, its searchlights 
glowing silver in an otherwise silk black night.

The lead armored car stops under one of the towers by a large sign that 
reads cefereso ii. Coils of razor wire top the high fences and concrete walls. 
Machine gunners in the towers train their sights on the convoy.

A steel door slides open and the convoy pulls inside a large supply bay. 
The door slides shut behind it. They say that once you cross the Big Bridge, 
you never cross back.

Adán Barrera is looking at twenty- two years here.
It’s cold, and Adán huddles inside the blue down jacket they gave him as 

the guards take him by the elbows and help him out of the personnel carrier. 
His hands are cuffed in front of him, his ankles shackled.

He stands against a concrete wall as guards snap his picture, fingerprint, 
and “process” him. They take off his cuffs and shackles, then the jacket, and 
he shivers as he changes into the brown prison uniform with the number 817 
stitched on the front and back.

The warden gives a speech. “Adán Barrera, you are now an inmate of 
CEFERESO II. Do not think that your former status gives you any standing 
here. You are just another criminal. Abide by the rules, and you will do fine. 
Disobey them, and you will suffer the consequences. I wish you a successful 
rehabilitation.”
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Adán nods, and then they take him from the processing area into the 
COC, the Observation and Classification Center, to be evaluated for a per-
manent housing assignment.

Puente Grande is Mexico’s harshest and most secure prison, and  
CEFERESO II (Federal Social Rehabilitation Center) is its maximum- 
security block, reserved for the most dangerous criminals, kidnappers, narco 
kingpins, and convicts who killed in other prisons.

The COC is the worst section of CEFERESO II.
This is where the malditos— the damned— go. Usually their indoctri-

nation consists of being beaten with hoses, shocked with electric wires, or 
drenched with water and left to shiver, naked, on the bare concrete floor. Per-
haps even worse is the isolation— no books, no magazines, nothing to write 
on. If the physical torture doesn’t destroy them, the mental torment usually 
takes their minds. By the time the evaluation is completed, they are usually, 
and accurately, classified as insane.

The guard opens the door of a cell, Adán steps in, and the door closes 
behind him.

The man sitting on the metal bench is huge— six foot eight, heavily mus-
cled, with a full black beard. He looks at Adán, grins, and says, “I’m your 
welcoming committee.”

Adán braces for what he knows is coming.
The man gets up and wraps him in a crushing bear hug. “It’s good to see 

you, primo.”
“You, too, cousin.”
Diego Tapia and Adán grew up together in the Sinaloan mountains, 

among the poppy fields, before the American war on drugs— a saner, quieter 
time. Diego was a young foot soldier— a sicario— when Adán’s uncle formed 
the original Federación.

Adán’s physical opposite, Diego Tapia is broad- shouldered, whereas Adán 
is slight and a little stooped, especially after a year in an American jail cell. 
Adán looks like what he is— a businessman— and Diego looks like what he 
is, a wild, bearded mountain man who wouldn’t seem out of place in those 
old photos of Pancho Villa’s riders. He might as well have bandoliers crossed 
over his chest.

“You didn’t have to come personally,” Adán says.
“I won’t stay long,” Diego answers. “Nacho sends his regards. He’d be 

here, but . . .”
“It’s not worth the risk,” Adán says. He understands, but it’s a bit annoy-
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ing, seeing as his becoming an informer vastly increased Ignacio “Nacho” 
Esparza’s wealth and standing.

The intelligence Adán provided the DEA created fissures in the rock of 
the Mexican drug trade, cracks that Diego and Nacho have seeped into like 
water, filling every vacancy created by the arrest of a rival.

(North Americans never learn.)
Now Diego and Nacho each have their own organizations. Collectively, 

as the so- called Sinaloa cartel, they control a huge portion of the traffick-
ing business, shipping cocaine, heroin, marijuana, and methamphetamine 
through Juárez and the Gulf. They also managed Adán’s business for him in 
his absence, trafficking his product, maintaining his connections with police 
and politicians, collecting his debts.

It was Nacho who negotiated Adán’s return to Mexico from the Mexi-
can side, delivering large payments and larger assurances. Once that was 
arranged, Diego saw to it that most of the prison staff was already on 
Adán’s payroll by the time he arrived. The majority of them were eager 
for the money. For the reluctant, Diego simply came into the prison 
and showed them their home addresses and photos of their wives and 
children.

Three guards still refused to take the money. Diego congratulated them 
for their integrity. Each was found the next morning sitting primly at his 
post with his throat cut.

The rest accepted Adán’s largesse. A cook was paid $300 American a 
month, a senior guard as much as a thousand, the warden $50,000 above and 
beyond his annual salary.

As for the men lining up to kill Adán, there were several of them, all beaten 
to death by other inmates wielding baseball bats. “Los Bateadores”— “the 
Batters”— Sinaloan employees of Diego, would be Adán’s private security 
squad inside Puente Grande.

“How long do I have to be here?” Adán asks.
Diego answers, “In here we can guarantee your safety. Out there . . .”
He doesn’t need to finish— Adán understands. Out there are people who 

still want him dead. Certain people will have to go, certain politicians have 
yet to be bought, cañonazos— huge bribes— have to be paid.

Adán knows he’ll be in Puente Grande for a while.

Adán’s new cell, on Block 2, Level 1- A, of CEFERESO II, is 635 square feet, 
has a king- sized bed behind a private partition, a full kitchen, a bar, a flat- 
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screen LED television, a computer, a stereo system, a desk, a dining room 
table, chairs, floor lamps, and a walk- in closet.

A refrigerator is stocked with frozen steaks and fish, fresh produce, beer, 
vodka, cocaine, and marijuana. The alcohol and drugs are not for him but for 
guards, inmates, and guests.

Adán doesn’t use drugs.
He saw his uncle become addicted to crack and watched the once power-

ful patrón— Miguel Ángel Barrera, “M- 1,” the genius, the progenitor of the 
cartels, a great man— become an addled- minded, paranoid fool, a conspirator 
in his own destruction.

So a single glass of wine with dinner is Adán’s only indulgence.
A closet holds a rack of Italian- made, custom- tailored suits and shirts. 

Adán wears a clean white shirt every day— the dirty ones go to the prison 
laundry and come back pressed and folded— because he knows that in his 
business, as in any business, appearances are important.

Now he goes about the business of putting back together the pieces that 
Keller shattered. In his absence, the Federación has splintered into a few 
large groups and dozens of smaller ones.

The largest is the Juárez cartel, based in Ciudad Juárez, just across the 
border from El Paso, Texas. Vicente Fuentes seems to have won the battle for 
control there. Fine— he’s a native Sinaloan, tight with Nacho Esparza, whom 
he allows to move his meth through the Juárez plaza.

The next in importance is the Gulf cartel— the Cartel del Golfo, the 
“CDG”— based in Matamoros, not far from the entry points in Laredo. 
Two men, Osiel Contreras and Salvador Herrera, reign there now that Hugo 
Garza is in jail. They’re also cooperative, allowing Sinaloan product, via 
Diego’s organization, to pass through their territory.

The third is the Tijuana cartel, which Adán and his brother Raúl ran 
before, using it as a power base to take the entire Federación. Their sister, 
Elena— the only surviving sibling— is trying to maintain control but losing 
her grip to a former associate, Teo Solorzano.

Then there’s the Sinaloa cartel based in his own home state, the birth-
place of the Mexican drug trade. It was from there that Tío built the Fede-
ración, from there that he divided the country into plazas that he handed out 
like fiefdoms.

Now three organizations collectively comprise the Sinaloa cartel. Diego 
Tapia and his two brothers run one, trafficking cocaine, heroin, and mari-
juana. Nacho Esparza has another, and has become the “King of Meth.”
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The third is Adán’s own, made of old Federación loyalists and for which 
Diego and Nacho have been the dual placeholders, awaiting Adán’s return. 
He in turn insists that he has no ambition to become the boss of the cartel, 
just the first among equals with his fellow Sinaloans.

Sinaloa is the heartland. It was the black loam of Sinaloa that grew the 
poppies and the marijuana that first gave birth to the trade, Sinaloa that 
provided the men who ran it.

But the problem with Sinaloa is not what it has, it’s what it lacks.
A border.
The Sinaloan base is hundreds of miles from the border that separates— 

and joins— Mexico from the lucrative American market. While it’s true that 
the countries share a two- thousand- mile land border, and that all of those 
miles can and have been used to smuggle drugs, it’s also true that some of 
those miles are infinitely more valuable than others.

The vast majority of the border runs along isolated desert, but the truly 
valuable real estate are the “choke point” cities of Tijuana, Ciudad Juárez, 
Nuevo Laredo, and Matamoros. And the reason lies not in Mexico, but in 
the United States.

It has to do with highways.
Tijuana borders San Diego, where Interstate 5 is the major north–south 

arterial that runs to Los Angeles. From Los Angeles, product can be stored 
and moved up the West Coast or anywhere in the United States.

Ciudad Juárez borders El Paso and Interstate 25, which connects to Inter-
state 40, the main east–west arterial for the entire southern United States 
and therefore a river of cash for the Juárez cartel.

Nuevo Laredo and Matamoros are the twin jewels of the Gulf. Nuevo  
Laredo borders Laredo, Texas, but more importantly Interstate 35, the 
north–south route that runs to Dallas. From Dallas, product can be shipped 
quickly to the entire American Midwest. Matamoros offers quick road access 
from Route 77 to Interstate 37, then on to Interstate 10 to Houston, New 
Orleans, and Florida. Matamoros is also on the coast, providing water access 
to the same U.S. port cities.

But the real action is in trucks.
You can haul product through the desert— by foot, horse, car, and pickup. 

You can go by water, dumping loads of marijuana and vacuum- sealed cocaine 
into the ocean for American partners to pick up and bring in.

Those are all worthwhile methods.
Trucking dwarfs them.
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Since the 1994 NAFTA treaty between the United States and Mexico, 
tens of thousands of trucks cross the border from Tijuana, Juárez, and Nuevo 
Laredo every day. Most of them carry legitimate cargo. Many of them carry 
drugs.

It’s the largest commercial border in the world, carrying almost $5 billion 
in trade a year.

Given the sheer volume of traffic, U.S. Customs can’t come close to 
searching every truck. Even a serious effort to do so would cripple U.S.- 
Mexican trade. Not for nothing was NAFTA often referred to as the “North 
American Free Drug Trade Agreement.”

Once the truck with drugs in it crosses that border, it’s literally on the 
freeway.

“The Fives”— Interstates 5, 25, and 35— are the arterial veins of the Mex-
ican drug trade.

When Adán ruled the trade, it didn’t matter— he controlled the border 
crossings into El Paso, Laredo, and San Diego. But with him out of power, 
the Sinaloans have to pay a piso— a tax— to bring their product across.

Five points don’t sound like a lot, but Adán has an accountant’s per-
spective. You pay what you need to on a flat- fee basis— salaries and bribes, 
for instance, are just the cost of doing business. But percentages are to be 
avoided like debt— they suck the life out of a business.

And not only are the Sinaloans paying 5 percent of their own business— 
which amounts to millions of dollars— but they aren’t collecting the 5 per-
cent of other people’s businesses, the piso that was theirs when he controlled 
all the plazas.

Now you’re talking serious money.
Cocaine alone is a $30 billion market in the United States annually. Of the 

cocaine that goes into the United States, 70 percent of it goes through Juárez 
and the Gulf.

That’s $21 billion.
The piso on that alone is a billion dollars.
A year.
You can be a multimillionaire, even a billionaire, moving your own prod-

uct and paying the piso. A lot of men do, it’s not a bad life. You can get even 
richer controlling a plaza, charging other traffickers to use it and never touch-
ing or even going near the actual drugs. What most people don’t understand 
is that the top narcos can go years or even their entire business lives without 
ever touching the drugs.
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