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					Mortui vivos docent.

					Let the dead teach the living.

					
						—Latin proverb

					

				

				…

				
					El desaparecido se lleva hasta su silencio.

					The disappeared leave nothing behind, not even their silence.

					
						—Elena Poniatowska, 
Fuerte es el silencio

					

				

				…

				
					Tomé conciencia, tal vez como nunca antes, de que la comunidad que se había formado alrededor de un puñado de moribundos estaba desaparecida. Y desaparecidas nuestras voces, nuestros olores, nuestros deseos. Vivíamos, por decirlo así, a medias. O mejor: vivíamos con un pie dentro de la muerte y otro todavía pisando el terreno de algo parecido solamente de manera remota a la vida. Pocos sabían de nosotros y aún menos se preocupaban por nuestro destino.

					I became aware, perhaps like never before, that this community formed around a handful of failing souls was, in fact, disappeared. And disappeared were our voices, our smells, our desires. We lived, if you will, in the in-between. Or rather, we lived with one foot in the grave and the other on terrain that held only a remote resemblance to life. Very few knew about us and even fewer worried about our fate.

					
						—Cristina Rivera Garza, The Iliac Crest

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					PROLOGUE

				

				
					ON THE HUNT: THE FLORIST, #11—MARCH 27, 2016

					In the early-morning hours at the Matamoros international bridge between Mexico and Texas, the air had a bracing chill. Miriam Rodríguez had left home in a rush and wore a trench coat over her pajamas. A baseball cap covered her hair, which had been dyed bright red to distract from her face. In her coat pocket she carried a loaded .38 pistol. She scanned the crowd of street vendors selling cold water, knockoff sunglasses, and pirated movies along the concrete esplanade that led up to the bridge. It was shortly after eight in the morning on Sunday, March 27, 2016.

					Miriam’s husband, Luis, had parked the truck somewhere safe and stayed there, out of the way, which he often did when Miriam was on the hunt.

					Miriam was stalking one of the killers of her daughter Karen. Known as the Florist, he was a member of the Zeta drug cartel, which U.S. authorities considered to be the most violent group in all of Mexico. In their campaign to dominate the nation’s criminal economy, the Zetas had blazed a trail of violence through more than a dozen Mexican states, trafficking drugs, smuggling migrants, and kidnapping for ransom.

					Two years earlier, in January 2014, the Zeta cell that the Florist belonged to had kidnapped Karen. Miriam had begged, pleaded, and paid ransoms she could not afford, following the Zetas’ every instruction. She got nothing in return, not even knowledge of what had happened to Karen. Government authorities had dismissed her, ignoring her entreaties or meeting them with a practiced formality that barely masked their apathy. In that void, her grief gave way to acceptance, and then to resolve: to seek revenge and pursue justice herself, for Karen, and for the other families of the disappeared.

					Karen, her youngest, had been for Miriam an unexpected pregnancy; the baby’s birth had breathed new life into her failing marriage. With Karen gone, Miriam had vowed to track down everyone responsible or die trying. Four of the people on her target list, people she deemed responsible for her daughter’s disappearance, were now in prison; another six were dead at the hands of the Mexican marines, gunned down in a raid of the ranch from which the group operated. Retribution for Miriam began as a means to transform pain into purpose, and then became an all-consuming force. And now, based on a tip, she was close to her new target, number eleven: the Florist.

					As she moved among the vendors up toward the bridge itself, she clutched a photo, the sole image she had of the Florist. Skinny, with oval eyes, and a bright complexion, the Florist still very much looked like an adolescent. Miriam had known him as a child, when he sold roses on the streets of San Fernando, where they lived in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. The Florist had moved to San Fernando as a kid and had stopped attending school in order to earn a living; in later years, he struggled to read and write. On his daily rounds, he would often walk past Miriam’s store with a bouquet of roses under his arm. Miriam had once had a soft spot for the boy—he was skinny, and not well looked after, in her opinion. If he passed her market and Miriam and her three, more fortunate children were eating, she would invite the Florist to join them.

					But like the town itself, the Florist of earlier years had become little more than a memory. Once a small village of farmers and cattle ranchers, San Fernando was now cursed, run on violence and fear by the Zeta drug cartel, consumed by the same daylight gunfights, beheadings, and disappearances that plowed through all of Tamaulipas, located in the far northeast of the country. The town was now infamous for the atrocities that had come to define Mexico’s War on Drugs, the military campaign launched by the Mexican government in 2006 to curtail the flow of narcotics to the United States—and the growing power of the drug cartels who were moving them. With Mexican soldiers on the streets, violence between the army and the cartels grew ubiquitous and unpredictable: The military fought the cartels, the cartels fought one another, and innocents trapped on the battlefronts fell prey to the volatile whims of armed groups.

					Now, on the street leading up to the bridge, Miriam walked by eateries, money changers, and pharmacies selling Viagra, studying the faces of everyone she passed. The moment she hung up with the tipster, she had called Luis to drive her to the bridge, located two hours north in Matamoros, a bustling city of half a million people. Though she and Luis had separated years before, they still worked together, an unlikely pair of vigilantes, to find Karen’s killers. Miriam paused every few minutes to show locals the photo of the Florist, hoping someone might have seen him in the area. Street hawkers often recognized one another, even total strangers. Luis sold home goods and cowboy hats in the San Fernando Market, a single-story building fronted by a brick colonnade near the town center. She worked there, too, selling cowboy boots from her own store, and she could remember the face of just about everyone that came and went with any regularity. But none of the people she asked now recalled seeing the Florist—not from her dated picture, anyhow. She edged closer to the toll plaza at the end of the street, where vehicles and pedestrians climbed toward the bridge’s twin spans leading in and out of Mexico.

					Miriam moved with a deftness that belied her age, sliding in and out of stores and among the individuals crowding the sidewalk. She stood about five foot six, with short-cropped hair, a round face, and metal-frame eyeglasses. At fifty-six, she got around with greater ease than she ever had in her thirties and forties. For most of her life, Miriam had been obese. Though always particular about her looks, wearing earrings and makeup and carefully selected matching outfits for even the most basic outings, she had weighed more than 350 pounds in the mid-2000s. Her friends called her gordita bonita, a playful way of referring to someone both large and beautiful. Fed up with the physical constraints of her weight, Miriam decided to get a gastric bypass in 2007.

					Now, she weighed about 135 pounds and took more pride in her looks than ever. Beyond the change to her looks, though, the transformation allowed her to more readily track her daughter’s killers. The effort required mobility—Miriam spent entire days hiking through abandoned ranches and barren scrubland under the punishing sun, driving to and from Ciudad Victoria, the state capital of Tamaulipas, to pressure prosecutors and government officials there, and staking out safe houses where she believed kidnappers might be hiding their victims. On more than one occasion, Miriam had chased down and tackled Zeta members belonging to the Florist’s cell.

					As an amateur criminal investigator, Miriam was fearless and relentless, twin attributes that served her mission well, even if they left those around her uneasy. Miriam’s children—Azalea, Luis Héctor, and Karen—had often teased their mother that she secretly wanted to be a cop but wasn’t corrupt enough to qualify. Back in 1989, when thieves emptied her husband’s safe, Miriam had found the culprits and recovered the stolen goods. In 2012, when kidnappers had threatened Azalea’s husband, Ernesto, Miriam had insisted on paying the ransom herself. While some people in San Fernando expressed shock at how much Miriam had changed over the years, how she had grown as bold and relentless as the Zetas she was hunting, others saw the same woman they had always known.

					Around the time of Miriam’s physical transformation, San Fernando was undergoing its own metamorphosis. Like so many others that grew up in San Fernando, Miriam had watched in awed silence as her town descended into violence. One of nine children born to ranch hands and farmers, she had spent her entire life there, from high school to marriage to motherhood. Violent death was rare; in the 1960s, when she was a child, a single homicide stunned townspeople.

					Back then, the criminal group that would come to be known as the Gulf Cartel dominated the state of Tamaulipas, and as a result had always had some sort of presence in town. But things had been relatively peaceful. The criminals never bothered regular working people, and in fact relied on their support to conduct business. In those days, Miriam would see them around, driving luxury trucks, throwing parties, eating opulent meals in the town’s restaurants and then paying the tabs of diners to curry favor with the population. The locals had learned to coexist with the group’s operators in San Fernando, and Miriam, like others, came to accept the symbiosis between them—each left the other to their own devices.

					And then, all of a sudden, 2010 had happened and everything she thought she knew about San Fernando and her life there changed. A vicious breakup of the Gulf Cartel in Tamaulipas, a key smuggling route into the United States, led to the area being carved up by two main cartels, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas.

					The criminal organization that became the Gulf Cartel had run things in Tamaulipas for more than seventy years, first by smuggling alcohol, home goods, and electronics into the United States and then, in the 1990s, by trafficking massive quantities of cocaine, a move that took their earnings into the billions of dollars. As competition from rival traffickers stiffened, the leader of the cartel decided in 1998 to form a paramilitary wing within his organization to protect his interests. That group, originally made up of Mexican Army Special Forces deserters, was known as the Zetas.

					For more than a decade, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas worked together, side by side like the fingers of a glove, smuggling cocaine into the United States and warring with rival cartels across the country. But in 2010, as disagreements between the two groups mounted, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas split, and the Zetas decided to go into business for themselves. The fight that ensued between the Gulf and the Zetas for control of the drug trade changed the way cartels operated in Mexico.

					The Zetas, given their military background, were more studied in violence than their onetime Gulf bosses, and far more adept at logistics and planning. They began in 2010 to wage a war for territory and smuggling routes that staggered even the most hardened cartel killers. The Zetas’ bloodlust made the already grim violence that marked the government’s War on Drugs seem quaint by comparison. The Zetas beheaded their victims or dissolved them in vats of acid; they forced captives to fight to the death for their own amusement, like a medieval death rite; and they killed innocents by the hundreds.

					Then, the Zetas’ brand of dehumanization caught on—and spread. For all its exceptions, the drug economy often follows the laws of markets. It demands adaptation, flexibility. Once the Gulf had militarized by adding the Zetas to their ranks, other cartels in Mexico did, too. Competition between criminal groups got a lot deadlier after that. In 2011, the year after the Gulf and the Zetas split, Mexico registered nearly 28,000 murders, more than any other year since the government began collecting homicide data two decades before.

					The Mexican government could neither combat nor clean up the mess it had helped spark with its War on Drugs. Even the declaration of the war, rendered in such stark language, had set the terms for violent confrontation. But in a nation where the rule of law often didn’t exist, where government corruption and complicity with organized crime dated back nearly a century, further back than even the Gulf Cartel itself, the police and prosecutors were largely powerless. Having ignored criminality for decades, a time in which politicians grew wealthy running their own criminal rackets and the cartels grew increasingly powerful in the shadows, the nation’s law enforcement was hardly in a position to enforce the new mandate of confrontation. So the cartels took to the streets for control as regular citizens suffered under the weight of all-out conflict.

					Tamaulipas, located along a prime stretch of the U.S. border, was an epicenter of the war; the town of San Fernando, located in the center of the state, became an epicenter of the epicenter.

					And around the time that everything changed, when Miriam Rodríguez would still see the Florist selling roses along the main avenues of town, the whole state was engulfed in conflict.

					With few economic prospects, the Florist had joined the Zetas in 2013, inducted by a fellow flower vendor who was soon after beheaded. By then, the original, highly trained leaders of the Zetas, the former Special Forces operators who brought military skills to match their ambitions, were long gone. With the increase in violence and bloodshed, and with ever-more-vicious battles raging across the country, the Zetas needed more recruits willing to join the fight, regardless of their experience.

					With little to recommend him for the world of organized crime, the Florist joined as a lookout, earning in one week what took a month of hawking flowers and washing car windows. But as his slide into the underworld progressed, he began participating in the kidnappings-for-ransom the Zeta cell in San Fernando used to finance itself. One of those kidnappings, in January 2014, was of Miriam Rodríguez’s daughter Karen.

					Organized crime touched everyone living in San Fernando, if not directly then through friends or relatives murdered, neighbors disappeared, or the simple privation of life that marked everyday routines. And yet for years Miriam had held closely to the belief that as long as she kept her family out of trouble, as long as they continued working in the market selling cowboy hats and boots, and her son remained two hours away in Ciudad Victoria, and her daughter stayed within the confines of working-class mores, nothing would happen to them. That was the promise of cartel coexistence, as they had come to understand it—to leave alone the innocent and uninvolved.

					Even as things began to change in 2010, Miriam had clung to that faith. She admonished her children to keep their heads down, to mind their own business. This was a violation of her own character—Miriam was always direct with others, never shy about sharing an opinion or pushing back against something she thought of as unfair or unjust. But all that had changed now. She told her son, Luis Héctor, not to come home as often, that she would visit him in the state capital instead. That was another fallacy she had once held—that the violence would target only men, that she and Karen and her older daughter, Azalea, were safe.

					As homicides skyrocketed and a fifth of the population abandoned San Fernando, Miriam held out. Sure, there were kidnappings, but only of the rich. Sure, people disappeared, but most were probably involved in organized crime somehow. The grisly murders? That was just the two warring cartels fighting it out. Denial allowed one to survive under the most abject circumstances, to avoid reckoning with the horrors of daily life and persevere in the face of them. The alternative was admitting that the life she had built for her family was gone; the alternative was fleeing or, in Miriam’s case, fighting.

					It was only after Karen was taken in 2014 that Miriam really grasped how dire the situation was in San Fernando, understood the extent of the damage wrought by organized crime and that its effects were inescapable. Karen had been living at home back then, on a hiatus from university. At twenty-one, she had wanted to switch careers from psychology to radiology and needed a few months to transition.

					Miriam and Luis were newly separated, a split that Karen had taken hard. Unable to convince her parents to reconcile, she had found her outlet in rebellious behavior—staying out late, drinking with friends at parties, driving alone at all hours. With her rosy complexion and blond hair, Karen had always turned heads. Young men flagged down her truck on the town’s main drag to buy her flowers from the street vendors—including from the Florist.

					Miriam worried about Karen’s safety but struggled to control her. It did not help that she was dealing with her separation from Luis—a seismic shift in her domestic life after more than thirty years of marriage. Having accepted infidelity, disrespect, and cruelty from her husband, Miriam wasn’t really in a position to demand things of Karen. At least, Karen didn’t think so.

					When Karen was kidnapped, Miriam had been living in the United States, working as a housekeeper and nanny for a pair of doctors in the border town of McAllen, Texas. She had needed to get away from Luis and the market where they both worked, to put some distance between herself and the overlapping parts of their lives that had made it so hard to separate in the first place. So Miriam placed Karen in charge of her store, Rodeo Boots, and went north to earn in dollars.

					Miriam had been gone barely two months when she got the call telling her that the Zetas were demanding a ransom to give Karen back.

					Two years on, Miriam had pursued the men and women responsible, with more than a little success—four of them were in prison awaiting trial, and six were dead from a Mexican marine raid. But the trail of the eleventh Zeta, the Florist, had been faint. The intelligence on his whereabouts never amounted to much more than rumor and whisper. The young man had fled San Fernando after Karen’s disappearance and, as far as she could tell, never resurfaced in town. Miriam had tracked down his family, friends, and former cartel compatriots, and had even made friends with the widow of a fellow Zeta that was close to the Florist. From this woman, she heard that the Florist was back living in Matamoros, his hometown.

					As the sun crested over the bridge’s red archway, Miriam searched for the Florist in vain. He was not among the vendors stationed along the esplanade, the sidewalks, or even the narrow entrance to the bridge itself, where pedestrians paid tolls to cross over to the United States. The plaza beside that narrow entrance, a triangular patch of concrete with white wrought-iron benches and a large tree growing in its center, was filled with people. Just not the Florist.

					Ever since Karen’s disappearance, there were few friends that Miriam could confide in, whose lives and worlds were close enough to her own that she never felt the need to caveat or explain herself. One such friend was Chalo, the director of San Fernando’s main funeral home. Chalo admired Miriam for being perhaps the only person in San Fernando not silenced by fear: She had told him once that fear was just a word.

					Having spent the better part of half an hour scouring the area leading onto the bridge, she wondered if the tip had been wrong. With no remaining options, she decided to cross onto the bridge itself and look for the Florist there.

					Miriam crossed the toll plaza and began to climb the covered footpath. The walkway had a prison-like feel, everything demarcated and bordered: corrugated tin overhead, textured stone slabs underfoot, and chain-link fence on either side of the handrails, marking the boundaries of public access. Concrete barricades directed cars into bright yellow customs lanes. Traffic, human and vehicular, moved in both directions along the two asphalt decks, while the dull green waters of the Rio Grande passed quietly beneath.

					To the right of the walkway, through the rusted fencing attached to the balustrade, the river divided the United States and Mexico. On one end of the bridge was the state of Tamaulipas, where in recent years organized crime had murdered a leading gubernatorial candidate, two mayors, and numerous police officers. And on the other was Texas, where a pox of empty storefronts offered the only outward sign of crisis along its end of the divide.

					Thousands crossed every day from one country to the other, connected by family, culture, history, and commerce. Miriam had worked in the United States, as had her husband and son. She had crossed this bridge in Matamoros more times than she could count—often to visit the large, air-conditioned malls of Texas. Miriam had once carried Karen as a toddler across another bridge, in the city of Reynosa, for life-changing surgery in Texas.

					Miriam loved to shop, a passion she had passed on to her two daughters. Except that Karen, unlike her mom and older sister, had always been less materialistic. She gave things away freely: clothes, shoes, money. Her siblings thought Karen was just spoiled, having grown up during the flush years, when Miriam and Luis no longer struggled to get their businesses off the ground, and could not understand the value of their relative privilege.

					But Karen was softhearted, a characteristic that set her apart from her siblings. She would take indigent women off the street and clean them up, give them outfits to wear. Karen had missed the lean years, when her parents struggled to make ends meet, and perhaps believed that relative comfort was something to be shared, not clung to. She had treated the Florist with kindness before he ever joined the Zetas. She would see him selling flowers on the main drag of San Fernando, known as La Calle Ancha, or broad street, and while most motorists passed the Florist without a second thought, Karen would hand him a dollar or two, just to be nice. Her daughter’s kindness toward the Florist lodged deep inside of Miriam.

					Miriam continued to study the photo of the Florist, though by now she knew the picture by heart. The Florist, with three others, dressed in a cowboy shirt, drinking beer. He was hard to find on social media—while the others had boasted on Facebook about their exploits, snapping photos with machine guns, piles of drugs, and their fellow Zetas in sordid hotel rooms, the Florist barely showed up in any. Their online profiles had made the young men and women involved in Karen’s murder easier to track. The Florist’s lack of one, meanwhile, had helped him evade Miriam for longer.

					As she walked along the footpath, she glanced up and noticed a young man selling compact discs. Roughly five foot eight, slender to the point of malnourishment. The odds of it. Moving closer to him, she was certain.

					Miriam slipped her hand into her pocket. She worried the Florist would recognize her—by now, everyone in his old group did: Sama, Cristiano, Chepo, Flaco, El Mario. Even with her hat on, Miriam’s bright red hair was difficult to hide. She watched the Florist from a distance, frustrated by the logistics, and called a source in law enforcement to summon the police to the bridge. The cops would take ages to arrive and make the arrest, crawling through the traffic-choked streets of downtown Matamoros and then contending with the international bridge traffic itself. That gave the Florist an advantage. Still, it wasn’t like he could flee into Texas. If he tried to make a break for it, he would have to go through Miriam first.

					Miriam kept to one side of the walkway, doing her best to remain inconspicuous. But along the narrow footpath, the crowd was less diffuse than on the esplanade below, which gave the few vendors on the bridge a shot at pitching their wares directly to each person that passed. It also meant that the Florist quickly noticed the woman lurking nearby, watching him, with her hands tucked suspiciously in her overcoat. Abandoning his goods on the walkway, the Florist took off running. Miriam had by then pulled out her gun. Pedestrians scrambled past as she grabbed the Florist by the shirt and jammed the pistol into his lower back.

					“If you move, I’ll fucking shoot you,” she said.

				

				
					“THE CAPITAL OF HAPPINESS”: THE ZETA TAKEOVER OF SAN FERNANDO, MARCH 31, 2010

					When Miriam was growing up in the San Fernando of the 1960s, it was a quiet, bucolic little town. People didn’t lock their cars, or even their houses. A local rancher might get drunk and make a fool of himself, a jealous husband might get violent, but San Fernando trafficked in small-town drama. The economy ran on sorghum—people called San Fernando the breadbasket of Mexico. They also called it the capital of happiness.

					That changed in 2010 after the split between the Gulfs and the Zetas, and the spectacular battle for power, money, and control followed as the Zetas fought to take over the state of Tamaulipas. It seemed all the worse because of how peaceful San Fernando had been in the decades prior. But Mexico was changing—ever since 2006, when the government announced its War on Drugs, the violence had become more noticeable. The once-hidden underworld of violence was exposed as the military and the cartels fought for control of the streets, often in broad daylight.

					San Fernando had initially been spared the worst of that violence. The eerie quiet even allowed some locals—including Miriam and her family—to believe that maybe, just maybe, the small size of their town would save them. Who would want a little town with no economy to speak of? As it turned out, anyone trafficking goods through the state of Tamaulipas, which shared a 230-mile border with the United States.

					San Fernando would gradually become an icon of state failure, the embodiment of the dark turn that Mexico had taken during the government’s drug war, and of the nation’s inability to correct course as the conflict between the Gulfs and the Zetas recast the shape of known violence in Mexico.

					

					—

					The war between the Gulfs and the Zetas arrived in the early-morning hours of March 31, 2010, with what appeared to be a routine call to the police: A fisherman’s truck had overturned along the highway south of San Fernando, a few miles before the Y junction that splits the entrance to town from a freeway. A small crew of policemen and paramedics raced out of San Fernando to the site at kilometer marker 153, tucked in the folds of the Loma Prieta mountain. Along the foothills, private ranches stretched for miles, accessible via the dirt roads that carved through dense understories of creosote and mesquite.

					Rumors had been swirling for months about a war brewing between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas. After the two groups separated, anonymous social media posts began to warn of an imminent assault on San Fernando by the Zetas, who had broken off from the Gulf Cartel in January 2010 and been run out of San Fernando by the Gulf. Everyone had been bracing for the worst—the border town of Reynosa, among others in Tamaulipas, had already gone up in flames, collateral damage in the battle for territorial control raging between the groups. But even as other parts of the state of Tamaulipas erupted in violence, San Fernando had remained relatively quiet.

					By March 2010, more than three months after the split, the vigilance of the police in San Fernando had given way to perfunctory security. The police took their orders from the Gulf Cartel, and some of the cops began to think the warnings of a Zeta assault on San Fernando were just bluster. Rather than position lookouts along the highway leading to the capital, Ciudad Victoria, a stronghold of the Zetas, the police stationed about fifteen units inside the San Fernando town limits, by a local trade school near the southern entrance to town—not far from Miriam’s house.

					When the call about the overturned truck came in to the police, at around 4 a.m., ten of the units peeled off to the crash site, which was about six miles south of town. The others stayed behind, stationed outside of the school, sitting in their units or smoking cigarettes in the predawn chill.

					The accident at kilometer marker 153 didn’t look like much: a single driver who refused to go to the hospital and a rolled truck that another highway division would have to sort out. The paramedics, local cops, and federal highway officers stood in the quiet stupor that often accompanied early-morning traffic incidents, waiting for orders.

					The captain of the firefighter squad that served as first responders in town, Angel, scanned the area around the crash site. The highway undulated and then abruptly swerved south toward the state capital; the bend in the road was concealed by a large mountain that loomed behind it, a black mass etched into the dark sky. An uneasy place, Angel thought. More and more Angel had been hearing about shootings along the highways. Just a day earlier, two federal highway cops had been killed in Las Norias, just south of where they all now stood.

					He told his men to pack it up—they didn’t need to hang out on the road for no reason, like targets. A few demurred, complaining that they hadn’t finished smoking.

					“Remember what happened a few days ago,” Angel said, referring to Las Norias. “Well, those people are still out there.”

					Well-built, with a military crew cut and sharp features, Angel looked the part of a fire captain. Though he was new to the job, his men listened to him. The smokers stubbed out their cigarettes and readied to leave, while the local police stuck at the scene wondered how much longer they would need to be there. To them, it felt like a false alarm—no injuries, no wreckage, just an old man who probably fell asleep at the wheel.

					As they began to pack it in, the officers heard movement along the edges of the highway, a low rumble like a gathering storm. As if on a synchronized timer, a cascade of lights began to pierce the inky scrubland and tear along the dirt roads that ran along the highway’s peripheries, and the sound became suddenly clearer, the buzz of engines and low grind of tires on sand. For a moment the cops froze, both mesmerized and terrorized by the strange, unexpected light show. The sight of dozens of trucks snapped them out of their paralysis. Someone was coming, and whoever it was had been waiting in the dark for the right moment. There was no way that could be good news.

					A parade of heavy-duty vehicles suddenly spilled out onto the highway, a freak show of trucks, trailers, SUVs, and gun-mounted rigs spray-painted with the letter Z. The convoy raced toward San Fernando like unhinged freedom fighters bracing for their first taste of war. The cops, with a few seconds’ head start, fled before them, bellowing into their radios. “They’re shooting at us, they’re shooting at us. These bastards are coming from all sides.”

					Near the entrance to town, the Zeta convoy split: Some of the vehicles diverted to the highway bypass, a junction that looped east and then routed into the center of San Fernando, while others drove straight into the police convoy on the south side of town. The second contingent chased the fleeing police vehicles, firing wildly at the patrol cars, which nearly smashed into their parked comrades outside of the trade school, where they remained in formation at the checkpoint. The officers at the blockade, having left their posts, cowered in a barren construction site by the side of the road as their vehicles sustained a hail of gunfire that lasted nearly ten minutes, reducing the squad cars to strafed sheets of metal, each one now alight like a little bonfire. The piercing cries of the police radio frequencies were left unattended.

					Angel, the emergency responder, listened to the panicked wails as he and his men drove back to town. He decided to pull his men to the side of the bypass, onto the shoulder, off of the road. His boss called just then to warn him that the city was no longer safe—the Zeta convoy from the south had blasted past the police blockade and was wreaking havoc in town, bombarding every single government building with automatic gunfire. Madness, shooting up the police headquarters, the municipal president’s office, everything government-related and therefore Gulf-related. The deep explosion of .50 caliber rounds reverberated through town like small artillery. What to do? Angel thought that either staying put or abandoning his vehicle, as his boss suggested, were the only real options. But he was too late.

					In his rearview mirror, Angel could see yet another convoy tearing toward him, the same modified trucks, soldered and transformed into troop carriers. One was a school bus. He took a deep breath and reclined in his seat, accepting right then that he would die. If it was going to be automatic fire, he figured, he didn’t want to see it beforehand. With each sonic whoosh, he counted another vehicle passing. It wasn’t until the third or fourth that he realized that not only were they not shooting, they were honking their horns, mocking him, calling out for him to join the fun. He counted forty-nine vehicles in all, then heard no more.

					In town, the Zeta convoy broke into subgroups, each tasked with attacking a different government facility. For the next six hours, the army of Zetas laid waste to San Fernando, targeting every single public building they could locate—all except the civil protection facility, where Angel worked. From their house, Miriam Rodríguez and her family could hear the barrage of gunfire; the distant low of explosions echoed through the night and into the following morning, the fitful sound of conquest. No one ever figured out why the civil protection facility was spared, but since they were the first medical responders, Angel later assumed the Zetas thought they might need them at some point. As for the municipal president’s building, the prosecutors’ offices, and the public security facility, gunfire flecked nearly every wall, door, and window, acts meant to exert control but also convey what everyone already knew—the town that had once belonged to the Gulf Cartel was gone. The Zetas were now in charge.

					By noon, the Zeta trucks slipped out of sight as suddenly as they had arrived. The streets were quiet again, the reports of gunfire absent. The military emerged from hiding to clear away the blackened vehicles and sweep up the drifts of spent shell casings littering the streets.

					During the assault, Miriam Rodríguez and her family had hunkered down in their home on the south side of town, close to where the cop cars by the trade school had been obliterated. The attack on the town staggered them and everyone else, too, the scale of it unprecedented in San Fernando.

					What surprised those who ventured out in the aftermath of the violence was the death toll: zero. That not a single person had been killed in the Zeta takeover of their town, and as far as they could tell no one seriously injured, seemed a harbinger of the new regime’s designs on San Fernando—a demonstration of force meant to subdue, but not break, the local spirit.

					

					—

					In the hours before the Zetas thundered into San Fernando, Miriam Rodríguez and her family were asleep in their home in the Paso Real neighborhood, unaware of the impending disaster. But earlier that day, Angel had received a cryptic warning from his boss, a rumor of impending war between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas over who would control San Fernando.

					His boss had come in person to the dormitory in the fire station where Angel was sleeping with the others and called him outside. It was 2 a.m. Angel took a seat on the large staircase that fronted the building and looked up at his boss, who was quietly shaking his head as if having an argument with himself.

					“Angel, stay sharp tonight,” his boss said, looking down at him. “There are problems.”

					Everyone knew there were problems. The challenge was figuring out in the fog of war exactly what was causing them—and what they meant for civilians like Miriam Rodríguez and others caught in the middle of them, the firefights, explosions, corpses draped across bullet-ridden vehicles. You didn’t often see this in the news, though. Much of it came via anonymous emails or random chat groups.

					Angel, who had been promoted to captain just two days before the assault on San Fernando, wondered whether his advancement was in some ways its own act of hostility. Who wanted to be a first responder in a time of conflict, responsible for men he knew there was no way to protect?

					His boss was clearly scared.

					“They’ve split, the Gulf and the Zetas have split,” he continued, “and both are going around attacking all of the security installations in the state.”

					Up to that point, with the Gulf Cartel in charge of San Fernando, things had been relatively calm, at least compared to the rest of the state—in particular along the border with the United States. The Zetas had fled San Fernando without a fight back in January 2010, when their partnership with the Gulf had officially ended. But the Zetas kept promising to return, and that had left everyone uneasy.

					He told Angel to stay inside if possible. If he had to leave the station, he should turn off the perimeter lights. “So they won’t see you,” he said.

					This was four hours before the accident at kilometer marker 153, five hours before the public security building was strafed to the studs by automatic weapons, and six hours before San Fernando fully belonged to the Zetas, an occupation that would last in one form or another to the present day, and would forever change the life of Miriam Rodríguez.

					All wars begin with a break, a release. A moment when the potential for conflict transforms into the kinetic, when the stressed object snaps and the gathered tensions are unleashed. And the January murder by the Gulf Cartel of a Zeta boss in Reynosa had been sufficient.

					War began within a week, a seismic event registered in an instant. Violence erupted along the border and down through the entire state, detonating like a daisy chain explosion, a terrifying sequence of percussive blasts one after another. Each day brought new and rising death tolls. Car bombs exploded in population centers. The cartels began stealing SUVs from dealerships, driving them straight off the lot, four-wheeled conscripts of war.

					The fighting spread to the neighboring northern states, including Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Durango, opening a seam of violence that claimed thousands in just a few years, grisly murder-spectacles that evoked the beheadings and horrific propaganda of killers in the Middle East, like Al Qaeda and the Islamic State.

					Tamaulipas became an object lesson in the fragile alliances that dictate, perhaps more than anything, the degree of violence registered in Mexico. Peace is not, and rarely has been, authored by the state. Organizations slide in and out of agreements and accords, sending murders plunging or surging based on the whims of men for whom death is little more than market regulation.

					Journalists were not allowed to report most of what was happening. If the media blackout was ignored, if a periodical dared to test the resolve of one cartel or another, a beating would be handed out to the offending reporter to remind them. Everything that once existed in the shadows now reared its head publicly—whereas earlier the murder of two journalists by Juan García Ábrego, one of the three iconic criminal leaders in Tamaulipas, had been a state crisis, attended to by the highest levels of government, similar killings now barely caused a ripple.

					Accurate figures were impossible to know—not only because sometimes the dead remained unregistered, with families unwilling to tell the police what had happened, but also because so many people vanished without a trace, kidnapped and disappeared.

					By late March 2010, the war had arrived in San Fernando.

					

					—

					Early on the night of March 30, 2010, Miriam’s son, Luis Héctor, closed his father’s shop in the San Fernando market and went to see friends. It was poker night, and they had been waiting for him to get off work. Though he lived in Ciudad Victoria while finishing university, he often spent weekends working for his father to earn the spending money he needed for school. That night, Luis Héctor and his friends played hand after hand until it was nearly dawn. It was still dark out when the game finally ended, and Luis Héctor decided to stay over to avoid driving home. His Facebook account had been flooded by the warnings of an imminent Zeta attack on San Fernando, threats he was not sure whether to believe but which he took seriously all the same. After sleeping for a short while, he left for home.

					The streets were empty and quiet, cloaked in the denim light that preceded sunrise. Within a few years, almost every one of his friends from that night would be dead, murdered by the Zetas.

					Back home, he put his keys on the kitchen table and kicked off his shoes. Everyone was asleep, Miriam and Luis in their room and seventeen-year-old Karen in hers, alongside their grandmother, Lupita, who was living with them at the time.

					Luis Héctor had been in the house less than ten minutes when the gunfire started, sharp cracks in succession, metal crashing and low-end impacts that felt as if they were coming from the street right outside. Everyone in the house came running into the living room, even Lupita, who couldn’t walk. They laughed when they saw her fly out of Karen’s room and drop to the floor. The family lay pressed against the living room floor as the Zetas fired on the police checkpoint by the trade school a few blocks from the house.

					Luis Héctor edged toward the living room windows to peek outside—his father had parked the family’s new Chevy on the street, and he was worried the truck might be damaged.

					“Get away from the window,” Karen yelled, scaring everyone. “Stay down.”

					They waited for what felt like an eternity, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of gunfire, each blast heralding a passing between worlds, the one they knew and the one to come. The Zeta assault on San Fernando destroyed far more than cars and buildings; it shattered the past.

					When the gunfire stopped, Miriam and her husband decided to drive to the market and check their stores. Luis Héctor joined them. They took Luis’s truck, which was unscathed. On the main road, they passed the trade school, where the police cars sat in smoldering ruin. The police headquarters, or what remained of it after the attack, looked more like a colander than a building.

					How had the Zetas managed to mount such a massive and precise operation, like a military, Miriam asked aloud.

					A strange sensation settled over them as they drove through town, as if they were seeing San Fernando in a haunting and surreal light, like the remnants of a home after a fire, the familiar architecture broken and despoiled.

					“How can they just let something like this happen?” Miriam continued. “What is the government doing? Why aren’t they stopping this?”
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			I.

			
				A LOST DAUGHTER

			

			
			It was 4 a.m. on January 24, 2014, when Miriam’s phone rang and her daughter Azalea’s name popped up.

			“What happened?” Miriam asked.

			“Something awful.”

			“With Ernesto?” Miriam asked.

			“No,” Azalea answered, now sobbing. “With Karen.”

			After hanging up with her daughter, Miriam had quickly packed and left a note for the family she was working for in McAllen, Texas. She told them she would not be coming back. By 6 a.m. on that day four years after the Zeta takeover of San Fernando, Miriam Rodríguez stood outside in the stark January winter waiting for the bus from Reynosa to San Fernando, a two-hour journey through the center of the state.

			She had made her way to the international bridge in Reynosa, the same one she had carried Karen across more than twenty years earlier, when Karen was a toddler. On the bus to San Fernando, Miriam sat near the back and silently wept in the near dark. A few people tried to console her. She understood now that the sympathy of outsiders could never measure up to the chasm left by a kidnapped loved one.

			An elderly man across the aisle handed her his handkerchief.

			“Are you okay?” he asked. Miriam, normally guarded around strangers, told him her daughter had been kidnapped by the Zeta cartel.

			The man nodded, pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket, scribbled something onto it, and handed it to her.

			“That is the name and telephone number of my son,” he told her. “He’s a lieutenant in the marines.”

			Miriam stuffed the number into her purse and forgot about it. Shortly after 8 a.m., the bus entered the municipality of San Fernando.

			

			—

			Hours earlier, Azalea, who was thirty-four and married, had been half asleep when she heard movement near her front door, the slow shuffle of feet across the patio tile and a low groan that she could recognize anywhere: her father.

			After speaking with her sister at 3:30 p.m. the previous day, Azalea had not heard from Karen again. Azalea had asked her to join a church reading, but Karen had declined, saying she was eating a late meal with their cousin. Azalea tried her again around 8 p.m., hoping her sister might have had a change of heart, but Karen didn’t answer. Azalea had then asked her husband, Ernesto, whether he had seen Karen that day. Ernesto said that he had seen her at about 7 p.m., driving along San Fernando’s main street, La Calle Ancha. Azalea relaxed a bit; perhaps Karen’s phone had run out of power, or she had lost or broken it.

			By 10 p.m., when Karen still had not responded to her messages, Azalea knew something was wrong and began calling her sister every fifteen minutes. She checked Facebook and messaged Karen there, then sent her a WhatsApp message: “Hey, charge your phone. I’m trying to call you.”

			Having dozed off while waiting to hear back, Azalea was startled by the sound of her father approaching her front door. From the bedroom window, she could see his shadow stretch in the light of the front porch. They had not spoken in almost two years.

			She padded down the stairs and opened the door before he could ring the bell. She hardly recognized him; he was disheveled and frightened.

			“Karen,” she said.

			He nodded.

			As Luis stepped through the door, his phone rang. Azalea drew close to listen, sensing it had something to do with Karen.

			“Don Luis,” the caller began, “by now you know we have your daughter.”

			The caller relayed that after much discussion, his group had decided on a ransom of one million pesos, about $77,000, for Karen’s return.

			Luis heard the rustling of wind, and then Karen was on the phone.

			“Dad, they just want the money, it’s not about anything else,” she said.

			Luis had not expected to hear her voice, and its sound disarmed him. Before he could respond, she continued.

			“If you pay them, they will let me go,” Karen said. “If not, then I guess this is goodbye.”

			Azalea felt that something in her sister’s voice suggested that she was less than sure her father would save her.

			The kidnapper bade Luis good night and hung up.

			Azalea and her father sat together on her sofa in silence. Eventually Azalea asked him how he would pull together that kind of money, which was more than they had, or could likely even borrow. He shook his head.

			“They want it by 3 p.m. tomorrow,” he said.

			It was nearly 3 a.m. by the time Azalea called Luis Héctor. He answered right away and asked what was wrong, a habit by then. He assumed the call had something to do with Ernesto, or perhaps their father’s health. He told her that he would come home right away, leaving Azalea to make the call she was dreading most, to her mother.

			

			—

			For Azalea, a dreamlike haze settled over the night, surreal and yet tactile and fully formed. Her father sat on the sofa, mute. Azalea wondered if they might wake up and realize that none of this—the kidnapping, the rapprochement with her father, the phone calls—had ever happened.

			At some point they drove to Miriam’s house, where Karen had been living. On the way, her father told her he had already been to the house, after he got the first call from the kidnappers at midnight. Karen’s truck was gone and the house was locked, he told her, though the lights and television had been left on.

			It was almost 6 a.m. when they pulled up again, and still dark outside. Azalea hoped they might find Karen sleeping inside, the subject of a virtual kidnapping, where the criminal only pretends to have the victim.

			Azalea tried the front door, which was now unlocked. Inside, they found Karen’s purse on the living room table, its contents spilling out. The purse had not been there on Luis’s earlier visit.

			“Someone must have come,” he said.

			The home was in disarray, with electrical cords everywhere, papers on the floor, and the furniture flipped over. They both did and did not see the extent of the scene; they were focused on looking for Karen.

			Azalea suggested they go and speak to the cousin who had been with Karen the prior evening, who lived across the street.

			The cousin said that Karen had been eating with him when she got a call. Suddenly, she put her food down and told him that she was leaving, that she needed to give a friend a ride.

			“What friend?” Azalea wondered.

			“Ulises,” the cousin said.

			Before Azalea could ask, the cousin said, “I don’t know who that is either.”

			It was almost 8 a.m. when Luis went home to shower before heading to the bank to ask for a loan to pay Karen’s ransom. He wanted to be clean and well-dressed.

			Azalea went to pick up her mother from the bus station.

			

			—

			On the bus, Miriam had yelled for the driver to pull over a few blocks before the San Fernando terminal; the station was under surveillance by the Zetas, and she wanted to arrive under the radar.

			On the street, Miriam off-loaded her bags and hugged Azalea. After she settled into the car, her phone rang. From the sound of the caller’s voice, Azalea could tell it was the same young man who had called her father. The caller was brusque with Miriam, the respectful tones he had used with Luis now absent.

			He told Miriam to be quiet as he outlined the demands, then handed the phone to Karen. Miriam felt her insides turn; among other things, she was wrung by a sense of guilt, as if somehow this was all her fault, the onus of a parent.

			“Are you okay?” she asked now, her voice cracking. “Have they done anything to you? Are you hurt? Have they hurt you?”

			“Mom, please, let me talk,” Karen shouted. “This is about money. Please just get together whatever you can.”

			As Azalea listened, Karen told her mother the same thing that she had told their father hours earlier, as if the lines had been rehearsed. That it was just about the money, and if they paid, everything would be fine.

			The kidnapper took the phone back and abruptly hung up.

			Miriam collapsed into tears. Azalea had never seen her mother cry like that before.

			Luis by then had showered and was on his way to the bank. Having been a store proprietor for more than twenty years, he was on good terms with the managers there and maintained good credit. The local banks, responding to the demand, had begun to issue loans to pay ransoms, a grim indicator of how common they had become.

			While Luis was still finalizing the details of the loan, the kidnappers called him again. It was 10 a.m. The caller informed Luis that there had been a change of plan; they wanted the money earlier than discussed.

			Luis objected, but the caller silenced him: “Listen, old man, this is going to go how we say, not how you say.”

			Luis was to bring the money in a bag to the San Fernando Health Center. Someone would be there to collect the cash and indicate where the family could find Karen. He was to come to the drop alone.

			The family bundled together their life savings with the money the bank was willing to lend them, altogether a little less than ten thousand dollars.

			

			—

			Miriam parked down the street from the health center, where she could watch the handoff without being seen. Inside the center, a few people sat on fold-out chairs while others milled around. Luis stood outside on the street, waiting.

			The bag man arrived two hours later. He looked like a teenager, with barely any facial hair and a chest so slight it looked concave. He wore a hat and a green jacket.

			Luis held on to the money as the boy reached his right arm out like a sprinter reaching for a baton.

			“And my daughter,” Luis asked loudly, drawing the attention of the people standing outside.

			“At the cemetery in twenty minutes,” the boy replied, tugging the bag loose.

			Miriam watched from her car as the teenager hopped into a cherry-red Ford Explorer and sped off.

			The couple drove slowly to the cemetery, which was just a few hundred yards away. They passed a row of derelict homes, abandoned during the bad days, their lawns overgrown, the structures in disrepair.

			In spite of everything, the cemetery had been maintained, its grass cut, its shrubbery trimmed. On sunny days, giant trees dappled shade over the burial plots. Only now a storm appeared over the horizon, gathering clouds that gave shape to the gray sky.

			Miriam and Luis waited in the cemetery parking lot until dark, but no one came. Back at Azalea’s house, they called the kidnappers, who assured them that everything was cool, no problem, just that there was bad weather and with the rain it wasn’t possible to bring Karen right then. It was true, the clouds had broken into a downpour, and the streets of San Fernando were briefly flooded. If it was just about the money, as Karen and the kidnappers kept telling them, it was only a matter of time before Karen would be released.

			The following day, a Saturday, the family stayed put in Azalea’s house awaiting news. Every sound gave rise to a siege of emotions: a phone call, an errant car horn, a neighbor’s entry or exit. As the hours passed and darkness fell over San Fernando, an unspoken fear began to seize each of them. What if Karen wasn’t coming back?

			Luis Héctor discounted this fear. The family had paid, and the kidnappers of his sister had no reason to renege. The others passed the night clinging to this conviction, though no one slept. The lights of each passing vehicle on the street sent one of them tumbling outside to see if it might be Karen.

			Those lonely hours filled an eternity as they navigated the fraught space between hope and despair. Together for the first time in years, they scarcely spoke, unable to put words to next steps because next steps required word from Karen. To indulge the possibility that Karen might not return would have felt like foreclosing on their own future; to assume she would be back, meanwhile, was akin to testing fate.

			The next morning, Miriam got a call from one of her neighbors. A cherry-red Explorer had pulled up outside of Miriam’s house and two women had gotten out. They had entered the house with a key, then left with a jacket, a pair of black shoes, and Karen’s purse in their arms.

			Everyone agreed this must be good news. They were getting clothes for Karen. It was cold outside. The family compelled themselves to believe everything would be okay because they could not fathom it not being so; it was better to forage for glimmers of hope than to face the dark recesses of their own doubt.

			

			—

			The kidnappers called later the same day to ask for more money. Luis just stared at the phone, refusing to respond. He shook his head and held back tears, spent. When Miriam heard the demand, she yelled, “How on earth do you think we have more money!”

			Ransoms were more art than science, spot calculations and negotiations about what a family could afford. If you paid too quickly, sometimes the kidnappers might try to renegotiate the deal, figuring they had left money on the table. But the family had taken a loan and emptied their savings and had nothing else to give. Their charge was to wait and see what happened. Calling the cops was out of the question. They would not help, and if the kidnappers found out it would only put Karen’s life in more danger.

			With little else to do, Miriam asked Azalea’s husband, Ernesto, to take her home. Luis and Azalea had described the scene at Miriam’s house, the furniture in disarray, items tossed on the floor. Miriam had until then held off going there herself, not wanting to cloud her emotions with the distress of seeing the place her daughter had been taken from. But she was growing curious about the people behind the kidnapping, and the clues they might have left behind.

			On the way, they passed Las Palmas, a simple diner that served coffee and breakfast and was beloved by the old men in town, who gathered there in safer times to share gossip. In the parking lot, she spotted the cherry-red Explorer and yelled at Ernesto, whom she called Neto, to pull over across the street.

			Miriam watched as two men left the restaurant. Before entering the Explorer, the taller one turned to survey the street corner. He swiveled his head toward the cars stopped in front of the traffic light, and the others passing quickly on the perpendicular road, before stopping on Ernesto’s truck. Miriam felt sure that he had clocked her watching them.

			Inside her house, Miriam found the cut cords of a cell phone charger and a straightening iron lying on the floor, their ends frayed. A plastic bag lay near the entrance to Karen’s bedroom, and papers were scattered everywhere. There were signs of a struggle: In the living room, the furniture had been shifted, and the closets were in disarray.

			She picked up a work ID card for the oil company PJP4, which belonged to Karen’s Venezuelan boyfriend. Miriam had had her doubts about him; he was older—and married, she suspected. On the floor of the bathroom, she found a pair of men’s boots.

			It was hard to derive order from the detritus left behind by the kidnappers: the papers, the clothing, the IDs, and the cut charging cables. Miriam knew that the Zetas had been in her house, but what had they done there? The trail of evidence led to no clear conclusions.

			That evening, back at Azalea’s house, Miriam heard a knock at the door and ran to answer it. The visitor introduced herself as Carlos’s mom, a name that took Miriam a second to place. Carlos had been with Karen the night of January 23, the woman said—the night Karen had been kidnapped. Miriam invited her into Azalea’s house.

			Carlos worked for Miriam’s brother in his auto garage and was like a member of their extended family. Miriam had known him from the time he was a boy. He was about the same age as Karen.

			On the night of the kidnapping, Karen had needed help with her truck and Carlos had promised to come check on it after work. That night, he had gone to see her at Miriam’s house with his cousin, who was visiting from out of town. And that was the last time his mother had heard from either of them.

			The kidnappers had called her that morning, demanding a ransom. When Carlos’s mother told them that she had no money, they cackled.

			“Well, we will send him to you in pieces, then.”

			

			—

			The following day, Miriam was merging onto La Calle Ancha when she noticed the red Explorer, the one she had seen outside the restaurant, following close behind her. She tried to stay calm, but before she could change course the driver raced ahead and cut her off in the middle of the street.

			Two young men jumped out.

			“You are Karen’s mom?” the tall one asked.

			Miriam nodded.

			“Meet me in ten minutes at Restaurant El Junior,” he said. “Come alone.”

			Now inside the restaurant, Miriam sat across the table from the Zeta, studying him. She recognized him as the man she had seen from Ernesto’s car: tall, with a gaunt face, light skin, and curly hair. His handheld radio buzzed to life every so often, static reports from the lookouts posted around town relaying the movements of police and military units in San Fernando. Though he never shared his name, on the handheld radio they referred to him as Sama. He was a commander, he told her, and could help get her daughter back.

			Seated beside Sama was a smaller man, a boy, really, probably still in his teens. He had a round face and eyes that looked too big for his head. He was clearly the underling and took the opportunity to eat while Sama talked. When he had finished eating, he looked over at Miriam’s untouched sandwich and asked if she was going to finish it.

			She pushed her plate toward him.

			As the younger one ate, Sama assured Miriam that Karen was alive and safe and in good spirits.

			“Does she smoke weed or something?” he asked. “I mean, that’s how relaxed she is. Just super chill.”

			He said Karen was easy to deal with, and her laid-back demeanor was one of the reasons Sama wanted to let her go. But the decision wasn’t his alone to make, he said. El Larry, who ran the Zeta cartel in San Fernando, would have to make the final call. Miriam made a mental note of the names. Sama. El Larry.

			Sama said he could help. For $1,600, he could make things happen, could make sure the right people said yes.

			Miriam watched him with distrust. The desire to believe that Karen was alive was overwhelming. But they had already paid the ransom, and now Sama was asking for another, claiming he could help while at the same time claiming he was somehow not in charge. It made no sense, though perhaps that was the point.

			A lot about the Zetas in 2014 didn’t make sense. It was a different organization from the one that had terrorized San Fernando back in 2010. Most of the arch criminals from that era were dead or in jail, leaving a younger generation in their place. The broken structure meant the organization was unpredictable, especially at the local level, and far less experienced. The town was under more government control than it had been for four years, with regular patrols by the army and marines. But that hardly meant San Fernando was safe. Kidnappings continued, and the Zetas still did what they wanted.

			In theory, that meant that maybe Sama was telling the truth; maybe some underlings had taken Karen without the permission or knowledge of the higher-ups. In which case, Miriam thought, she needed to play along, or at least play it out. Pretend that she believed him, do the favors he was asking, and hope that he was telling the truth.

			Through the large front windows of El Junior, Miriam could see the red Explorer parked outside and the late-afternoon traffic zipping past it. To her left and right, diners ate their meals. She tabled her doubts that all of this might just be another way to tax her grief and agreed to make the extra payment.

			After the meal, Sama told Miriam he would drive her home. But Luis had driven her to the meeting, against the Zetas’ orders, and he was parked on a side street, out of sight. If she refused a ride, the Zetas would know she had disobeyed them; if she took it, she would be leading them straight to Azalea’s house.

			In the end it didn’t matter. She quickly realized that Sama already knew where she was going. He dropped Miriam off in front of Azalea’s home and told her he would be in touch.

			

			—

			Miriam stared at her phone. More than a week had passed since she had paid the $1,600, not enough time to abandon hope but enough time to begin imploring a mindless cell phone to ring. Azalea’s living room had taken on the look of a temporary staging ground, a one-woman operations center amid the varnished wood and dark patterned fabrics. Empty glasses on the coffee table, papers spread on the sofa, the disorder of a family distracted by worry and fear.

			Miriam’s phone did ring every so often with calls from unknown numbers, sparking momentary surges of hope dashed nearly as fast as it took to answer. Sometimes they were new ransom demands, an unrelated group that had caught wind of the family’s plight and decided to take advantage of it, but after two weeks, Miriam received a call that seemed to be the actual kidnappers, not the posers who were misery shopping. She was in the bathroom when her phone rang, and Azalea raced down the hallway to hand it to her mother.

			“The commander has given the order, and we’re ready to return your daughter,” said the voice on the line. “We just need a small payment, just some pocket change.”

			Miriam was immediately suspicious. Why now, after all this time, and why another tiny ask?

			“If you say you have my daughter, I need to speak with her,” she said.

			“That’s not possible,” the voice responded. “But we’re returning her now.”

			Miriam ignored her better judgment and paid the ransom, depositing $400 at a convenience store in the town’s main plaza. She knew there was almost no chance the man had Karen, but almost was better than nothing. Such was the penury of love. Empty your savings into the account of a stranger, on the faint possibility that they were actually the one who had kidnapped your daughter, that she was actually alive, and that they would actually return her.

			Kidnappers preyed on hope and the asymmetric need for the victim’s loved ones to preserve it. A bald-faced lie could be preferable to the truth in that way, a reason to keep going, to keep from falling into the abyss; a ransom could work as much to sustain the fantasy as to retrieve a loved one.

			Miriam stood in the plaza until nightfall waiting for Karen, well past the designated meeting time, well into the night. When the lights of the evening vendors flickered on, casting fluorescent pools over the square, she knew it was time to leave.

			

			—

			The days grew indistinguishable from one another, their edges blurred together. Memories became unmoored from time and date, snatched and recorded from the abstract passage of the hours. Only later, on reflection, was significance given to those snapshots, crucial moments the meanings of which were yet to be revealed.

			Two weeks after Karen’s disappearance, Miriam and Azalea were driving around town, searching for the cherry-red Explorer, and moving to keep the weight of sadness from settling. They drove through the center of town, down La Calle Ancha, and onto the junction heading south. Miriam scanned the streets, storefronts, public spaces, and sidewalks.

			They crossed the river and drove past the entrance to Miriam’s neighborhood in Paso Real. Miriam asked Azalea if she was hungry and pulled over at a grilled meat shop on the side of the road. Miriam hopped out to order food, then suddenly rushed back. She had spotted Karen’s friend who went by the name La Chaparra, seated at a plastic table in the restaurant.

			“Do you see La Chaparra sitting there?” she asked Azalea.

			Azalea did.

			“She’s just drinking a soda,” Miriam noted. There wasn’t even an empty plate or balled-up napkin. Miriam and Azalea took a table nearby, and Miriam called the girl over.

			La Chaparra got up and walked to where Miriam and Azalea were seated. She was short, with curly hair. She was still in her teens, a bit younger than Karen.

			Miriam asked La Chaparra whether she had heard about what had happened with Karen. The girl shook her head no. Miriam recounted some of the details of the kidnapping, and La Chaparra looked nervous and kept glancing back at her seat.

			After she sat back down, Miriam looked at Azalea.

			“There’s something not right about her,” she said. “Everyone knows about the kidnapping.”

			A few days later, Miriam saw La Chaparra again at the same restaurant, sitting in the same seat.

			Positioned on the road south out of town, the restaurant had a clear line of sight to the entrance of the old municipal dump, where the Zetas were rumored to have a camp. A good place for a lookout, Miriam realized.

			

			—

			Not long after, Miriam was shopping with Luis at the main grocery store in town when she spotted a tall, slender figure with curly hair in the parking lot.

			Sama was with an older man who she surmised was his boss by the way Sama seemed especially attuned to his every step.

			Miriam scurried over to confront him.

			“You told me you would bring me back my daughter,” she said to Sama. “Tell me where she is.”

			Startled, Sama stepped away from the older man.

			“I can’t talk right now, I’m with the boss,” he said in a hushed voice. He said they could speak later. He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket, scribbled down his number, and then chased after his associate, who was getting into a white SUV with several armed men.

			Miriam turned to Luis.

			“We’re going to follow them,” she said.

			The couple trailed the convoy onto a quiet, residential street. Luis parked on the corner and watched as the white SUV pulled up to a purple house and Sama, his boss, and the others entered. Miriam took note of the address.

			

			—

			As the weeks wore on, Miriam sank into a depressive state, a circadian rhythm of despondence. She slept fitfully, waking in the night to the emptiness of loss, and passed the daylight hours in tears. Some days she struggled to get out of bed. If she did, she hardly left Azalea’s living room. Always well-dressed in the past, Miriam had taken to wearing pajamas all day. She spent hours scrolling through her phone, as if it alone held the answers to her misery. The three ransom payments had sustained the possibility that Karen was alive, had given her something to believe in and to fill the aching emptiness; those hopes now dashed, her melancholy deepened.

			Azalea began to worry about her mom. Her mother had always been the one that everyone else relied on for their fortitude. It wasn’t like her to wallow, no matter how serious or devastating the loss. Miriam still had two children and a husband, and her store, Rodeo Boots, to manage.

			On the one-month anniversary of Karen’s disappearance, February 23, 2014, Miriam pulled herself off of the couch and went upstairs to take a bath. She sat in front of the mirror, brushing her hair for the first time in what felt like ages. She applied makeup and put on street clothes.

			She came downstairs to find Azalea in the living room.

			“Well, it’s been a month and they are not going to bring her back to me,” she said. “I know this in my heart, as a mother.”

			She said that Karen was never coming home, at least not in the way Miriam had once hoped, because Karen, her youngest, was dead. There was no self-pity in her voice, no tears or currents of pain spread across her face. She stood for a moment, choosing her words.

			“For the rest of my life, with the time that I have, I’m going to find the people who did this to my daughter,” Miriam said. “And I’m going to make them pay.”

			Over time, Miriam would develop a list of targets, including #1, the young man, Sama, who had extorted extra money for Karen’s return, and a roster of his fellow Zetas:

			
					
					Sama

				

					
					Cristiano

				

					
					El Flaco

				

					
					The Florist

				

					
					El Mario

				

					
					El Kike

				

					
					La Chaparra

				

					
					La Güera Soto

				

					
					La Machorra

				

			

			Azalea watched her mother leave the house and get into her husband’s truck. Miriam was never the same after that.

		

	
		
		
			2.

			
				THE EARLY YEARS

			

			
				KAREN AND MIRIAM ON THE REYNOSA BRIDGE, 1994

				Long before the Zetas took over San Fernando and twenty years before Karen Rodríguez was kidnapped, Miriam was pacing along the Mexican side of the Reynosa international bridge with her one-year-old daughter Karen in tow. They had a high-stakes medical appointment for the little girl with a panel of American doctors on the other side of the border. Miriam was eyeing the far end of the bridge, where uniformed American border agents flipped through passports with a practiced disregard.

				Through sheer force of will, Miriam had secured this appointment with doctors in Texas to review Karen’s case, which Mexican medical professionals considered hopeless. The American doctors were Miriam’s last chance to save her daughter from a life relegated to a wheelchair. But Miriam had not gotten Karen a visa for the United States; the little girl didn’t even have a passport.

				With rosy skin and canary-colored hair, Karen looked like an animated baby doll. At the grocery store, in the streets, in the San Fernando Market where her parents worked, everyone wanted to hold her. She had been held so much—not only by strangers and her parents, but also by her older siblings, who were enamored of the tiny stranger that had popped up in their midst—that Karen seldom had to crawl anywhere.

				And it was for that reason, a few months before, in the summer of 1994, that Miriam suspected Karen was having trouble walking. Every time Miriam would set the girl down on her feet, she noticed that Karen would stumble, as if her hips hinged downward. The little girl struggled to stand, like a broken toy, and no amount of coaxing or propping her up had managed to make a difference.

				At first, Miriam and Luis assumed that, unlike her older siblings, Karen had just been spoiled by too many carries. She had grown up in the comfort of her parents’ success. Whereas Azalea and Luis, who were sixteen and ten at the time, had experienced the lean years, when the family slept in a home without electricity, and had worked long days in the market to earn their allowance, Karen was born into the relative luxury of a middle-class life. Maybe, they figured, she struggled to walk because she preferred not to.

				But by the time Karen had reached one year of age, Miriam knew something was wrong. Miriam took the girl to the doctor in San Fernando, who gave her a dire prognosis: Karen was born with a malformed hip socket, which would leave her unable to walk without help for the duration of her life. Worse still, the doctor told Miriam there was nothing he could do.

				A life without the freedom of movement was a bounded life, and no parent wanted that for their child. With typical brusqueness, Miriam refused to accept the doctor’s prognosis.

				“What the hell do you know?” she said.

				She then went to the state capital, where the government ran a specialty hospital for children. Miriam held high hopes for the medical team there—they were the best the state had to offer. But at the hospital a few weeks later, standing in the examination room with Karen, Miriam was crushed once more by bad news: Not only did Karen have a malformed hip, but she also had a heart murmur.

				Miriam knew about the heart murmur; the birth doctor had told her Karen would most likely grow out of it as she aged. But the doctors at the Children’s Hospital told Miriam the murmur made treatment of the hip dysplasia far too dangerous. The girl could suffer a heart attack, they told her.

				Miriam shook her head. “I’ll find someone else that can do it,” she said.

				In towns across Mexico, a negative diagnosis can be a death sentence, whether or not the illness is. Most people, strapped for resources and short of options, are doomed to doctors with limited education and experience. Or worse, to a public health system where basic appointments take months to procure and advanced procedures are often denied to all but the lucky and connected.

				Miriam believed in recourse. There was always a way no matter what doors were closed to you, or how much resistance you found on the other side. That was how she had managed to build a life for her family, through Luis’s unemployment, through economic crises, through personal tragedy.

				She recalled a woman in San Fernando whose infant son suffered from a rare condition that doctors in Mexico had been unable to treat. This boy’s mother had found care at a specialized hospital in Houston, Texas. The treatment had kept him alive and given the family hope. After leaving the hospital in Ciudad Victoria, Miriam went to see the woman.

				The Shriners Hospital for Children in Houston, one of the best-regarded facilities in the world for child surgeries, accepted special cases on a pro bono basis, including from Mexico. Families needed to apply and then get the patient to the United States, but the form was in English, which Miriam did not speak. So she went to the local library in San Fernando and hired the English-speaking librarian to help her complete the application. Traveling to Houston to submit the application in person, meanwhile, was too costly. So Miriam asked the young boy’s mother if she would drop off Karen’s application in person the next time she was there.

				A few months later, the Shriner’s Children’s Hospital called. Miriam and Karen would need to get to La Feria, Texas, where doctors would review Karen’s case in person and make a decision on whether the hospital could help. Having passed through a gauntlet of naysaying Mexican doctors, having found not only an option in the United States but the best option available, she needed to get her one-year-old over the bridge and into McAllen, where a bus was waiting to carry them to La Feria. However she had no visa or passport for Karen.

				The bridge’s port of entry was manned by a pair of gruff border agents who reviewed passports before granting admission to the United States. Miriam explained her predicament: Her daughter needed to get into the United States for a crucial surgery. She showed them evidence of her regular border crossings, and the paperwork the hospital had sent from Houston.

				After a half hour of haggling, the agents let Miriam and Karen through.

				Families gathered in the convention center in La Feria, where the Shriner’s Hospital staff reviewed individual cases. The doctors sat with patients in makeshift cubicles, assessing the feasibility of surgeries. Miriam knew it was a long shot, a moment freighted with the real possibility that she had done as much as she could, and her daughter still might never walk.

				After reviewing Karen’s case, the doctor told Miriam he thought there was a good chance they could help her, and offered to take Karen to Houston right away.

				Miriam remained in Texas for a month for the operation and follow-up procedures. The doctors implanted a platinum hip cap in Karen and placed her in a full-body cast for the recovery. Once Miriam and Karen were back in Mexico, Azalea and Luis Héctor took turns changing Karen’s diaper through a small cutout in the rear of her cast, plunging their hands in, with no visibility, a black box of gruesome smells and textures. But they did it, observing the family credo of shared responsibility.

				As the hip plate adapted to her body, Karen was given leg braces and a tiny walker. Miriam dragged her to the market each day, where the allure of playing with the children of other vendors was too much to resist. Before long, Karen was chasing the others through the concrete corridors, hobbling along with a wide smile—and without the walker.

				Miriam traveled with Karen to Houston every month for check-ups; the doctors needed to monitor how her body was adjusting after surgery. They all watched Karen carefully, especially Miriam, as if at any moment something might happen to the miracle of her mobility. The trips to Houston continued until Karen was nearly eighteen years old. By then she had reached her full adult size, and the doctors felt comfortable that the hip cap would continue working.

				The family always knew that if Karen were to get pregnant, there could be a problem. But she ran and swam, jumped and danced, so much so that everyone, including Karen, pretty much forgot how precarious her early life had been. Everyone but Miriam.

			

			
				A ONCE SAFE HAVEN: VILLA SAN FERNANDO

				For nearly its entire history, Tamaulipas has been a hub for people and goods moving through the continent of North America. Though rich in natural resources, oil and gas, water and minerals, wind, sand, and sunlight, much of the state’s economic value is derived from its location. Given the area’s proximity to the United States and the Gulf coastline, smuggling was a natural economy in the region. Tamaulipas offered the quickest route through Mexico to the United States, a fact that transformed its border towns, especially Matamoros, into bastions of illicit trade.

				Those smuggling networks adapted to the historic changes sweeping through Mexico in the early twentieth century. The Mexican Revolution, which raged from 1910 to 1920, helped feed the regional economy, including the illicit movement of goods. Around the end of the war, when the Volstead Act took effect in 1919, the U.S. ban on the sale of alcohol opened a new opportunity for the smugglers of Tamaulipas. The sale of alcohol, and later of drugs and cocaine, would become a centerpiece of the future Gulf Cartel.

				

				—

				Miriam had grown up on a ranch known as Rancho Loma Prieta, located about twelve miles south of San Fernando. Her parents had eked out a living on a subdivided plot of land that totaled about thirty acres, where they grew sorghum and corn and raised animals for their own use. The youngest of nine children, Miriam was born twenty years after her oldest sibling, and the gap in generations gave Miriam the chance to enjoy the modest benefit of the changing times. While her older brothers worked on the ranch with her father, Miriam and her brother Jorge were dispatched to town to attend school.

				San Fernando had for the better part of two centuries been a tiny cattle-ranching town. Vast tracts of relatively flat land dominate the terrain, ideal for breeding and grazing the horses and cows the original Spanish settlers brought with them on their journey to colonize the northeast of Mexico in 1748. But all of that began to change between 1940 and 1960; the population doubled as the town developed and families like Miriam Rodríguez’s emigrated from the outskirts in pursuit of work or education. By the time Miriam was born in 1960, a major change was underway in San Fernando—one reflected across most of Mexico. The population was growing and the town itself was urbanizing. Known back then as Villa San Fernando, it was still the kind of place where the townspeople all knew one another, and if not, they only needed a last name to trace the familial history of whoever they were speaking to.

				Each passing year brought quantum leaps in the town’s development. By 1970, when Miriam was heading into secondary school, the size of the population was thirty thousand, triple what it had been just twenty years earlier, and land dedicated to cattle ranching was converted—cleared of the mesquite and cactus and desert brush and plowed into arable acreage. It marked the onset of an agricultural movement, which the government called The Green Revolution. The vision for San Fernando was sorghum: A hardy plant, it required little watering—a requisite since the majority of land in San Fernando could not be irrigated and annual rainfall was modest.

				But farming did not interest Miriam. She exuded a sophistication the rest of her family did not—even as a girl, she advised her older brothers on how to resolve financial and social problems. She was a quick study in school. She earned good marks in her classes and taught herself to type before she graduated.

				As an adolescent, Miriam was strong-spirited. She found it painful to concede a point or back down from a decision. In high school, she fell for Luis Salinas, a conceited, light-skinned, blond-haired athlete with cool gray eyes. They began to date, sneaking out and spending time together away from the watchful eyes of Miriam’s parents.

				Miriam was three years younger than Luis, the son of merchants who sold household goods in town. She had liked him from the early days, when they were kids. They had not been dating long when Luis graduated and left San Fernando to take a factory job in the United States. Back then, there wasn’t much opportunity outside of agriculture and ranching in San Fernando.

				Not long after, Miriam found out she was pregnant. She was seventeen years old.

				In 1970s Mexico, a pregnancy out of wedlock was akin to social suicide for the mother’s family. Conservative values prevailed, rooted in Catholicism and bolstered by a staunchly patriarchal society. When Miriam told her parents, they all but disowned her. Luis didn’t know about the pregnancy, and Miriam did not tell him. He was off in Texas working, earning money for himself, and the couple didn’t communicate by phone or in letters. Between them, there had been no promises of eternal love or of his coming back for her. And there had been no talk of marriage, at least not at first.

				Miriam offered no apologies for the way things turned out. She packed her bags and left for the opposite end of the country, where her sister lived. Socorro, the eldest of her siblings, was in her late thirties and supporting a family of her own with a well-paying job. She welcomed Miriam with open arms.

				To make her own money, Miriam sold Avon products from a catalog to the women who lived near her sister, marching up and down the streets with her stomach growing larger by the day. She had a knack for talking to people, creating intimacy, convincing strangers to share their inner lives with her. She was charming, nonthreatening, and pushy in a way that made people laugh. She earned well hawking beauty products to Socorro’s neighbors.

				But Miriam grew restless for home. Her foray into business was in service of a single goal: to return to San Fernando and start a life on her own, partner and parents be damned. On December 2, 1977, Miriam gave birth to a baby girl, whom she named Azalea. Three weeks later, with the money she had saved, she bought herself a one-way bus ticket back to San Fernando, traversing the latitude of Mexico with a newborn to test whether the parents who had told her they were through with her had really meant it.

				As it happened, they had not. Miriam’s parents softened upon seeing their grandchild. The family patched things up and Miriam moved back into their home. She still didn’t call Luis, stubbornly holding to the notion that if he wanted to see her again he would find a way to be in touch. She might never have spoken to him at all had she not run into his sisters on the streets of San Fernando while carrying Azalea. The sisters had not seen Miriam since her mysterious disappearance, but when they saw Azalea, with her white skin and light hair, they knew she was Luis’s child.

				Luis’s sisters called him right away to convey the news—and summon him back to San Fernando, where he proposed to Miriam a few days later. The couple married on January 30, 1978. To shield Azalea from the embarrassment of being born out of wedlock, they changed her birthday to February 2, 1978.

				

				—

				Eager to return to work, Luis left for the United States almost as quickly as he had arrived. Miriam went back to being a single mother, but with her parents now appeased by her marriage to Luis. She began looking for a job herself and found employment with the government.

				The state was expanding its efforts to modernize farming across Mexico, and Tamaulipas was tasked with becoming one of the key breadbaskets in the country’s north. Mexico’s economy was on a tear during those years, the postscript to a golden era now fondly referred to by economists as the Mexican miracle. Finding work with the government meant not only high pay, but the sorts of perks that allowed one to build a life for their family.

				If most government agencies were slow or somewhat ineffective, the agriculture department was an outlier. It maintained a seed bank, consulted with farmers on seasonal weather patterns and soil types, and generally ensured that the country, and the state governor, made good on their promise to make the territory the most productive region for sorghum in all of Mexico. They built the drains and ditches necessary for industrial crop production along with hundreds of miles of dirt roads, a vast grid of transit routes constructed to help transport crops that ran from San Fernando all the way to the border eighty miles away—roads that would eventually be commandeered by criminals for smuggling.

				The office was responsible for a territory of nearly four thousand square miles, and Miriam was a first point of contact for the farmers and ranchers seeking advice or assistance. As the daughter of a farmhand, she knew the people she worked with, understood their needs. She consulted on all manner of issues, including on how to navigate the politics of the bureaucracy. She built friendships with them and their families, and even launched a side business selling cowboy boots to the men who came in looking for help. The idea came to her on a trip to the state of Guanajuato, in the city of León, where she found vendors that crafted handmade cowboy boots popular in the north of Mexico. San Fernando had nothing like them. She bought a few pairs and sold them all within a week. Before long, she was making monthly trips to pick up bulk orders.

				It was an exciting period in Tamaulipas, and particularly in the field of agriculture. It was an exciting time for Miriam, too. She loved her independence, and by the time Azalea reached school age, she had decided to move out of her parents’ home. With the money Luis sent from the United States, Miriam was able to rent a small house near the center of town. Luis would come home for holidays and on the occasional weekend but was generally not much of a presence, at least not physically. It was not until Azalea was four years old that he moved back to San Fernando, deported by the U.S. authorities for overstaying his visa.

			

			
				JUAN NEPOMUCENO GUERRA, THE PIONEERING FOUNDER OF THE GULF CARTEL

				Growing up in San Fernando in the sixties and seventies, Miriam had rarely seen the workings of crime in the state of Tamaulipas. The presence of criminals was subtle, almost imperceptible to those who had no cause to interact with them. And besides, the largest collection of bandits was known to be in Matamoros, then the nerve center for most criminal activity in the state and home to the criminal group that would come to be called the Gulf Cartel, the most sophisticated and organized criminal group in the region.

				Their business back then was mostly smuggling. Starting in the 1920s, after the United States outlawed the sale of alcohol, a group of contrabandists had managed to seize on the immense opportunity to grow rich by sneaking tequila and other liquors across the Rio Grande into Texas. But the smugglers flourished even after the Volstead Act was repealed. Having established a network, they began fencing anything they could find a market for, and on either side of the border—car parts, home electronics, tires, even cigarettes.

				The organization, which would be retroactively named the Gulf Cartel by the government and media many decades later, was founded in the 1930s by a former police officer named Juan Nepomuceno Guerra. Under Guerra, the roots of organized crime were only just beginning to sink themselves into the nation’s foundation. Guerra’s network of smugglers was aided by his network of political connections, which assured the free and steady flow of merchandise. The government became partners in the smuggling enterprise, laying the groundwork for the integrated corruption and complicity to come and the patterns of crime and violence that would emerge in the following decades.

				The United States would become a bold, unwitting partner in the growth of organized crime in Mexico, especially in Tamaulipas, first by banning alcohol, which helped lead Juan N. Guerra and his acolytes to create the organization, and later by banning narcotics, which prompted Guerra’s successor, Juan García Ábrego, to expand into smuggling cocaine. The expansion into drug smuggling would grow the revenue of the Gulf Cartel and other criminal organizations by billions of dollars, and would come at a cost of hundreds of thousands of lives across Mexico.

				Families like Miriam’s would soon no longer have the luxury of ignoring organized crime, as she had throughout her childhood. Many would struggle to understand how things had gotten so bad—how murder became so commonplace that it barely registered a headline, how the criminals were able to operate with such impunity, and how the government seemed utterly helpless to stop it.

				That story begins, in part, with Juan Nepomuceno Guerra.

			

			
				THE MURDER OF GLORIA LANDEROS

				On July 23, 1947, Gloria Landeros, a beloved Mexican actress, was shot and killed in the city of Matamoros. Landeros, twenty-three, and her family were thespian royalty in northern Mexico, the owners of a traveling theater company. Front pages in Mexico carried lamentations about the actress’s fatal shooting, which occurred in her own home. The citizenry wanted to know why.

				From the start, the details of her death raised more questions than answers. Some said the shooting was accidental, a ricochet from a misfired gun; others suggested something more sinister, a fit of jealous rage turned murderous. Most periodicals agreed on one thing: the dubious background and character of the alleged assailant, Landeros’s husband, Juan Nepomuceno Guerra.

				He was, according to Noticiero, a newspaper published in Tamaulipas, a “subject with an awful record; someone who has always lived outside of the law, and who has built a huge fortune on the basis of contraband of all kinds.”

				Born in 1915, Guerra belonged to a family of smugglers and outlaws who first built their fortune running whiskey north to the United States during the years of Prohibition. When that ended in the early 1930s, the family simply switched gears, sneaking everything from tobacco to car tires across the unguarded border.

				Mexico at the time was undergoing a profound transformation. A decade of war during the Mexican Revolution had paved the way for government promises of social equality, wealth redistribution, and a break from the culture of strongman politics. A new political class was coming of age, civilian leaders who would begin to define the Mexican political architecture for decades to come.

				Juan N. Guerra and his family used their fortune to plug themselves into that political architecture, paying off politicians and police in an arrangement that functioned more like a cooperative than a clandestine operation. With close financial and personal ties that ran all the way to Mexico City, the family did not hide on the margins of society, as most criminals were forced to do. They were embraced by it. The organization the Guerras began would consolidate and control smuggling in the state for the better part of a hundred years and would eventually become the Gulf Cartel.

				Governors, state senators, and even cabinet-level ministers would find their way into Guerra’s good graces, and he into theirs. His brother, Roberto, would serve briefly in the government itself, as a top administrator of state finances in Tamaulipas. Guerra’s nephew would become the mayor of Matamoros.

				By the summer of 1947, the year Juan N. Guerra killed Gloria Landeros, his family had a decisive hold on much of the smuggling through Tamaulipas and deep ties with the politicians and authorities meant to stop them. The family enjoyed the sort of impunity that came only when politicians were fully integrated onto the payroll and into the operation—not just handed envelopes of cash here and there. Guerra had determined early on that simply paying off individuals was not enough—making them complicit in the enterprise assured their self-interest and allowed one’s outfit to be a going concern. And since the politicians controlled the police, customs agents, and military, their buy-in meant the smuggling operation was as close to a state-owned enterprise as it could get.

				In the years after the revolution, Mexico remained an authoritarian state—a centralized structure that answered to the president, who wielded enormous power. For most of the twentieth century, Mexico was ruled by one political party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI, whose seemingly contradictory name in fact summed up its greatest asset—that it could be both institutional and revolutionary at once, all things to all people, an amorphous ideology whose sole principle was political dominance.

				A single party proved a remarkable way to control the politics of a nation. The party worked with business and union leaders, workers and capitalists, criminals and cops. With every leader at every level playing for the same team, there was no external opposition to contend with, or public political disputes to stifle. With that sort of power, criminals bowed to the state and served at its pleasure.

				Juan N. Guerra himself boasted of his support for the PRI. In a rare interview with a reporter from The Brownsville Herald, a Texas border newspaper, he said that he had always supported the PRI and produced his party membership card for the visiting journalist to inspect.

				But it was only after the murder of Gloria Landeros that the full weight of the family’s political power became evident.

				Shortly after his arrest, Guerra proclaimed that he would not spend more than a month in prison, a taunt that seemed only to burnish his reputation as a desperado. A large man with a hooked nose and light skin, he looked the part of a border town black hat. One reporter who visited Guerra in jail likened him to an enormous standing bear, with the murderous look of an outlaw.

				Government officials at the state and national levels vowed to prosecute Guerra. The governor of Tamaulipas issued heated condemnations in the local press, and the state attorney general went to Matamoros to oversee the case. But both men belonged to a network of politicians that enriched themselves through the rampant corruption of the time, including Guerra’s smuggling enterprise.

				Power in Mexico is both garish and subtle, worked behind the scenes when most expedient but also flashed in a public way when needed. For Guerra, the ideal situation would have been a private, quiet unraveling of the case against him. And he would have certainly achieved it, were it not for the tireless fight of his father-in-law, Carlos Landeros.

				A week after the shooting, Carlos Landeros published an open letter in a state newspaper, decrying the biased treatment. The judge overseeing the case, he said, had awarded custody of the grandchildren to Guerra’s family. Not that the Landeros family had much ammunition for the fight. According to the letter, not a single lawyer in Matamoros would agree to represent them.

				But the biased treatment was only beginning.

				What had seemed a clear case of first-degree murder quickly began to collapse. The judge and prosecutor had managed to suppress some of the most important pieces of forensic evidence—including a bullet that had been lodged in the floor beneath where Gloria Landeros had been shot point-blank. Without that bullet, there was no direct proof that she had been executed.

				Slowly, through the careful efforts of public officials that had to navigate the double game of dismantling the case in private while supporting it publicly, a different theory of the shooting emerged: that the gun had misfired and that the bullet had accidentally killed Gloria Landeros. As time passed, the case lost momentum, newspapers covered the story less, and politicians piped down.

				Though the government publicly maintained its commitment to seeing Juan N. Guerra imprisoned, its declarations were just that—hollow words meant to appease, simulation in lieu of action. Not only did the government fail to live up to its promises, but the officials in charge of the investigation systematically worked to undermine the case, such that the only truth sustained in the entire judicial process was the promise Guerra had made shortly after the murder—that he would not spend even a month in prison.

				The case was closed, and Juan N. Guerra moved on with his life, unscathed.

				In 1952, he opened Salon Piedras Negras, his famous Matamoros bar. From there he continued his operations, and before long he would emerge in the news for yet another scandalous murder.

			

			
				THE STORY OF THE CHILD: KAREN, 1970–1990

				Miriam’s husband, Luis, returned to Mexico broken and defeated. After living in the United States for almost eight years, he was tossed back across the border unceremoniously and told never to return. For the rest of his life, he would warn his children not to go to the “other side.”

				Back in San Fernando, he plopped himself into Miriam and Azalea’s life. Mother and daughter by then had a routine, a way of living on their own. They were happy to have him home after so many years away, but his presence took some getting used to, like new furniture. He could be mean-spirited at times, commenting on Miriam’s weight or complaining about how she kept their home. He drank. The pair fought often, in part because Luis had no job, or money.

				The role reversal, with Miriam as provider and Luis as beneficiary, created an uneasy dynamic at home. And so, the family decided to create their own employment. Luis’s parents were both shopkeepers in town. Why not have Luis open up his own store? In time his parents would retire, and the business would grow as their clients migrated to Luis’s shop. Miriam took a loan from her employer—a perk the government offered its workers—and with it they opened a shop selling cowboy hats and home goods.

				In the early years, the store didn’t break any records. Besides, by the early 1980s the booming economy was beginning to slow. A financial debt crisis struck Mexico in 1982, which reverberated around the country. The economy ground to a halt. Miriam’s job still took care of the bills, and the healthcare provided by the state was good. The family needed it now more than ever: In 1982, Miriam became pregnant with her and Luis’s second child, a bright spot in an otherwise difficult year. In October, Miriam gave birth to a healthy boy. Azalea was nearly five at the time.

				Miriam took time off work to care for the newborn, aided by a pediatric doctor who lived across the street. For her son’s one-month checkup, Miriam went to the doctor’s house to have him vaccinated, but the infant had a bad reaction and spent the night crying. Before leaving to run errands the following day, the doctor prescribed a medicine to counteract the baby’s response to the vaccine and sent them home. But while crossing the street, Miriam felt the baby’s breathing suddenly stop. She looked down at her son and tried to shake him awake, but the baby wasn’t moving.

				Miriam called out for help, but the doctor had already left. She started to run. With her child bundled in her arms, she raced uphill on foot, past merchants and restaurants and the market, to the hospital. But there was nothing to be done. The child died from an adverse reaction to whatever the doctor had prescribed, a miscalculation that Miriam would never forgive.

				The couple moved on, each in their own way. Necessity demanded it. They had Azalea to care for and their own business to attend to. Misfortune and good fortune were each as likely as the other; the only antidote to tragedy was to press forward. The following year, 1983, Miriam found out she was pregnant again.

				Their son was born in May 1984; they named him Luis Héctor, after his father. When Miriam returned to work, her husband took over the childcare, bringing his namesake with him in a small basket to work at the market. By then Luis had moved his store to the Mercado San Fernando, a more expensive storefront that quickly paid for itself by attracting more customers.

				With this newfound success, Miriam decided it was time to begin living like members of the middle class. They bought a car and began clearing a parcel of land to build a home in an undeveloped community that would come to be known as Paso Real. But every time they seemed close to construction, financial setbacks delayed the build. There was a hurricane that tore the roof from Luis’s business. Not long after, in 1989, Luis’s store was robbed. The thieves emptied the safe, which contained a gun, a watch that Miriam had given him as an anniversary present, and gold.

				More than the loss of money, Miriam felt most acutely the loss of security; that someone they likely knew had brazenly robbed her husband was an attack on their right to feel safe. Luis decided to let it go, but Miriam refused to. In ways that were characteristic of how she would behave after Karen was kidnapped, Miriam began to investigate. She checked the shops in town that sold used goods, then reported the missing objects to the police. She knew the cops wouldn’t do anything, but a formal registry of stolen goods could be useful.

				The growth of San Fernando had brought with it many advantages: better stores, better infrastructure, more opportunities for work and development. But the influx of newcomers created unease among the locals. It was no longer common to know everyone you ran into.

				And it was a stranger that first caught Miriam’s eye. He was sitting in a small park on the northeast side of town, alone. And he was wearing Luis’s watch. Miriam, with six-year-old Luis Héctor in tow, approached the man.

				Miriam complimented the man’s watch and asked him where he had gotten it. Its face was orange, with a black band and bold numerals.

				The man said that a friend had given it to him.

				“You are lying,” she said. “That watch was stolen from me.”

				The stranger laughed nervously and denied it.

				She told the man she had already reported the watch stolen. With just one call the police would come and arrest him. No one wanted to involve the police. It was like inviting a vampire into your home; you had only yourself to blame for the horrors that followed.

				The man looked down at the concrete pad of the park. He pawed at the watch on his wrist as if disgusted by it.

				“Listen, I don’t want any problems,” he told her. “I had no idea this stuff was stolen.”

				Miriam demanded to know what else he had been offered.

				“I mean, the guy offered me a pistol, too,” the man said, slipping the watch from his wrist and handing it back to her.

				He didn’t know the name of the person who sold him the watch, but he knew who had purchased the gun.

				The next day, Miriam turned up at that person’s house, demanding the revolver taken from Luis’s safe. The man balked.

				“You know buying stolen items is a crime, right?” she asked.

				Miriam told him that she had registered the weapon and was the only person authorized to use it, which wasn’t true. But the buyer didn’t know that.

				“If I go to the police and report that you have stolen this gun, you’re going to be in trouble,” she said.

				The man didn’t want trouble, certainly not with the police.

				“Take your gun,” he said.

				Miriam asked the gun buyer what he knew about Luis’s gold necklaces. The man said he heard a pastor had bought them. This person Miriam knew.

				She turned up at his home the same day and demanded the gold.

				The pastor denied it all, like the others.

				Instead of threatening the pastor with the police, she used his reputation.

				“If you don’t want me to tell the world that you are buying stolen goods, you better give me back what you have,” she said.

				And he did.

				Miriam always suspected that her husband’s worker had stolen the goods, owing to the thief’s knowledge of where to look. She could never prove it, but they fired him anyway.

				

				—

				In 1991, Miriam left the department of agriculture, where she had worked since the late 1970s. She would come to regret the decision in later years, as health concerns and financial stability came to consume her. But at the time, with Luis’s home goods store doing well, and with the security of a house they owned, she decided to take the risk.

				Her own store, Rodeo Boots, was an immediate success. She moved to Mercado San Fernando, on the row opposite Luis’s store, and her clientele expanded from farmers to what felt like the whole town. For the first time in their married life, Miriam and Luis knew the warm ease of financial success, and the good fortune continued—the following spring, in 1992, Miriam found out she was pregnant again.

				Azalea by then was a teenager in high school, and Luis Héctor nearly eight years old, but they both embraced the idea of a little sister. The following February, Karen Salinas Rodríguez was born. The entire family took to caring for her, dragging her with them everywhere they went, like a team mascot. But mostly they spent their time in the San Fernando Market, where both of their parents now worked.

				Family life revolved around the market, a Spanish-style building of small storefronts faced by an exterior arcade. The children went to school from the market and returned there once classes finished. Everyone worked, but they also had fun. The kids of the other vendors played together in the shaded corridors, which bustled with commerce back then. Azalea and Luis Héctor worked for small commissions.

				The novelty of a baby softened the tensions within the family, although Karen’s adolescence and young adulthood would track the collapse of San Fernando. Her frustrations and entitlement, generosity and rebelliousness, would set Karen apart from the two older siblings in later years, when knowing the limits became a matter of life and death.

			

		

	
		
		
			3.

			
				THE RISE OF THE CARTELS

			

			
				POLITICAL AND CRIMINAL ARCHETYPES, 1946–1952: PRESIDENT MIGUEL ALEMÁN AND JUAN N. GUERRA

				Following the Mexican Revolution, which lasted from 1910 until 1920, the nation was building a new political landscape, figuring out how power and governance would shift after a decade of civil war. The idea was to redistribute wealth and narrow the inequality that had taken root before and during President Porfirio Díaz’s thirty-year dictatorship. The change brought stability, of sorts, and sporadic efforts at reform. But over the course of the next seventy years, as president after president came and went, a criminal class flourished while inequality improved only marginally.

				For the organization that would be later known as the Gulf Cartel, three leaders would define its course. The first, Juan N. Guerra, would establish the core networks: the political connections and smuggling capabilities that enabled his organization to become one of the nation’s preeminent crime syndicates starting in the thirties and forties.

				After he stepped back, his nephew, Juan García Ábrego, would take those connections and expand them in the 1980s. He would purge the smuggling routes of the petty consumer goods his uncle had trafficked and fill them instead with cocaine, earning global notoriety and billions in revenue.

				Following García Ábrego’s arrest in 1996 and the decimation of his cartel, Osiel Cárdenas would kill his way to the top of the criminal ladder in 1998 and form his own organization, then pioneer the most consequential change of all: the creation of the Zetas. In his bid to dominate the criminal underworld, Cárdenas hired the nation’s most highly trained soldiers to form the Zetas as part of the Gulf Cartel, ushering in an era of militarized violence in Mexico that continues today. Cárdenas’s arrest and extradition to the United States in 2007 would help spark the end of the alliance between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas, and the onset of horrific violence as the new norm.

				Setting the stage for these changes, in the postwar period of the 1940s, was a new class of political leader, a professional class, whose arrival was marked by the nation’s first civilian president, Miguel Alemán Valdés. The son of a war hero, and a lawyer by training, Alemán was a pioneer in the art of political power grabs. From a young age he developed as allies and lifelong friends a generation of political leaders who would run cabinets, state governments, and even the country itself for the decades to come, a group that built fortunes, political and financial, into the twenty-first century.

				Around the time that Juan N. Guerra was getting away with murdering his wife, Alemán personally received several letters from the family of Gloria Landeros beseeching him to intervene. The governor, prosecutor, and supreme court justices of the state owed their stations, at least in part, to Alemán. Though the president was far too cautious to weigh in on matters such as Gloria Landeros’s death, he presided over an empire of selective impunity, and the kingdom favored Guerra.

				Alemán exuded qualities that would come to be synonymous with, even define, his Institutional Revolutionary Party: the ability to engage with all political persuasions in the pursuit of power, and a willingness to bring them into the fold so long as their participation proved useful. The PRI would rule the country continuously for more than seventy years, from 1929 to 2000. Presidents were restricted to a single, six-year term; the message to all was that the party held primacy over any one man or group of politicians. But Alemán would prove to be an icon with influence on the party’s future, much the way Juan N. Guerra would prove to be an icon in the world of organized crime. During his tenure, it is estimated that Alemán and his acolytes deposited somewhere between five hundred and eight hundred million dollars in foreign banks, more than the nation’s external debt.

				Under Alemán’s presidency, a close relationship began to flourish between the smugglers in Tamaulipas and the upper echelons of power, administered by state and local officials that all hailed from the PRI. Customs offices were an especially lucrative place to work for any government official looking to line their pockets; Alemán himself named the head of customs offices in several cities, including Nuevo Laredo and Matamoros. Control of customs meant control of everything smuggled in and out of Tamaulipas. The contrabandistas, as smugglers were called, were a crucial part of that economy, the engine driving the income. That meant they enjoyed a measure of protection from the government: left to their own devices so long as the money flowed, and protected should the need arise.

				In April 1960, another murder involving Juan N. Guerra took place in Matamoros, one that would make national news and threaten to expose the customs racket.

			

			
				CLASH OF THE ICONS: OCTAVIO VILLA COSS AND JUAN N. GUERRA, 1960

				In 1960, the year Miriam was born, the son of Francisco “Pancho” Villa, the legendary bandit-turned-general who fought in the Mexican Revolution, was killed at the bar in Matamoros owned by Juan N. Guerra, who by then was the head of the most powerful criminal enterprise in all of northeast Mexico.

				The murder of Octavio Villa Coss shocked the public and quickly sparked a full-fledged investigation. Nationwide, front pages brimmed with a blend of information, speculation, and political opinion. But a theme emerged: The shooting was caused by a dispute in the customs offices of Tamaulipas.

				Customs was the domain of Juan N. Guerra, a fiefdom that he lorded over with his government connections. At the time, Octavio Villa Coss had been a customs official in the city of Reynosa, Tamaulipas, and was at Guerra’s bar with two co-workers to “come and settle things,” according to one of the officials accompanying Villa Coss—a euphemism for ironing out wrinkles in the arrangement Villa Coss had in the customs office in Reynosa.

				Villa Coss, relatively new to the customs job in Tamaulipas, had a history of using customs positions for his own enrichment. He had set up his own scheme in another state where he had previously worked as a tax official. Now that he was in Tamaulipas, some suspected that he was looking to replicate that model.

				At the bar, the talk between Guerra and Villa Coss suddenly turned hostile. They had all been drinking, and according to one witness, Villa Coss raised his voice and threatened to kill Guerra in the heat of the moment. Before he had the chance, Guerra’s driver pulled a gun from his belt and shot Villa Coss three times, killing him on the spot.

				In the aftermath of the shooting, the government demanded a full and impartial investigation. It was hard not to see parallels with the previous high-profile murder involving Juan N. Guerra, that of his wife, Gloria Landeros. Much like then, the government’s narrative of the Villa Coss murder began to change as the investigation evolved. And so did the scope, scale, and success of the inquiry. It emerged relatively quickly that Guerra’s driver, the alleged shooter, was not working the day Villa Coss was killed.

				Instead, forensic evidence pointed to Guerra himself as the gunman.

				But by then Guerra was long gone, allegedly hiding out on a ranch that belonged to a retired colonel with close ties to by then former president Alemán.

				In the same way that the past investigation of Guerra had favored the narrative of an accidental shooting, this one favored a version in which the shooting was the result of a drunken brawl. And while the family of Villa Coss had real influence with the government, even they were no match for the Guerra machine. Their efforts to uncover the truth were halted.

				Not long after, Juan N. Guerra came out of hiding and sat for an interview with the authorities overseeing the Villa Coss case. He didn’t show up alone, though—a former governor of Tamaulipas accompanied him. The interview lasted just half an hour, and Guerra was allowed to leave without charges.

				His driver went to jail for the shooting.

				For the most part, Guerra steered clear of the authorities after that. He transformed himself into a local statesman, throwing parties and celebrations at his bar and sponsoring cross-border beauty pageants and civic celebrations (including one in 1964 that honored former president Alemán and was attended by future U.S. president George H. W. Bush).

				Juan N. Guerra’s smuggling business, though, never missed a beat. Nor did his family’s political influence. Guerra’s brother, Roberto, was appointed by the governor to head the administrative finance office for the state, and in 1984 Roberto’s son, Jesús Roberto Guerra Velasco, was elected mayor of Matamoros.

				The family’s growing political influence coincided with Juan N. Guerra’s decision to hand over the reins of the cartel to his nephew, Juan García Ábrego. Local press at the time referred to Guerra’s group as La Familia, the family.

			

			
				THE SECOND PIONEER: JUAN GARCÍA ÁBREGO, THE COCAINE SWITCH, AND THE END OF POLITICS AS USUAL

				It took a particular personality to run a cartel as Juan N. Guerra had for nearly fifty years. It wasn’t just getting illicit goods to market, finding ways to sneak things past an increasingly patrolled border. It was personnel management, too: maintaining a vast network of employees, subcontractors, and, more important, politicians, officials, and police that required payment for looking the other way. The important officials, the kind who could call off police or military raids or redirect them toward your enemies—these weren’t the sort of people you could leave to an uncouth street thug to manage.

				Leadership was striking the right balance of violence to inflict on enemies—enough to scare off competition but not so drastic as to draw attention or to compromise the relationships you were paying money to maintain. Discipline was a must. If all went well, you were laundering huge sums of money and overseeing complex logistical chains that ran from South America to the United States.

				Where Juan N. Guerra had forged a physical network to smuggle goods and a political one to protect his business, Juan García Ábrego would pioneer his own changes, realigning the Gulf Cartel to capitalize on shifts in regional politics and appetites. He would amplify the bribery, to the tune of millions of dollars a month, and make the cartel’s primary business smuggling cocaine.

				For decades, drugs from South America were routed through the Caribbean to Florida, then on to a constellation of cities across the United States. But when the U.S. government shut down the Caribbean route, it inadvertently opened up Mexico as a new front in the drug-smuggling business. García Ábrego smelled a once-in-a-generation opportunity that would alter the fate of his cartel, and of Mexico itself.

				By the time of his arrest, in 1996, García Ábrego, a corpulent man with sharp features and a helmet of curly hair, would be the first drug dealer in history to be placed on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. His tenure, like his uncle Juan’s before him, would be an inflection point and a template for the future: the elevation of Mexican drug trafficking into a multibillion-dollar business, the inexorable rise in violence that accompanied it, and the slow lifting of the curtain on Mexico’s broken rule of law.

				Juan N. Guerra certainly had no problem with violence—from an early age, he had shown an aptitude for it. But the violence that Juan N. Guerra invoked would come across as quaint in comparison to the García Ábrego years—and the García Ábrego years would in turn feel quaint with the advent of Osiel Cárdenas and the Zetas.

				As he was taking the helm of his uncle’s cartel, García Ábrego authored one of the first acts of mass violence committed by drug traffickers in Tamaulipas, a boundary-pushing act that grabbed headlines across Mexico and in the United States. It was 1984, and an old partner nicknamed El Cacho began causing problems for the organization. So García Ábrego decided to make a move against him.

				Only it turned out that killing El Cacho was harder than expected. After an initial assassination attempt, El Cacho was recovering at Clinica Raya, a private medical facility in Matamoros. Not wanting to seem weak, García Ábrego ordered gunmen to storm the clinic in broad daylight, an indiscriminate attack that left five dead, innocents among them.

				Still, the massacre bore no repercussions for García Ábrego or his men—at least not then. El Cacho died in transit to another medical facility, and in the realignment of the criminal structure after his death, his top lieutenants went to work for García Ábrego.

				Criminal enterprises were harsh metaphors of corporate enterprises, their language and actions more literal but in essence quite similar: Companies lobbied, criminals corrupted; companies created brands, cartels created reputations; companies staged hostile takeovers, and so, too, did cartels.

				

				—

				García Ábrego continued to operate with utter impunity, unchastened by the public blowback from the assault on Clinica Raya. A few years later, he ordered the murder of two journalists in Matamoros, an editor and a columnist for the newspaper El Popular, for calling him out as a drug trafficker. Two years after that, in 1991, his men caused a prison riot that left eighteen inmates dead—and sparked a monthslong takeover of the penitentiary in Matamoros. Neither of these transgressions resulted in the arrest or prosecution of anyone from his cartel. In those days, through the eighties and early nineties, García Ábrego was considered untouchable, protected by the highest levels of government.

				But the cost of García Ábrego’s success was unwanted attention, primarily from the United States, which pressured Mexico to do something about the growing scourge of addictive drugs passing over its borders. By 1993, the year that Karen Rodríguez was born, the Mexican government had assigned a special task force to hunt him down. Three years later, authorities arrested García Ábrego and flew him to the United States to face trial. The following year, García Ábrego was sentenced to eleven consecutive life terms in prison, marking the end of the organization as founded by Juan N. Guerra.

				

				—

				Politics and crime often moved in tandem in Mexico, and by the late 1990s, the entire ecosystem was changing. The original pact, where a unified political structure sold protection to powerful criminal organizations, had begun to unravel.

				Families like Miriam Rodríguez’s were growing tired of the one-party dominance. They wanted change. But as the nation clawed its way into modernity, politics and crime weren’t the only things changing. The 1990s set the stage for a reworking of the economic order, too. In 1994, around the time that Miriam Rodríguez was trying to take Karen to Houston for surgery, the Mexican government signed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which allowed for the open trade of goods between the United States, Mexico, and Canada. Cross-border commerce flourished, spawning an ever-growing number of opportunities to smuggle drugs into the United States. The busiest border crossing in all of Mexico was the city of Nuevo Laredo, in Tamaulipas.

				The same year NAFTA came into effect, there was an armed uprising in the south of Mexico by the Zapatistas, a group of poor—and poorly armed—indigenous villagers fed up with the indignity of corruption and the indifference of politicians. Though the movement was quickly crushed by the military, including the Special Forces group that would later form the Zetas, it was a hallmark of the nation’s disaffection with politics and neoliberal globalization.

				The late nineties marked the dawn of a new political era in Mexico. The old order was breaking down, not only because the structures that held it up were no longer strong enough but because Mexicans themselves were eager to see them collapse. In 1997, the year of García Ábrego’s conviction, the PRI lost its majority in Congress for the first time in seventy years. Three years later, for the first time since the country’s revolution, the party lost the presidency.

				For those seventy years, the PRI had ruled Mexico with an authoritarian fist. But when democracy came, with its messy diffusion of power, the command and control the state wielded over organized crime was lost. Without a dominant political party to help administer the drug trade, the centralized political structure collapsed on itself, leaving a power vacuum that the cartels themselves filled.

				Under the new paradigm, bribery and corruption did not stop; they simply fractured, became less coherent. In lieu of one dominant group creating a unified order, a constellation of actors, criminal and political, began doing their own thing. An inversion occurred. The narcos began to call the shots, and violence erupted in the free-for-all to see who among them would dominate.

				That violence might have been contained were it not for the sorry state of the nation’s law enforcement and security apparatus. Over the decades, rather than learning how to do their jobs, the people in charge of enforcing the law instead learned how to ensure their political patrons got what they wanted. By the time the PRI dynasty came to an end, some of Mexico’s cops and prosecutors cared as little about enforcing the rule of law as the cartels did.

				That left most Mexicans, including the family of Miriam Rodríguez, helpless in the face of soaring violence, ushered in by the man who followed García Ábrego as the eventual head of the Gulf Cartel, Osiel Cárdenas. In his battle to dominate crime in Tamaulipas, Cárdenas would create the Zetas, a group that would alter the landscape of criminal violence in Mexico—and display its most brutal excess in the takeover of San Fernando in 2010.

			

			
				MIRIAM’S NEW LIFE, 1997–2007

				Miriam put on weight in the years after the operation on Karen’s hip. Getting around became a burden, a battle between her mental and physical self. Buses were especially hard, though she still took Karen to every appointment in Texas for her checkups.

				Though Karen occupied much of her time, Miriam showed the same degree of dedication to her other children. When Azalea graduated high school in 1995, she approached her father with a request: She wanted to continue her studies at university. Luis scoffed.

				“Why would we spend the family’s hard-earned money to send a daughter to university?” he asked her. He told her it was better for her to find a husband and raise a family.

				Azalea stormed off to find her mother.

				“You go and study,” Miriam reassured her. “I’ll figure out a way to make it work financially.”

				Azalea and Miriam shared a special bond, forged in the early years when it was just the two of them. They also shared a frustration with the scripted expectations and limits that society placed on women. Miriam did not want the male-dominated paradigm of San Fernando to dictate what Azalea could do in the world. And as later events would show, there was nothing Miriam would not do when it came to her children. When Azalea needed to get from work to her classes in the evening, Miriam helped with that, too, cosigning on a car so Azalea didn’t have to beg for rides or walk across town every night, as Miriam had to do when Azalea was a child.

				

				—

				In 1997, Miriam began to feel ill. Not the nausea or dizziness that accompanied her weight problems but a generic unwellness, an overall body churn. With Azalea, then nineteen, in tow, Miriam went to the local hospital for a checkup. The doctor ran a series of studies. Later, in the examination room, he returned with two pieces of news, one surprising, the other troubling. Miriam was pregnant, he told them, a fact Miriam herself did not know. But in the tactless manner that made Miriam dislike most medical professionals, he then told her she would lose the baby.

				“We detected cancer,” the doctor said.

				Karen was just four years old, Luis Héctor barely thirteen. Azalea, standing with her mother as the doctor relayed the news, searched her mother’s face for a sign that everything would be okay. Miriam simply shook her head: “I cannot die. I have two young kids and there is no one to take care of them if I’m gone.”

				The doctor told her they would need to operate, to at least try and remove the tumor.

				When Miriam had worked for the state, the medical care was excellent. Access to the top doctors, priority appointments, the sort of treatment reserved for individuals that work for a nation whose government holds itself in the highest esteem. But she had left that behind when she struck out on her own as an entrepreneur. Now, her medical options ranged from wretched to astronomically expensive. The family had no money for private medical care, which meant that public hospitals would have to do.

				After the operation, as Miriam lay in bed, accompanied by Azalea once more, the same doctor who had so casually given her the cancer diagnosis now returned, a sullen look on his face. The surgery was unsuccessful. The cancer was still there. His voice carried a tone of inevitability, a tone that said they had done what they could.

				“Gordita, the situation is more complicated than we initially thought,” the doctor said, using the casual term for a large woman.

				He didn’t need to say more. Miriam understood he was suggesting that she was looking at terminal cancer.

				Miriam sat up and stared at the doctor, as if regaining her focus. She gathered her items with Azalea’s help and pulled herself out of bed.

				For the second time in three years, Miriam began searching for a suitable doctor, this time to save her own life. She was thirty-seven.

				At home, Miriam and Luis stayed up that night pondering their options. The healthcare system was broken into parts. For those of modest means, the vast majority of Mexicans, there was popular insurance. Overcrowded and under-resourced, it was usually a disappointment. She no longer had access to the system known as ISSSTE, which cared for government employees. But there was a third option: IMSS, which was for anyone with formal employment in Mexico.

				Roughly sixty percent of the Mexican workforce is informally employed; they typically do not pay income taxes, are not on anyone’s payroll, and earn their living outside of the government’s purview. But for those with jobs at companies or institutions enrolled in the tax system, a portion of their salaries go to fund social security, which grants them access to IMSS healthcare facilities.

				After working through the logistics, the couple decided that Luis would enroll his store in the formal economy and begin paying taxes. He would then hire Miriam as an employee with a nominal salary, a portion of which would go to the government for its social security fees. This way, she could enlist in the IMSS programs, which would open up a universe of doctors and resources the purely public option did not have.

				With the plan underway, Miriam found a highly recommended specialist in Matamoros who worked in the IMSS system. Long weeks of radiation and chemotherapy ensued, blank stretches where she commuted to Matamoros and back by bus, returning from each session still nauseated from the treatment. A year in, the doctor told her, “I think we need to consider removing your uterus.”

				After the surgery, Miriam began the slow process of recovery. For Luis Héctor and Azalea, a deep sense of relief was buffeted by the practical needs their mother brought home with her: They were tasked with cleaning her wounds to prevent infections. Azalea would vomit as she scrubbed her mother’s private parts. Luis Héctor, now a young teenager, was called in as a substitute when Azalea grew too ill to continue.

				Miriam’s return to health was met with another complication: The treatment had impacted the functioning of her thyroid and she rapidly grew larger. Despite this, she stayed as involved as ever in the lives of her children. Azalea married in 1998, and by 2000, she and her husband, Ernesto, had a baby boy. Miriam volunteered to look after Azalea’s son while his parents worked, but she struggled to pick him up or chase after him.

				Luis Héctor, like his father, had wanted to start work right after high school in 2003, but Miriam convinced him to give college a try. Two years later, he took a leave from university to work for an import-export company in McAllen, Texas. Miriam argued that college was the only way for him to get ahead, but he wanted his own money. Azalea, meanwhile, did not fail to notice that while she had to beg her father to send her to college, Luis was arguing with his mother about not going to university. But a few years into the job, he realized his mother was right. In 2007, he returned to Ciudad Victoria to finish his studies. His return coincided with his mother’s decision, after a lifelong struggle with her weight, to finally do something about it.

				For years, Miriam had thought about getting “the operation.” The sister of Chalo, the funeral director, had gotten gastric bypass surgery a few years earlier and it had changed her life. The only problem was that insurance did not typically cover the operation, and it was exceedingly expensive. Miriam contacted her doctor and began visiting him in his office. Though most doctors demanded cash to perform the operation, they could accept insurance if so inclined. So Miriam brought the doctor famous dishes from San Fernando—shrimp from the Laguna Madre and fresh goat meat, her personal favorite—and they became fast friends. He agreed to do the bypass under the auspices of IMSS.

				Miriam’s family was divided about the surgery. Despite his caustic comments regarding Miriam’s weight, her husband did not want her to go through with it. He worried for her life. Azalea felt the same. Only Luis Héctor disagreed. He felt that if his mother didn’t lose the weight, she would have no life at all.

				Azalea asked Miriam just before the operation whether she was frightened.

				“I feel like I answered that question with the cancer diagnosis,” she said. “If that didn’t kill me, you think this will?”

				Within a year, Miriam had dropped more than two hundred pounds. She lost so much weight that she went through psychological treatments to learn to adjust to her new dimensions. Miriam changed radically after the operation, as if a more concentrated version of herself had been extracted from her. She resumed shopping for her boot store, helped with Azalea’s son, went more often to visit Luis Héctor in the capital.

				Back then, in 2007, San Fernando was expanding at a pace that felt reminiscent of the boom years, when Miriam was a girl, and the town was urbanizing. Rumors spread that a movie theater was coming to town, that the arrival of a giant supermarket chain was imminent. These were small-town aspirations, the sort of thing people talked about because of just how much it would change life for them.

				Miriam’s surgery ranked among the most seismic changes to her life, a physical restructuring to make way for a new Miriam. The violence to come, a restructuring of its own following the Zeta takeover of San Fernando, was still three years away. By then, Azalea was thirty, Luis Héctor was twenty-three, and Karen was fourteen, young adults poised on the brink of the next phase of their lives.

			

		

	
		
		
			4.

			
				THE ZETAS: VIOLENCE AS POWER

			

			
				MURDER AS MESSAGING: OSIEL CÁRDENAS AND THE ZETAS, 1997–2007

				When the Zetas stormed San Fernando, laying siege to the town and its residents, Miriam Rodríguez had wondered how it was possible, how the Mexican government could let a cartel attack one of its towns like deranged emissaries of civil war and then do nothing to stop it?

				Osiel Cárdenas was a relative nobody in 1997, when Juan García Ábrego was sent to prison. But what Cárdenas lacked in stature, he made up for in ambition. In his fight to lead the Gulf Cartel, Osiel Cárdenas landed on a truth as simple as it was revolutionary: The use of violence was a way to differentiate oneself, perhaps the only way. With the government in disarray and organized crime up for grabs in Tamaulipas, violence became the currency of power for Osiel Cárdenas and the Gulf Cartel. To maintain that power, Cárdenas would create his own small army, the Zetas.

				Cárdenas hired a lieutenant from the Mexican Special Forces, Arturo Guzmán Decena, who deserted his post to join the Gulf. Guzmán was unlike any other hired hand that had worked for a cartel: trained to use high-grade weapons, conduct counterintelligence operations, and deploy quickly in any terrain or climate. In short order, Guzmán had hired an estimated thirty men for Cárdenas, many of them his former military comrades. They formed the original Zetas.

				The Zetas turned murder into messaging, a form of psychological warfare to sow terror among their enemies. They took standard cartel warfare, which was frightening enough, and reinvented it, burning enemies alive or leaving their bodies cut into pieces for all to see. These were men comfortable with violence, like their rivals, but disciplined and trained in the exercise of it.

				The breach of the armed forces would be among the most consequential in the history of violence in Mexico, a move that managed to exploit the government’s own inefficacy as an employer. While Special Forces soldiers were well trained, they were not well paid. And while Cárdenas had loads of money, his enforcers were a band of undisciplined thugs.

				But Cárdenas’s hubris would mark his undoing. Shortly after taking the helm of the cartel, he blithely threatened to kill members of U.S. law enforcement on two different occasions in 1999, a red line for the Drug Enforcement Administration, which had lost a special agent, Enrique Camarena, more than a decade earlier in Mexico.

				Overnight, Cárdenas went from being a relative nobody to the top priority for the Drug Enforcement Administration. By 2000, a grand jury in Texas had indicted Cárdenas, starting the clock on his eventual capture. Three years later, Cárdenas would be in prison.

				

				—

				As the Zetas grew into a private army, their responsibilities expanded into territorial acquisition on behalf of the Gulf Cartel. That meant greater expenses—for logistics, weapons, and personnel. To help defray the costs and keep his militia happy, Cárdenas began allowing the Zetas to start earning their own funds. They could earn however they saw fit, with one exception: Drug smuggling would remain the purview of the white-gloved traffickers from the Gulf Cartel.

				As creatures of the military, the Zetas used territorial control to their advantage, preying on the locals once they secured an area. At first, they gathered the criminals in town and taxed them. If anyone balked, they were killed, which usually brought the others in line. Then they expanded the extortion to everyone: restaurants, mom-and-pop stores, even small-time market vendors.

				The model required corrupting the local government to ensure their cooperation and prevent interference. That was easy enough. There’s a saying in Mexico, a choice, really, that criminals give those they wish to conscript: plata o plomo. The literal translation is “silver or lead”: Take a payoff or catch a bullet. Those were the options the Zetas gave to the politicians and police in their territories. Most went along with it; those who refused got the plomo.

				Like parasites, the Zetas drew their livelihoods from the towns they occupied, leeching off of the social misery they themselves authored. And in that paradigm, they found a new and lucrative income stream: kidnapping for ransom.

				Families like Miriam’s would think, at first, that such kidnappings were the acts of warring cartels, or perhaps opportunistic efforts to go after the wealthy. But the Zetas treated it like a tax of sorts, an income stream both large and small to fund their operations. Snatching individuals from wealthy and even not-so-wealthy families generated huge amounts of cash for the group, even as it heralded a new low in the criminal pantheon of Mexico.

				Predatory acts against locals had not historically been a source of revenue for the cartels. Most drug traffickers enjoyed a certain amount of popularity among the common folk; they needed their support and hailed from their ranks. In a country deeply skeptical of its politicians and law enforcement, sticking it to the government was generally cheered.

				But in the end, it was a numbers game: The Zetas had discovered a revenue stream that their Gulf bosses had not thought to exploit. Kidnapping and extortion of locals were independent and complementary sources of income to international drug sales. In time, other criminal groups would find this new model hard to resist.

				The problem with the Zeta evolution was that eventually others caught on. When Osiel Cárdenas and the Zetas raised the level of violence across the country, they raised it for everyone, forever. And their own violence was visited back upon them. In 2002, Arturo Guzmán Decena, the very first Zeta, was gunned down by the Mexican military at a seafood restaurant in Matamoros.

				Guzmán was quickly replaced, but headwinds were blowing for the Gulf Cartel. The bill was coming due for their flagrant disregard for the norms that once governed the criminal underworld and its relationship with society. The government could no longer sit idly by.

				In March 2003, Osiel Cárdenas was arrested, having lasted barely five years as the head of the Gulf Cartel.

				Only Cárdenas wasn’t done.

				He continued to run the cartel from a Mexican prison, where a few strategic bribes ensured his uninterrupted command and control. And he needed it: Seeking to take advantage of Guzmán’s death and Cárdenas’s imprisonment, a rival, the Sinaloa Cartel, made a bid to take over the border city of Nuevo Laredo. Violence soared as the two sides battled for the lucrative crossing, and Mexico’s president, aghast at the grisly scenes of violence left by the Zetas, sent in the military to calm the violence.

				Though Nuevo Laredo was eventually pacified and the Zetas maintained control, nothing was really over. The fight for Nuevo Laredo was the starter pistol for a period in which the unprecedented became the new standard, when each year brought with it new homicide records and newly mined grades of depredation. The patterns established from 2005 to 2006—the gruesome displays of murder, the sudden eruption of conflict, the government’s military response—would become so common as to be unremarkable in the years to come.

				In fact, the military response was essentially codified in 2006, when a new president, Felipe Calderón, declared the start of the War on Drugs—and with it, the permanent deployment of the military in Mexico and the start of the nation’s forever war.

				

				—

				Cárdenas oversaw the escalating violence from the comfort of his Mexican prison cell, but his days were numbered. In early 2007, around the time that Miriam Rodríguez was planning her stomach surgery, and when the streets of San Fernando were still filled with hope, Cárdenas was dispatched to the United States to face charges.

				Facing the possibility of the rest of his life behind bars, Cárdenas cut a deal with the U.S. Justice Department. For three years, until 2010, Cárdenas cooperated with U.S. authorities in secret, helping to dismantle the death machine he had created with the Zetas. His decision helped unleash war between the two sides of his former empire. And as the two cartels looked to finance their fratricidal war, the Zetas increasingly relied on kidnapping as a source of revenue, exacting a war tax on families like Miriam Rodríguez’s to pay the price for their own misery.

			

		

	
		
		
			5.

			
				THE DISAPPEARED

			

			
				AFTER THE TAKEOVER: SAN FERNANDO, 2010–2011

				After the Zeta takeover of San Fernando in March 2010, Miriam Rodríguez implored her family to keep their heads down, to avoid confrontation at all costs. She had by then banished her son from returning home to San Fernando from the capital with any frequency, her belief founded in the idea that the Zetas targeted only men. Raising children in the midst of the madness was an exercise in managing fear. Azalea and Luis Héctor were self-sufficient, aged out of the era when Miriam was entirely responsible for them.

				Karen was a different story. She was growing up inside of it, was still in high school when social life came to a halt and parents had to shield their children’s eyes from visages of death and carnage that could spring up on any corner, macabre contortions of the human form meant to fascinate and terrify the population. Who could explain to a child how such a thing was possible? The parents, including Miriam, did not know.

				Miriam and Luis worked to offer Karen a sense of normalcy, at least economically—money to buy small items or to eat out. But what they could not hide was their growing acrimony. Miriam for years had put up with Luis. They were partners, co-owners of a business and a family enterprise that was performing better than expectations. She could not, would not, just give that up; she was entitled to her share.

				But by 2010, Miriam’s tolerance for Luis was diminished. Karen could see the binds connecting her parents growing threadbare, and she didn’t like it. She began to act out, an understandable rebellious response for a teen, but a treacherous one in the context of San Fernando’s extraordinary violence.

				The Zetas imposed a curfew on the town. Roadblocks choked off entrances and exits. Armed men conducted random ID checks of cars at will; impromptu interrogations determined in an instant a passenger’s fate. Wanton violence became a logic of its own—a response by the cartels to their own obsession, the haunting sense that at any moment what they were doing might be turned on them. A perverse incentive of war, to do the unthinkable before it is done to you. Men vanished from the streets of San Fernando and other towns without so much as a shot fired, their corpses dumped into mass graves etched into the vacant land surrounding the city.

				A name emerged for the missing, the unaccounted for; they were “the disappeared,” as if their very presence was deleted.

				“Disappear” is a freighted verb in Latin America, a vocabulary shared by nations that have suffered its tragic distinction. It means not simply to vanish, but to be vanished: forcibly abducted and, often, never seen again. In the twentieth century, the authoritarian governments of Argentina and Chile tortured and disappeared thousands of supposed opposition members. Guatemala and El Salvador razed communities of accused sympathizers, both before and during their ultraviolent civil wars. Mexico had its own dark chapter in the sixties and seventies, when the PRI was responsible for the disappearance of some twelve hundred people. Historians have named this period of disappearances in the twentieth century the “dirty war.”

				But unlike Argentina, Chile, or Uruguay, Mexico never really tried to investigate these atrocities. While truth commissions and exhumations of mass graves sought to exorcise the sins of past regimes elsewhere in the region, government responsibility in Mexico stayed largely buried.

				To disappear was a natural extension of the depraved war continuum, brutally efficient and practical. Without a body, there was no crime. But to disappear a person also inflicted perpetual torture on their families and loved ones, as it would be for Miriam Rodríguez. For all the macabre scenes of murder compiled in the preceding era, the unending parade of horrors, at least families had had something to collect. To be disappeared robbed families of even the finality of death.

				Branded by decades of association with the Gulf Cartel, the people of San Fernando suffered for this unwitting alliance. Fearful of Gulf members or sympathizers in their midst, the Zetas terrorized everyone in San Fernando. As if in occupied territory, the Zetas prosecuted a scorched-earth campaign in the years after their 2010 takeover of San Fernando. They extorted businesses large and small, and financed themselves through kidnapping.

				The captain of the firefighters in San Fernando, Angel, and his paramedics had stopped working in twenty-four-hour shifts—anyone shot or killed overnight would have to wait for sunrise to be treated or collected. Oxxos, the convenience stores that dot the map of Mexico, and which usually offer twenty-four-hour service, shut down by 5 p.m. in San Fernando. The sound of metal shutters clattering down prefaced the sunset as stores hustled to close in advance of nightfall. Families huddled indoors with the lights off, waiting for daybreak.

				Some, including Miriam’s sister-in-law, bricked over their front doors and slipped in and out of their homes through side entrances. Trips after curfew, to the hospital or pharmacy, were calculated in the starkest terms—was the need life-threatening? Because the drive certainly was. The Zetas’ paranoia became everyone else’s, too.

				Fear and mistrust altered the fundamentals of basic interactions. A cry issuing from a neighbor’s home no longer summoned people onto the street. Azalea arrived home one night as a convoy of trucks screeched to a halt nearby. She didn’t stop to inquire why they were targeting her neighbor—she just fled into her own home with her son and locked the door.

				A refrain emerged, one echoed across the nation in the wake of inexplicable tragedy. “Tenían algo que ver.” They had something to do with it. The victims were to blame. This was used as a justification for the violence waged against a neighbor, a stranger, even a friend—a way of living with the death and disappearances that suddenly became a part of everyone’s life, a way to warrant inaction, cowardice, selfishness.

				

				—

				Miriam’s friend Chalo had run his funeral home, Funerales La Paz, for the better part of twenty years. His mother had launched the business in the 1970s, when the majority of deaths were from natural causes, at worst an accident. Chalo began helping her in the funeral home when he was fourteen; by now he thought he knew everything there was to know about the business.

				After 2010, suddenly, his days and nights were spent receiving corpses in harrowing states. He witnessed grief, and humans stripped to their essentials by its machinations. Some families never got over the loss; unmoored from whoever they had been before, they lost not only their loved ones but themselves. Other families never even picked up their deceased, leaving Chalo to bury them in unmarked graves.

				His work entailed risk, as travel meant crossing a patchwork of cartel checkpoints, sliding in and out of contested territory, or sometimes showing up at the site of a massacre before it was safe. He had been kidnapped more than once, though always temporarily. Eventually, everyone let him go. It helped that he didn’t look like a threat. He was a large man, with a crooked nose, a long neck, and ears that stuck out from his curly hair.

				In March 2011, a year after the Zetas had taken over San Fernando, Chalo was called to a stretch of farmland just outside of San Fernando in an area known as El Lodo, where the army had discovered a Zeta training camp and had very nearly executed everyone in it. The soldiers claimed to have killed eight Zetas in all, though Chalo saw more dead than that. The military had fired down on the narcos from a helicopter and tore a few of them apart with large-caliber bullets before the rest surrendered.

				On the farm in El Lodo, a young girl barely past puberty lay among the dead. The authorities became concerned that she had been mistakenly killed in the raid. But it turned out the girl was a sicaria, a female assassin, and had been working for the Zetas for more than a year, ever since her father had been killed by the Gulf Cartel on the highway to Guanajuato, through Gulf territory.

				Her father had been one of the first to die in this war, mistakenly killed along with three other car sellers as they convoyed through Tamaulipas in the early days. Chalo had collected his body, too. Consumed by rage, the girl had joined the Zetas at age sixteen, to seek revenge. Now she was another data point in the government’s effort to neutralize the Zetas. That night, the Zeta leaders came to the funeral home to collect their dead, and Chalo let them. What choice did he have?

				Longtime residents of San Fernando sometimes spoke in whispers of forming a suicide squad to fight back against the terror, to rid their town of the Zetas. But fear didn’t work that way. In the end, as with everyone else, the instinct for survival outweighed the instinct to stand up.

				Fear was the driving force for everyone, even the Zetas, who were afraid that they might lose their strategic foothold in San Fernando, or that the Gulf Cartel might secretly be using the town to ship weapons and men to front lines along the border. From San Fernando, the Zetas could monitor all transport north and choke off vital routes for the Gulf to run drugs or their soldiers to the border. Blocking off the Gulf’s smuggling routes meant suffocating their business and stifling their income. A poor enemy was a weak enemy.

				And so the Zetas focused on stopping cars, trucks, and buses. Anything that passed through the town was suspect; the Gulf could be conveying a shipment of drugs, a convoy of hitmen, or even migrants who moved through Tamaulipas on their way to the United States and who could be conscripted to work for one cartel or the other.

				In August 2010, Zetas monitoring the highway that passed through San Fernando commandeered two trucks trafficking migrants to the U.S. border, and a massacre of unprecedented scale ensued. The massacre of the seventy-two would make the Zetas public enemy number one.

			

			
				THE SEVENTY-TWO

				The young man jerked awake in the dark. Bodies lay beside him, still and stacked side by side as if arranged in sleep. A bullet had torn through the right side of his face, yet he was somehow alive. Luis Fredy Lala Pomavilla, an Ecuadorian on his way to the United States, had just survived his own execution.

				Another body moved. A Honduran, somehow uninjured.

				The pair set off together from the abandoned ranch where the Zetas had taken their group of migrants the day before, a shed-like structure, the roof shorn from its metal brackets. Along the raw cinder block walls, seventy-two others lay facedown in the overgrown grass, their hands bound by plastic cuffs.

				The two men fled along the unpaved roads that flanked the vast expanse of sorghum fields, guided by a streetlight in the distance, the terrain as flat as paper. At one point, they heard trucks rumbling in the inky blackness and separated. The other man took off on his own.

				After nearly ten miles on his feet, Fredy Lala reached a marine checkpoint stationed along the highway.

				“My name is Fredy Lala,” he told the marines. “Armed men kidnapped us. They killed everyone.”

				The marines didn’t believe him at first. By then, it was two days after Fredy and the others had been kidnapped by Zeta gunmen.

				For decades, the route through Tamaulipas had been the last stretch of a superhighway for smugglers transporting migrants to the United States. Cartels controlled the route and charged the migrants thousands of dollars per person for the trip north.

				Fredy Lala’s group had consisted of Guatemalans, Hondurans, Salvadorans, Ecuadorians, Brazilians, and an Indian. He was eighteen and had left Ecuador hoping to reunite with his parents, who lived in New Jersey, and had traveled from his small village in the foothills of the Andes through Guatemala and into southern Mexico before reaching Tamaulipas.

				But less than two hours from the United States border, their convoy had come to a stop on the outskirts of San Fernando. Armed men stationed along Highway 101 halted the two trucks carrying Fredy and his fellow passengers. The gunmen redirected the buses to an anonymous farm with a red gate and hurricane fencing.

				At the farm, their captors fed them tacos and sodas, and offered the whole group employment—a staggering five hundred dollars or more a week, many multiples of what most new entrants to organized crime might expect. The job? To work for the Zetas and fight in a war against the Mexican army and the Gulf Cartel. The men would be sicarios, assassins, and the women domestic workers.

				Nearly all declined.

				The Zetas then loaded the migrants back onto the trucks, and the convoy moved to another ranch. There, the gunmen, eight or nine in all, bound the migrants’ hands with plastic cuffs and led them into a derelict single-story house located in a vast and vacant stretch of farmland where sound dissipates in the coastal winds. Their captors blindfolded the group and waited for night to fall.

				A gnarled tree grew through the rafters overhead. The passengers were arranged in a U-shape along the inner walls, then placed facedown in the overgrown grass that grew inside. A contingent of Zetas maintained security along the perimeter of the ranch. A few others stayed with the migrants inside the barn, where they warned them to calm down and not to shout. They were going to be killed, for reasons never explained to them.

				The killings took about two hours to complete, according to one of the Zetas involved, owing to the fact that the three of them had to share a single nine-millimeter pistol to do the job. By the time they finished, it was late in the evening and the Zetas decided to take a rest. They would come back the following day to bury the bodies.

				But as day broke the following morning, the marines came to inspect the area that Fredy had told them about. They traced his journey back to the ranch, known as El Huizachal, where they discovered the corpses of the seventy-two migrants, an inexplicable massacre in their midst.

				

				—

				At issue is what the migrants meant to the Gulf Cartel. Were the migrants merchandise, human cargo the Gulf Cartel was being paid to smuggle into the United States? Was killing them an act of economic terrorism? Or did the Zetas fear they were Gulf Cartel reinforcements, who had refused to join the Zetas because they were already contracted for the Gulf?

				That at least two individuals managed to survive offers a sense of the scale of the killings—in their haste, ineptitude, or exhaustion from the act of trigger pulling, the murderers failed to kill all of their victims, an inhuman act rendered so mundane that the killers somehow managed to bungle it.

				Attorneys representing the families of the victims have tried to obtain the various witness statements and access the government’s investigative file. It’s taken them more than ten years to do so—and will likely take many more years to review the tens of thousands of pages of material, written in such impenetrable legalese that its incoherence can seem intentional.

				Over time, in the absence of hard fact, the holes in the government’s investigation have been filled by rumor and speculation. Some of this can be blamed on political will, and a desire by the Mexican state to put atrocities behind it. The government’s ability to deflect and manipulate truth, ignore complex narratives in favor of the simplest and most easily acceptable, can seem like something of an official art. It often follows a pattern: An atrocity occurs, something unthinkable, followed by shock, indignation, and the promise of a reckoning. Those expectations are then slowly bled of their energy by the opaque, deliberate process of investigation, a sleight of hand where bureaucratic reticence masquerades as seriousness. Facts are ignored, missed, or cherry-picked to deliver a result engineered to minimize state responsibility. Alongside the outrage, there is confusion, and the broader public comes to accept the truth as something of a mystery. The world moves on.

				There was a template, after all. Juan N. Guerra had murdered first his wife, and then the son of Pancho Villa. And his successor, Juan García Ábrego, had ordered a massacre at a hospital and the murder of two journalists and indirectly caused a prison riot that killed eighteen people. Osiel Cárdenas’s legacy was bearing testament in real time to the machinations of government obfuscation.

				What is left, in the wake of heroic efforts by academic investigators and journalists to find out what happened, is largely theory. Some believe the massacre was just another episode in the war between the Zetas and the Gulf, notable only for the fact that the bodies were discovered before they could be interred in an anonymous mass grave. Notable because Fredy Lala happened to get to the marines—who happened to get to the site of the massacre—before the Zetas could get rid of the bodies.

				Even as Mexicans were growing increasingly inured to phantasmagorical displays of violence, the murder of the seventy-two migrants made headlines across the world, forcing President Calderón to respond. The wild takeover of San Fernando could no longer be ignored; the ceding of towns and swaths of states to organized crime could not go unanswered. This was the greatest single massacre on Mexican soil in as long as anyone could remember.

				Until 2011.

			

			
				THE UBIQUITOUS GYRE

				As San Fernando fell apart, Miriam felt an acute sense that her own life was mirroring the outside world, a spiral into fragments and dysfunction. Things with Luis were as bad as they had ever been. The couple fought more often, and in public. They barely spoke at the San Fernando Market anymore.

				The economy was also collapsing around them. Shops closed early, and many closed permanently. The survivors paid extortion money to the Zetas. Any prosperous enterprise could expect a visit from them. Shoppers no longer spent on frivolous items. Who knew how long they would stay employed? And besides, no one wanted to show their wealth. It only made you a target.

				The criminals had strong intelligence networks; they knew the crop yields of farmers, how much each was selling to the local granaries, and then how much each granary was selling into the broader market. They made exacting calculations. If there was any doubt, the Zetas would simply demand to look at the books.

				Miriam was barely making enough to keep her store open. Luis was doing somewhat better, selling pots and pans, tortilla presses, spatulas, and kitchen knives, items that families still needed. He lorded this over her, the fact that he was providing more for the family than Miriam was. She even began selling some of his merchandise in her own store, for which she received a commission, furthering her dependency on him.

				For Miriam, separating from Luis after thirty-three years of marriage was not an easy decision. He had been the only man she had ever been with, her first and only love, whom she had married at eighteen. There was fighting, yes, but also stability, their family, the shared project of building a life. And now she was on her own.

				The children, especially Azalea and Karen, sided with Miriam. The choice was relatively straightforward: Miriam had been a committed mother, while their father thought mostly of himself. He was that way with everyone. When his children asked him for help, his answer was often “Figure it out yourself.” Miriam, by contrast, searched for solutions.

				Luis Héctor understood his father for what he was—he had been a provider and a presence in their lives. If Luis Héctor didn’t like how his father acted, he accepted it. But Azalea had stopped speaking to her father, sickened by his behavior, his disrespect toward her mother. Azalea had memories her siblings hadn’t been around for, like when her father had returned from the United States and Miriam had floated the family. But neither Azalea nor Luis Héctor had to deal with him much now—each lived on their own and supported themselves.

				Karen was another story; her world was founded on the doting affection of her parents and siblings, on feeling enveloped in the warm glow of being the baby of the family. Her parents’ separation marked the end of the illusion, and she took it harder than anyone, maybe even than Miriam.

				Still in high school, Karen was fully aware of her father’s many flaws and was frustrated by her mother’s acceptance of them. In response to the separation, Karen acted out in angry, hostile ways, confronting her father for his infidelities, scolding her mother for allowing them, berating her siblings for not doing more to prevent them.

				Azalea and Luis Héctor tried to get Karen to accept the fact that while they, too, disagreed with what their father was doing, he was an adult and could make his own decisions. But to Karen, the rupture felt seismic, as though the bedrock of her childhood were shifting beneath her. She blamed her father, which Miriam encouraged.

				Miriam could scarcely control her own bitterness, and had few places to go with her feelings of betrayal and humiliation after a lifetime of concessions. Still living at home and working with her mother, Karen was Miriam’s most constant companion, and Miriam exposed the ugly truths of her marital life to her youngest child. Karen internalized her mother’s grief, and it changed her.

				Karen became darker, a less lively version of herself. She had always been somewhat melancholy—as a teen she briefly went goth, wearing all-black clothing, lipstick, and chokers. But those tendencies deepened into a profound sadness. She told her best friend, Fany, that she just wanted to die, that she was sick of her father, and sick of her mother, and sick of being trapped in the middle of their toxic marriage. Fany, whose own mother had died of cancer a few years earlier, told Karen to wake up. Her parents’ fighting and separation, her father’s infidelity—it was not the end of the world. But Karen was inconsolable.

				One day, cruising with her friends, Karen spotted her father driving around town with a local woman he was dating. Her friends knew that Karen could be volatile, especially when it came to her father, and found it funny when she started to chase the two of them. At least at first. After a minute or two, they began to worry.

				At a stoplight, Karen pulled up behind Luis and got out of her truck. Her friends watched as she pulled off her shoe and began banging on the passenger-side window of Luis’s vehicle.

				“Get out of the car, you bitch,” she screamed, pulling on the door handle.

				Everything froze for a moment: passersby on the narrow sidewalk, motorists stuck behind the fracas, Karen’s friends, even Luis.

				Coming to his senses, Luis jumped out of his car and ran over to stand between his girlfriend and his daughter.

				“What are you doing?” he bellowed at Karen.

				Karen and Luis tussled, then fell in the street. As they rolled on the pavement, Karen yelled at her father that he was shameless and disrespectful.

				A crowd had gathered on the sidewalk. Traffic backed up behind them, unable to pass. Luis, picking himself up off the pavement, said that it was Karen who showed no respect.

				A police car had turned up. One of the officers asked Luis what the problem was. Luis told them his daughter was acting crazy, stopping him in traffic and harassing him and his passenger for no good reason.

				Karen told the officer that Luis was cheating on her mom in public, humiliating the whole family in their small town. He was a bad husband and a bad father.

				The cop called Luis onto the sidewalk.

				You should listen to your daughter, he said.

			

			
				THE 2011 MASSACRE

				Most residents of San Fernando, like Miriam, knew enough to keep their mouths shut, at least in public. Miriam continued in the way she often did in the house, wondering aloud where the government was, damning the police and politicians that had left San Fernando to the Zetas. But the number of passengers disappeared from buses traveling through San Fernando was growing into the hundreds. Even in Mexico, that many missing people was bound to raise alarms.

				After the 2010 Zeta takeover of San Fernando, many families fled: those with the money or the connections to start new lives elsewhere. Though she had neither, Miriam bristled at the idea of leaving. “Why should we leave?” she would ask Azalea or Luis when they brought it up. “We haven’t done anything wrong.”

				Even as disappearances continued in San Fernando, Miriam persisted in her advice to the family, admonishing them, “Only speak if spoken to, answer only the questions asked of you.”

				Every day people were murdered in awful ways, torn from the lives of their loved ones like a crumpled page; this was the reality of President Felipe Calderón’s War on Drugs. Occasionally something happened, like the murder of seventy-two innocent migrants, that stirred the population from its hardened indifference, reinvigorating their capacity for outrage. But the outrage lasted only so long, and the media could sustain only so much coverage, in part because there was an agreement among some outlets to no longer give voice to the narcos and their exploits. The government was always there to reassure with a Kabuki dance of special prosecutors, investigators, troops, and promises.

				The Zetas kept to their own logic, inured to societal norms and indifferent to the pressure of outside forces that did not understand their reality. Combatants can justify almost anything in war; they often do so in the name of survival. The laws of war, the rules of engagement exist to prevent the natural human tendency toward violent excess. But there are no rules for criminal groups; excess and escalation are often virtues.

				Some acts purge all combatants of their humanity, initiating a downward spiral of violence in which morality becomes a hindrance and the new normal is whatever new way one human can find to defile another. Often these acts are born of hatred, which is often born of fear, a fear generated by a desire to survive, an instinct for self-preservation.

				The Zetas certainly did not think that the danger to them from the Gulf Cartel was over. On orders from their bosses, the Zetas in San Fernando began stopping more buses, convinced that their enemies were using the commercial bus lines to smuggle fighters for the Gulf into Tamaulipas. Of particular interest were those buses originating from the state of Michoacán, where the Zetas had enemies.

				For several weeks in March and April of 2011, the Zetas had kidnapped passengers on their way through San Fernando, typically, though not exclusively, men of fighting age. A team of gunmen would await the daily arrival of the buses. Passengers were off-loaded, stripped of their phones, watches, and wallets, and then transported, sometimes in municipal police trucks, to Zeta campsites spread across San Fernando. Once there, the passengers would be made to wait while the bosses smoked weed, snorted cocaine, and drank as a backhoe operator dug a massive hole in the fallow farmland.

				Witnesses later testified to the brutal murder of these passengers, the killings systematic and dreary in their cadence. Sometimes the bosses used guns, though often they used hammers to avoid wasting bullets or making too much noise. Some of those present were longtime Zetas, hardened to the loss of life. Others were new recruits, young men who before joining the Zetas had sold chicken at roadside shacks, making about forty dollars a week.

				It is believed that, all told, hundreds of passengers were abducted, although government records indicate that the remains of just 196 were recovered. The Zetas’ murderous rampage went on for weeks, stopping buses, off-loading passengers, transporting them to an area known as La Joya or to other forlorn stretches of San Fernando where they murdered them and dumped them into mass graves.

				Locals in San Fernando saw what was happening; it was hard not to. One man noticed it while taking his daughter to school in the morning; the girl had asked why men with guns were taking passengers off of buses. He told her not to worry and hurried her into class.

				In March 2011, the wife of a bus passenger began calling around to the authorities. Her husband hadn’t made it to the border, she told them, and she could no longer reach him. She eventually reached the federal offices of the nation’s intelligence agency in Michoacán, where the bus had originated. The delegate there called his counterpart in Tamaulipas, who in turn began making calls.

				Before long, the agents had compiled an alarming list of disappearances—nearly all of them taken from buses heading from Michoacán to the Tamaulipan border via San Fernando. They escalated the matter to superiors in Mexico City, all the way to the presidential cabinet.

				As more officials got involved and more calls were made, someone finally called the bus companies themselves, who admitted that hundreds of passengers had been taken by armed men when the buses stopped in San Fernando.

				Guillermo Valdes, the head of Mexico’s national intelligence center at the time, told President Felipe Calderón, “We have a problem.”

			

		

	
		
		
			6.

			
				A CURSED FAMILY

			

			
				BRUSHES WITH FATE: ERNESTO AND LUIS HÉCTOR

				One day, a truck drove past Azalea’s house and a weighted letter was tossed into the yard. The home was open to the street, and the envelope landed close to the front door. It was addressed to Azalea’s husband, Ernesto.

				The authors said they had been watching Ernesto, and to prove it they shared a log of his comings and goings, his vehicle details, his work schedule, his habits. There was a phone number at the bottom for Ernesto to call, if he hoped to avoid being kidnapped.

				Ernesto made decent money in agriculture. The family could afford to pay a modest ransom, but the problem was not that simple. Paying a ransom did not guarantee the kidnappers would leave you alone.

				Kidnappings were an asymmetric business for the Zetas. They theoretically needed to hold up their end of the bargain and return the victim upon being paid, but that wasn’t really true. Families were always going to pay the ransom for a loved one, even if they knew the Zetas might kill the victim anyway; the alternative was a death sentence.

				Azalea called her mother.

				When Miriam arrived at Azalea’s house, she sat with her daughter and son-in-law in their living room, which was painted in dark red and yellow tones and accented with baroque-style furniture, like an old-world Spanish parlor.

				“I have a plan,” Miriam said.

				Her plan was to take over the negotiation for the ransom and hand the money to the kidnappers herself.

				Ernesto and Azalea balked. Miriam could not be the one to assume the risk, not on their behalf.

				“What do they want with an old woman?” Miriam countered. “They’ll take the money and let me go.”

				Miriam drove everyone to Ernesto’s mother’s house, where the negotiations with the kidnappers dragged on for a few more days. They demanded sums beyond what the family could afford, and when Miriam pushed back, the Zetas offered fresh details about Ernesto, a menacing reminder of how much they knew about him.

				This was a tactic used by most of the kidnappers. By then, in 2012, there was so much rampant criminality that one never knew whether the criminals were actual Zetas or just local bad guys who were trying to get in on the action. Knowing your target’s routines, their weak spots, was an effective way to show them you were serious and get them to cough up their savings.

				Miriam grew impatient listening to one of the kidnappers drone on about what they knew of Ernesto’s life.

				“If you know so much about us, then you know we don’t have that kind of money,” she told the kidnapper. “Don’t be an asshole.”

				Ernesto and Azalea held their breath, but the kidnapper just kept on talking, as if he hadn’t heard her.

				When they had reached an agreement, the kidnappers told Ernesto to bring the payment to an abandoned gas station on the south side of town and to come alone.

				“Let me take the money,” Miriam insisted after the call. “If he goes, he won’t come back.”

				Ernesto and Azalea refused. “This isn’t about you,” Azalea told her mom. “This isn’t your responsibility.”

				“It is him that they want,” Miriam said, reaching for her jacket, the matter now closed. “What do they want with an old woman?

				“And besides,” she added, stuffing a pistol in her pocket, “if they try to take me, I won’t let them.”

				Miriam headed for the door, then stopped. She told Azalea and Ernesto that if she wasn’t back in fifteen minutes, they should flee to the United States. “Just take Karen with you,” she said.

				At 11 p.m., Miriam drove to the abandoned gas station, where three SUVs sat waiting with their engines running. The roads were barren and mostly dark; speckled light from fluorescent streetlights cast intermittent spots on the blacktop.

				Miriam parked and one of the Zetas’ vehicles pulled up beside her, window to window. A masked man told her to leave the cash at one of the empty pumps.

				Miriam tossed the money from her car as she drove away.

				When she returned home, the family was gathered in the kitchen with their bags packed.

				Azalea embraced her mom.

				“What you did, that’s not something we can ever repay you for,” Azalea said.

				

				—

				From 2010 onward, Miriam’s son remained in Ciudad Victoria on strict orders from his parents not to return to San Fernando. For years, during university, Luis Héctor had come home regularly to work in his father’s store and earn his tuition. But even his father knew that that was no longer worth the risk. Young men were vanishing every day, snatched off the streets, kidnapped from their homes, vanished along the highway, claimed for the simple act of being, their entire history disappeared, as if erased. Often, loved ones had no idea what had happened, just that their father or son, brother or cousin, was missing. In the void of information, families let their imaginations fill in the details. Many wondered whether their disappeared children had been conscripted by one of the warring cartels, forced into servitude. Horrific as it was, there was hope in such fantasies; they allowed a loved one to believe their child might still be alive.

				Luis Héctor, who stood about five foot eight and had the build of a weight lifter, worked for a while in a government polling agency conducting surveys of the public schools. The job required driving up and down the state of Tamaulipas, but he maintained a strict routine—he left after daybreak, wore his badge at all times. If he ran into a cartel checkpoint, he would pull up slowly, lower his window, and answer whatever questions they had for him. He learned there was a way to mind your own business, to steer clear of trouble. It wasn’t about being fearless; it was about controlling your actions, stifling your urges, and getting on with it. Or maybe these were just the things he told himself in order to feel as if he was still in control of his life.

				Of the friends he had played poker with the night the Zetas stormed San Fernando, one had been killed in an assault, another murdered in a case of mistaken identity; two more were robbed and left lifeless on the side of the highway, because sparing a life was far riskier than taking it. He lost one friend to the impulses of young love—a decision to surprise his girlfriend in the middle of the night. Luis Héctor had warned him to wait in Ciudad Victoria until morning. It was safer to drive back home to San Fernando in the daylight. His friend just smiled and said he wanted to wake up with her. He took off just after 10 p.m., and Luis Héctor never saw him again.

				Luis Héctor became more insistent with the people he cared about, less tolerant of impetuous behavior. He was by nature cooler than either of his parents. Having endured their humiliating public rows as a child, he had no taste for outward displays of anger. Even in the worst situation, there could be a path less torturous, less flagrant. A different way to look at things.

				He remained calm because he was convinced nothing would happen to his family. They had been small-business owners for most of their lives; even as neighbors suffered kidnappings and disappearances, they followed the rules. It was only when innocent people took stupid chances that things went sideways.

				Still, luck and experience could bring you home or get you killed. Lots of friends drove at night and got away with it, emboldening them. Others had run-ins and never tested fate again. People responded to fear in different ways—with confusion and inconsistency and bad choices that sprang from their own peculiar tendencies.

				His friend Juan had been stopped at a cartel checkpoint once, kidnapped and robbed of everything. After a few days, and a serious beating, they released him. Juan swore that he would never again stop at a cartel checkpoint. Luis Héctor told him he was crazy; better to lose your money than your life.

				The following year, during spring break, Juan and another of Luis Héctor’s friends planned a trip to South Padre Island, Texas, to escape the stagnant scene in Tamaulipas: a few days of partying and clubbing to offset the social decay of college life in a cartel-controlled town. On the day of their planned departure, the two friends were delayed and could not leave until late that night.

				Luis Héctor didn’t find out until the next morning, when Miriam called him, crying. His friends’ bodies had been discovered seven miles outside of town, tossed like refuse on the side of the highway.

				Luis Héctor never knew for sure what had happened because, as with most homicides, there was never any investigation. But there was a checkpoint near that mile marker on the highway, and he suspected Juan had run through it, just as he had said he would.

				In those years, the cost of youthful indulgence was measured in lives.

				At times, Luis Héctor felt like his entire generation was being exterminated; he lost track of classmates, friends, and neighbors killed or disappeared in the years after 2010. He didn’t even count those actually involved in organized crime, who perished with speed and regularity.

				Like a town wrecked by a tidal surge, submerged and broken in the wash and stripped of its parts in the ebb, San Fernando was forever marked by the events of 2010 and 2011. Some believed now that the worst was over, that things could be rebuilt in the wake. The government had dispatched troops to pacify the town and exact revenge on the Zetas. The empty streets began to populate again with bewildered survivors. Restaurants began to reopen. The past was rarely spoken of, a functional if flawed way to move on.

				Only the idea of the Zetas, their parasitic cruelty and totalitarian economics, remained a permanent fixture of the criminal landscape. New leaders slipped into the vacancies left by the old and carried on in the same ways, albeit wounded and with less command and control over their territories. The old Zetas were killed off or locked up and replaced with younger, less experienced leaders. Dismantled networks were prone to dysfunction, erratic decision making, and extreme behavior, like wounded animals desperate to survive. The Zetas of San Fernando were still dangerous.

			

			
				KAREN, 2013–2014

				By the summer of 2013, Karen had graduated high school, moved to Ciudad Victoria to attend university, and then moved back to San Fernando, having decided a career in psychology was not for her.

				In the capital, Karen had lived with two friends while studying at the Autonomous University of Tamaulipas, where Luis Héctor had attended college. Life there had been more upbeat than in San Fernando, less dire. Karen had enjoyed just about every aspect of Ciudad Victoria, except school. Higher education had never interested her much, and she didn’t like her coursework. But having spent the last two years of her youth trapped in San Fernando, she now went to clubs with her friends, stayed out late, partied.

				She was a romantic at heart, though she never really found a boyfriend. Her friends joked that she had terrible taste in men; she was always after someone who was taken, or someone they felt wasn’t good enough for her. Karen’s love life was a mystery to her family. Azalea would hear now and then about some new interest, often someone who, in Azalea’s opinion, was neither handsome nor interesting.

				Karen was drawn to the tragic. Her friends sometimes wondered whether she liked pining for something she knew was out of reach. She once fell in love with a young man from San Fernando who was engaged to be married. Though she hardly knew him, Karen had somehow gotten her hands on one of his shirts and used to sleep with it at night, like a childhood blanket. Her friends eventually found out the man had no idea about Karen’s feelings for him; she never told him. Karen’s crush was sweet, and decent, but hardly a catch, Azalea had told her. Karen should hold out for someone great, someone with means like Ernesto. Karen didn’t like that advice, or any advice from her family. There was a childlike quality in her rejections and obsessions, a youthful petulance. None of it seemed malicious, more the tender aches of a bruised and novice heart trying to protect itself.

				During her brief stint in university, Karen still came home to San Fernando almost every weekend. Her friends were still there, and she wanted the comfort of familiarity, even as she reveled in the relative freedom of the state capital. Though coming home was challenging after Miriam and Luis’s separation, she learned to use the awkwardness to her advantage. She would most often stay with her mom, who lived in their childhood home, but would on occasion move to her father’s house, depending on how things were going with Miriam. Angry with both of her parents, Karen played them against each other.

				Karen already had a second home with her best friend, Fany, whose family owned an estate called La Ciudadela near the town center of San Fernando. Set over several acres of land with an elevated view of the San Fernando River, La Ciudadela served as a base of operations for Karen and Fany in their teens and early twenties, a hideout from their parents, from supervision, perhaps from their own sadness. Fany’s mother had passed away unexpectedly in 2009, around the same time that Karen’s world was turned upside down by the bitterness and anger she felt about her father’s infidelities. The girls shared the pain of a young adulthood interrupted, the impotence of adversity imposed without warning or recourse.

				They had been friends since elementary school, and not a day passed when the two weren’t messaging or talking or planning something. In any given week, they would spend five days together, usually at Fany’s house. They had other friends, a whole social group, but at the core of it all was the bedrock of their connection, amplified in the wake of their own personal tragedies. And in the midst of their own dramas, the town of San Fernando was living under strict lockdown, in what felt like another cosmic injustice leveled against them. Their parents restricted their comings and goings, fearful of the roadblocks and the erratic whims of the Zetas. Pretty young girls were rumored to be taken at will.

				But the girls didn’t see it that way. They were tired of living lives dictated by their parents’ fears and the conservative bent of the town’s population. They wanted to have fun. The constant warnings of danger, the fear they saw in their parents’ eyes and heard in the condescending words of their older sisters seemed only to harden their resolve to do what they wanted.

				There just wasn’t that much to do in San Fernando. For all the insanity of the drug violence, the terrifying constraints that made the town a model of human suffering, San Fernando was still a small town. The movie theater had never been built, and there was no shopping mall. Social life had come to a grinding halt after the Gulf-Zeta split. The main pastime for many was The Roll, a perambulation by car of the town’s main drag, La Calle Ancha. The youth seized on The Roll for entertainment, and Karen more than most. At all hours of the night, Karen could be seen driving circles around La Calle Ancha, as if trapped on a broken loop.

				By 2013, most locals still had no appetite for late-night outings, chastened by the bad years. Karen and Fany claimed the sprawling backyard of Fany’s home as their own, hosting parties with friends and strangers alike. Fany’s father often traveled for work, and Yazmín, her older sister, was raising a family of her own. Karen, meanwhile, was negotiating her freedom by leveraging her parents’ guilt. It was clear even then that the girls were taking unnecessary risks—clear to everyone but them, at least.

				Once, Yazmín stopped by the house to find the backyard full of strangers smoking and drinking under the family’s giant thatched gazebo, known as a palapa. Music blared from the loudspeakers. In the center, a throng of stone-eyed twentysomethings huddled together. The herbal tang of marijuana smoke filled the air. Yazmín had been inside the house, where the bathroom sink had been ripped from the wall, leaving a geyser of water spewing onto the floor.

				“Who broke the sink?” Yazmín screamed, startling the revelers.

				“Oh, shit,” someone cried out, “Fany’s mom is here.”

				“I’m Fany’s sister,” Yazmín said, “but get the hell out of here anyways!”

				After kicking everyone out, Yazmín scolded Fany and Karen, but the two girls just laughed it off. It was hard to tell them anything. They wore the scorn of youth dignified by loss.

				Karen had always been impetuous, prone to acting before thinking. For a laugh, she once jumped on the hood of her car while washing it, and accidentally cut her leg open when she slipped off. At the hospital, while Karen was being stitched up, Yazmín had asked her what she was thinking, jumping on a car covered in soap.

				“Well,” Karen had said, “I wasn’t.”

				Fany’s father tried, too, with even less luck. He once pulled Karen aside to talk to her because he couldn’t get through to Fany.

				“Listen, you’re one of Fany’s closest friends and you know how much we care about you, right?” he started. “I’m going to give you some advice.”

				Karen rolled her eyes.

				“Look, I’m not playing,” he insisted. “You need to be careful. Don’t be out late at night when things are so dangerous here.”

				Realizing he was not getting through, he left her with a warning.

				“I really hope, Karen, that one day they don’t tie the two of you up somewhere or something happens to you two because you didn’t listen to what I’m telling you right now,” he said.

				Fany’s father was always after them, and with Miriam’s blessing. She considered him an uncle of sorts, entitled to discipline Karen. But since his work required traveling, he couldn’t be on top of them all the time. He had only once really blown his top, drawn a red line. And that was when he found out about a new friendship that Karen and Fany had cultivated.

				Barbara Villafranca was in her late forties when Karen and Fany first met her, a woman with a teenage son and a reputation that went back decades in San Fernando. She liked to party and kept a steady stream of boyfriends—most of them with dubious backgrounds.

				The two lost girls were drawn to her. Her nephew was a notorious Zeta leader, and over the years Barbara had developed connections and friendships, platonic as well as intimate, with various local Zeta leaders. Though she never worked for them, she was a part of their world, a pseudo-maternal figure for the lost boys of San Fernando. She fed them, let them stay in her home. Most were in their late teens or early twenties.

				Barbara’s proximity to the Zeta leaders gave her a certain status, a veneer of connection that made some fear her and others give her a grudging respect. It wasn’t much, but in a town run by fear she had pull in the underworld. For some people, that placed her in high esteem. For others, like Fany’s father, it was a liability.

				He had made himself clear about that the first time he saw Fany and Karen with her. Barbara had pulled up at Fany’s house with Karen, driving a brand-new pickup truck. She had honked the horn and waited outside.

				Fany’s father had come to the door to see who it was.

				“What the hell is that woman doing here?” he had asked Fany.

				Fany told him that Barbara was picking her up; they were going out to cruise the main drag, to do The Roll.

				“Dad, she’s not a bad person,” Fany added. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”

				Her father didn’t care.

				“I don’t want that woman coming to my house ever again,” he said.

				

				—

				Though just two hours from San Fernando, the household where Miriam worked in Texas had been a new world for her—the culture, the customs, the food. The doctors were Indian, and Miriam tasted curry for the first time. She took her shoes off in the house, to protect imported carpets so finely knotted they looked like drawings. It was just the sort of reset she needed from the predictable, painful routine of her small-town life.

				She got along well with the family. She cooked and cleaned and adored the ten-year-old boy, and his parents treated her well. She once called Azalea to tell her about the exotic jewelry the wife had given her. Her life was filled with new purpose and distraction, while offering her the sort of adventure she could have scarcely imagined in San Fernando.

				Miriam came home every two weeks on the bus from Reynosa. She had handed the store over to Karen, who was waiting until the following year to transfer to a radiology program at another school. Luis Héctor, who had also disliked school, had been the one to convince his sister to try something else.

				“Find something that makes you happy,” he had said.

				Only there wasn’t much about school, or anything else, that made Karen happy. She remained melancholy about her parents’ separation, and her own prospects for the future, romantic and economic. She was living alone in her mother’s home, unsupervised, working most days in the store and spending most nights with a set of new friends. She sometimes stayed with her father but then left the moment he tried to impose order.

				A bitterness evolved between them. Karen wanted him to behave like someone he simply was not. He wanted her to respect his decisions and leave him be, but his manner was not suited for the soft art of dealing with children. They saw each other around town and fought often.

				Once, Karen had run into him at a pizza parlor, standing in line with his girlfriend. Unable to stop herself, she retreated to her old criticisms, lambasting him for abandoning his family and carrying on with another woman in public.

				He ignored her at first, then smiled.

				“If you are so worried about me abandoning my family you can relax,” he said, grabbing his girlfriend by the waist. “I’m about to go and make you a new sibling right now.”

				Karen left the pizzeria in tears.

				Fany was by then in Matamoros studying nursing, which heightened Karen’s sense of solitude. They went back and forth visiting each other, but for the most part Karen was living without her best friend in town anymore.

				One friend who was still around was Barbara. She and Karen spent more and more time together, cruising the streets of San Fernando, bored. Through Barbara, Karen got to know a whole other side of town, the kinds of people her mother, father, and siblings would prefer she not interact with.

				One night when Fany was in town, Karen dragged her to Barbara’s house to drink. The three were sitting in the living room clutching beers when a group of men entered with assault rifles. Barbara told Karen and Fany to relax: The men were friends of hers, Zetas.

				Fany was visibly uncomfortable. The military patrolled the streets regularly now. If the soldiers spotted the armed men entering or leaving the house, there would be a shootout. She asked Karen if they could leave. Karen said fine, then sat and continued sipping her beer.

				Karen told Fany stories about how influential Barbara had grown among the Zetas. The new plaza boss of San Fernando had summoned Barbara one day and promised her a new car. They had flirted for a while, and Barbara was excited by the prospect of a new patron. Karen had recounted the story to Fany as though she were an insider, as if by transference Karen could draft onto herself some of Barbara’s status.

				On another occasion, at Barbara’s house, a young man known as Sama had turned up dressed in filthy rags. His shoes had holes in them, and he was unwashed. Fany saw dirt collected under his fingernails.

				He looks homeless, Fany whispered to Karen.

				Barbara interrupted: He’s not homeless, she said, it’s a disguise. Sama was in charge of overseeing the intelligence gathering for the Zetas in San Fernando, she told the two younger women. He could blend in more easily dressed that way.

				Fany wanted Karen to move away from San Fernando, maybe even to Matamoros. Though Fany herself retained some of the rebellious streak of just a few years earlier, she felt that Karen was taking it too far.

				Once, in Reynosa, Fany and Karen were hanging out with friends, one of whom was a cop. The officer had bulletproof vests in his vehicle and Karen wanted to try one on. She snapped a photo of herself wearing it and then posted it online, causing an uproar within the San Fernando social media scene. Rumors began to spread that she was somehow involved with the Zetas. Why else would she be posing like one of those Facebook narcos dressed in tactical battle gear?

				When she was home from McAllen, Miriam would try to lay down the law with Karen, but it never worked. Karen came and went as she pleased, at whatever time of night. When Miriam or Azalea would call to inquire as to her whereabouts, she would ignore their entreaties. If she came home late and Miriam asked her where she had been, Karen would roll her eyes.

				“What are you, the FBI or something?”

				Miriam feared she had lost Karen, which wasn’t such an uncommon feeling. Kids rebelled, hung out with dubious friends, did things their parents didn’t want them to do. Miriam had been pregnant at seventeen; she knew all about that. But back then the fear was a ruined reputation, a foreclosed future, public shame; now, it could be lethal.

				Luis had even less luck with Karen. He tried to give her a curfew and condition her allowance on whether she did what he asked. That didn’t last long. Karen simply packed up and moved into her mother’s house, where she was alone and unsupervised.

				There were other friends of Karen’s that worried Miriam. She spent time with La Chaparra, a girl who had grown up destitute, the adopted daughter of brothel owners. La Chaparra had lived in Paso Real, not far from Miriam’s house. Miriam used to give her handouts, clothing and other items that the family no longer needed.

				Karen had taken to La Chaparra, adopting her like a mascot. Fany didn’t like the way Karen treated her, the way she spoke to her like the help, ordering her around, abusing the higher social status Karen enjoyed. In Karen’s mind, she was being far more democratic in her friendships, reaching out to the less fortunate and bringing them into her world. Her parents might have scoffed at the idea of associating with such people, but Karen wore it as a badge of honor.

				There was another friend, Pancho, whose background was even more troubled than La Chaparra’s. When Karen met him, he was just another guy in town who she was using to help fill her social calendar. He came from humble beginnings, like La Chaparra, but he was involved in organized crime. He worked for the Zetas at times, though Fany never got a clear understanding of his exact role.

				Pancho’s parents owned a home near a pizza parlor on the west side of town, and he would throw parties there. Karen sometimes brought her boyfriend along, though he was for her another tragic case of romantic misalignment. A Venezuelan transplant in his late thirties, he was married with children. Karen for some reason had taken a liking to him, or maybe she just didn’t resist his overtures when he approached her at one of Pancho’s parties.

				However questionable Karen’s social life was becoming, she still turned up at Rodeo Boots each day and looked after Azalea’s son when he got out of school. Karen still hung out with a cousin who lived across the street from her mom’s house. She exhibited the sort of kindness many people in her station—solidly middle class and educated—rarely shared. She gave money to the less fortunate and then went beyond that—she offered people rides home when she knew that otherwise they had to walk, like the flower vendor she had become friendly with, who everyone called the Florist.

				There was a naïveté to the way Karen acted, a desire to tear down the walls built by her parents, by the constraints of conservative, small-town Mexico. She felt that abiding by the rules of what nice girls did—going to church, marrying early—was old-fashioned and out of touch. Even her own parents seemed unconcerned with social norms, separating after thirty-three years of marriage. Karen kept the details of her social life from her family. The slide was gradual, from hosting parties with Fany to making friends with Barbara to a sudden exposure to the town’s criminal underworld.

				Miriam was enjoying life in McAllen, a city of more than a hundred thousand people right on the border of Mexico, free of the concerns that plagued her back home. McAllen was safe, a place with the sort of law and order that residents of San Fernando could only dream about. She called home often to check in. She asked Azalea about Ernesto and her grandson. She asked Karen about the receipts at the store, cloaking her inquiries about what her daughter was really up to in the humdrum talk of business administration. Karen ignored her mother’s questions or revived the old joke about how her mom must be working with law enforcement.

				Miriam called her children so often that when she saw Azalea’s name pop up on her cell phone at 4 a.m. on the morning of January 24, 2014, a cold and blustery day, Miriam answered as if in mid-conversation.

				“What happened?” she asked, breathless.

				“Something awful,” Azalea replied, stifling tears.

				“With Ernesto?” Miriam asked.

				“No,” Azalea answered, now sobbing. “With Karen.”

			

			
				AZALEA AND ERNESTO

				A month after Karen’s disappearance, Azalea, Ernesto, and their son went out for a meal at El Velero, a pricey seafood restaurant in San Fernando. Eating there was a splurge, but it was also an attempt to feel normal again. Ernesto earned well in agriculture, and with Azalea’s income from her job at the bank they were not hard up for cash, at least not like Miriam and Luis had been when they were getting started.

				After the late lunch, at around 6 p.m., the family went home and watched television together in the living room. In the middle of one of Azalea’s shows, Ernesto decided to go out for a pack of cigarettes. Their son went with him.

				Azalea told them to be safe, a longtime habit that felt more poignant after Karen’s kidnapping. The Oxxo where Ernesto usually bought his cigarettes was a three-minute drive from their house, close enough that it was almost easier to walk.

				When the television show ended about twenty minutes later, Azalea realized they were still not back. She called Ernesto and could hear his cell phone buzzing in the other room, where he had left it charging.

				A moment later, she thought she heard his truck, a diesel, ride past. But there was the squeal of tires and an engine revving, and she couldn’t understand why Ernesto would race by the house.

				An hour passed and she sat in panic. How could so much bad luck concentrate on one family, and why now? She no longer feared something was wrong. She knew it.

				Her phone rang and her heart lurched. She answered but did not speak.

				On the other end, Ernesto was screaming for her to get out of the house. She heard the words but did not immediately grasp them, the sudden urgency of the message without context.

				“Get out of the house,” he repeated. “Get out now, they just tried to kidnap me!”

				Azalea raced upstairs to grab the family’s passports before fleeing. In the car, she called Miriam, who was out with Luis looking for Karen’s missing truck.

				They met up at Ernesto’s mother’s house. Inside, Miriam stood by the window with her pistol and kept watch while Ernesto told them what had happened.

				He had taken the route he always took to the Oxxo, but shortly after turning right, a renegade minivan had suddenly cut him off. He slammed on the brakes, and as he prepared to honk, the bay door of the van slid open. Inside, a woman with fair skin and raven-colored hair pointed a rifle at Ernesto and his son.

				She yelled for him to drive to the corner.

				Ernesto knew about the van; it was notorious in San Fernando. On the corner, the van parked in front of him to block his path again. But there was a gap between the van and the sidewalk, just wide enough for Ernesto’s truck to squeeze past.

				Ernesto looked over at his son and whispered for him to get on the floor of the truck.

				As the van door began to slide open again, Ernesto floored the gas. He whipped his truck around their vehicle, popping the curb, and sped off in the opposite direction, sending the two coolers he kept in his truck bed flying.

				He raced into town and headed for Paso Real. He knew the side streets and dirt roads there, and his truck could manage the ditches and knuckled paths. He doubted the minivan could.

				He sped without turning to see whether his pursuers had caught up, keeping his eyes on his son and the road. After ten minutes, he pulled to a stop and borrowed a cell phone from a random passerby to call Azalea and warn her.

				The Zeta van was notorious in San Fernando. The woman Ernesto had seen with the rifle, beautiful and terrifying, was rumored to be the daughter of a local pastor who was a recovering alcoholic. Her Zeta crew was responsible for dozens of kidnappings and disappearances in town. Even if he escaped, Ernesto knew there was no escape. He was a marked man.

				Too scared to return home, Ernesto and Azalea fled San Fernando with their son that very evening, empty-handed. They crossed into Texas and headed for the small town of Pharr, where a cousin who had also fled the violence of San Fernando lived.

				Azalea worried about their home, whether the Zetas would ransack and destroy their possessions. There was an alarm on the doors and windows, but that was unlikely to inhibit them.

				Just as Azalea had suspected, their home alarm went off that night. She called a neighbor, who said she had seen a minivan fleeing the area.

				Out of instinct, and at a loss for options, Azalea called Miriam.

				“They are going to come back,” Miriam told her. “They know that no one is home.”

				“What should we do?” Azalea asked.

				“I’m going there, and I’m going to wait for them,” Miriam replied.

				Miriam dragged Luis with her to Azalea’s house. Armed, they stayed in the house that night, bracing for the kidnappers’ return. When the kidnappers failed to appear the first night, Miriam decided to stay a second. And then a third. After a few days, she hired a company to install a security fence on the property.

				Miriam collected clothes from Azalea’s house to send to them in Texas. Though Ernesto could no longer work, Azalea was able to maintain her income and work remotely with the quiet assent of her immediate boss. That kept the family afloat, but just barely. They burned through their savings on food alone, and Azalea wore the same two pairs of pants and three blouses for weeks on end.

				They stayed in Pharr for nearly two months, until Miriam called in late March to tell them that the Zeta kidnapping cell, and the pastor’s daughter, had been wiped out. The Mexican marines had raided a camp where they operated, near the old municipal dump in San Fernando, and killed a half dozen of them in a firefight. The rest of the Zetas there, Miriam said, had scattered.
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			7.

			
				THE TARGETS

			

			
				THE RAID ON EL BASURERO, 2014

				
				Chalo eased his truck onto the dirt road in the neighborhood of Paso Real. Less than a half mile from Miriam’s house, the area had a few forlorn ranches carved into it, accessible only along sandy roads that washed away in the rains. The location was remote, a good place to hide. Chalo steered carefully in the dark.

				It was nearly 2 a.m. by the time he had gotten on his way, the early hours of March 10, 2014, four years after the Zeta takeover of San Fernando. Most people referred to everything around the ranch as El Basurero, or The Dump, given its proximity to the old San Fernando municipal dump. There were rumors of Zeta camps tucked inside the maze of roads, and Chalo figured that was where he was heading.

				A marine vehicle had come to collect him, to escort him as he drove toward the bodies. They came now to a Y-junction and kept right, driving cautiously to avoid the deep ruts. The lead marine vehicle turned left at the darkened entrance of a ranch, where five more marine vehicles were parked in a large circle. The road leading to the ranch curved along the edge of empty fields grown over with grass. He could see a few small structures scattered past the farmland, and a windmill by a well. A chicken coop sat along the edge of the property, and beneath a large and imposing tree was a decomposed tractor, rusted in place.

				He came to a halt and commenced with the work of collecting the bodies, six in all, three young men and three young women, all dead from multiple gunshot wounds to the chest and abdomen. Nearly all of them tattooed, with the faint look of bad guys, their youthful faces hardened even in death. How a person got to be that way had always puzzled him; what alchemy of abuse and loss and desperation had left a hole so profound in its dimensions that only violence and depredation could fill it? People so plundered of their own humanity that they themselves knew they would die violently, even courted it.

				Had the marines executed them? He wasn’t sure. He did know that few Zetas had ever survived their encounters with the Mexican armed forces, at least in his experience. The Mexican armed forces answered to no one, least of all to the Zetas. The military operations were ostensibly to pacify San Fernando, bring tranquility to a town long plagued by misery. Instead, the army killed freely, taking out anyone who appeared to be involved with organized crime.

				Chalo had once met a commander who told him that when his higher-ups in Mexico City called to ask how things were in San Fernando, the officer had said they were good, peaceful, getting better.

				Why? Chalo had asked. Things were shit.

				Because if I say things are bad, they’ll send someone to supervise me, he replied. This way, I can kick ass without anyone looking over my shoulder.

				The officer had used the phrase partir la madre, slang for beating the shit out of someone. And that was pretty much how it was going, the military kicking the shit out of whatever Zetas they could find. The problem was, they couldn’t always find the Zetas they were looking for; and on occasion they got it wrong and killed someone innocent. Not that they were taken to task for their mistakes. In that way, the soldiers were similar to the Zetas. They did what they wanted, and no one dared to question them. If anyone did try to file a complaint for brutality or wrongful death, their supervisors ignored it.

				Looking down at the bodies, Chalo could now see the marines’ handiwork. He had seen it before. Young men and women cycling through the ranks of the Zetas, as disposable as the garbage in the nearby Basurero.

				The marines continued searching the property, covered in balaclavas to hide their identities. Though they enjoyed an overwhelming advantage in firepower and training, they knew how vulnerable they were. They still had to live in Mexico, where a motivated cartel could do just about anything it wanted. In 2009, the Zetas had killed four family members of a single marine for participating in the raid that killed their leader.

				Chalo stacked the bodies side by side on the ground, then carried them into his hearse to bring them back to the funeral home, where he would wait to see if anyone claimed them. He doubted it. Few ever did. There was little to distinguish these bodies from the hundreds of others he had collected in the previous four years, anonymous remains of lost souls unmourned by even their own families.

				Except there was one thing that Chalo did not know: These six had all been involved in one way or another in the murder of Miriam’s daughter Karen. And it was Miriam who had helped orchestrate the raid in which they were killed and had in fact been present from the moment the shooting started, in disguise.

				

				—

				Earlier that day, Miriam had been driving through the central plaza of San Fernando when she spotted two girls seated on a bench, typing into a computer. She did not recognize the girls, who were laughing and staring intently at the laptop. She did recognize the laptop—it was Karen’s.

				Miriam parked and called the marines from her car, keeping close watch over the two young women. She would learn that they were Margarita Renteria and her friend, Jessica. Both were in their mid-twenties, one with black hair, the other nearly blond. Miriam studied them as she waited for Lieutenant Alex to call back. They might have been students, studying for an upcoming exam; stripped of their cruel accessory, they barely stood out.

				Miriam had first contacted Lieutenant Alex in late February, shortly after she had lifted herself out of despair and pronounced Karen dead. Pondering how to track down the people responsible for Karen’s disappearance, she remembered the old man on the bus from McAllen, and the card he had given her. He had said that his son was a Mexican marine and that he would help Miriam. His son was Lieutenant Alex.

				Miriam quickly discovered that the marines operated in an entirely different way from the police. They acted decisively, and lethally. The marines slayed their enemies at a ratio of nearly thirty to one, and killed more enemies than they wounded, suggesting a tendency to finish off their rivals rather than leave them to fight another day. Staff at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico joked that it was only news when someone managed to survive a shootout with the marines.

				Now, sitting in the plaza, Miriam watched as the marines entered and whisked the two women with Karen’s laptop away.

				

				—

				Margarita’s father, Juan Renteria, was sitting in his living room, which doubled as the bedroom, watching a boxing match with his family when a group of marines kicked down his front door and came storming in. They knocked items to the floor, rifled through a chest of drawers, and tossed his bedridden wife on the ground to search beneath the mattress. Renteria was forced outside, near a marine Humvee.

				It was dark; the only light came from the convoy of vehicles and a distant streetlight. Renteria thought he heard something coming from one of the trucks, the sound of a muffled scream. As he moved toward the vehicle, he heard someone kicking against the tailgate, as if tied up inside.

				Renteria asked who was in the vehicle, but the marine said nothing. When he tried to get closer, the marine struck him with the butt of his rifle and shoved him back toward the house.

				From outside he could hear his belongings crashing to the floor, as if the marines wanted to make a point, to humiliate Renteria and his entire family. Again and again, they asked Renteria about his daughter Margarita. When was the last time he had seen her, and what had she hidden in his home?

				He replied that he had not seen the girl in years.

				“She’s been dead to me for a long time,” he told them.

				The marines continued their search, though there wasn’t much house for them to scour. Renteria, fifty-six, sold corn and squash from a pushcart in town. Once an alcoholic, he now spent all of his free time as the unpaid pastor of a small congregation.

				Renteria had no money to speak of, and his house reflected this: a small, cinder block room in a perpetual state of construction. Rebar poked out from the top of the walls in anticipation of a second floor that was more aspirational than realistic, but badly needed all the same. He was caring for one of Margarita’s three children, in addition to his mother, who suffered from cancer, and his wife, who had crippling diabetes. He had another infirm daughter living with him as well. Where before his respite had been drink, he now found solace in the ministry, leading others onto the path he himself had spent much of his life ignoring. Renteria had gray-blue eyes and luminous, saddle-colored skin. He was a proud man; he worked every day and fought the idleness he felt was increasingly common in the younger generation. He hated what his daughter had become, and that it had stained his family.

				As a girl, Margarita had been strong-willed and never finished high school. Her father’s alcohol problems had taken their toll, and it wasn’t until she was older that he completed the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous and fully recovered. In the years before Renteria got sober, the family lived hand to mouth. Margarita had first gotten pregnant at sixteen with a partner she never married, and went on to have two more children. Though attractive, with high cheekbones and black hair, she struggled to find a new partner, especially one that would accept her three kids. To make ends meet, she had worked at a tortilleria, spending half-day shifts feeding corn into an automated tortilla press.

				And then, one day, a well-known Zeta took a liking to her. El Tigre had a reputation for chasing women; unattractive as he was, some became his lover out of desperation, others out of fear. Margarita decided to give it a try; she was struggling to provide for her kids, and their father was no longer in the picture. With El Tigre, Margarita was liberated from the daily grind of providing and parenting. Townspeople who once ignored her now took note when she turned up anywhere. But respect and fear could coexist alongside hatred; this was in fact a trade-off that made the Zetas so successful. If she had been unnoticed before, she was now loathed, because she was dating someone who abused, killed, and extorted people in town, including her own father.

				El Tigre had once called Renteria to demand that he pay him ten thousand pesos or face the consequences. Renteria had laughed at the Zeta; in his wildest dreams he would never have that sort of money. When El Tigre threatened him, Renteria stood his ground. He told the Zeta where he worked, the exact location of his vegetable cart, and said he was welcome to come and try to collect.

				When Renteria found out about his daughter’s new boyfriend, he was devastated. I may be poor, he had told her, but I earn my wages honestly. To take up with someone who preyed on hardworking people was a betrayal of his values.

				She told her father that she and El Tigre were in love.

				Renteria told her to choose: her family or her new boyfriend.

				To win over Margarita’s father and show his commitment to her, El Tigre offered Renteria gifts, like a new truck—and, when the old man refused, cash to buy his own vehicle. But Renteria wouldn’t budge.

				“I don’t want your blood money,” Renteria had told him.

				After that, he rarely saw his daughter. She left her children with Renteria and moved in with El Tigre.

				The more time Margarita spent with the criminals, the more she changed. In Renteria’s eyes, his daughter now thought she was better than the rest of her family. She had money and power, while he had neither. But rumors spread that she was kidnapping people for ransom, operating from a notorious minivan that stalked San Fernando’s streets. She warned him more than once to stay out of her life, though she confided to him in a rare moment of honesty that she and El Tigre wanted out of the criminal life and were trying to save enough to flee. He doubted that day would ever come, and now she was caught up in something serious.

				After the marines departed, Renteria was left with the ominous suspicion that it was his daughter who had been screaming and kicking in the back of the truck. Who else would have brought them to his house? He wondered what Margarita might have done.

				The following morning, he received a call from the local authorities asking him to go to Chalo’s funeral home to see if one of six bodies recovered from a firefight the night before was Margarita. He turned up just after sunrise at the funeral home of Chalo, who greeted him at the door and took him into the preparation room. The dead Zetas lay naked and draped over tables, with white sheets partially covering them.

				Renteria took one look at his daughter and knew she had been murdered, not killed in a gunfight like the news was saying. How could she have been involved in a firefight if he had heard her just a few hours before in the back of the marines’ truck? They must have dragged her to the ranch, where Chalo said he had recovered the body, and killed her.

				The destruction in his home, the mistreatment of his wife, and now what he assumed was the murder of his daughter—Renteria decided to do something. But when he went to file a complaint later that day, he was told there was no point. No one would take it seriously, and if he persisted, it could be dangerous for him.

				“Just leave it alone,” the official told him. “What happened happened, this won’t bring her back.”

				Renteria understood that this was the nice way of dissuading him from filing a formal complaint. Margarita Renteria had been a kidnapper and a killer, they said, and if he kept pursuing the issue, things would get worse for him and his family. And so he dropped it.

				Renteria waited fourteen days for the funeral home to return his daughter’s body to him, then buried her in a small plot in the town cemetery. He held neither a wake nor a burial service. Renteria had been mourning the loss of his daughter from the moment she had joined the Zetas, the moment she had chosen a life of crime over an honest one, a life that even if bowed by poverty was still upright. In his heart, she had not been his daughter for a long time; placing her in the ground was just reality catching up.

				

				—

				Miriam had persuaded Lieutenant Alex that the two women in the plaza with Karen’s laptop almost certainly knew what had happened to Karen, or at the very least knew someone who did. What was more, the girls would know where the Zetas who had kidnapped Karen operated. Now, a few hours after the marines had taken Margarita and Jessica from the plaza, Miriam’s husband dropped Miriam off in an open field not far from their home, where she hid in an abandoned house on the property and waited for nightfall, when the marines could come to collect her. Eventually, the lights of a convoy appeared.

				Miriam had asked to accompany the marines for the raid on the Basurero, but they needed her to fold into their ranks without being detected. Everywhere they went, the marines were watched by Zeta lookouts. Miriam put on a marine uniform so she was impossible to detect.

				To find the ranch, the marines had brought along Margarita and Jessica. The two of them directed the convoy to the old municipal dump, the Basurero; the marines parked close to where the women had indicated the camp was located.

				Miriam did not ask how the marines knew the target was a Zeta camp near the Basurero, whether they had tortured it out of the two girls or simply scared them into sharing this information, and she did not much care. Miriam was sure that the dark-haired girl, Margarita, was the same woman who had tried to kidnap Ernesto and her grandson. The one they’d seen with the rifle.

				At the Basurero, a group of marines advanced toward the camp on foot. Miriam walked behind them, trudging through the soft earth as they edged closer to a series of small structures arrayed at the far end of the site.

				Suddenly the marines were yelling. Miriam could hear the sharp pop of incoming fire. The Zetas were shooting at them.

				The marines responded swiftly, firing with precision. Some of the Zetas fired back, while others fled into the woods beyond the ranch, heading toward the San Fernando River, where they would be harder to track. By the time the firefight ended, four bodies lay strewn in the tall grass, scattered between the ranch’s structures and beneath the trees on the property. Three men and one woman.

				As they scanned the property, the marines found a few kidnapping victims still alive; one was babbling incoherently about how a female Zeta was preparing to cut his head off when the raid began. These innocent lives were saved by this raid, her raid, and none of them was Karen.

				Miriam walked among them in disguise, searching. She entered the dilapidated structures and scanned the grounds; the mud floors were covered in dark, reddish stains. Rusted implements of torture sat on wooden tables, and a yellow rope dangled from a tree. She trekked through the nightmare-scape compelled forward by each new discovery.

				What had these people done? How could they be so stripped of humanity as to create an entire property dedicated to slaughtering people like cattle? There were IDs tossed everywhere, lanyards with photos of employees and government licenses. Had they all died, or were some returned?

				Miriam stopped to inspect a stack of items, among them a scarf and a seat cushion. Both were Karen’s. There was something both gratifying and crushing in the discovery, knowing that her daughter had been there and was no longer, a sadness and a relief, a mystery lifted only to be followed by another. She left the items where they were and kept her disappointment to herself; later she also kept to herself most of the details of the firefight and what she saw that night.

				News stories published the following day were ripped directly from the government press release. The papers reported that the marines had been attacked while on patrol. In the ensuing firefight, the government forces had killed six people, three men and three women. They had also saved the lives of three kidnapping victims.

				But those were just stories.

				The marines killed four people in the gunfight at the ranch that night, none of whom were ever identified. They then searched the area and, after finding the living kidnapping victims, began finding the remains of others long since murdered, including the bodies of three women, one of them pregnant.

				Incensed, the marines dragged Margarita and Jessica from the truck and asked them about the pregnant woman. Margarita and Jessica told them they had snatched the women from the highway, and then killed them because their families had not paid the ransom.

				The marines listened quietly to the explanation. When the women finished confessing, the marines forced Jessica to her knees and killed her on the spot.

				They then told Margarita to run.

				If you can make it to the tree line, you’re free, one of the marines had said.

				Margarita took off at a sprint, heading toward the forest at the edge of the ranch. The marines, meanwhile, took their time lining up a clean shot.

				According to the government autopsy reports conducted the following day, four of the assailants died from multiple gunshot wounds to the chest and abdomen. A fifth victim, a woman, carried a single round that entered near the front of her clavicle and exited from her lower back, as if she had been made to kneel before being executed. The sixth victim, also a woman, was the only individual to die from gunshot wounds to the back.

			

			
				TARGET #1: SAMA

				Miriam said little to her family about the raid, but they knew. They knew that when she had vowed to track down the people responsible for Karen’s disappearance, she had meant it, regardless of the cost levied on her, or her family. They also knew Miriam had seen the two women in the plaza with Karen’s laptop, and that the women had wound up dead, in a raid on the ranch where Karen had been held.

				Those two women had made their choices. Even if the family wasn’t exactly proud of knowing they were killed by the marines, they weren’t sorry to see them gone, either. Neither was anyone else in San Fernando, except maybe Margarita’s father.

				Losing a loved one hardened you, rearranged the way you thought and the way you felt about others. With justice in such short supply, with just two of every hundred homicides solved nationwide, you took what you could get. Who cared about some dead Zetas? Not even their own families, as it turned out. Of the six bodies left in Chalo’s funeral home, only one, Margarita’s, was collected. The others lay for two weeks before they were buried in the municipal graveyard in black trash bags with serial numbers attached to them, in the event that someone, someday, came looking for them.

				Miriam knew that the six Zetas killed in the marine raid were only a part of the crew responsible for Karen’s disappearance, and that they were not even necessarily the ones who had taken Karen. Their deaths registered in practical terms for Miriam: A half dozen witnesses to what had happened to Karen were now gone. This left a gaping hole in her ability to find the other Zetas responsible for Karen’s disappearance. Miriam needed to know what happened, to understand why her daughter had been taken and by whom. She needed to know where Karen was. The marines, Lieutenant Alex, could execute operations with staggering lethality, but they could not bring a case against the people responsible, they could not bring closure to Miriam.

				Miriam came to the unwelcome conclusion that she needed to work with the police; she needed to mobilize state investigators with the authority to detain suspects and raid homes and take statements. To find the rest of the Zetas who had taken Karen, she would need to leverage government resources, and to do that she would need to build a roster of allies that could help her construct a case against each of the kidnappers.

				On the afternoon of March 26, 2014, she and her husband gave testimony before the state office in charge of investigating kidnappings. They went to the state attorney general’s office, an imposing three-story structure behind heavy metal gates on the northeast edge of the capital. Miriam relayed the details of her daughter’s kidnapping: her desperate calls, the cycle of ransom payments and crushing disappointments. She told them about meeting Sama and about the cherry-red Explorer. She mentioned the marine raid, though she left out the fact that she had been there and had witnessed the events firsthand. She claimed that she knew it was the ranch where the Zetas had taken Karen because she had seen photos of the scene at the investigator’s offices in San Fernando and had recognized Karen’s seat cushion and scarf. In short, she lied.

				

				—

				Miriam understood even then that the government would do little to find her daughter’s kidnappers, but their open case file could be of great use to her, just as the police report had been essential to recovering the items stolen from Luis’s store so many years before. An open case would come in handy when pressuring suspects and witnesses to speak up.

				And that was precisely what she needed at the moment: witnesses. The problem was that the Zetas were not known for leaving loose ends, not when it was so much easier for them to kill anyone who might speak out against them. But before long, Miriam found one: Carlos, the family friend who had come by Miriam’s house to fix Karen’s car the night she was taken and was kidnapped himself. Through some miracle of mercy, Carlos was alive. He had fled to the Reynosa, where Miriam tracked him down and managed to extract some details from him.

				She knew she needed investigators to take Carlos’s statement. It would turn out to be the centerpiece of the entire case.

				For months, Carlos refused to talk by phone to Miriam. What little he shared was over Facebook messages, and in short, sporadic bursts. He was traumatized and scared. He claimed to have seen nothing; he was blindfolded during the ordeal, and only overheard conversation and names. For Miriam, that was enough to get started.

				Among the names Carlos had heard:

				
						
						El Chepo

					

						
						El Flaco de la Ribereña

					

						
						Commander Cherokee

					

				

				These were the men who seemed to be in charge the day of Karen’s kidnapping, in Carlos’s estimation.

				But there was one name Carlos had heard more than others:

				
						
						Sama.

					

				

				

				—

				Miriam had always suspected Sama was behind her daughter’s kidnapping, even though he had been convincing in his offers to help find Karen, and also in the way that he distanced himself from the actual crime. He had manipulated every situation to get just a bit more money from her, stringing her along, the whole time knowing what had really happened to Karen, just to line his pockets.

				Miriam made Sama target number one and set her sights on finding him.

				She was certain she could recognize him, but the one thing she needed—and had no idea how to find—was his identity. For the case to proceed, for the police to even issue a warrant, they needed Sama’s proper name.

				It turned out that Sama was looking for her, too.

				About a month after they filed the complaint, Miriam and Luis were driving home when they noticed a Jeep Cherokee following them. As they pulled into Paso Real, the Jeep closed in behind them. Miriam slipped her gun from her purse and told Luis to park on the street in front of their house. Staring into the rearview mirror, she waited to see who would emerge.

				The driver’s door swung open and out stepped Sama. He called out to her as if they were old friends and asked how she had been and whether she had ever heard anything about Karen. Miriam held her pistol against the door, pointed at Sama’s chest.

				“What are you doing here?” she asked, interrupting his questions. “I did everything you asked, and you never returned my daughter.”

				Sama said that he was only recently back in town; he had been in Ciudad Victoria, he said, as a punishment. Miriam didn’t ask what for and Sama didn’t explain, but she assumed it was because half of his Zeta accomplices were now dead.

				“I want to know if you killed my daughter,” she said. “I want to know where her body is.”

				Sama said he didn’t know. He told Miriam that he had mistaken Karen for someone else, and that as far as he knew she had never been kidnapped.

				“The ones that I had kidnapped were some other light-skinned girls,” he said.

				He pulled his phone from his pocket and showed Miriam a map of where he had been holding the others, the ones that were not Karen. She indulged his lies and took down his new phone number, which he told her to call.

				Once again, he promised to help, but for a price.

				“I just need your house,” he said casually.

				“What?” Miriam asked.

				“I can help you find your daughter, but you have to give me your house,” he repeated.

				Miriam told him she would think about it, but kept the gun pointed at him from behind the door as he stepped away from the car.

				

				—

				A few months later, in early July, while stretched across Azalea’s living room couch, scrolling through Facebook on her cell phone, Miriam let out a shriek. She had been searching the name Sama for months, hoping he would slip up and post a photo or identify himself by his handle on social media.

				In the intervening time, she had paid shady characters to investigate his whereabouts in Ciudad Victoria. One told her that he frequented a restaurant called El Costillon and partied at a club named BOB. But when government agents went to search the facilities, one was no longer in operation and the other had been demolished.

				Now, sitting up from the sofa, Miriam told Azalea that she had a hit. A poor image, to be sure, but it was him. Same lanky frame, thin face, and curly hair. Beside him, a young woman wearing the uniform of a local ice cream chain, Helados Sultana.

				Helados Sultana had dozens of locations spread across the state. Miriam resigned herself to visiting each and every store to find out where Sama’s girlfriend worked. The last time Miriam had seen him, Sama had told her that he was living in Ciudad Victoria. It seemed a reasonable place to start, the state capital, where there were only four branches of Helados Sultana.

				The drive to Ciudad Victoria would have been boring if not for the danger it posed, a single-lane road, still trafficked by the Zetas. Miriam took the road more times than she cared to count on her rounds to visit Helados Sultana, where she sat outside for hours, surveilling the entrances for the face of the girl she had seen in the Facebook photo.

				She increasingly understood that there was no magic to investigation, no secret that made some good at it and others average. You just had to put in the work, be methodical about your process. It took her weeks of sitting on the locations, but she finally found Sama’s girlfriend coming out of an Helados Sultana.

				She watched and waited until Sama finally showed up.

				

				—

				Miriam stared at her reflection in the mirror, her hair now cut short and dyed bright red, the sort of attention-grabbing color that distracted from one’s face. If she was going to play the part of a worker for the state health department, where she had once been employed, she wanted to look it. She stood up and fished through her closet for an old uniform and grabbed her old government ID.

				Her objective: to find out Sama’s real name. Without that, she could not formalize a complaint, pressure the police to issue a warrant and arrest him. Without a name, he was no one, an alter ego floating over the criminal landscape of Tamaulipas; a ghost, as far as the system was concerned.

				The system mattered more to Miriam than she cared to admit. Dysfunctional as it was, the system meant resources, and the legal authority to make arrests, to seek justice. But getting the system on your side required connections and patience. Most officials ignored her or fired at her such a dizzying array of platitudes that she at first found herself hopeless. At least until she realized that was the point.

				Dressed in her disguise, Miriam made the trek back to the neighborhood in Ciudad Victoria where, a day earlier, she had followed Sama and his girlfriend home from Helados Sultana. Her now-expired identification card around her neck, she began with the first house on the street. One by one, she conducted a mock survey of every home on the block, asking after the number of children, adults, and elderly residing there, peppering people with enough questions to be convincing. She asked for the names of all residents and their birth dates, registering them in an official-looking notebook.

				By the end of the day, she had acquired the details of everyone on the block, in service of a single name, which at long last she now had, along with a date of birth: the twenty-third of December, 1994.

			

			
				THE ARRESTS

				On the afternoon of July 31, 2014, Miriam called the special unit for the investigation and prosecution of kidnapping in Tamaulipas, the group responsible for investigating Karen’s case. She began with the same question she always asked of them: Were there any new developments in the investigation? It was a futile question, she knew. There never were. Still, she liked to keep the pressure on them. Miriam then moved on to the second thing she typically did when badgering the investigators in Ciudad Victoria: She relayed to them the new details that she herself had discovered in the course of her own investigation. She had identified the Zeta known as Sama and wanted the state authorities to issue an arrest warrant for him.

				After sharing his name, date of birth, the name of his common-law partner and their shared address, which the agents dutifully recorded in writing for the growing case file they were amassing, she signed off with a final habit: a promise to continue investigating.

				Having essentially done their job for them, Miriam believed they would seize the opportunity to arrest Sama. A week later, when the authorities still had not acted, Miriam tried another tack. She sent them a formal request to launch an investigation into Sama.

				There was an art to the throat-clearing formalism of the government’s legal communications, a vernacular that relied on language so circular and difficult to understand that one got the feeling its entire purpose was to obfuscate. To get something done required an exacting amount of curated bullshit, and one needed to know precisely how to frame it.

				By then, Miriam had learned that there were a few ways to get things done. One was to call someone like Lieutenant Alex and partir la madre, or kick some ass. The other was to work the rusted gears of the bureaucracy until you forced them loose—an effort that took a combination of understanding how the archaic system worked and an inexhaustible well of patience and energy. It demanded a deep familiarity with the baroque language of ancient Mexican bureaucracy, which required pages of content for a single action.

				Miriam’s request to have Sama’s home raided began with asking the officials in charge of the kidnapping division to simply confirm his address. The Solicitation of Investigation read as follows, translated from Spanish:

				“In compliance with the written agreement pronounced within the Preliminary Investigation the indicated document is directed to your attention in order for you by your own conduct or that of elements under your command to undertake the investigation of the exact home where the people mentioned in the informative update rendered through order number UEIPS1398/2014 of the date 31 of July in the current year can be located,” the document read. “Once said task is completed send a corresponding summary, as it happens to be necessary for the required incorporation of the present previous inquiry that concerns us.”

				This was a relatively brief directive, the summation of which required one-fifteenth of the words: Please confirm Sama’s address and report back.

				But if the communiqués took ages to authorize, write, and then relay to the concerned parties, the corresponding actions were even more fraught with delay. An arrest warrant could not be issued without a confirmed address, and they could not confirm the address until someone from the investigator’s office drove out to Sama’s house, knocked on the door, and confirmed his presence, in essence giving him a heads-up that the police were after him.

				All of which meant that by late August, Miriam had lost hope that her efforts would lead the government anywhere closer to apprehending Sama, her first target. By the time the officials got around to fulfilling Numero de Oficio: AMPEIPS/4391/2014, Sama was no longer living there.

				Miriam went hat in hand to other government agencies, federal ones, but found her situation little improved. Instead of warmth and compassion, she got lessons in administration. After weeks of rejection, she gained purchase with a federal police officer who had been introduced to her through a mutual friend. Personal relations were the rare exception to the standard response.

				She invited the federal policeman to meet her in San Fernando at El Junior, the same restaurant where she had met with Sama and his sidekick. The officer turned up around lunchtime and joined Miriam at a table near the front window, which looked out onto the street. Before he could introduce himself, Miriam reached under the table for a black computer bag and presented it to him like an offering.

				Here, she told him, is everything that I have found out about the men and women who kidnapped my daughter. She opened the bag and papers spilled onto the table.

				The officer pushed his chair back to catch some of the documents before they fell to the floor. Staring at them, he shook his head in awe.

				There were pictures of alleged Zetas with Facebook handles for each. Some had their real names scribbled beside the photos, others just nicknames. Miriam had still more photos in which the individuals were together, posing for photos with rifles, others of the group drinking and partying.

				“I’ve never seen anything like this,” the officer told Miriam. He asked how she had come across so much intelligence, and how long she had been at it.

				Six months, she said. She explained her process of cross-referencing connections via social media, her own contacts around town, and shoe-leather research, like how she had found Sama.

				But she said that didn’t matter; what mattered was that when she found information, she needed someone to act on it. She needed trusted allies who would not be corrupted by bribes or slowed down by the inbred lethargy of the system, with its multistep processes and unnecessary impediments.

				“I need to be able to call you and get results,” she told him.

				

				—

				Luis Héctor kept a photo of Sama on his cell phone—a few, actually—and reviewed them regularly. Ciudad Victoria wasn’t so large, after all; less than 350,000 people. If Sama was there, as Miriam suspected, her son might cross paths with him at some point.

				Like his parents, Luis Héctor had decided to open a store selling boots and hats. After graduating college, he rented a small space near downtown, in the historic center of the capital where the state government buildings were located. He worked long hours, as he had when he was a child, but he earned well and had made small adjustments to his business by expanding it in ways his parents hadn’t imagined, selling baseball caps and oversized T-shirts for the twentysomethings with money to spend.

				While security was precarious in the capital, which still belonged to the Zetas, being close to the government offices had its perks. It was safer, for one thing, and it also meant extra foot traffic, especially on holidays, when the plaza in front of the government palace filled with people.

				On September 15, 2014, about a month after Miriam lost Sama’s trail, the entire city of Ciudad Victoria was gearing up to observe El Grito, the nation’s Independence Day celebration. The governor would give a speech, thousands would gather in the central plaza, and live music and fireworks would punctuate a night of festivities.

				Luis Héctor intended to close his store early that evening and walk over to the plaza. He had been waiting for his girlfriend to get ready, and she was taking a while. At about 6 p.m., as he prepared to close the metal shutters over his storefront for the night, his neighbor in the market raced over to ask him a favor.

				Would he mind watching her store while she grabbed something to eat?

				He asked how long she would be, then sat down on a chair in front of his store to wait, watching as dozens of people filed past, all heading to the plaza. The sun was setting and the lamps along the street began to flicker to life. Having fun, returning to normal, all of the things that specialists told you to do after suffering loss—he had been unable to do any of them. He worked and worked and occasionally drank, but losing his sister was a blow he was not prepared to recover from, and might never be prepared to recover from. He had been convinced at the time of the kidnapping that everything would be fine; the Zetas wanted a ransom, and that was all. A question of money. Only it wasn’t.

				In the aftermath, he felt impotent, helpless to rectify the worst thing that had ever happened to his family. Miriam included him in some of her investigations, kept him abreast of what she had found out. But his life was in Ciudad Victoria, and her investigation was in San Fernando. He participated as much as he could, but it wasn’t all that much.

				Luis Héctor checked the clock on his phone, mildly annoyed at his neighbor. The thing about owning your own business was that you could decide when you wanted to work; while lots of merchants would stay open through the night to sell items to the crowds flooding the central plaza, Luis Héctor had decided to join the festivities. Only now, he was stuck at work.

				From the corner of his eye, he noticed a shopper trying on hats near the entrance to his store. He was wearing jeans and a light blue shirt; tall, skinny, and with slightly curly hair. Luis Héctor cycled through several thoughts at once: that perhaps while waiting for his neighbor, he might get a sale; that the individual was trying on too many hats; that the individual looked vaguely familiar.

				“Look at how cool this hat is,” the young man told someone with him. “I’m coming back tomorrow to buy it.”

				Luis Héctor glanced down at the street and saw a mother, a father, and what appeared to be a girlfriend, all together for the celebration.

				And then it struck him.

				The young man admiring hats was Sama.

				Luis Héctor jumped up and quickly began shuttering his store, yanking down the metal curtain and closing the register. He kept his eye on Sama, who was already wandering into the crowd with his arm around his girlfriend.

				Luis Héctor was fumbling with the locks to the gate when his neighbor returned in good spirits. He waved her off and raced down the steps into the crowd. He did not bother to clear the till or turn off the lights.

				On the street, Luis Héctor kept a short distance between himself and Sama, careful not to lose him in the crowds making their way to Plaza 15, an open expanse of chiseled stone fronted by the governor’s mansion.

				He called his mother, who was sitting in her store with Azalea, to ask what he should do.

				“Don’t let him out of your sight,” she told him. “I’m going to make a call, but stay with him and don’t let him see you.”

				Miriam hung up and called the federal police officer she had met at El Junior, who answered right away. She explained the situation: Her son was following the man responsible for killing her daughter. She did not know if Sama was armed, or whether he was meeting up with other Zetas in the plaza, but here it was, the chance to go after the bad guy.

				Moments of action rely on so many variables, luck among them. Luis Héctor spotting Sama, Miriam meeting the federal police officer, the officer answering his phone, and now, the officer being nearby and willing to route his team to the historic center of town.

				Miriam passed the officer’s phone number to her son.

				“What’s up, güero?” the officer answered, using the Mexican slang for a light-skinned person. “Where are you?”

				“In the centro, heading toward Plaza 15,” Luis Héctor whispered, fearful Sama might overhear.

				“I’m on my way there now,” the officer said. “Don’t lose him. And don’t lose faith.”

				The roads leading into the plaza were filling up; police checkpoints had been set up at every entrance. As he edged closer, Luis Héctor saw why: Everyone had to pass through a metal detector, including Sama.

				Miriam called Luis Héctor again and again to check in until Luis Héctor finally told her to stop. Sama or one of his people might get suspicious if his phone kept ringing. Sama had no idea what Luis Héctor looked like, or that he even existed. But the comfort of Luis Héctor’s anonymity went only so far: How long could he follow a Zeta and his family before they noticed the short, muscle-bound store owner with light skin and dark brown hair following them, a man they had seen an hour earlier?

				If Luis Héctor lost Sama, there was no telling when they might find him again. He pondered stopping Sama himself and beating him, unleashing right in front of the man’s family. But for all the revenge fantasies that had played out in his head, the anger that festered and left him sleepless, Luis Héctor felt afraid. Here, walking in front of him without a care in the world, was the devil himself, the man responsible for taking Karen.

				After a half hour that felt like an eternity, as Sama meandered through the plaza, passing violinists, vendors, and food sellers, Luis Héctor called the officer again.

				The officer seemed relaxed, as if out on routine patrol. He was close, he told Luis Héctor, heading toward the plaza on foot.

				Miriam had warned the federal police officer not to turn up with a convoy of vehicles, blaring their sirens and flashing their lights. She called it “making a scandal.” Sama and whoever else was with him would flee, and a foot chase through a packed plaza favored the fugitive.

				Luis Héctor angled himself toward the main church and its grand, wooden doors. The three officers found him there. The lights from the plaza filled the nighttime sky, and the sound of the crowd echoed along the walls of the buildings. Luis Héctor walked the three officers to within thirty feet of Sama.

				Sama still had his arm around his girlfriend when the commanding officer grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. Luis Héctor was some distance away, watching but unable to hear. Everything seemed calm to him, too calm. As if the officer was just giving Sama a little warning.

				Luis Héctor called the federal policeman to ask what was happening.

				“Relax,” the officer said.

				Through the phone, Luis Héctor could hear Sama yelling about a heart condition, a murmur, and that he couldn’t possibly be a criminal because he was too unhealthy.

				The officer told Sama to take it easy before he gave himself a heart attack.

				It still appeared far too friendly to Luis Héctor. He began to fret, wondering whether Sama had talked his way out of the arrest. Luis Héctor called the officer again and begged him to arrest Sama, no matter what he said.

				The officer laughed.

				“We have him,” he said. “But call your mom and tell her to get over here as fast as she can.”

				The officers didn’t even bother to handcuff Sama; he was too frightened to run. They ushered him out past the barrier fences along the plaza, where Luis Héctor lost sight of them.

				The family converged on the special unit for kidnapping at the state attorney general’s office in the capital, where the police had taken Sama. Luis Héctor had stood outside for more than an hour waiting for his parents to arrive, and his heart was still racing. He wanted to confront Sama face-to-face after the hours spent lurking behind him. He needed closure, too.

				But Miriam stopped him at the door.

				“No, not you,” she said, pressing her hand gently against his chest. “They don’t know you exist. You are our secret weapon.”

				

				—

				After a long night of questioning, Sama talked. Some of it was lies; for instance, that he worked only as a lookout for the cartel, or that he heard only secondhand what had happened to Karen.

				He could not lie entirely, though. Miriam was present, and she could testify to the fact that Sama had personally demanded and then received bribes for Karen’s rescue. But Sama was clever; he pushed the blame onto others, which in fact gave Miriam an advantage. It gave her more names to work with.

				As Sama spoke, a defense attorney sat with him, neither offering counsel nor interrupting as Sama gave testimony implicating himself and others. The officials in charge took a photo of Sama shirtless, his face cast in fear: his eyes red and brimming with what appeared to be tears.

				

				—

				Sama claimed to work for a man named Moises, a Zeta who was a friend of Karen’s and had been beheaded not long after Karen vanished. He said that he helped monitor the movements of the military around town, occasionally selling flowers. As for Karen, who people in town sometimes referred to as La Güera, a slang term for a light-skinned person (and a moniker townspeople had also given to her father and brother), he said:

				Well, in relation to the kidnapping of Karen Alejandra Salinas Rodríguez, who was called La Güera, yeah I knew that they had kidnapped her. In fact, the ones that participated were [El Chepo and Cristiano] and one more, who they called CKan.

				I also know that [El Chepo] is currently locked up in prison here in Ciudad Victoria, for a kidnapping charge. And that [Cristiano] is still around in Ciudad Victoria, and lives in the neighborhood Horacio Terán by the secondary school #5. As far as CKan, I’m aware that the marines killed him in San Fernando a few months back.

				Miriam would add these names to her target list, although two of the three would turn out to be unhelpful. Still, some order began to form: an identification for one of the men killed by the marines in the raid she had helped orchestrate—CKan—and the location of two others.

				
						
						El Chepo—Prison

					

						
						Cristiano—Ciudad Victoria

					

						
						CKan—Dead

					

				

				As Miriam jotted down notes, she also fed questions to the investigators interrogating Sama, who continued talking:

				I recall that [Cristiano] told me that La Güera, by which I mean Karen Alejandra, that they had killed her in San Fernando, Tamaulipas, in a ranch that’s down by Paso Real, near the exit for Ciudad Victoria, close to where the Federal Police (barracks) are. They had demanded a payment for her rescue, [Cristiano] himself, and he told me that they had charged 100,000 pesos for the ransom and that they had received the money in San Fernando, Tamaulipas, and that the money was handed off by Karen’s father, nearby the Health Center in San Fernando.

				As far as I know, the kidnappers carried her to the ranch that I mentioned near Paso Real because they themselves, by which I mean [Cristiano] and CKan and El Chepo, talked about it. They told me they had killed her in an awful way but never gave me details of exactly how they had done it. What they did tell me was that they had killed her because she was working for the Gulf Cartel.

				I also remember that they told me that Karen’s friend, by the name of Barbara Villafranca, they also kidnapped and she never reappeared, I don’t know if they killed her or let her go, but she was super good friends with Karen. They always went around together drinking and met up with Moises the Florist, who also appeared dead in San Fernando. They decapitated him.

				Sama told enough of the truth to make the lies feel somewhat more plausible. The drop for the money was described exactly as it had happened. Barbara being involved, meanwhile, was unsurprising. Moises had been decapitated; a crowd had gathered near the hospital when his severed head had been discovered, the hair unmistakably styled in emo fashion.

				But Karen was never part of any cartel, at least as far as Miriam, or anyone else close to Karen, knew.

				

				—

				While Miriam had assumed her daughter was dead, had even dared to say it aloud and operate as though it were a fact, there had still been a chance that Karen was alive, if only because Miriam had never directly heard otherwise, never held the proof; even in the depths of her despondence, beyond what she herself could see, there had been hope that Karen might return. Who could accept the loss of a child when even the tiniest fragment of hope still remained? It would be like killing them yourself, in your own heart and mind, drawing the curtains before the light’s last ebb.

				To now know it, to have heard it directly from one of the Zetas involved, was devastating.

				But you could know and unknow something in the span of a day, especially where grief was involved, especially when it came to disappearances. The faintest chance that Sama might be mistaken, or lying, that Karen might still be alive, continued to flicker inside of Miriam because it fed the hope she needed to keep going.

				She gave no credence to Sama’s offhanded comment that Karen was killed for being a member of the Gulf Cartel. The idea made no sense. If she was friends with Moises, a Zeta, why would she also be working for the Gulf Cartel? Karen had been home from Ciudad Victoria less than six months and was in the process of applying to another university in Tamaulipas. Miriam knew her daughter could be reckless, evasive about what she was up to, even perhaps too intrigued by people she had no business spending time with. But she was no cartel member.

				What sustained Miriam now was a different sort of hope, one raised by a desire to find the people responsible and to see them pay. Some already had: One of the dead in the marine raid in March was surely CKan, a cartel assassin anonymous even in the afterlife. His closest friends didn’t even have a name to offer the authorities—just the ripped-off moniker of a Mexican rapper.

				And El Chepo, a dedicated criminal, was already in prison for an unrelated kidnapping.

				That left Cristiano, the young man who had been at lunch at El Junior with Sama. With his childish frame and teenage hunger, Miriam figured there was no way he was anyone’s boss. Sama was placing him in a position of authority to avert blame, but if they could find Cristiano, Miriam reasoned, he might open up to them.

			

			
				TARGET #2: CRISTIANO

				The following evening at around 9 p.m., the same federal police officer who had arrested Sama drove through the neighborhood of Horacio Terán, searching for the address that Sama had given the investigators for Cristiano, the young man to whom Karen’s father had handed the ransom money and who had eaten Miriam’s sandwich.

				The officer circled the dilapidated blocks, scanning the streets for signs of life or anything that might warrant a stop. As he turned onto a new block, he spotted a young man walking on the edge of the street, dressed in black jeans and a red T-shirt, wearing a backpack. The officer followed the young man, who picked up the pace and began looking left and right, as if preparing to take off down a side street.

				Before Cristiano had the chance, the policeman jumped out of his vehicle and arrested him.

				Cristiano had been more or less where Sama had suggested he would be, peddling dime bags of pot on the street. He was arrested without a fuss, and he admitted who he was almost immediately. The officers drove him to the kidnapping unit where they had taken Sama, and they waited for Miriam to arrive. Miriam was given access to the interviews because she knew more than any of the police; without her, they would not know what to ask, how to frame the questions, or what evidence Miriam had already collected that might implicate Cristiano.

				The questioning began after midnight, and before long the officers began to get rough with Cristiano. Torture in Mexico is as common as the reading of Miranda rights is in the United States, practically part and parcel of legal procedure. The United Nations has called it so widespread as to be “generalized.” Authorities in Tamaulipas refer to it as “therapy.” Miriam listened from another room, eager to hear what the boy had to say, while wincing every now and then with discomfort at the abuse.

				There were hard men, those who expected to be tortured and beaten, whether by the police or by their rivals, men who lived with the knowledge that for them life would end prematurely. And then there was Cristiano, a scared kid who compensated with a tattoo of a smoking skeleton and another of the Santa Muerte. He had just turned eighteen, a minor when the kidnapping occurred. The cops had taken a shirtless photo of him, too, and his chest was as slight as a child’s.

				He was clearly shaken, and his voice quivered when he spoke.

				At one point, on a break from the heavy questioning, Cristiano asked for his mother.

				“I’m hungry,” he said.

				A pang of sympathy registered within Miriam; a feeling more primal than rage. She went into the room where the boy was seated and pulled a piece of wrapped chicken from her purse, which she had brought for herself in the event the interrogation went long.

				Miriam’s childhood friend, Idalia de Baez, whose own husband had been kidnapped a year earlier, had joined Miriam for the interrogation. She watched as Miriam unraveled the cellophane and gave the boy her food.

				“You realize what he did,” one of the officers said, angry and confused at once.

				Miriam shrugged. You could hold two truths at once: the hatred of a murderer and sympathy for a scared boy.

				“He’s still a child, no matter what he did,” she told Idalia. “When I heard him just now, it was like my own child.”

				

				—

				Cristiano spoke as though unburdening himself, sharing in detail facts that Sama only alluded to, or failed to mention entirely. He offered new names to the investigators, ones that Miriam had picked up from Carlos and from her own investigation, but in a clear context, with the specifics of what each had done. A man named Cuitol had been involved in the kidnapping and was now dead, having been killed by the marines in their raid on the Basurero ranch, alongside CKan, Margarita, and Jessica.

				The main boss, according to Cristiano, was a man who went by the name of El Larry. Cristiano told the investigators that he and Sama were in charge of collecting ransoms for the group’s kidnappings and that Sama was something of a right-hand man for El Larry, the leader of the Zetas in San Fernando, who looked like a schoolteacher with pressed shirts and slacks and a nice, clean haircut. Larry drove around in a truck with a municipal logo painted on the side, most likely compliments of the municipal government itself.

				In general, murder meant nothing to the band of Zetas operating in San Fernando. They stopped cars along the highway, Cristiano said, snatching motorists from their vehicles and either killing or ransoming them. The smallest excuse could be a death sentence; a bit of marijuana might suggest involvement with traffickers, and if those traffickers were not Zetas, then the victim would never be found again. Once, Cristiano said, they found a pistol in a guy’s car, and for that he was killed and cooked in a giant steel drum, so no one would find his remains.

				Those who were not suspected of any illicit activities were ransomed back to their families; those whose families paid were returned.

				Cristiano mentioned a group of women that were kidnapped and beheaded, including a pregnant woman. “They cut their heads off because they belonged to the Gulf Cartel,” he told the investigators.

				It turned out that was the decapitated corpse at the ranch that had set the marines off, prompting them to kill Margarita and Jessica.

				Karen had been killed because she had something to do with the Gulf Cartel, or the Zetas believed that she did. The Zetas had reviewed Karen’s phone, where they had discovered photos of armed men riding in her truck, he said. Whether or not that qualified as definitive proof, the Zetas did not take chances. Innocents were often released, those they knew without a doubt were not involved in any sort of criminal activity. But suspects were killed regardless of the strength of the evidence the Zetas had against them; why take the chance when the stakes were so high?

				Cristiano shared that Karen had been taken along with Barbara Villafranca, an older woman who collaborated with the Zetas, who “let us stay in her home and gave us food, me and Sama.”

				“It was never explained to me why they killed her if she was helping us out, I guess it was because she hung out with La Güera,” he said.

				Karen and Barbara were buried in a ranch by Paso Real, and Cristiano knew where the ranch was; he had been there on several occasions to deliver cash to the Zetas who worked there.

				“I even know where some of the bodies are buried because one day Sama and I went to deliver some cash to them,” he said. “That day, they were fucking with me, and they told me to be careful not to walk where the ground had been dug up, because that was where they had buried a few bodies.”

				Cristiano, frail and frightened, offered to take his interrogators to the ranch where he claimed the body of Karen Alejandra Rodríguez was buried, along with who knew how many others. The Basurero.

				

				—

				Miriam followed a group of security officials led by Cristiano, who wore a baggy red T-shirt that scrunched beneath the bulletproof vest that the police had forced him to wear, ostensibly for his own safety. On his head, a too-large helmet hung slightly askew.

				Cristiano shuffled into the pastureland, where the decomposed tractor stood like a calcified tombstone. The crooked branches from a stand of mesquite trees cast gnarled outlines against the autumn sky. In the center of the pasture, a depressed rectangle of grass was disturbed. He pointed to the turned earth, now flanked by a dozen agents and law enforcement personnel.

				“This is where she was buried,” he said.

				

				—

				This was Miriam’s third visit to the Basurero. The first had been with the marines during the March raid, when six of the Zetas had been killed. The second had been a few months later, in July, a visit that she had orchestrated herself so police and forensic specialists could collect samples.

				On that July trip, Miriam had been surprised to find the area in front of the tractor dug up. It was clear that someone had already been to the site; Miriam could see the remnants of a previous forensic mauling: sloppy markings, trampled evidence, and clear signs that remains had been removed. At the time, she had asked the others present whether another agency had come to the Basurero after the marine raid. She got blank stares in response.

				Now some of the agents began sifting through the loose earth in front of the tractor, while others searched the structures along the property line, bagging and tagging the detritus left behind by the Zetas, for what purpose Miriam never knew. It all felt a bit like a show, a performance put on for victims, and for one another, a bureaucratic shuffle to mark a job done.

				The analysts collected eleven pieces of bone in all, two whole, nine in shards, and secured bits and pieces discarded from an unknowable past: magnetic IDs, a business card for a store named O’Reilly, and a 2014 pocket calendar.

				Miriam and Luis kicked around the ranch on their own. Giant holes had been dug all around, soft mounds of dirt heaped beside them. Some had been dug during Miriam’s July trip. Others had been made who knew when.

				Miriam from that moment on would no longer wonder whether someone else had excavated remains from the Basurero. It was clear someone had. Instead, she committed herself to finding out who, and when, and what they had found and taken.

				

				—

				About a week after Cristiano showed Miriam and the authorities the grave at the Basurero, forty-three students from a rural teacher’s college went missing in the southern state of Guerrero, snatched off of buses by police officers working for a local cartel.

				Disappearances were hardly new by then, in September 2014, but to erase so many at once marked a new low in Mexico’s cartel-wracked history. The incident forced the scourge of mass disappearances in Mexico to the world’s attention.

				While the government sought to downplay the severity of the event, hundreds of thousands of people flooded into the nation’s capital, demanding answers as they marched through the densely populated city in an act that seemed destined to alter Mexico forever. Only it didn’t.

				The government claimed, in a series of investigations that stretched across two presidential administrations, that the students died. But the partial remains of only three of the students were ever found; the others are still missing, breathing life into their parents’ hope that somehow their children might still be alive.

				The Ayotzinapa saga, named for the village school where the students were training to be teachers, moved in tandem with Miriam’s own private tragedy, tracking its contours. Now, the notion of disappearance, the communal tragedy of a nation off course, was suddenly taking root in people’s minds; Miriam’s struggle seemed less abstract and more shared.

				But the differences stopped there. Miriam, through sheer force of will, had figured out what had happened to Karen. The government, meanwhile, with all its resources and special investigations, including a panel of international experts invited to look into the Ayotzinapa case themselves, have yet to unearth the truth of what happened to the missing forty-three.

			

			
				INTERVIEW 1: ULISES

				Miriam had kept her children at a distance from her work on the case, not wanting to frighten Azalea or Luis Héctor—or compel them to get involved. With Azalea working and raising her son, and Luis Héctor in the capital, neither had time to run down the leads their mother spent her days chasing. Her husband accompanied her at times, for moral support, but his presence was rarely consequential. Instead, Miriam increasingly relied on police and prosecutors, who had seen firsthand how her persistence and industriousness could show results.

				She had found Sama, who had implicated himself along with others, while Cristiano had confirmed the site of a mass grave and given them several more names of suspects to chase down. Miriam got results, and everyone liked a winner, even the police, even if the reward was more work for them. The cops and prosecutors began to listen to her and do what she said.

				But the names that Cristiano shared were meaningless without some sort of validation, a way to tether them to physical characteristics, birth certificates, or property, as Miriam had done with the name and address of Sama. She did not doubt that each of the people he named were involved; she just didn’t know how, or how to find them.

				El Chepo, who was indeed already in prison on another kidnapping charge, had very little to say when she sat down with him. He was smaller than she had imagined, compact in the way that lightweight boxers tended to be. He had a wide, flat nose and stood about five foot three. He had been a professional fighter for a while, was even registered with the Mexican Boxing Federation. But, unable to pay his bills in the ring, he gave it up to become a Zeta.

				El Chepo’s girlfriend, Jessica, one of the women Miriam saw with Karen’s laptop, was dead. He had mourned her passing on Facebook, the details of which Miriam had printed out for her records. But when the investigators asked about the raid on the ranch, he betrayed no personal ties to those killed—including Jessica.

				As the end of 2014 neared, Miriam continued searching for witnesses, individuals who could fill in the blanks left by the criminals themselves, who would never fully disclose the truth no matter how much the police beat them. Their freedom depended on silence.

				There were two people Miriam knew for a fact could tell her what had happened to Karen. There was Carlos, who was still in hiding and refused to speak by phone. Eventually he shared names with Miriam over Facebook messenger but would go no further. But there was also the mysterious Ulises, the young man who Karen had mentioned to her cousin in the hours before she was kidnapped and who she had gone to pick up in the middle of a meal, just before she had stopped answering Azalea’s calls. Ulises could surely fill in crucial blanks in the timeline.

				Thankfully, San Fernando was small and before long Miriam had tracked his family down.

				At the door, Ulises’s mother was evasive, refusing to answer basic questions about her son and his whereabouts. Miriam ran the traps of emotional manipulation, using sympathy at first, then motherly love, and later the urge to do the right, honorable thing. She wanted to speak with Ulises, and she wanted Ulises to speak to the authorities in Ciudad Victoria.

				When none of that worked, Miriam, who had begun to wield her influence with the police like a weapon, threatened the woman. Ulises could come in voluntarily, or Miriam could have the police bring him in.

				“If you don’t tell the authorities what you know, if your son doesn’t say what happened, I’m going to consider you all suspects,” she said.

				

				—

				Ulises offered the first real version of what had transpired the day that Karen was taken. Though riddled with omissions, his was a firsthand account, the only one that Miriam had been able to find.

				Ulises said that he had just met Karen the night before the kidnapping. They were at a house to celebrate the birthday of a guy named Pancho, who was throwing himself a party at his parents’ old home, which sat just down the block from a restaurant called Pizza Beats.

				The people present were a mixed group, a strange assortment of characters with checkered pasts, like Pancho himself, who dabbled in crime. Ulises had come to the party alone, and for the most part the group gathered drinking that night were strangers. He met Karen with Barbara Villafranca, and they chatted for a while over drinks and exchanged phone numbers before the pair went to go pick up Karen’s Venezuelan boyfriend, Juan.

				The following afternoon, while he was drinking a beer at the local mini-mart, his phone rang, Ulises said. It was Karen.

				“What are you up to?” she had asked, clearly bored.

				She picked him up from the mini-mart and drove to Pancho’s, without explanation. She left the car running while she ran inside. When she came back out ten minutes later, they drove to Barbara’s house.

				The three of them cruised La Calle Ancha a few times before Karen declared that the street was dead and she was going to bail. While they were on the way to drop Barbara home, a cherry-red Ford Explorer passed them on the road, and Barbara said, “There they go,” which Ulises did not understand.

				They had just turned right heading toward Pollos Buenos Aires, a fried-chicken restaurant, when a white sedan screeched in front of them and cut them off. Three armed men jumped out of the vehicle and pointed their rifles at Karen, Barbara, and Ulises, ordering them out of the car.

				Karen protested.

				“You, Güera,” the gunman said, referring to her by her nickname, “get in the back before I empty my AK-47 into you.”

				A different gunman knocked Ulises unconscious.

				Ulises awoke in the bathroom of a house he didn’t recognize, blindfolded and with his hands tied. Through the fabric, he could see laundry hanging from the shower rod.

				Someone was yelling at Karen, asking about money. Every time she claimed not to know what they were talking about, the person hurt her.

				“Do you know The Bag?” he heard someone ask, alluding to some kind of torture that sounded like strangulation. He could hear the sound of someone—he presumed Karen—choking in the other room.

				The Zetas seemed to be attempting to extract a confession from Karen, but they never explained and, as far as Ulises could tell, Karen seemed as confused about the line of questioning as he was. The interrogation and torture continued, though, along with her desperate pleas, until Ulises heard a car arrive and the kidnappers got nervous.

				Two strangers had come to the house, and one of them—Miriam was later to realize it was Carlos—was saying he had to help Karen with her truck. Ulises heard a scuffle, and moments later the two strangers, Carlos and his cousin, were tossed on the floor of the bathroom where Ulises was being held.

				The kidnappers came back a few moments later and grabbed Ulises. They sat him upright, and one of the Zetas put a pistol in his mouth and asked him what he wanted to say for his final words.

				“But what did I do?” Ulises asked, sending the kidnappers into fits of laughter.

				They pulled the same stunt with another man, who, believing the end was near, prayed for the Zetas: “May God bless you.”

				The kidnappers laughed even more and agreed that his last words were something out of a movie.

				The third man was asked the same question. Rather than respond, he complained that his boots were too tight and that it hurt him to sit up on his knees.

				The kidnappers called over a large woman who had come with them and asked her to help him out. The woman, who Miriam would learn was nicknamed La Machorra, known for her mindless fits of violence, began to jump up and down on the man’s legs.

				“How does that feel now,” she asked, as the man yelped with pain. “Do your feet hurt anymore?”

				Sounds came in fits and bursts, disrupted like Ulises’s own senses. At one point, he overheard one of the kidnappers say, “One of your moms is looking for you.”

				The man was talking to Ulises, whose mother had been harassing the kidnappers for hours, ever since she had come home and discovered her son was not there. She had gone looking for him and had actually run into the kidnappers on the road. One of them, probably to get her to leave him alone, had passed Ulises’s mother his number.

				Shortly after, the Zetas rounded everyone up and drove them to another location, a ranch, where they were shoved into a small house and made to sit on the dirt floor. Ulises claimed he could not remember any of the names or faces of the kidnappers.

				The following day, someone called Ulises over and told him he was going to be set free. His mother was calling too much, running around like a madwoman, raising the heat on the Zetas. Ulises was confused, or at least pretended to be, when recounting the story to the authorities, but there was one thing that was clear to everyone: No one was ever released by Zeta kidnappers just because their mom insisted on it.

				All the same, a car showed up at the ranch not long after, and Ulises was blindfolded again and driven back to his family. Miriam wasn’t able to speak to him again, and Ulises and his mother would stop cooperating with the authorities after his testimony. In fact, the one thing his mother asked in return for her son’s sworn statement was that the authorities never investigate who had kidnapped Ulises.

				There was more to why Ulises refused to name any of his captors or share details of the location where he had been taken. He shared what the kidnappers had told him when they dropped him off to meet his mom.

				“We’re going to let you go, but as for what happened you had better say you were out partying and forgot to answer your phone,” one of the kidnappers warned. “If you get brave, I’ll be back and I’ll put a bullet in your head.”

			

			
				INTERVIEW 2: CARLOS

				The pieces slowly began to assemble, some interlocking, others floating loose in the vacant spaces of the broader puzzle. Sama and Cristiano had helped locate where Karen had been killed. Ulises helped Miriam understand how she was taken, at least in part, although the why was still and would perhaps always remain unsolved. The mystery, the not knowing, punished the victim’s family in perpetuity. Some families wandered like lost pilgrims seeking redemption, traversing the brittle edges of the country to search for their missing. They dug holes in suspect locations, anywhere that might indicate disturbed earth—mountainsides with uneven grading, sections of darkened soil amid dry farmland, incongruous bald patches in grassy fields—hoping it might turn up the remains of their loved ones. To know a loved one had died was a horrible comfort.

				Miriam at least knew where her daughter had been buried; now, she set herself the task of finding Karen’s remains.

				

				—

				Miriam had been studying the law and had even signed up for a class on the legal system at a local university. She was learning how to use the laws of Mexico to her advantage. For instance, she knew that a kidnapping combined with a home invasion commanded a higher sentence. After hearing Ulises’s account, Miriam sent a letter to the special unit for kidnapping at the state attorney general’s office.

				“I would like to declare that the crime of kidnapping is aggravated when the kidnappers break into a home, and this was the case with my daughter,” she wrote to them. “Not only is it an obvious home invasion, but they also robbed several items from the home, among them the title to Karen’s truck.”

				In other words, more years in prison for everyone implicated.

				The case file was growing into an archive of documentary material, sheets upon sheets of paper that chronicled each micro-step with impenetrable legalese and brimmed with procedural explanation. To understand what the government was doing, or not doing, one needed to read each of those pages with patience and diligence, to wade through the morass of citations. And so that was what Miriam did.

				She learned that a system that communicated and administrated in writing was best approached that way, in writing. She began to feed her own heap of documents into the bureaucratic maw—additional complaints, declarations, formal requests, and updates—in an effort to force the system to reckon with her, to attend to her petitions. Miriam was doing the other stuff that mattered, too—like dragging Ulises and his mother in to testify because she knew the government never would, or tracking down the home phone numbers for various members of the Zetas’ families. But to make the bureaucratic beast function, it needed feeding.

				There was still another ally that Miriam desperately needed to speak with. Ulises had been forced to testify under duress, and it was clear that he was hiding things. He claimed that he never saw anyone’s faces or heard anyone’s names. That they somehow just let him go. It all seemed a bit fanciful. The one person who might untangle the crosscurrents of lies and leads—Carlos—was still missing, almost nine months later. Carlos, the unlucky mechanic who worked for Miriam’s brother, who had come to the house to fix Karen’s car and been kidnapped for his trouble, and then released.

				Carlos had known the family from the time he was a young boy; he and Karen had practically grown up together. Carlos had worked for Jorge, Miriam’s brother, at his car garage, fixing motors and repainting vehicles. For reasons Miriam had yet to divine, Carlos had been set free by the Zetas. But before she could speak with him, the young man had fled town and sworn never to return. Even his mother, who had first alerted Miriam to Carlos’s kidnapping, had no way to find him. He had shed his cell phone and called his family only at random.

				Miriam tried him over Facebook, reckoning that like the criminals she was hunting he might be too tempted by the allure of social media to vanish entirely. The original Zetas were discreet, secretive, like the military men they were. The younger Zetas boasted of their exploits on Facebook and even posted incriminating photos of themselves online, as if social media was some other world unseen by law enforcement or, in this case, by Miriam. Thanks to those images, Miriam had exposed a huge swath of the network.

				It was a generational thing and thank God for it. Because after months of messaging into the void, Miriam finally got a response from Carlos.

				

				—

				Carlos’s testimony, which would come in fits and bursts over the next three years as he gave statements to different state and federal authorities and was then forced to defend them in court, was for Miriam the closest thing to a definitive account of the evening of January 22, 2014, and the days that followed, when the Zetas of San Fernando tortured and killed Karen Rodríguez.

				He was reluctant at first to share too much, and with good reason. He had barely made it out alive, and having seen what the Zetas of San Fernando were capable of, he knew they would kill him if he talked. But he warmed to the idea the more he sat with it, the more Miriam pestered him about it. His fear slowly melted away, leaving a deep reservoir of anger over what had happened to him—and to Karen.

				When Carlos had arrived at Miriam’s house the day of Karen’s kidnapping, the sun was setting over San Fernando, the sky a pinkish dusk layered with slats of deep blue. He had dragged his cousin, who was visiting from out of town, to help fix the starter on Karen’s truck, and was surprised when two men walked out of the house to greet him. Carlos had never seen them before.

				“Where’s Karen?” Carlos asked.

				“La Güera isn’t here,” one of them said. Then, as if reconsidering, he added, “If you want, come on in and you can wait for her.”

				Carlos and his cousin followed the pair into Miriam’s house, and upon entering the living room they saw Karen lying on the floor, crying, her hands and feet bound together. Her face was swollen and bloody.

				Startled, the cousins broke for the door but were grabbed by their necks and hurled to the ground. A rifle was pointed at their faces.

				“You are fucked now,” one of them told Carlos.

				The gunmen tied up the two cousins with cell phone charger cables, having run out of rope.

				Neither of the men wore a face mask. The one called CKan, slender with brown skin, a long face, and wide forehead, who would later wind up dead in the marine raid, was the more aggressive of the pair. The other, with crooked teeth and short hair, was called Cuitol.

				The two kidnappers carried Carlos and his cousin to the back of the house like flour sacks and tossed them on the floor. Cuitol, who would also be killed by the marines, and CKan then returned to the living room, where they continued beating Karen, kicking and punching her face and body.

				This was hard for Carlos to listen to; he was a childhood friend of Karen’s. But it was even harder to understand—why were two men beating a woman so savagely? What could she have done to deserve such thoughtless cruelty? Even having lived the bad years in San Fernando, when headless bodies surfaced like extras in a ghost story, it was hard to fathom the commitment to violence that the criminals in San Fernando exhibited. And if killings were a brutal means of contract enforcement, beatings to them were like fines, as common as parking tickets.

				But with Karen, the beatings seemed more personal. CKan and Cuitol kept asking her if she worked for the enemies, the Gulf Cartel.

				A third man, who seemed to be in charge, involved himself in the beating. He was short and stocky with the crooked nose and wide-shouldered frame of a boxer. The man, El Chepo, carried a .45 caliber handgun and gave orders to CKan and Cuitol.

				El Chepo was yelling at Karen, demanding to know who she had spoken to and what information she had leaked. He applied himself to the task of extracting a confession, convinced she had betrayed the Zetas. He pulled out a gray plastic bag, placed it over Karen’s head, and then cinched it around her neck. Karen began to suffocate, writhing and kicking as the oxygen in the sealed bag diminished. At the point of suffocation, as Karen was about to pass out, El Chepo released the bag and asked her again who she worked for and what she had told them.

				“I don’t have anything to do with this,” she screamed, gasping for air. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, you have me confused with someone else.”

				El Chepo resumed the torture, which he referred to as The Bag. He closed and released the bag over her head at least eight more times by Carlos’s count, until Karen passed out and El Chepo had to get a bucket of water to revive her. She maintained that she had no idea what he was talking about.

				There was a deranged aspect to the Zetas, like castoffs from an asylum, leering and dressed in borrowed rags, a cruel and wanton depravity as they laughed hysterically at their captives’ distress. CKan was wearing a woman’s coat with tiger stripes and a plush hood and dress boots that he had stolen from Karen’s closet. Cuitol’s crooked teeth had wide spaces between them, and he giggled with his mouth open.

				Eventually the Zetas came to the back of the house to work over Carlos and his cousin. El Chepo asked them what group they worked for.

				“We work for a living,” Carlos screamed. “We live day-to-day.”

				It was true that Carlos’s family had no money, though El Chepo seemed unmoved.

				“If you have no money then you are fucked,” he said.

				Carlos said that after a while he saw more people, a young man who was light-skinned and short, named Ulises; an older guy wearing the uniform of an oil company, Karen’s boyfriend; a woman named Barbara, who had curly hair.

				They were handled by a new cast of Zetas, among them Sama, who was giving orders to underlings.

				Also, a skinny guy named El Flaco, who though not in charge seemed to know what he was doing when it came to kidnapping.

				A large woman with short hair and an extraordinarily violent nature who the Zetas called La Machorra, a crude term that roughly means butch, had jumped on one of the captives’ legs. She took a special interest in Karen, beating her for fun and raiding her wardrobe for clothes.

				After a while, Sama began to orchestrate the group’s departure from Miriam’s house. The Zetas took a final opportunity to rifle through Karen’s closet, trying on hats and shirts and shoes as if shopping at a closeout sale.

				The captives were herded into waiting vehicles, then driven to a ranch, where Carlos was seated by a small hut with a corrugated metal roof. Barbara and Karen, whose faces were disfigured from the beatings, lay prostrate in the dirt. At one point, Carlos had heard El Chepo tell Karen that they knew she wasn’t a Gulf Cartel snitch. That the reason they had taken her was money, because they knew her family was well-off.

				With the passing hours, Carlos began to grasp the inner workings of the group, their dynamic, at least in rough terms. Everyone had a specific role, although there was a lot of duplication, like an oversubscribed criminal jobs program. Some oversaw ransom payments, others organized kidnappings. Several watched over the hostages, either guarding them or feeding them.

				Someone they called Commander Cherokee arrived at the ranch, along with La Chaparra, the girl who Miriam had seen at the barbecue restaurant after Karen’s kidnapping and believed to be a Zeta lookout. Cherokee carried an AR-15 rifle and dressed in a military fashion, with black pants, a black shirt, and black Caterpillar boots. He had a long scar that ran along the base of his neck.

				The next morning the hostages were handed off to someone named El Kike, with droopy eyes and unruly hair. El Kike asked if they were thirsty and then brought them water and untied their hands.

				Later that day, Carlos wasn’t sure when, everyone sat in a long line as Sama went one by one, verifying details and contact numbers for each of the kidnap victims. He told Carlos they were going to call his mother to see what kind of payment the family could afford.

				Carlos said Sama gave Karen a look.

				“Don’t be an idiot, I know your dad has money,” he told her.

				Time moved slowly, Carlos said, the hours trapped in a suspended state like the hostages. They ate chips and soda and the occasional hot meal. The Zetas came and went as they waited for the payments. They tried to be discreet, but Carlos overheard their conversations, their names, and their designs on other targets, like Karen’s best friend, Fany.

				The next day, Cherokee told them they were moving; there were soldiers in the area, he said. Karen and the others were placed in line and readied to leave. But before they could go, La Machorra appeared and grabbed Karen by the hair, forcing her to the ground. She spun Karen over on her stomach and straddled her.

				“This is because you’re so pretty,” La Machorra told Karen.

				La Machorra beat Karen like a punching bag as the others watched in silence, alternating blows to her head and body. When she had finished, she pulled Karen back up by her hair, pushed her toward the group, and announced that they could leave.

				Not everyone, interrupted El Chepo. He walked over to Ulises.

				“Your mom is looking for you,” Chepo told him.

				Ulises’s mother had been stopping cars in the street and blocking traffic, searching desperately for her missing son. She had been calling Karen’s phone nonstop, too. The kidnappers were growing wary of her; that much noise could cause problems for them.

				Ulises turned to Chepo with a plea. “If you give me a chance to see her, I’ll work for you,” he offered.

				Given how quickly their ranks died off, the Zetas were always looking for new recruits, and it was not uncommon for them to recruit from their victims. At least one of the kidnappers at the ranch, El Flaco, had joined under such circumstances. Since then, he had climbed his way up to commander, a trusted member of the team. It was into El Flaco’s hands that Ulises was delivered, to be driven back to his family as a newly initiated member of the Zetas.

				The rest of the captives took off across a sodden field; the loose soil sucked at their feet. Cherokee untied their hands to make the going easier but warned them not to get any ideas. “Don’t even think about making a run for it,” he said, shouldering his assault rifle. “I was two years in the military and I can kill you from a kilometer away.”

				The group settled at a new house where they spent the night. They moved again the following morning to a third house, which had a fireplace; it was cold that night.

				Cherokee told them they were still waiting for confirmation from the boss that the ransoms had been paid. The boss, El Mario, showed up a little while later. He was older than the others, in his mid-thirties, with short hair and an oval face. He told Cherokee to cut loose Karen’s boyfriend, the Venezuelan. His company had paid a handsome bribe. The rest stayed another night at the shack, eating canned food.

				The next day, they were marched back to the original ranch and arrived as the sun was setting. The Zetas were gathered in a small grassy plot near a broken-down red tractor. A truck was parked with its lights on. Carlos, his cousin, Karen, and Barbara stood together in the glare of the headlights.

				Sama pointed to the cousins.

				“Put these assholes in the truck,” he told CKan.

				He then motioned to Karen and Barbara.

				“Take these bitches under the tree,” he told Cherokee. “You know what to do with them.”

				Cherokee walked the two women to the plot of grass in front of the tractor. He procured a yellow rope, which he hurled over the branch of a large mesquite tree at the edge of the plot. One end of the rope dangled in the air, and with the other he fashioned a loop, which he forced over Karen’s head. Though badly beaten, she put up a fight, scratching at Cherokee until he punched her in the face with a closed fist and Karen went limp.

				Cherokee tightened the noose around her neck and signaled to El Kike, who yanked on the opposite end of the rope. As Karen was lifted into the air, she began to kick wildly, sending herself into looping arcs. Cherokee grabbed a stick and struck her to halt her swinging. After a few blows, Karen fell unconscious. She dangled in the air, her silhouette crashing against the headlight beams, sending shadows racing behind her. Carlos watched Karen’s body pass back and forth like a pendulum, and knew that she was dead.

				El Chepo announced that it was time for Carlos and his cousin to go.

				“You two have seen enough,” he said, inexplicably setting them free.

				As the truck pulled away, Carlos could see the faint outline of Barbara’s motionless body stretched on the ground, cast in relief against the flicker of movement from the Zetas who descended on her in the fading light. Beside them, Cuitol was digging a grave by the old tractor.
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			8.

			
				THE FAMILIES OF THE DISAPPEARED

			

			
				BOUND BY LOSS

				Throughout 2015, Miriam continued working from the San Fernando Market, selling cowboy boots to repeat clients and the occasional new one. Though most of her time was occupied with the pursuit of her daughter’s killers, and her own private battles with the state, she could manage it all from behind her small glass counter in Rodeo Boots. The space was modest—about five hundred square feet of storefront, stock room, and retail space—but it served as an office, a café, and a reunion point for the women and men who visited to ask Miriam for help.

				Luis Héctor and Azalea watched their mother’s obsession grow and expand into every facet of her life, invading her mornings, evenings, and nights. She now carried a firearm everywhere she went, as natural as an extra layer of clothing in winter. Her children knew better than to intervene. The few times they tried, she grew hostile, defensive.

				“If this had happened to one of you, I would be doing the exact same thing,” she told them.

				They accepted this; they knew their mother. And she was getting results. She had gotten two of the people responsible arrested: Sama and Cristiano. And now she was arming a case against other targets, thanks to the details and names that Carlos had shared:

				
						
						El Flaco, who had whisked Ulises away;

					

						
						The Florist, who was said to be in Matamoros;

					

						
						El Mario, the older and more experienced Zeta, and

					

						
						La Chaparra, the woman Miriam had spotted outside the barbecue restaurant, monitoring the entrance to the ranch at the Basurero.

					

				

				As she grew more adept at tracking her own personal list, Miriam began to find purpose beyond revenge. By early 2015, she had grown adept at navigating the gaps between the law in Mexico and the government’s lax application of it. One would struggle to find fault with the nation’s victims’ rights laws or its adherence to international principles; Mexico passed world-class legislation. Where the country failed was in applying that legislation, in part because the government did not care to, but also because the individuals the laws were designed to help often had no idea the laws even existed. The victims who’d suffered crimes that the government considered violations of human rights, and their families, were entitled to benefits under state and federal laws, including food, housing, funeral costs, mental and physical health services, and legal assistance, among other things. And that was where Miriam came in. She knew the laws, she knew her rights, and she knew which bureaucrats she could confront to ensure that both were upheld.

				What Miriam had come to realize was that desperation alone wasn’t enough. There were enough sad stories to go around, enough to fill the hours and days for all eternity, so many that society had grown numb to them, inured to their devastating details. To make things happen, one had to channel that desperation with purpose, find a way to use it against the system, to be entrepreneurial in one’s grief. Some families showed up and screamed and screamed at the bureaucrats until someone came along and quietly ushered them into an office. With so much need, and so little capacity to attend to it, one had to find ways to jump the line.

				Most victims lived with the questions and never moved past them: why things had happened and what they could do, who might help them and whether or not they would. Miriam jumped ahead because she demanded answers, forwent the self-questioning paralysis of grief. She understood that to be seen, to be engaged with, you had to do more than the next person, outflank their desperation. And that required a selfishness that wasn’t quite corruption but shared an affiliation with it. She had wrenched herself from the purgatory of governmental indifference by making her struggle their problem.

				As the one-year anniversary of Karen’s disappearance passed, Miriam began to slowly apply these lessons on behalf of others in San Fernando, a collective of other families who had suffered disappearances. Miriam herself had scoured the state and federal victims’ rights laws to better prepare herself for interactions with officials she knew would try to deny her assistance. Her friends in San Fernando, the women she was getting to know—almost none of them had done that. Miriam began to help some of them.

				What she quickly discovered was that the number of families touched by disappearance was staggering, even to Miriam. What began as a few names jotted down quickly turned into dozens, as word spread about Miriam’s efforts and individuals came forward to tell her their stories, to join her community. She began to consolidate a list of them in a large, black notebook, where she recorded their names, contact details, and case numbers by hand.

				She made contact with other newly formed collectives in Tamaulipas, families who shared the burden of a disappeared loved one and who had formed groups to advocate for themselves. Miriam began to attend their meetings to understand how they worked; no one had dared do such a thing in San Fernando.

			

			
				MARÍA INÉS, 2011

				A good factory job had been hard to come by in San Fernando. The town didn’t benefit from U.S. commerce the way that cities like Reynosa and Matamoros, which sat directly on the border, did. San Fernando had just one factory, and María Inés Vera Hernández was proud to work there, fabricating auto parts on an assembly line. After fourteen years, she had risen to shift manager. The bosses liked her so much that they hired her son, Eduardo, and his wife.

				She had loved that her son and daughter-in-law worked with her on the floor, almost like a family business. They worked the same shift, and with all the violence and madness unfolding in San Fernando, it gave her comfort to look over and see her son standing at his machine.

				Eduardo lived with his wife and their child on the other side of town, in Paso Real, the last neighborhood in San Fernando before the road joined the highway south to Ciudad Victoria, the neighborhood where Miriam lived. María Inés lived near the town center, just across the San Fernando River. Eduardo visited often, sometimes on his own, sometimes with his family. If he was there after dark, though, he usually stayed the night.

				It was 2011, one year after the Zetas took over the town. Driving at night was already precarious, the streets littered with roadblocks manned by gunmen unmoved by reason. By then, the family knew several people swept up in the purge. A neighbor down the street from María Inés’s home vanished one night; broken windows and a smashed-down door were the only testament to the disappearance.

				On the morning of March 5, 2011, María Inés had received a call from her daughter-in-law, asking whether Eduardo might bring a few things home with him.

				“But he’s not here,” María Inés said.

				“Strange,” his wife responded. “He was out with friends last night, near your place, and I thought he must have stayed with you because he never came home.”

				The day before, at 4:30 p.m., Eduardo had given his mother a ride home after their shift, then gone home himself. He left later to run errands and meet up that evening with friends, one of whom lived near his mother’s house. From that point on, the women realized, no one had seen him. He wasn’t answering his cell.

				María Inés started to panic. Her husband was in Ciudad Victoria for work, unreachable, so she went to her daughter’s house for help. The two of them drove around town, searching for Eduardo. María clung to the hope of a misunderstanding, a run-down battery on his phone, a car accident, Eduardo passed out drunk at his friend’s place. Only he wasn’t there—the friend said the last he had seen Eduardo, he was driving home.

				María Inés decided to retrace his steps. From the friend’s street, she drove toward the town center. On the southwest corner of the main plaza, a paved rectangle of leafy trees and gazebos, she passed an Oxxo convenience store, and in its parking lot she found Eduardo’s car, unlocked. And empty. She went door to door along the residential streets that bordered the plaza, asking anyone who answered whether they had seen anything the night before. Most refused to come to the door.

				She eventually found out that a group of armed men had set up a checkpoint the night before at the Oxxo. A witness claimed the men had stopped Eduardo, searched his vehicle, and then whisked him away in one of their trucks.

				María Inés raced to the offices of the Ministerio Público, the authorities responsible for investigating and prosecuting crimes. The building was ostensibly open to the public; the state had repaired most of the bullet holes left by the Zeta assault. But once inside, she was told there was nothing they could do to help her. “We’re being watched,” the clerk told her. They wouldn’t even allow her to file a missing person report.

				María Inés had always quietly agreed with her friends when they lamented the lawlessness of San Fernando, when they threw their hands up and proclaimed there was nothing to be done. It felt different now, in the hopeless confines of her own victim story. She needed to go somewhere, do something. Her son, the child she was closest to, was gone, snatched from the streets for the crime of driving home after hours.

				She went home and sat at a small table in her front yard, beneath a tree. She stayed there for twenty-four hours, waiting for some sign that whoever had taken Eduardo was willing to return him. She told her boss at the factory that she couldn’t come to work. Neither she nor her husband slept, but the ransom call never came.

				She returned to the Ministerio Público the following day to try again. What purpose did the law serve if not to help in situations like this? Her son was missing, and she needed to find him. But they refused. “Get the hell out of here,” they warned.

				She neglected work, and when her boss reached out a few days later to check on her, she fell apart on the phone. The aching loss of her son, compounded by the torture of not knowing what had happened to him, whether he was alive or dead. After hearing her voice, her boss came to see her. She received him without ceremony, broken and distressed. He gave her a hard look and said he might know somewhere to go for answers, if she was willing to risk it.

				He drove her through town, across the river and into Paso Real, her son’s neighborhood, then onto a series of rutted dirt roads that ran past the old municipal dump. She sat in the front seat, shaking. He pulled to a stop at a fork in the sandy road.

				“These bastards operate up there,” he said, pointing to the entrance of a ranch. He told her he would wait for her.

				María Inés stepped out of the car and began to weep. She continued weeping outside of the locked gate for several minutes, before a young man wearing a tank top exited the house and made his way toward her. His head was shaved, and he was covered in tattoos. His eyes, glassed over, registered her without emotion.

				“What the fuck do you want?” he asked.

				“My son,” she sobbed, as tears streamed down her cheeks beneath her eyeglasses. “I’m looking for my son. I need to know if he’s here, what happened to him. I need to find him.”

				The young man stared at her with a blank expression as she raised her hands in supplication. Nothing softened as she continued to repeat, “I just want my son. I just want him. Please, if he’s dead, just tell me. I can’t live without him.”

				“There’s nothing for you here,” he said.

				He turned back to the house and then paused. He walked back.

				“You’re a bitch, you know that?” he said. Her grief, if nothing else, shielded her from the unexpected bite of an insult. At that point, she didn’t know what to expect from the young narco. She had come on instinct, driven by desperation and a pain so profound her own safety never even occurred to her.

				But an insult wasn’t his intention. He continued. “See, a bitch goes looking for her children, tries to find them if they’re lost.” She kept wiping away tears as she tried to understand what he was telling her. “Your son is lucky,” he said. “See, my mom is a whore. She would never come looking for me.”

				She set aside whatever it was the young man was trying to convey, what on reflection she would come to see as the young man’s own self-pity, perhaps the origin of all the bad choices he had made in his life. In the week since her son disappeared, this was her only lead.

				“Please,” she asked again. “Please.”

				He turned back to the derelict ranch house and this time yelled out to her without looking back. “Get the fuck out of here and don’t come back.”

				

				—

				By the end of April 2011, as word of the mass graves spread through San Fernando and then Tamaulipas more broadly, people from all corners of the state came to see if any of the bodies belonged to them. In all, 492 people turned up, claiming 661 missing loved ones. At first there wasn’t much for them to do. The state was unprepared to find so many bodies at once. As María Inés well knew, you couldn’t even file a missing person report in San Fernando, never mind set up a DNA testing site or launch a proper investigation.

				That didn’t stop the families. Relatives of the disappeared inhabit a liminal space where their loved one is neither dead nor alive. They live instead with the ghosts of loss, as haunted by the absence of certainty as they are by the absence of their loved one, tortured by the hope they might return. That hope burns inside of them, and it either fuels their efforts to find the remains of their child, husband, sister, or cousin, or it consumes them.

				For those with no personal ties, for outsiders, the event seemed beyond understanding—less than a year after the murder of seventy-two migrants, how could it be that more bodies were turning up? How could anywhere be so bad, so productive in its cruelty? The analogies to war that everyone used, including the president, had always seemed something of an overstatement, a language meant to raise the stakes for publicity reasons, to justify a military response.

				But the systematic extermination of hundreds of people took planning, effort, and the sort of complicity and fear that simply didn’t exist in normal, functioning democracies. On such a scale, the word “murder” seemed inadequate—this was more like extermination, or, to draw out the metaphor, like war crimes. Citizens lived a blighted existence; they knew what San Fernando had become. The people disappearing every day, the buses off-loaded in broad daylight, the infighting among the cartel leadership—the bodies had to be going somewhere.

				By then, society was bifurcating, splitting into two separate classes of resident. There were those who knew loss, endured it, and found their hopes perverted into dark obsessions. Maybe their son or daughter was among those reclaimed from the mass graves in La Joya, or the Zeta camp known as El Arenal, the sandy place. On the other side were those who continued to live as though bad things happened only to bad people. María Inés knew both sides of the gulf: the before and after of Eduardo’s kidnapping. At the factory, she heard co-workers whisper about her son, spreading rumors.

				“He must have been involved somehow,” they told one another. It broke her heart, to look across the floor and see his replacement standing where he had stood. The only thing worse than that was the cruelty of once friends as they clamored to assign reason to her misfortune. He owned a car, which some took as evidence that he was making extra money. She knew that he and his wife had saved for that vehicle, and that there was no reason for his disappearance, other than dumb luck, and perhaps a poor decision, on his part, to drive at night.

				Throughout the month of April, every morning, at first light, she went to the funeral homes in town carrying his photograph, birth certificate, and a description of what he had been wearing the night of his disappearance: blue jeans and a collared shirt. And every morning, the funeral directors told her they had found no one matching that description, if they told her anything at all.

				In the days following the first discovery, as the number of corpses rose to more than one hundred, she knew the funeral directors would never tell her the truth. They all feared for their own lives. The Zetas were once again in the spotlight, which made them even more dangerous. The government would have to send troops and appear to be doing something. They couldn’t ignore this. No one would be caught out doing a favor for someone like her. Still, she wondered if an increased government presence would lessen the fear of the local prosecutor’s office, which remained closed to the public.

				The violence on display not only disturbed and dehumanized everyone it touched—perpetrator, victim, witness—it expanded the public’s conception of what violence could be, plumbed the depths to which such violence could descend. President Felipe Calderón, for his part, used the 2011 San Fernando massacre as validation of his campaign, evidence for why it was necessary to have a War on Drugs and against the cartels—as opposed to evidence for how that war was failing.

				“We all must come together to condemn this violence,” he said in a speech shortly after the news about San Fernando broke. “It is the responsibility of every political, economic, and social actor to join forces against the criminality that threatens the peace and security of Mexican families.”

				On the back of such promises, María Inés thought she might try again with the officials in San Fernando. One afternoon in late April, she went to the home of a local investigator to beg for his help. He had somehow managed to cling to his job, such as it was, during the last year of carnage—mostly by not doing it. Still, she figured, he must at least have seen the remains of those unearthed from the dozens of mass graves in recent days.

				After María Inés banged on his front door, he emerged half-dressed and in a state of exasperation. What, he asked, did she want?

				“Please, you knew my son,” she said, almost hysterical. “You’re taking bodies from these graves every day, please tell me if he is there.”

				“No, no, no, you have to leave now,” he said, shaking his head. “Because here, they are watching my home and they will follow you.”

				She turned to the street, where a car was parked. A driver sat inside the vehicle, staring at the two of them. She returned home to the remnants of her old life.

				Her husband had suffered a nervous breakdown after their son’s disappearance. He lay in bed all day, no longer able to move. She cared for her two young daughters, six and eight, on her own, managing their practical needs along with her own desperation to find Eduardo.

				María Inés watched the story of the mass graves unfold in the media. Like others, she worried that the government was not counting all the bodies discovered, maybe not even telling the public about them. That in trying to contain the number, and by extension the scandal, they might simply disappear some of the disappeared. In the end, they claimed 193 bodies were recovered. (Later investigations would put the number at 196.)

				But almost everyone involved in the collection process believed the number was far higher than the 193 officially claimed. A U.S. government cable at that time included that some Mexican officials admitted to sending bodies to jurisdictions outside of San Fernando to cap the body count and make the figures less alarming.

				Whatever the true number, 193 was sufficient to light a fire under the authorities. There was no more hiding, and the only way to reduce the alarm of the citizenry, or the United States, was to take action. They began a vast roundup of Zetas in the area, and by the end of April had more than seventy-six suspects in custody. Authorities also arrested seventeen municipal police officers for colluding with the Zetas.

				The army took satisfaction in stripping the police of their weapons—and then went statewide and confiscated the weapons of the municipal police in just about every town, to check, through ballistics tests, whether any of them had been used in the commission of a crime, reminiscent of the disarmament campaigns decades before.

				San Fernando had become a focal point of the government’s efforts to combat the Zetas. After the second round of massacres, in 2011, President Calderón decided it was time to bring an end to the group. A special task force was created to target the Zeta leadership, and whatever compunction the soldiers and marines charged with taking them out might have had about unleashing their own brand of violence was tabled.

				In the years following the 2010 massacre, when the world’s eye was drawn to the small town of San Fernando, the Mexican authorities killed more than two thousand Zeta soldiers and sicarios—assassins—an eradication campaign unrivaled in scale and purpose. The leadership structure was stripped, much as it had been following the collapse of Ábrego’s network twenty years before.

				In May 2011, state officials in Tamaulipas finally began allowing citizens in San Fernando to file cases of disappearance—but nearly two hours away, in Matamoros. It was an open acknowledgment that San Fernando remained too dangerous, but that wasn’t exactly news.

				On May 8, María Inés and her husband went to fill out the paperwork and hand over DNA samples. They would hear nothing more from the government for years, not until María Inés’s husband was approached in the Mercado San Fernando by a stout, redheaded woman named Miriam Rodríguez, who offered to help them find out what had happened to Eduardo.

			

			
				COLLECTIVE GRIEF

				Miriam knew more than just about anyone, even the police, about the criminal underworld of San Fernando. Mariano de la Fuente, the ministerial police commander in San Fernando, called her when he needed intelligence about the local Zeta operatives: what they did, who they were connected to, even where they lived. Though their relationship was a working one, Miriam had made friends with Mariano, a plug of a man with short salt-and-pepper hair and a wrestler’s build. They had met not long after Mariano had been dispatched to restart the police force in mid-2014, when the Ministerio Público reopened in San Fernando. Mariano had arrived in town with a convoy of men and was bewildered when all the townspeople began running into their homes, fleeing into alleys, or simply dropping to the ground. It wasn’t until someone explained the Zeta history—their blitzkrieg attack on the town in 2010—that he understood how hard it was going to be to build trust; the townspeople thought he and his men were engaged in another hostile takeover.

				Mariano had promised to help Miriam in her quest for justice. Even though her list of targets remained out of her grasp, she was developing connections to their world and families, slowly compiling profiles of each target with details and leads. Several remained:

				
						
						El Flaco, the skinny Zeta who was from San Fernando

					

						
						The Florist, who both Miriam and Karen had been kind to

					

						
						El Mario, the elder Zeta

					

						
						El Kike, the young man who had pulled the rope that hung Karen

					

						
						La Chaparra, the young woman who had been monitoring the road to the Basurero after Karen’s disappearance

					

						
						La Güera Soto (a new name), a former prostitute who spent time with the Zetas of San Fernando and was dating El Kike

					

						
						La Machorra, the woman who had beaten Karen repeatedly

					

				

				Much of Miriam’s energy derived from believing things to be morally unambiguous, which offered a rationale for the ends to justify the means. The individuals who murdered Karen and the loved ones of other families were killers, predators, parasites, feeding off the hard work and fear of the populace. The families of these killers were fair game.

				She had heard from one of El Kike’s relatives that he was trying to turn over a new leaf, was living as a born-again Christian in Ciudad Victoria; all the better to catch him in an unsuspecting state, newfound religiosity be damned.

				But knowing who all the villains were could be a disadvantage.

				One day, a new name surfaced, like a floating corpse, as Miriam worked in her collective of families of the disappeared. The name was Margarita Renteria, the woman whose father had disowned her, and who had been murdered at the ranch. The woman with Karen’s laptop. Margarita’s sister appeared at one of Miriam’s collective meetings, asking for help.

				She had heard about the collective and about Miriam’s efforts to secure assistance for victims of violent crime. Her sister Margarita had been killed by the marines, she told Miriam, and she was seeking restitution, or at least some help, to get victims’ benefits.

				Maria de Jesús Renteria, sister to the woman in the plaza with Karen’s computer; sister to the woman who was forced by the marines to disclose the location of the Zeta camp at the Basurero; sister to the woman who had nearly kidnapped Azalea’s husband, Ernesto, and their child; sister to the woman who the marines had told to run before gunning her down like wild game.

				Miriam took down the name and telephone number of Maria de Jesús Renteria. Next to her column for a case number, she wrote nothing. The family had never filed a complaint related to Margarita’s death; the authorities had made it clear they had better not. Though the armed forces operated with impunity for the most part, granted a wide berth by the government for taking on the thankless task of security in Mexico, a complaint of human rights abuses was still a hassle and required a process to deal with, a process the armed forces generally preferred to avoid.

				Margarita Renteria. The name made Miriam sick, seeing it on the page: a victimizer on a registry of victims.

				Miriam agonized over what to do. She had infiltrated the lives of every one of the Zeta targets on her list: El Flaco, the Florist, El Mario, El Kike, La Chaparra, La Machorra. She had driven to the back of beyond to knock on doors and tell stories to people who entrusted her with details that allowed her to keep tracking them. Now, the family of one of her daughter’s killers had found their way into her world.

				It was a new and unexpected crossroads, something that challenged the gradations of the black-and-white stories Miriam told herself, that knocked askew her absolutism. Miriam had brought justice down swiftly on Margarita Renteria by unleashing the terrible force of the marines; justice of a kind that sought no balance and trucked with no doubt. To consider her a victim now was to consider her death as something less than a righteous act.

				And yet, had her family been responsible for how the girl had turned out? Was the fact that such a woman existed not evidence of the broken state that Miriam was trying to make pay? Were Margarita’s family, her sister, not victims, too, of her treacherous acts? Her father had made it clear that she was no longer a part of his family, a family that survived on the earnings of his humble grocery cart and would forever be marked by his daughter’s legacy: the raven-haired kidnapper who plagued San Fernando.

				On February 1, 2015, the family of Aracely Margarita Renteria enrolled in the state system for attention to victims. With Miriam’s help.

			

			
				MARÍA INÉS AND MIRIAM

				On a pleasant November evening in 2015, María Inés attended an event for a group of families of the disappeared in San Fernando. She stood near the front of the event space, the second floor of a building with large windows that looked out onto the street. The plastic seats were arranged in rows facing a wall with a single desk pressed up against it. Seated at the desk was Miriam Rodríguez, wearing a colorful blouse, her coat hanging from the back of her chair.

				Miriam had known María Inés for the better part of twenty years, having seen her come and go with her children in the San Fernando Market, where María Inés’s husband worked. They were not close, per se, but greeted each other in the hallways and made small talk now and then, sharing the intimacy of acquaintance. Though Miriam knew about the disappearance of María Inés’s son, she had never spoken to María Inés about it.

				Most people were enduring the bad years in isolated silence, careful not to engage with anyone not already close, especially those touched by cartel violence. There was a fear of a contagion, that by associating with someone who had been targeted you might be exposing yourself to the same. But there was the psychic toll, too, a finite capacity to harbor the pain of others. With so much suffering, one had to safeguard one’s emotional space, preserve it for family and loved ones; to grasp the depth of misery visited on San Fernando would first require going house to house just to quantify it. Never mind extending a human touch.

				Now, as a new initiate of the community, Miriam saw things differently. She had worked the chains of power so thoroughly that they had responded to her, after more than a year and a half of softening and bending the ranks of officialdom to her will. She could see the attorney general if she wanted to and knew by name most of the prosecutors that focused on kidnapping. It seemed a shame to let that go to waste when so many others needed help. Miriam could be a hard woman, prone to fits of invective-filled rage; she was impatient, with an imperious attitude that made her unpopular with some. But she cared about others and put her network and intricate knowledge of victims’ rights to work for those who were helpless on their own.

				Miriam had approached María Inés’s husband in the market. She had of course heard about Eduardo, and if she regretted not truly understanding the trauma of what had transpired in 2011, before Karen had vanished, she hoped that now she could compensate by including María Inés in her group. While María Inés’s husband avoided thinking about the disappearance of their son, and suffered immobilizing nervous fits in the intervening years, María Inés seldom thought of anything else. She had left her job at the factory, unable to inhabit a space she so closely associated with her son.

				“Tell your wife to come and see me,” Miriam had told him. “She should come and get registered and join our group. There is help from the government because you have a disappeared child, and you are entitled to assistance.”

				And here María Inés was, attending her first meeting as a potential member of Miriam’s collective, the Families of the Disappeared of San Fernando. She entered with a caution that was emotional more than physical. She had knocked on so many doors, sought help from so many officials in the aftermath of Eduardo’s disappearance. She wondered if this would be any different.

				In the room, Miriam sat at the desk with a long, black notebook, facing the crowd. María Inés joined a line of women waiting to see her. Dozens of women were already seated, chatting among themselves, clearly familiar with one another and with the concept of the collective.

				Miriam looked up as María Inés reached the front of the queue.

				“You’re Tamaro’s wife, right?” Miriam asked with a smile.

				María Inés, not wanting to break down, gave Miriam the basics of what had happened, stripped of the painful details that, no matter how many times she shared them, would summon tears. She wrote her name down in the registry, along with the name of her son, the date of his disappearance, and her cell number.

				“What kind of help do you have?” Miriam asked.

				“None.”

				“Have you registered with victims’ services?”

				“I don’t know what that is,” María Inés replied.

				There were many like María Inés, who knew nothing about the services the state provided to victims, the extras they tossed at the bereaved to soften the sting of loss, at least in practical terms: a bag of groceries, money for school, transportation subsidies to look into the details of their cases.

				“You, your granddaughter, your daughter-in-law, you are all entitled to resources from the state, for what you’ve been through and their failure to stop it,” Miriam said, her tone softening. “You need to carry your case file to victims’ services and register.”

				María Inés looked at the crowd, spinning from the realization, all these years later, that the state had designated resources to help her. Her family had struggled in the wake of Eduardo’s disappearance, the emotional weight of it dragging down nearly every aspect of their life—social, spiritual, and especially economic. She had given up her job to search for him, and now worked only occasionally as a maid. Her two young daughters were growing up in the shadow of their parents’ grief, in the care of broken custodians.

				María Inés finished with Miriam and took a seat. Looking up, she realized she knew the woman beside her.

				“You have someone missing?” María Inés asked, surprised.

				“My husband,” the woman replied. “You?”

				“My son.”

				Among the crowd were some so fearful and distrustful of the government that, like María Inés, they had never even filed a complaint. A legion of solitary victims, invisible and unregistered. This was beginning to dawn on María Inés as Miriam began to speak to the group.

				Like a sermon, Miriam’s words touched the members of the congregation, gave light to their anger and frustration, their pain. She told them that they all needed to speak up, raise their voices, demand attention. They no longer needed to be afraid, to hide from what had happened to them. The Zetas still ran organized crime in San Fernando, and still kidnapped and terrorized the townspeople. But they were a shadow of their former selves. Things had in fact changed; there was more government control in San Fernando than there had been in years.

				Miriam was spearheading searches all across San Fernando where she suspected the Zetas might have buried their victims; through her collective, Miriam could access places that others could not. She was organizing a working group with government authorities to ensure there was DNA testing, to match up the remains uncovered with the victims’ families.

				She wanted to register everyone she could. As individuals, they were easy to ignore, she said. As a group, they were formidable. The path to finding their loved ones was paved in paper—they needed to document their cases. They needed to file complaints.

				She told them to spread the word to those they knew: friends, family, neighbors. If they didn’t have cell phones, she said, they should find someone they knew who did and take down their number. A tragedy became a crisis by way of numbers, and a crisis was the only way to force the government into action.

				“Not even the government knows how many of us there are,” she said.

			

		

	
		
		
			9.

			
				WHAT REMAINS

			

			
				DNA

				Carlos’s account of Karen’s brutal murder changed everything for Miriam. The pain became physical in its intensity, as though her insides had been torn from her and left to fester in the sun while she staggered on, empty. To lose a child was to lose a part of yourself, the part that gave everything else structure and purpose and order, the part where love flowed without reservation, the best part.

				But there was a point beyond sadness, where the horror of knowing the details of a child’s demise, however bleak, became a relief, a comfort; Miriam now knew what had happened to Karen, which after more than a year of desperate inquiry was of greater comfort than distress. There was a price to pay for reaching that juncture, where sadness subsided in the crucible of revenge: You had to keep going, plunging deeper into the dark matter. Miriam could not stop; as crazy as her reckless quest for justice made her seem to others, it was perhaps the only thing that kept her sane.

				Azalea had once asked Miriam how much longer she would go on, hunting the Zetas and unearthing their secrets. She wanted to know when it would end. Miriam had told her she would stop once she was able to find and bury Karen, but she had said it in a way that made Azalea doubt her mother would ever stop, that she could ever stop.

				By 2015, the Zetas were no longer the dominant force in Mexico, not the way they had been in 2010. The group had committed and inspired such horrendous brutality that the government had no choice but to break them, a classic Icarus tale. The Zetas that remained were the products of a community ravaged by violence, but they were no pioneers. Where life had been cheapened, they simply paid in pennies.

				Miriam thought a lot of the others, families with whom she now shared the recurrent pain of a disappeared loved one. There were tens of thousands of such families nationwide, nearly all consigned to the margins of functional life, a mass of human ruin, doomed to wonder what had become of their lost ones. In Tamaulipas, Miriam ran across them in the local and state government offices, mothers and fathers with faces fixed in a state of spent anguish, past the point of tears but unable to move on. She had thought little of their plight until she shared it. Now she knew better and felt a connection forged by shared trauma.

				The government remained loath to do much for the cause of the disappeared, and for much the same reason that Miriam had once dismissed them—there was a whiff of culpability to the victims’ tragedies. With resources stretched thin, no one in law enforcement wanted to spend money finding or helping people who were thought to have had only themselves to blame for their misery. The problem with that logic was that it was sometimes true—there were people among the ranks of the disappeared who had participated in organized crime. You could dismiss them, without a moral obligation to help. But it also wasn’t true of many of the victims. An untold number of the disappeared were innocents, targeted for the sin of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, for looking a certain way, for stoking the ire or pettiness of individuals for whom murder was as casual as a glance.

				But what did it matter? You didn’t solve crime because it targeted only innocents. You went after killers because a murder cheapened all lives. The righteousness of the cause was beside the point.

				Still, with some ninety-eight percent of homicides unsolved in the country, what hope could the government offer that the cases of the disappeared might be resolved? Better to close the door on everyone, because in the end, with its near-perfect record of impunity, the nation was practically printing licenses to kill.

				The leaders of the collectives understood that the Mexican authorities might respond to collective interests, or try to align with them, draw them into the fold or co-opt them. A movement was only something for the Mexican authorities to reckon with if it had size and influence. Slowly, collectives like Miriam’s began to coalesce across the country. Miriam began to build relationships with others like her, if for no other reason than to be understood. But for Miriam, building a community came second to avenging Karen, and to finding and burying Karen’s remains.

				For many, burial serves as a ritual of finality, an act of closure to seal, if not contain, grief. Finding Karen’s body was Miriam’s effort to enact this natural rite, to have a place where she could mourn her loss, a physical space to anchor bereavement. Miriam’s efforts to find the remains of her youngest child were not simply the act of a desperate woman seeking justice, seeking to prove a point to an uncaring government. They were an effort to establish an element of normalcy to the gruesome thing that had happened to them all.

				To go after the killers, Miriam could conduct an investigation on her own, roam into the far reaches of Tamaulipas to hunt down details without so much as a police escort. She could develop sources and befriend their families. She could wear disguises and trick unwitting associates into giving her details she could then verify and use to locate them. But finding the physical remains of her daughter was impossible without government help.

				

				—

				Forensics has been one of the great failures of Mexico’s law enforcement efforts, a shortcoming that even the deftest politicians struggle to obscure. Cases arise of lost remains, human corpses mislabeled or misplaced. Unidentified bodies are tossed into mass graves, one atop the next, making exhumation in the rare case of a DNA match all but impossible. Families find themselves in a spin cycle of hope and grief, submitting to DNA tests again and again because so many of the forensic offices responsible for maintaining a registry of their profiles allow the samples to spoil, or a new government comes in and fails to upload the records obtained by the previous administration. The government has had to call in outside experts to help, international specialists who have nearly all come away exasperated by the mix of incompetence and indifference they find at both the state and federal levels.

				More than a hundred thousand people have disappeared in Mexico since the start of the War on Drugs; meanwhile, fifty-two thousand bodies in varying states of decomposition have been uncovered, many of them unearthed from mass graves like the ones in San Fernando. It seems logical that with modern science, one could draw a line from one group to the next, using the common tool of DNA collection, and in doing so identify the remains and grant closure to at least half of the families of the missing. Only that has not happened.

				For the better part of a year, Miriam had badgered and begged and threatened the officials in charge of processing the DNA of human remains recovered in Tamaulipas, repeatedly reminding them that her case was among the simplest of all to resolve. Unlike the vast majority of disappeared victims, she knew where her daughter had been killed and then buried and had even witnessed some of the remains being collected from the Basurero.

				She had been there with the marines in March 2014, when the Zeta cell had been decimated. She had been there again a few months later in July, when forensic specialists had discovered three ribs in the silty earth in front of the old red tractor. Suspecting the bones might belong to Karen, she had asked the government to assign a forensic analyst to the case. That process alone had taken months.

				And so it came as something of a surprise when, on January 7, 2015, the state laboratory reported a positive match with Miriam’s and Luis’s DNA profiles of the three ribs collected in July 2014.

				They were Karen’s.

				While most families would rejoice at a match, Miriam remained skeptical. The state lied about these sorts of things, whether intentionally to ease external pressure or accidentally through sheer incompetence. She needed to be certain.

				Miriam might have let it go there, but the sort of person that stopped at the appropriate time, who knew when to ease off the gas, when to stop pushing and bullying and testing fate—that person rarely found their disappeared loved one. She decided to continue fighting. If the toxic trauma of a disappearance was unending grief, the psychic hole left by a vanished body, then the antidote was finding and burying the missing loved one. And punishing those responsible.

				Miriam discovered a surprising avenue to corroborate the DNA evidence. In certain cases, the government entitled victims to seek DNA testing from outside providers. After a lengthy petition, Miriam arranged for Karen’s alleged remains, the three rib bones, to be sent to a prominent genetics lab near Washington, D.C.

				Miriam had other reasons to push the state government for more. She knew of earlier searches at the ranch, dating all the way back to March. The site alone said as much: The location where they had discovered the ribs in July had already been dug up. Someone had been there first and had conducted at least a cursory collection of evidence.

				If these ribs did in fact belong to Karen, then where was the rest of her? The human body contains 206 bones; what had happened to the other 203? She believed the government had at least some of them but was too disorganized to know and too apathetic to find out; she decided then that she would not stop until she was certain that every bit of Karen had been recovered, or at least the parts that could be recovered. If later testimony from the Florist was to be believed, it was possible that Karen had been dissolved in acid. Barbara had been. The idea of it was a reimagining of the horror of a disappeared child; the Zetas were not just disappearing people in the state, they were disappearing the disappeared, quite literally erasing their very physical existence.

				The problem was that there was no centralized office for tracking when remains were collected, what had become of those remains, and whether they had been tested for DNA. To navigate the byzantine chain of custody, Miriam would need to reach out to each agency one by one. She sent formal letters to an array of state and federal agencies, asking whether any of them had ever conducted searches at the site of the Basurero. To avoid confusion about the location, she included its GPS coordinates. She then narrowed the time frame to searches conducted in the early months of 2014. Miriam knew someone had come to collect remains from the exact spot where they had found Karen’s ribs, and she wanted to be sure to give the government every chance to find Karen.

				In March 2015, at her wits’ end, Miriam sent a letter to yet another Mexican agency whose title—The State Commission for Human Rights—belied its largely inconsequential standing within the government. On paper, the group’s remit was to protect and promote the rights of victims in Tamaulipas; in reality, the agency mostly served to record the serial violations of those rights. People like Miriam complained to the commission to create a record, a document to outline the corruption, intransigence, or injustice they endured at the hands of the government. While the commission rarely yielded concrete results, it offered victims a chance to set the record straight.

				In her complaint, Miriam expressed a deep frustration with the government’s lack of response. She recounted each time she had asked investigators if they had any news about the remains collected at the Basurero.

				She knew her daughter had been killed there, from Cristiano, from Carlos, from her own visit to the site, where she had found Karen’s scarf. And so she knew their incompetence was the only thing keeping her from burying her daughter properly. There had to be more than just three ribs, and the evidence that someone had collected remains earlier—and had done so in a sloppy enough way to leave those three ribs for the next group to find—was incontrovertible.

				To know a thing and be denied its truth is an exercise in madness. Miriam had no faith in the government’s ability to manage DNA testing, and not necessarily because of some inherent malice or desire to inflict suffering but because the cruelty of ineptitude would prevail. But that only made it harder to accept; the hope for something better breathed more life into the desperation.

				She demanded an inquiry.

			

			
				TARGET #3: THE STORY OF EL FLACO

				Nearly all of the Zetas had left San Fernando in the aftermath of the marine raid on the ranch in early 2014, scattering like seeds in the wind. Miriam had found both Sama and Cristiano in the capital, and she suspected she would find the others there, too, hiding in the anonymity of a larger city.

				Only a few of the Zetas she knew had connections to San Fernando: El Mario, the Florist, La Chaparra, and finally El Flaco, who had taken part in the kidnapping and killing of Karen. She had first spotted El Flaco online, in a photo standing arm in arm with Sama and Cristiano, their faces arranged in youthful bravado. El Flaco, which means “skinny” in Spanish, was twenty-one when he took part in Karen’s kidnapping and murder. Raised in San Fernando, he was slight, weighing just under 130 pounds, with a slender frame, sharp nose, and narrow face. Miriam went looking for El Flaco next, but the more she dug into his life, the weirder the story got.

				Miriam found an unlikely lead in Pancho, Karen’s friend who had thrown himself a birthday party the night before she was kidnapped. Pancho had also been kidnapped by the Zeta cell and was presumed dead. But when Miriam tracked down Pancho’s family to ask about the party, Pancho’s mother told her that Pancho had been kidnapped before.

				By El Flaco.

				The kidnapping took place a year before Karen’s disappearance and was a bizarre episode that might have been hard to believe were it not told to the authorities by Pancho’s mother herself, at the behest of Miriam.

				In the middle of 2013, when Karen was still studying in Ciudad Victoria, Pancho vanished without a word. His mother searched everywhere, then waited for the inevitable ransom demand. Only the call never came. Instead, Pancho’s mom received word from a cousin that lived on the outskirts of town, who told her that the strangest thing had just happened: The cousin had been staring out of her window when Pancho had appeared out of nowhere, trekking through the scrubland, covered in blood and bruises.

				When he arrived at the cousin’s house, Pancho offered no explanation for his sudden appearance or his condition. He asked for something to eat and then left as suddenly as he had come, back into the same forlorn patch of rolling desert like a wandering ghost. Before he could go, the cousin made him promise to return the following day.

				The next evening at around 5 p.m., Pancho emerged once more from the wild, and in much the same state as the day before. His mother, who had come to the cousin’s home, rushed to him and demanded to know what was going on.

				I’ve been kidnapped by El Flaco, he told her.

				The family knew El Flaco from the time he was a boy; he and Pancho had attended the same elementary school in San Fernando. Still, it seemed odd to everyone that Pancho was walking around and asking for food while he was technically kidnapped. But every little while, a cell phone in Pancho’s pocket would ring and the caller would be El Flaco, checking to make sure that his captive wasn’t wandering too far.

				At one point, Pancho’s father snatched the phone and asked El Flaco what he wanted for his son’s safe return.

				Money, El Flaco had told him. I want to get my family out of San Fernando. If you give my mom a thousand dollars, I’ll let Pancho go.

				That night, after his parents had paid the ransom, the family fled with Pancho for Reynosa, where they stayed for the next few months until they got word that El Flaco had in fact left San Fernando.

				Back home again, Pancho found himself in trouble once more with the same people who had kidnapped him before. In mid-January 2014, about a week before Karen’s disappearance, the Zetas tried to kidnap Pancho again. He narrowly escaped, and Pancho didn’t seem too concerned. A few days later, Pancho decided to throw himself a birthday party at his family’s old house in San Fernando.

				And that was the last time they ever saw him.

				Once again, his mother went searching all over town, until a friend reported that Pancho had been taken from his house on the night of his own party—the same event that Karen had been at with Barbara and Ulises.

				Pancho’s parents raced to their old house and found a gray car parked outside with the engine running. Moments later, they saw La Chaparra and El Flaco barrel out of the front door, jump into the idling car, and take off.

				Inside, they found wads of stretched packing tape on the floor that had been used to tie someone up. There was blood on the walls and papers scattered everywhere, including La Chaparra’s birth certificate; Pancho had been renting her a room in the house. Pancho’s parents did not go to the police because they did not see the point. A few weeks later, Pancho’s mother was told by the same friend that Pancho was dead, killed by El Flaco in a ranch that the Zetas referred to as El Basurero, near the old municipal dump in Paso Real.

				

				—

				Having established El Flaco’s bona fides as a kidnapper, Miriam found herself in a familiar place: She needed to find El Flaco.

				If it was true, as she had heard, that he was no longer involved in criminal activity, it would be even harder to track him down. Once exposed, the criminal underworld was a relatively small space controlled by a relatively small group of people. The rest of the world, though, where regular people worked regular jobs, paid rent, and raised families—that was infinite.

				A source came through for Miriam not long after, the same source of the rumor about El Flaco leaving the Zetas. Apparently, El Flaco was working a full-time job at a factory in Tamaulipas, grinding out long shifts to support himself and his family.

				Working in Mexico’s formal economy required paying taxes, and that meant that El Flaco would be enrolled in the nation’s social security system, or IMSS. It was the same agency that Miriam had used when she received her cancer diagnosis and Luis had hired her on as a full-time employee. That meant in theory that there should be a government record of El Flaco at IMSS. She just needed to convince someone at IMSS to share the information with her.

				As it turned out, finding that individual was easier than she imagined, especially in Tamaulipas. If the evidence of cruelty at the hands of criminals and government officials was spread across the state, so too was the deep well of empathy it engendered. Miriam made friends with a secretary in the state offices of IMSS who had also lost a child to armed violence. Though Miriam had a gift for enlisting people to her cause, for creating immediate intimacy and confidence, she didn’t need to recruit the secretary. The woman tasked herself with finding El Flaco.

				El Flaco was working at a factory that made cables and computer components in an industrial park located about thirty-five miles east of Ciudad Victoria, where he lived. The secretary found out all kinds of details about him: He paid his electricity bills, for instance, and was a registered voter. With a few clicks of a button and some legwork from her new friend, Miriam even had in hand a copy of El Flaco’s birth certificate. Miriam sent a file with all the materials to the authorities, along with El Flaco’s address. A week later, to make sure there was a record of her findings, she detailed everything in a written statement to investigators. By February 2015, Miriam had an arrest warrant for El Flaco.

				A month later, in the late afternoon of March 24, 2015, the police turned up at the industrial park in the town of Soto la Marina, where El Flaco was just beginning his ten-hour shift at the Delfi 2 factory.

			

			
				SAMUEL

				Miriam’s list of families of the disappeared expanded into an archive of loss in San Fernando. Sometimes Miriam knew the vague outlines of the family’s story and sought them out. Other families approached her at Rodeo Boots, or while she was eating at one of the few restaurants in town or walking in the street. Most wanted help in finding out what had happened to their missing father, son, or brother; others knew she could get them money, victims’ benefits from the government.

				By then, she had forced the government to pay nearly forty thousand dollars to send Karen’s supposed remains—along with the remains of five others—to the United States for DNA testing. She had helped grieving mothers cover the funeral costs for murdered children, had transported victims by the dozen to the state capital to demand answers to their cold cases. She became a master at procuring public grants. They were small but meaningful amounts for families who lived on the brink of poverty, for whom an unexpected medical bill could spell ruin.

				Still, in time Miriam discovered that there remained some families who wanted nothing to do with her cause.

				In late 2015, Miriam was helping one of the members of her collective bury her son. The woman, helpless in her grief, had handed the process off to Miriam. The mother had decided not to bury her child in the main San Fernando Cemetery, the most expensive in town. Miriam suggested a plot in a peripheral graveyard and contracted a man named Samuel, an elderly gravedigger who worked for subsistence wages, to do the job.

				Samuel had wild tufts of white hair that poked out from beneath his baseball cap, skin like deep brown leather, and blue cataracts that left him partially blind. Though past retirement age, he continued to work and lived with his wife in a ramshackle home of salvaged tin and wood, a parody of destitution; the dirt lawn was filled with rusted car parts, cracked water buckets, and empty Coke bottles.

				Miriam promised to pay Samuel extra to build a tomb for the deceased, a memorial of sorts to mark the burial plot. But a few weeks later, when Miriam went to check on his work, she found an uneven and poorly constructed grave.

				“What the hell have you done here?” she asked him.

				Miriam’s imperious attitude could be as petty as her acts of selflessness were admirable. She lost her patience easily and sometimes insulted people. Samuel, who once stabbed a man who disrespected him, was too old for that anymore. He told her she didn’t have to pay him a thing. If she didn’t like the work, she could find someone else to build the tomb.

				Miriam stormed off and promised he would hear from her again.

				Important officials listened to Miriam, including her feedback on who should lose their job. She was capable of wielding that influence in terrible ways: to threaten officials, to eviscerate her enemies, or to force prosecutors to do her bidding. The following day, Samuel got a call from a city official telling him to take care in dealing with Miriam. The man said she had called city hall to complain about him.

				Samuel told the official what he had told Miriam: that she didn’t have to pay. He had been doing the same work for eighteen years by that point and didn’t need the hassle. And he didn’t need anyone lecturing him about the weight of a dead child. He understood that as well as anyone.

				The next day, Miriam turned up at the cemetery. Only now, her tone was different, softer. The same official who had warned Samuel about Miriam had told her that Samuel was no stranger to forced disappearance—his own son had vanished years earlier.

				Miriam asked him why he had never reported it or mentioned it to her when she was yelling at him. He shrugged.

				“I can help you find your son,” she said. “We can file a criminal complaint, and I can help you sign up for victims’ benefits.”

				Samuel told her that he had never wanted to file a complaint and had no plans to now. After his son had vanished, abducted while out with friends, the only closure he had received had been a visit from the men responsible, who warned him to keep his mouth shut.

				The same men then attempted to extort him for seven hundred dollars, which made him laugh. He didn’t earn that much in a month. It only reinforced how corrupt things were that these men who had murdered his son felt entitled to demand from the dead boy’s father a sum greater than he could fathom.

				Still, though he could not pay them, he could—and would—keep quiet. He had his other children to think about.

				Miriam insisted that these were different times. Victims needed to come together and demand that the government do its job.

				Samuel scoffed.

				“Lots of people have told me I should do this or do that,” Samuel told her. “That I should file a complaint and seek justice. But why? For what? So they can come here, take my wife and other children?”

				He sat as he talked. He carried a cane and struggled to stand; even seated he looked uncomfortable, his eyes barely alive in his ancient skull.

				“I’m protecting the family I have now,” he said. “I never went to the authorities because they are the same people responsible for causing all the death in the first place.”

			

			
				KAREN’S REMAINS

				The odyssey to recover Karen, or at least the first part of it, came to an end on February 10, 2016, when the family buried her in a plot within the San Fernando Cemetery behind a small stand of cypress trees.

				Luis Héctor knew that up until the very end, his parents still clung to the unlikely hope that perhaps Karen was alive, in another town or another state. That perhaps they would never find the body because there was no body to be found. The lunacy of grief. For Luis Héctor, when Karen was buried in February 2016, her ribs interred in a child-sized box, the funeral rites read over what pieces they could find, it was a production with a single unwelcome conclusion. Karen was dead.

				Luis Héctor watched his parents as they stood together in the midday sun. For Miriam, the burial was the culmination of so many years spent searching, taking risks not only to her own life but to her family’s as well. And yet how could one find comfort or closure in burying their own child?

				A crowd of friends gathered for the ceremony, which took place at the funeral home of their friend Chalo. Two of Karen’s favorite songs played while a slideshow of her photographs from infancy to adulthood was projected on a screen near the coffin.

				Luis Héctor struggled seeing his parents; he felt his own sadness and rage, but somehow watching the two of them brought the profoundness of the family’s loss home in a new way. There was no going back to a before, even if the family’s before was never entirely happy. Both parents were broken in their own ways—his father no longer drank but had replaced inebriation with isolation and depression; his mother was obsessed with vengeance.

				For Luis Héctor, the closing of one chapter seemed to give birth to a new one: his own transformation. The desire for vengeance was of course normal: to take from others what had been taken from him, from his family. He wanted biblical vengeance. Deep down he knew he could not bring himself to commit such a horrific act, but leaving his family’s loss unanswered was equally unbearable.

				He had helped his mother in her pursuit of the men and women responsible, verifying locations and assisting with her surveillance in the capital. He would do more now. Where Azalea had been her mother’s confidante, the one who stayed in San Fernando, Luis would become her assistant, the tactical partner in executing what remained to be done, especially in Ciudad Victoria.

				

				—

				On the very same day as the funeral, February 10, 2016, the federal government sent a letter to the state government of Tamaulipas, petitioning the authorities to respond to Miriam’s requests: Had there been other, past searches of the Basurero, or other remains found and removed? Miriam’s desperate letters—which she had fired off almost one year before—had finally registered in the halls of power.

				A letter from the feds was enough to spring state officials into action. A week later, the state machine began to move. The state forensic offices sent a list that contained the dates of every search conducted at the Basurero, most of which Miriam had organized. All except one: a visit that had taken place on May 14, 2014—four months after Karen was taken.

				That day, the marines had called the forensic services to the Basurero at around 9:45 p.m. to collect a male corpse, which they had found in a prone position, partially buried off to the side of the ranch. While there, the authorities had recovered additional remains from another location onsite, a mass grave where bone fragments were mixed together in the churned mud by an old tractor. From those remains, the medical examiner was able to distinguish two genetic profiles.

				The autopsy report was a trove of information, an itemized and meticulously recorded series of steps taken by the authorities to log and identify the remains that day: the designation of a forensic specialist, the ordering of an autopsy, the solicitation of fingerprint and DNA testing. The forensic agents took samples and bagged each of them in a white envelope, which they labeled and then sealed.

				“The aforementioned samples were placed and packaged correctly, so as to be included as evidence for any such legal effects as might arise,” the document concluded on May 20, 2014, six days after the remains were discovered in the Basurero.

				The state forensics lab concluded their DNA tests of the bones on June 16, 2014, and the results were sent to the Ministerio Público in San Fernando, the same place where Miriam would spend the next two years asking about her daughter’s remains.

				With the testing concluded and the evidence compiled in the case file, the remains were shipped to Chalo, who buried them in a common grave on October 11, 2014.

				And that was where they stayed, in section 2, row 7 of the cemetery Rincon del Valle in San Fernando, until a year and a half later, when Miriam’s letters unearthed them. The authorities had managed to find, perfectly documented, the very thing she had been demanding all along.

				A month later, there was confirmation: Two of the femurs collected from the Basurero on May 14, 2014, the ones now buried in a common grave on the northwest side of town, belonged to Karen.

				The government gave Chalo permission to exhume the remains from the common grave for more testing.

			

		

	
		
		
			10.

			
				THE OTHER TARGETS

			

			
				TARGET #4: THE FLORIST ON THE BRIDGE

				Miriam’s phone rang in the dawn hours of March 27, 2016, about a month after the funeral. Early-morning calls were never casual in the wake of trauma; they brought news of some kind, good or bad, and with them a sense of dread. Seated in Azalea’s kitchen with a mug of coffee, Miriam sprung from her chair with such purpose that Azalea thought she must have been expecting the call.

				It was a tipster, who spared her the anxiety and got to the point: He had spotted the Florist, one of Miriam’s targets, on the international bridge in Matamoros.

				Miriam was still living with Azalea, unable to return to her house and unwilling to find somewhere else to live. She did not want to be like her husband, renting his own place, untethered. She wanted her family close.

				She hung up and called her husband to come for her. In the wake of Karen’s disappearance, Miriam and Luis had forged something new—no longer working together to create, but to recover.

				She then called Mariano, her police commander friend, who had been promoted to statewide operations commander for the ministerial police. He promised he would have men available in Matamoros, men who could help detain the Florist.

				On her way out the door, Miriam made Azalea a promise. They were having a cookout that afternoon with the family of Karen’s best friend, Fany. “I’m coming back with this motherfucker one way or another,” she said, closing the door behind her.

				

				—

				After the Florist’s arrest, Miriam beamed as the police took him into custody, the fourth arrest: Sama, Cristiano, El Flaco, and now the Florist. By her count, or by the number of targets she had fixed by that point, she had five more to go: El Mario, the car salesman; La Chaparra; El Kike, who had pulled the rope that strangled Karen; La Güera Soto, his girlfriend, who she had been hearing more and more about; and La Machorra, the woman who had beaten Karen for pleasure.

				All things considered, Miriam had made quick work of the Florist; she would be home in time for the barbecue at Fany’s house.

				The drive from Matamoros back to San Fernando traces Mexico’s Gulf Coast for roughly a hundred miles, a one-and-a-half-hour trip south on Highway 101. As she and Luis raced down the highway, Miriam phoned Mariano to let him know what had happened and to thank him for the assistance. He answered with a raspy laugh, having already been briefed on her citizen’s arrest of the Florist.

				Miriam had the best intel of anyone Mariano dealt with: names, numbers, addresses, the works. She was a natural and knew how to run down a lead or press a witness. She remembered everything. Miriam by then had become so useful to him that he began taking her with him on operations to round up suspects, cloaking her in an all-black uniform and balaclava so the criminals she pointed out could not identify her. She had a similar arrangement with the marines and the army, helping them locate suspects and wanted traffickers. And she was happy to help; she knew the benefits of a mutual assistance pact, with the armed forces in particular.

				But when it came to her list of those implicated in Karen’s murder, she preferred to track them down herself, relying on the authorities only once a trap had been set. She had learned the hard way that handing them operational control resulted in chaos—either the bungling of arrests or mass bloodshed and extrajudicial murder—and those were the officials she trusted.

				Mariano quietly listened as Miriam told him about detaining the Florist and congratulated her, brushing past her legally questionable tactics.

				“Well, that’s it now, right?” he said, suggesting her hunt might be over at last. Her tireless pursuit, while admirable, was dangerous. “You’ve done enough.”

				“Not yet,” she said. “I’ve still got those bitches to find”—La Chaparra, La Güera Soto, and La Machorra, who had taken part in the kidnapping and torture of Karen and who had proved harder to track down than the men.

				Miriam often relived the days after Karen’s disappearance, when she drove around town in a half-crazed state. When she had seen La Chaparra sitting at a plastic table in a carne asada restaurant, acting suspicious. She had confirmed her suspicions that the girl had been monitoring the road to the Basurero for the Zetas when she reviewed the GPS coordinates of the calls made regarding Karen’s ransom. They came from the home of La Chaparra’s grandmother.

				Miriam knew by then that La Chaparra worked as a prostitute from time to time, a profession by its very nature hidden and secretive. Once, Miriam had nearly arrested her in Ciudad Victoria, after tracking La Chaparra down to a barbershop where she was waiting for one of her clients. They had tussled in the street, but La Chaparra got away.

				La Güera Soto, like La Chaparra, had also worked as a prostitute. She had grown close to the Zetas of San Fernando in those years, first as clients and then as the girlfriend of El Kike. Miriam had heard that she was related to Sama but had not been able to confirm it. In truth, she knew the least about this girl.

				Miriam held a hatred for La Machorra, too, for her sadistic obsession with Karen, the random beatings, all because Karen was pretty, or perhaps because La Machorra considered herself ugly; the mindless spite, the bullying, made the facts of Karen’s murder all the more difficult to bear. As though killing Karen were not enough.

				Mariano knew better than to argue with Miriam; he knew she would never stop. He had asked her whether she was done with her hunt in the same spirit in which she had driven around town right after Karen’s kidnapping—to do something, however futile, because to do nothing was to dismiss the gravity of the situation.

				

				—

				Back in San Fernando, Miriam raced across town to meet Azalea at the home of Fany Sánchez. La Ciudadela was a large estate of roughly five acres with a fortified outer wall and a gated entry. Fany was in Matamoros, but her father, a prominent doctor, stood in the sprawling backyard with his eldest daughter, Yazmín, also a doctor, grilling strips of well-salted beef and spring onions over charcoal.

				Though Fany no longer lived in San Fernando and rarely came home after what had happened to Karen, Miriam remained friends with the Sánchez family. They were close enough that Miriam didn’t mind that she was still wearing her pajamas, overcoat, and hat for the cookout, looking more like a street flasher than a woman who usually carried a makeup purse the size of a shopping bag. She stood with the others by the grill, still buzzing from the arrest of the Florist, chattering excitedly.

				Azalea and Yazmín both noticed that for the first time in a while, Miriam seemed genuinely happy. She recounted for everyone how she had detained the Florist. The others laughed nervously, even Azalea. Chasing down a violent criminal, threatening him with a pistol, calling the police to come and make the arrest. To them it was like something out of a movie.

				Miriam often lost herself in the intricacies of her pursuits, grew oblivious to the recklessness of it, the way her graphic descriptions and foul language came across to anyone not enmeshed in her world. Her friends feared for Miriam and her safety, but they also feared for themselves and the danger implied by their proximity to her.

				Yazmín thought of Miriam as an aunt and referred to her as Tia Miriam. They both worked in the town’s main health center, Yazmín as a doctor and Miriam as a health care advocate, a role she had taken on in addition to running her store and the collective. At the office, Yazmín and Miriam shared meals in the cantina. Sometimes when Miriam would launch into one of her stories, about a stakeout, a marine raid, the familial ties of a dangerous narco she was investigating, Yazmín would ask her to stop. She didn’t want to know. As far as she was concerned, the less she knew the better.

				Standing outside in the backyard, Yazmín asked Miriam a question that, by then, Miriam had heard a hundred times, most recently from Mariano: Why not give it a rest? Maybe it was better, safer, to leave the actual tracking down of criminals to the police?

				“Why don’t you just give them the intelligence you have and let them do the arrests?” Yazmín asked. “You don’t need to be there with them, taking all those risks.”

				Miriam shook her head and let out a mirthless laugh. “Not a chance. I don’t trust them. On their own, they always fuck it up.”

				

				—

				In custody, The Florist offered details on the structure of the Zeta cell in San Fernando. From his perspective near the bottom of the hierarchy, he divided them roughly into two groups: the lookouts, who stationed themselves in strategic parts of town to report any suspicious activity; and the armed security, called estacas, who carried out kidnappings and killings.

				Seated in police headquarters, the Florist spoke in nervous free-form, a series of run-on sentences that relayed the facts as they occurred to him. He rattled off a list of names that by then were familiar to prosecutors and police: Sama, El Chepo, Cristiano, and El Flaco, all locked up in Ciudad Victoria, which had been the designated jail for Zeta prisoners.

				He shared his own story of joining the Zetas, which sounded more like enforced conscription than recruitment. El Chepo, the boxer, had told the Florist one day that the boss had decided it was time for the Florist to join the Zetas.

				“Papa Larry thinks the gas station where you wash windows is a good lookout point,” he said, referring to El Larry, the mercurial Zeta leader in San Fernando who wore cowboy hats and drove a white Ford Ranger truck emblazoned with the municipal president’s seal.

				“What? Why would you do that if I haven’t even decided to work for you guys?” the Florist replied.

				“The boss doesn’t give a shit about what you do or don’t want,” El Chepo said.

				The Florist was a Zeta after that.

				Miriam knew nearly all of this. She did not bother following the police to the Ministerio Público to hear the Florist’s statement, as she would have done just a few months earlier. She could read his declaration later, in the event he offered new details.

				And there were some useful details. The Florist mentioned El Kike, the droopy-eyed Zeta who had helped strangle Karen, and his girlfriend, a woman who would eventually become a central focus for Miriam, the former prostitute who now worked for the Zetas: La Güera Soto.

				

				—

				At Fany’s house, after they finished eating, a stand of empty beer bottles surrounded them. Miriam picked a few up and walked with them to the edge of the property, where an unfinished cinder block wall stood mid-construction. She placed a few on the upper lip of the wall, and then a few more. Then she walked back to where the others were standing and pulled the .38 pistol from her purse.

				Over the years, her friends came to associate her with that gun as one might associate a lover with a scent or a restaurant with a dish. Its presence completed the package; its absence robbed the owner of their identity. She had applied years before to get a permit for the weapon but was denied. Mexico, though awash in illegal firearms, has some of the toughest gun laws in the world.

				Whether she could shoot or not was another matter entirely—few had ever seen her do so. Now, Miriam lifted her semiautomatic pistol and took aim. She fired off several rounds, sending the bottles careening off the wall as they erupted into shattered glass. She hit each one without wasting a shot.

				Yazmín, staring in awe as the backyard filled with the shards of empty bottles, whistled in admiration.

				“Tia, this is why I never want to mess with you.”

			

			
				A SECOND BURIAL

				In April 2016, the state forensics lab came back with the DNA results from the final round of testing of the remains collected from the Basurero in May 2014, the ones that had sat buried in a common grave for nearly two years.

				The pieces belonged to Karen.

				Miriam accepted the conclusion of the tests without argument but asked that the official findings be sent to her in writing. She also asked for the return of her daughter’s remains, which had been placed in a filing cabinet in Ciudad Victoria, in order to “hold a funeral in accordance with our traditions.”

				On the morning of May 5, Miriam and Luis made the drive down to Ciudad Victoria to meet with the agents at the forensic services division. Miriam wore a black top with a lace collar, a gold necklace, and earrings to match. Luis wore a black shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. When they arrived at the appointed offices, they were ushered into a small room with a desk and two chairs.

				Chalo, who had driven down as well, took possession of the remains and placed them in a silk-lined casket set on rails in the curtained bay of his hearse. He had dressed up for the occasion, too, in dark pants and a black jacket, with his hair cut short. Chalo gave a measure of continuity to the erratic timeline of Miriam’s efforts; he had been present after the marine raid on the Basurero, and for every subsequent search thereafter. He had safeguarded the first set of Karen’s remains, identified back in 2015, and buried the others in a common grave on the government’s orders and then exhumed them eighteen months later on the same authority. Now he would bury them, and Karen, for a second and final time.

				At his funeral home, only a small group attended; Luis Héctor wasn’t able to join. There was no fanfare this time around, no music or slideshow to accompany the burial. They stood quietly, then left one by one for the cemetery, where the new remains would be placed with the old.

				Miriam stayed back when the others had left, and Azalea joined her. She stared at her mother, her worn, lined face. There was almost nothing soft left, the joy and humor, the frivolous laughter and unburdened smile of the early years absent.

				“When will this end?” Azalea asked.

				“When will what end?” Miriam wanted to know.

				“This,” Azalea said, waving her arms over the casket, the somber lighting and dark carpet and draped windows of the funeral parlor, its silent emptiness.

				Miriam had promised that her campaign would end once she found Karen, and now that she had done the unthinkable, Azalea wanted to know if Miriam intended to keep her word. Everyone was scared for her safety, and their own. Even standing up to the Zetas, or organized crime in general, was madness. But to put Zeta members in jail, to make the criminal underworld fear for its own safety? It seemed like a death wish.

				Miriam flipped open the lid of the coffin and pulled a small bag from its child-sized interior. Shards of bone, as frail and tiny as a bird’s.

				“This,” she said, holding the bag in the air, “is what they left me of my daughter. You think I’m going to stop?”

			

			
				THE OTHER TARGETS

				Target #5: El Mario

				Miriam put out lines to friends living outside of the state or involved in commerce popular in San Fernando—like the selling of used cars—to see if anyone had spotted her targets. And that was how she heard rumors of El Mario, the older Zeta leader whom Carlos had seen at the ranch.

				She had captured El Mario once before, had literally pinned him to a wall waiting for the police to come and arrest him. They never came, in part because she couldn’t get anyone on the phone. Not that it mattered—she had broken into El Mario’s home without a warrant. She still kept a photo of him backed up against his own wall, a look of terror on his face. She had sent the image to her police commander friend, Mariano de la Fuente.

				In the end, El Mario, the car salesman, was arrested without incident, with the police using a hand-drawn map that Miriam had sketched with his exact location. But he would not remain imprisoned for long, as El Mario’s private attorney began exploiting inconsistencies in the government’s case—the case that Miriam had built herself.

				There was no physical evidence to link any of the suspects to the murder. Miriam had returned again and again to the Basurero to search for it—a T-shirt, a belt, a fingerprint, anything that could show proof of the Zeta cell’s involvement there—but she had come up empty-handed.

				There were only a few witnesses present for Karen’s kidnapping: Carlos and his cousin; Ulises; and Karen’s Venezuelan boyfriend. Ulises was compromised, having pledged his loyalty to the Zetas. And the cops went to a half dozen locations looking for the Venezuelan, but he was nowhere to be found.

				Carlos by then had given more than one statement to the authorities. That those two statements differed was used to suggest that Carlos was lying, or at the very least could not be trusted to recall the details of the kidnapping. His contradictions would become central to the Zetas’ defense strategy.

				The case was utterly reliant on Miriam and her presence. If she was the source of its strength, its very existence, she was also central to its flaws. Miriam was not a prosecutor; she did not know exactly how to build a case, especially in the antiquated system of Mexican jurisprudence.

				Still, Miriam kept at it, finding new ways to link individuals to the Zetas, and the Zetas to kidnappings in San Fernando, all to show an evidentiary pattern of criminal behavior, all to make them pay for Karen.

				She snuck into the purple house where she and Luis had followed Sama and his boss back in 2014, a single-story building with white window grates and an overgrown yard where the Zetas kept their kidnapping victims. On the walls, the Zetas had scrawled their nicknames in black ink.

				Miriam took each name and matched it to the corresponding Facebook accounts, where she had located nearly all the Zetas of San Fernando, and where most had posted photos of themselves. She found messages between them, written on one another’s Facebook walls, to show the interconnectedness of the group.

				Among the accounts she discovered were two people that remained at large: La Machorra, the woman who had attacked Karen so viciously, and La Güera Soto, the former prostitute who helped the Zetas.

			

			
				Target #6: La Chaparra

				There was an intimacy to the violence in San Fernando, small town in essence even if in scale and severity it rivaled war zones a world away. People knew one another, or at the very least were separated by just one or two degrees. Miriam never had to look too far to find a relative, an unwitting aunt or grandmother, a clueless uncle, to give her valuable details about her target. And she never had to look too far to find connections between the Zetas themselves—including romantic ones. Through her network of sources, Miriam had discovered that La Chaparra was dating Cherokee, the Zeta with the scar along his neck, the one who had helped strangle Karen.

				On a warm day in August 2016, Miriam sat outside of the penitentiary in Ciudad Victoria, watching from her car as a group of visitors exited the facility. Cherokee was by then imprisoned there for a different crime than Karen’s kidnapping, and after some careful inquiries, Miriam had found out that La Chaparra had been visiting him.

				The last time Miriam had seen La Chaparra, they had fought in the street and La Chaparra had escaped. Miriam wouldn’t make that mistake again. When she finally spotted the girl leaving the prison, Miriam followed her home instead of confronting her herself. Then she called the cops to come and arrest La Chaparra.

				In custody, La Chaparra claimed that she had been kidnapped by the same group that took Karen and that, to save her own life, she had agreed to work for them.

				Miriam watched with suspicion as La Chaparra told her story. To see how the girl explained herself, Miriam handed the prosecutors a few photographs of La Chaparra with the Zetas, arm in arm, including one with La Güera Soto.

				Tall, with a wide face, green eyes, and white skin, La Güera Soto grew up in the town of Nuevo Padilla, not far from San Fernando. From what Miriam could gather, she was no longer working with the Zetas, but had been seeking employment in Ciudad Victoria.

				There was in fact one more detail about La Güera Soto, a connection that Miriam had heard but not confirmed: She was Sama’s cousin.

			

			
				Target #7: El Kike

				The evangelical church was small, tucked on a side street in the capital. Miriam had been there the week before, and the week before that, to check it out. She had taken particular interest in one of the priest’s assistants, a tall man with short, dark hair, in his early thirties, with features that seemed a bit too scrunched on his face.

				She was sure now, looking at him on the afternoon of November 14, 2016. It was El Kike.

				When the cops handcuffed El Kike, the minister asked Miriam whether she had no mercy. She stopped and stared at the man.

				“And where was his mercy when they killed my daughter?” she asked.

			

			
				BUREAUCRACIES: MARÍA INÉS

				“Mrs. María Inés?” the caller asked.

				“Speaking.”

				“Listen, I want to let you know that we have found your son,” said the woman, whose voice María Inés recognized as that of her government case manager. “You need to present yourself here in Matamoros.”

				She had said it just like that, cold and direct, as though delivering a court summons. María Inés was floored. Five years of pain, unraveled in five words: We have found your son.

				Sitting in a hospital waiting room as her mother underwent surgery, María Inés was still for a moment, replaying the short, abrupt conversation.

				María Inés called back.

				“Sorry, what do you mean you’ve found my son?” she asked.

				The words themselves brought a knot into her throat. She had waited years for such a call, dreamed of it even. And now that she had received it, she felt only frustration. Before the woman could respond, María Inés asked the question she least and most wanted to know.

				“How did they find him?” she asked. “Is he okay? Is he dead?”

				“Yes, dead,” the woman said flatly, then hung up.

				María Inés collapsed on the floor in sobs. The collective traumas of five years searching for her son began to surface all at once as it dawned on her that her search was over. She called Miriam, who told her she needed to be strong; losing her composure would only make it harder.

				Miriam organized bus tickets for María Inés and her family to travel to Matamoros. The next morning, María Inés and her family were ushered into a sitting room where they waited hours to see the agent who had called María Inés.

				But once they were inside the office, the agent said she had no information about María Inés’s son. She said it with such conviction that María Inés wondered if she had misheard.

				Before María Inés could respond, the agent told her that she was too busy to attend to her petition, and that another agent would see her.

				María Inés stared at her in disbelief, at a loss for words to convey the combination of anger, humiliation, and confusion welling up inside of her. A suited functionary ushered the family into another area where, after another long wait, the new agent declared there was no record of Eduardo’s whereabouts in the system.

				“But I was called and told they had identified his body,” María Inés insisted.

				The official told her again that there must have been some mistake. Not that the attorney general’s office had made some mistake, or that María Inés had been called mistakenly, but that some blameless, orphan mistake had occurred that had resulted in her being misinformed about the location of her dead son.

				María Inés, defenseless in the face of government intransigence, left without saying a word. If Miriam had been with her, she would have blasted the officials. But María Inés felt entitled to nothing—not even the truth.

				

				—

				Miriam screamed into the phone when María Inés called her from the bus on the way home from Matamoros.

				“They didn’t tell you anything?” she asked. “These people have no heart, no ability to put themselves in the shoes of anyone else.”

				Miriam’s fierce support brought a measure of comfort to María Inés; it made her feel less alone and more validated in her anger. What did she know, after all? Like so many others, she was a novice, too intimidated to demand anything, even common courtesy.

				The cold, practiced shrug, the unreadable face, the innocuous phrases that could mean anything to the unstudied petitioner—they all meant that you were getting nothing from the stone-faced bureaucrat telling you with taut formality that your request would take el tiempo que se necesite, “the time that is necessary.”

				Miriam told María Inés that they were going to Ciudad Victoria to demand answers.

				

				—

				Miriam knew she had enemies. The Zetas, for one. But there were others, too, those who did not approve of her newfound stature in the activist community, or who felt she was growing arrogant and reckless with her influence. But by 2016, having spent the last two years antagonizing the ranks of officialdom, she found herself in the government’s crosshairs.

				It began as a simple inquiry into funds that she had received from the state’s victims’ commission. What had Miriam done with the funds directed to her on behalf of her collective?

				On the surface it seemed innocuous, even justifiable. But the government made it seem as if Miriam had received tens of thousands of dollars that she had not. The top-line figure was astounding: almost fifty thousand dollars in all.

				The fifty-thousand-dollar figure would not have escaped the eye of other activists and people in her collective. The government would have made sure it didn’t. That sort of money for a working-class family in Tamaulipas was several years’ salary. How could one single activist have received that much?

				The inquiry came in response to Miriam’s complaint to the commission on human rights in the state, the one in which she took the state government to task for its handling of Karen’s remains. The inquiry was revenge, painted in the bureaucratic veneer of an audit. The commission had itemized every single expense the government had made on her behalf.

				It took Miriam months to go line by line assessing each of the expenses assigned to her. She found glaring errors. For instance, the cost associated with DNA testing for Karen’s remains, roughly fifteen thousand dollars, almost certainly included testing for several other families. The audit listed school fees for her children among the benefits, but Miriam had no school-age children. The government was simply trying to give Miriam as much of a headache as she had been giving them.

				Miriam understood how to confront the specter of documents wielded by the state. She knew it required inflicting bureaucracy on the bureaucracy. She fired off a letter demanding detailed accounts of every expense—copies of tickets, receipts from schools, documentation of her signature acknowledging the questionable payments.

				“Even if the quantity of money that you all establish in this document were true, you haven’t paid me even a tenth of the economic losses I’ve suffered,” she wrote.

				

				—

				Not long after María Inés’s failed trip to Matamoros, Miriam rented a van to take her and a few other women to Ciudad Victoria. The women laughed and joked on the trip south, most of them giddy for an audience with officials who had long denied them information or access.

				In the parking lot, Miriam grabbed a nervous María Inés by the arm and led her through the entrance to the Fiscalia General. They walked past the row of portraits of the solemn-faced attorneys general of Tamaulipas dating back more than a century, then climbed the stairs to the glass-walled offices of the attorney general of Tamaulipas.

				At the entrance, a guard stood blocking their passage.

				“No one can see you right now,” he said, staring off behind Miriam’s head.

				“What do you mean I can’t get through?” Miriam said, raising her voice.

				The man began to look around as people gathered in the halls to see what the woman with the bright red hair was screaming about.

				“I’m not asking permission to go through,” she said, pushing a finger into the man’s chest. “We are going in.”

				Just then, someone from the attorney general’s office stepped out and recognized Miriam. He beckoned her into the sitting area.

				“I need to speak with the attorney general,” she told him.

				The attorney general was not in, but the man said that he would see them himself.

				Miriam did most of the talking, explaining María Inés’s situation, the humiliation at the hands of state agents, the revictimization. The official listened quietly and then called for someone to bring him a file. He reviewed it while they sat together, then handed the folder back and looked at Miriam and María Inés.

				“We are working on this,” he said.

				He explained that the state was seeking outside help to manage the process of identification, specifically for remains dating back to 2011, when Eduardo had disappeared. International experts were coming to take more DNA samples from the victims’ families.

				María Inés left the meeting with a measure of hope. They said someone would be in touch, and before long, they were.

			

			
				SABAS

				Sadness was a private affair in San Fernando. Public spectacles of mourning were rare, outside of funerals. No one wanted others to see their suffering, on the off chance it could be used against them, or to exploit them. Rodeo Boots was an exception, a respite for the families of the disappeared, and, thanks to Miriam, from the paranoia that made grief a liability.

				One morning in March 2017, Miriam was in her store reviewing inventory when a friend from the health department burst through the door. In a fit of tears, Maria Dolores Guzmán told Miriam that her brother was missing. She said the family had tried to file a report, but Sabas Guzmán had been missing for less than seventy-two hours, so the police refused to help. He had been on his way to sell a car in the neighboring state of Guanajuato, but no one had heard from him since the night before.

				Miriam got to work.

				A few hours later, Miriam’s phone rang. A body matching Sabas’s description had been discovered in Guanajuato. The caller was on with Miriam for a while.

				When she hung up, Miriam looked at Sabas’s brother, who had accompanied Maria Dolores to the store.

				“You need to head there right now,” she said, looking down at her watch. It was 10:30 p.m.

				Miriam’s tone had changed slightly; she was more agitated, like she knew something, but said nothing. “Be there in the morning, when they open at eight a.m.,” she told them.

				What Miriam had heard was that the authorities were preparing to send the body to a common grave. Normally there was a grace period for the family to claim remains, but for some unknown reason the authorities had truncated the process.

				In the morning, at the police station, the family were treated as though they themselves had killed Sabas. The officers in charge ignored their questions, or responded with questions of their own: How did they know the deceased? What did he do for a living? All of it was geared toward confirming that Sabas was a criminal and deserved what he had gotten.

				The family called Miriam. Within thirty minutes, one of the policemen wandered over with another question. “Who did you people call?” he barked. “Our bosses are screaming at us now. Whoever you are calling is jumping the chain of command.”

				A week later, at Sabas’s funeral, Maria Dolores wanted to know why Miriam had insisted the family drive overnight to see the police.

				“Because if you hadn’t arrived that next morning, your brother was headed to a common grave,” Miriam explained.

				Maria Dolores choked up. She told Miriam that there was no way to thank her for what she had done, rescuing her brother from an anonymous death and the family from the trauma of a disappearance.

				Miriam shook off the gratitude and warned Maria Dolores to be careful, to keep what had happened to Sabas to herself. San Fernando was no place to look for sympathy.

				“All the people you have here,” she said, waving her hand toward the mourners, “most of them are not your friends.”

				Maria Dolores was surprised to hear Miriam sound so bitter.

				“Only those of us who have shared this pain understand what it is to lose a loved one,” Miriam said.

			

		

	
		
		
			11.

			
				THE BREAK

			

			
				PRISON

				On the night of March 22, 2017, twenty-nine inmates dug their way out of the penitentiary in Ciudad Victoria, a crumbling facility with too few guards, too many prisoners, and a history of jail breaks. The convicts tunneled from the north side of the complex, where an informal array of shacks housed the excess population, to a field beyond the outer security wall nearly 120 feet away.

				The prison in Ciudad Victoria had years before been designated for the Zetas, just as the one in Matamoros was meant for the Gulf Cartel. The groups were kept in separate jails to avoid the sort of riots that had occurred decades earlier, when Juan García Ábrego ran the Gulf Cartel. It was a way to save lives and keep the broken system out of the news, or at least try to; the trade-off was that with the criminals largely in control of the prisons, the farce of government authority was hard to sustain.

				Nearly everyone that Miriam had put in prison for Karen’s murder, and even the ones she had not, were housed in the Ciudad Victoria penitentiary. She frantically searched the news for what had happened—and who had escaped. But the prison officials in the capital were having a hard time figuring out who had run away.

				Several hours later, the media was slipped an interim list of the escapees. On the top row of the mug shots shared with reporters was a face that Miriam recognized: El Kike, the slow-eyed Zeta who had pulled the rope that had claimed Karen’s life.

				She headed to Ciudad Victoria to find Luis Héctor.

				

				—

				“Keep this,” Miriam said, thrusting a pistol into Luis Héctor’s hand when he answered the door. “Don’t you hesitate to use it if they come to your home.”

				Luis Héctor took the firearm. He was less worried than his mother about the prospect of El Kike coming after the family and was surprised by his mother’s reaction. It seemed far-fetched for someone to break out of jail and immediately seek revenge. They wanted to avoid prison, not book themselves a one-way ticket back.

				But Miriam had a premonition.

				For the first time in her life, she betrayed a sense of fear. In the days following the prison break, Miriam requested protection from the state and federal government, a right guaranteed in the victims’ laws. She sent letters to the local, state, and federal police, the Ministerio Público, and the military, asking if they would dispatch units to guard her home and workplace.

				One by one, they denied her requests, conjuring excuses using the flimsiest of interpretations of the law and their narrow responsibility within it. Eventually, the police in San Fernando were tasked with conducting vehicular patrols of her home and workplace. But they barely answered their phones when she called.

				Miriam began to see and feel what others had sensed long before: the danger to herself. Her sister-in-law had distanced herself from Miriam, worried she might get trapped in the cross fire of an assassination; her brother, Jorge, asked her for a gun to protect himself in the event the Zetas came after him; her husband complained he, too, might be caught up in her campaign.

				She did not stop pursuing the Zetas. She ignored the entreaties from her family and friends. They were secondhand scared, so frightened of organized crime they didn’t even want others to stand up to them.

				Miriam had decided long before that whether or not people understood or accepted her actions, it was unimportant to her. She told a journalist friend after the prison break that she suspected she might die for her efforts to take down the people who had hurt Karen and so many others. She was convinced the escape was somehow connected to her.

				They were sitting in his home, just down the street from her own. He asked her what she would do.

				“I can’t stop,” she told him. “I only hope these bastards give me a chance to shoot back when they come for me.”

				

				—

				Miriam was not worried only about El Kike. Through her network of sources, she began to hear rumors that an order had been given in the prison, a nerve center of Zeta commanders, to have her killed. And that some of the remaining dozen or so fugitives had been tasked with the job.

				Her activism was becoming a nuisance for the Zetas. She was setting a troubling example for anyone that wanted to challenge the primacy of organized crime. Criminals thrived on the permissiveness that fear allowed; she was a one-woman example of how things might be different. Miriam had said that fear was just a word. To the Zetas, it was much more than that.

				Miriam knew that if someone wanted to kill her, they could. She was no head of state with round-the-clock protection. She couldn’t even get the cops to pass her house once every twenty-four hours. Fear was something she could countenance, had learned to suppress and ignore. To some extent, so was death.

			

			
				TARGET #8: LA GÜERA SOTO

				Later that month, Miriam drove to Nuevo Padilla, a small town constructed to replace the former district capital, Padilla, which was flooded in the early 1970s to create a reservoir. Along the banks of the lake where the old town once sat, the rooftops of Padilla’s buildings were still visible through the surface of the water.

				In town, Miriam circled the streets, scanning the homes tucked behind concrete outer walls. The family of La Güera Soto lived there, the young woman who had been with the Zetas when they had taken Karen, had dated El Kike, and was still on the loose. She asked around at small local stores to see if anyone knew where the family lived.

				She was eventually pointed down a small residential street on the southern edge of town to a modest house behind a raw, cinder block wall. Miriam knocked on the family’s door.

				A relative answered and told Miriam that La Güera Soto was at work.

				Miriam, pretending to be a friend, asked where.

				“She’s in Ciudad Victoria, working as a nanny.”

				

				—

				María Inés liked working with Miriam: her crude jokes, her fierce temper, the familial environment she created at Rodeo Boots. It had been a long time since María Inés had had steady work; cleaning houses was temporary, poorly paid, and hard on the hands and knees. She missed her job at the factory, the status it afforded her.

				Miriam had hired María Inés in March 2017, hoping to ease her load at the shop. They had grown close in the three years since María Inés had joined her collective. They trusted each other, and María Inés looked to Miriam as something of a role model.

				Ever since the prison break, she could tell Miriam was more stressed than usual, more upset. There were always multiple things happening at once with Miriam, all of which registered some level of annoyance with her. But this was different. She brought up El Kike and her frustration with the government for having let him escape; she obsessed over La Güera Soto working as a nanny, how someone could have placed her in charge of their child; she wondered if La Güera Soto and El Kike were planning something, a lover’s pact to seek revenge against her.

				Miriam had never worried about her own safety, as if protected by some magic charm. Now, it came up every time María Inés saw her. It came up elsewhere, too.

				In April, Miriam attended a meeting between the state government and the collectives in Tamaulipas to discuss the state’s newly proposed victims’ law. Meetings like this tended to drift, from pointed discussions to the more generic complaints about government inefficacy, the needs of families, the desire for more searches for the disappeared.

				Miriam wanted to talk about security. Standing at the front of the auditorium where the collectives were gathered, she scolded Gloria Garza, a state director for human rights, in front of everyone. She told Garza that there were still prisoners on the loose from the jailbreak in Ciudad Victoria, including one who was involved in Karen’s kidnapping, and that she was in danger.

				Sensing a confrontation, Miriam’s friend Guillermo Riestra, who ran his own collective, filmed the encounter on his phone.

				“I have asked for security until the escaped prisoner is recaptured,” Miriam said, speaking over Garza. “To date I have not seen the solicited security.”

				Miriam said that the policeman assigned to her protective detail never answered the phone. She had called him repeatedly to no avail, including for a recent emergency.

				“I called him like thirty times and he never answered,” she said.

			

			
				TARGET #8: LA GÜERA SOTO, PART 2

				Miriam sat parked on the empty street, her battery running so she could listen to the radio. Hours had passed since La Güera Soto had entered the nondescript home where she was working as a nanny. As midnight neared, Miriam needed to use the bathroom. Peeing outside was not an option, and neither was leaving her post to find a toilet, so Miriam grabbed a Yeti thermos that María Inés had given her as a present and relieved herself in it.

				Earlier that day, the Tamaulipan authorities, mishandling a legal process, had essentially given La Güera Soto a warning of her impending arrest. Miriam was furious; there was nothing stopping La Güera Soto from fleeing town and escaping, like her boyfriend, El Kike. To stop that from happening, Miriam would have to act fast.

				La Güera Soto worked most evenings babysitting for the family in Ciudad Victoria, a fact that Miriam had come by after following her one day. If she were going to have her arrested, she would need to wait outside of the house for her to emerge.

				It was 3 a.m., and Miriam had been sitting and listening to the radio for several hours when her car battery died.

				Stuck, she decided to call Luis Héctor.

				He pulled up with his headlights turned off, and he and Miriam watched the house where La Güera Soto was working, praying none of the lights came on as they connected jumper cables.

				When dawn broke over the neighborhood, Miriam phoned the police to bring units to the address. As La Güera Soto exited the house onto the street, Miriam leaped from her car and gave chase, screaming for the police to follow her. She yanked La Güera Soto to the ground by her hair, falling down herself in the process and fracturing her foot.

				

				—

				A few days later, Miriam crossed the border on her way to Alamo, Texas, where she was participating in the Caravan Against Fear, an initiative that traveled the length of the United States–Mexico border to speak out against policies targeting migrants.

				The essence of the Caravan was to counter narratives of fear and hate about migrants, especially in the run-up to the 2016 presidential election in the United States, where candidate Donald J. Trump was rising in the polls on the back of rhetoric attacking migrants, especially Mexicans.

				Miriam climbed the stage on crutches, facing a crowd of a few dozen gathered in the shade of a large tent. A young man stood beside her, translating her speech into English.

				What she had to say was only tangentially related to the theme of migration and the message of hard work and community that the Caravan was looking to amplify in the face of rising xenophobia in the United States. She wove together relevant themes of life along the border: a lack of employment, rampant crime, violence.

				Miriam was removed from the migrant scare in the United States, the othering of the outsider that played well in the polls. She spoke about what she knew, and in that way turned the mirror back on the same policymakers abroad who acted as though the heart of their problems originated in poorer Latin American nations.

				She spoke about families whose fathers and brothers were missing, disappeared in a Drug War largely stoked by the United States’ demand for cocaine and heroin and meth, and authored by their politicians, who needed to place the blame for the scourge of crime and addiction outside of their own borders.

				It was true that the absence of a functional rule of law in Mexico made the specifics of the drug trade extra violent. People were fleeing, families were separated, and Americans were scared. But no one paid a higher price for that than Mexicans, who watched the cartels thrive under their own government’s incapacity and the U.S. government’s uniquely blunt and ineffective approach to targeting them.

				Miriam told the crowd about families in Tamaulipas and what they were suffering. That there was a fate worse than demonization, than becoming a political tool in a nativist’s campaign to lure voters swayed by grievance. There were parents whose children had been disappeared, their love weaponized against them, their everything turned to nothing. People who lived in a state of permanent, unfinished grief, a pain that did not fade or diminish with time, that retained its burning purity because hope was the ember that burned inside of it.

				“Each and every one of these Tamaulipan families cannot find peace, or close the cycle of pain, so long as the final destination of our loved ones remains unknown. We want them alive, of course,” she said. “But if dead is the way we find them then with pain in our hearts we will accept it, because at least we will finally know where they are.”

			

			
				THE DAY BEFORE MOTHER’S DAY

				On the day before Mother’s Day, May 9, 2017, Miriam got a call from a local journalist. A friend’s son, Chuy, had been murdered in Guanajuato, and they needed help to locate and retrieve the body.

				Miriam met the family at the offices of the victims’ representative in town, a little glass storefront with white security fencing. The family arrived before Miriam and joined a crowd gathered in the space. They were lost, watching the others banter with the victim’s representative, Edgar Galván, in the mundane detail of the informed—about their expenses, about their searches, about their cases.

				Miriam pushed through the crowd. She introduced the mother and daughter to Edgar, who began outlining the protocols and benefits available to victims. In the crowded room, the family felt awkward, speaking about Chuy’s death before strangers, listening to the freebies they were entitled to as though they had won a sweepstakes.

				Miriam, seeing their discomfort, snapped at Edgar.

				“This isn’t the place to have this conversation,” she told him. “Come to my store and we’ll speak there.”

				Chuy’s mother was beside herself. To lose a child on the eve of Mother’s Day felt like an especially cruel twist of fate. Still, she had been among the lucky ones; at least she knew her son was dead, and with Miriam’s help she would get his body home. Miriam had a list of more than two hundred families who didn’t even have that.

				Inside the store, Chuy’s sister recounted what they knew, which wasn’t much: just that someone had notified their mother that Chuy was dead and then told her that someone needed to retrieve the body. The caller wouldn’t even say how Chuy had died. Within a few minutes, Miriam had found out the location of his body, figured out the case number associated with his murder, and initiated the transport of his body back to San Fernando.

				Miriam continued making calls, chatting up and cajoling officials she had come to know from past ordeals. There was a pattern to the work of collectives, one that Miriam followed as much as pioneered. Leaders needed to both excoriate and ingratiate; threaten the powerful with public humiliation at the hands of their collectives but also remain on good enough terms to get what they needed in moments of urgency.

				But Miriam was, and would always be, more stick than carrot. In the course of searching for Chuy’s body, one official blew her off, a feeling she had once suffered under but now almost relished. She called his boss’s boss, and not long after fielded another call from the man, this time with an apology.

				Within a few hours, she had dispatched Chalo to go and collect Chuy’s body for the family.

			

			
				MAY 10, 2017

				María Inés went to work early on Mother’s Day, May 10, 2017; she was hoping to leave early to celebrate with her daughter. Miriam came in around 10 a.m., later than usual; she was walking with a broken foot, and getting around on crutches took longer.

				Inside, the two of them sat together and drank coffee, waiting for customers. María Inés asked about the prices of a few pairs of women’s boots—it was Mother’s Day, after all, and there was a dance in town that night. But the first person to arrive was María Inés’s daughter, who was carrying flowers. She handed them to her mom. After her son had disappeared, María Inés had redoubled her commitment to her living children. It was not as if she could move on from this loss, but she could apply the brutal lesson of a disappeared child to express her love more often for those still here. Her oldest daughter, Mayra, stood quietly in front of the counter, her hands crossed at her waist.

				Miriam looked at the bouquet and grimaced. Having attended too many funerals, she was not fond of flowers for celebrating.

				“You shouldn’t bring her flowers for Mother’s Day,” Miriam chided. “Give her flowers when she’s dead. While she’s alive, take her out for a meal.”

				María Inés’s youngest daughter was also shy around Miriam, awed and frightened in equal measure. A few days earlier, Miriam had taught the girl how to hold a gun. As Miriam had unpacked that morning, she emptied her change purse and, along with a few coins, a few bullets had spilled onto the counter. The girl’s eyes had locked on the shells.

				Miriam picked one up to give her a better look.

				“Headache pills,” Miriam had joked. “To kill pain.”

				Miriam had pulled her gun from her purse, removed the clip, and pulled back the slide stop to make sure it was unloaded. She then handed the weapon to María Inés’s daughter, who was fourteen years old.

				The girl had looked at the pistol with the same fascination she had for Miriam herself—intrigue mixed with trepidation. She held the firearm like a fragile heirloom until Miriam showed her the proper way to grip it.

				So many people lived in fear. Fear of organized crime, fear of the government, fear that the most precious thing in their life could be taken from them in an instant, without recourse, fearful of even defending themselves. Fear ran like a current through San Fernando, powering the dark imaginations of its populace. Miriam could see it in the girl’s uncertainty holding the weapon. Fighting back was not about the absence of fear, it was about conquering it. Miriam placed her hand over the girl’s.

				“Don’t you ever be afraid,” Miriam had told her. “You have no reason to be afraid. You should never let fear control you, especially as a woman.”

				

				—

				That afternoon, Luis Héctor was in Ciudad Victoria. A new government had come to power a few months before, and the dynamics in the Secretary of Public Works, where he was employed, were changing. He had wanted to come home to celebrate with his mom, but he needed to be at the office.

				Luis Héctor called Miriam to wish her a happy Mother’s Day and apologize for his absence. Miriam was at lunch with Azalea.

				“Don’t worry, we’ll see each other this weekend,” she said.

				Luis Héctor didn’t hang up right away, though; he wanted her thoughts on a problem he was having with his father. When Luis Héctor was annoyed with or disappointed in his father, he usually called Miriam to vent, commiserate, or ask advice. This time, the dispute had started over a new business that Luis Héctor was pursuing, buying bulk building materials in the major city of Monterrey and bringing them to San Fernando to sell at retail.

				When Luis Héctor had pitched the idea to his father a few months earlier, Luis had scoffed at him. Luis Héctor was already selling boots and hats in Victoria. His father didn’t see the need for him to do more than that.

				“Why are you throwing good money after bad?” he criticized. “You already have a business, what you’re talking about isn’t a business.”

				Though wounded by his father’s disapproval, Luis Héctor launched the business anyway. Within a month it was flourishing, and his father began acting as though he had supported the idea all along. He was even telling others about the new venture, which was something Luis Héctor had asked him not to do.

				Luis Héctor was vulnerable to competition, and there were no real barriers to entry. He was just the first person to think of it, like when Miriam began selling cowboy boots in town. Her business had boomed up until everyone else caught on, at which point her profits shrunk and it became like any other business, eking out a living sale by sale.

				When he confronted his father about jeopardizing his business, his father told him he was being stupid.

				Now, on the phone with Miriam, Luis Héctor recounted his frustration. She apologized on Luis’s behalf, knowing he never would.

				“What do you need?” she asked Luis Héctor.

				“A truck,” he said. With a truck he could increase the size of the shipments back to San Fernando, allowing him to grow his business faster.

				She asked what it would cost.

				“About three thousand dollars,” he told her.

				“Let’s do it,” Miriam said. “I don’t have the money right now, but I’ll get it.”

				Luis Héctor said he could pay the loan back in a few months, but Miriam refused.

				“Don’t worry about your dad,” she said. “And don’t ask him for anything.”

				

				—

				Azalea spent lunch listening to Miriam field calls from Chuy’s family, her fellow merchants in the San Fernando market, and then Luis Héctor. She spent more time than anyone with her mom, and was used to the barrage of calls and requests that came at her daily. Azalea had hoped for a Mother’s Day free from her mother’s hectic schedule, a lunch free of others asking Miriam for something. Instead, the two of them decided to meet up later that night for coffee and cake. Miriam needed to go to her store first, though, to finish up a few things.

				At 7 p.m., Miriam called Azalea to tell her that she was still at work. She suggested they meet at a local restaurant and said she would call Azalea when she was leaving the store. Miriam worked until nearly 10 p.m., longer than she had expected. She preferred to do the books in the evenings, when no customers were around. She called María Inés to ask about a few of the receipts before heading home.

				It was after 10 p.m. and Azalea had gone out with a friend for tacos. She had been waiting for her mother most of the night; she now figured if her mother called she could come meet her.

				Luis Héctor worked late that day, too, and caught a ride home from work with his boss. At the apartment complex where Luis Héctor lived, the two of them sat in the stairwell, smoking cigarettes and chatting about the new workplace environment.

				At around 11 p.m., he got a call from Azalea.

				“Mom has been shot,” she said.

				

				—

				Miriam left work at 10:21 p.m. on the night of May 10, 2017. She exited the lot in front of the market and drove south on Avenida Segundo Centenario all the way to Calle Abasolo, then turned right onto the southbound highway leading to her neighborhood in Paso Real. At around 10:30, she parked on the unpaved street in front of her home.

				About a hundred feet away, in the shadows of a neighbor’s lawn, a group of men watched her from a white Nissan truck. As she trundled out of her car, holding her crutches, two of the men stepped out of the truck carrying nine-millimeter pistols and snuck up behind her. They fired thirteen rounds at Miriam, hitting her eight times.

				Luis heard the shots over the din of the television and sprang out of bed. From the glass front door, he saw Miriam’s car parked on the street. Screaming her name, he raced outside, through the garage, past the front gate, and onto the road, where he saw her lying facedown on the ground, about six feet from her car. Her hand was tucked into her purse, where she kept her pistol.

				Luis turned her body over to search for wounds and found none. Her breathing was labored, however, and it was clear that she was injured; he just couldn’t see where. Sitting beside her, he called Ernesto and tried to explain what had happened, then hung up and called the police.

				Ernesto called Azalea.

				Azalea could hear the tension in his voice, his words strained and clipped, the same as in the days after the attempted kidnapping, when they had fled San Fernando for Texas.

				“What’s wrong?” she asked.

				“Your mother,” he said. “She’s been hurt.”

				When she demanded to know more, he told Azalea that Miriam had fainted.

				Ernesto picked Azalea up in front of the taqueria and the pair of them raced to Paso Real. Their son, fourteen, was with them. In the car, Ernesto remained evasive until they pulled onto Calle Margarita, where Miriam’s house was, and he finally told her the truth. Miriam had been shot.

				Outside, Luis was standing under the amber glow of a streetlight that Miriam had spent years fighting with the municipality to install, with Miriam on the ground beside him.

				Azalea jumped out of the truck and ran to her. She clutched her mother’s arms and tried speaking to her. Miriam let out a slow rasp, but no words. Azalea searched for blood or signs of injury, but like her father found none.

				As they sat waiting for the ambulance, Azalea called Luis Héctor and did what Ernesto had done with her—soft-pedaled the truth. She said Miriam had been shot in the leg but was fine. When Luis Héctor told her he would come to San Fernando right away, she told him to be careful. Things were fine; he didn’t need to race there.

				A pair of officers assigned to the Ministerio Público arrived first to the house, a half hour after the call. One of them walked over to Miriam, felt her pulse, and then gave the other one a knowing look, as if there was nothing more to be done. Azalea begged them to take Miriam to the hospital but the officers refused, insisting they wait for the ambulance, as if in that moment a measure of control was what was required, as if the way to navigate the chaos was to adhere to protocol.

				Those minutes filled an eternity as Azalea listened to the slow, liquid rattle of her mother’s breath. She held her mother’s hand as her chest rose and fell with each labored respiration. They sat waiting for the ambulance until the police relented and allowed Ernesto to load Miriam into the bed of their truck. Azalea ran into the house to grab a blanket to cover her mother. She remained hopeful, even after the long delay. Her mother was breathing. Azalea had seen no bullet wounds, and no blood.

				At the hospital, she was heartened by the urgency of the staff, everyone running around with purpose, donning gowns and gloves and preparing for surgery. She must still have vital signs, Azalea thought, for them to be moving with such determination. After her mother was rushed into surgery, Azalea sat in the waiting room, shaking uncontrollably.

				A doctor gave her a sedative to calm her down, but the pill seemed to be making everything else slow down. After a while, she realized, it wasn’t the drugs. The doctors were no longer racing around, the cadence of the nurses had changed, even the noises were different. No more slamming doors, fewer beeps.

				A doctor friend of Azalea’s came into the waiting room and held Azalea as she wept. Her friend stroked the inside of her forearm to calm her, but Azalea urged her away, asking her why she wasn’t with her mother, why she hadn’t gone in to see what was happening.

				“I’m going,” the friend said, still holding Azalea.

				

				—

				Luis Héctor sat in his small apartment, puzzling out what to do. At a remove from the situation, he considered the facts more carefully. The group that his mother had been confronting for three years now, whose members she had seen killed or put in jail, whose infrastructure and fear network she had been dismantling with the blunt efficiency of a bulldozer, had finally sought its revenge.

				But why now? Why after the passing of so many years, a time during which his mother’s power and influence had only grown? Even from the distorted perspective of the Zetas, trying to take out a prominent activist was a stupid move. It would bring outrage and media attention, which would bring government pressure. And that was bad for business.

				Still, he took a measure of comfort in the details that Azalea had shared—that the bullet had only struck his mother’s legs, that she was already on the way to the hospital. He focused himself on figuring out how to get to San Fernando. If the cartel was seeking its revenge on Miriam, he might be a target as well. Which meant that driving the highway at 11 p.m. on his own was a risk. He needed an escort, or a ride from the police.

				Luis Héctor tried a few numbers of police officers he knew, but no one answered. He drove to the Ministerio Público in Ciudad Victoria, where the kidnapping division was, where he had gone after Sama’s arrest, and where his mother knew everyone. By then it was close to midnight, and he doubted anyone would be there. He rang a bell and then knocked, eventually summoning a wary officer to the door.

				“I’m the son of Miriam Rodríguez,” he said.

				The door swung open and Luis Héctor was ushered in. Within ten minutes, the officials on duty had arranged for a police escort to San Fernando.

				On the ride up, the ministerial police chatted casually with Luis Héctor, as if nothing had happened. They drove the speed limit and conspicuously avoided talking about the shooting. They asked instead about his business, the economics of working in the market. How much did he mark up the boots he sold? Where did he get them? Could one make a decent living out of buying goods wholesale and selling them retail? Would he give them a discount if they came to his store?

				Luis Héctor found it odd, their interest in his work. Odder still that they weren’t racing to get him there quickly, to the hospital. They were kind, and polite, but seemed to be avoiding the facts at hand—that his mother had been shot and he needed their help to get to San Fernando to check on her. Each time he asked about what they knew, about what they had heard about his mother’s condition, they told him nothing, that they were not being kept updated about the details. Neither of the officers offered reassurance that Miriam would be okay, a few words that would have helped put him at ease. Luis Héctor checked his suspicion and prayed that it was unwarranted, that things were as his sister had said. That his mother was all right.

				The drive took the full two hours. When he got to town, he called Azalea, who told him to come to Miriam’s house. They were no longer at the hospital. The police turned into Paso Real, and then onto Calle Margarita, where Luis could see the dance of emergency lights pulsing over the tree line.

				He knew when he saw the van parked outside: Forensic Services. They only came to investigate deaths.

				

				—

				Inside the operating room, the lights of the surgical theater were off. Miriam lay on a metal table, naked beneath a white sheet. She looked peaceful, and in the dim silence Azalea pulled back the cover to examine her mother’s body.

				She could no longer hear her mother breathing, the low growl emanating from her throat that had given Azalea hope that Miriam was still alive and might make it. The only noise now was the faint clang of movement on the other side of the hospital. Miriam’s injuries were now easy to spot, from the gun powder burns along the skin. Mostly along her legs, except for one bullet that had passed beneath her arm, between the ribs. Azalea ran her fingers over the edges of the wounds, the clean perforations marked by dark rings.

				Azalea sat in the silence for several minutes, reconciling the form before her, partially shrouded in a sheet, with that of her mother. Allowing reality to catch up with emotion, and emotion to catch up with grief. She stayed there with her mother until the hospital staff gently asked her to leave. They needed to transport the body to Chalo’s funeral home, and Azalea was needed back at Miriam’s house. By now Luis Héctor would have arrived, and probably surmised what had happened. Who knew where her father was; the last she had seen him he was wandering in the hospital parking lot like a lost child.

				

				—

				Luis Héctor stood on the street watching the parade of officials, agents, and policemen arrive one after another. He could see it happening in real time, the realization among the ranks of the responsible how serious this was—an activist with a big reputation, one who had warned them repeatedly of the risks to her life posed by organized crime, gunned down in front of her own home.

				They all went out of their way to offer condolences to Luis Héctor, who shook their hands and nodded when they promised justice. Where his mother would have told each of them to fuck off, or found another colorful way to abuse them, Luis Héctor listened for anything he might use, or use against them.

				As the emergency vehicles came and went, he was handed his mother’s phone. He hugged his sister and father and puzzled over the crime scene. These cowards had shot his mother in the back, snuck up on her as she struggled out of her car with crutches. It bothered him that his mother was killed without being given the chance to defend herself. He had known it was a possibility that the Zetas might finally come after her, though he had considered it remote. To do such a thing would be folly on their part; she had grown too powerful and influential, and her death, as evidenced already by the emergency vehicles crowding the street, would create a scandal. But he was angriest at the way they had murdered her, the cowardice. Whoever had done it must have been frightened that she would fight back. Her hand in her purse indicated as much—her last gesture was to reach for her pistol.

				Luis Héctor knew it would fall to him to organize the funeral for his mother, and then to try to fill the hole her absence would leave among the other victims in San Fernando. He had little idea of the things his mother did as the leader of a collective. Harder still would be finding a way to reassure an already vulnerable group now left even more terrified in the wake of Miriam’s murder—the literal killing of a symbol of resistance to the rule of fear. If they could kill Miriam, who was safe?

				Standing with his sister, Luis answered the phone calls that came one after another to his mother’s phone. At one point he glanced down and saw a number that Miriam had not saved. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have ignored it. But news of his mother’s shooting was already circulating online.

				“Señora Miriam,” said the voice on the other end.

				It was Chuy’s sister. She wanted Miriam to know that her brother’s body would be returned the next morning. The family was planning to hold a wake the same day, and she wanted to ask if Miriam would attend.

				“My mother is dead,” Luis Héctor said.
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			12.

			
				AN UNEXPECTED INHERITANCE

			

			
				A FUNERAL NOTE

				
				Luis Héctor stood in the center of the darkened room, shaking hands and accepting words of sympathy from the crowd of visitors. He had spent the night in the funeral home as Chalo prepared his mother’s remains. He preferred it to his parents’ house, where the investigators had worked into the night to defray any accusations that they were not doing their job, and where it seemed like every few minutes another official was turning up.

				He was heartened by the turnout of regular people for his mother’s wake, those who had known his mom, worked alongside her at the market or in the collective, friends from high school and even some people who drove in from out of town. He had wondered if anyone would show up; lots of people feared attending the funeral of someone murdered by the cartel—the contagion effect.

				He had been so busy dealing with the details of his mother’s funeral that he had hardly registered his own grief. He had not even cried. His father was seated off on his own by Miriam’s casket, ignoring the crowds. Only a few people had even bothered to pay their respects to the elder man. He remained seated, shaking their hands while barely looking at them. Luis Héctor and Azalea discharged the familial duties instead.

				The crowd was filled with strangers, people his mother had helped in their darkest hours who would always be indebted to her, and those who had helped Miriam perform her own acts of vengeance. And yet Miriam’s family recognized barely any of them; that was how separate she had kept her life as an activist.

				Miriam’s wake was held at Chalo’s place in the scorching midday hours of May 11, 2017; her casket lay in a vestibule surrounded by giant funeral wreaths, topped by a photo of her in a bright blue blazer, her hair the color of a faded rose. The attendees formed a line to pay their respects—friends and family, members of her collective, local officials, law enforcement officials, and the sorts of preening officials who felt it necessary to come and show concern. More than a hundred people in all, though not everyone was there for Miriam. Chalo held Miriam’s wake in conjunction with Chuy’s, an unplanned tribute to the work she had spent the last three years committing her life to, and an accidental fulfillment of his family’s request for Miriam to attend.

				From across the chapel, Luis Héctor spotted a childhood friend heading toward him with purpose. After a quick hug, the friend told him that there was someone outside that wanted to speak with him. Luis Héctor thought it strange that the man, whoever he was, had sent his friend to ask for a chat. Why not join the wake like everyone else? The idea that it might have been a setup occurred to him briefly, that whoever had killed Miriam was now coming for him, but Luis had known this friend since early childhood and trusted him. He excused himself from the room and followed his friend outside to a parked truck.

				Luis Héctor knew the man seated inside of the cab, though not as well as his friend. He was a low-level criminal.

				The man told Luis Héctor that he was sorry about Miriam, that he had always respected her. He then passed Luis Héctor a slip of paper with a phone number on it.

				“Do you know El Aluche?” the young man asked.

				Luis said that he had heard of him.

				“When you start looking into what happened, you need to look at him,” the young man said.

				It was a vague tip, without evidence or explanation. If the tipster was going to give him a name, why not give him a few more details so he could actually use the information or give it to the cops? Luis was slightly annoyed to have been pulled from the wake.

				“What are you trying to say?” Luis Héctor asked. “Be direct with me.”

				“I can’t say anything else,” the man responded. “I shouldn’t even be telling you this. But you need to look at that asshole.”

				The truck pulled off, leaving Luis Héctor standing outside in the blazing afternoon heat, holding the slip of paper. He looked around for the first time and noticed just how busy the place was. Policemen stood on the edge of the street, where bits of shade offered relief from the sun. Government vehicles crowded the lot and entrance to the funeral home, making a scandal, as Miriam might have said, as if their overwhelming show of force now could compensate for their absence the night before.

				Luis Héctor stared down at the number. What he knew of El Aluche he had gleaned from Facebook posts written by anonymous citizen journalists. The typical Zeta, extorting citizens and committing crimes all over town, a name like so many others he had heard over the years, an utterly expendable agent of misery. The blogs trafficked in loosely sourced rumor, but you didn’t need to know anything about El Aluche to know exactly who he was.

				Back inside the chapel, Luis Héctor took a moment to adjust to the cool darkness. He found his father still seated alone near his mother’s casket. His father had always been antisocial, aggressively so, but coupled with the twin tragedies of losing his daughter and his wife, he seemed to plunge even deeper into his self-centered hostility. He and Miriam never resumed anything like a normal marriage after Karen disappeared. Though they moved back in together, their entire union was formed around the pursuit of their daughter’s killers, and the specific trauma that they shared and only they could understand in each other. Like two halves of a broken whole, there was nowhere else they could fit. In the final weeks before her death, she and Luis were fighting more often. He pressured her to stop her campaign once and for all, to give it up. Something bad was going to happen, he warned her. But now, having been right was of little comfort. He was mourning his second family member in a little more than three years.

				Luis Héctor sat down next to his father and told him what he had heard about El Aluche from the man in the truck.

				“Your mom was looking into Aluche,” said his father, unsurprised.

				“What?” Luis Héctor asked.

				“She knew about this,” he repeated. “She had a tip that Aluche had been contracted to kill her. She was investigating him.”

				Luis Héctor stood up and walked away, knowing he was not going to extract much more out of his dad. He was of course surprised by this new information, but also not. It now made sense why Miriam had been so frightened, why her reclamations to the government had grown so spirited. She had been in danger from the moment she decided to pursue Karen’s killers, but only in recent months had she seemed afraid or even bothered to ask for protection. She knew something.

				And now, so did Luis Héctor.

				He scanned the ranks of attendees in the modest chapel. He had not thought to revisit the details of the previous night with those present; he was still in shock at having lost the most important person in his life. But the uniforms and suits that came and went from the funeral home were informed; many of them had been his mother’s allies. They carried with them bits of useful but disjointed information; all Luis Héctor needed was to piece the fragments together.

				He walked across the chapel to a federal police officer who had been close to his mother and shared what he had heard about El Aluche. The officer offered to help with surveillance. A high school friend who worked in the municipal government was also in the crowd and let slip that the police were already reviewing video footage from the previous night. Using street cameras, they had been able to trace Miriam from the time she left her store to the moment she turned in to her neighborhood, he said. In fact, the authorities had identified a Nissan truck that had been following her moments before she was killed.

				

				—

				A few days later, Luis Héctor went to see the head of the investigative police in San Fernando. At the reception desk, a high school friend was working the day shift. They traded pleasantries and the friend expressed his sympathies. Luis Héctor then shifted to the specifics of the investigation. He asked about the CCTV footage from the street. He had seen his mother do that before—take a piece of classified intel and present it as fact so that whoever she was interrogating would assume she already knew everything.

				During the years his mother had scraped together her investigations, Luis Héctor had largely watched from the sidelines. It occurred to him now how she had managed to do it, pursuing tips, leaning on friends, making new contacts to verify information or offer new leads, advancing point by point.

				The friend confirmed that the police had identified the Nissan truck. It was a distinctive vehicle, he said, with a toolbox in the truck bed and racing stripes.

				As they talked, Luis Héctor’s phone rang.

				It was one of his mother’s friends, a local journalist who had spoken with her the night of her murder, as she drove home from Rodeo Boots. The same man she had confided her premonition of death to.

				“They have someone in custody,” he told Luis Héctor.

				Luis Héctor waited for the police commander in the precinct, which remained as unwelcoming as ever. Poor lighting overhead, overgrown sidewalks outside, the faint whiff of abandonment. The commander arrived a half hour later and was nonplussed to find Luis Héctor waiting for him.

				He denied having anyone in custody and reiterated that it was an ongoing investigation. When Luis Héctor pressed him, the commander acknowledged that someone had been taken into custody in the last two days, but not on account of Miriam’s death.

				Luis Héctor called back the journalist, who assured him the commander was lying.

				“The person they arrested is the owner of that truck,” the journalist said.

				Luis Héctor returned to the commander with more questions, using the same tactic that he had used on his friend—pretending to already know key details so the commander would confirm them without realizing it. He mentioned the Nissan, the arrest of the man who had been driving it, and even El Aluche. That Miriam would have been the perfect person to force the truth from the commander was not lost on Luis Héctor

				But she was there in her own way. The network she had spent years building, a roster of citizens and officials, journalists and criminals whose only connection was that they cared for her or owed her favors, was now naturally falling to Luis Héctor, an unintentional inheritance at the moment he most needed it. The tip about El Aluche, the information about the arrest, even his persistence in the face of the commander’s obfuscation: That was Miriam.

				Luis Héctor asked the commander whether they could arrest El Aluche, grab him while he was most likely still in town and oblivious to the fact that he was already a suspect. The longer they waited, the more chance he had to escape, he said.

				The commander shook his head.

				We have no arrest warrant, and no concrete way to connect him to the case, he said.

				Luis Héctor suggested that they might arrest him and wait until those connections became clearer, because, again, if they missed their shot they might never find him again.

				The commander told him that was not the way things were done.

				Luis Héctor knew that officials would hide their incompetence behind formality and procedure, brush off questions with platitudes about observing the proper legal protocol. But he began to suspect something more was going on with the commander, beyond the standard ineptitude. He had no proof, but his refusal to engage at all made Luis Héctor suspicious. Why not admit what they had, information that three people had already confirmed to Luis Héctor? Why not come up with solutions, rather than impediments?

				Luis Héctor kept calm. He was less prone to fits of anger and more inclined to work with people’s limitations. He was not dispassionate, but having grown up in a household where his parents often fought, he had a distaste for conflict and preferred a quieter approach to problem solving.

				He tried to reason with the commander. They could find more witnesses, he suggested, including the person who had been detained already. Others would certainly confirm El Aluche’s involvement. They could surveil him and monitor the phone number Luis Héctor had been given at the wake.

				The commander said no.

				It seemed to Luis Héctor that everything he said the commander either denied, dismissed, or disregarded. He began to sympathize with his mother’s abusive tactics. As he stood, pondering a new approach, his phone rang again. It was the governor of Tamaulipas.

				Luis Héctor thanked the governor, who promised swift justice. And why wouldn’t he? Miriam’s assassination was the sort of disaster that could derail a new administration if it wasn’t handled right. Which gave Luis Héctor an idea.

				Even corrupt officials wanted to keep their jobs. They might ignore, or even mistreat, the people who came to them for help, but they would never ignore their superiors. Hierarchy mattered, was stitched into the political system, and exercising leverage over recalcitrant officials was almost always about threatening their job security.

				Luis interrupted the governor to tell him that he knew about the arrest and had been informed by sources that a man who went by the name of El Aluche was the principal actor behind his mother’s murder.

				The governor seemed to know about the arrest of the Nissan truck owner, but he perked up when Luis mentioned the tip about El Aluche. He was excited to have a lead so soon.

				Luis Héctor agreed that that tip was solid. But there was a problem.

				“Your commander here doesn’t want to arrest him,” he said.

				The governor grew quiet.

				Tell the commander to keep his phone on, he said. The attorney general will be calling.

			

			
				TARGET #1: EL ALUCHE

				The new state government found itself in the center of a media storm, with newspapers, radio stations, and television reporters covering the details of Miriam’s murder with a relentless vigor not even the cartels could stop. Miriam’s murder was national news.

				Pressure mounted to do something. A grieving mother had been forced to solve her daughter’s disappearance on her own, then murdered because of it. It was hard to exaggerate just how broken things had become. The governor condemned the cowardly murder of Miriam with platitudes about justice.

				“The death of Miriam Rodríguez will not be allowed to be just another statistic,” he said.

				He said that knowing how bad the statistics were. The war on the cartels, now in its fifteenth year in Mexico, had failed. Never mind that more drugs were finding their way to the United States, where overdose deaths had reached a record high; in Mexico, more people were being killed in drug-related violence than at any other point since the government began collecting homicide statistics some twenty years earlier.

				The Tamaulipan government sprang into action, but in a way that seemed drawn from its own archives. Miriam’s death was another marquee moment in a highlight reel of state failure dating back seventy years to the exploits of Juan N. Guerra and his nephew, Juan García Ábrego. The murder summoned outrage from the local and national papers, the full-throated indignation of politicians, and vows that justice would be done. A press conference was held by cabinet-level officials, a choreographed effort to express outrage, promise results, and defray the uproar that was threatening to undermine the first two acts of the performance.

				The Kabuki dance had begun.

				There was the familiar effort to distance themselves from the blame. State officials clarified that El Kike had never escaped from the prison. It was important for them to let the public know that the metaphor of failure wasn’t that perfect—that it had not been one of the men that Miriam had put in prison who had escaped and killed her.

				At least not him specifically. As the inquiry evolved, investigators discovered that two of the four men involved in Miriam’s murder were in fact a part of the prison break, and had most likely been given the order while locked up with the Zetas that Miriam had put away.

				At the same hastily convened press event, officials claimed that Miriam had been granted protection by the government; the police had conducted patrols of her home three times a day. They had done their job, in accordance with the victims’ law, and were not to blame for her unforeseeable death.

				But there was some confusion on that point. Gloria Garza, a member of the stage band, later claimed that Miriam had refused protection from the state because she didn’t trust them to keep her safe. That same day, Guillermo Riestra posted the video he had taken during a meeting of the collectives with Garza, a video that showed Miriam asking for protection and complaining that the police officer meant to provide it wouldn’t answer his phone.

				The confusion was such that the commission on human rights launched an investigation to get to the bottom of it. By law, the government was required to protect Miriam; however useless a police escort would have been in an actual firefight, they might have been a deterrent, especially for gunmen who shot from behind.

				What the commission found was that the state police agency tasked with carrying out the patrols did such a poor and erratic job that when asked for documentation to prove they had done it, they at first refused to turn over the officer’s time sheets and then submitted falsified ones.

				But the focus on protection, which may or may not have made a difference in the end, distracted from a bigger issue, the biggest one. Miriam had confronted the scourge of organized crime in Tamaulipas, and for her troubles had been killed in front of her own home, on Mother’s Day, an act of criminal marketing as degenerate as it was ingenious.

				The Zetas had excised an enemy, warned off others from becoming too active, and demonstrated that the government’s promise to protect its citizens was as hollow as its politicians. The kind of gesture that made people wonder if they lived in a failed state, where organized crime could operate without a worry in the world.

				There wasn’t much the government could do to fix the past; someone, perhaps everyone, had failed to protect a woman whom they were legally required to protect. But they could make sure they moved swiftly to take down the people responsible—and exact Miriam’s posthumous revenge by going after the last of the individuals who had killed Karen, La Machorra.

				

				—

				The arrest was exactly as the journalist had said: On May 14, 2017, the police had detained the owner of the white Nissan truck seen following Miriam the night of her murder. It was true that the truck owner had been wanted on another matter, a kidnapping in San Fernando. But while he was in custody, the police confronted him about the vehicle—and his involvement in Miriam’s murder.

				Alfredo Misael, age twenty-four, told the authorities he had been tasked by a criminal boss known as The Chauffeur to follow three men who had come to town to murder an activist in San Fernando. The Chauffeur had told him that the would-be killers had escaped from prison in Ciudad Victoria that past March, and that he did not like having them in town.

				Misael described how each of the men looked, the cars and small motorcycles they got around town in, even their nicknames, the most important of which was that of their leader, El Aluche. Though in his statement Misael never admitted to pulling the trigger, the young man pled guilty to murder and was given a reduced sentence of fifteen years in prison for his cooperation.

				The government heralded this as a great achievement, although in private the family of Miriam felt the sentence was ridiculous. How could a murderer be given fifteen years and never actually admit to killing anyone?

				On the day of Misael’s arrest, another key piece of evidence landed quite literally on the investigators’ front door, a document as convenient as it was comical: an anonymous note taped to the entrance of the Ministerio Público in San Fernando, offering the names and details of the men involved in Miriam’s murder. A staffer discovered the letter at 8:30 a.m. on the morning of May 14.

				It read like a cop trying to impersonate a criminal, over-the-top slang and expletives combined with specific details needed to secure an arrest warrant. The kind of document an investigator under tremendous pressure could use to tie together the discordant threads of an investigation.

				The letter named El Aluche as the material author of the murder and included his real name as well as his cell phone number, which matched the one that Luis had given to the police after the wake. Described as the ringleader of a band of Zetas that wrought misery throughout San Fernando, El Aluche was accused in the note of robbing and extorting and killing at will.

				“Listen dudes don’t be idiots I’m going to pass you information so you’re not running around like assholes and so you can do something about all the fuckery we are living in San Fernando,” the letter began. “The name of the bastard that killed Mrs Rodríguez is known as El Aluche, whose real name I know to be Juan Manuel Alvarado.”

				The letter spent a rather long time abusing the police and bemoaning the state of security in San Fernando, especially for regular citizens who were busy “with a shitload of work and more work just so this band of assholes that Aluche leads can keep on fucking us over.”

				Amid the colorful language, the letter made mention of the white Nissan truck with black stripes. The author claimed to know that its owner was in custody and was in fact part of the criminal group that El Aluche oversaw.

				Most defense attorneys, and even Luis Héctor, thought the letter was fake. In the history of San Fernando, when had anyone taped a note to the government’s front door explaining the authors of a crime? Still, its existence, alongside the testimony from Misael, gave investigators the grounds they needed to pursue El Aluche and obtain an arrest warrant against him.

				Not that they would have much luck in locating him. If Luis Héctor was inheriting his mother’s connections, he was also inheriting her concerns.

				Luis Héctor, through his network of sources, had collected a registry of addresses that El Aluche was said to frequent. He had even picked up tidbits of conversation: El Aluche had bragged at a gathering about what he had done, the sort of thing that didn’t legally amount to much but hardened Luis Héctor’s resolve to find his mother’s killer.

				Luis Héctor was learning more about his target, hoarding small details he could use. El Aluche had not escaped from prison like the others; he had served his time and only recently been released. But he had overlapped with Miriam’s targets in the penitentiary in Ciudad Victoria. El Aluche was an orphan, raised by an aunt and uncle in San Fernando. Luis Héctor tracked down where the elderly couple lived and conducted his own patrols of the house, hoping to spot the Zeta.

				What Luis Héctor had not yet learned was an unfaltering skepticism of the police and government officials. He made the mistake of sharing El Aluche’s family address with the San Fernando commander, in the hopes that he might dispatch units to monitor the house.

				Instead, the police had raided the home—and come up empty-handed.

				Not only was El Aluche nowhere to be found, but he now knew that the police were looking for him.

				

				—

				As time passed, Luis Héctor found himself taking on more than just the investigation into his mother’s killers; day by day he was being thrust further into the role his mother had left behind—the leader of the collective of families of the disappeared in San Fernando.

				He had exchanged harsh words with one of his mother’s allies, who pronounced on social media that she would be starting her own collective and would name it in honor of Miriam. The two had been friends, Miriam and the other woman, but had fallen out because Miriam insisted on pursuing her daughter’s killers, whereas the other woman simply wanted to find her daughter’s remains.

				Luis Héctor found the woman presumptuous and divisive. Even as she claimed to want to name her collective after his mother, she spoke ill of Miriam and accused her of taking money from the government for her own purposes, not to assist the families that she represented. After seeing her post, Luis Héctor had called the woman and demanded she take it down; he would be taking over his mother’s collective, and he would not allow her to peddle influence using his mother’s name.

				Only now, having claimed the leadership of his mother’s collective, Luis Héctor realized he did not know what he was doing. He was left to combine the bits he had learned from his mother with his own style of leadership, which differed from hers. Perhaps it would not be all that different from investigating his mother’s killers—adapting her tactics to his disposition and temperament.

				A few weeks later, on May 31, Luis Héctor held his first meeting as the head of his mother’s collective. Or rather, he took over an event his mother had planned before her death. The gathering, held at the Salón Ramón Ayala, a fancy space on the southeast edge of town, turned into something of a memorial for Miriam, with dignitaries flying and driving to San Fernando for the occasion, including the head of the executive commission for attention to victims, and representatives from the high commission of human rights at the United Nations as well as from the governor’s office, including Gloria Garza, the state director for human rights.

				They took turns sharing memories of Miriam. She had been a tough opponent, combative and confrontational. But she had also forced officials to reckon with the inertia of their own institutions, which even the system’s most ardent devotees knew needed a kick every now and then.

				When Gloria Garza took the stage, the crowd booed. Many blamed her for Miriam’s death, or at least the government’s failure to protect her. Gloria Garza began to stammer through her address, clearly startled, until Luis Héctor stepped forward to intervene.

				He asked the members of his collective to be respectful and let her talk, something that would have been unthinkable had Miriam been in his place.

			

			
				TARGET #9: LA MACHORRA

				While El Aluche evaded capture, the government raced to tie up the loose ends left dangling from Karen’s case. The only person left on Miriam’s list was the one she had come to loathe perhaps more than any other, La Machorra.

				Before she died, Miriam had an entire folder’s worth of material dedicated to La Machorra, with photographs, Facebook posts, and personal details. Those details included that she was living in the port city of Veracruz, working as a taxi driver. La Machorra had a young son, who Miriam had tracked as well. She knew where he went to school, confirmed it with the administrators there by pretending to be a friend of the family.

				This information had sat for months as Miriam cajoled officials to launch a cross-state operation. Now, less than a month after her death, officials arrested La Machorra in Veracruz.

				In custody, La Machorra professed her innocence, claiming that she never knew Karen and was not in San Fernando in January 2014 when the murder occurred. Like others, she claimed to have been kidnapped herself. Armed men had taken her from a bus as it was passing through San Fernando and then kept her for two days before allowing her to leave.

				When confronted with pictures of herself with the others from the Zeta kidnapping ring, she denied it was her. She had been skinny around the time that the pictures were taken, and had long, curly hair, not the short-cropped style of the woman in the photo.

				That is a different Machorra, she said.

				

				—

				A few weeks later, authorities in Tamaulipas found another of the suspects in Miriam’s murder. He had been pulled over by authorities in the neighboring state of Nuevo León, carrying a small armory of weapons, several vials of crystal meth, and about fifteen hundred dollars in cash.

				The suspect had escaped from the prison in Ciudad Victoria, where he was serving a forty-year sentence for carrying a military grade weapon, in March. Like El Aluche, the suspect had spent time with Sama, El Kike, El Chepo, and others while locked up in Ciudad Victoria for an unrelated crime.

				And that was where the government’s theory ended.

				“Our principal hypothesis is that these suspects coincided in the penitentiary in Ciudad Victoria with the detainees responsible for the kidnapping of Miriam’s daughter,” Irving Barrios, the Tamaulipas attorney general, said in a press conference on June 29, 2017.

			

			
				EL ALUCHE, PART 2

				On the night of October 15, 2017, Luis Héctor stood with the group of soldiers, pondering the likelihood that El Aluche had returned to the house on Canales Street.

				They had seen him leave to run an errand moments earlier, but when the Zeta’s vehicle had returned no one could get a line of sight on whether he was in it. The entrance to the house sat behind a concrete perimeter wall, and the empty block was barely visible in the cool blue of a neighbor’s porch light.

				A tipster had told Luis Héctor that El Aluche hid out every now and then with his girlfriend, who people in town referred to as Fat Inez, and that he would be at her place that very evening. And he was. Then he wasn’t.

				The decision was Luis Héctor’s, whether to raid or not. And it all hinged on whether El Aluche was back inside. Luis Héctor asked the squad commander for a minute to think.

				Not long after his mother’s funeral, Luis Héctor had visited Mexico City to ask for help. He had met with federal investigators in the major crimes division and asked them to take charge of his mother’s homicide investigation. They worked the big cases and were given the resources to do the job—like the ability to intercept phone calls. They were already up on El Aluche’s phone and were tapping others in his network.

				Luis Héctor had met some federal police in San Fernando as well, in the period following his mother’s death when the house was filled with visitors. The days ran together, and he had forgotten most of the encounters. But he liked the federal police who had come to visit at their home. They took initiative. One of them had shared his number, told him to stay in touch. He called himself Paisa.

				Luis Héctor and Paisa messaged regularly now, had even become friends, if you could call it that. Luis Héctor didn’t even know his real name. When he had asked for it, the officer had said to call him Paisa, for paisano, or countryman. Paisa was based in Ciudad Victoria but covered a wide region and was spread too thin to respond to the raid on Fat Inez’s house.

				That was the problem with all of the feds—they were too far away and overrun with casework. Which meant that having them participate in urgent operations was all but impossible. At the same time, Luis Héctor needed to circumvent the local commander, who was either in league with the Zetas or so incompetent that it didn’t matter whether he was or not.

				He tried the attorney general of Tamaulipas.

				The attorney general, Irving Barrios, had been helpful to Luis Héctor in the past. He quickly grasped the urgency of the call and told Luis Héctor that he had a special team for sensitive operations just like this, led by a man named El Cóndor.

				“Wait for him before you do anything,” the attorney general warned Luis Héctor, passing him El Cóndor’s number. “And don’t tell anyone in San Fernando.”

				On the phone, El Cóndor told Luis Héctor to go and see an officer friend of his in the Mexican army, who was stationed in the eighth battalion just outside of San Fernando. He would help.

				The soldiers had moved quickly, pulling out maps of the town to plan the operation in detail. They needed to set up a perimeter, seal off the streets by the house. El Cóndor, when he got there, would breach. But El Cóndor was taking longer than expected, and the clock was ticking.

				Now, having seen El Aluche’s car leave and return, the lieutenant asked Luis Héctor what he wanted to do.

				If they raided the house and El Aluche was not there, they would blow their chance to capture him and in the process ensure that he never returned. If they didn’t raid the house, who knew how many more months they would wait, hoping for another lead like this?

				Luis Héctor gave the green light.

				The units moved around the house, blocking both ends of the street. Luis Héctor moved forward with a tactical team.

				As they approached the front gate, Luis Héctor’s phone rang. It was El Cóndor.

				“I’m here,” he said.

				The soldiers pulled back to the perimeter and left El Cóndor and another man he had brought with him to conduct the arrest, along with Luis Héctor. From outside, the three of them could see several people crowded into a single room on the ground floor of the house. The hum of an air conditioner filled the night air. One of the men tried the front entrance, which was locked. They circled around to the back, where the tipster had said the door was usually open.

				Once inside, the officers moved swiftly through a dark corridor toward the sliver of light emanating from beneath the bedroom door. Luis Héctor followed. They passed a bathroom where a man was on his knees by the commode. The police dragged him with them to the end of the hall.

				El Cóndor and the other officer entered first. El Aluche was stretched across the bed against the back wall, lying beside Fat Inez, who jumped to her feet and flattened herself against the wall. Another man was in a seat by the bed, watching television. A handgun sat on a nightstand. Everyone in the room raised their hands in surrender.

				Luis Héctor entered last, clutching the handgun that his mother had given him after the prison break. When he saw El Aluche, the trimmed beard and mustache, the neck tattoos, he felt light-headed.

				“Did you think you could hide forever?” Luis Héctor yelled at him.

				A look of confusion spread over El Aluche’s face; his eyes widened, and he swiveled his head toward the gun on the nightstand and lunged for it. El Aluche managed to fire a stray round before El Cóndor could return fire.

				El Aluche’s forehead snapped back before the report sounded in the small room; he slumped against the back wall, blood trickling down his face. Luis Héctor watched his eyes roll back in his head, then watched him expire.

				In the mêlée, the man seated in the chair was shot in the chest. The police ignored his screams as they searched the house. Fat Inez was taken into custody along with the man from the bathroom, a plumber she had called to fix the toilet.

				The following day the government announced the killing of El Aluche and the arrest of three more suspects in a kidnapping ring.

				“Through these actions we reaffirm our commitment to establishing order, legality and peace in the state, one of the primary demands of Tamaulipas,” the statement said.

				The plumber, who was innocent, would spend more than a year in prison before he could clear his name.

			

		

	
		
		
			13.

			
				CLOSURE

			

			
				TARGET #2: PATA DE QUESO

				The cops searched the premises on Canales Street while the wounded man lay on the floor, writhing in agony from the gunshot wound to his chest. They found two handguns, a rifle, and a shotgun, along with a few bags of weed before the local police showed up, having been tipped off to the raid.

				It was unclear how the cops knew to come to El Aluche’s hideout, but they had brought extra men and an ambulance. El Cóndor was fuming. For starters, he didn’t trust them. But he was especially peeved by the ambulance. He had no intention of saving the life of the man on the floor, who went by the name of Rocco.

				“I prefer hearses,” El Cóndor said, looking out the window.

				The ambulance meant medical attention, attention that Rocco was not going to get until El Cóndor and Luis Héctor had had the chance to ask him a few questions. Now they would have to be quick about it.

				The police loaded the detainees into their vehicles as Rocco was loaded into the ambulance on a stretcher. El Cóndor and Luis Héctor jumped in with him and closed the doors behind them.

				El Cóndor told the driver not to move, then turned to Luis Héctor.

				“What do you want to know?” he asked.

				“Why did you kill my mom?” Luis Héctor asked.

				The man refused to talk at first, demanding to be taken to the hospital. He had rights and he was dying, he gasped. After a minute, as he continued to bleed out and the emergency vehicle didn’t move, it became clear to him that the police would just as soon let him die.

				“I don’t know why,” he finally sputtered. “I just know that Pata de Queso gave the order, and El Hugo made the payment to Aluche.”

				“How much?” El Cóndor asked.

				“Fifty thousand pesos,” Rocco said—roughly $2,700.

				

				—

				Luis Héctor got off a plane in Mexico City a few weeks later to meet with officials in the organized crime division of the federal prosecutor’s office. He wanted an update on his mother’s case.

				Thanks to Luis Héctor’s tipster, the authorities had been monitoring El Aluche’s cell phone for months, creating a map of contacts and conspirators all working for the Zetas in and around San Fernando. Among those figures was Pata de Queso, the Zeta regional boss. He was ancient by the standards of cartel leaders, at fifty-six. He had not only managed to avoid the fate of thousands of others, killed by rivals, allies, or the armed forces, but had somehow avoided prison for nearly twenty years by the time his name came up for ordering Miriam’s death.

				His nickname meant Cheese Foot, fulfilling the greatest tradition of odd nicknames bestowed on Mexican cartel gangsters. The rumor was that he had once spied on a female cartel assassin while she took a shower, and in response she had stepped out of the bath and shot him in the foot.

				Not much was known about Pata de Queso. He had not risen very high in the ranks of the Zetas, especially considering how much time he had spent in them. His main area of operation was Las Norias, to the south of San Fernando. But after Miriam began her campaign, including helping to imprison the boss of the San Fernando plaza, Pata de Queso was elevated. By the time he came under scrutiny for ordering Miriam’s murder, his empire included San Fernando, too.

				Pata de Queso almost never spoke on the phone, leaving it to lower-level associates to convey his orders. Those associates used a phone, however, and Luis Héctor sat with officials in the Mexico City headquarters of the Procuraduría General de la República, the nation’s attorney general, as they played their taped conversations for him. The calls were both mundane and grim: food orders for the boss, carried by motorcycle to remote mountain hideouts; orders to kidnap motorists and kill them if ransoms were unpaid; health concerns that were vague but made clear that Pata de Queso had some sort of condition.

				Getting a wiretap set up had taken more time than Luis Héctor had expected, in part because of a hacking scandal that was sweeping the nation that year, 2017. The Mexican government had been accused of illegally using Israeli spyware to monitor journalists, human rights attorneys, and anti-corruption campaigners, ostensibly without judicial warrants. The revelations, which came to light in a series of stories by The New York Times, had prompted internal investigations into the illicit spying campaign. And that had meant wiretaps now required full judicial authorization.

				Outside of the legal requirements, which had long been ignored by law enforcement, monitoring a target’s phone required an incredible amount of manpower. And in the short time that they had been intercepting his phone calls, the police overseeing the investigation had barely heard Pata de Queso’s voice. He almost never came into towns or population centers.

				

				—

				And then, all of a sudden, in early November, the police captured Pata de Queso inside the General Hospital in Ciudad Victoria, where he was undergoing dialysis for liver failure. The arresting officers snapped a photo of the notorious criminal before he was transferred to Mexico City to face a litany of charges. Seated in a wheelchair, the once fearsome Pata de Queso had been reduced to an old, infirm man. His face was gaunt, his hair white, and his arms covered in bruises. With a tattered blanket wrapped around his shoulders, he looked like a fugitive from a nursing home.

				Luis Héctor had received a call the night before from Paisa, who had made the arrest. Paisa had told Luis Héctor that he would be accompanying the Zeta on his transfer to Mexico City, and, though he didn’t have time to explain, he wanted to give Luis Héctor a heads-up and the opportunity to ask questions.

				Luis Héctor had the same question he had always had. Why had they killed his mother? The reason seemed obvious enough, but he wanted to hear it from the man who had ordered the killing. The police officer promised to ask.

				Three days later, Pata de Queso was dead. The Zetas picked El Hugo, his right-hand man, to replace him.

				The same El Hugo who had paid for Miriam’s assassination.

			

			
				A COLLECTIVE DIVIDED

				Luis Héctor tried to stay on top of the needs of the collective, calling meetings and interfacing with the government, state and federal. He helped coordinate visits with the Argentine group of forensic scientists, internationally renowned experts who the government contracted to figure out the identities of the people buried in the mass graves of 2011. They needed to collect DNA from the victims and their families. They needed María Inés.

				María Inés had taken Miriam’s death hard. She had been alone after Eduardo’s death, her emotions and instincts ungovernable. Miriam had given agency to María Inés’s pain; now that Miriam was gone, the feeling of emptiness was all the more profound for having briefly been lifted. Rodeo Boots shut down, and she was jobless again.

				María Inés stuck by Luis Héctor in the collective, although many rival collectives had sprung up after Miriam’s death. She knew that Luis Héctor didn’t have the same drive as his mother, the feral energy that can come only from a parent robbed of a child, but she was loyal. Miriam had had a bottomless tank to draw from, a combustive energy that never ran short of fuel. Luis Héctor had lost a mother and a sister, both violently, by his mid-thirties. Getting up, putting on clothes, and sustaining an income was a daily miracle, and those who had loved Miriam also loved Luis Héctor, because in spite of the broken life left to him he still tried. But he was not his mother, if he ever could have been, especially not in the aching absence her murder had left.

				By the middle of 2017, María Inés’s time with the collective was drawing to an end. She was called to Mexico City, where she and her family were asked to give multiple DNA samples to the Argentine forensic experts. She had given samples on two other occasions, but the experts assured her this time would be different. And she believed them. She made friends with one of the scientists, who unlike the government officials in Tamaulipas had treated her with kindness and respect. She answered María Inés’s questions with patience and reassured her constant fear.

				Through them, she eventually found out what had happened to her son.

				Jesús Eduardo Cerda Vera had disappeared on the night of March 4, 2011, snatched by marauding Zetas from the Oxxo parking lot in the central plaza of San Fernando. A month later, authorities searching El Arenal, the sandy stretch favored by the Zetas where dozens had been buried, discovered his body in a mass grave.

				The horrendous, nearly criminal bungling of remains was by now so common as to be cliché, a Mexican by-product of the death machine created by the War on Drugs. But the pain was hardly routine. María Inés had lived in a state of suspended grief for five years to only now find out what the government already knew, had the scientific evidence to know.

				If death and dismemberment could be normalized, so, too, could the cold indifference of ineptitude. Victims were so robbed of their agency they hardly expected more, which only made those in charge of sweeping up the mess created by the violence even less responsive. A system in a death spiral.

				Over the years, the authorities had taken several samples of DNA from María Inés and her husband. In theory, those samples should have been easy to match with Eduardo’s remains. But that never happened, for reasons unknown. In 2013, Eduardo’s remains were buried in a common grave in Ciudad Victoria, much as Karen’s had been.

				All of this was explained to María Inés in June 2017, a little less than a month after Miriam’s death. She was nothing if not practiced in the art of withstanding the layered grief of a disappearance. Her relief at having Eduardo back outweighed the bitterness, but only just. The layers could not be stripped back; they remained like a suffocating cap over her and her family.

				But she could finally stop searching.

				

				—

				For a while, María Inés continued going to meetings for the collective, even after she got her son back. But the meetings were no longer regular occurrences, and in the void left by Miriam’s death some of the more than one hundred families in her group jumped ship to rival collectives.

				It was hard to blame them; Luis Héctor lived in Ciudad Victoria, and although he had left his job to run the collective, he could not be as present as some of the other collective leaders who had worked with Miriam for years. They had more connections, knew more about the law and the way to leverage power and influence with state officials predisposed to deny requests. And he could not compete with their commitment—the women who forged ahead with their own collectives were much older; most had foreclosed on any hope for a life that was not filled with the search for their missing loved one. Luis Héctor was just thirty-three and unmarried. He was weighted by as much pain as anyone, more even. But to abandon himself to it would have been to abdicate his own future. He wanted a life beyond loss.

				More than a year had passed since Miriam’s assassination. In that time, Luis Héctor had grown cynical of the entire process and his place in it. He hated dealing with the officials who, he knew firsthand, would lie and fabricate evidence to suit their purposes. Who he knew would fund other collectives to diminish the power of his own and pit leaders from San Fernando against one another. The government wrote off the violence it couldn’t contain with a check, a tiny slice of its budget, and the victims were so desperate for something, anything, that they lined up for the crumbs. He had come to realize that the most effective activist wasn’t necessarily the one who helped those victims find justice, but the one who helped them find resources.

				Luis Héctor faced his own criticism on that front. He and his family had been given police escorts in the state’s rush to right the wrongs after failing to protect Miriam. It was an expensive corrective, and probably overkill. After the Zetas realized the storm they had stirred by killing Miriam, no one would be stupid enough to go after her family now. Locals in San Fernando rolled their eyes when one of the family members turned up at a restaurant, or a bar, or the market with a pair of police officers in tow, like some tragic consolation prize for having suffered so publicly.

				The house would always win; Luis Héctor knew that. He did not have the force, or legitimacy, that his mother had. What Luis Héctor had was a prominent name, which made him a useful pawn in the games of others, even friends. If he had any doubts about it, they were tabled in early 2019, after he was disqualified from serving on the commission for the search for the missing in Tamaulipas. A statewide position, the commissioner was meant to oversee the process of how and when such searches were conducted, to serve as an intermediary between the government and the collectives. Everyone knew that the officials in charge often put on shows, sending police and soldiers to search areas with no real plan or purpose, an effort meant to soothe the nerves of desperate parents without ever turning up much in the way of mass graves.

				Tamaulipas by then had begun to count in earnest the number of disappeared within its borders and had quickly shot to the top of the list of the states nationwide with more than ten thousand. The work mattered, or it could matter, depending on who took it over and whether or not they were allowed to do the job. That was a big if. In some states, officials privately admitted that they no longer searched for mass graves; they didn’t have the resources to manage the bodies they already had.

				Guillermo Riestra, a collective leader in Ciudad Victoria and Miriam’s friend, had convinced Luis Héctor to submit his name for commissioner back in 2018, ahead of the selection. His profile alone would help, as the son of the state’s most famous activist. The collectives were tired of the games and wanted someone they could trust and reason with, someone who understood them, to oversee something as sensitive as searching for the disappeared.

				“We hope that whoever decides will decide in the best way possible, and as I’ve said we won’t abandon the people we are helping,” Luis Héctor told one reporter in an interview launching his candidacy. “And if it is not one of us, we will continue pushing from the outside as we have always done.”

				The state congress was responsible for selecting the commissioner, and few believed that it would select someone from a collective, someone from outside of the government sphere of control, to oversee things. They would never come out and say that, of course, but would find a technicality to disqualify him and others. In January 2019, Luis Héctor’s application was dismissed for missing paperwork, along with three others, two of them activists.

				The commissioner was selected the following month, a former state investigator whose most recent job had been to investigate missing persons cases in Tamaulipas. The collectives raised a fuss, pointing out that it had been the lackluster work of state authorities in locating disappeared people that had necessitated a commissioner in the first place. And now they were being saddled with someone who risked “turning the entire effort into a simulation,” Riestra said. A Kabuki dance.

				The collectives had proposed Luis Héctor for precisely that reason, he said, to place someone within the oppressive bureaucracy who stood a chance of fighting back against it. A salaryman, never mind one who had spent his career in the fen of Tamaulipan law enforcement, would never bring the same commitment “as someone who knows the pain of a disappeared,” he said.

				“But I guess Congress didn’t see it that way,” he concluded.

			

			
				TARGET #3: EL HUGO

				El Hugo, right-hand man to Pata de Queso, was still free. He had taken over the San Fernando plaza following his boss’s death, and by most accounts was a more astute leader. Luis Héctor had heard him on the intercepts, discussing ransom payments and extortion of businesses along the highway, including a mezcal distillery. He was the last person left to track down and imprison as far as Luis Héctor was concerned.

				Luis Héctor was embittered by his brush with running for public office, and disabused of the hope that things might be different, or perhaps that he could make a difference. Of course Congress picked a former criminal investigator, someone adept at bureaucratizing the demands of the families of the disappeared and whose loyalty to the state was assured. But he was also growing disillusioned with the work of collectives more broadly.

				He had come to feel as if he were part of a game played between victims and the government. Each was maneuvering to outflank the other, to extract more resources or inhibit them, to propose new laws or to water them down, to request transparency or to obscure the mechanics of decision-making. You had to want the fight and have the energy to sustain it. He wasn’t sure he qualified for either anymore.

				Luis Héctor continued living in Ciudad Victoria, and even though he had quit his formal job with the state, he continued working as an entrepreneur, selling siding and roofing. The business that he had been discouraged by his dad from pursuing had turned into his primary line of work. It gave him the flexibility to run the collective and to continue his visits to Mexico City, where he checked in regularly on his mother’s case.

				How they had detained Pata de Queso remained a secret; Luis Héctor knew they were tracking him but had no idea they were so close. The investigators rarely shared details like that, and now that Pata de Queso was dead there was nothing more to talk about. Luis Héctor regretted not having the chance to ask the Zeta leader why he had ordered his mother’s assassination. But Paisa was leery of phones, and whenever Luis Héctor called he was evasive. He was probably just nervous about talking on his cell, having seen how widespread the government’s hacking efforts were.

				

				—

				One day in early 2019, not long after his bruising campaign for commissioner, Luis Héctor was cleaning his truck at a car wash in Ciudad Victoria when he noticed a man staring at him. He was startled and made ready to leave, but the man raised his hand in a friendly wave and walked over, smiling.

				In the two years that Luis had been in touch with Paisa, he could never remember what he had looked like. Though they had exchanged phone calls and messages, triangulated details about Pata de Queso’s network, and discussed strategies for Luis Héctor’s visits to the bosses in Mexico City, they had met in person only once. Luis Héctor still had him saved in his cell phone contacts as Paisa.

				As the man held out his hand for Luis Héctor to shake, it dawned on him: This was Paisa. The reunion felt for Luis Héctor like running into an old friend, warm and strange and intimate at once. They had so many things to talk about. The two sat in the car wash for more than an hour as the officer told him what had transpired on the night they finally captured Pata de Queso, a mystery that Luis Héctor had waited a year and a half to unravel.

				In early November 2017, not long after El Aluche was killed, the federal police had caught a break, the policeman told Luis Héctor. One of Pata de Queso’s lieutenants reported over the wire that the boss was sick and needed an ambulance. The illness was serious enough that they were heading to a hospital in Ciudad Victoria right away.

				For the first time in months, the police had a real lead. And if Pata de Queso was in a weakened state, even better, especially since only Paisa and one other policeman were on duty that night. The others were on another assignment and couldn’t get back in time.

				El Paisa and the other policeman raced from their office in Ciudad Victoria to try to intercept the ambulance on its way into town. This turned out to be a problematic plan—they had no way to identify the ambulance and no idea which hospital Pata de Queso might be headed to. They drove around striking out: at the Specialty Hospital on the northeast side of town, where they assumed a wealthy narco might go for medical care, and with a couple of ambulances they stopped at random.

				On the way back to the town center, they passed another ambulance and, lacking a better idea, decided to pull it over. The vehicle was empty, but the cops persisted. Had the driver taken anyone matching Pata de Queso’s description to a hospital in the last hour? The driver, to their amazement, nodded. He had taken a man suffering from kidney failure to the General Hospital not more than thirty minutes earlier. The patient was accompanied by one other man, and the driver had dropped them at the emergency room.

				Paisa raced to the General Hospital, located in the heart of the city. This was a less-than-ideal spot to make an arrest—if a shoot-out ensued, there were all kinds of pedestrians and bystanders who could get caught in the cross fire.

				At the front desk, after flashing a recalcitrant receptionist his badge, Paisa was directed to the floor where Pata de Queso was hospitalized. He left his partner outside, to watch the door for Zetas arriving to see the boss, and went by himself to the Zeta boss’s room. Peeking down the hallway, the policeman thought he recognized the man guarding Pata de Queso’s door from his hours reviewing the case files of Zetas operating in Tamaulipas.

				In the twenty-odd years that Pata de Queso had been terrorizing the people of the San Fernando area, it was unlikely he had ever been this vulnerable: sick, and with just one bodyguard watching him. Paisa told Luis Héctor that he worried more Zeta reinforcements might show up. The officer had already called for his own backup, but the highway police, the only federal agency available on short notice, was taking its time.

				Luis Héctor listened intently to the story. He didn’t doubt its veracity; first off, some of the information that Paisa was sharing, about intelligence and the cell intercepts, Luis Héctor had heard himself while in Mexico City at the organized crime division. But also, who would make up such a spontaneous, unplanned operation?

				From down the hall, Paisa had called out to the security guard by name, as though he knew him.

				“Is the boss inside?” he asked casually, pretending to be a Zeta.

				The man looked confused at first, and then relieved. He nodded and let the officer pass into the room.

				Pata de Queso was stretched out on a hospital bed, his face drawn and body slack. His hair was white. The Zeta leader looked up at the officer when he entered.

				“Hey man, do you recognize me?” Paisa asked.

				Pata de Queso shook his head.

				“You sure you don’t recognize me? Because I definitely know you.”

				Pata de Queso looked toward the door and then back at the officer.

				“I’m a federal police officer,” Paisa said. “We have the entire hospital surrounded.”

				

				—

				Paisa and Luis Héctor watched from Paisa’s truck as a line of cars formed in the parking lot. It was a popular spot for a car wash in Ciudad Victoria, Luis Héctor’s favorite. Paisa told him that on the plane from Ciudad Victoria to Mexico City, he had asked Pata de Queso about Miriam. It was clear even then that the Zeta leader was dying, and Paisa couldn’t be sure whether his answer was genuine or the delirium speaking. Whatever the case, it was what they had assumed, he told Luis Héctor.

				“She was causing trouble for them,” Paisa said. “Bringing the law down on them too much.”

				This was hardly a revelation, but it was closure of a sort for Luis Héctor. He would have liked to have heard it himself, to exercise the conspiratorial instinct and ask a few more questions about whether or not anyone above Pata de Queso had approved it, perhaps whether anyone in the government had known about it, the sort of questions a mind wearied by suspicion might wonder. It made no difference now. There was really only one other person they could ask: El Hugo, the right-hand man to Pata de Queso.

				“Any updates on El Hugo?”

				El Hugo had been the one to make the alleged payment for Miriam’s assassination. Through his own efforts, Luis knew that El Hugo, whose nicknames were both “the goose” and “short neck,” lived in Ciudad Victoria. He just didn’t know where.

				“Want to go see his house?” Paisa asked.

				They took Paisa’s truck to Barrio de Pajaritos, a development on the northeast edge of town where El Hugo maintained a home. Outside, surveillance cameras were set up everywhere. The windows had bars.

				“I bet he has loads of money and weapons in there,” Paisa said as they drove past.

				El Hugo had been running a kidnapping ring for years in the San Fernando area, snatching people from homes and highways and demanding ransoms into the tens of thousands of dollars. He had been a more adept leader than Pata de Queso by the estimation of some investigators, and many suspected that, far from being the right-hand man, he was in fact the person running the Zeta operations in the San Fernando zone.

				Luis Héctor asked why, if they knew where he was living, the police had not raided the house and arrested him. Paisa said he had wanted to, but the prosecutor managing the case had urged caution. The authorities felt they needed more evidence; the rumors and extra-official testimony regarding Miriam’s assassination weren’t enough.

				Still, Paisa told Luis Héctor, the prosecutor overseeing the case could be persuaded to move on El Hugo.

				“If you tell him to raid the house, he will do it,” he said.

				Luis Héctor was always being asked to strike a balance between making an arrest and making a case. The prosecutors never seemed to have enough evidence on their own, which meant years could pass before they were ready to bring charges. In that lapse, the criminal could vanish, and for all the effort of collecting incontrovertible evidence they could miss their chance to detain the suspect. Equally problematic was the alternative: arrest the person before you had what you needed, and they walked free.

				In the imperfect world of Mexican law enforcement, Luis Héctor usually landed on the side of making an arrest while you still could. Worst-case scenario, the police were bound to find a weapon or drugs they could use to charge the suspect while they continued investigating. In the imperfect world of Mexican law enforcement, he had learned to accept some justice in lieu of no justice.

				Luis Héctor had met El Hugo once, years before, at a popular weekend getaway called Los Troncones, an ecological park at the foot of the Sierra Madre range, just outside of Ciudad Victoria. A verdant forest set in a valley with a crystalline river, it was a popular spot for families and young students.

				Luis Héctor had been there with friends, not long after Karen’s kidnapping, when El Hugo turned up. They were drinking beer from a cooler, and Luis Héctor was slightly tipsy. He had not noticed El Hugo at first, and was in the middle of a diatribe against the scum who joined organized crime when one of his friends elbowed him and told him to shut up.

				“That’s Hugo from San Fernando,” the friend whispered.

				Luis Héctor piped down. He didn’t recognize El Hugo, though he knew his reputation. He had figured he was someone when El Hugo pulled up in a brand-new pickup truck with his friend and financier, a man they called El Diablo. Luis Héctor spent the next few hours drinking beer with the two of them. El Hugo was relatively quiet but cracked jokes and got along with everyone. Luis Héctor masked his anger and pretended not to know who they were.

				Luis Héctor had run into him one or two more times after that, but each time was like the first: He failed to recognize El Hugo. It wasn’t that El Hugo was forgettable, per se, but more that he did a good job of not attracting too much attention. He had a wispy mustache and goatee, was neither tall nor short, neither fat nor skinny. He wore regular clothes and was never well-groomed. The people who drove El Hugo around were often better dressed than he was.

				At the river that day, El Diablo had looked more put together than El Hugo; if he didn’t know better, Luis Héctor would have thought that El Diablo was the boss. El Diablo had been the one driving the fancy truck, and he wore new jeans and a pressed collared shirt with polished cowboy boots. El Hugo, meanwhile, had on wrinkled clothes, with an untucked shirt. Luis Héctor remembered what El Diablo looked like, heavyset with a double chin, tall.

				Luis Héctor had no idea the police were following El Hugo so closely. Of course, he had been told as much by the prosecutors in Mexico City each time he went to listen to tapes or ask about progress. But he had learned enough from his mother to know that those conversations were not always honest, and progress wasn’t necessarily measured by what you had done, but by what you could make it look like you had done. Luis Héctor would not have believed it if he hadn’t run into Paisa at the car wash.

				Pata de Queso had been on the radar of law enforcement for decades, and only after he was named as the intellectual author of Miriam’s assassination was he taken out. And now, El Hugo, who Luis Héctor had all but lost track of, was under the watchful eye of the federal police, who had his house marked and were just waiting for the word to raid it.

				The truth was, the prosecutors could wait forever looking for the evidence to detain El Hugo, but without the political will to build the case, it would never happen. New priorities would emerge, often in response to new scandals. Law enforcement was pliable in that way; targets were handed down by politicians, and in the passage of time since his mother’s killing, Luis Héctor knew that public interest was waning.

				Other elements were also changing. A new president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, had been elected, a populist who trounced the other parties and whose victory brought the PRI to its knees. To differentiate approaches, he promised a strategy of abrazos, no balazos, or “hugs instead of bullets,” and disbanded the federal police for a new, rebranded federal force known as the National Guard.

				Luis Héctor could lose his contacts in the federal government at any moment; a purge was underway following the presidential election, an effort to clear the ranks and start fresh with the new policy of nonconfrontation. While the organized crime division was still engaged with his mother’s case, while there was still political pressure to respond, while the individual investigators he knew had not yet been transferred under the new government, he wanted to take action.

				Paisa circled back to the car wash. Before hopping out of the officer’s truck, Luis Héctor promised he would get in touch with the prosecutor and ask about raiding the house. Luis Héctor wanted one thing in return: If the police were going to raid El Hugo’s house, he wanted to join.

				

				—

				Luis flew to Mexico City the following month to make good on his promise. On a pleasant summer afternoon, he sat down with the investigators, the suited men he had been meeting with for two years by this point, the ones whose remit was the boundless enterprise of organized crime in Mexico.

				He normally came to listen—to updates on the case or recordings of intercepted conversations between members of the Zeta cell in San Fernando, wiretaps that all started with El Aluche’s number. But this time was different. He came with an ask.

				Luis Héctor pulled from his pocket a piece of paper on which he had written El Hugo’s address, and he handed it to the lead investigator.

				“This is where he lives in Ciudad Victoria,” Luis Héctor explained. “We should raid this house and arrest him while we can.”

				The prosecutor looked at the slip of paper. The address on it matched the one in the case file, but it seemed as though Luis Héctor had obtained it independently. That it validated what the prosecutor’s office had on file seemed to please the investigator. Luis Héctor did not clarify that he had in fact received the information from someone in that very same office.

				They did not have enough evidence to build a case against El Hugo, the investigator explained, and to Luis Héctor it could have been any one of a dozen conversations he had endured with law enforcement in the previous five years. But he had heard the tapes, had been listening to them for more than a year; he could remember offhand several instances where El Hugo had admitted to breaking the law. He asked the prosecutor what was wrong with arresting him for any one of those admissions.

				The investigator told him it didn’t work like that. Hearing the Zetas discuss their criminal activity was only part of what they needed. They needed corroboration, testimony from a witness or a victim. They needed a body.

				Take Miriam’s case. They had an extrajudicial confession from a dying Zeta, fingering El Hugo as the man who paid for the hit. They could never take that before a judge and expect to be issued an arrest warrant, even if it were true.

				Luis Héctor was familiar with the dance. They used a lack of evidence or testimony to justify their inaction, which was ironic, because their inaction was why they lacked evidence and testimony. Luis Héctor had hoped the federal investigators might be different from the box-stepping state authorities. It had taken them months to get Pata de Queso, and the only reason it worked was because of the nerve and ingenuity of the police officer who was now telling him they should go hit El Hugo’s home.

				Luis Héctor asked the investigator why they couldn’t just raid the home. They would probably find a weapon or drugs, something that would allow them to arrest El Hugo while they built a case against him. It was like déjà vu with the local commander in San Fernando when Luis Héctor had tried to convince him to go after El Aluche. He supposed that was how it always was, the blinkered reality of begging people to do their job, like a horse circling a track.

				Only this time, the investigator said yes.

				

				—

				Luis Héctor returned to Ciudad Victoria and waited to hear from Paisa, who had promised to bring him along on the raid. But the call never came. The feds raided the nondescript home with the surveillance cameras in the late morning of July 7, 2019, a Sunday. He heard about it from Azalea, who saw it on the news.

				The police cordoned off the block in Barrio de Pajaritos, a quiet neighborhood of mixed-income housing on the northeast edge of Ciudad Victoria, but there was no need. A giant California pepper tree hung over the neighboring lot, some fifty feet tall with its branches cascading down and blocking visibility. Only one reporter even bothered to turn up at the scene.

				El Hugo had been hiding in plain sight. No one had bothered him because no one had bothered, the story of so many of the middling ranks of narcos. Building a case took time and effort, evidence and surveillance and witnesses. The criminals did a good enough job culling their own ranks. That he was finally locked up was a credit to Miriam and Luis Héctor. His persistence, his insistence, meant El Hugo was facing a long time in jail, and it meant once and for all Luis Héctor could be rid of his bifurcated life, one where his raw pain was refined to purpose and the other where he tried to move on.

				The police found a handgun and three hundred small baggies of marijuana, enough to justify El Hugo’s arrest. He was led off in handcuffs while the officers tasked with securing the perimeter suffered in the blinding July heat.

				Luis Héctor was frustrated that the police had not given him the courtesy of a heads-up, especially when he had held up his end of the bargain. There were obvious reasons for the cops not to bring a civilian along to a raid. But in the back of his mind, Luis Héctor remembered how Paisa had suggested there was probably a truckload of money in El Hugo’s home when they had driven past it the first time. Maybe the officers wanted to raid the house on their own in case they found cash. If Luis Héctor was with them, they might feel pressure to report it, or share it. He would have gladly let them keep it all if they’d let him ask a few questions of El Hugo before he was whisked away. Or maybe his paranoia and skepticism were so overworked they now functioned automatically, in overdrive, and the officers were merely following the law. He was bitter and angry and tired, spent. He wanted this to be his final act.

				Still, he was relieved that they had El Hugo in custody. The Zeta had been dodging the police for years, with bribes and close calls in and around San Fernando and its surrounding counties. Since Pata de Queso’s detention, El Hugo’s profile had risen. He had taken over as the regional boss, extorting local businesses and overseeing kidnappings and even the theft of fuel from government pipelines. After a near arrest in 2017, and an arrest in 2018 that lasted just forty-eight hours, he had moved to Ciudad Victoria, to Barrio de Pajaritos, where the police finally got him.

				At least for a few hours.

				Shortly after his detention, a federal judge ordered his immediate release. The authorities could not hold him indefinitely on minor charges—and they had no arrest warrant to justify pretrial detention. It was the law, inconveniently applied. By 8 p.m. the same night, El Hugo walked out of jail on bond. While he awaited trial on the gun and marijuana charges, he would have to periodically report to the authorities and sign paperwork promising not to flee.

				The news of El Hugo’s release sent Luis into a state of despondence akin to how he had felt after his mother’s death, or even Karen’s kidnapping: a sense of hopelessness and impotence that belied the obvious question of how something like this could have happened. He knew. Shoddy work, corruption, bad luck, it didn’t matter. If El Hugo had thought before that he was flying under the radar, he knew better now. A few well-sourced reporters, writing about his detention, even mentioned the connection to Miriam’s case, which was not public at the time.

				For Luis, El Hugo’s release was like every fear he had ever harbored being visited on him all at once. It was worse than El Aluche finding out about his arrest warrant, because El Aluche was a low-ranking nobody without money or resources. El Hugo was the boss of the San Fernando plaza, and no typical hoodlum. He had made a fortune on kidnapping alone and could easily fund his flight from Tamaulipas or his revenge on Miriam’s family. And now he was off on the Mexican equivalent of bond because somehow in their haste to raid his home no one had secured a proper arrest warrant. Luis Héctor had seen the police stretch the law to pin criminals to the wall; why the hell hadn’t anyone brought along an assault rifle, he wondered, or some other evidence they could plant, to make sure El Hugo couldn’t wiggle free?

				Luis Héctor called Azalea to unburden himself. She would listen, even if she couldn’t fully understand how much it weighed on her brother. Azalea had a life outside of their mother’s shadow, her own family to worry about. She had a means to distance herself from the trauma of everything that came after their mother’s death. Luis Héctor had his mother’s case and his somewhat ambivalent feelings about taking over her role as an activist for the families of the disappeared. Losing El Hugo wasn’t his failure, but it felt personal, the devastation of knowing he could not bend the system to his will the way his mother had. He had forced the authorities to raid El Hugo’s home and arrest him, only to see him walk free the very same day.

				Azalea shared his frustration and disappointment but was not in a position to do anything about it. Whereas Luis Héctor had been following up with the authorities, traveling to Mexico City, and even monitoring the house where El Hugo lived, Azalea had slipped however tenuously back into her old life. She could place distance between her disappointment and her well-being. Luis Héctor, by contrast, could actually do something to right the wrong, which burdened him with the guilt that he was never doing enough.

				He flew back to Mexico City, could see the tape playing before him.

				Back in the bland offices of the federal investigators, sitting across from them, berating them for doing what he had asked them to do, for raiding the house and for not finding—or not planting—evidence to put El Hugo away forever. The prosecutors nod, ignore the impulse to argue. They promise to make it right. To build a case. Why they hadn’t in all the years prior is a mystery perhaps they themselves cannot answer. Why not do a good and proper job the first time around? Why catch only that which does not fall through the cracks? Why allow the cracks, sustain them? Because not everyone was going to do what Luis Héctor did. Not everyone was going to show up and present themselves and demand answers. And they were glad for that, because there were more cries than ears to listen, more need than capacity to respond. Stripped of expectations, most people accepted, even expected, that their cases, their desires, their justice, would fall to the subfloor. Had grown so used to it that it felt like the only way things could be.

				El Hugo was the last person on Luis Héctor’s list, and the government had just gifted him not only his freedom but also an advisory that they were looking for him. The morality of a given circumstance, the rightness of one’s cause, they were insufficient in a system malformed from its origins. He had watched his mother give her life to push back against it, to align the state with her interests, to create a new paradigm. And she had been murdered for it. With all that had transpired in the years following her death, he wondered if he had the energy for such a battle, or the resolve to pay the price. It was an all-or-nothing endeavor. Having lost a sister and a mother to violence, he was most of the way there. But he could not live the life of someone waiting to die, as his mother had.

				For now, though, he would see this through.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					EPILOGUE

				

				On a bleak winter day in December 2020, Luis Héctor and I visited the ranch where Karen was killed. I felt I needed to see it, this nameless patch of farmland that anchored his family in tragedy; Luis Héctor, who himself had never been there, insisted on taking me.

				The sky was overcast, the clouds swollen and etched in graphite. Off the highway, we drove dirt roads carved into desert scrub as dense and tall as a garden maze. With no map, we used the testimony of Cristiano, the young Zeta who described to the authorities how to reach the Basurero.

				Luis Héctor’s truck pitched over the stones and crevasses left by rainwash, and we looped back on ourselves a few times, lost. He told me it might be hard to recognize the ranch now. His mother had spent the years before her death pressuring the government to condemn the place. Not just for personal reasons, but because there might yet be more secrets buried beneath its surface.

				Luis Héctor had seen things through with El Hugo. By July 2020, the feds got their arrest warrant, and a few months later El Hugo was in custody. He had not fled, as Luis Héctor worried he might. Instead, he had grown comfortable with the bond arrangement the judge had ordered for his minor weapons charge.

				On October 27, 2020, as he presented himself to sign a renewed affirmation, the federal police detained El Hugo for the second time and charged him with murder. It was not the murder of Miriam Rodríguez; the police did not have sufficient proof to bring that case. They found another murder to pin on him, with witnesses and a body and potentially enough evidence to put him away for forty years.

				Whether the charges would stick, whether the hours of wiretaps would be admissible, whether the witnesses would testify, Luis Héctor no longer knew. He had distanced himself from the case. There was a new administration with new prosecutors and police, and Luis Héctor knew next to no one anymore. His chief interlocutor, a soft-spoken victims’ advocate, had also been dispatched in the purge that followed the new government’s arrival.

				But his detachment was not only about administrative upheaval. Luis Héctor didn’t want problems anymore, pedos, as he called them. Neither did his family. His mother had not known how to stop and did not care what price she had to pay for her pursuit. Luis Héctor wanted other things in life, none more than to keep safe the family he still had. He was tired and skeptical of revenge. Nothing he could do would bring Karen or his mother back, as his father often told him.

				Even Miriam’s clear-cut victories were starting to fade at the edges. El Mario was free thanks to a private lawyer and Carlos’s uneven testimony. La Chaparra had served five years, the maximum sentence for a minor, and would be out in eight months. The Florist, also a minor, could be out even sooner, assuming his mother could find his birth certificate to prove his age.

				Luis Héctor feared Miriam’s sacrifice would be forgotten, her memory a half-sunk marker in the sand, an ephemera. And while he did not have the will to sustain her fight, he vowed to memorialize what she had done, to fight back against the forgetting. That was why, despite the pain it inflicted, Luis Héctor was determined to bring me to the ranch.

				We had expected fields overrun with tall grass and bramble, a washed-out time capsule of bits and pieces of its former life. Instead, we found tidy furrows plowed into soft brown earth, and a new fence installed at the entrance, its stripped wooden posts gleaming in the overcast light.

				Luis Héctor looked bewildered, and his eyes narrowed. The gate was held in place by a catch rope, and he slipped it off and drove inside, leaving it open behind him. A long, arcing driveway bordered the fields, leading to a series of small white huts. A water mill stood at the end of the road, past it a thicket of trees. Many of the landmarks mentioned by the kidnappers remained: the rusted red tractor at the edge of the mass grave, now just a grassy depression; the gnarled tree where the Zetas had strung up Karen; a shabby chicken coop.

				But it was hard to miss what had changed. The grass was freshly cut, and its incongruous smell filled the humid air. New farm equipment sat perched in rows, planters and cutters painted bright yellow and green. Tilled soil stretched before us in perfect lines.

				The land’s revival felt like a betrayal to Luis Héctor, a sin against the memory of its past. It looked from the outside like any other working farm in San Fernando, stocked and tended to, its former life concealed by progress. Better fallow than reborn under the aegis of false hope, normalized like every other atrocity visited on the town. Who even had the capacity to buy decommissioned land? And who would ply a graveyard for profit?

				We looked back toward the entrance and spotted a truck making its way down the long driveway, a trailer with wooden stakes trundled behind. We waited a full two minutes for the vehicle to reach us. When the driver pulled up, he hopped out with a smile and greeted Luis Héctor with a hug. He was tall and heavyset and wore a baseball cap and work clothes. Neither said how they knew the other, and I didn’t ask.

				Luis Héctor explained what we were doing on his ranch, what had happened to Karen. His friend grimaced and shook his head. He told us that he had purchased the land a few months earlier for a good price. No one had told him the history of the place. Now, he said, he was prepping it for sorghum, and he had clearly invested. Alongside the new farm equipment were stacks of building materials.

				After half an hour, they ran out of things to say. The conversation was stilted, the awkwardness of circumstance, and eventually Luis Héctor said goodbye. The two of them shook hands, and we hopped in the truck.

				We followed the driveway back to the road, driving faster along the curve than when we had entered. Luis Héctor’s face remained fixed, unreadable. He was quiet and his eyes were locked on the rearview mirror, where the ranch and its new owner were receding.

				“That’s crazy your friend bought the ranch,” I said to him.

				He said nothing.

				“How do you know him?” I tried again.

				He drove until we reached the gate and then turned to me.

				“He is not my fucking friend,” he said.

				He pulled out his phone and waved it around in the cab, searching for service.

				“That guy works for El Hugo,” he said.

				It took a second for the facts to align and order themselves. I knew who El Hugo was, what he had done, his relation to Miriam’s murder. I had not thought of him in relation to the ranch, because, until that moment, there was no direct relation.

				El Hugo, the man who had financed Miriam’s murder, an action taken in response to her activism, had just purchased the location where Miriam’s activism was born—the site of her daughter’s murder.

				“Remember that guy I told you about, the one that works for El Hugo, El Diablo?” Luis Héctor continued, squinting as if experiencing a tic.

				I did. The one who had been with El Hugo at the ecological park, in Ciudad Victoria.

				“That was him,” he said, pointing back behind us. “El Hugo’s financial guy.”

				El Diablo handled El Hugo’s money, which was why Luis Héctor was certain El Hugo had made the purchase. El Diablo’s presence on the ranch was all the evidence he needed. Luis Héctor sped up and the truck surged down the uneven road like a ship listing in the waves. I grabbed the overhead handle.

				By then he had gotten a signal on his phone and was making a call. No answer.

				“But you hugged him,” I said, more a question than a statement.

				“It’s because he doesn’t know that I know who he is,” he responded. “Or that I know El Hugo paid for my mother to be killed.”

				Luis Héctor peeled off onto the highway and floored it. He raced into town, each landmark bearing down like a defiled vestige, the grilled meat stand where La Chaparra had kept watch; the Hotel Tenos where the Zetas stayed; the basin of the San Fernando River, a crossing point for the Zetas who had escaped the marine raid.

				Luis Héctor drove along the main commercial artery, past the vacant storefronts as conspicuous as missing teeth. Some life had returned to San Fernando from the worst days, but the empty relics of better times still paid tribute to the before. The faded abandon of the Hotel America, homes with full-grown trees stretching through their barren roofs, the blocks turned feral like a wilderness.

				The act was staggering, the capacity to desecrate with such unrelenting perfection. The measure of their reach: a mother murdered on Mother’s Day; a slaughterhouse condemned and then revived by the same killers. Every act a declaration of power; every tragedy a prologue to the next one. Miriam’s anger was an antidote, a substance stronger than their malice. If theirs was a strength carved into the recesses of a truant state, hers had been God-given. How could he give up her fight?

				In the center of town, his phone rang. It was Paisa, the cop, calling back.

				“You won’t believe who just bought the ranch,” Luis Héctor said. “El Hugo.”

			

		

	
		
			
			
				To Shahnaz Ahmed,

				who showed me a mother’s love is enough
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					NOTES

				

				In the four years of reporting that went into this book, I conducted more than a hundred interviews that ran over hundreds of hours. Some individuals, like the generous members of Miriam’s family and Miriam’s closest friends, sat for numerous, hours-long interviews; others spoke to me only on the condition of anonymity, and even then with trepidation. Though the worst days of San Fernando seem to be in the past, fear of atrocities remains alive in the minds of those who lived through 2010 and its aftermath. A limited number of sources were given anonymity to talk about their experiences, or what they observed, and I have verified their accounts where possible by cross-referencing them with other sources, including individuals or documents. Where I could not verify accounts, I did not include the material.

				As part of my research, I obtained the case files for each of the suspects in Karen’s kidnapping and murder, a classified record kept under seal by the Tamaulipan authorities. The files together contain more than twenty thousand pages of material and were the most important sources for reporting Miriam’s pursuit of her daughter’s killers and many other events that transpired between 2014 and 2017. This material was used to verify, correct, or amplify versions recollected by a range of sources, including Miriam’s family and friends as well as state and federal authorities. Separate court records related to Miriam’s murder were also obtained in the course of reporting and make up a part of the sections dealing with her death.

				Though the material remains classified, at some point this case file might be made public. For this reason, I have cited the pages used to corroborate events or to re-create the narrative of Miriam’s pursuit. There were other court documents used in this reporting, some of them classified, some of them obtained by other media or by civil society organizations. I have also sourced their origins in the references section. This book began with an article published in December 2020 in The New York Times, titled “She Stalked Her Daughter’s Killers Across Mexico, One by One.” Any discrepancies between the material in that piece and the book is the result of new sources or information I obtained in my research for this book, and in the course of the years since the article was published.

				For sections on the history of organized crime in Tamaulipas and its leaders, I have relied on a variety of primary and historical sources, including academic texts and contemporaneous news accounts. One source bears special mention: Carlos Antonio Flores Pérez, whose book Historias de Polvo y Sangre. Génesis y evolución del tráfico de drogas en el estado de Tamaulipas offers the most deeply researched account of the nexus of crime and politics in Tamaulipas. There are many others, some who personally advised and counseled and others whose work inspired and informed my own, especially on the details of the San Fernando massacres in 2010 and 2011, and for the rich vein of information about the Zetas and Mexico’s drug wars. A few bear special mention: Ioan Grillo, Guadalupe Correa-Cabrera, Marcela Turati, Sergio Aguayo, Gary Moore, Lorena Delgadillo, Ricardo Ravelo, and Diego Osorno.

				If an individual in the book is quoted, the quote comes from either an interview with the individual, from firsthand witness accounts of the conversation I am citing, or from court documents and transcripts that contain the quote. In some cases, the account was relayed by Miriam to one of her children or to a close friend immediately after the incident. Most people quoted in the book agreed to speak with me, but not everyone, including the alleged perpetrators of Karen’s and Miriam’s murders (despite numerous attempts, including calls, messages through intermediaries, and visits to the prisons where most are being held). Their statements were taken directly from interviews they granted to prosecutors. I have not used full names for everyone in the story, either because they asked me not to or because their court processes are ongoing and they have not been convicted of the crimes of which they stand accused.

				I have not listed in my references every individual interview I conducted because the interviews are not a matter of public record and citing them would serve no meaningful purpose. Much, but not all, of Miriam Rodríguez’s early history is based on interviews with her family, friends, neighbors, and acquaintances. Similarly, the details included in chapters that focus on Luis Héctor or Azalea are largely supplied by them and validated by the memories of others, including the police and public officials, or by court records.

				I have spent years going back and forth to San Fernando, and the localities, restaurants, streets, and surrounding terrain have all been described based on personal observation. Where I am citing installations that were destroyed, I have relied on the memories of witnesses, as well as on photos and videos where possible.
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						Juan N. Guerra’s smuggling business The Guerra family’s criminal activities were known to the authorities—the government itself acknowledged as much in confidential documents. In 1960, the Directorate of Federal Security, a government agency tasked with investigating domestic threats to Mexico, published a surprisingly candid report fingering Guerra and his brother, Roberto, as the primary smugglers in northeast Mexico of weapons, commercial goods, and drugs, with a history of criminal acts that included murder. DFS, “Versión pública del expediente de Octavio Villa Coss,” México, Dirección Federal de Seguridad, October 11, 1960; Flores Pérez, Historias de Polvo y Sangre, 171–172.
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						to his nephew, Juan García Ábrego At the time, Juan Guerra was yet to transition his organization into drugs. While Guerra himself never showed much interest in the drug trade, fearing it would draw too much attention from the U.S. authorities, in the following years he would allow his nephew and capo heir apparent, Juan García Ábrego, to explore it. The timing seemed right. Juan Guerra was growing old, and the generational handover was necessary to continue and expand the business. Keeping it in the family was important. Guillermo Valdés, Historia del Narcotráfico en México (Aguilar, 2013), 156, 157 [PDF]; Eduardo Guerrero, “El dominio del miedo,” Nexos, July 1, 2014, https://www.nexos.com.mx/​?p=21671.
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						recovering at Clinica Raya, a private medical facility in Matamoros After the attack on El Cacho, he was recovering from a collapsed lung and three gunshot wounds in Clinica Raya, which was across the street from his home. AGN, versión pública del expediente de Casimiro Espinosa Campos, dfs, legajo único.
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						ordered gunmen to storm the clinic Five people were killed in the attack at Clinica Raya, including a police officer and El Cacho’s sister. El Cacho, who hid under his bed when the shooting started, somehow managed to survive, again. Mack Sisk, “A Reputed Crime Lord Embroiled in a Gangland War…,” UPI, May 19, 1984, https://www.upi.com/​Archives/​1984/​05/​19/​A-reputed-crime-lord-embroiled-in-a-gangland-war/​2878453787200/; Montoya, “Steve Manos.”
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						the criminal structure U.S. District Court, United States of America v. Juan García Ábrego, CR. NO. H-93-167-SS, Docket’s document 443, 2.
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						murder of two journalists On the morning of July 17, 1986, as Ernesto Flores Torrijos and Norma Moreno Figueroa arrived together at work in Matamoros, a gunman opened fire with an assault rifle, killing them in their vehicle. While much of the media was paid off, or too scared to report what they knew, a few periodicals in Tamaulipas remained true to their stated mission. And at least one of them paid dearly for it. Two years after the attack on the Clinica Raya, gunmen murdered Flores, the editor and publisher of El Popular, and Moreno, age twenty-four, a popular columnist at the paper. Neither journalist was a stranger to threats and violence. Both Flores and Norma Moreno had complained of physical abuse at the hands of public officials, in Moreno’s case the mayor of Matamoros, Roberto Guerra Velasco, cousin to García Ábrego.

						Following their murder, the standard government response ensued. The federal government dispatched a team to investigate, and the governor of Tamaulipas sent the attorney general to Matamoros. The mayor, García Ábrego’s cousin, vowed to find the responsible parties. None of it made a difference. The police said they had no witnesses and no leads. But the truth would eventually emerge. A decade later, during the federal trial against Juan García Ábrego, a star witness would testify that Ábrego had admitted to ordering the killing of the two journalists—for calling him out as a drug trafficker.

						The murders of Moreno and Flores would serve as an early template for the dozens more journalists that would be killed in the years, and decades, to come, and the defining struggle to end impunity for attacks against freedom of expression.
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						caused a prison riot Six years to the day after the Clinica Raya massacre, in 1991, there was a prison riot in Matamoros between men loyal to Ábrego and those loyal to another trafficker, named the Czar of Cocaine. One of Ábrego’s men smuggled a gun into the prison and shot the Czar of Cocaine three times. The Czar’s men, believing their leader dead, beat the assailant and his accomplices to death, then took over the prison. Eighteen people were killed in the fighting as the Czar and his men laid siege to the prison, a standoff that lasted several months. The logic for the takeover was simple, if difficult to understand at first: survival. The Czar’s men were trapped in a prison that belonged to the government, a government that, by their estimation, belonged to García Ábrego. Sooner or later, they reasoned, someone was going to kill them—whether a delinquent or an official on the payroll. And so the Czar’s men dug in, creating barricades and blocking entry to the prison as they negotiated their transfer to a jail outside of Tamaulipas. The incident was bizarre and somewhat unprecedented in Mexico. In a series of letters smuggled to The New York Times, the thirty-year-old Czar of Cocaine alleged that the authorities were behind the plot to murder him. He offered detailed accusations of theft, murder, and extortion. Mark A. Uhlig, “Standoff at Matamoros,” New York Times, October 6, 1991, https://www.nytimes.com/​1991/​10/​06/​magazine/​standoff-at-matamoros.html.
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						Politics and crime often moved in tandem in Mexico As political change swept the nation, there had been hope, briefly, in the form of a leading presidential candidate, Luis Donaldo Colosio. Viewed as a true reformer, Colosio inspired millions of Mexicans exhausted by predatory politicians. And then he was killed in 1993. Though no one ever knew exactly why Colosio was killed, or who was behind it, his murder raised the specter of a state spinning out of control. Smith, The Dope, 370–371; Guerrero, “El dominio del miedo.”
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						reworking of the economic order A newly elected PRI government, chastened by the public outrage at Colosio’s assassination, went after the two biggest targets around, individuals who most embodied the system the people wanted replaced: the powerful and mercurial president, Carlos Salinas de Gortari, who signed the North American Free Trade Agreement, and Juan García Ábrego. Salinas would spend no time in prison, but would live the rest of his life in a sort of ignominious fame. Ábrego would grow old and forgotten in a U.S. prison as he served his several-hundred-year sentence, a whispered name from a forgotten past. His organization would begin to fall apart, planting the seeds for the extraordinary violence to come as Mexico transitioned toward democracy. Smith, The Dope, 366–367.
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						an armed uprising The Zapatistas numbered some three thousand in all. They stormed town halls and government buildings in the southern state of Chiapas, igniting an insurrection that was far more effective as a media campaign than as a strategic effort. The government dispatched a group of Mexican Special Forces soldiers trained in counterinsurgency to hunt the insurgents down in the jungles of Chiapas. The soldiers killed thirty-four Zapatistas, in what the guerrilla leaders claimed was extrajudicial murder. The troops accused of the summary killings hailed from the same Mexican Special Forces that would eventually join the Gulf Cartel as part of their armed wing, the Zetas. Pablo González Casanova, Los Zapatistas del Siglo XXI (Siglo del Hombre Editores, CLACSO, 2009), 239; Hermann Bellinghausen, “Zapatistas, una transformación de 25 años,” Revista de la Universidad de México, April 2019, https://www.revistadelauniversidad.mx/​articles/​86c78d97-8a18-4088-bdde-0f20069ec0ef/​zapatistas-una-transformacion-de-25-anos; Proceso, “Identifica el EZLN a militares que asesinaron a zapatistas en el 94,” February 14, 2004, https://www.proceso.com.mx/​nacional/​2004/​2/14/​identifica-el-ezln-militares-que-asesinaron-zapatistas-en-el-94-56495.html.
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						Osiel Cárdenas was a relative nobody in 1997 Ricardo Ravelo, Osiel, vida y tragedia de un capo (Grijalbo, 2013), 53.
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						But what Cárdenas lacked in stature In the beginning, in 1997, Cárdenas partnered with a man named Salvador Gomez, a mid-level leader who ran a group of assassins. Cárdenas had an aptitude for smuggling, and Gomez was a feared gunslinger. Paired, they could complement each other’s abilities and consolidate power by working their own respective side of the street, building trafficking routes and taking down rivals. The two men formed an alliance that flourished in the absence of order. They claimed the top slots overseeing the Gulf Cartel in 1998, until the following year, when Cárdenas decided to kill Gomez. Cárdenas had little compunction about murder. He was, to be sure, a killer of friends, a nickname he earned himself after murdering Gomez. His instinct to act first against potential enemies, his capacity to dream up awful ends for his foes and friends alike, was not exclusive to Cárdenas; if he could devise such plans for others, so could others for him. He knew how perilous power could be. If violence was going to be the currency of power, he wanted the biggest stack of bills around. The journalist Ricardo Ravelo mentions that Osiel Cárdenas’s height was 1 meter 67 centimeters. Ravelo, Osiel, 25.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Cárdenas hired a lieutenant from the Mexican Special Forces With Guzmán on the payroll as his high-octane bodyguard, Cárdenas decided it was time to end the power-sharing arrangement: He hatched a plot to kill Gomez and become the solo leader of the new Gulf Cartel. Afterward, Cárdenas would be known as El Mata Amigos, or “the Friend Killer.”

						According to Ioan Grillo, Cárdenas had asked Guzmán where he could find the best of the best, the most capable fighters that Mexico had to offer.

						“These are only in the army,” Guzmán had replied.

						“I want them,” Cárdenas replied.

						State actors involved in organized crime was nothing new, of course. But until Guzmán Decena, there were few, if any, examples of highly trained soldiers jumping the divide between serving the state and serving a criminal cartel. While military leaders had long taken bribes to look the other way, making the leap into the violent and unpredictable world of crime themselves was practically unheard of before the Zetas. Ioan Grillo, El Narco: Inside Mexico’s Criminal Insurgency (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Inc., 2011), 98.
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						had hired an estimated thirty men for Cárdenas Originally the Zetas were hired as a personal security detail for the ever-paranoid Cárdenas. The Zetas’ term as security for the boss was short-lived, owing to their success in just about every task assigned to them. The Zetas’ abilities in combat, planning, and strategy were far more than even Cárdenas had imagined. Having purchased a security detail, he wound up with a paramilitary force capable of total domination. Protecting Cárdenas remained a focus, but the Zetas were too skilled to serve only as secret service to a jumpy narco. Yet their dominance would breed arrogance. Grayson and Samuel Logan, Executioner’s Men: Los Zetas, Rogue Soldiers, Criminal Entrepreneurs, and the Shadow State They Created (Transaction Publishers, 2012), 30; Victor Manuel Sánchez Valdés and Manuel Pérez Aguirre, New Brunswick, N.J.: “El Origen de los Zetas y Su Expansión en el Norte de Coahuila,” El Colegio de México, 9.
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						threatened to kill members of U.S. law enforcement The first occasion was in May 1999. Cárdenas, in a fit of rage, threatened to kill an undercover Texas cop after a deal gone wrong. The United States was sensitive to such threats. Fourteen years earlier, Special Agent Enrique Camarena, working for the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration, was kidnapped and killed by drug traffickers working on behalf of crooked politicians in the Mexican city of Guadalajara. His murder outraged the entire U.S. law enforcement community, resulting in an unprecedented manhunt to recover his body and find those responsible for his death. Threatening a cop, whether local or federal, was a red line for the United States. That same year, Cárdenas discovered two U.S. federal agents scouting out his home in Matamoros. He dispatched a group of men to surround their vehicle, and then threatened to kill the two agents. Given the sensitivities around the safety of U.S. agents in Mexico after Camarena, one of the agents had flashed a badge to warn Cárdenas off. Cárdenas told them he didn’t give a damn who they worked for. He threatened to kill the agents, but ultimately let them go. Almost immediately afterward, Cárdenas was placed at the top of the list of U.S. government targets. FBI, “Osiel Cárdenas-Guillen, Former Head of the Gulf Cartel, Sentenced to 25 Years’ Imprisonment,” Federal Bureau of Investigation, February 24, 2010, https://archives.fbi.gov/​archives/​houston/​press-releases/​2010/​ho022410b.htm; Dane Schiller, “DEA Agent Breaks Silence on Standoff with Cartel,” Houston Chronicle, March 15, 2010, https://www.chron.com/​news/​houston-texas/​article/​DEA-agent-breaks-silence-on-standoff-with-cartel-1713234.php.
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						On April 1, 2011, the Mexican military captured six Zeta members during a patrol in the San Fernando area. After questioning, the suspects led the soldiers to their Zeta camp in the small village of La Joya.

						Upon their arrival at the camp, the soldiers discovered five kidnap victims. They decided to take a look around. The ground nearby looked unnatural, its surface uneven. The soldiers began to dig and quickly discovered an unmarked grave. And then another, and another.

						In a short time, the soldiers unearthed six mass graves in all, which together contained the bodies of eleven people, all recently killed.

						Less than a week later, on April 5, a different group of soldiers captured another five Zeta members. These individuals led the soldiers to another location in La Joya, a sandy stretch that locals referred to as El Arenal.

						After a cursory search, the soldiers came across two mass graves containing forty-eight bodies in all. The military called the Tamaulipas state investigative authorities to come to the area. They also called on the San Fernando Municipal Police.

						The army held a deep hatred for the municipal police. It was well known by that point that the police in town were working for the Zetas. It soon became clear that the police had helped transport the victims on behalf of the Zetas.

						Unenthusiastic about digging up the bodies themselves, the soldiers forced the municipal police to do it instead, dispatching a vehicle to collect cops from their headquarters in town. “Get your fat asses up and come with us,” the soldiers told the police, according to one of the police officers present at the time, who was himself forced to dig. The police refused at first, until one of the soldiers threatened to kill them all if they didn’t get moving.

						Two days later, soldiers on midday patrol along the southern edge of town spotted what they thought might be a Zeta campsite, not far from where Miriam lived. When the soldiers approached, they were fired on by a group of suspected Zetas, according to the military. The armed forces killed four of the Zetas at the camp, and then freed three kidnap victims being held there. All of them had been taken off of buses on their way through San Fernando.

						At the campsite, the soldiers found and confiscated a stash of weapons, a Ford truck, and several assault rifle clip carriers, two with the words “Delta Zeta Group—Until Death Separates Us” written across them. They also found two gravesites containing thirteen bodies. All had been killed seven to ten days before.

						The same day, authorities discovered another grave with three bodies in Las Norias, a township about twenty miles south of San Fernando. The following day, they discovered six more bodies. Of the nine remains recovered, four appeared to have been dead for about a month, the rest longer.

						The following day, the authorities discovered three more bodies in a community about seven kilometers north of San Fernando. The area, Francisco Villa, was considered the dividing line between Gulf and Zeta control.

						El Arenal, a place that Miriam would search tirelessly for the remains of the Zetas’ victims, turned out to be the favored graveyard of the Zetas in San Fernando. On April 10, the military found another fifty bodies dumped in four different graves there. Three days later, another twenty bodies, then six more on April 19.

						By May, the military said it had uncovered 193 bodies in 48 mass gravesites, which was pretty much when the counting stopped. CNDH, “Sobre la investigación de violaciones graves.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						an alarming list of disappearances FJEDD, “Ficha técnica: 48 fosas clandestinas de San Fernando.”
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						from Michoacán to the Tamaulipan border via San Fernando CNDH, “Sobre la investigación de violaciones graves.”
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						hundreds of passengers had been taken by armed men PGR, “Tarjeta informativa”; CNDH, “Sobre la investigación de violaciones graves.”
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						“We have a problem” NSArchive, “Holy Week Vacations Marred by Violence.”
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						if he hoped to avoid being kidnapped Interview with Azalea.
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						Paying a ransom did not guarantee the kidnappers would leave you alone Interview with Mariano de la Fuente and anonymous federal law enforcement source.
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						They demanded sums beyond what the family could afford Interview with Azalea.
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						criminality that one never knew whether the criminals were actual Zetas or just local bad guys Interview with Javier Manilla and Mariano de la Fuente.
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						The government had dispatched troops to pacify the town Héctor González, “Llegan 650 militares a nuevo cuartel en San Fernando, Tamaulipas,” Excelsior, January 19, 2012, https://www.excelsior.com.mx/​2012/​01/​19/​nacional/​802854.
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						Only the idea of the Zetas NSArchive, “Los Zetas Threat Assessment. Operation Noble Hero,” September 5, 2021, 3.
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						The old Zetas were killed off or locked up and replaced with younger, less experienced leaders Víctor Manuel Sánchez Valdés and Manuel Pérez Aguirre, “El Origen de los Zetas y Su Expansión en el Norte de Coahuila,” El Colegio de México, 13–14.
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						Karen was drawn to the tragic Interview with Frida Treviño.
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						she learned to use the awkwardness to her advantage Interview with Azalea and Luis Héctor.
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						Karen already had a second home with her best friend Interview with Frida Treviño.
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						La Ciudadela served as a base of operations for Karen and Fany Interview with Fany Sánchez and Frida Treviño.
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						The girls shared the pain of a young adulthood interrupted Interview with Fany Sánchez.
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						fearful of the roadblocks and the erratic whims of the Zetas Interview with Yazmín Sánchez.
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						Karen could be seen driving circles around La Calle Ancha Interview with Lucía Gonzáles.
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						the backyard full of strangers smoking and drinking Interview with Yazmín Sánchez.
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						Karen had always been impetuous Interview with Azalea, Luis Héctor, and Yazmín Sánchez.
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						Fany’s father was always after them Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.
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						about a new friendship that Karen and Fany had cultivated Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and anonymous source.
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						She liked to party Interview with two anonymous sources that knew Barbara Villafranca personally.
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						Her nephew was a notorious Zeta leader His name was Goyo Villafranca. Anonymous interview; Chivis, “Zetas: San Fernando Plaza Chief Captured with el Tiburon and el Choforo,” Borderland Beat, July 19, 2013, http://www.borderlandbeat.com/​2013/​07/​zetas-san-fernando-plaza-chief-captured.html.
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						gave her a certain status Interview with Fany Sánchez.
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						a new world for her Interview with Fany Sánchez.
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						They saw each other around town and fought often Interview with Azalea, Fany Sánchez, and Frida Treviño.
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						a young man known as Sama had turned up Interview with Fany Sánchez.
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						Rumors began to spread Interview with anonymous source.
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						There were other friends of Karen’s that worried Miriam Interview with Azalea and Yazmín Sánchez.
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						A Venezuelan transplant The legal process to find Juan Manuel was exhaustive; despite that, it failed. However, during the investigation, some state ministerial police officers visited Juan Manuel’s former job. The company said that he had not worked there for two months and provided his job application to the officers. It was in his application that the officers confirmed his Venezuelan nationality. “Parte informativo,” June 26, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3202–3208.
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						like the flower vendor she had become friendly with “Declaración informativa del ciudadano Juan Carlos Morales Cantú alias ‘El Pelón’ y/o ‘El Trini,’ ” March 29, 2016. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 3, 2864–2875.
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						Karen kept the details of her social life Interview with Azalea and Luis Héctor.
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						on her cell phone at 4 a.m. on the morning of January 24, 2014 Interview with Azalea.
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						An hour passed and she sat in panic Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea.
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						“Get out now, they just tried to kidnap me!” Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea.
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						He had taken the route he always took to the Oxxo Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea.
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						a woman with fair skin and raven-colored hair pointed a rifle Interview with Azalea, corroborated by a photograph of kidnapper shared by Juan Renteria, her father.
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						The Zeta van was notorious in San Fernando Interview with anonymous source, journalist Javier Manilla, Luis Héctor, and Azalea.
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						was rumored to be the daughter of a local pastor Interview with Azalea, Luis Héctor, and Juan Renteria.
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						she hired a company to install a security fence on the property Interview with Azalea and Luis Héctor.
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						the Zeta kidnapping cell, and the pastor’s daughter, had been wiped out Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						The Mexican marines had raided a camp where they operated El Universal, “Enfrentamiento deja 6 muertos en San Fernando,” March 10, 2014, https://archivo.eluniversal.com.mx/​estados/​2014/​enfrentamiento-san-fernando-tamaulipas-994002.html.
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						killed a half dozen of them in a firefight Ríodoce, “Deja seis muertos enfrentamiento en San Fernando, Tamaulipas,” March 10, 2014, https://riodoce.mx/​2014/​03/​10/​deja-seis-muertos-enfrentamiento-en-san-fernando-tamaulipas/.
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						Chalo eased his truck Interview with Chalo.
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						a decomposed tractor “Diligencia de inspección.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, September 9, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1400, 1401; “Diligencia de inspección ministerial.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, October 8, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1631; “Diligencia de inspección ministerial.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, March 30, 2016. Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2882.
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						all dead from multiple gunshot wounds to the chest and abdomen “Autopsia” autopsies of bodies delivered on March 9, 2014, after a confrontation with the navy in El Basurero, San Fernando, Tamaulipas, March 10, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2389–2402.
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						the Zetas had killed four family members of a single marine El Economista, “Caen 4 ‘zetas’ ligados a matanza de familia de marino,” December 23, 2009, https://www.eleconomista.com.mx/​noticia/​Caen-4-zetas-ligados-a-matanza-de-familia-de-marino-20091223-0083.html.
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						The marines slayed their enemies at a ratio of nearly thirty to one Azam Ahmed, “Mexican Military Runs Up Body Count in Drug War,” New York Times, May 27, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/​2016/​05/​27/​world/​americas/​mexican-militarys-high-kill-rate-raises-human-rights-fears.html.
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						it was only news when someone managed to survive a shootout with the marines Interview with former high-ranking member of U.S. embassy in Mexico.
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						was sitting in his living room Interview with Juan Renteria.
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						He turned up just after sunrise Interview with Chalo and Juan Renteria.
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						things would get worse for him For many Mexicans, accusations of extrajudicial killing or human rights abuses lobbed against the armed forces barely registered, unless it was their own family member who found themselves in the crosshairs. Even then, accusing the armed forces of anything was a fool’s errand; most people assumed that if a soldier killed someone, the person probably deserved it. Claire Moon and Javier Treviño-Rangel, “ ‘Involved in Something (Involucrado en Algo)’: Denial and Stigmatization in Mexico’s ‘War on Drugs,’ ” BJS: The British Journal of Sociology 71, no. 4 (2020): 722–740, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/​doi/​10.1111/​1468-4446.12761; OHCHR, “Extrajudicial Killings and Impunity Persist in Mexico”—UN rights expert’s follow-up report, United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, June 20, 2016, https://www.ohchr.org/​en/​press-releases/​2016/​06/​extrajudicial-killings-and-impunity-persist-mexico-un-rights-experts-follow.
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						Miriam had persuaded Lieutenant Alex Alex, the code name for the marine commander that Miriam had started working with a month earlier, was secretive (Miriam never knew his real name), but he had been quite easy to work with. He said he needed intelligence and information, which Miriam was gathering at a startling pace. She needed someone that could take action, which Alex, as a Mexican marine, excelled at, especially violent action. She had tried the police and the other authorities and most of them had ignored her, or pretended to take down her information only to never follow up. Interview with Luis Salinas.
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						News stories published the following day Ríodoce, “Deja eis muertos enfrentamiento en San Fernando, Tamaulipas,” March 10, 2014, https://riodoce.mx/​2014/​03/​10/​deja-seis-muertos-enfrentamiento-en-san-fernando-tamaulipas/; El Universal, “Enfrentamiento deja 6 muertos en San Fernando,” March 10, 2014, https://archivo.eluniversal.com.mx/​estados/​2014/​enfrentamiento-san-fernando-tamaulipas-994002.html.
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						one of them pregnant “Declaración informativa del ciudadano [The Florist] alias ‘El Pelón’ y/o ‘El Trini,’ ” PGJT, March 29, 2016, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 3, 2864–2875; “Declaración del probable responsable [Cristiano],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 18, 2014. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 3, 2864–2875; Cristiano’s statement. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 291–295.
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						According to the government autopsy “Autopsia” autopsies of bodies delivered on March 9, 2014, after a confrontation with the navy in El Basurero, San Fernando, PGJT, March 10, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2389–2402.
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						with just two of every hundred homicides solved nationwide Miriam Berger, “Justice for Victims of Violent Crime in Mexico Is Rare. Can the Deaths of Nine Mormons Change That?” Washington Post, November 12, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/​world/​2019/​11/​08/​justice-victims-violent-crime-mexico-is-rare-can-deaths-nine-mormons-change-that/.
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						she and her husband gave testimony before the state office in charge of investigating kidnappings “Denuncia y/o querella por comparecencia del ciudadano Luis Héctor Salinas Castillo y Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, March 26, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 6–13.
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						took down his new phone number, which he told her to call Sama’s Zeta cell in San Fernando had been decimated by a series of shootouts in March, chief among them the marine raid at the ranch. But two more Zetas had been killed a few days before and several more in the weeks after. Perhaps Sama was back in town trying to rebuild the organization. Or maybe he wanted to keep tabs on Miriam, and had suspicions of his own about her role in the slaughter of his fellow Zetas. But she had an advantage: She knew he was lying, while he thought he had her fooled. “Parte informativo,” Unidad Especializada en la Investigación y Persecución del Secuestro, April 17, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 66.
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						“I can help you find your daughter, but you have to give me your house” “Declaración informativa a cargo de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez.-En Victoria, Tamaulipas, a los Quince días del mes de Septiembre del año dos mil Catorce,” Miriam’s informative statement against Sama. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 167–168.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						scrolling through Facebook on her cell phone Interview with Azalea and Luis Héctor.
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						a restaurant called El Costillon and partied at a club named BOB “Constancia,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, April 28, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 73.
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						one was no longer in operation and the other had been demolished “Parte Informativo,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, May 2, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 77.
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						a local ice cream chain, Helados Sultana “Parte informativo,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, July 31 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 136.
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						She sent them a formal request to launch an investigation into Sama “Se solicita investigación,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, August 11, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 136.
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						She relayed to them the new details that she herself had discovered Ibid.
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						Sama was no longer living there Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						She invited the federal policeman to meet her in San Fernando at El Junior Interview with anonymous federal police official.
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						There were pictures of alleged Zetas Interview with anonymous police officer.
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						posing for photos with rifles Author was granted access by Miriam’s family to review these files and photos.
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						Luis Héctor kept a photo of Sama Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						“What’s up, güero?” Interview with anonymous police officer.
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						“We have him” “Puesta a disposición,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 15, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 148–150.
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						He wanted to confront Sama face-to-face Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea, March 2021.
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						“You are our secret weapon” Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea, March 2021.
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						After a long night of questioning “Declaración del probable responsable [El Sama],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 16, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 229–233.
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						Miriam was present “Declaración informativa a cargo de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 15, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 167–168.
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						Sama gave testimony implicating himself and others “Declaración del probable responsable [El Sama],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 16, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 229–233.
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						The officials in charge took a photo of Sama “Dictamen en materia de dactiloscopia y fotografía,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 16, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 179–182.
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						Sama, who continued talking “Declaración del probable responsable [El Sama],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 16, 2014. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 229–233.
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						the same federal police officer Interview with anonymous federal police officer.
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						the policeman jumped out of his vehicle and arrested him “Puesta a disposición [El Cristiano],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 17, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 257–260.
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						she knew more than any of the police Interview with anonymous defense attorney.
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						a minor when the kidnapping occurred “Anexar el acta de nacimiento del suscrito,” September 2, 2019 (Flaco file, vol. 3, 2533–2534), https://drive.google.com/​file/​d/1mWDH6jfa_k1yDqVP_Dpl9S8aaP7LjEiR/​view?usp=sharing.
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						The cops had taken a shirtless photo of him “Parte informativo,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 18, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 319–333.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She went into the room where the boy was seated and pulled a piece of wrapped chicken from her purse Interview with Idalia de Baez.
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						Cristiano spoke as though unburdening himself “Declaración del probable responsable [Cristiano]. En Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas a los dieciocho días del mes de septiembre del año Dos Mil Catorce.” PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 291–295.
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						she had something to do with the Gulf Cartel, or the Zetas believed that she did “Declaración de [Cristiano],” September 18, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 291–295; “Declaración ministerial de Carlitos,” February 9, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002.
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						offered to take his interrogators to the ranch “Transcripción literal de diligencia de inspección,” San Fernando, Tamaulipas, September 18, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 299–300.
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						This was Miriam’s third visit to the Basurero “Queja de Miriam en la Comisión de Derechos Humanos del Estado de Tamaulipas,” March 23, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 1016–1019.
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						El Chepo, who was indeed already in prison “Declaración del probable responsable [Cristiano],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 18, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 291–295.
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						He had mourned her passing on Facebook Chepo lamented in a photo of Jessica in this way: “my faithful bitch!!!” Chepo’s Facebook profile, March 16, 2014.
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						he betrayed no personal ties to those killed—including Jessica “Declaración del sospechoso [El Chepo],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, September 22, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 393–396.
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						At the door, Ulises’s mother was evasive “Constancia,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, November 28, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 565.
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						Ulises offered the first real version of what had transpired “Declaración informativa del menor [Ulises] quien es acompañado de su madre la ciudadana,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, November 28, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 567–584.
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						whose mother had been harassing “Declaración testimonial de [Ulises’s mom],” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, November 28, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 585–587.
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						running around like a madwoman Ibid.
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						signed up for a class on the legal system at a local university Interview with Luis Héctor and Azalea.
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						to declare that the crime of kidnapping is aggravated when the kidnappers break into a home “Transcripción literal de denuncia y/o querella por comparecencia de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” San Fernando, Tamaulipas, November 27, 2014. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 562.
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						Carlos had worked for Jorge, Miriam’s brother, at his car garage Interview with Jorge Rodríguez.
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						the young man had fled town and sworn never to return Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						The younger Zetas boasted of their exploits on Facebook Facebook profiles: Chepo, Tita (Yazmín), Cristiano, and Kike.
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						Miriam finally got a response from Carlos “Comparecencia voluntaria de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, February 13, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 791–796.
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						Carlos’s testimony “Comparecencia voluntaria de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, December 5, 2014. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 631–632.
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						he gave statements to different state and federal authorities “Declaración ministerial de [Carlos],” México, Distrito Federal, February 9, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002.
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						leaving a deep reservoir of anger over what had happened to him—and to Karen Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						When Carlos had arrived at Miriam’s “Declaración ministerial de [Carlos],” PGR, México, February 9, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002.
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						was surprised when two men Ibid.
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						El Chepo resumed the torture “Declaración ministerial de [Carlos],” PGR, México, February 9, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002; “Declaración informativa del menor [Ulises] quien es acompañado de su madre la ciudadana,” Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, November 28, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 567–584.
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						A large woman with short hair “Declaración ministerial de [Carlos],” PGR, México, February 9, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002.
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						she could manage it all from behind her small glass counter Interview with Maria Dolores Guzmán.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						492 people turned up CNDH, “Recomendación No. 23VG/2019. Sobre la investigación de violaciones graves a los derechos humanos por la falta de acceso a la justicia, en su modalidad de procuración de justicia y a la verdad, con motivo del hallazgo en el año 2011 de fosas clandestinas en San Fernando, Tamaulipas, así como con la investigación sobre la desaparición de 57 personas,” México, September 30, 2019, 32, https://www.cndh.org.mx/​sites/​default/​files/​documentos/​2019-10/​REC_2019_23VG.pdf.
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						Later investigations would put the number at 196 NSArchive, “Holy Week Vacations Marred by Violence; San Fernando Body Count Reaches 196,” U.S. Consulate Matamoros, cable, sensitive, April 29, 2011, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/​NSAEBB/​NSAEBB499/​DOCUMENT34-20110429.PDF.
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						Miriam was spearheading searches all across San Fernando “Diligencia de inspección.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, September 9, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1400, 1401; “Diligencia de inspección ministerial.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, October 8, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1631; “Diligencia de inspección.” A visit to the Km 154 of the Victoria-Matamoros highway, where Miriam was present, November 4, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1881; “Diligencia de inspección ministerial.” A visit to the site of the Basurero, where Miriam was present, March 30, 2016. Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2882; “Inspección ministerial.” A proceeding to various addresses in San Fernando, where Miriam was present, April 13, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2925.
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						a working group with government authorities to ensure there was DNA testing Interview with Gloria Garza, former official in the Tamaulipas state government overseeing human rights, and María Inés Vera Hernández.
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						Azalea had once asked Miriam how much longer she would go on Luis Héctor and Azalea worried about their mother. Still, they said nothing to stop her. In Luis Héctor’s mind, his mother had made more progress than any of the government officials whose job it was to find the men and women responsible for Karen’s death and the disappearance of so many others. Miriam was working the stations of the investigative cross—she knew the who, the what, the where, and the how of her daughter’s disappearance, questions seldom answered by the state, and almost never by the victims’ families. But more than anything, she wanted to locate Karen’s remains and lay them—her daughter—to rest. Interview with Azalea.
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						the government had no choice but to break them Guillermo Valdés, Historia del Narcotráfico en México (Aguilar, 2013), 268–270; Guadalupe Correa-Cabrera, Los Zetas Inc.: Criminal Corporations, Energy, and Civil War in Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2017), 78.
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						Families find themselves in a spin cycle of hope and grief, submitting to DNA tests again and again Azam Ahmed, “In Mexico, Not Dead. Not Alive. Just Gone,” New York Times, November 20, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/​2017/​11/​20/​world/​americas/​mexico-drug-war-dead.html.
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						More than a hundred thousand people have disappeared in Mexico OHCHR, “Mexico: Dark Landmark of 100,000 Disappearances Reflects Pattern of Impunity, UN Experts Warn,” May 17, 2022, https://www.ohchr.org/​en/​statements/​2022/​05/​mexico-dark-landmark-100000-disappearances-reflects-pattern-impunity-un-experts; Pablo Ferri and Constanza Lambertucci, “El país de los 100.000 desaparecidos,” El País, May 17, 2022, https://elpais.com/​mexico/​2022-05-18/​el-pais-de-los-100000-desaparecidos.html.
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						Miriam had badgered and begged and threatened CODHET, “Queja presentada por la C. Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez en la que denunció que incumplimiento de la función pública en la procuración de justicia por parte del Agente del Ministerio Público Especializado en el Combate al Delito de Secuestro,” March 17, 2015.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						she had asked the government to assign a forensic analyst to the case. That process alone had taken months The request to designate the expert was made the same day the remains were collected, July 17, 2014. It would be September 27 by the time the designation was made. And it was not until January 7, 2015, that the authorities confirmed that the remains belonged to Karen. “Se designa perito,” July 17, 2014. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 1, 726; “Nombramiento,” September 27, 2014. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 1, 747; “Se remite dictamen de ADN,” December 1, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 758–763.
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						a positive match with Miriam’s and Luis’s DNA profiles of the three ribs collected in July 2014 Result of a DNA test carried out by the government on Miriam and Luis in order to compare their genetic profiles with those found in the database. The study was positive and a relationship was determined with some ribs found in the garbage dump on July 17, 2014, January 17, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 675–678.
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						to be sent to a prominent genetics lab near Washington, D.C. “Solicitud de muestras hemáticas,” Miriam’s request to send the blood samples and remains found in the dump to the Bode Technology Laboratory, January 22, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 701.
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						She sent formal letters to an array “Acuerdo de incompetencia por razones de especialidad del delito,” January 27, 2015. Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 1, 774–776; CODHET, “Queja presentada por la C. Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez en la que denunció que incumplimiento de la función pública en la procuración de justicia por parte del Agente del Ministerio Público Especializado en el Combate al Delito de Secuestro,” March 23, 2015. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 1016–1019. It is important to keep in mind that throughout 2015 Miriam continued to search for Karen’s remains. It was not until 2016 that Miriam requested the autopsies of March and May 2016. Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2568. Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						She had first spotted El Flaco online “Comparecencia voluntaria por Miriam Rodríguez.” Miriam’s appearance in which she reports that she already knows the real name of El Flaco, who is known to the authorities and fellow Zetas by the nickname of El Flaco de la Ribereña; she points out that she knows it from her own investigations and comments from social networks, January 17, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 689.
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						Raised in San Fernando, he was slight, weighing just under 130 pounds “Declaración preparatoria del inculpado [El Flaco].” Preliminary statement of Flaco de la Ribereña, March 25, 2015. PGJT, Flaco, case file 0023/2015, vol. 3, 2032–2034.
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						Miriam tracked down Pancho’s family “Comparecencia voluntaria por Miriam Rodríguez.” Miriam’s appearance in which she reports on the progress of her investigation, and also presents the mother of [Pancho] to give her statement. December 10, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2060–2061.
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						told to the authorities by Pancho’s mother herself, at the behest of Miriam “Declaración informativa de [Pancho’s mother].” December 10, 2015. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 554–557.
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						Miriam sent a file with all the materials to the authorities, along with El Flaco’s address “Información sobre Flaco de la Ribereña.” The address of Flaco de la Ribereña is described as having been obtained “in an economic way,” which is another way of saying obtained extrajudicially; Miriam also managed to obtain a copy of El Flaco’s birth certificate, a bill from the electric company, and a copy of his voter registration card. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 1, 616–620.
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						she detailed everything in a written statement to investigators “Comparecencia voluntaria por Miriam Rodríguez.” Miriam tells the authorities that she knows El Flaco’s real name from conducting her own investigations and by comments on social networks, January 17, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 689.
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						By February 2015, Miriam had an arrest warrant for El Flaco “Orden de aprehensión contra Flaco de la Ribereña,” February 20, 2015. PGJT, Flaco, case file 0023/2015, vol. 2, 843–864.
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						in the late afternoon of March 24, 2015, the police turned up at the industrial park “Información de arresto a Flaco de la Ribereña en Ciudad Victoria.” PGJT, Flaco, case file 0023/2015, vol. 2, 941.
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						Other families approached her at Rodeo Boots Interview with Edgar Galván, victims’ representative.
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						she had forced the government to pay nearly forty thousand dollars Payment in Banorte for the DNA analysis in the Bode laboratory for 35,800 dollars, April 24, 2015. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 1, 1142.
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						February 10, 2016, when the family buried her in a plot within the San Fernando Cemetery “Diligencia de entrega de restos óseos de Karen analizados por laboratorio BODE a Miriam,” February 10, 2016. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2496–2497.
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						Miriam’s requests “Comparecencia de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” February 9, 2016. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2476–2478; “Solicitud de información.” Miriam’s request to the MP for an expert report on the skeletal remains found in San Fernando in March and May 2014 and September 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2568.
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						the authorities had recovered additional remains from another location onsite “Entrega de investigaciones hechas a restos encontrados el 14 de mayo de 2014.” PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2579, 2581, 2647.
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						“The aforementioned samples were placed and packaged correctly” “Constancia de recepción de peritaje,” May 20, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2579, 2581, 2647.
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						The state forensics lab concluded their DNA tests “Dictamen de ADN,” June 18, 2014. PGJT, Chepo, case file 0034/2014, vol. 1, 310–313.
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						the remains were shipped to Chalo, who buried them in a common grave “Solicitud de [Chalo] de autorización para enterrar el cuerpo,” September 23, 2014, 54; “Solicitud de fosa al Ayuntamiento,” October 10, 2014, 58; “Donación del Ayuntamiento de fosa,” October 10, 2014, 60. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2579, 2581, 2647.
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						when Miriam’s letters unearthed them “Diligencia de entrega de restos óseos de Karen,” February 10, 2016. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 2496–2497.
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						Two of the femurs collected from the Basurero on May 14, 2016 “Confrontación de los perfiles genéticos obtenidos de los CC. Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez y Luis Héctor Salinas,” April 26, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2960–2962.
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						The government gave Chalo permission to exhume the remains “Permiso sanitario de exhumación,” Secretaría de Salud del Estado de Tamaulipas, March 8, 2016.
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						He had spotted the Florist, one of Miriam’s targets Interview with Azalea and anonymous tipster.
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						she would be home in time for the barbecue at Fany’s house Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.
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						Miriam had the best intel of anyone Mariano dealt with Interview with Mariano de la Fuente and Adrián López Sosa.
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						“I’ve still got those bitches to find” Interview with Mariano de la Fuente and Adrián López Sosa.
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						They came from the home of La Chaparra’s grandmother Interview with Luis Salinas.
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						Once, Miriam had nearly arrested her “Parte informativo,” October 30, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 2, 1865–1866.
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						first as clients and then as the girlfriend of El Kike Miriam made a request for investigators to inspect a purple house in San Fernando where she believed the Zetas kept their kidnapping victims. Inside the house, the walls were covered with graffiti, including the names of the Zeta cell involved in Karen’s kidnapping and murder. One of the messages read “Wera and Kike I love you my life.” “Diligencia ministerial de inspección,” May 21, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3082.
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						Miriam had heard that she was related to Sama “Parte informativo,” December 23, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3769–3774.
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						still buzzing from the arrest of the Florist, chattering excitedly Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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						As far as she was concerned, the less she knew the better Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.
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						“Not a chance. I don’t trust them. On their own, they always fuck it up” Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.
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						The Florist offered details on the structure of the Zeta cell in San Fernando “Declaración informativa del ciudadano [The Florist] alias El Trini,” March 29, 2016. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 3, 2864–2875.
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						“Tia, this is why I never want to mess with you” Interview with Yazmín Sánchez and Azalea.
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						In April 2016, the state forensics lab came back with the DNA results from the final round of testing “Confrontación de los perfiles genéticos obtenidos de los CC. Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez y Luis Héctor Salinas,” April 26, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2960–2962.
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						The pieces belonged to Karen “Acuerdo.” Delivery of other remains of Karen to Miriam and Luis, May 5, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 2996.
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						in order to “hold a funeral in accordance with our traditions” “Comparecencia de la Ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez” Ciudad Victoria, May 5, 2016. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 3, 3008–3009.
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						the first set of Karen’s remains, identified back in 2015 “Transcripción de diligencia de entrega de restos óseos” (of Karen), PGJT, May 5, 2016, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3013–3014.
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						Miriam had promised that her campaign would end once she found Karen Interview with Azalea.
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						“is what they left me of my daughter” “Informe fotográfico.” Photographic report of the delivery of Karen’s skeletal remains to Miriam and Luis on February 10, 2016. PGJT, May 5, 2016.
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						She had captured El Mario once before Interview with Mariano de la Fuente and Adrián López Sosa.
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						was arrested without incident, with the police using a hand-drawn map that Miriam had sketched with his exact location Proceso, with the police using “Cae líder de una banda de plagiarios que operaba en San Fernando,” April 14, 2016. Interviews with Mariano de la Fuente and Luis Héctor.
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						Mario’s private attorney began exploiting inconsistencies in the government’s case From his first statement, El Mario had a defense attorney who questioned the investigation carried out by Miriam.
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						Miriam had returned again and again to the Basurero to search for it Over the course of three years, Miriam carried out a large number of official and unofficial searches to identify any evidence that could implicate the accused.
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						the cops went to a half dozen locations looking for the Venezuelan, but he was nowhere to be found The authorities went to his work and were told that he had not worked there for at least two months. They also visited the address of his supposed house, but there was no response. “Constancia de notificación,” April 17, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 1110; “Parte Informativo,” June 23, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3202–3208.
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						Carlos by then had given more than one statement to the authorities “Comparecencia voluntaria de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” December 5, 2014. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 631–632; “Declaración ministerial de [Carlos],” February 9, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 988–1002; “Comparecencia voluntaria en parte de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” February 13, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 791–796; “Entrevista del c. [Carlos],” September 28, 2015. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 566–570.
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						His contradictions would become central to the Zetas’ defense strategy Interview with anonymous defense attorney. Two years on, the momentum of the case had begun to slow. Sama and Cristiano had reneged on their initial statements, claiming they had been given under duress. Miriam herself had reached a point where the various threads of her campaign—forming a collective, finding Karen’s remains, and pursuing the Zetas—began to tangle and knot.
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						She snuck into the purple house “Comparecencia voluntaria de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” May 19, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3061; “Diligencia ministerial de inspección,” May 21, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3082.
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						Miriam took each name and matched it to the corresponding Facebook accounts “Parte informativo,” May 23, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3084–3099.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						she discovered were two people that remained at large Ibid.
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						Miriam had discovered that La Chaparra was dating Cherokee “Comparecencia de la ciudadana Miriam Elizabeth Rodríguez Martínez,” April 16, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 1073.
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						Miriam sat outside of the penitentiary Interviews with Azalea, Luis Héctor, and Mariano de la Fuente.
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						Then she called the cops to come and arrest La Chaparra “Detención de [La Chaparra] en Ciudad Victoria, menciona que tiene orden de aprehensión del 14 de abril de 2016,” August 4, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 3, 3221–3222; Milenio, “Detienen a presunta asesina de jóvenes de San Fernando,” August 5, 2016, https://www.milenio.com/​estados/​detienen-presunta-asesina-jovenes-san-fernando.
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						La Chaparra claimed that she had been kidnapped by the same group that took Karen “Declaración informativa de [La Chaparra],” August 15, 2016. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 599–602.
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						she was no longer working with the Zetas, but had been seeking employment in Ciudad Victoria “Declaración informativa [La Chaparra],” August 15, 2016. PGJT, Sama, case file 0029/2014, vol. 1, 599–602.
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						She was Sama’s cousin “Parte informativo,” December 23, 2016. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3769–3774.
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						looking at him on the afternoon of November 14, 2016 “Detención de El Kike,” November 12, 2016. PGJT, Kike, case file 0049/2016, vol. 3, 3762.
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						It began as a simple inquiry into funds that she had received from the state’s victims’ commission On December 15, 2016, a request was made to verify and account for the economic help the state had allegedly provided to Miriam Rodríguez. The sum total was alleged to be almost one million pesos. One week later, on December 21, Miriam denied having received many of the alleged benefits. Instituto de Atención a Víctimas del Delito, “Atención a oficio de requerimiento de información,” December 22, 2016, Oficio No. SGG/SDH/0272/2016.
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						in the government’s crosshairs Some government officials held Miriam in contempt for the foulmouthed way she addressed them, the casual accusations she tossed their way, and the power she held to make their lives miserable if they ignored her entreaties. “She came in yelling at me like I worked for her,” said Gloria Garza, the former head of victims’ rights for Tamaulipas. When Miriam entered the public ministry building in San Fernando, “people would run and hide in someone else’s office,” one friend recalled. “The first time I ever met her, before I even had a chance to introduce myself, she called me corrupt,” said one prosecutor. But they all agreed: She brought the goods. In the words of a former attorney general in Tamaulipas: “I never liked the way she spoke or treated the staff. But at least she came with more than insults and complaints. She always brought genuine intel to us.”
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						“the eye of other activists and people in her collective” As time passed and Miriam’s influence grew, some of the other collective members began to quietly accuse her of abusing her position. Some lobbed accusations that she ignored her members and instead used their growing numbers to raise her profile. Some even claimed that she was taking money meant for others. Few of these individuals would go on the record, and none could furnish evidence of any untoward behavior on the part of Miriam. Family and friends wrote these accusations off to jealousy. Interview with collective leader Rosa Cisneros Espinoza, victims’ representative Edgar Galván, Luis Héctor, and Azalea.
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						the one in which she took the state government to task for its handling of Karen’s remains “Queja de Miriam en la Comisión de Derechos Humanos del Estado de Tamaulipas,” March 17, 2015. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 1, 1016–1019.
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						The commission had itemized every single expense the government had made on her behalf The way the data is presented makes it appear that Miriam received and misappropriated large amounts of public resources. Instituto de Atención a Víctimas del Delito, December 22, 2016.
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						It took Miriam months to go line by line assessing each of the expenses assigned to her In Miriam’s personal files, the markings she made to the original document can be seen, including her questioning costs and crossing out certain expenses listed by the government. In fact, she made her own list with the financial support that she received. Instituto de Atención a Víctimas del Delito, December 22, 2016.
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						the cost associated with DNA testing for Karen’s remains, roughly fifteen thousand dollars “Reporte de orden de pago internacional,” Banorte. Payment for the DNA analysis in the Bode laboratory was 35,800 dollars, made on April 24, 2015. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 1, 1142.
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						The audit listed school fees for her children among the benefits Approximately thirteen thousand Mexican pesos (seven hundred dollars) destined for supposed school registrations. Instituto de Atención a Víctimas del Delito, December 22, 2016.
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						She fired off a letter demanding detailed accounts of every expense Written appearance of Miriam at the General Secretariat of Government, Ciudad Victoria, Tamaulipas, March 16, 2017.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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						twenty-nine inmates dug their way out of the penitentiary in Ciudad Victoria Animal Político, “Reportan motín en el penal de Tamaulipas donde se fugaron 29 reos,” March 23, 2017, https://www.animalpolitico.com/​2017/​03/​victoria-fuga-carcel; La Jornada, “Escapan por un túnel 29 reos del penal de Ciudad Victoria,” March 24, 2017, https://www.jornada.com.mx/​2017/​03/​24/​estados/​037n1est; YouTube, “Fuga de 29 reos de penal de Tamaulipas,” https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=86gwgitsVNM.
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						to a field beyond the outer security wall nearly 120 feet away On the surface, there was nothing exceptional about the March prison break; it wasn’t even the first time that prisoners in Tamaulipas had tried to build a tunnel to free themselves. The penal system was a blight on the nation’s efforts to procure justice: overcrowded, underfunded, and seething with corrupt officials who knew they could not control the inmates and so instead took payoffs to look the other way. Meant for eight hundred people, the prison in Ciudad Victoria housed nearly a thousand. Proceso, “Se fugan 29 reos por un túnel cavado en penal de Ciudad Victoria; recapturan a 10,” March 23, 2017, https://www.proceso.com.mx/​nacional/​estados/​2017/​3/23/​se-fugan-29-reos-por-un-tunel-cavado-en-penal-de-ciudad-victoria-recapturan-10-181027.html.
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						a face that Miriam recognized: El Kike La Jornada, “Escapan por un túnel 29 reos del penal”; Proceso, “Se fugan 29 reos por un túnel cavado en penal.”
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						“Keep this,” Miriam said, thrusting a pistol into Luis Héctor’s hand Interview with Luis Héctor.
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						the prospect of El Kike coming after the family “Acuerdo.” Protection measures for Miriam and Luis, March 23, 2017. Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3860.
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						Miriam requested protection from the state and federal government “Acuerdo.” Protection measures for Miriam, Luis, March 23, 2017. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3860; requests to seven different institutions protection measures to Miriam, March, 23, 2017. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 4, 3862–3868.
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						One by one, they denied her requests Denial of the request for protection measures, Secretaría de Seguridad Pública Tamaulipas, March 24, 2017. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 4, 3873; Denial of the request for protection measures, Dirección de Seguridad, Tránsito y Vialidad, March 24, 2017. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 4, 3875; Denial of the request for protection measures of seven authorities, Procuraduría General de Justicia del Estado de Tamaulipas, May 19, 2017.
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						But they barely answered their phones when she called YouTube, “Pido protección; el asesino anda suelto,” May 12, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=rzZGvSxddlE.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She told a journalist friend Interview with Aristeo Manilla.
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						Her activism was becoming a nuisance for the Zetas Interviews with Luis Héctor and Luis Salinas.
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						the former district capital Gobierno del Estado de Tamaulipas, “Padilla,” https://www.tamaulipas.gob.mx/​estado/​municipios/​padilla/.
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						Miriam had hired María Inés in March Interview with María Inés Vera Hernández.
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						Miriam attended a meeting YouTube, “Pido protección; el asesino anda suelto,” May 12, 2017.
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						mishandling a legal process “Citatorio para comparecer” [Güera Soto], April 17, 2017. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3968–3969; “Amparo trial,” April 20, 2017. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3989–3992.
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						given La Güera Soto a warning Earlier that morning, La Güera Soto had been called to court to testify in the ongoing investigation into the kidnapping and murder of Karen Salinas Rodríguez, the culmination of months of effort by Miriam to build an exacting record of her participation. The prosecutor’s office had sent the woman a summons, at her house, asking her to testify voluntarily. When the police had come to serve the summons, La Güera Soto had hidden in her bedroom and let her father take the paperwork. A few days later, when La Güera Soto presented herself before the authorities, she declined to testify. Without an arrest warrant, the authorities let her go. “Citatorio para comparecer” [Güera Soto], April 17, 2017. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 3968–3969; “Parte informativo,” April 21, 2017. PGJT, Güera Soto, case file 008/2017, vol. 4, 3997–3998.
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						Miriam was furious At the time, Miriam was seated in the cafeteria of the local health ministry in San Fernando, chatting with Yazmín and another co-worker, oblivious to the court proceeding underway. When the staff at the Ministerio Public called to inform her about the summons, Miriam blew up. She pulled her handgun from her purse and slammed it on the table, in the middle of breakfast. “What the fuck do you mean you let her go?” she yelled into the phone, startling the others. “She knows you are going to arrest her, and now you’ve given her a head start.” Interview with Alejandro Rodríguez Sosa, co-worker of Miriam, and Mariano de la Fuente.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Miriam leaped from her car Anonymous interview with defense attorney.
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						A new government had come to power Luis Pablo Beauregard, “Tamaulipas dice no al PRI,” El País, June 6, 2016, https://elpais.com/​internacional/​2016/​06/​06/​actualidad/​1465203426_204482.html; David Vela, “Para Cabeza de Vaca, más del 50% de los votos en Tamaulipas,” El Financiero, June 7, 2016, https://www.elfinanciero.com.mx/​nacional/​para-cabeza-de-vaca-mas-del-50-de-los-votos-en-tamaulipas/.
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						“Mom has been shot,” she said Miriam was killed on May 10. This is Mexico’s Mother’s Day celebration. BBC News, “La trágica muerte de Miriam Rodríguez, la mexicana que encontró a los asesinos de su hija y terminó abatida a balazos,” May 12, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/​mundo/​noticias-america-latina-39892613; Dallas News, “Miriam Rodríguez: Activista mexicana asesinada en Tamaulipas se sentía insegura,” May 12, 2017, https://www.dallasnews.com/​espanol/​al-dia/​mexico/​2017/​05/​12/​miriam-Rodríguez-activista-mexicana-asesinada-en-tamaulipas-se-sentia-insegura/.
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						Miriam left work at 10:21 p.m. STJE, “Carpeta procesal,” Supremo Tribunal de Justicia del Estado, San Fernando, April 6, 2018.
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						two of the men stepped out of the truck carrying nine-millimeter pistols and snuck up behind her Ibid.
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						They fired thirteen rounds at Miriam, hitting her eight times “Comunicado de prensa,” Procuraduría General de Justicia, Comunicación Social. Government press release reporting Miriam’s murder and the actions they took to protect her. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 4253.
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						Luis heard the shots PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 4253.
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						assigned to the Ministerio Público arrived first STJE, “Carpeta procesal: CP/0032/2017,” Supremo Tribunal de Justicia del Estado, San Fernando, April 6, 2018.
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						They needed to transport the body to Chalo’s funeral home “Parte informativo,” May 18, 2017, funeral procession of Miriam’s body to the municipal pantheon and funeral with protective measures. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 4315–4322.
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						Miriam’s wake was held at Chalo’s place Informative part of the protection given by the police from May 11 to 14. PGJT, Machorra, case file 0011/2017, vol. 4, 4315–4321.
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						topped by a photo of her in a bright blue blazer Carlos M. Juárez, “Tres años sin justicia en el asesinato de Miriam, la madre activista,” A dónde van los desaparecidos, May 11, 2020, https://adondevanlosdesaparecidos.org/​2020/​05/​11/​tres-anos-sin-justicia-en-el-asesinato-de-miriam-la-madre-activista/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						an unplanned tribute Interview with Alejandra Guadalupe Martínez.
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						bothered to ask for protection YouTube, “Pido protección; el asesino anda suelto,” May 12, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=rzZGvSxddlE.
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						in the center of a media storm El País, “Asesinada una madre activista que buscaba a desaparecidos en México,” May 11, 2017, https://elpais.com/​internacional/​2017/​05/​11/​mexico/​1494518780_900906.html; BBC News, “La trágica muerte de Miriam Rodríguez, la mexicana que encontró a los asesinos de su hija y terminó abatida a balazos,” May 12, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/​mundo/​noticias-america-latina-39892613; Dallas News, “Miriam Rodríguez: Activista mexicana asesinada en Tamaulipas se sentía insegura,” May 12, 2017, https://www.dallasnews.com/​espanol/​al-dia/​mexico/​2017/​05/​12/​miriam-Rodríguez-activista-mexicana-asesinada-en-tamaulipas-se-sentia-insegura/.
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						with platitudes about justice Twitter profile of the governor of Tamaulipas Francisco Cabeza de Vaca, May 10, 2017, https://twitter.com/​fgcabezadevaca/​status/​862668083269390337?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&lang=fr.
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						knowing how bad the statistics were Arturo Ángel, “Enero 2015: Guerrero y Tamaulipas siguen a la cabeza en homicidios y secuestros,” Animal Político, February 25, 2015, https://www.animalpolitico.com/​2015/​02/​enero-2015-guerrero-y-tamaulipas-siguen-la-cabeza-en-homicidios-y-secuestros; Juan Omar Fierro, “Tamaulipas: 6 años de violencia continua, más de 4,500 muertos,” Aristegui Noticias, July 11, 2016, https://aristeguinoticias.com/​1107/​mexico/​tamaulipas-6-anos-de-violencia-continua-mas-de-4500-muertos/.
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						A press conference was held Press conference by Irving Barrios on the arrest of two alleged murderers of Miriam. YouTube, “Detienen a presuntos asesinos de activista Miriam Rodríguez Martínez,” June 30, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/​watch?v=xhEah5ePk24&t=1s.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						What the commission found CNDH, “Recomendación No. 50 /2018. Sobre el caso de violación al derecho a la vida de la defensora de derechos humanos v1 y a la seguridad jurídica, en agravio de v1, v2, v3 y v4, en el estado de Tamaulipas. October 31, 2018.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						felt the sentence was ridiculous Interview with Luis Héctor and anonymous defense attorney.
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