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			MISSION: PAYBACK

			When Stony Man chief Hal Brognola is kidnapped, Mack Bolan vows to find him and wreak explosive vengeance on those responsible. But first he must find his shadowy enemy. For deep in the drug cartel hellscape of Ciudad Juárez, Hal is prisoner of the city’s most legendary and secretive serial killer. To uncover his identity, Bolan wages war on Ciudad’s biggest narco-traffickers, battling their merciless soldados and sending their empires up in flames. But with the clock ticking down, the Executioner must face a cunning foe in an arena where justice will only be found in total annihilation.

		
	
		
			A stream of cartel soldiers burst from the building.

			When one of the gunners removed a cell phone from his pocket, Bolan drilled him with a single 5.56 mm round, then ripped a series of three-round bursts along the line of gunmen limned by a streetlight.

			The Executioner sent another grenade downrange, an incendiary round that blew on impact, loosing flames that spread from wall to wall, rolling through the open doorway, setting fire to bodies lying on the pavement.

			He could have kept on firing, making sure that everyone within his line of sight was dead or dying, but he was literally burning up Brognola’s time now, painfully aware that the odds of finding him declined precipitately after twenty-four hours.

			If he wasn’t dead already, Brognola had roughly two hours left. El Psicópata didn’t keep his prey alive for any longer than it took to butcher them. But Brognola didn’t fit the killer’s victim profile, which meant there were no rules.

			All Bolan could do was put the pedal to the metal and keep rolling on, full speed ahead. And God help anyone who stood in his way…
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			Nor is there any law more just than that he who has plotted death shall perish by his own plot.

			—Ovid

			I speak the only language predators understand. I fight fire with fire, and damn the consequences.

			—Mack Bolan

		
	
		
			For Special Agent Samuel S. Hicks. Drug Enforcement Administration
End of Watch: November 19, 2008
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			Nothing less than a war could have fashioned the destiny of the man called Mack Bolan. Bolan earned the Executioner title in the jungle hell of Vietnam.

			But this soldier also wore another name—Sergeant Mercy. He was so tagged because of the compassion he showed to wounded comrades-in-arms and Vietnamese civilians.

			Mack Bolan’s second tour of duty ended prematurely when he was given emergency leave to return home and bury his family, victims of the Mob. Then he declared a one-man war against the Mafia.

			He confronted the Families head-on from coast to coast, and soon a hope of victory began to appear. But Bolan had broken society’s every rule. That same society started gunning for this elusive warrior—to no avail.

			So Bolan was offered amnesty to work within the system against terrorism. This time, as an employee of Uncle Sam, Bolan became Colonel John Phoenix. With a command center at Stony Man Farm in Virginia, he and his new allies—Able Team and Phoenix Force—waged relentless war on a new adversary: the KGB.

			But when his one true love, April Rose, died at the hands of the Soviet terror machine, Bolan severed all ties with Establishment authority.

			Now, after a lengthy lone-wolf struggle and much soul-searching, the Executioner has agreed to enter an “arm’s-length” alliance with his government once more, reserving the right to pursue personal missions in his Everlasting War. 
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			Prologue

			El Paso, Texas

			The big man—stocky, fiftysomething, with gray hair that nearly matched the color of his suit—moved easily along a second-story hallway in the Gateway Rio Grande Hotel, a plastic bucket in one hand, the key to room 209 in the other.

			He was tired at half-past midnight and was running late for bed. Another round of meetings started bright and early in the morning, but the dinner he’d consumed—tamales, enchiladas, rice and beans, with one too many beers—had his stomach grumbling and he needed something carbonated for relief.

			When he’d achieved that, he still had to call his wife. It was an hour later in DC, damn it, but he knew she’d be waiting up and worrying until he had her on the line, telling her everything was fine and coming off as planned.

			The conference, on balance, hadn’t been as bad as he’d expected, but his time was better spent on other things. He’d be relieved to land in Washington again on Saturday, and his report to the US Attorney General could wait a day or two.

			It wasn’t like the meetings would have any real-world impact, after all—not on his job, at least. He would have skipped the whole thing but his orders from the new guy running Justice had been unequivocal: show up and make us proud.

			When the last USAG had bailed under fire, his new, improved replacement fell into the job without adequate briefings on all aspects of his post. When the big man returned to Washington, he would correct that oversight.

			The icemaker and vending machines were right where the floorplan in his room had promised they would be, tucked into a niche at the corridor’s west end. He filled the plastic bucket first then picked a can of soda minus the caffeine and dropped the can into the ice. Because the niche obscured his vision, he was turning with his hands full when he spotted the two burly strangers in cheap suits blocking his path.

			Unfriendly faces set off mental alarms, but the big man still forced a smile and said, “Excuse me, eh?”

			They both rushed him at once, the bruiser on his left cursing as ice and a cold can of soda hit him in the face.

			The big man fought in silence, wishing he’d brought his sidearm currently locked inside his room’s small safe. He got some licks in, but he didn’t see the needle coming until it was in his neck.

			The bright world did a rapid fade to black.

			Ciudad Juárez, Mexico

			When he came around, the big man found that he was seated in a straight-backed wooden chair, no cushion on its seat. His neck hurt from the hypodermic needle and his brain was fuzzy, but he reckoned that would pass. A burlap sack over his head smelled like potatoes and prevented him from seeing anything, but from the lighting and the sound of voices, he could tell he was in a room somewhere.

			His shoulders ached because his arms were pinned behind him, zip-tied based on the chafing on his wrists. His ankles were likewise secured to the chair’s front legs. Aside from shifting slightly on the chair, or maybe tipping it over, he couldn’t move.

			Three men were talking not too far away. They spoke Spanish, but that was fine. The big man knew enough of the language to get by.

			“It went all right?” one man asked.

			“Yes. We’re all here, eh?” another answered.

			“He fought a little,” a third stated, “but nothing to it.”

			“Good. Let’s get a look at him,” the first one ordered.

			One of them removed the burlap hood, revealing a cheap room with shabby furniture and three men ranged before him. Two of them had jumped him back at his hotel. The third guy, clearly, was in charge.

			“Shit!” the leader blurted. “Who in the hell is this?”

			“The guy you sent us for?” The way Number Two said it, sounding shaky now, told the bound man the boss had been expecting someone else.

			“Idiots! When I ask you who this is, I want a name, understand?”

			The one to the leader’s left began to say, “Captain, we—”

			Captain X lashed out and hit him with a stunning backhand. “Now you want to use my rank and name?”

			“Sorry, sir.”

			“I’ve never seen this gringo in my life,” the leader snapped at them. “Did you at least look in his wallet?”

			The bound man could feel it in his left hip pocket, pressed into his butt cheek.

			“Cap—I mean, sir,” the man to the leader’s right chimed in, “he matches the description you gave us.”

			“Description? You didn’t even check to see he was the right one?”

			“Once he started fighting—”

			“Shut up! If we get through this, you’ll be lucky if I let you cover traffic in Chiapas!”

			Traffic? Playing deaf, the bound man realized two things. First, these were cops of some kind who had snatched him. Second, he was almost certainly in Mexico.

			He flexed his wrists, confirming what he’d feared. His watch was gone, either torn off during the fight or stolen while he was unconscious. With no clock, he couldn’t tell how long he’d been knocked out or how far his abductors could’ve traveled in the meantime.

			And if they’d been dumb enough to snatch him by mistake...

			One of the flunkies moved around behind the bound man’s chair and found his wallet, handing it off to their boss. The guy in charge opened it, stared at the bound man’s ID, furious color rising in his face.

			“‘Justice Department, Washington, DC,’” he read aloud. “Can either of you two idiots think back and remember who I sent you for?”

			“The name?” one of the stooges asked, proving his low IQ.

			“The name, the agency he worked for? Anything?” the leader raged.

			“It was the DEA, sir,” said Number Three.

			“Correct! It was the DEA. And now you bring me what? Some pencil-pusher out of the Attorney General’s office!”

			“But—”

			“But nothing, idiot! I ought to kill both of you where you stand.”

			They edged away from him, the slightly braver of the two nearly whispering, “What should we do, sir?”

			“You mean before the FBI and every other department of the US government starts looking for him?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“There’s only one thing left we can do, thanks to your incompetence.”

			“We’ll do it, absolutely. Anything.” The barely smarter of the two was almost whining.

			“You two will do nothing. I must call El Psicópata.”

			The Psychopath.

			Without a doubt, their bound captive knew that wasn’t good.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			El Paso International Airport

			Mack Bolan, aka the Executioner, stood a few yards off from Runway 12, watching as the Learjet 40 approached from the east. The aircraft descended to a textbook-perfect landing, its pilot throttling back on the twin Honeywell engines. It taxied toward him, gradually slowing to a halt. The engines switched off before its exit door opened behind the cockpit, on the port side, and a built-in set of steps unfolded to the tarmac.

			Barbara Price came out to meet him. Wearing a tailored pantsuit and “sensible” shoes, she barely showed the stress of flying 1,900 miles—nearly the Learjet’s top range—from Stony Man Farm in Virginia to “The City with a Legend,” as El Paso called itself.

			Bolan and Price were more than friends and colleagues, but they kept the greeting to a handshake. He followed her back to the plane, mounting the steps behind her to its cabin.

			“You made good time,” he said as they sat facing each other with a folding table in between.

			“No time to waste,” she said, not asking how he’d beat her there when he was coming from Los Angeles. He’d covered less than half the distance she had, and Price would know that automatically.

			“So how bad is it?” Bolan asked.

			“It doesn’t get much worse.”

			“Tell me.”

			He knew some of it from their brief phone conversation hours earlier. Hal Brognola, director of the clandestine organization known as Stony Man Farm and a head honcho in the Department Justice, had vanished from his hotel in El Paso the previous night, the next-to-last day of a law enforcement conference on terrorism and drug trafficking across the Tex-Mex border.

			He knew El Paso was the Lone Star State’s sixth largest city, covering 256 square miles, with some 680,000 year-round residents. Across the Rio Grande, it faced Ciudad Juárez, Mexico’s eighth largest city, smaller in size than El Paso but with 2.5 million full-time inhabitants. Together they formed the second largest binational metropolitan area on America’s southern border, after San Diego-Tijuana.

			“Okay,” Price said. “I told you he was taken out of his hotel, and that’s confirmed from evidence recovered from the scene. We have his fingerprints on a hotel ice bucket and soda can he dropped when the kidnappers grabbed him. Local cops found his room key, same place, no evidence that anybody got inside the room after they lifted him.”

			“Security cameras?” Bolan inquired.

			“One long view of the hallway, from the other end. Two men, likely Latino, but no hits from facial recognition software yet. One of them jabbed him with a hypo. We’re assuming it was just a sedative.”

			“Because why poison him and carry him away?”

			“Exactly. When they took him out, another CCTV feed picked up a shot of the abductors hooding him and securing his arms and legs before putting him in a car trunk. No luck with an ID on the car, although it turned up on a traffic cam two blocks away, heading south. Stolen license plates. We assume the car was hot, as well.”

			“Headed for Mexico.”

			Bolan already knew four bridges spanned the Rio Grande between El Paso and Ciudad Juárez: the Bridge of the Americas, Ysleta-Zaragoza International Bridge, Paso del Norte Bridge and Stanton Street Bridge. Combined, they permitted some twenty-three million vehicular passages yearly. Once across the border, southbound traffic could go anywhere in Mexico.

			Brognola had been gone for thirteen hours. He could’ve traveled 780 miles within that time, at sixty miles per hour, but smart money said he’d probably been taken to a hideout tucked away in Ciudad Juárez itself.

			“Who knew he’d be at the conference?” Bolan asked.

			“Starting from the top,” Price said, “the AG who assigned him to it—over Hal’s objection, I might add. Kelly, his secretary, would’ve made the travel bookings. Then we’ve got the folks who organized the conference and the various official delegates from Justice, ICE, the DEA, likely a couple from the CIA pretending to be someone else. That’s ninety-five registered delegates, not counting Hal. Add on hotel staff, from managers to housekeepers. The Bureau will be grilling all of them, but...”

			“By the time they finish up, it will be too damned late.”

			“Bingo.”

			Bolan went for the long shot. “Cell phone?”

			“In his room. We can’t track him by GPS.”

			“So it comes down to who might want to kidnap him, and why.”

			“Cartels to start,” Price said. “Since 1997, the Juárez Cartel’s been under fire from both the Gulf and Sinaloa outfits, trying to control the city. That explains Chihuahua’s death toll in the Mexican drug war, and many of the killings in El Paso County.”

			Bolan had crossed paths with each of those cartels at one time or another, but a nagging question still remained. “Would any of them know him? His connection to the Farm or covert missions?”

			“They shouldn’t,” Price replied, “but when you’ve got billions to spend, I won’t pretend security in Wonderland is all that it should be.”

			“Anything else?”

			“I hate to even mention it, but yes...maybe.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“Most residents call Ciudad Juárez Paso del Norte and one magazine calls it the ‘City of the Future,’ but it has another nickname, too.”

			“Which is?”

			“The Serial Killers’ Playground.”

			“The women, right?”

			“Primarily,” Price said. “No two sources can agree on numbers, but at least four hundred have been murdered since the nineties, with about as many missing. There have been so many killed, in fact, they’ve come up with a special name for it. Feminicidio. Mostly young women, even girls, some of them prostitutes, the rest mainly sweatshop workers, underpaid and easy to replace.”

			“You see the problem there,” Bolan said.

			“Sure. Hal’s not a female and he isn’t young. Before we rule it out completely, though, remember that some serials switch-hit on victimology. They don’t all stick to one age, race or sex, much less to pattern victims who all look alike, drive the same make of car, whatever.”

			“Still...”

			“I grant you, it’s a long shot, but remember Mark Kilroy.”

			“The kid snatched out of Brownsville by that cult in the late eighties.”

			Price nodded. “One of an estimated thirty victims they took out before police caught on to them. They dealt drugs for a living, but also conducted human sacrifices, thinking that black magic made them bulletproof and physically invisible to enemies, including cops.”

			“That didn’t work so well, as I recall.”

			“Amen. One dipshit drove through a police roadblock, thinking they couldn’t see him or his car even when officers pursued him with their lights flashing. He led them straight back to the cult’s home base outside Matamoros, and it fell apart from there.”

			“Most of them died, if I remember right.”

			“Or got sent away for sixty years, the maximum in Mexico. My point is, you can have an evil person or a group of them mixing business with pleasure as the opportunities arise. And don’t forget, two of that cult’s top members were federales. One of them, the top narcotics officer in Mexico City, pulled twenty-five years at his trial. The other, who’d moved on to Interpol, murdered his second wife then shot himself. People are still debating whether his first wife committed suicide by hanging or if hubby tied the noose himself.”

			“I hear you. Damn near anyone can kill for any reason. And in pairs?”

			“It wouldn’t be the first time, by a long shot. Cults aside, the Hillside stranglers were cousins. Same thing with Dave Gore and Fred Waterfield in Florida. In Philadelphia, Joe Kallinger would take his fifteen-year-old son along to help. Lucas and Toole were part-time lovers, traveling from coast to coast,” Price told him.

			“You’ve studied up,” Bolan observed.

			“Know the enemy. Never let anybody tell you they’re all carbon-copy, cut and dried.”

			“So, if a pair of psychos snatched Hal, he could well be dead by now and we have no way to start looking for them. Two Latinos in Mexico? Try looking for a needle in a needle factory.”

			“I know. We have to try, though.”

			“Right. First thing,” Bolan observed, “will be acquiring hardware on the wrong side of the border.”

			Mexico had strict laws regulating guns, at least on paper, restricting possession of most types and calibers to the military and law enforcement. The country’s only legal gun store—the Directorate of Arms and Munitions Sales—stood behind walls on a military base outside Mexico City. Its customers had to undergo months of background checks, involving six separate documents, and were frisked on arrival by uniformed soldiers.

			That said, Mexico’s version of the US Second Amendment, written in 1857, guaranteed all citizens and legal foreign residents the right to bear arms, but stipulated that federal law “will determine the cases, conditions, requirements and places” of gun ownership. The net result: while the one and only army gun store sold an average of thirty-eight firearms per day to civilians, smugglers brought an estimated 580 weapons into Mexico from the United States. Others doubtless arrived on flights of foreign origin or passed through Mexico’s forty-one seaports on the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico.

			The results of that traffic in arms—and in drugs—had been making global headlines for the past thirteen years, since officials acknowledged their chaotic, ongoing drug war. At last rough count, the butcher’s bill included 250,000 dead and 30,000 missing, with 1.6 million persons displaced from their homes. The official body count so far included 12,456 cartel members; 4,020 federal, state and municipal police officers; plus 395 soldiers slain and 137 missing, presumed dead.

			Hell on Earth, in simple terms—and that was without adding in the daily slaughter of civilians in places like Ciudad Juárez and Matamoros by human predators for the sheer love of killing.

			“Tell me more about the killers’ playground,” Bolan said.

			“Feminicide covers a world of kinks and fetishes,” Price said. “As I mentioned, no one really knows how many girls and women have been killed or when it started ramping up. Local authorities downplay it with an eye toward tourism and foreign investment in factories, and the victims never found go on the books as runaways. Officially, Chihuahua police admit 260 murders since they started keeping track in 1993, claiming only seventy-six fit ‘serial’ parameters with rape, torture and mutilation. But that’s ridiculous. Women’s groups peg the total somewhere between four and fifteen hundred when they add in missing persons.”

			“How bad is it, really?” Bolan asked.

			“Amnesty International counted 370 by 2005. Chihuahua prosecutors finally admitted 270 murders statewide in 2010, with 247 inside Juárez. They logged another 300-plus in 2011, with 59 percent in the state capital. Since then, the yearly stats go up and down like yo-yos, depending on who you trust.”

			“With no convictions?”

			“Sure, a few. In 1996 Omar Sharif—a bus driver from Egypt, not the actor—went down for three murders, sentenced to thirty years, but the killings escalated after he went away. At that point, cops claimed he was part of a gang called Los Rebeldes—that’s ‘The Rebels’—who kept killing after he was put away. Police arrested five of his alleged accomplices then cut them loose for lack of evidence. Sharif died during his fourth year in prison.”

			“Any others?”

			“A few. In 2001, police nabbed an alleged pair of team killers and charged them with eight homicides. One died during interrogation. Then his buddy confessed but later recanted, claiming police torture, and out goes that case.

			“In 2008, prosecutors charged Sergio Barraza with killing one teenage girl, but the court acquitted him for lack of evidence and he split for parts unknown. They later tried him again in absentia—that’s a thing down here, no double jeopardy—and he was convicted, but they still haven’t found him. Meanwhile his victim’s mother was assassinated by an unknown gunman while picketing the governor’s palace—shot once in the head at point-blank range.”

			Bolan rarely swore but now said, “Sounds like a steaming crock of shit.”

			“And still continuing today, although most of the press in Mexico has tried to play it down,” Price said.

			“Sounds like they need a wakeup call.”

			“I’d say. And then some.” She frowned and asked, “What are you packing?”

			“Flying in from LA?” he replied. “Not a thing.”

			“Just as well. We’ve got a friend at the US Consulate in Ciudad Juárez. He’s CIA, name’s Tim Ross.”

			As she spoke, Price handed Bolan what appeared to be a passport photo of a white man, late twenties, with hair a little on the long side and a well-trimmed Vandyke. Bolan committed the face to memory and passed the photo back to her, asking, “What does he know?”

			“Nothing about the program, you or Hal. He helps us out from time to time with hardware, paperwork, whatever. He pulled two tours in the sandbox with the 1st Battalion, 5th Marines before he joined the Company, but I’d discourage getting him involved beyond delivery of gear when you arrive.”

			“You’ll make the contact?”

			“That’s affirmative. Just let me have your wish list.”

			There were cocktail napkins in a slot beside the folding table. Bolan took out a pen, filled up half of one and then handed Price his list.

			She read it over. “You’re pulling out all the stops.”

			“I don’t see any other way to play it.”

			“Right,” she said. “You’re driving over, then?”

			“I’ve got a rental in the airport’s short-term parking lot.”

			“Okay. I’ll set a meeting on the other side for you and Ross, then text you an address.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Thoughts on the process, once you’ve gone across?”

			“No suspects and no motive,” Bolan said. “The only way I see to play that hand is to bet the limit and keep raising until somebody folds.”

			“You know we can’t help with the federal or state police across the line. Even if we could tell them what you’re doing over there, who knows which officers are trustworthy?”

			“I know of at least one. But for this mission I’ll figure none of them and work from there,” Bolan replied.

			It was, he knew, a decent rule of thumb for Mexico. The federales were divided into two departments. The Federal Judicial Police, founded in 1928, was disbanded in 2002 due to its own rampant corruption and criminal activity. It was replaced by the Federal Investigative Agency and attached to Mexico’s Secretariat of Public Safety as a “preventive” force against crime. Its counterpart, the Federal Ministerial Police, an investigative force tasked with fighting corruption and organized crime, was created in 2009 along FBI lines, directed by the Attorney General’s Office. Bolan would be ignoring the country’s third federal force: the Mexico City Police, which had no national reach, its officers confined to handling matters inside the Federal district. It would take a crystal ball to tell which members of the policing agencies were also drawing paychecks from the drug cartels.

			“If you’re successful—” Price began, then caught herself. “When you’re successful, if there’s too much heat for you and Hal to handle on your own, Tim Ross can likely help you with the exfiltration.”

			“Good to know. As long as he’s not privy to my moves beforehand.”

			“Not a chance,” she answered back.

			“And while we’re on that subject, I agree with you not sending Jack along.”

			Grimaldi, that would be. Bolan’s literal wingman since his first campaign against the Mafia in Las Vegas. The go-to guy for all things aerial.

			“I nearly didn’t go that way,” Price told him. “But then I thought about the built-in problems, flying out of Mexico and back across the border without one or both sides scrambling gunships, fighter planes or ground-to-air missiles.”

			“You’re right. The last thing I want to do is get shot down or blown out of the sky with Hal, after...whatever he’s been through.”

			Price leaned across the fold-down table, taking one of Bolan’s hands, eyes locked on his. “I know you well enough to have no doubt you’ll find him. What I’m not sure of is whether you’ll find him alive.”

			“Well, now...”

			“You know it’s true, Mack. Nothing’s guaranteed. If he was snatched by one of the cartels, they’ll have lines of communication to the DEA, maybe to Justice, too. They’ll know the heat is coming down, big-time, and hanging on to him would be the ultimate in stupid. We should all be ready if this thing goes south—no pun intended.”

			“I’ve lost good friends before,” Bolan reminded her. “No one’s immortal, and me least of all. But I won’t think Hal dead until I’ve seen him dead or have enough forensic evidence to seal the deal.”

			“Agreed. But then what?”

			“Then I do what I do best,” Bolan replied, “and make the bastards pay with every drop of blood they have.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Bridge of the Americas

			Despite its name, El Paso’s Bridge of the Americas actually included four bridges: two with four lanes each bearing passenger vehicles north and south, with sidewalks for pedestrians; and another pair with two lanes each for trucks alone, one flow of traffic headed each direction. The city’s newest international bridge, completed in 1998, channeled southbound traffic from I-110, routing the northbound tide from MX 45. Together the bridges transported an average of $650 billion in international trade, moving 4 million passenger vehicles, 5 million trucks and 400,000 pedestrians.

			It was easy to get lost in all that traffic. Bolan counted on it heading south, although he had nothing to fear from customs or cops on either side of the border so far. His passport and driver’s license were impeccable—though false. He had the proper rental contract for his Toyota RAV4 compact SUV and nothing in the vehicle as yet should excite any drug-or explosive-sniffing dog.

			The worst part about crossing was the time required. Each minute passing on the RAV4’s dashboard clock reminded Bolan that his oldest living friend was running out of time—assuming that he still had any left.

			Barbara Price appeared to trust his contact on the other side, Tim Ross from Langley, even if she kept him in the dark and at arm’s length. Their meeting, time approximate and flexible, was set to occur near Parque Borunda in the La Chaveña neighborhood of Ciudad Juárez. Bolan knew La Chaveña meant “The Keyhole,” but he didn’t know or care how it had acquired the name.

			La Chaveña was a working-class district, its best-known landmarks a nineteenth-century plaza with a fountain called “the Font of the Keyhole” and Parque Borunda with its carnival layout including thrill rides, gaming arcades and countless food kiosks.

			Bolan, for his part, was embarking on a thrill ride of his own, with no amusement in the forecast.

			He found the designated shopping mall, two blocks west of Parque Borunda, across the street from a funeral home. Hoping that wouldn’t turn out to be an omen, he pulled into the lot, parked and exited the SUV.

			Tim Ross emerged from a standard government-issue sedan.

			Facing each other in the sunshine, heat rising around them from the asphalt, they shook hands.

			Ross introduced himself and followed with a question. “Captain Joshua Brinkman?”

			“Close enough,” Bolan said. The false name was a throwaway he’d never use again on a mission.

			“I managed to get all the items from your shopping list. Sounds like you’re throwing quite a party.”

			“Need to know,” Bolan replied. “You know?”

			“I do indeed. You want to check the items over?”

			“Absolutely.” Bolan popped the RAV4’s fifth door, while Ross opened the trunk of his sedan. Their bodies screened the trunk’s contents from random passersby—but if someone Bolan couldn’t see already had the meet under surveillance...well, he figured he was screwed.

			Inside the trunk, black duffel bags of sundry size took up most of the space. Ross unzipped one of them and held it open for inspection, asking Bolan, “Good on this one?”

			“I’d say so.”

			The bag contained a Steyr AUG bullpup assault rifle, factory-equipped with a Swarovski 1.5x telescopic sight, plus an integral flash hider doubling as a launcher for 22 mm rifle grenades of the NATO standardized nonbullet trap variety. Also inside the bag was an assortment of grenades—HE, smoke and incendiary—and a stack of translucent magazines packing forty-two 5.56 mm NATO rounds apiece.

			Satisfied, Bolan zipped the bag and shifted it to the RAV4’s cargo area.

			The second duffel bag contained a Benelli M-4 Super 90 semiautomatic tactical shotgun, packing seven 12-gauge rounds in its tubular magazine plus one in the chamber. With its collapsible buttstock extended, the piece measured just under three feet, tipping the scales at nine pounds loaded.

			“This looks fine,” Bolan allowed, shifting over the second bag.

			The third contained a Heckler & Koch MP-5K submachine gun. The “K” stood for kurz, German for “short,” and this classic was a compact version of H&K’s classic MP-5, used by military and law enforcement units in roughly one hundred nations worldwide. The MP-5K had a vertical foregrip in place of its parent’s handguard, measured 12.6 inches with its stock collapsed, and weighed 4.4 pounds empty. That weight increased significantly when you added a Beta C-Mag drum magazine loaded with 100 rounds of 9 mm Parabellum ammo.

			Nodding his satisfaction, Bolan added that bag to the others in his SUV.

			The fourth duffel held three sidearms and holsters to accommodate them. The largest was an MRI Desert Eagle chambered in .44 Magnum, weighing nearly five pounds with eight rounds in its mag and one up the spout. The other two handguns were Glock 22s chambered in .40 Smith & Wesson, identical except that one’s muzzle was threaded to accept a sound suppressor. Bolan had added the backup in hopes that he’d find Hal Brognola alive and fit to pull his weight during a fight.

			A final kicker in the fourth bag was a Cold Steel GI Tanto knife with a black blade and polypropylene handle to match. Its sheath was adjustable for wearing on a belt, ankle or upside down, suspended from a shoulder rig. Also included was a pair of Leupold BX-1 Compact Rogue 10x25 compact binoculars.

			“Okay,” Bolan said when he’d moved that bag, as well. “The rest?”

			“You’ve got a first-aid kit including QuikClot combat gauze, morphine syrettes, suturing gear, adhesive tape and various accessories—scissors, tweezers, like that. Also in there, you’ll find a detailed map of Ciudad Juárez, plus highway and topographical maps of Chihuahua and neighboring states—Coahuila, Durango, Sinaloa and Sonora. No one told me how far you’d be traveling or how long you’ll be at it.”

			“Hard to say,” Bolan replied.

			“And need-to-know. I get it.” Finally, Ross took a cell phone from one of his pockets, handing it to Bolan. “This is clean, a burner, with my number saved to memory. Also the consulate’s, if it comes down to that. I didn’t bother with the law enforcement contacts.”

			“Just as well,” Bolan said.

			“Like I thought.” Ross hesitated, then added, “The phone has built-in GPS, but I’ve deactivated it. You’ll want to double-check that for yourself, I guess.”

			“No need.” Bolan lied. It would be the first thing he checked as soon as Ross was out of sight.

			“I guess you know you’re in a world of shit down here,” Ross said.

			“I’m up to date on the travel advisories.”

			Ross nodded, said, “Can you trust anybody? Hell, who knows? Some mornings, I’m not sure I trust my mirror. That guy looking back at me seems shifty half the time.”

			“I’ve had those days, myself,” Bolan replied.

			“Right. Well, good luck on whatever, then. If I don’t hear from you again...”

			“Consider it good luck,” the Executioner replied.

			He watched Ross drive away, then double-checked the burner’s GPS and found it was, indeed, switched off. He opened it, looked at the battery and SIM card, nothing there that seemed to be an independent tracker. Satisfied, he took one of the Glocks with him before he slid behind the RAV4’s steering wheel, fired up the vehicle and pulled out of the parking lot.

			From here on, he’d be rolling blind through no-man’s-land. A killer’s playground, right.

			And now there was a new killer in town.

			Federal Police Headquarters, Ciudad Juárez

			Captain Chalino Prieto sat at his desk, overlooking Avenida Hermanos Escobar in the Omega district, smoking his third cigar of the day. He had a bottle of Don Julio tequila in his desk, but thought it still too early for a drink, although he badly wanted one.

			Prieto was a portly man with double chins, and bags under his hooded eyes, black hair, just going gray at the temples, combed back from a squarish face. Clipped to his belt, an eight-pointed star of gold identified his agency and justified the Jericho 941 semiautomatic pistol holstered on his hip.

			Prieto’s suit was tailor-made from linen, to accommodate Chihuahua’s weather, and his cowboy boots were hand-tooled, polished to a mirror shine. His jacket’s side pockets were reinforced to bear the weight of brass knuckles on one side and an eight-inch switchblade on the other, razor-edged, its handle made of ebony.

			The captain was perusing a report of last night’s crimes in Ciudad Juárez—the ones recorded by police, that was—and noting that no middle-aged gringos were listed among corpses picked up off the streets. Prieto wasn’t sure exactly what to make of that, but guessed that all would be revealed to him in time.

			It always was.

			A rapping on his office door distracted him. Prieto called out, “Enter,” watching as Lieutenant Silvio Bernal entered and closed the door behind him.

			“Captain.”

			“Lieutenant. Now that we’ve identified each other, what’s the word from last night?”

			“Allende and Solana have confirmed the transfer.”

			“Sons of whores. You believe them?”

			Bernal shrugged. “I think they are afraid to lie, sir.”

			“Because, if they just took the gringo out and dumped him somewhere—”

			“No, no, Captain. They swore to me that he was handed to El Psicópata.”

			“If I find out they’re lying, I’ll let that crazy bastard play with them.”

			Bernal paled just a bit on hearing that. “They wouldn’t dare, sir.”

			“Perhaps not. But as stupid as they are, I don’t know whether we can risk association with them any longer.”

			“If you wish it taken care of...”

			Prieto fanned the air with his left hand, as if to clear it of cigar smoke and the thought of executing two subordinates for being idiots. If he went down that road, how many members of the Federal Police would see another sunrise?

			“Never mind,” he told Bernal. “If they exhaust my patience, I can always make a deal with Kuno or Rodolfo.”

			The lieutenant fairly gulped at the pronunciation of those names. Kuno Carillo was the godfather, commanding the Juárez Cartel. His primary opponent in Chihuahua was Rodolfo Garza, a “king,” but still subservient to the rival Sinaloa Cartel’s Boss of Bosses residing in Culiacán Rosales. Either one of them would gladly do a favor for Captain Prieto, who accepted cash from both while turning a blind eye to their activities.

			“They are both worried, I assure you,” Bernal said, meaning the dim-witted sergeants.

			“As they should be, Lieutenant.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Both Allende and Solana had undoubtedly greased palms for their appointments to the Federal Police and for later promotions through the ranks. Prieto doubted either one of them had gained his job on merit, much less rising to a sergeant’s rank by virtue of competitive examinations. They were smart enough to pay off their superiors and take cash from assorted felons, but as far as making cases that would stick in court, both officers were hopeless.

			Christ! They couldn’t even carry out a simple snatch without making a hash of it.

			The man they were supposed to kidnap was a chief of operations for the DEA in Washington, DC. His name was Howard Weinstock. Normally beyond the reach of enemies below the Tex-Mex border, coincidence had brought him to El Paso this week for a gathering that the US Attorney General called a “meeting of the minds” on strategy for tightening security along the Rio Grande in alignment with their current president’s concerns.

			Captain Prieto wanted to interrogate Weinstock, then likely would have passed him on to Carillo or Garza, whoever was paying more, and let them wring him dry before he disappeared forever in Chihuahua’s desert.

			Then the pathetic fools Allende and Solana had kidnapped the wrong gringo from the hotel hosting the law enforcement conference. Instead of Weinstock—forty-seven, six foot two, 180 pounds—they’d snatched another man entirely, older and two inches taller, heavier by thirty pounds at least, whose face bore only slight resemblance to their target’s. Dumb luck alone had spared the sergeants from a shooting fray or being captured at the scene and held for trial.

			In that case, once they’d started squealing like the swine they were, what could Prieto have done next to save himself?

			“Dismissed,” he told Bernal then waited for the door to shut behind his second in command before he focused on the problem posed by the two incompetents.

			“They have to go,” he informed the empty room at last.

			But who would pay him for the pleasure of eliminating them?

			 

			Tim Ross was well-known at the US Consulate, but he still had to show ID each time he left the grounds and once again when he returned. Today the young marine guard made a show of studying the laminated card Ross handed to him, eyes flicking between the photo and the man’s face, then thanked him in a deadpan voice and waved Ross through the gate.

			Security was tight, of course, given the state of mayhem in Chihuahua. Nine years earlier, the State Department had recalled its staff from Ciudad Juárez and closed the consulate “indefinitely,” after cartel gunmen murdered three employees and a bomb went off outside another consulate in Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas. After a review, the consulate in Juárez had reopened one week later with increased security. Today it was a fortified blockhouse, three stories tall with small, bullet-resistant windows, concrete barriers and pylons supplementing metal fences topped with razor wire.

			Ross wouldn’t have said that he enjoyed the atmosphere in Ciudad Juárez, but what the hell. He hadn’t joined the CIA after his double tour in Afghanistan to be a paper-pusher in a tiny office cubicle at Langley, when there was a whole wide world out there. It was either join the Company or try to make it as a merc somewhere in the Third World, maybe sign up with someone’s private army operating at arm’s-length from Washington. But why risk that if he could do the same things for the CIA with benefits and have a pension waiting if he made it to retirement?

			Still, this deal...

			Ross didn’t know the woman who’d reached out to him, had never met her in the flesh, although he’d fantasized a bit about that flesh after their two brief conversations on the phone. Her introduction came by way of Ross’s immediate superior—at Langley, not the Juárez consulate—with an impression of the urgency involved. That opener came wrapped as a request and not an order, something Ross was free to skip, but something told him that refusal might return him to that cubicle—maybe a basement cubicle at that, with no way out.

			So Ross had gone for it, and wasn’t sorry yet. Ms. X had claimed her name was Sharon Patowsky—clearly false—serving as some kind of “liaison” with the Department of Justice in Washington. He knew the drill for cover stories, legends, plausible deniability and had listened to the sultry voice, agreeing to fulfill her needs.

			The guns and other gear had been no problem. Once he had delivered them to hard-eyed “Captain Brinkman”—yet another alias—Ross figured that his role in whatever might happen next was done. But why did he regret that now?

			He had a final call to make and placed that from his office, where he checked for taps and bugs routinely twice a day. It stood to reason that the contact number was a front, would certainly be disconnected after Ross left confirmation of his errand, likely via voice mail.

			But he had it wrong on that score. There was no recording, no robotic voice instructing him to press 2 for English and leave his message at the beep. Instead that sultry voice came on the line after a single ring.

			“How goes it, Mr. Ross?” she asked.

			“Delivery complete, ma’am.”

			“Thank you for your help on this. We won’t forget it.”

			Ross didn’t ask who “we” might be. In fact, he never got the chance. The line went dead, no parting chitchat, no goodbye. He let five minutes pass then tried the contact number from his cell phone, maybe living dangerously.

			And he heard, “We’re sorry. The number you’ve reached is out of service at this time.”

			Likely forever.

			So much for the sexy voice and Ross’s tiny part in something that might prove to be explosive, maybe hot enough to blow the roof off Ciudad Juárez. But there was still a chance he could keep track of it.

			And why the hell not, if he took precautions?

			Ross had been a gambler all his life, beginning when he’d joined the Corps. And truth be told, he missed the action, maybe more than it was healthy to admit.

			 

			Sometimes Bolan begrudged the needs of his own body. Hunger, sleep, whatever—all of them got in the way when he was on a roll. But sometimes, getting started, there was nothing else to do but pause and think, no matter how the passing time burned like a steady drip of acid in his brain.

			So he was eating now—tamales and a side of rice, served in a foam take-out container from a drive-through restaurant—and studying the maps Tim Ross had given him, comparing them to notes he’d taken when he’d met with Barbara, listing addresses for potential targets in his search for Hal Brognola.

			The restaurant stood in the city’s Colegio district, which lived up to its name by hosting a dozen institutes of higher learning. Its central location also gave Bolan a wealth of choices for thrusts in various directions, depending on the target he selected to begin his task of running Brognola to ground, or locating his kidnappers. Conversely, if he had been carried farther off than Ciudad Juárez, Bolan would have to deal with that problem when it arose.

			Meanwhile, he had to start somewhere.

			During their fly-by meeting in El Paso, Barbara had supplied him with the names, addresses and unlisted phone numbers of the top cartel men in Ciudad Juárez. If Stony Man could pluck that information from the air, sitting three thousand miles away from the Chihuahua killing grounds, it stood to reason that Mexico’s federal and state police must also know exactly where to find the district’s leading narcotraffickers.

			Kuno Carillo and Rodolfo Garza both had extradition warrants waiting for them in the States, their list of charges spanning every felony from smuggling tons of drugs to terrorism, an untold number of murders, plus a raft of lesser counts including weapons violations, money laundering, kidnapping—take your pick. The stumbling block to their arrests: in recent years, tension between the Mexican president’s office and the White House had impeded any US operations inside Mexico, including capture of the war-torn nation’s leading criminals.

			On top of that, police corruption often shielded prime offenders—and, as Bolan knew too well, that was a two-way street. Mordida, the time-honored bribery that many underpaid officials throughout Mexico considered as their rightful due, was frequently as rife in Washington, New York, Miami, LA—take your pick—as anywhere south of the Rio Grande.

			Bolan had long since given up on fixing that pervasive problem, if it could be fixed at all. He had a more specific task and this time his attention had been narrowed to a laser point.

			One man to find, alive or dead, among 1.5 million native residents and thousands of tourists swarming over what promoters liked to call the “Borderplex.” So many hiding places, innocent civilians to avoid and cops to dodge when Bolan started rattling cages, hoping to shake something loose.

			And he was starting now.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Somewhere in Ciudad Juárez

			As Hal Brognola came awake, he was aware of four things instantly.

			The first was pain. Aside from minor bruising he’d received while grappling with his kidnappers at the Gateway Rio Grande Hotel, his neck still hurt from the injection he’d received during that scuffle and his head ached now, as well. He’d been sedated for a second time, with chloroform, which left a sickly sweet taste in his mouth and tingling around his lips and nostrils from the sopping rag that had knocked him out.

			Okay. At least pain meant he wasn’t dead.

			Second, Brognola realized that he’d been moved. He was no longer zip-tied to the wooden chair he’d occupied before, but rather laid out on a table of some kind, secured in place with leather straps across his chest and waist, around his wrists and ankles. From the chill, he knew it was a metal table, which put him in mind of autopsies, and that was bad.

			Not dead, he reassured himself once more. At least, not yet.

			Third thing: his burlap hood had been removed. Now he was blindfolded, but not with simple cloth. It felt more like one of those sleeping eyeshades he’d seen people wear on airliners and sometimes in the movies, where some actress partied through the night then slept the day away. The part over his eyes felt almost silky, lightly padded, fastened with elastic stretched over his head.

			And finally, wherever he was now, the atmosphere had changed. Instead of being in a normal room—that concept almost made him laugh, but the big Fed restrained the impulse—this one felt clammy, as unfinished basements often did.

			Oh, and it stank of death.

			Brognola fought an automatic sense of panic, wrestling with it until his pulse and respiration simmered down. He didn’t want to think about his wife, Helen, waiting for him to call, time stretching out until she might be on the verge of panicking herself. She’d have no reason to suspect that he was out painting El Paso red, fooling around, much less that he’d forgotten her or their nightly call whenever he was forced to be away from home.

			No, she would realize that something had gone wrong, preventing him from keeping their phone date. But what would be her next step? Lacking an El Paso telephone directory, she couldn’t call around to hospitals asking if he’d been in some kind of accident. She could reach out to the El Paso county sheriff’s office and/or the municipal police, but that felt like a stretch.

			The FBI? And tell them what? That Hal Brognola, who’d left the Bureau years ago and climbed much higher on the DOJ command ladder, was maybe, possibly, at risk in Texas?

			Two high-level G-men were among the delegates attending the El Paso conference. Wouldn’t they know if he had gotten mugged or crashed his rental car and wound up in the nearest hospital? Brognola still had no idea what time it was outside his reeking cell, but someone must have missed him at the meeting—or they would, when it convened.

			And then?

			He couldn’t say.

			None of the other conferees were in the know regarding Stony Man. Helen knew some of it—her own abduction, way back when, had made sure of that—but she had never seen the Farm and didn’t have any of its unlisted phone numbers.

			Who do you call? Brognola thought, and nearly laughed again.

			Helen did have a contact number for emergencies, if he was somewhere other than his nine-to-five office. Leaving a message there would put some wheels in motion but would offer no immediate relief.

			Those two unspoken words rang hollow in Brognola’s mind. Immediate relief.

			Try any kind at all.

			The bottom line: nobody but his captors knew where he was being held or what they’d planned for him. Ransom kidnapping was a modern plague in Mexico, an average of thirteen hundred cases yearly, victims often slain by their captors after payoffs were received. Over the past decade, abductions nationwide had doubled, many of the latter crimes committed by cartels as a side business or by dedicated gangs that did no other work.

			If he’d been snatched for ransom, there would be demands for cash, counter demands for proof of life, and that could drag on through long-winded haggling. The up side: if that was why he’d been abducted and confined, Brognola stood a fifty-fifty chance of coming through alive.

			On the other hand...

			The way they had him laid out made him think of torture, what some spooks and politicians euphemized with double-talk about “enhanced interrogation.” That suggested his abductors might know more about him than the simple fact that he’d been in the middle of a law enforcement conference about border security.

			And if they went that route, the up side disappeared. He would end up like Kiki Camarena from the DEA, in Michoacán, or Daniel Mitrione of the CIA, in Uruguay.

			With slow death on the menu, Brognola knew he had to do everything within his power to escape. But what power, and how?

			If he could only free one hand...

			Somebody’s coming.

			The big Fed could hear a door open and close then heavy steps descending what he thought were wooden stairs. It sounded like one man...and was he humming to himself as he descended?

			Yes.

			To Brognola, it sounded like that old José Feliciano song about Christmas.

			For Christ’s sake. “Feliz Navidad.”

			 

			El Psicópata was subconsciously aware of humming, but he made no effort to curtail it. He was safe at home, immune to interruptions from the world outside, free to behave as he saw fit, indulging in the only pastime he truly enjoyed.

			He leaned toward happy tunes, which might strike some people as paradoxical, but the internalized music had seen him through some rugged times, beginning with the earliest of childhood memories. He’d been too young to understand or to mourn losing his parents in the auto accident that—he had later learned from yellowed newspapers and bootlegged autopsy reports—had turned them into twisted skeletons of blackened ash.

			From his first home, which he could not recall, he had moved on to a state-run orphanage in Zacatecas—picture sodomy endured from older boys and staffers, whippings when he first complained before discovering that silence was expected of him—then to foster homes that ran from bad to worse.

			A dictionary had enlightened him that “foster” was a verb, meaning to stimulate, encourage and promote. Each so-called home, for him, had stimulated fear, encouraged pain, promoted nightmares, till he woke one morning and decided something had to change if he was going to survive.

			He’d torched the fourth place after moving silently from room to room wielding a butcher’s knife. The police had been too blind, stupid or apathetic to see past the fire that had left his foster “parents” and their spoiled brats in the same shape as his birth parents. As a result, they’d sent him to another home. While that childless couple was sincere enough, eager to please, the damage suffered by El Psicópata prior to meeting them was irreversible. He’d aged out of the system twelve months later and was on his own, determined to avenge himself upon the world that never wanted him.

			From Zacatecas City he had traveled the twelve hundred miles due north to Ciudad Juárez. He’d started out hitchhiking along MX 45 and taught himself to drive by watching Good Samaritans who stopped for him. A few miles south of Torreón he’d killed a honeymooning couple, left them to the desert as a sacrifice and driven on in their car. When he was halfway to Delicias, a fellow hitchhiker attracted him and learned that there were no free rides. Two cars and three more sacrifices later, he’d rolled into Ciudad Juárez, running on gasoline fumes, and abandoned his last ride—a little something in the trunk—near an industrial park.

			Already, the Chihuahuan capital had earned a lawless reputation, luring gringo tourists with its reputation as a town where “anything could happen” and frequently did. Low-paying jobs were plentiful in Ciudad Juárez, permitting him to put a roof over his head, but when it came to “honest work,” El Psicópata had little patience. It was easier to jack-roll drunks and gringo tourists straying off the city’s beaten paths. Some managed to survive his avid ministrations, others died, and no one of importance seemed to care.

			Within another year he had accumulated enough cash to purchase an old house one mile from a Petróleos Mexicanos oil refinery in far southwestern Ciudad Juárez. It had six rooms on the ground floor and, down below, a basement that he’d transformed into a workshop and playroom.

			He had not earned his nickname yet. That came later, after Juárez courted infamy for murders by the warring drug cartels and the rising death toll from feminicidio striking down prostitutes. Journalists from the United States described it as a “playground” for serial killers.

			Not a single killer obviously. Who could work that long and hard, achieve so much, within a few short years? But as El Psicópata came into his own, adopted a creative signature, collected certain souvenirs that pointed to a single hand at work, his legend grew. He hadn’t bothered keeping score, could only estimate how many souls he’d reaped so far, before his life had taken a dramatic turn.

			El Psicópata had been hunting, chose a teenage prostitute who presumed to call herself Chantelle Amor, but hadn’t noticed when her pimp observed him and—against all odds and common sense—reported him to a detective from the FIA. The lawman came for him alone, another strange anomaly, and literally caught him red-handed.

			Another deviation, then. Instead of arresting him, baring the secrets of his subterranean rec room and packing him off for sixty years at La Palma prison, Lieutenant Chalino Prieto, El Psicópata’s personal savior, had had a better idea.

			A sadist without boundaries, it seemed, could earn protection by performing certain favors for the FIA and for cartels that had their own armies but sometimes wished to shirk responsibility for certain acts of mayhem. They’d be offloaded to independent operators with a history of dodging the police. Some cast-off prostitutes, police informants, possibly a lover or a relative of some soldier in disfavor with his boss who’d benefit from sampling the sorrow of loss but hadn’t earned extermination yet.

			In short, a homicidal psychopath was useful in Juárez, and by no means the only one at large.

			The present sacrifice was not El Psicópata’s normal prey. He favored females younger than himself, although his sacrifices had included men, as well, a few minors, a handful of old indigens. This one was different: a former man of substance by the look of him, though he’d come down to nothing in the end. Captain Prieto, promoted since striking his bargain with El Psicópata, left nothing with this one to identify him, and it mattered not.

			His orders were simple: make it seem as usual, disposal offering no pointers to the truth, assuming the remains were found.

			Which left him worlds of what gringos described as “wiggle room.”

			He could afford to take his time and relish the experience.

			Hacienda de las Torres

			Bolan scanned his target from a block out, through his Leupold BX-1 binoculars. The neighborhood—at least this part of it—was seedy and presumably a menace after dark. It was an hour off from sunset, too long since Brognola had been lifted from El Paso. Bolan planned on teaching local predators to walk in fear, just like their decent neighbors and the tourists who occasionally strayed into this part of Ciudad Juárez.

			Assuming they could walk—or breathe—when he was done.

			In any case, he had a message to deliver and he didn’t need a living gofer to carry it back home.

			The district took its name from Avenida de las Torres—Avenue of the Towers—running north-south for miles, directly through the dark heart of Juárez. In this section, the towers ran toward blocks of public housing that were barely habitable, high-rise breeding grounds of crime. Life was cheap here, thanks to teenage gangs and cartels fighting over turf, not caring who got caught up in the crossfire.

			Bolan wasn’t looking at one of the housing projects now. His target was a warehouse owned and operated by members of the Juárez Cartel, defended—so they thought—by what appeared to be a couple dozen thugs with weapons openly displayed, and probably an equal number on the inside.

			He had no good reason to believe that either of the two warring cartels had snatched Brognola from El Paso. Even with persistent leaks and the payola rife in Washington, only a chosen few, all at the highest level, knew about the covert operations he directed. The number who could offer up specifics to the enemy would hardly fill a large booth at a pricey restaurant. More to the point, if someone had been selling Stony Man’s secrets, a blow should’ve been struck against the Farm, not Hal Brognola, when he was at a conference more than halfway across the continent.

			There had been attacks on Stony Man, costing the on-site team and Bolan dearly, but he had no fear of that being repeated anytime in the foreseeable future.

			No, he was starting with the drug cartels because, between them, they controlled Juárez in every way that counted. Sure, the cartels existed in Chihuahua by the sufferance of federales and the politicians who appointed them, but gangland overlords, by definition, had to know what was occurring in a city they controlled or hoped to claim.

			Bolan was certain of one thing: someone in Ciudad Juárez knew why Brognola had been snatched, who had abducted him and where he could be found, either alive or dead. The clock was running and, to get results without undue delay, Bolan was starting at the top.

			Not literally at the gated dwellings of Kuno Carillo or Rodolfo Garza yet, but by the time those top-flight narcotrafficantes got his message, he’d be knocking at their door—and maybe blowing down their houses.

			First things first.

			When every second counted toward survival but you had no leads on the solution to a lethal problem, cool heads normally prevailed. Which didn’t mean that “cool” and “calm” were synonyms.

			Juárez was on the verge of an apocalypse. Its self-appointed rulers simply didn’t know it yet.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Avenida de las Torres

			“Say that again,” Ignacio Fuentes ordered.

			“Sir?” The warehouse manager wore a confused expression on his flabby face.

			“The number. Repeat it to me.”

			Glancing at a note in his now trembling hand, the manager—a flunky named Jorge Reyes—read, “Eleven thousand ninety-eight.”

			Fuentes rose from his chair and stalked around the battered office desk. “You are wrong!” he snarled. “My calculator doesn’t lie.”

			“But—”

			“Stop! The shipment was precisely weighed before delivery. Twelve thousand kilos, idiot. Now you tell me that you’ve lost two kilos, worth a thousand times more than your life and those of all your family from Michoacán? Is that what you want me to tell Mr. Carillo?”

			“N-n-no, sir.”

			“Good. So you will be the one to tell him, eh, you bastard? Then he tells me to make you and everyone you care about die screaming while he watches.”

			Reyes was quaking now and close to tears. “No, sir, please! There must be some mistake. My counting—”

			Fuentes interrupted him, demanding, “Are the kilos packaged now?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“All of them? In your senility, you haven’t managed to misplace two? Let them slip your mind, perhaps?”

			“No! That would be impossible!”

			“Then let us count them once again. Together.”

			“Yes, sir. As you wish.”

			Fuentes leaned so close to Reyes that spittle struck the scrawny weasel’s face as he shouted, “I wish you would do your job correctly the first time, without making me go back and hold your hand while you repeat it.”

			“I am so sorry, sir.” He was definitely weeping now.

			“I quite agree. You’re very sorry, you useless prick. Now come on, let’s—”

			An explosion rocked the warehouse, made Fuentes stagger against his whipping boy. Immediately he heard cartel soldiers shouting orders to the warehouse workers, freezing them in place, and three men armed with automatic weapons passed him on the run, headed in the direction of the warehouse loading dock. Gunfire erupted a split second later and then another blast—closer, louder—shoved Fuentes backward with its shock wave.

			He could not see the attackers but he whipped out his Beretta M-9 pistol to be ready for them all the same. He thought they had to be from the Sinaloa Cartel, but until he had a chance to question one of them—

			A third blast shook the warehouse, blinding Fuentes with a gust of smoke and dust. At the same instant something struck his head and dropped him to all fours and he bellowed curses in his rage.

			Calle Nigeria

			Kuno Carillo sipped tequila, watching soccer on the Hisense hundred-inch Ultra HD flat-screen commanding one wall of his study. He glanced up at the approach of his houseman, Pepe Díaz, carrying a cordless phone in one hand, an apologetic grimace on his face.

			“Excuse me, sir. It’s Mr. Fuentes. He says it is very urgent.”

			Carillo took the phone and waved Díaz away before he spoke to his lieutenant. “What is it, Ignacio? I’m watching Club Léon whip Club Tijuana’s ass.”

			“The warehouse, Kuno!” Fuentes blurted. “I’m standing here, watching it burn with our last shipment of cocaine from Lapaz and half of our soldiers still inside it.”

			Bolting to his feet, Carillo shouted, “What? Explain!”

			“Somebody hit us. Jorge got the count wrong and I was about to watch him do it over when the place exploded. Bombs. I heard three before some shit from the ceiling knocked me down. It’s lucky I got out.”

			“Lucky for you.” Carillo spat. “Where’s Jorge?”

			“Dead and baking like potatoes,” Fuentes replied before a fit of coughing stifled any further word.

			“Who’s there with you right now?”

			Fuentes recovered from his spasm, croaking out, “Five soldiers. I hear sirens coming now, police and firefighters.”

			“To hell with them. Get back here with the soldiers who can travel. Don’t get tied up answering any fucking questions.”

			“Yes, Kuno.” A change in sound and breathing told Carillo that his second in command was running but still speaking into the phone. “You need to hear about the note, though.”

			“What note?” Carillo asked. “Explain yourself.”

			“A piece of paper was found stuffed in the mouth of a soldier near the loading dock. He took a head shot before all the other shit started to go down.”

			“Go on.”

			Over the phone Carillo heard car doors open and close, and an engine revving up before Fuentes replied, “It’s just three words, all in English. It says, ‘Give him back.’”

			Carillo was silent for a moment, dumbfounded. Then he asked, “What’s that supposed to mean? Give who back? Who wants him back and why?”

			“How should I know?” Fuentes responded. “I just read the note to you. I didn’t write the damn thing.”

			The cartel leader heard his lieutenant’s vehicle pass oncoming sirens, fading slowly as his driver left the cruisers and firetrucks behind. Struggling not to shout at Fuentes, he demanded, “Which soldier found the note and brought it to you?”

			Fuentes hesitated for a beat then said, “Arturo Tamayo, my cousin.”

			“Is he there with you?”

			“In the car behind. Kuno, he’s family.”

			“I need to speak with him. That’s all, Ignacio.”

			Another fleeting hesitation before Fuentes said, “I understand. Of course.”

			“Come straight here. If the police ask later, I’ll tell them you were here when all this happened.”

			The warehouse wasn’t in Carillo’s name. He’d wisely taken that precaution, even standing underneath the FIA’s umbrella of protection in Juárez.

			He cut the connection, fearing to stay on the phone too long these days, when anybody could be eavesdropping. Placing the handset on a coffee table, he retrieved the Hisense TV set’s remote control and switched it off.

			Carillo would be questioning Ignacio’s cousin, keenly aware that some people who “found” the evidence of crimes were guilty in their own right. Should that prove to be the case, the Fuentes family would soon become extinct.

			But if Tamayo passed the test...then what?

			The note said “Give him back.” That meant no more to Carillo than if it had been a snatch of scripture from the Bible or a random line of poetry. So far, he knew only one thing: he’d lost twelve thousand kilos of uncut cocaine, along with an uncertain number of his soldatos at the factory.

			The lives were one thing. The money was another. He would exact a fitting punishment for both thefts of his property, destroying all of those responsible in various creative ways. And if he never understood the cryptic message stuffed into a dead man’s mouth, so be it.

			There were basic principles to be upheld.

			Calle Naucalpan

			Sergeant Miguel Vergara of the Federal Ministerial Police cradled a Russian AK-101 assault rifle in his tattooed arms, pacing along a metal catwalk overlooking a cocaine-cutting plant maintained by the Sinaloa Cartel in the crime-ridden Juárez district called Colonia Guadalajara Izquierda.

			Vergara was on guard duty tonight, but normally kept books for the cartel he’d infiltrated as an undercover agent ten months earlier. Unmarried, with no family to miss him if it went awry somehow, he had embarked upon the risky project from a sense of public duty—and, let’s face it, hoping for advancement to a higher rank. Only one officer inside the FMP—Colonel Jerónimo Bravo—was presently aware of his assignment. It had been Bravo’s idea, in fact, put into motion without the knowledge of his own superiors, and it was rife with peril.

			First, creation of Vergara’s cover had required involving others whom he didn’t know, would never meet and therefore couldn’t trust. It was a twist on real life, wherein he’d graduated from Mexico’s third largest public university, the Autonomous University of Nuevo León, with a degree in accounting. Through Colonel Bravo, he’d acquired a fake diploma and official-looking transcripts from another university in Mexico City, where his photograph and made-up grades resided now in the administration’s files.

			The first risk then: whoever helped Bravo create the bogus paperwork, even without knowing Vergara’s true identity, could sell him out to the cartel’s private investigators and start killers sniffing after him along the paper trail.

			The next and more imposing problem: Colonel Bravo himself. A scrupulously honest officer, known as El Coro Chico—the Choir Boy—to his peers, Bravo had made enemies within the FMP, and even more inside the FIA, with his investigations of corruption in that sister agency. If anything happened to Bravo, should he be dismissed or even killed, there’d be no one left to verify Sergeant Vergara’s status as an undercover officer, much less to wield his evidence against the enemy in court.

			In fact, Vergara realized some prosecutors would be quick to sell him out and put him “on the spot,” as gringos liked to say, if it meant they’d receive a handsome bonus for betraying him.

			As for police protection, that would make Vergara laugh if it were not so deadly serious.

			From the beginning of his covert work, his targets hadn’t been cartel members themselves. The leaders’ names were known throughout the length and breadth of Mexico, although they seemed to be untouchable. Vergara’s job was more specific: to identify corrupt police, with emphasis upon his group, the FMP, and the FIA, while gathering sufficient evidence to justify dismissal, trial and ultimate imprisonment.

			The bottom line: if he should be exposed, every dirty cop in Mexico would want him dead, if only as an act of self-defense.

			Scanning the floor below, its four long tables laden with cocaine, great rolls of plastic shrink wrap, strapping tape and incidental gear, Vergara didn’t have to guess how much tonight’s turnout was worth in blood money. He knew the product’s price down to the peso for an uncut gram, could multiply the grams and kilos in his head without a calculator, filing weekly coded spreadsheets with his bosses that detailed outlay for product, various expenses—bribes included—and predict what their profit should be upon delivery in the United States.

			The numbers fascinated him. The second set of books he kept in secret, for the day when he’d emerge to testify, was yet another mortal risk.

			Vergara flagged the other rifleman who paced his section of the catwalk, nodded at a coffee urn nearby and started over to it, yawning for effect. Back turned, he heard a window smash but missed the blur of a grenade in flight across the busy room.

			There was no missing the explosion, though. It ripped into the wall below his metal walkway and, before Vergara knew it, he was plummeting through space toward painful impact on the concrete floor.

			Another blast immediately followed, and a third, projectiles fired from somewhere in the dusk outside. Then automatic weapons started firing and Vergara noted that he’d lost his AK-101 while tumbling from on high, which left him unarmed.

			With no recourse, he bolted for the nearest exit, running toward the parking lot reserved for workers who had vehicles. He’d barely reached his cover car—an old Volkswagen Clásico, the Jetta model in disguise—when a strong hand closed on his collar, slammed him against the car then spun him around.

			A cold-eyed gringo stood before him, rifle slung over one shoulder, a massive pistol aimed between Vergara’s eyes. “Speak English?” he demanded.

			“Yes.”

			“Tell me your job in there.” A nod toward the cutting plant, flames now licking from its lower windows.

			“Bookkeeper,” Vergara said.

			“Good enough. Come with me.”

			Calle los Olivos

			Captain Prieto thought the damned, relentless telephone was driving him crazy. He’d meant to pass the evening in his high-rise condominium with a high-end prostitue who relieved his tensions once a week and wisely failed to charge him for the privilege. But no. He had been forced to send her packing when panicked calls alerted him to bloody chaos in the streets.

			Murders occurred most nights in Ciudad Juárez, but this was clearly different. So far, two paramilitary strikes had razed facilities maintained by both the Sinaloa and Juárez cartels, each of their furious godfathers calling to ask Prieto what in hell was going on and how he planned to stop it.

			The fact that he had no idea, could only put them off with hollow promises, made matters that much worse.

			Prieto cherished his off-duty time. His pockets bulging with payoffs from the cartels, he had picked the condominium in the upscale Las Misiones district as a getaway from crime and his role in perpetuating it. Despite its name, the neighborhood was short on missions, leaning toward resort hotels, but it was generally free of random violence, its streets patrolled by city officers and state police.

			But none of that was helping now.

			Prieto had received his first call from Kuno Carillo, raving that one of his drug warehouses had been razed, a number of his soldiers and other employees killed, by one or more attackers who had left a note tucked into one dead gunman’s gaping mouth. Its terse message: “Give him back.”

			Just that, and nothing more. Prieto didn’t have a clue to the identity of whoever was missing, much less who had either kidnapped or assassinated him, where it was done or when.

			The second call surprised him even more. It was Rodolfo Garza on the line, reporting an almost identical assault on one of his cocaine cutting plants. More cartel soldiers and scut workers killed, others missing and likely scattered to the winds, but one corpse had another note protruding from its mouth.

			Same message—“Give him back”—with no elaboration to facilitate that task.

			While listening to Garza shout demands, Prieto had a thought. He knew of one man missing in Juárez, although he’d been transported from El Paso in a snatch gone wrong, bungled by two imbeciles from his own department. Still...

			Granted that snatching any member of the American Justice Department was bound to have some repercussions, Prieto couldn’t reconcile this evening’s mayhem with any official effort to retrieve a hapless victim kidnapped by mistake. He’d have expected diplomatic inquiries from Washington, delivered to Mexico’s attorney general or even the president if the victim rated such attention. FBI agents might open an investigation, either from the US Embassy or the consulate in Ciudad Juárez, but they had no authority in Mexico, except where graciously invited by the FIA or FMP.

			What agency would dare assault cartel facilities without a lawful warrant? What group, aside from military units, even had the wherewithal to pull that off?

			No matter. If the kidnapping he’d ordered was the cause of bloodshed in the city’s streets, pushing the two rival cartels toward all-out war, Captain Prieto had to know—and to start covering his tracks, before more shit hit the fan and spattered him.

			His third call of the night, outgoing, found Lieutenant Silvio Bernal at home. Prieto could envision his subordinate, surprised and almost snapping to attention in his bachelor apartment on Rincón de San Marcos. On recognizing his commander’s voice, Bernal asked Prieto, “How may I help you, Captain?”

			“I need to see the sergeants,” Prieto said. Before his lieutenant could ask which sergeants, he added, “You know the ones I mean.”

			Realization hit Bernal. “Yes, sir. Is there some difficulty?”

			“You’ve not heard the news, then?” Prieto asked.

			“News? No, sir.”

			How typically oblivious. It was a wonder the lieutenant had survived this long.

			“We’re in deep shit, Bernal,” Prieto snapped. “To keep our heads above it, certain steps may be required. Are you prepared for that?”

			A split second of silence followed, likely the lieutenant gulping silently, then he replied, “Yes, sir! I am awaiting your command.”

			“You have my order. Find the sergeants. Set up a meeting within the hour. Tell them nothing to excite them, but state that their presence is required in Colonia Azteca. Choose a safe place. When you’ve done that, call me back with the address then meet me there.”

			“Yes, Captain. It shall be done.”

			“See that it is,” Prieto said. And then, when Bernal failed to cut the link, he added, “What are you waiting for?”

			He hung up on Bernal’s apology, hoping the man had wits enough to pull it off without unconsciously alerting Esteban Allende or Pedro Solana to a trap. The sergeants, put together, barely had one normal brain between them, but they were streetwise to a point, and both were killers. Prieto kept track of off-the-books assignments, rating the performance of subordinates and saving up sufficient evidence to blackmail them if they began to lose their nerve.

			“I can survive this,” he said aloud.

			It would be no easy task, but it was doable. As for the sergeants who had caused all this with their stupidity, Prieto knew their days were numbered. His lieutenant could go either way, depending how well he stepped up to deal with their predicament. Bernal’s choice was to help Prieto and thereby himself, extending his complicity, or else die with Allende and Solana.

			The next problem, Prieto realized, would be convincing two hostile cartels that neither was responsible for the attacks they’d borne today, without confessing guilt himself and being placed in a position of lifelong indebtedness.

			And then, most challenging of all, he’d have to solve the problem of El Psicópata, something that Prieto should have done years earlier but had avoided for his personal convenience.

			All that, and to prevail, he had to manage without a slip-up, leaving no evidence traceable to him, without finding himself on the receiving end of death.

			“No problem,” he advised himself.

			The only thing Prieto needed was a minor miracle.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Bulevar Miguel de la Madrid

			Bolan’s RAV4 was parked a hundred yards or so outside the southwest city limits, by a brackish desert lake labeled Laguna intertermitente on his map of Ciudad Juárez. The name translated as “intermittent lagoon.” Clearly a euphemism, since lagoons were coastal features, bodies of salt water separated from the larger ocean by barrier islands or reefs, but he got the intermittent part all right, as this one depended on rainfall over the Chihuahuan desert.

			It was full dark now, a pale moon overhead, while city lights washed out most of the stars above. Bolan had all the light required to see his captive in the shotgun seat, staring out through the SUV’s windshield, eyes locked on the faux lagoon.

			Their drive to the desert lake had passed in stony silence. Now Bolan said, “Here’s where we stand, bookkeeper. You work for a drug cartel, which makes you fair game in my book. To stay alive, answer my questions honestly. If I suspect you’re lying, it’s lights out.”

			The prisoner half turned to look at him, one side of his lean face cast in shadow. “Before we start, I have a question of my own.”

			Bolan considered that, replied, “One question, within reason.”

			“You’re obviously an americano.”

			“That isn’t a question.”

			“I must know if you’re an hombre de la ley or something else.”

			Bolan could translate “lawman” in a dozen languages. Now, cautiously, he answered with a question of his own. “What if I am?”

			“It makes a difference, Señor. Your methods are...unorthodox. That tells me you are not with DEA or FBI, and since your CIA collaborates in trafficking, I doubt they would countenance attacking the cartels.”

			“You’ve thought a lot about this, for a drug lord’s numbers cruncher.”

			Bolan’s prisoner chewed that one over for a moment then replied, “Because, like you, I have another mission to perform.”

			“Which is?”

			“How do I know that I can trust you?”

			Bolan nearly laughed at that. Instead he answered back, “Trust this. If you can’t help me do my job, you’re worthless. That means dead.”

			Another silent moment passed before the hostage said, “I also am an hombre de la ley.”

			“So, not a bookkeeper.”

			“In fact, I’m both—a certified accountant and a sergeant with la Policía Federal Ministerial.”

			Bolan frowned, saying, “The last I heard, the FMP focused primarily on government corruption, leaving cartels to the FIA.”

			“You are correct, but since the two are indivisible in practice, my commander—who I will not name—assigned me to work undercover with the Sinaloans and report which officers at any level I can prove to be corrupt. So far, the list I keep up here—” he tapped his temple with an index finger “—runs to some one hundred and fifty names.”

			“And I suppose you can support all that with something other than your word?”

			“I dare not carry what you’d call ID. My badge, credentials and a copy of my orders are inside a safe deposit box at Banamex—that’s Banco Nacional de México—under my true name.”

			“And that is...?”

			A longer hesitation. “Miguel Vergara. Yours?”

			“You wouldn’t recognize it,” Bolan told him. “There are no public records of my existence.”

			“Yet here you are.”

			“And someplace else tomorrow. The bottom line is that I don’t go after cops.”

			“No matter what they’ve done?” the man who might be named Vergara asked.

			“Meaning I don’t kill them. If some evidence comes up along the way and they do time, they’ve earned it. Terrorists and mobsters on the other hand...”

			“A scrupulous assassin,” Vergara said, not quite smiling.

			“I’m their executioner. The predators condemn themselves.”

			“Well, if you’re not concerned with corrupt police, including murderers in uniform, I fear I cannot help you.”

			“Not so fast. I’m looking for a kidnap victim taken yesterday out of El Paso. He’s a lawman and a longtime friend.”

			“Kidnapping—what we call secuestro—is an everyday affair in Mexico, I’m sad to say. Abduction of a gringo lawman from across the border, on the other hand, is an extreme anomaly. One of the cartels might assassinate him if he’s caused them any difficulty, but to kidnap him, unless it were for ransom...”

			“There’s been no demand.”

			“That is a complication. Sometimes los secuestros lose their nerve or have a falling-out among themselves and kill a prisoner before they scatter. Sometimes there is killing, even when a ransom has been paid in full.”

			All bad news. “What about these other murders that we hear reported in the States, women and girls, like that. Serial killers, most accounts suggest.”

			Vergara nodded, grim-faced. “Those crimes are the shame of Ciudad Juárez and all Chihuahua. But as you said, typically the killers prey on females. Still...”

			“Go on,” Bolan urged. “Where I’m starting from, I’ll look at anything.”

			“No one believes that all the killings in Juárez have been committed by a single man or group of men—a cult of Satanists, whatever. But there have been rumors that one man who kills for pleasure also makes a living from it, serving the cartels as they require.”

			“How’s that work?” Bolan asked.

			“If it’s true, the narcotrafficantes and associated mafiosos, chulos—pimps—whoever, may not wish to be associated with certain murders. When it’s feasible and suits their purposes, the stories say there is a man they can rely on to eliminate specific individuals and make the crimes resemble other homicidios committed for his own pleasure.”

			“A lunatic on contract,” Bolan said, knowing he wouldn’t be the first and likely not the last to fill a niche within the sordid world of syndicated crime.

			“Exactamente,” Vergara said. “On the street, this one is called El Piscópata.”

			“And someone knows his name, where I can find him.”

			“No doubt, if they must reach out to him at need.”

			It was a long shot, but Bolan was willing to try anything while keeping up his pressure on the local drug cartels. In fact, if Vergara was right about this psycho working part-time for the underworld, he might need to present the narcotrafficantes with a more specific message on his next time out.

			“Okay,” Bolan said. “Tell me everything you know about this psychopath.”

			Real de las Haciendas

			Dean Jeffers didn’t care for meetings in hotels. They could be transformed into death traps so damned easily, particularly when the people he was meeting were the warlords of two rival drug cartels, plus one federal cop as rotten as the day was long.

			Still, when he had no choice...

			He’d been directed to the Hotel Parlamento, a posh resort with all of the amenities, five-star, its ownership untraceable to either the Juárez Cartel or Sinaloa’s interlopers. Did that prove the joint was clean? Hell, no—simply that whoever was running it behind the scenes had sense enough to stay there and avoid putting his name on any legal paperwork.

			Jeffers was forty-one years old, still trim and fit, and close to wrapping up his fourteenth year of service with the DEA. He had applied straight out of Yale and he’d enlisted two weeks after graduating with the Class of ’99. Since then he’d been posted to Thailand, where an antiquated monarchy still claimed to run the show, then on to Turkey, Nicaragua and now Mexico, after a rough tour in Afghanistan, where he had honed his skill at dealing with the overlords of heroin.

			That wasn’t how he’d planned to see the world when he was still in school, but what of it? He was a patriot from rock-ribbed Yankee stock and still believed ends justified the means.

			Today he’d brought his service pistol to the hotel—a compact Glock 23 chambered in .40-caliber Smith & Wesson cartridges, standard issue for the field agents—never knowing what might happen when two hostile narcotrafficantes faced each other in the middle of a crisis with no one but a dodgy captain from the FIA serving as referee. So far today, the death toll in Juárez was twice the bloody usual, and it was still five hours till tomorrow.

			Three grim faces turned in Jeffers’s direction as he walked up to their table, three pairs of suspicious eyes regarding him as a gringo outsider but perhaps a necessary evil in the present situation. Both cartel honchos had done their share of favors for the DEA, and vice versa, but they clearly didn’t want to be reminded of that now.

			Everyone around the table knew each other as an enemy or necessary evil given Mexico’s system for doing business. There was no fake bonhomie, no hands offered for shaking, so Jeffers jumped straight into it, asking, “Who wants to fill me in?”

			Captain Prieto did the honors, while Kuno Carillo and Rodolfo Garza glared daggers at each other. It was simple on the face of it: someone had hit facilities maintained by both cartels, with a substantial loss of cocaine, lives and property. Each cartel honcho blamed the other one for starting it, but neither would admit retaliating.

			One weird twist: at each location, someone had left a note protruding from a dead soldier’s mouth with an identical demand.

			Jeffers didn’t bother speaking to Prieto when his turn came, rather speaking to the mortal enemies from Sinaloa and Juárez. “So, let me get this straight,” he said. “You automatically blame each other for the raids, but have no proof on either side?”

			Carillo snarled, “My proof is that he came into Chihuahua, fourteen hundred miles from home, and tried to steal my business out from under me.”

			“Son of a whore!” Garza fired back. “There is enough for everyone.”

			“So you won’t mind if I set up my headquarters in Sinaloa, eh, you stupid asshole?”

			Both men pushed their chairs back, but Jeffers interrupted them before it came to blows or worse. “Hold on a second,” he chimed in. “Has anybody bothered to compare these notes?”

			“I have them,” Prieto said, fishing out a plastic bag from somewhere underneath his jacket and sliding it across to Jeffers.

			The DEA agent was grateful for the bag, considering where the two scraps of paper had been found. With cartel soldiers, who knew where their mouths had been? He poked and prodded it until the message written on both notes was visible.

			“Block printing,” he observed, “so no comparison of handwriting. Were these checked for fingerprints?”

			“None found,” Prieto confirmed.

			“Okay,” Jeffers said. “I’m no graphologist, but if I had to guess, I’d say that one guy wrote both messages—or, rather, wrote the same one twice. It was a guy, yeah? Please don’t tell me that a skirt kicked all your soldiers’ asses.”

			“He was seen at both places,” Prieto said. “Just a glimpse from survivors in a panic.”

			“Right,” Jeffers stated. “Glimpses can get us started, though. Did they describe him as Mexican, a gringo, something else?”

			“They can’t agree,” Prieto answered. “With the fear, the smoke and shooting...”

			“Yeah, yeah. So it could be any guy.”

			“No hombre negro,” Carillo interjected sullenly.

			“Right. Thanks for that,” Jeffers replied. “So here’s my question, before you start killing each other and your business goes into the crapper. Why the notes?”

			“¿Por qué?” Garza was fairly sneering at him. “For confusion. What you call deniability.”

			“Uh-huh.” Jeffers forced a grin. “You two have hated each other for...how many years? Forget that, it’s rhetorical. I’m asking why this bullshit with the notes? Who’s missing from one cartel or the other? Anybody? If not, to me that only says one thing.”

			“And what is that?” Prieto asked.

			“Somebody else,” Jeffers said. “Somebody or some outfit from outside, who thinks one of you pulled a snatch, but they don’t yet know who did it.”

			Carillo threw down a tequila shot, grimaced and said, “My men have kidnapped no one. Not recently, at least.”

			“Nor mine,” Garza added.

			“Okay, we’re getting somewhere,” Jeffers said. “Now all we need to figure out is who grabbed who or, failing that, who’s recently dropped out of sight for no clear reason.”

			“In Juárez?” Prieto asked, not quite scoffing. “We record an average one thousand people missing every year.”

			“I’m not talking about prostitutes or somebody who hooked up with a coyote and went north,” Jeffers said. “First thing, the notes say, ‘Give him back.’ Forget about las chicas. Someone’s looking for a man, and an important one, worth risking all-out war.”

			The captain shook his head. “I still don’t see—”

			“And finally, he doesn’t say that he went missing from Juárez.”

			Prieto blinked then motioned for a waitress, telling all of them, “I think we need more drinks.”

			Calle Navojoa

			“I don’t like this,” Sergeant Pedro Solana said.

			Standing beside him, Sergeant Esteban Allende nodded. “Me, neither.”

			“Bernal didn’t tell you why he wants to meet in La Montada?”

			They’d been over this already, but Solana thought it couldn’t hurt to double-check.

			“No reason,” Allende said. “I told you that.”

			“Yes. It’s strange, that’s all.”

			“What isn’t strange with Bernal, my friend?”

			“That’s true.” Solana might’ve laughed but he was too nervous.

			It made no sense, meeting Lieutenant Bernal in this run-down neighborhood, outside a derelict autobody shop, on what Bernal had called important business. Why not simply meet downtown at headquarters? Solana feared a trap, and he had said so to Allende, but what other option did they have?

			He unbuttoned his jacket, making access to his pistol easier. “This dump would be a good place for a dirty trick.”

			“What kind of dirty trick?” Solana asked, although he had some ideas of his own.

			Allende shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe Prieto’s still pissed off about the gringo.”

			“We took care of that, exactly as he ordered,” Solana said.

			“Yeah, Pedro. But you know the captain, eh? His mood swings like my dick.”

			That did make Solana crack a smile. “You’re saying that he has a tiny mood?”

			“If I were you, I wouldn’t quit my day job to be a comedian.”

			“You’ll laugh later,” Solana said.

			“Only if I’m laughing at your face.”

			Before Solana could reply, headlights swept over them, a dark sedan approaching slowly, turning in to the body shop’s large parking lot. Solana couldn’t see the driver’s face, obscured by tinted glass, but anyone with half a brain would recognize the unmarked FIA sedan, complete with whip antenna rising from its trunk. It was no great surprise when Silvio Bernal climbed from the driver’s seat, but Solana was confused at finding him alone.

			Allende beat him to the question, asking their lieutenant, “Where’s the captain?”

			“On his way,” Bernal assured them. “He got tied up with this cartel business.”

			“We heard about that on the radio,” Allende said. “Sounds like a massacre.”

			“Shit happens,” Bernal said. “Come on around with me, in back. Let’s go inside.”

			Solana followed the lieutenant, Allende falling into step beside him. When they’d reached the backside of the one-time body shop, Bernal produced a key that fit the back door’s dead bolt, opened it and let them pass inside ahead of him. He found a light switch, flicked it on, and old fluorescent fixtures caked with dust sputtered to life across the ceiling—some of them at least.

			The place had been picked clean when its proprietor moved out, except for some unwanted odds and ends, including half a dozen metal folding chairs standing propped up against a wooden service counter. The only decoration on its walls was a nude calendar pinned open to October 2002. The model’s face was painted as a skull to honor the Day of the Dead.

			Solana grimaced. He could have gone all night without that image in his head.

			Bernal picked up a folding chair in each hand, brought them back to his subordinates, and said, “We may as well be comfortable while we wait, eh?”

			“If I’d known it was a party,” Allende said, “I’d have brought beer.”

			Bernal smiled then went back to the dusty counter, as if to retrieve another chair. Instead, though, when he turned to face the sergeants, both with hands full opening their own chairs, he was leveling a pistol at a space midway between them.

			“What’s this shit?” Allende demanded, reaching for his weapon too late.

			“Don’t waste your time,” Bernal advised. “Captain Prieto wants to talk, but if you push it, he’ll settle for one of you. I don’t care which.”

			“What’s this about?” Solana asked.

			“Use your imagination, eh? But first, take off your jackets, then unholster your pistols, set them on the floor and kick them over here. Allende first. No tricks, now, if you want to see another sunrise.”

			When they’d both obeyed that order and then turned out their trouser pockets to prove they had no knives or other hidden weapons, Bernal turned his eyes and pistol toward Allende. “You, sit down.”

			Allende sat and Bernal kept him covered while he told Solana, “Take the handcuffs from his belt. Fasten his hands behind him, and make sure it loops around the stile, so that he can’t stand without dragging the chair along.”

			Solana didn’t understand him. “Style? What are you saying?”

			“Stile, stupid,” Bernal replied then spelled it out for him. “The frame around the backrest. Choose whichever side you like and make the cuffs tight.”

			Solana did as he was told and muttered an apology to Allende.

			“It’s too late now for sorry,” his partner replied.

			“Good work,” the lieutenant said. “Now, toss your cuffs to me and have a seat.”

			Solana palmed his handcuffs, throwing them to Bernal underhand, and was a bit surprised to see him snatch them from midair. As the sergeant took his seat, Bernal advanced, his Heckler & Koch USP-45 aimed from the hip, leveled at Solana’s face.

			Bernal gave him a wide berth, only stopping when he’d passed from view to say, “Lean forward, stretching out your hands behind you, one under the backrest.”

			Solana felt an urge to curse or scream as one cuff fastened tightly on his left wrist then Bernal dragged him halfway around to clamp the other on the right. When he was done, Solana couldn’t comfortably turn to see Allende, seated five or six feet to his right.

			“No good?” Bernal asked almost tauntingly. “Feel free to scoot the chair around and face your partner if you wish.” When Solana hesitated, the lieutenant urged, “Go on, asshole. When the captain gets here, he’ll insist you watch him work.”

			Feeling he had nothing to lose, Solana said, “We only did as we were told, Bernal.”

			“Oh, yeah? Who told you to bring back the wrong gringo, Sergeant? Did you think that any white man snatched from the hotel would satisfy the captain? He sends you out for prime rib and you bring him tripe. But even then, he let you have a chance to tidy up your mess.”

			“And that’s exactly what we did!” Allende interjected, sounding desperate.

			“Then where is he?”

			“We gave him to El Psicópata as demanded,” Allende replied. “No one said we should wait and take him somewhere else after the freak was finished with him.”

			“Save your breath,” Bernal suggested. “You’ll be needing it to tell the captain how this isn’t all your fault.” He paused, turned toward the exit as a car door slammed outside, then said, “That should be him.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Bulevar Miguel de la Madrid

			Bolan had listened to Vergara’s story, pondering, as one grim detail piled atop another, if it was the worst tale he’d ever heard and deciding that it wasn’t even close.

			But it was bad enough, and then some.

			During Bolan’s lifelong war, he’d killed countless enemies. The number on his final FBI Most Wanted poster, prior to his stage-managed death in Central Park, had blamed him for the murders of one thousand Mafiosi and their cohorts, more or less. He viewed those homicides as justified—indeed, essential, for the preservation of a somewhat civilized society—but gunsights hadn’t framed his only views of mayhem through the years.

			In Bolan’s time, he’d seen the aftermath of wholesale massacres, terrorist bombings and the smoky ruin of an airliner he’d wrecked with sniper fire in Vegas on a runway at McCarran International Airport. He’d lost good friends and lovers in the process, some to mercifully quick gunshot wounds, others tortured till their minds snapped and their bodies hardly qualified as human. He’d seen decorated cops moonlight as hit men and trained soldiers turned to homicidal rogues.

			But this...

			It was no secret that police routinely dealt with felons, sometimes pampering them in exchange for information leading bigger, badder fish into the net. But never had he heard of so-called lawmen forging an alliance with a murderer of hapless victims in the dozens, maybe more, while that ghoul repaid their generosity by taking witnesses and others marked by lawmen as their enemies, making them disappear or marking them in imitation of his own twisted proclivities.

			“And you can’t point me toward this freak?” he asked Vergara.

			“No one can identify him except those who use him,” the sergeant replied. “Assuming that the story’s even true, of course.”

			“But you believe it.”

			“Sí. Last year, in July, I cultivated an informant from a brothel in the district called Colonia Azteca. She lived at the brothel, working nights. Some of her clients, she said, were policemen—and high-ranking officers among them, from the FIA. I managed to obtain a mini camera and booked an hour with her, showed her how to use it and remove the photo card, preserving evidence for use in court.”

			“And then?” Bolan prodded.

			“Within a week she turned up dead, dumped at a landfill, mutilated in a fashion homicide detectives and the media attribute to El Psicópata.”

			“No coincidence, I take it?”

			“None in my mind. Lola only dealt with customers in-house, and never on the streets.”

			“So someone caught her with the camera or worked it out some other way and set her up.”

			“But she was not killed at the brothel, where there might be witnesses. She had one day off from the customers, on Sunday, when she went to church.”

			Bolan ignored the irony of that, saying, “Your local law’s been hunting for this ghoul for...what, ten years now? More?”

			“Half-heartedly, I’d say.”

			“Okay. I’ll buy that. But it still puts me no closer to the guy.”

			“I may have one thing,” Vergara said.

			“So, spill it.”

			“One of her customers—you call them Johnnies?”

			“Close enough.”

			“Bien. This one, when he was drinking, liked to brag about his rank. He was a captain, showed Lola his FIA badge, though he wouldn’t let her see his ID card.”

			“I got that part. So what?”

			“She never knew his full name, but she heard the brothel’s owner call him Señor Apretado.”

			“And...?”

			“Apretato is our word for ‘tight,’ in this case used, as Lola said, because the captain was tight-fisted, seldom spending any money at the brothel. He expected service to be free.”

			“I’m still not getting it,” Bolan replied.

			“You’d have to know that Apretato is a name unknown in Mexico. However, we have yet another word for tight—prieto. It’s a fairly popular surname, which may mean ‘black’ or ‘dark’ as well as ‘tight.’”

			“And you think, if you find a captain named Prieto working for the FIA—”

			“Perhaps. In fact, I have.”

			Pemex District

			Over time, lying immobilized in clothing long since soiled, Brognola had begun to pick out odors separate from the pervasive smells of dust and clamminess distinguishing his prison cell, reminding him that there was still a world outside.

			At one point he had caught the scent of something cooking—mostly onions and what he’d assumed were chili peppers—plus the sounds of human movement overhead. In other circumstances, Brognola might have called out for help, hoping his voice would echo through the ceiling that was someone else’s floor, but logic told him he had no friends in this building, only enemies. The cook and whoever he planned to feed, if he was not alone upstairs, might punish him for calling out. If not, unless they feared neighbors, they’d likely let him scream himself hoarse while they chuckled over his predicament.

			Another smell, more difficult to classify, came from outside, somewhere beyond the building where he was confined. After a half hour or so, he’d pegged it generally as petroleum, a mix of chemical aromas—oil and gasoline at least, perhaps some diesel fuel—that reminded him of service stations and refineries. That was enlightening, might even help him pinpoint his location later if he managed to escape, but at the moment it did nothing to assist his breaking out.

			Time lost all meaning as he lay there, strapped down on his back, first raging at his impotence then hoping Helen was all right and that she’d found some way to tell their grown-up children he was missing.

			He had to trust that someone had to have missed him by now, whatever time it was out in the world, and that investigators would be searching for him.

			How? His phone and rental car would be no help, both still back at the Gateway Rio Grande. Police should find the spot where he’d been ambushed, down the hallway from his empty hotel room—unless a housekeeper had found the plastic bucket and its spilled ice where he’d dropped them, cleaning up behind him while she muttered imprecations against clumsy, drunken guests.

			There should be CCTV cameras, although Brognola hadn’t paid attention to them since arriving for the conference. He couldn’t guess how much the Gateway’s owners had laid out for coverage, much less where cameras might be situated: in the lobby, elevators, hallways, on the service stairs. If there were any taking footage of the parking lots, they might capture his abductors and their vehicle. Had they been wise enough to steal a ride and switch the plates for others likewise stolen?

			Probably, if they had come prepared with sedatives in a syringe.

			The needle gave Brognola pause, but only for a moment, hoping that it had been sterilized, not previously used and putting him at risk for AIDS or hepatitis. Thinking that, he’d nearly laughed, immediately realizing that disease was now the least of his worries, lying immobilized in someone’s moldy-smelling basement, where another odor nagged at him for recognition.

			Blood.

			It wasn’t fresh, but rather had the old, stale reek he associated with a crime scene or a slaughterhouse where no one cared enough to hose down the walls and floors. His twitching nostrils couldn’t tell him whether it was animal or human blood, even a mix of both, but given his predicament, bound to a table that reminded him of autopsies he’d witnessed, Brognola assumed the worst.

			So far, he’d had no interaction with his captor. He’d feigned unconsciousness when the man had come downstairs soon after he’d fought off the fog of chloroform, humming that Christmas song and moving things around the chamber where the big Fed was confined. Some of the objects clanked mechanically, others made dragging sounds across a concrete floor. There had also been the noise of some material he guessed was plastic sheeting coming off a roller somewhere to his left.

			All odd sounds, none the least bit reassuring to Brognola.

			Now, he heard feet coming down the stairs again. He wondered whether he should still pretend to be unconscious, or speak first to see what he could learn, if anything, about his prospects for survival. He was still considering his options when the footsteps neared his table and he sensed the visitor beside him, leaning closer, chilis and fried onions on his breath.

			The stranger’s first words were a whisper. English with a heavy Spanish accent. “Are you with me, Sleeping Beauty?”

			Brognola stirred sluggishly, pretending that the words had nearly wakened him, trying to frame what question he should ask. He would not whine or plead for mercy. He’d force a show of strength and something that could pass for courage.

			But he never got the chance. Instead, lips nearly close enough to graze his left ear, the visitor bellowed, “Wake up, asshole! Rise and shine! You can sleep more when you are dead!”

			Brognola jerked away from that shout but couldn’t escape it. His reaction brought a stinging slap across his face, bouncing his head off the metal underneath him, though it left his blindfold undisturbed.

			The man who’d struck him now crooned, “You forgive me for disturbing...what is it? Your beauty sleep?” A giggle then, “Forget about it, my friend. There’s not sleep enough in all this world to make you beautiful.”

			“Where am I?” Brognola asked in a voice he barely recognized, dried out and cracking.

			“Where? You are in my house. Or, as you might say, the waiting room of Hell.”

			Brognola tried two questions next. “Who are you? What’s this all about?”

			Ignoring the first query, the man looming over him replied, “Why are you here with me? Perhaps you’ll find amusement in this, gringo, when I tell you it is all a big mistake. That’s funny, no?”

			“Mistake?” Brognola croaked.

			“The world is full of idiots, don’t you agree? Who can deny it? When the two sergeants went to snatch another man, they took you instead. Their boss was not pleased, I tell you. So angry. I wouldn’t be surprised if your kidnappers are already dead and feeding scavengers by now.”

			“Mistake? Who were they looking for?”

			“Who knows? Who even cares? Maybe they’ll try again and get it right next time.”

			“What about me?” Brognola couldn’t help asking.

			“You? I must clean up their mess. It is, if I may say so, one of my specialties.”

			“If it’s about money—”

			“Silence!” A pudgy finger sealed Brognola’s lips. “There is no changing destiny, right?” Fingers began to lift Brognola’s blindfold as the stranger said, “But first, we must be introduced.”

			Calle Navojoa

			Esteban Allende’s breath hitched in his throat, a last spasm of sobbing, and he knew his nose was running like a frightened child’s, but he couldn’t help it. He was terrified and hurting, from the beating and electric shocks he had endured, afraid even to face Captain Prieto, standing over him with cattle prod in hand.

			Seated across from him, cuffed to another metal folding chair, Pedro Solana dared to speak up from behind their captain. “Stop this, for the love of God,” he pleaded. “We have told you it was just an innocent mistake.”

			Prieto barked a mocking laugh at that. “Mistake? No, no. When you bring someone coffee and forget the sugar, that is a mistake. You miss a turn and drive one block too far, or even fail to bring a present home on your wife’s birthday, call that a mistake. When you are sent to fetch one man and come back with another? That makes you a worthless idiot!”

			Prieto, without warning, jabbed the cattle prod’s electrodes against Solana’s naked chest and pressed its trigger. The sergeant screamed, his taut body convulsing, then went slack as his tormentor stepped away. Only Solana’s handcuffs and his twitching legs kept him from sprawling on the floor.

			“Please, Captain,” Allende begged. “We meant no harm.”

			Solana would have told his partner to shut up, but he had lost control over his tongue and vocal cords.

			Prieto turned to face Allende. “Ah, you meant no harm,” he crooned. “What do the gringos say? No harm, no foul? You think this is a children’s game, stupid?”

			Saying that, Prieto jammed the prod’s twin prongs against Allende’s purpling cheek and sent him into slavering convulsions with another jolt of electricity. Solana thought he might keep at it till Allende’s brain shut down for good, but then he stopped, clutching Allende’s chin, lifting his sweat-slick face, and shouting at him, “Are we having fun yet?”

			Solana saw Lieutenant Bernal standing off to one side, visibly distressed but doing nothing to restrain his furious superior. He could have stopped the torture anytime, if he were brave enough, but courage never had been Bernal’s strength. Whatever boldness he displayed in daily life came from his badge, the knowledge that he had the FIA behind him, giving him carte blanche to do as he saw fit, within the limits of his orders.

			Speaking to both captives now, Prieto said, “You want some good news? I believe you were not paid to sabotage the operation. I accept your guilty pleas to being two total idiots rather than traitors. There, are you satisfied?”

			When neither sergeant answered him, Prieto frowned. “No answer, when you should be thanking me for my generosity? Have it your own way, then. I must inform you both—”

			Before Prieto could complete that thought, a rhythmic buzzing issued from one of his trouser pockets. Angered by the distraction, he took out his cell phone, muttering, “I told the office not to bother me.”

			Prieto’s irritation changed to puzzlement as he stood looking at the LED screen. Frowning, the captain pressed a button then addressed the cell phone, asking, “Who is this?”

			Calle Aguascalientes

			Sitting in his RAV4 in the district of Juárez known as Colonia Granjas Polo Gamboa, Bolan said into his phone, “You don’t know me, but I know you, Captain Prieto. If you want to live, you need to give him back, alive and fit to travel. If it’s too late for him, I still want him back, and you can say your prayers.”

			Bolan knew the phone call was a gamble, possibly a waste of precious, fleeting time. He’d grasped Miguel Vergara’s leap of logic, knowing even if the sergeant was correct in working out the officer’s surname, he could be wrong about Brognola’s kidnapping originating with the FIA.

			But now he had Prieto on the line, not pleading ignorance or asking who his unknown caller had in mind, not cutting off the call as some kind of demented joke. Instead he asked in English, “Who is this?”

			Ignoring that question, Bolan replied, “I want him back, Captain, muy rápidamente. And anything you’ve done to him, I’ll do to you.”

			Bluffing. But there was no way Captain Prieto could know that, after Bolan had already cut a bloody swath through Ciudad Juárez. He couldn’t know the Executioner had made and kept a solemn vow that he would never drop the hammer on a cop, no matter what the lawman might have done to violate his oath of office.

			Police, in Bolan’s eyes, were soldiers of the same side, most of whom had started with the best intentions when they’d donned a uniform and badge. Some went astray, devolving into predators as bad—or worse—than those they placed under arrest, but Bolan would not be the one to take them out. Within those limits, he might threaten them, disarm them by nonlethal means if they were at the point of capturing or killing him, even collect and pass on evidence to put them behind bars, but he would never take the final step that marked his handling of civilian savages.

			Right now, Captain Prieto knew only that he was talking to a proven killer, taking note of his demands.

			“I don’t know who you are—”

			“Or where I am,” Bolan said, interrupting him. “Maybe you’ve seen some of my work, though, earlier tonight.”

			Dead silence on the other end before Prieto asked, “What makes you think I have this man you seek? Why would I?”

			“Motive doesn’t interest me,” Bolan replied. “What you should think about is how long you’ll keep breathing if you try to blow me off with lies.”

			Another hesitation. Then, “Assuming I can help you, I require more details to identify—”

			“You either know him or you don’t,” Bolan cut in. “If not, you’re out of luck. My guess would be you’ve got subordinates lined up behind you, hungry for your job and the mordida.”

			“But if I could help—”

			“I’m hanging up now,” Bolan said, “and going back to work. I’ll let your cartel playmates know who sent me after them by playing dumb. Maybe they’ll get to you before I do.”

			“Señor—”

			“If you decide to live, I’ll let you have my contact number. Memorize it, Captain. I never repeat myself.”

			He rattled off a string of digits for the burner phone Tim Ross had given him and then cut off the call, Prieto crying out, “Wait!”

			“Not a chance,” Bolan told the dead phone in his hand.

			His threat to kill the captain was a bluff, but Bolan meant what he had said about putting the narcotrafficantes on Prieto’s trail. The federale’s doubletalk told Bolan he knew something about Brognola’s abduction, whether he had instigated it or merely picked up information from the underworld grapevine. If it had been Prieto’s play from the beginning, maybe he could call it off in time. If he was just a bystander in league with one of the cartels...well, Bolan wouldn’t execute him personally, but he had never promised to protect rogue lawmen, either.

			Sink or swim, he thought.

			And in the meantime, Ciudad Juárez was teeming with a cast of hundreds Bolan could kill without giving up a minute’s sleep about it. While he waited, hoping for a call back from Captain Prieto, all he had to think about was where he’d strike next and at whom.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Tierra Nueva

			El Psicópata loved the hunt. The act of seeking prey invigorated him, heightening his senses, as if Nature in its wisdom meant to help him in selecting his next sacrifice. He cruised in his vehicle—a beat-up Mazda 626, called a Capella on the north side of the Rio Grande—with windows open, so that he could smell the city after dark.

			The street he cruised had been named Port of Angels, though it was not a port in any sense and the pedestrians moving along its cracked sidewalks would never be mistaken as angelic. Then again, the neighborhood itself was dubbed New Earth, a hollow jest on someone’s part. Nothing about it had a new look, and the only earth in evidence was dirt and gravel, the sporadic vacant lots where shops or hovels had been razed and not replaced. Even graffiti on the walls was old and faded from long-term exposure to the elements.

			El Psicópata found his sacrifice standing alone.

			His chosen target was a female, youthful but old enough to serve. He guessed that she was seventeen years old, but could be off a year or so on either side of that. She wore her hair in a French braid of sorts, though not professionally styled. No matter. He cared nothing for coiffures and little more for clothing, which, in this case, seemed to be a barely there halter top, a pair of lacy high-cut shorts, fishnet stockings with a run on the left thigh and a pair of black stiletto heels.

			All good, and fewer objects to discard. Her thin gold-plated necklace would suffice as a memento of the hunt.

			He slowed his Mazda and pulled up to the curb. The young woman stepped closer, bending to see inside the vehicle, revealing ample cleavage. “You’re looking for a date?” she asks him. “A good time?”

			“A date?” He feigned thinking about it then decides. “I’d like a good time, yes.”

			She cut directly to business. Four hundred pesos with a condom, six hundred without—paying a premium for risky sex. Say twenty US dollars, versus thirty. While he didn’t plan to pay her anything, he waved a flash roll and the sacrifice climbed in beside him.

			“There’s an alley one block down,” she told him.

			“I prefer to take you home.”

			She frowned at that. “Where’s home?”

			“Pemex.”

			She bumped the price two hundred pesos, or another nine dollars and change.

			“Fine. Let’s go.”

			“The cash first,” she insisted.

			He let her have the roll, not counting it, since he’d soon have it all back in his pocket. While she cooed over her windfall, running one hand up and down his thigh, El Psicópata turned left at the intersection and began to wind his way back home. Behind him, wedged between his pelvis and the backrest of the driver’s seat, was a blackjack, which he’d whip out upon arrival, stunning her before he carried her inside. The blackjack was a nine-inch model that some gringos call a “convoy,” with a coiled spring covered by its braided leather handle and lead slug at its tip, weighing one pound overall. It was lethal if applied with murderous intent, or even carelessly, but in his practiced hands it lulled a sacrifice to sleep without crushing her skull or damaging her brain beyond repair.

			He wanted his women wide awake when he revealed himself and got to work.

			Calle Cameron

			Puerto de Anapra bordered the Rio Grande. In days of yore, its occupants frequently crossed the river to El Paso, most of them returning with the goods they’d purchased to their neighborhood, ranked as one of the poorest in Juárez. In the late nineties, US customs erected a chain-link fence between the cities, lately grown into a fence of steel eighteen feet tall. Illegal crossings had supposedly ended...if you believe reports from Washington, 3,100 miles away.

			Mack Bolan didn’t buy it.

			He was looking at hard proof of that opinion through his binoculars. The target building was supposed to be a clothing factory, one of the infamous foreign-owned factories where workers earned seven dollars daily for twelve-hour shifts, reported in the States as lagging 40 percent behind menial wages in China.

			That would be bad enough, but Bolan—through Sergeant Miguel Vergara—knew the plant switched over to another function when its daytime staff went home. Trucks began arriving from points south, laden with bales of weed and kilos of cocaine. That newish barrier along the Rio Grande wasn’t a problem. The dope went in and then through a tunnel excavated underneath the river long before Congress began appropriating cash and rubber-stamping seizure of civilian property along the border for construction of a massive wall eventually meant to span some 1,900 miles from San Diego to Port Arthur, Texas.

			All the while, dope passed beneath the border seven nights a week, from Puerto de Anapra and a couple dozen other sites with tunnels going strong. Tonight this tunnel would be going out of business, but the Executioner first had to make a call.

			He’d buckled on his sidearms and laid out his other equipment in the RAV4’s cargo bay—the Steyr AUG with some of its rifle grenades—before taking out the burner phone Tim Ross had given to him and tapping in one of the several unlisted numbers Miguel Vergara had provided.

			Two rings brought an answer on the other end. A gruff male voice asking, “Quién es éste?”

			Bolan let that query pass, didn’t identify himself, but said in Spanish, “Put your boss on.”

			“Who?” The house man played dumb.

			“Kuno Carillo. Should I spell it out?”

			“Never heard of him.”

			“Fine. Hang up and tell him that I tried to save his plant in Puerto de Anapra but you wouldn’t put me through.”

			“What plant? You mean a cactus? We don’t care—”

			“About the Sunshine Clothing Factory?” A sick joke if there ever was one. “Go tell him that you lost it for him, sitting on your thumb. You won’t mind if he takes the loss out of your salary, or maybe from your hide.”

			“Hold on.” The man set down his telephone and went off growling Spanish insults about Bolan and his mother.

			Thirty seconds later, give or take, another voice came on the line. “Who is this?”

			“Never mind, Kuno,” Bolan answered. “I just called to give you one last chance.”

			“For what?”

			“To save your factory and tunnel.”

			“Is that all? You made Pablito think that it was something serious.”

			“Have it your own way. Come and get the bodies after your siesta.”

			“Bodies? I think you’re crazy, man.”

			“You may be right. It would’ve been a simple thing to give my friend back to me, safe and sound, but since you’d rather play dumb—”

			“Your friend? Should I know what that means?”

			“Only if you have your finger on the pulse of Juárez like I’ve heard you do. Or maybe that’s just smoke.”

			“I know enough!” the voice of wounded pride told him. “This friend you talk about, though, I think you’re mixed up. You hear me?”

			“I hear you fine,” Bolan replied. “Now you hear me. Call up the hotline for emergencies. That’s 9-1-1, same as the States. Tell them you need a fire brigade and ambulances. You already know the address, right?”

			“If you think—”

			Bolan cut him off again. “I guess you’d better call those federal agents you’ve been paying, too. Maybe Captain Prieto, yeah? Let him explain about your tunnel and your merchandise if anybody comes around with questions from the DEA, whatever.”

			The Executioner killed the link before Carillo could respond, picked up his AUG and slung a satchel of grenades over his shoulder. Sundown meant the factory’s innocent staff had all cleared out, and he’d already seen two trucks arrive, their cargo draped in canvas.

			Anyone inside the Sunshine Clothing Factory at this point was fair game.

			Bulevar Francisco Villarreal Torres

			Miguel Vergara had returned to his apartment. He’d showered quickly, changed his clothes, and now stood over the police scanner that sat beside the coffeemaker in his small kitchen.

			Alarms were going out from Puerto de Anapra, summoning police, firetrucks and ambulances to one of the addresses he had provided to the American who’d extracted him from Sinaloa’s cocaine cutting plant—could it be true?—no more than forty minutes earlier. All law enforcement agencies were presently responding, as were Chihuahua’s medical examiner and coroner, one to determine cause of death, the other to move corpses from the scene to Star Medica Hospital for autopsy.

			Vergara wondered what he’d set in motion with the man he knew as Captain Joshua Brinkman—certainly an alias. Was he, Miguel Vergara, now a murderer or, at the very least, a criminal accomplice to mass homicide?

			By failing to report his meeting with Brinkman and the violence that followed it, Vergara knew he was in violation of the oath he’d taken when he’d joined the FMP. He had committed other lesser crimes while working undercover, but those lapses were expected in performance of his duty, tacitly approved by Colonel Bravo in advance: juggling Rodolfo Garza’s double set of ledgers, guarding the cartel’s former cutting plant from time to time, smoking a little weed so that Garza’s soldiers had no reason to suspect him...all of that and more.

			But now...

			What would his supervisor say—what could he say?—if Sergeant Vergara’s next report contained the whole truth without any cosmetic manipulation? For his own protection, Colonel Bravo doubtless would shut down their covert operation, shred and burn its files. Vergara likely could expect a transfer to the hinterlands, perhaps far-off Chiapas, where the Zapatista rebels still raised hell occasionally, or Quintana Roo, where he would sweat his ass of in the jungle.

			Maybe he would simply disappear.

			But if he helped Brinkman find his kidnapped friend and liberate him, maybe linked Captain Prieto to the drug cartels—or even to El Psicópata—it could mean promotion and a feeling of professional success.

			At least until the drug lords of Juárez sought their revenge.

			Vergara took a yellow legal pad and started listing ways that he could possibly achieve his goal, helping Brinkman in the process, while—he hoped—avoiding sudden death. The American wouldn’t identify his missing friend, citing the strictures placed on him by US national security, but did Vergara even need the captive’s name? How many American lawmen had been kidnapped from El Paso overnight?

			Vergara would have bet his life and his career—in fact, he had—that there’d been only one. With that in mind, someone had to know where Mr. X was being held. According to Brinkman, at least two men had executed the abduction, and they had to know where they’d dropped off the hostage. The man or men who’d ordered the abduction also knew, and if the captive had been moved from his original location in Juárez, they’d know where he’d wound up, alive or dead.

			And if the unnamed man was dead, Vergara knew he didn’t want to be caught standing between Joshua Brinkman and the ones responsible for murdering his friend.

			From what Vergara knew, the American soldier had killed some two dozen cartel gunmen and other employees in his first two raids. Now the bulletins from Puerto de Anapra sounded like the death toll might hit forty or beyond.

			Vergara wondered if it was enough for him to simply stand on the sidelines, watching.

			He knew some of Brinkman’s targets in advance, since he’d provided the addresses. If he got a move on, as the Americans liked to say, he could catch up without great difficulty, maybe even turn up at one of the sites before Brinkman arrived.

			And then?

			Without parsing the answer to that question, he passed from the kitchen to his bedroom, opened up the closet there, lifted the carpeting and drew an army footlocker out of its hiding place below. A key opened the padlock to reveal what lay inside. First up, a Spectre M-4 submachine gun of Italian manufacture, fourteen inches long with its stock folded, weighing 6.4 pounds without one of its unique casket magazines, each packed with fifty 9 mm Parabellum rounds.

			Next out of the box, a vintage Beretta 92 semiauto pistol, same caliber as the Spectre, lately phased out as a federal service weapon. This one’s muzzle had been threaded to accept an Osprey Model 9 sound suppressor that he’d confiscated from a cartel gunman four years earlier and never gotten around to logging in as evidence. The Osprey measured seven inches, weighed about ten ounces and shaved thirty-three decibels off the normal report of a gunshot. Packing subsonic rounds into the 92’s staggered box magazines reduced the sound further, though it would never be a truly “silent” piece.

			Sometimes a little was enough.

			The last piece of equipment in Vergara’s box was a Mark I trench knife, first issued to American soldiers in World War I and carried on through World War II. Its blade was seven inches long and double-edged, blued with a black oxide finish. Its knuckle-duster handle was brass, chemically blackened, secured with a conical steel nut that functioned well for cracking skulls. Each knuckle also sported a cast spike designed for tearing flesh and crunching bone.

			He double-checked his gear, put on the knife and pistol, and stowed the Spectre and spare magazines inside a gym bag. Locking up his apartment, Vergara rode the elevator down to street level and climbed into his old VW, which Brinkman had assisted in retrieving after snatching him at gunpoint from the cutting plant. Returning for it had been dicey, but confusion at the scene had aided his escape.

			Now running through the mental roll of names and addresses he’d listed for the American, Vergara couldn’t be sure where Brinkman would strike next. He did know that the factory in Anapara was the first place he had written down. If the man meant to strike at targets in their order of appearance on that list...

			Vergara couldn’t guarantee it, but it was the only lead he had. What else could he do?

			Pemex District

			Hal Brognola heard his captor return home—if this was home—after some time away. He’d tried to count the minutes but had lost track while straining futilely against his bonds. Now footsteps were descending to his chamber and he saw no point in feigning sleep.

			The freak who’d taken off his blindfold had a woman with him. No, correct that. He was carrying a woman draped over one shoulder, coming down the stairs with no apparent difficulty, passing Brognola’s table and laying out his latest catch on the remaining steel table, fastening the straps to hold her fast.

			Finished with that and turning, he noticed Brognola watching him and smiled with crooked teeth. The big Fed didn’t think he’d ever seen that shade of tan inside another human’s mouth before...but did his jailer qualify as human?

			Sure. Despite his obvious malignant madness, he was human to the nth degree, made doubly dangerous by that.

			“You like your new roommate? She’s pretty, no? Ignore the blood. She was reluctant to come in, but I persuaded her.”

			“It’s not too late to let her go,” Brognola said. “She is an innocent. You can let us both go.”

			Laughter greeted that suggestion, as if he’d just told a loopy knock-knock joke. It took a moment to subside and then the creep replied, “You’re wrong, my friend. She is far from an innocent. And it’s much too late for all of us, I think. No turning back for me, not that I wish to. No escape for you or this one.”

			The big Fed’s stomach roiled, knowing he was helpless, that he could do nothing to save the young woman on the table next to him.

			He switched gears and asked, although afraid to hear the answer, “What’s on tap for me, then?”

			“I am still—how do you say?—considering my options. My instructions grant some flexibility in your disposal.”

			“Meaning?”

			The maniac shrugged lazily. “It’s safe to say your execution was intended but not specified. I’ve been considering who else might wish to own a leader of the Department of Justice.”

			“Not a leader,” he replied. “More like a middleman.”

			“Leader or middleman.” The headcase shrugged again. “It makes no difference to me, nor likely to the person who might purchase you.”

			“Might want to check your calendar,” Brognola said. “I’m pretty sure that slavery’s been abolished, pal.”

			Another laugh. “In this country? You obviously haven’t seen our factories and fields. I’m glad you think of us as pals, though. It’s the same thing as friends, eh?”

			Brognola took a chance and pushed it. “What if no one wants to meet your price?”

			“Then you shall meet a most unpleasant end, I think. Well, bad for you, though I will quite enjoy it.”

			“Listen—”

			“First, though, this young woman demands my full attention. Feel free to observe and learn.”

			Calle Navojoa

			“Take care of these two, Lieutenant,” Prieto said. “I have urgent business elsewhere.”

			“More urgent than these traitors, Captain?” Bernal inquired, sounding upset.

			“Beyond your understanding and your pay grade,” Prieto replied. “Do as you’re told.”

			Squaring his shoulders, chin lifted, the lieutenant said, “I can’t dispose of them all by myself.”

			“So leave them here. They tried to make a drug deal and it blew up in their faces. Two less corrupt policemen to concern our mutual superiors.”

			“But—”

			“Just remember not to use your service pistol, eh?”

			Like many other law enforcement agencies of any size, the FIA test-fired its weapons on arrival at the federal armory, preserving sample bullets to be checked against those fired in altercations with Mexico’s many criminals—and, based on the department’s checkered history, to be compared with slugs from unsolved homicides.

			“And after this?” Bernal asked him.

			Without turning, already halfway to the door, Prieto said over his shoulder, “Check with headquarters. They may have further need of you tonight.”

			He left the body shop—grasping the irony of that, but too distracted to enjoy it—and drove off in the official vehicle he’d parked around back. If any passing witnesses had seen the cars out front and later dared to share that information with Juárez detectives, none would point a finger at Captain Prieto. The two sergeants would be dead inside, perhaps flyblown before they were discovered, and Prieto trusted Silvio Bernal to stage the scene like any other gangland execution.

			Which, in fact, it was.

			Forget all that. Prieto’s mind was buzzing from the phone call he’d received while questioning Allende and Solana. From the unknown caller’s lack of accent and command of English, he was clearly a gringo—and one possessed of information no stranger to Ciudad Juárez should have. Prieto reckoned that meant highly placed official contacts, but he couldn’t form any coherent thought beyond that point.

			He knew the way American law enforcement operated in his country: awkwardly and rarely forceful, bending over backward to not irritate their hosts, even in these days of tension between respective governments. Without lawful authority below the Rio Grande, the DEA and FBI had no power to make arrests unless they were accompanied by Mexican police, with full approval of Mexico City or, at least, the relevant state capital. To make a bust without collaboration, they could only hope to lure suspects into the United States by one ruse or another—something that had rarely been successful in the past.

			As for the furious assaults on cartel properties this evening—outright murders, bombing, arson—that was far beyond the pale for any law-abiding officer. Not that federal law enforcement hadn’t done such things themselves, most recently this very hour, but Americans generally shied away from public violence in foreign lands.

			More than anything, Prieto was disturbed that his anonymous caller knew him by name and had broadly hinted at his link to the cartels. In truth, that wasn’t such a risky guess, considering the number of corrupt police in Mexico, but this damned gringo seemed to have specific knowledge—or, at least, a well-founded suspicion—that Prieto was involved in last night’s botched abduction from El Paso. Should Kuno Carillo or Rodolfo Garza learn Prieto’s part in bringing on the mayhem now assailing them...

			If you decide to live, the caller had declared, I’ll let you have my contact number. Memorize it.

			Driving aimlessly, Prieto thought he’d managed that, at least, but then a flash of panic overcame him. What if he’d jumbled the numbers while he’d listened to them, his interrogator saying he would not repeat himself? He had to get only one digit wrong and there’d be no way to communicate with the gringo assassin. And in that case, all was lost.

			Prieto rattled off the numbers verbally, repeated them, their order coming out the same both times. He’d have to trust his memory.

			But just remembering the phone number wasn’t enough. Prieto could discreetly contact headquarters, order some tech with the Intelligence Research Division to discreetly trace the caller’s telephone, however that was done. Prieto doubted that would work, suspecting that his enemy had thought about that danger in advance, but failure to attempt it would be idiotic.

			And if that failed, what recourse was left to him?

			He had to try to retrieve the gringo kidnapped by mistake before El Psicópata butchered and disposed of him.

			“Sure thing,” he said bitterly, speaking aloud.

			And if that worked, Prieto reckoned he should keep a sharp eye out for rainbows over Juárez, hoping to unearth a magic pot of gold.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Calle Septima

			Bolan’s fourth target in Juárez belonged to the Sinaloa Cartel. It was supposed to be a restaurant supply house, but from Vergara—double-checked through Stony Man’s extensive covert database—he knew the business rarely dealt with any public eateries and did most of its business after closing time, receiving and unloading shipments of prime flake from farther south.

			Calling the Farm hadn’t done anything for Bolan’s mood. Barbara Price had answered, pressing him for any leads on Brognola. Telling her the search was still a work in progress had failed to put her mind at ease. For now, he had to put Barb and her worried crew out of his mind and focus on the job at hand.

			The seedy neighborhood’s planners didn’t have much imagination when they’d started naming streets, most of them simply marked with letters of the alphabet or numbers, this one translating to Seventh Street. The district was as violent as any other low-rent sector of Juárez, its most distinctive recent crime the drive-by massacre of half a dozen soccer fans who’d gathered to cheer on the Mexican National Football Team. The slaughter’s motive was unknown, but in Chihuahua, mayhem frequently made little sense.

			Tonight’s hit, though, like those that had preceded it since Bolan came to town, was meant to send a message, loud and clear.

			For starters, Bolan found a vantage point that offered him a clear shot at the parking lot of Restaurant Solutions Inc., nearly as many vehicles lined up in rows at 10:00 p.m. as during normal business hours when the day shift was on-site. The last one pulling in had been a tanker truck, which didn’t seem to fit the building or its public purpose, but it wouldn’t be the first one used to smuggle shrink-wrapped drugs and other contraband submerged in gasoline or diesel fuel. Such tankers turned a double profit for cartels employing them, drained of petroleum for sale to service stations before hidden cargos were removed elsewhere—and if the law closed in, a small incendiary charge would wipe out any evidence.

			But not this time.

			Bolan lined up the tanker in his Steyr’s telescopic sight and sent an HE rifle grenade downrange, its impact lighting up the night for blocks around. A secondary blast spread blazing fuel around a dozen other vehicles, all soon engulfed by flame and going off like giant firecrackers.

			That brought a slew of cartel soldiers and their supervisors streaming from the building, cringing from the conflagration’s heat and blinding light. The Sinaloan shooters milled around, looking for targets in the night, not firing yet. The men in charge huddled at the joint’s back door, talking excitedly, with no shortage of hand gestures.

			When one of them removed a cell phone from his pocket, Bolan drilled him with a single 5.56 mm round then put more pressure on the AUG’s progressive trigger, ripping 3-and 4-round bursts along the line of gunmen limned by leaping firelight. They were dropping, sprawling, before some of the soldiers still on their feet began returning fire without any target clear in their sights.

			Bolan fitted another 22 mm grenade onto the Steyr’s launcher. He then switched the rifle’s three-position gas valve on its GR setting and lined up his shot, sending the high-explosive round hurtling downrange toward impact with the door where Restaurant Solutions’ night-shift managers were trying to duck back and out of sight.

			They nearly made it, but the door, though likely made of steel, was no match for the blast that crumpled it like cardboard, ripped its hinges from the frame and hurled the twisted metal after the fleeing narcotrafficantes. From Bolan’s vantage point, he couldn’t tell which of the men were killed or wounded, and he didn’t care.

			Another grenade followed the last inside the building, this one an incendiary round that blew on impact, loosing flames that spread from wall to wall, some of them rolling backward through the open doorway and setting fire to bodies lying on the pavement there. Behind the echo of that blast, the Executioner heard a smoke alarm shrieking, men doing the same as they tried to outrun the spreading conflagration.

			He could have kept on firing. Even used another magazine to guarantee that everyone within his line of sight was dead or dying. But why bother? He was literally burning up Brognola’s time now, painfully aware that odds of solving any kidnapping or murder—why not use the word?—declined precipitately after twenty-four hours.

			By that standard, Brognola, if not dead already, had roughly two hours left. No evidence from any of the other crimes connected to El Psicópata indicated that he held his prey alive for any longer than it took to butcher them.

			The good news, if you looked at it with one eye narrowed and the other shut: Brognola violated every tenet of the unknown killer’s victim profile, which meant that any “rules” El Psicópata normally abided by might well go out the window.

			Instant death, then, or prolonged captivity?

			He couldn’t second-guess a faceless madman. All Bolan could do was put the pedal to the metal and keep rolling on, full speed ahead.

			And where that hellfire road would take him, who could say?

			Bulevar Manuel Gómez Morín

			Rodolfo Garza felt the cell phone vibrate against his thigh and drew it from his trouser pocket, glancing at its lighted screen. Its message read Unknown Caller—and he nearly let it go to voice mail without answering. Telemarketers called from time to time, despite the fact that Garza’s number was unlisted.

			“Sons of whores,” Garza muttered. But before he pressed a button to ignore the uninvited call, a niggling suspicion in his mind made him touch another to accept it.

			“What?” he asked, letting his tone convey displeasure at the caller’s rude intrusion.

			“Restaurant Solutions,” a man said in accented Spanish. He spoke fairly well, but he was obviously not Latino. American, perhaps.

			“Eh?” Playing dumb and waiting to find out what this was all about.

			“You used to own it, eh, Rodolfo?” said the voice he’d never heard before tonight.

			It took a heartbeat for the verb’s past tense to register before he snapped, “What’s that? Used to?”

			“It’s pretty much a pile of ashes now,” the caller told him. “Didn’t anybody from the cop shop call and give you a heads-up?”

			Recovering from his initial blunder, Garza said, “There must be some mistake.”

			“You made it,” the stranger said. “Maybe you can fix it, maybe not. Depends on what you’ve done so far.”

			Truly confused now, Garza answered back. “You speak in riddles.”

			“Not if you’re a major player in the Sinaloan Cartel.”

			“I—”

			“Not if you arranged last night’s kidnapping from the Gateway Rio Grande Hotel. That was the worst mistake you ever made.”

			Garza was being truthful when he told the caller, “I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

			“Tough luck for you. Somebody in Juárez kidnapped my friend. I want him back. The person who delivers him, alive and well, gets a new lease on life until the next collector drops in to foreclose.”

			Garza played a wild card, saying, “I am no kidnapper. Try Kuno Carillo. That son of a bitch might be who you want. He’ll stoop to anything.”

			“Not upright and respecatable like you, then?” the caller said, mocking him.

			“I’m telling you—”

			The stranger interrupted him. “Carillo was my first call. You’re the last. From here on in, it’s scorched earth all the way for both cartels.”

			“Are you crazy?” Garza demanded.

			“It’s been said,” the stranger answered. “But I call it determination. You’ve already lost two properties tonight, Garza. How many can you spare before you’re out of business?”

			“Two?” It hit him then. The cutting plant he’d blamed Kuno Carillo for and now...

			“You’re catching on, Rodolfo. Now, if you’re holding my friend—”

			“I swear to Christ and Mary, I don’t know the man. You think I go around abducting strangers for the pleasure of it?”

			“Maybe not,” the caller said. “But if you didn’t take him, you’ve got ample contacts in El Paso and Juárez to learn who did. Reach out and put the pressure on. Act like your life depends on it, because it does.”

			“I cannot work miracles.”

			“I’m not asking for a miracle. Just do your best. Do what comes naturally.”

			“And if that fails?”

			“You’re out. Whether I get you first, or Kuno, what’s the difference? Maybe your boss in Culiacán will take you out for bringing all this down on his operation.”

			“You ask the impossible.”

			“Do I? Are you familiar with the Seabees, Rodolfo?”

			“Bees of the sea?” Garza felt more and more confused.

			“It’s from the initials C and B—as in the US Navy Construction Battalion.”

			“Navy construction? What has this to do with—?”

			“Never mind. You’re slower than molasses on a cold day. I was going for their motto. ‘The difficult we do now, the impossible takes a little longer.’”

			Was the gringo joking? Rodolfo couldn’t tell. “If I learn anything...”

			“I’ll let you have my number. It’s untraceable, but if you want to waste what little time you have, feel free.” That said, the caller rattled off some numbers before saying, “Did you get that?”

			Garza’s memory was excellent. Repeating the digits without a hitch, he almost smiled.

			“Good boy,” the stranger said. “One thing before I let you go to work.”

			“What’s that?”

			“If you didn’t grab my friend, and your pal Kuno didn’t do it, think about who might have. One name I keep hearing is a captain with the Feds, last name of Prieto.”

			Garza ground his teeth, was on the verge of saying more, when suddenly the line went dead.

			“Screw your mother, asshole!” he snarled at the dead phone, fighting an urge to hurl it at the nearest wall.

			As for Captain Chalino Prieto, Garza knew him well enough: a greedy, overbearing swine who stood between his FIA superiors and those who padded out their salaries with monthly bribes. He let the higher-ups pretend they had clean hands, while rooting in the muck himself—with his lieutenant, Silvio Bernal, and certain underlings, dictating orders to the drug traffickers, pimps and other gangland denizens to whom he felt superior while emulating them in every way except, perhaps, good grooming and expensive clothes.

			Had Prieto done something to unleash the latest firestorm on Juárez? Had he, perhaps, contrived a plan with Kuno Carillo to triumph over Sinaloa’s interests by setting up Garza take the fall for their collusion?

			Had Prieto stabbed him in the back after accepting his payoffs in what appeared to be good faith?

			If so...

			The only penalty for treason recognized by Garza and his masters was a slow, lingering death.

			Explanada Policía Federal

			Miguel Vergara pulled into the FMP headquarters parking lot and approached the building from the rear, avoiding contact with the FIA’s adjacent central station. While on paper and in theory the agencies cooperated perfectly, their rivalry had been an open secret nationwide for years on end. The last thing he wanted now was to be seen and noted by the very officers he was beginning to suspect of yesterday’s El Paso kidnapping.

			Vergara had a plan in mind, but it required discretion while demanding the enlistment of a friend. He had in mind Corporal Daniela Maldonado, a “B” Class Investigator assigned to the FMP’s General Directorate of Communications. They’d dated half a dozen times and, while it never clicked for either of them, Vergara knew she craved advancement, recognition—which uncovering fetid corruption in the FIA might well ensure.

			Daniela worked the night shift, normally the quiet time at headquarters, but not tonight. The raids on cartel properties around Juárez had turned the place into a hornet’s nest of feverish activity, each officer intent on learning what had sparked the present bloodletting and who—if anyone, among the drug traffickers who paid many officers far more than they received as weekly salary—might take the fall for it.

			Maldonado saw Vergara coming, frowned slightly and brushed a strand of auburn hair back from her oval face. “They’ve called you in, as well, eh?” she asked him.

			“I have some leads to follow up,” Vergara said, “but need to locate a lieutenant from the FIA.”

			Her frown deepened as she replied, “They’re right across the hall, Miguel.”

			“I should have said I need to find him quietly.”

			“What’s he done, then?”

			“Nothing I’m aware of,” Vergara said. “He may have certain information that I need as soon as possible, but if I ask about him over there...”

			“All right, but make it quick. His name?”

			“Lieutenant Silvio Bernal.”

			Maldonado tapped some keys on her computer keyboard, nodding as she said, “I show him still on duty.”

			“And where is he?”

			“That I couldn’t say. Until he checks in with their switchboard—”

			“What about the LoJack on his vehicle?”

			“You’re getting devious in your old age, Miguel.”

			“I’m not that old, Daniela.”

			Another minute passed, her keyboard clicking, then small lines of text began scrolling across the monitor. “The car assigned to him is parked,” she said. “He hasn’t checked in with Dispatch. Maybe he’s stopped for dinner and forgot to log it in.”

			“Maybe,” Vergara said. “What are those numbers?”

			“GPS cordinates,” she said.

			“You can determine the address from that?” Vergara asked.

			“It’s the address where he’s parked in La Montada.”

			“La Montada? What would he be eating there?”

			“Who knows, Miguel? You know there’s no accounting for taste.”

			Vergara let that pass. “If you have the address, can you tell say what kind of place he’s visiting?”

			“With any luck.” Her fingers danced across the keys once more then she replied, “Apparently it’s nothing.”

			“Eh?”

			“I mean, there is a building there, but it’s supposed to be vacant.”

			“Vacant? Meaning—”

			“Presently unoccupied,” she said, and almost sounded like one of his teachers at his old primary school. “There is a building there, or should be, and the taxes have been paid, but there’s no record of a recent lease for either residence or business.”

			“And the address is...?”

			“Right here.” She pointed at the screen then read the numbers out loud. “You want to write that down, Sergeant?”

			“I’ll remember it. And thank you, Daniela.”

			“Now you owe me,” she replied, her tone almost teasing.

			“Any time,” he answered, already in motion, passing back through the rear exit to the parking lot.

			He made the cross-town drive, mind racing, filled with questions. Why was Bernal taking downtime in the heart of La Montada, at a vacant edifice? If he was sleeping on the job—not an uncommon practice for police in Juárez—wouldn’t he choose a safer neighborhood? But then, if he was not alone...

			Vergara spotted the lieutenant’s car immediately, from a half block out. Two more sedans were parked beside it, neither of them standard FIA issue. The sergeant killed his headlights, coasted to the curb and switched off his engine. Sitting there in darkness for a moment, he considered what his next move ought to be.

			Three cars had to mean at least three persons somewhere in the dark, abandoned property. Assuming they were men and likely armed, Vergara reached into the gym bag on the Clásico’s floorboard and lifted out the Spectre SMG. Between that and his service pistol, he thought that should be enough.

			And if he met more enemies than he could stop with fifty Parabellum rounds, he was as good as dead already.

			Moving cautiously, Vergara passed the three parked cars, placing a hand upon the nearest hood to find it cool. They had been parked awhile, no one stationed to watch them while the others were inside.

			He saw a dim light through the filthy window of the one-time autobody shop, guessing that it was coming from a workspace at the rear, behind what used to be the waiting room for customers. Circling around behind the aged structure, he crept to a door standing ajar and made his way inside on tiptoe, easing off the Spectre M-4’s manual safety.

			The light grew brighter once he was inside, illuminating a bizarre scene in what once had been a service bay. Lieutenant Silvio Bernal stood with his back to the door. In front of him were two slumped male figures, secured somehow to metal folding chairs. Neither emitted any sound. Dark blood pooled on the concrete floor around them and a reek of gunsmoke filled the air.

			Bernal still had his pistol drawn, held down against his thigh, and he was talking to himself, a muffled muttering Vergara couldn’t understand. Holding his submachine gun steady on target, Vergara said, “I think you’ve stepped in shit, Lieutenant. Place your pistol on the floor then turn around—slowly.”

			“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Bernal warned.

			Vergara almost smiled as he replied, “Don’t be so sure, Bernal.”

			 

			Bolan approached his fifth target: a small but very active bank owned by Kuno Carillo in the upscale Burórata district. It was closed at night, but he intended to break in, demolish what he could before police arrived, then phone Carillo and ask if he’d made any progress on retrieving Brognola, without using his friend’s name.

			A phone call changed all that as he closed in on his mark. Miguel Vergara had been on the line, telling him, “I’ve found something you should see, señor.”

			“What’s that?” Bolan inquired.

			“Captain Prieto’s right-hand man, with two dead FIA sergeants.”

			Bolan frowned and asked him, “Who else is on the scene?”

			“Just me. He hasn’t called for any backup.”

			“Oh?”

			“Did I forget to mention that he murdered them himself?” Vergara asked.

			Bolan revised his plans without a second thought. “What’s the address?”

			Vergara told him, Bolan plotting it approximately on a mental map of Ciudad Juárez he’d memorized after receiving it from Tim Ross of the CIA. “I’m on my way,” he said.

			“Park around back when you get here,” Vergara said and killed the link.

			Arriving at the address he’d received, Bolan saw three cars parked in front of an abandoned automotive shop. Both had Chihuahua license plates, neither of them issued by a law enforcement agency.

			Easing the Glock out of its shoulder rig, he drove around behind the building, nosing in beside Miguel Vergara’s Volkswagen. When no one opened fire on him immediately, Bolan stepped out of the SUV and made his cautious way inside, the back door open to receive him.

			He had barely crossed the threshold when Vergara met him, holstering his own pistol and saying, “This way, por favor.”

			The service bay, long idle and deserted, offered Bolan a tableau of recent death. Three other men were present, only one of them alive and sitting on the concrete floor, legs twisted awkwardly before him in a semblance of the classic lotus pose. The other men had died from close-range head shots, which explained small specks of blood on the survivor’s shirt and jacket. The glum-looking captive would be faced with a dry-cleaning bill if he got through the night alive.

			“What’s this one’s name?” Bolan asked, speaking to Vergara.

			“Lieutenant Silvio Bernal. He’s known by reputation as Captain Prieto’s lacayo. What you call a flunky?”

			“That’s the word,” Bolan agreed.

			Bernal muttered something that sounded like profanity. Vergara retaliated with “Murdering bastard!”

			“You say these two are FIA sergeants?” Bolan asked, nodding at the corpses handcuffed to their chairs.

			“They were. Esteban Allende’s on the left. The other was Pedro Solana, his partner.”

			“And he capped them?”

			“After torture,” Vergara said. “Not just the cuts and bruises, but also burns from some kind of electric prod.”

			“That doesn’t sound like normal discipline.”

			“He claims Captain Prieto used the prod.” Vergara moved to stand over the seated officer as he demanded, “Tell him what you said to me.”

			Bernal sneered at Vergara. “I’ll say nothing, asshole.”

			Vergara kicked his captive in the ribs, causing a pained grimace. “You’re done, Bernal,” he said. “I have you with the officers you killed, and when they test your pistol for ballistics, that means sixty years twice over. You know how convicts treat a dirty cop like you at Almoloya prison, eh?”

			“You think you’ve won something?” Bernal replied. “I have protection. This will never go to trial.”

			“I’d guess he’s right,” Bolan chimed in.

			Vergara turned to face him, wearing a confused expression. “But the evidence—”

			“Won’t matter if he’s dead.”

			That got Bernal’s attention. Glowering at Bolan, he said, “Dead?”

			“Obviously,” Bolan answered. “When Prieto left you here alone to clean up after him, what did you think was happening?”

			“He went to...” Bernal caught himself and left the sentence dangling, incomplete.

			“Went off to do something important, right?” Bolan decided it was time to roll the dice. He had no qualms about lying to murderers. “So why’d he drop a dime on you?”

			“What does that mean?” the lieutenant asked.

			Vergara jumped in then. “What he’s saying is that Captain Prieto called in your location to report a crime. You take the fall, eh?”

			“No, no. He would not—”

			“Betray you?” Bolan said. “Hey, I’m surprised he didn’t kill you, but he must have had his reasons.”

			“You are both liars,” the lieutenant said.

			“You call us liars? When you sit there covered in blood from two policemen you’ve just murdered?”

			“Tell us where Prieto went and what he’s doing,” Bolan interjected. “There may still be time for you to walk away from this.”

			“I don’t know where he’s gone,” Bernal replied, “but I can tell you why.

			“Last night, he sent these two incompetents to collect a lawman, one of yours—” a nod to Bolan as he spoke “—from a hotel across the border. Imbeciles that they were, they brought back the wrong man, no good for whatever Prieto had in mind. He didn’t tell me that part, only that he’d ordered them to get rid of the prisoner.”

			Bolan’s stomach did a slow barrel roll. “Get rid of him?”

			Bernal nodded. “They gave him to El Psicópata. Sometimes, when he isn’t killing women for the fun of it, that one does favors for Prieto and his friends from the cartels.”

			“Disposal favors,” Bolan said, not asking.

			“Yes. You understand now.”

			“But he left you with these two,” Vergara said.

			“El Psicópata may kill men sometimes,” Bernal replied, “but those are homeless losers from the streets. He would not take the risk with cops.”

			“So, when he left you here...”

			“He claimed he was going off to find El Psicópata. Whether that is true or not, I can’t be sure.”

			“Where do I find this psychopath of yours?”

			“Not mine,” Bernal replied. “Prieto met him somehow, but he never shared the details. I don’t know his name or where he lives.”

			So close, Bolan thought. But he faced another dead end now with Brognola’s time running out, if it hadn’t expired already.

			He was turning toward Vergara, with a question forming in his mind, when Bernal suddenly produced a small revolver he’d concealed somewhere—likely an ankle holster that Vergara had overlooked—and scrambled to his feet. “You think to take me in? I won’t be—”

			When Vergara shot him, the report was almost deafening inside the closed former body shop. Bernal went over backward, gagging on the blood from a throat wound. Seconds later, he lay still and limp.

			Vergara nudged the dead lieutenant with his foot then stepped away. “Shit! If I’d searched him...but I didn’t want to wind up grappling with him and—”

			“Forget it,” Bolan told him. “We were never here.”

			“That doesn’t help your friend.”

			“No, but at least I have a target now.”

			“An objective? But he told you nothing useful.”

			“Wrong,” Bolan replied. “He told me that I have to find El Psícópata.”

			“City and state police have tried for years, señor.”

			“I’m guessing they didn’t see the right people or ask them the right way.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Pemex District

			The screaming seemed to last forever. Even now, knowing the butchery was finished, Hal Brognola still imagined echoes of the woman’s anguished cries. He had turned away, hating himself for his helplessness, refusing to play the role of witness to a monster’s sick idea of pleasure, but there’d been no shutting out the sound effects from Hell.

			When he was done, the remnants of his work consigned to plastic garbage bags, the madman had gone upstairs to shower off, the rush of water through old pipes thrumming like weird, atonal background music in Brognola’s basement cell. He tried to minimize the stench of slaughter, breathing through his mouth, but then there was the taste of death, as if spilled blood had mingled with the air.

			He didn’t know how much time had elapsed before his captor came downstairs again, dressed in a cleaner shirt and blue jeans, gnawing on a sandwich. Brognola was grateful that the nutcase didn’t want to share it with him.

			Talking with his mouth full, the freak told him, “Now you see my problem, eh?”

			“Big goddamn problem,” Brognola replied. “But I can solve it for you.”

			“Oh?”

			“Just free my hands and let me have a gun.”

			“You’re such a joker, American. I’ve enjoyed our time together.”

			Past tense. Brognola kept quiet, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

			“Unfortunately, you misunderstand me. Las chicas are not my problem. Far from it, in fact. My public in Juárez expects a certain standard from me, always new refinements to my art. Will they accept or understand the sacrifice of un hombre viejo like yourself? Old men are not the normal fare I offer them.”

			“There’s nothing normal about you, guy.”

			“Not by your standards, of course, but I am now as I was raised to be. Molded by loving hands, as you might say.”

			“Is there a point to this?” Brognola asked.

			“Indeed. I’m still debating what to do with you, but time is running short. There may be someone in Chihuahua who would take you off my hands, for profit or amusement, but that means more exposure, eh? One man already knows me, and that’s one too many for my taste. In truth, I’ve thought of killing him myself.”

			“Sucks being you,” Brognola said.

			“Sometimes. But I strive for adaptability.”

			“There’s still the gun option.”

			Ignoring him, the crazy man said, “Under other circumstances, I could blindfold you again and set you free. You haven’t seen enough to lead police back here, but you might wind up being interviewed by mi patrón, the man who keeps my secret. That would be...awkward.”

			Has to be a cop, Brognola thought. Damn it all to Hell.

			“Still worth a try, at least,” the big Fed said.

			“I think not. Knowing I must kill you to protect myself, the only questions left are how to do it and where to dispose of you.”

			“I get a vote on that?”

			“My vote is the only one that counts.”

			“So much for liberty, equality, fraternity.”

			“That’s the French motto, señor, not Mexico’s.”

			“My bad,” Brognola said, fighting a sudden urge to laugh hysterically.

			“Ours reads La Patria Es Primero. The homeland comes first. You see? I am my own homeland, myself alone.”

			“Okay. So when’s the party?”

			“You Americans are so hasty.”

			“I’m just tired of listening to your bullshit,” Brognola said.

			His captor turned away, walked to a nearby workbench with indelible, suspicious stains, and came back with a roll of duct tape. Tearing off a six-inch strip, he pressed it down across his captive’s mouth.

			“And I of yours, bastard. Now think about what lies in store for you, while I decide how you should die.”

			Calle Nigeria

			Kuno Carillo saw Pepe Díaz approaching him once more, cordless phone in hand, a dour expression on his face, and could have sworn he tasted bile.

			“The gringo wants to speak with you, boss,” Díaz informed him, offering the telephone.

			Carillo accepted it and raised it to his ear, as if expecting an electric shock instead of simple words. “What now?” he asked.

			“Same message as before,” the grim voice said. “My friend. I want him back.”

			“And my answer to you is still the same. I do not know him, much less where he is tonight.”

			“What if I answered half of that for you?” the caller asked. “Would that be any help?”

			“If you know where to find him—”

			“Not that part,” the caller interrupted. “I know who had him lifted from El Paso.”

			“So? And who is that?”

			“A captain with the Federal Investigative Agency. I mentioned him to you before. Remember?”

			“Sí.” Chalino Pietro, the arrogant bastard. “But speaking someone’s name is hardly proof.”

			“I heard it from his number two myself. That would be Silvio Bernal.”

			Another piece of shit, Carillo thought. He was Prieto’s bagman, strongarm, very possibly an executioner. “If you know they are kidnappers, file a charge and lock them up. You don’t need me.”

			“Did someone tell you I’m a cop, Kuno?” the gringo asked. “Would a cop be burning down your choicest properties and turning your soldiers into an endangered species?”

			“If they could, no doubt,” Carillo said.

			“And if you didn’t pay them all to look the other way.”

			“That’s simply business in Juárez, in all of Mexico.”

			“Maybe. But when Prieto had my friend kidnapped stateside, he brought no end of trouble back and dumped it on your doorstep. Think about it when I stop in at your bank. I’m planning to withdraw my whole account.”

			“You’re crazy.”

			“People keep saying that. It hasn’t slowed me down so far.”

			Already thinking past this moment, planning to send a troop of soldiers to his bank in Burórata, Carillo said, “If there was some way I could help you, make this go away—”

			“Maybe you can,” the gringo said. “Turns out Prieto’s stooges grabbed my friend by accident, when they were sent to kidnap someone else. Right now, I don’t care who or why. Word is, when Prieto saw who they brought home, he hit the roof and passed my friend off to a guy they call El Psicópata.”

			“Jesus Christ!”

			“So you’ve heard of him?”

			“Who has not, in Juárez?”

			“You track him down before I do and find my friend alive, you might earn some consideration.”

			“That may take some time,” Carillo said.

			“Take all you need,” the gringo told him. “I’ve still got lots of stops to make and fires to start.”

			“Wait, now—” Carillo began to say then realized the line was dead.

			Calle Rancho la Nutria

			Dean Jeffers sipped a beer that cost too much, watching a pair of nude Latina women simulating sex on stage, using a wing chair as their central prop and getting decent mileage out of it. Around him, men ranging in age from early twenties to midfifties clapped and cheered, some howling like coyotes at a full moon. A dozen topless waitresses manuvered between tables, taking and delivering drink orders, pausing long enough for minor fondling in full view of nasty-looking bouncers if the tips were satisfactory.

			Pretensions at the strip club began with its name: Zorro Azul—“Blue Fox” in English. Jeffers thought some of the girls on staff were foxy, true enough, but none of them were blue, the name reminding him of aged women who used blue rinse on their hair.

			Pan back for more b.s. The Blue Fox “gentleman’s club” stood on a street whose Spanish name translated into “Otter Ranch.” Jeffers supposed there might’ve been a ranch somewhere in the vicinity at one time, maybe even breeding river otters plucked out of the Rio Grande in bygone ages. But no farmland remained within Juárez these days, and you’d be hard-pressed to find otters without crossing the border for a visit to El Paso’s zoo.

			As for the larger neighborhood, whoever labeled it Pradera Dorada—“Golden Prairie”—must have been either a con man or delusional.

			No problem. Jeffers liked to get away from his job at the US Consulate sometimes, step out of his apartment in an upscale area of the city and enjoy the seamy side of Juárez. Tonight, despite his pressing workload, he had craved it more than usual.

			It seemed that everybody and his dog was on Jeffers’s case today, given the bloodshed that had started in midafternoon, surpassing what was normal for Juárez. He’d seen a recent list of cities ranked by murder rates—the kind of thing that passed through embassies around the world—and noted that Juárez ranked twentieth. That meant it logged more than eight hundred homicides per year, an average of fifty-six dead residents out of 100,000 if the actuaries had it right. Call it a tad over two killings daily, all year long.

			Today, though, all the records had been blown away. Police were still collecting bodies—forty-one and counting—with no end in sight so far.

			And for some reason Jeffers couldn’t fathom, everybody up and down the ladder of command was nagging him for answers as to why and who might be responsible.

			He understood the call from DEA headquarters back home. Jeffers was their gung-ho, go-to operator in Chihuahua, not the alpha dog, but a grunt who found things out and got things done at any cost.

			It was the other calls that had him rattled now and sparked his need to duck and cover, find a dark hole for himself where he could drink and maybe paw a little halfway willing flesh.

			First, it had been Captain Prieto who had called him—summoned him, no less—to meet Kuno Carillo and Rodolfo Garza at the Hotel Parlamento. Never mind that Jeffers should have been trying his best to have the nacotraffiantes extradited to America for trial and life on lockdown in a supermax. Jeffers hadn’t managed that, and knew he never would. Both cartel leaders paid him well and kept him looking good at headquarters by feeding him their second-string competitors.

			That meeting had been tense enough, but since then, both Carillo and Garza had phoned him privately, complaining that some unknown enemy was still raiding their labs and warehouses, dropping their so-called soldiers as if they were targets in a carny midway’s shooting gallery.

			Jeffers drained his second overpriced beer then flagged down the nearest waitress and handed her five dollars US for a chance to stroke her rear as she went off to fetch his refill. As he watched the woman thread her way through the crowd, Jeffers felt a shivering vibration in his pants, entirely unrelated to the chica’s charms.

			Cursing under his breath, he took the cell phone from his pocket and saw CP glowing at him from its LED screen.

			Damn it. Chalino Pietro again.

			Dispensing with hellos, he keyed Accept and said, “Still working on it, Captain. No news yet.”

			The oily voice came back at him. “But I have news for you.”

			“Okay, spill it.”

			“You are familiar with El Psicópata, are you not?”

			“Your local ghost, the way I understand it,” Jeffers said. “He gets the blame for slicing up a lot of women, but you-all can’t find him, if the creep even exists. Reminds me of our Slender Man up north.”

			“He’s not a ghost,” Prieto said.

			“Really? That’s what those crazy twelve-year-olds up in Wisconsin claimed, after they stabbed one of their classmates. Claimed they butchered her on orders from the Slender Man. One of them also claimed she’d talked to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Lord Voldemort.”

			“So what if they were loco?” Prieto asked. “Is their victim not dead?”

			“She’s not, in fact,” Jeffers corrected the captain. “They knifed her twenty times or something, but they couldn’t even do that right. She lived and made a full recovery.”

			“El Psicópata’s victims have not been so fortunate.”

			“And neither have the homicide detectives logging overtime to bust him.” Smiling at the waitress as she brought his beer, Jeffers handed her another fin and asked Prieto, “What’s with all this psycho business? Bottom-line it for me, Captain.”

			“I may know why Carillo and Garza are under fire.”

			“Okay. I’m listening.”

			“It’s come to my attention that a law enforcement conference was recently concluded in El Paso.”

			“Yeah, I know about it,” Jeffers said. “I dodged a bullet and my chief sent Roddy Graves, a suck-up who gets off on all that diplomatic crap. What of it?”

			“One of those attending was abducted. I do not recall the name. Some kind of administrator from your Justice Department in Washington.”

			Jeffers frowned. “I didn’t get a memo about that.”

			“Perhaps your new attorney general would like to keep it quiet, eh?”

			And then it clicked. “You think whoever this guy is, the one who got kidnapped, put all this other crap in motion?”

			He could almost see Prieto shrug at that. “All I can say for certain is that the kidnappers proved themselves incompetent.”

			“How’s that?” Jeffers asked.

			“By kidnapping the wrong man.”

			“I’m still not seeing how your local Norman Bates comes into it.”

			“Who is this Bates?” Prieto asked.

			“Forget it. Not important. What I’ve heard about the Juárez slasher, all he hunts are girls nobody seems to care that much about.”

			“They are his preference,” Prieto agreed. “But a lunatic must also live, eh? He enjoys the act of murder. Why not make a profit from it where he can?”

			“You lost me,” Jeffers replied.

			“Suppose El Psicópata hires himself out as a killer or disposal agent serving men of wealth from time to time?”

			“You mean, like the cartels?”

			“A case in point, perhaps.”

			“Why bother, when they have armies of killers as it is?”

			“Perhaps to keep from being obvious, providing the police with a diversion.”

			Jeffers thought about it. “That could work in theory, I guess. Still leaves you with the basic problem of ID, though.”

			“And if I could help with that?”

			“I’d say you don’t need me.”

			“Would it not mean advancement for an agent who could end this monster’s reign of terror in Juárez?”

			“I still work for the DEA, Captain. That’s ‘D’ for ‘drugs.’ The FBI might be able to help you out. Jack Belmont is their so-called ‘legat’ at the consulate. That’s Bureauspeak for legal attaché.”

			“And you prefer that he takes credit for recovering a missing US federale?”

			“Look, if you gave me something rock-solid, I might be able to help out.”

			“I hope so,” Prieto said. “Do you have a pen and paper, Agent Jeffers?”

			Calle Basalto

			For some reason that Bolan didn’t understand or care about, most of the streets crisscrossing in the Libertad district were named for minerals. Aside from basalt there was alabaster, chalcopyrite, cinnabar, coral and so on. Not that there were any mines or factories in evidence. The local features ran toward bars, brothels, pawnshops and the occasional facility maintained by narcotrafficantes, which had drawn Bolan to the neighborhood.

			After the ugly scene with Miguel Vergara and the FIA lieutenant he’d been forced to kill in self-defense, Bolan had tabled his attack on Kuno Carillo’s bank in favor of a Juárez Cartel target where he felt assured of finding traffickers and their soldiers at work. It was a dive appropriately called El Agujero, which translated as “The Hole.” Its stock-in-trade was an addictive buffet of drugs that guaranteed a steady clientele that came to mix and sample chemical delights whenever they had cash on hand from robberies, tricking or even selling parts of themselves, ranging from pints of blood to the occasional kidney.

			Sad to say, none of the staff or customers on site would qualify as anyone a civilized society would miss.

			For this hit, Bolan picked out the Benelli M-4 Super 90 as his lead weapon, alternating buckshot rounds and rifled slugs when he loaded the shotgun’s magazine. A shoulder holster held a Glock beneath his left arm, two spare mags beneath the right, and with the Desert Eagle on his hip, he couldn’t think of anything he’d overlooked.

			The Hole featured a neon splash outside, its name in red, above a weird abstract depiction of a mine shaft, possibly—or was it meant to be a toilet bowl with murky water circling the drain? No signage hinted at the self-destructive pleasures it conveyed, but word of mouth worked just as well and cost the operators nothing.

			Bolan thought about a back door entry then decided he would use the same street entrance favored by El Agujero’s customers. Two slouching guards out front could either try to stop him or be smart for once and run away.

			Crossing the street with the Benelli carried at port arms, Bolan was ready when the lookouts spotted him. They had five seconds, maybe less, to buy a few more days of life or let it go. Both of them preferred machismo over common sense, reaching under their baggy guayabera shirttails, seeking hidden pistols.

			At that range, twenty feet and closing, Bolan didn’t have to aim. He triggered two rounds from the scattergun, one double-aught—nine pellets, each .33-caliber—then a lead slug weighing more than half a pound. The buckshot slammed his left-hand target back against the drug club’s filthy stucco wall, enveloped by a floating mist of blood. The rifled slug punched through his partner’s chest and out the back, hurling him against the ebon-painted door with force enough to snap its lock and let him tumble back into the entryway.

			A blast of music from The Hole apparently drowned out the street noise. As he passed his first two leaking kills, Bolan saw doped-up patrons dancing to chaotic sounds that issued from an old Rock-Ola 434 Concerto jukebox, likely worth more at an auction than the club itself. Instead of golden oldies featured at the opening of the old TV show Happy Days, however, this one had been stocked with songs—if you could call them that—from shrieking death metal performers out of Europe and the States. None of it appeared to be in Spanish, but the celebrants were too far gone to care.

			Bolan’s next blasted round, more buckshot, hammered the jukebox like a wrecking ball and brought the entertainment literally to a screeching halt. Some of the dopers still kept jiggling for a few more seconds and then began to look around for explanations to the sudden ringing silence. While they tried to get a grip on present-time reality, the club’s bartender—tattooed from his hairline to his chest as far as Bolan could determine—reached under the bar and came out with an SMG that could’ve been an Ingram MAC-10 or 11, or possibly a knockoff from Brazil or South Africa.

			Whatever the label said, the weapon measured less than one foot long and would be capable of emptying its magazine in something like a second and a half. Aiming the piece was problematic, but it was the kind of “room broom” meant to clear a space of living targets in the time it took most people to realize they were about to die.

			Bolan brought the Benelli to his shoulder for this shot and slammed a solid slug into the bartender’s forehead, blowing away the back of his skull, spraying a shelf of liquor bottles and the backbar mirror with his brains. The dead man’s trigger finger clinched as he was falling, spraying thirty-odd rounds through the dazed, disoriented crowd.

			The Executioner circled around the blood-streaked bar, no other guards in evidence, and found a grungy backroom kitchen that no self-respecting sewer rat would patronize. The ancient stove burned gas and had a pilot light in lieu of an electrical ignition switch. He snatched a cup of tepid coffee from a nearby counter, doused the pilot, then turned on the gas to all four surface burners and the filthy oven down below.

			All it needed was a spark, but first Bolan went out to give The Hole’s pathetic regulars a fighting chance. He shouted in Spanish then English, “Get out!” twice. A handful started for the exit, while the rest that hadn’t suffered gunshot wounds stood gaping at him, as if waiting for the next act of a Grand Guignol performance that allowed audience participation. One of them actually started to applaud.

			Bolan shouted in both languages again. “Get out of here! The place is about to blow up!” When that warning fell on deaf ears, he fired another shotgun blast into the ceiling, bringing down acoustic tiles, and started shoving wasteoids toward the street exit.

			One stumbled past, trying to light a hand-rolled joint or cigarette, and Bolan snatched his Zippo lighter, flicking it to life and backtracking to reach The Hole’s kitchen entrance. He tossed the lighter through, made sure its flame was still burning on impact with the floor, then double-timed it to reach the street outside.

			A scrawny woman with pupils the size of dimes plucked at his sleeve. He shrugged her off and kept on going toward his RAV4, reaching it just as the night caught fire behind him, a shock wave lifting El Agujero’s roof and spewing flames into the sky.

			As Bolan settled behind the Toyota’s steering wheel, he palmed his cell phone, speed dialing Rodolfo Garza’s private number. This time Garza answered for himself, without a flunky standing in.

			“What now?” he asked.

			“Your hole’s burning,” Bolan replied. “The club, I mean.”

			“Damn you!”

			“If you want to cut this short, find me El Psicópata,” Bolan said. “Captain Chalino Prieto can likely help you out.”

			He didn’t give Garza time to answer, cutting off the call before he put the SUV in gear. Its clock told him the time was fifteen minutes shy of 1:00 a.m.

			Was Brognola still breathing? Or was Bolan’s rescue mission rolling toward the black hole of revenge?

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Calle Navojoa

			Captain Prieto had supposed—or hoped, at least—that he would never see this place again, yet there he was, called back by one of his superiors to view the site where three FIA officers lay dead, victims of murder.

			To be strictly honest, two of them—Sergeants Allende and Solana—were not lying anywhere. Both still remained as he’d last seen them still alive, handcuffed to chairs, but now slumped over with their brains blown out by point-blank pistol shots. The medical examiner and coroner had waited for him to arrive before releasing either victim from his bonds and starting a detailed examination of their wounds.

			“These burns,” the ME said to no one in particular. “Contact with some electrical device, I’d say. Some kind of prod, perhaps, or a cattle prod or a stun gun.”

			He’d been right the first time and the cattle prod—not a department-issue stun gun—was safely hidden in Prieto’s cruiser, swaddled in a towel and wedged beneath a spare tire in the trunk.

			The captain had no fear of its discovery, but he was troubled by the third corpse found in the abanonded body shop. He’d left Bernal to finish with the sergeants and dispose of them, but something—someone—had to have interrupted him. Whatever happened next could only be surmised, although Prieto had a fair idea from scoping out the scene.

			Bernal’s primary service weapon lay some twenty feet from where his corpse reposed, but he had reached his backup piece—an Astra 680 revolver with a two-inch barrel, chambered for .32 Smith & Wesson Long rounds. He’d drawn the little gun but hadn’t fired it before the intruder who’d surprised him at his chore of murder put him down.

			The real question: who had that been?

			Prieto knew it had to be someone with the capability of tracking down Bernal when he was out of touch with headquarters and cleaning up Captain Prieto’s mess. Whether Bernal was questioned prior to death—and what he might have said in a futile attempt to save himself—remained unknown.

			Prieto took for granted that the killer had not been another member of the FIA. Those who were conscious of his unofficial dealings with the city’s two contending drug cartels would give him a wide berth, the sole exception being someone from the agency’s Internal Affairs Unit. But if that were true, and the rat squad was closing in on him, why was Prieto free to move around Juárez instead of sitting in a small interrogation room downtown?

			No. There were too many corrupt officials higher on the FIA food chain than he was, and he’d served them faithfully—at least, he had before this last assignment had blown up in his face. For that Prieto blamed the two dead sergeants, useless morons that they’d been, and briefly wished he could stand over their bodies now, perhaps to kick them or to shower them with his urine in a final gesture of contempt.

			Another possibility—that someone from the FIA had stumbled onto his collaboration with El Psicópata—seemed nearly impossible. Of course, Bernal had known of the connection, but Prieto’s lieutenant was tangled up in that relationship, as well. Even if he had planned to blow the whistle on Prieto, Bernal would have wound up in a prison cell beside him, sentenced to the statutory maximum for all he’d done to keep the monster out of custody, serving Prieto’s needs and those of his cartel allies.

			Unless...

			What had Bernal revealed to the last person who’d seen him alive? Before he’d reached his backup weapon and died trying for one final shot, had he confessed his part in dealing with El Psicópata, or prehaps endeavored to heap all the blame upon his captain?

			Prieto had already tried to in vain to find the lunatic this evening. In business dealings, he had always reached El Psicópata via telephone, a number that remained in service. But the butcher wasn’t answering his urgent calls. Prieta had visited the last known address that he had for the unbalanced lady-killer, but El Psicópata had departed. The new renters didn’t even know his name, and the apartment manager complained that his late tenant had skipped out with rent unpaid, no forwarding address supplied.

			Bernal had reached him yesterday by phone, arranged to hand over the gringo whom Allende and Solana snatched by accident, but the delivery had been effected at a rest stop along MX 45, not at El Psicópata’s residence. Prieto had thought nothing of it at the time, but now he understood the lunatic was slipping out of his control, at least to the extent of making sure Prieto didn’t have his new address.

			The next step, following procedure, would have been an all-out search using the killer’s given name, if he was fool enough to use it when acquiring shelter for himself. That would take time, demanding FIA resources that were strained already with the murders of three officers now piled on top of wholesale slaughter targeting the city’s top two narcotrafficantes. As for searching on his own, unaided by his agency’s full range of tools, Prieto knew it could take months, possibly years, to find one man among the city’s 2.5 million identified inhabitants.

			How many more were out there, living in Juárez and its suburbs, trying to minimize what social scientists now called their “footprints,” working off the books or not working at all, with no phones listed in their names, no bank accounts, no taxes paid or credit cards in use, except ones they had stolen?

			Oh fuck! Even thinking of it made the captain weary, turned his stomach, but he couldn’t put it off much longer. Stalling only made things worse, and if the situation kept unraveling, Prieto knew that it could be his own head on the chopping block.

			Explanada Policía Federal

			Reluctantly, Miguel Vergara had returned to headquarters and sought out Daniela Maldonado with another plea for help. She’d stared at him as if he were insane, then couldn’t stop herself from quizzing him.

			“The dark web? Are you serious? With all the other shit going on tonight? On top of all the cartel fighting, did you know three FIA detectives have been murdered?”

			“I heard something on the radio,” he grudgingly admitted.

			“Shot down at the same address I gave you earlier, Miguel.” She kept her voice pitched low, almost a whisper, and her glare was furious.

			“I can explain that, Daniela.”

			“No! Don’t tell me, damn it! You’ve put my career at risk, Miguel. What if we both wind up in prison over this?”

			Seeing no easy out, Vergara leaned in close and said, “It’s worse than you imagine. I can’t spare the time to tell you all of it right now, but if you help me one last time, I promise—”

			“What? To rescue me from whatever it is you’ve dragged me into?”

			“Daniela, there are more lives still at stake.” Keeping it brief and cutting corners, he pressed on. “It started when an American Justice Department agent was abducted from El Paso. You won’t find his name on your computer, since his kidnappers were FIA, but they came back with the wrong man. To dispose of him, it seems they gave him to El Psicópata.”

			“What!” Maldonado railed then caught herself, glancing around and lowering her voice again. “Are you insane, Miguel?”

			“I wish it all was a fantasy, but it’s true. The two cartels aren’t killing each other—not yet, at least. Their men are being killed by a friend of the missing man. Unless I find the Psychopath soon—”

			“Oh my God! Will you listen to yourself?” Maldonado interjected. “How many policemen have been hunting him for years and getting nowhere?”

			“But I’ve got a plan they haven’t tried so far.”

			“We’re back to the dark web again?”

			Vergara nodded. “You know better than I do what happens where it’s safe from prying eyes.”

			He knew the basics. If the internet was thought of as an ocean, 5 to 10 percent of its pages were on the “surface”—that was, sites accessible to anyone without restriction, such as Google, Wikipedia, eBay and Amazon. Beyond that strata, 90 to 95 percent of legitimate pages—the “deep web” in techie parlance—required passwords or paid subscriptions for such services as email, online banking, government services and most social media content. Finally, the “dark web” comprised roughly .01 percent of all existing sites, included such black-market vendors as Silk Road, AlphaBay Market and ShadowCrew—all now defunct—along with sick porn sites, drug traffickers and, on the up side, communication networks for endangered human rights activists.

			“What do you hope to find in all that muck?” Maldonado asked.

			Trying not to smile, Vergara replied, “I think El Psicópata may have friends.”

			In fact, Maldonado had uncovered several, though it had taken time Vergara feared he could not afford to lose. Some cheered the woman-killing monster, posted photos of his crimes clearly obtained by some illegal process from police files, and encouraged him to claim more victims in disgusting ways. Among those bottom feeders, one stood out, an individual who claimed intimate knowledge of the killer but refused to share it, earning threats and insults from his dark web peers.

			 

			After more digging, Corporal Maldonado had procured an address for the ghoul who called himself El Psicópata’s greatest fan: a hovel in Colonia Medanos. Vergara now stood outside a door daubed with graffiti reading Pervertido—pervert—which was only partially expunged.

			He tried the doorbell, found that it was dead, then knocked and waited, the sound-suppressed Beretta clasped behind his back.

			The door opened a crack and one eye showing jaundiced sclera peered at him. “What do you want?” a husky voice inquired.

			“Jesús Enriquez?”

			“Never heard of him.”

			Vergara kicked the door, throwing it open and driving the man behind it backward, sprawling on the floor. The sergeant followed him, covering the shabby combination living room and kitchen with his pistol as he closed and locked the door. With his free hand, he flashed his FMP badge but concealed his ID card.

			“I’ll ask your name once more—and only once more.”

			The twentysomething occupant glanced at a coffee table where a plastic bowl of marijuana sat beside a cheap hookah and rolled his yellowed eyes. “All right,” he said, “you’ve got me. How much will it cost to make you go away?”

			Vergara stowed his bag but kept his sidearm leveled at the other’s face. “Jesús Enriquez?” he repeated.

			“Yes.” And then asked again, “How much?”

			“I’d be surprised if you have ten pesos to your name.”

			Enriquez sneered at him, starting to rise. “Do federal cops come that cheaply now?”

			Vergara took one forward step and kicked the smirking man’s face, breaking his nose and possibly a tooth or two. Since no one had emerged yet from the single bedroom or adjacent bath, the FMP sergeant assumed they were alone.

			“Son of a whore!” Enriquez sobbed, a new lisp robbing him of any menace he had once possessed.

			Vergara looked around the cluttered parlor, fast-food wrappers and take-out containers scattered everywhere except the pressed-wood coffee table, where an open laptop shared space with the tenant’s water pipe and weed. “So this is where you post your love notes to El Psicópata, eh?”

			“You must be crazy. I don’t know what you—”

			Vergara fired a round into the laptop, shattering its monitor, producing sparks. The gunshot, though not silent, made less noise than he’d produced by kicking in the dump’s front door. Colonia Medanos was a neighborhood where residents might spy on those who lived around them, but they stayed well out of sight whenever trouble came calling.

			“What the hell!” Enriquez howled, still spitting blood. He shut up as Vergara’s pistol swung back toward his battered face.

			“To save time,” Vergara said, “I’ll tell you what I know. You’ve either been in contact with El Psicópata using that—” he gestured toward the dead laptop “—or you pretend to be. Which is it?”

			“Screw you, pig!”

			“As you wish.”

			Vergara fired a round into the swaybacked sofa just behind Enriquez, the Parabellum bullet passing close enough to singe the punk’s left ear.

			“Jesus Christ!”

			“He’ll be no help to you,” Vergara said. “I still have fourteen bullets left. How many fragile joints do you suppose are in your body?”

			“I have my rights!”

			“Of course. Start with your left knee, then?”

			“Wait! Please! Just tell me what you want.”

			“I’ve asked you once. Have you made contact with El Psicópata? Yes or no?”

			“Yes. That’s not to say I’ve met him face-to-face, understand?”

			“Meaning what?” Vergara asked.

			“There is a message board devoted to his art,” Enriquez replied. “If posters on the site impress him as sincere, sometimes he corresponds with them.”

			“Email?”

			The ruined face bobbed up and down in the affirmative. “I haven’t saved the messages, you understand. They are...”

			“Incriminating?”

			“Private. Intimate.”

			Vergara thought of ending this with one more shot. Instead he said, “So that is all you know? Just what some crazy man writes to you online?”

			“Well...um...with photographs.”

			“Police photos of crime scenes?”

			Enrique shook his head. “Digital shots only the artist could have taken for himself.”

			“But you’ve deleted them, as well?”

			“I hated to, but thought it only wise.”

			Sick bastard, Vergara thought but said, “So you have never met him and have no way to contact him besides email?”

			“Um...”

			“Answer me quickly, asshole!”

			“I do have his home address.”

			“Explain.”

			“He writes behind a screen name, obviously. The Lady Killer—El dama asesina.”

			“You’re joking.”

			Enriquez shrugged, made no reply.

			“How does that tell you where he lives?” Vergara asked.

			“He uses Javascript to mask his server’s address by encrypting it and redirecting searches to a blind web site. It works all right, but only to a point. And I—” Enriquez flashed him a bloodied smile “—have substantial skill at breaking codes.”

			“Get to the bottom line.”

			“Okay. It took nearly a week of searching part-time, but I traced his emails to the actual IP address. From there, it was a simple matter to locate the street address he was writing from.”

			“You never went there,” Vergara prompted, “even just to see him from a distance?”

			“Good God no! I wanted to, of course, but...have you read the novel Hannibal by any chance?”

			“Who has the time?”

			“You should make time,” Enriquez told him. “The last line tells us ‘We can only learn so much and live.’”

			“You were afraid.”

			“Wouldn’t you be?”

			“But not afraid of children, eh?”

			“I don’t know what you’ve heard but—”

			“Five arrests charging sexual abuse, with four dismissed because the victims wouldn’t testify. You got off easy on the fifth one, too, and only served two years.”

			“The case was thrown out on appeal.”

			“Write down El Psicópata’s name and address for me, pedophile.”

			“And we can forget about this, then?”

			“I’ll never think of you again.”

			Enriquez crawled over to the coffee table on all fours, retrieved a pen and a scrap of paper, scribbled on it briefly and then handed it to Vergara. Enriquez would win no prize for penmanship, but it was legible enough.

			“If I find out that you were lying to me...”

			“It’s correct. I solemnly swear.”

			“Good,” Vergara replied and shot him in the head. Leaving, he told the corpse, “No more children for you.”

			Vista de Carichi

			Bolan cruised the neighborhood whose streets were named according to a theme, most tagged “vistas,” meaning a view of this or that. Some translated with ease. Vista la Arboleta was “view of the grove,” though Bolan couldn’t spot one. Otherwise, the views referred to—Carichi, Guachochi and Tomachic, whatever—were beyond his skill at translating and didn’t matter anyway.

			His target, with midnight gone and another day beginning in darkness, was a bordello operated as a sideline by the Sinaloan mob in Ciudad Juárez. Prostitution was legal under federal law, sanctioned by statute in thirteen of Mexico’s thirty-one states, with “tolerance zones” ignored by police in most major cities, though pimping was formally banned nationwide. Federal shelters existed for retired prostitutes, and a state-run brothel operated at the Zona Galáctica in Tuxtla Gutiérrez, state capital of Chiapas.

			Despite that general acceptance, social workers and some rare police complained of child prostitution—with 20,000 victims identified at the last census—human trafficking and sexual slavery targeting homeless youths of both sexes and young female migrants. Outfits like the Sinaloa and Juárez cartels ignored statutory age limits for sex workers, along with pimping bans, by paying off police at city, state and fedearal levels.

			But their payoffs wouldn’t buy them sanctuary from the Executioner.

			Early in Bolan’s one-man war against the Mafia at home, he had discovered that the trick to raiding brothels was elimination of their strong-arm and managers, coupled with property destruction, while avoiding any undue injury to inmates. For this strike against the Satin Blossom—or La Rosa Satinada on its neon sign—he chose the MP-5K submachine gun, backed up by the Desert Eagle and one of his Glocks, plus spare mags all around in case the joint had more guards working overnight than would be normal in more settled times.

			He parked his SUV a block north of the whorehouse then circled around through wooded grounds to come in from the rear. There was a lone guard on the back door, puffing on a joint, distracted by his buzz when Bolan plugged him with the muffled Glock and helped himself to the dead lookout’s AKS-74U carbine with a folding stock and two 30-round magazines clamped side-by-side in “jungle style.”

			Cocking the piece, he pushed in through the unlocked door and went to work.

			First thing, he met a shooter carrying a mug of coffee for his friend outside, who wouldn’t need it anymore. A 3-round burst of 5.45 mm full-metal-jacket rounds punched the gunman over backward, sloshing the hot java in his face, already dead and heedless of the burn. The shots prompted a woman’s scream somewhere above him and then a stampede down the stairs as reinforcements scrambled to repel invaders.

			Bolan didn’t know who they expected, but he met them with the stuttering Kalashnikov, chopping down three more soldiers before they got a shot off in reply. Scanning the ground floor then the second-story landing, Bolan saw no more defenders, so he started shouting, “Get out of the house!” in English and Spanish, emptying one of the AK’s magazines into the nearby wall for emphasis. When people started stirring from the upstairs cribs, he raised a cry of “Fire! Run for your lives!”

			Most of the women coming down were nude or nearly so, their johns looking like men who woke up late for work and ran out of the house minus their trousers. One was in his stocking feet, carrying cowboy boots in one hand while the other held a rolled-brim hat over his groin.

			Bolan switched AK magazines, prepared to deal with any straggling guards, but none appeared. When thirty-odd hookers and clients had evacuated the premises, he went looking for the brothel’s kitchen, hoping for a replay of the fire he’d started at El Agujero earlier. The stove here was more modern, with no pilot light in evidence, so Bolan ripped its gas line from the wall and left it hissing while he wadded up two linen tablecloths, set them on fire, and dropped them in the middle of the kitchen floor.

			When gas met flame, he’d have another blaze devouring syndicate property and yet another warning call to make.

			He ditched the AK, passing through the brothel’s public room and out into the night. The cell phone was already in his hand, Bolan prepared to dial, when it lit up and buzzed for an incoming call. Miguel Vergara’s number showed up on the screen.

			“Sergeant.”

			Vergara got straight to the point. “I have El Psicópata’s name and home address.”

			“Text me the details,” Bolan said. “I’m on my way.”

			Calle Pavo Real

			Dean Jeffers slipped off the brass knuckles, rinsed them clean of blood under the kitchen faucet in his former criminal informant’s two-room studio apartment in the Lomas de Morelos neighborhood. He used a threadbare towel to dry the knucks and then repeated the procedure with his hands, hot water this tme, just in case.

			Jeffers had no reason to believe his stoolie carried AIDS or any other dreaded disease, but in Juárez these days, who really knew?

			His CI, Carlos Jarabo, was a small-time producer of porn videos that never made it into shops serving the general public. Ask anybody from the FBI and they would tell you there was no such thing as snuff films, but a few months spent abroad, poking around in murky corners where the sunlight rarely shone, would clue a wise man into the grim truth.

			Anything a person could imagine, decency be damned, would have a following if you looked long and hard enough. In parts of Asia, individuals with ample cash on hand could buy a ringside seat to murder—or participate themselves, if they could front the asking price. For those who dealt with death at arm’s length, there were always videos available, and even audio recordings for the ghouls who’d lost their eyesight while retaining their bloodlust.

			About thirty years ago, Lawrence “Pilers” Bittaker and Roy Norris, the tag team who’d kidnapped and murdered five young women in Southern California, recorded their atrocities on tape. Today, with Larry on death row and Roy pulling a jolt of life without parole, those audio recordings were securely under lock and key at Quantico, employed as teaching tools for future profilers.

			Make that supposedly secure. In fact, Jeffers could name the owners of at least three bootleg copies, information picked up from adventures in the drug trade, and it stood to reason there were more out there, floating around the perverts’ underground.

			So, back to Carlos Jarabo. Rumors circulating through Juárez suggested that if he wasn’t acquainted with El Psicópata personally, he knew someone else who was. Most rumors of that kind weren’t worth the air that carried them, but Jeffers knew Jarabo well enough to peg him as the kind of lowlife who would stop at nothing in pursuit of private thrills and chills.

			He’d dropped in unannounced on the man, edged around the question for a few minutes and then got down to brass tacks. When Jarabo pleaded ignorance, the lie was in his shifty eyes, so Jeffers shifted to the knucks. It still took time, and when he’d finished, Mama Jarabo wouldn’t have recognized her baby boy, but the informant could still talk—well, sort of—and he’d spilled the beans at last.

			Leaving his cell phone in his pocket, Jeffers used the same hand towel to make a call from Jarabo’s landline. Let it show up on the CI’s bill if anybody looked for it. He didn’t give a rip.

			The phone that he was calling rang four times, a busy night for all concerned, before Captain Prieto curtly answered, “Talk!”

			“It’s me.”

			“Ah, Señor—”

			“No names, Captain, eh?”

			“Of course. What do you have for me?”

			“A name and address,” Jeffers answered. “What’s it worth?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Pemex District

			“You want something to eat?” the madman asked Brognola.

			Thinking of all he had seen and heard so far, followed by noises and aromas emanating from the upstairs kitchen, he suppressed his gag reflex and managed to reply. “I’ll pass.”

			“You’re not hungry, eh? It is important to keep up your strength for what may lie before you.”

			Like that changes a thing, Brognola thought. And said, “Means more for you.”

			“You are too kind. And it’s delicious, if I do say so myself. The mortal sin of pride, perhaps.”

			Perched on a stool before his workbench, with a heaping paper plate in one hand and the other brandishing a plastic implement some fast-food joints were pleased to call a “spork,” the lunatic dug in. Manners be damned, he wouldn’t shut up even as he ate.

			“Mmm, you are missing something, my friend. We have rice cooked to perfection and delicious refried beans, plus roasted meat seasoned with a secret mixture of spices that I devised myself.”

			“Yeah,” Brognola said. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

			His tormentor looked blank for a moment then burst out in laughter, nearly spraying masticated food across the floor in front of him. When that had passed he said, “You’re quite the comedian. Do friends at home salute you for it?”

			“Not so much,” Brognola said.

			“Ah, they are fools. You think I am a cannibal perhaps? I eat the sacrifices? It’s funny that you think of me as such a savage.”

			“Right,” Brognola said. “Imagine that.”

			“Funnier still, if that was true, believing I would waste sweet flesh on you, who clearly lack sophistication enough to make the most of it, appreciating such a priceless gift.”

			“So, you have tried it, then?” the big Fed asked.

			A shrug. “What can I say? I have weaknesses. I’m only human, after all.”

			Brognola didn’t feel the laughter coming on, but there it was, a gusher of hilarity he couldn’t hold inside. It made his battered ribs ache, brought tears to his eyes. He strained against his bonds, forgetting for an instant that he was restrained, trying to sit up and prevent himself from choking as he lost it absolutely.

			On his high stool, the admitted sometime cannibal began to laugh along, enjoying it at first, but when Brognola couldn’t stop, the killer’s face grew deadpan then devolved into a scowl.

			“That is enough,” he said. “Stop now.”

			Which, naturally, only set Brognola laughing harder, his body convulsing within the limits of the straps that held him down. God help him, it was funnier than anything he’d seen or heard in ages, longer than he could remember.

			Finally, snarling with rage, his keeper leaped up from the stool and hurled his plate of food at Brognola, rice, beans and seasoned roast of something spattering his face and chest. Almost before he realized it, the sadistic deviate had snatched a long knife from the workbench and was rushing toward him.

			Hey, was that a kukri, like the Nepali Gurkhas used in combat, having vowed that once the blade was drawn, they wouldn’t slip it back into its sheath till it had tasted blood?

			Now the curved blade was against his Adam’s apple. Brognola could feel its razored edge as his crazed keeper started shouting at him. “Stop it! You dare to laugh at me, you American prick? Stop it now! Silence or I will—”

			“What?” Brognola’s voice cut through the screwball’s rage. “What will you do? Kill me? Go ahead! It’s what you’ve planned from the beginning, right? The only way a thing like you can get it up?”

			With an ear-splitting scream, the psycho killer raised his kukri overhead like a woodsman about to split a log.

			Brognola closed his eyes, waited for death—but nothing happened.

			When he dared look again, the butcher stood with shoulders slumped, as if exhausted. He replaced his weapon on the bench, moved off into a corner of the basement that Brognola couldn’t see, and came back with a plastic mop bucket on wheels.

			“Look at the mess you’ve made,” he said. “I hate to waste good food. When I am finished here—”

			Above them, barely audible, a doorbell chimed.

			Canuto Castro

			Bolan spotted Miguel Vergara’s Volkswagen Clásico parked at curbside and nosed up behind him, dousing the RAV4’s headlights. The sergeant met him in the street between their vehicles, lights from a nearby oil refinery contending with the wan glow of a waning moon. Scanning the oilfield and discovering no homes in sight, he asked Vergara, “So, where is it?”

			“Two blocks farther on, around the next corner. I thought it better for your friend if we did not drive up and park outside.”

			Assuming Hal was even still alive.

			Instead of voicing that, Bolan replied, “Okay. What are we looking at?”

			“An old two-story house,” Vergara answered, “with a basement underneath.”

			“You saw that from the street, just driving by?”

			“I have a friend at headquarters who knows computers better than I ever will. The blueprints have been digitized, she says.”

			“And this Lalo Posada? How sure are you that he’s our guy?”

			“El Psicópata? I managed to persuade a guy who admires him to give up the name and address.”

			Bolan understood that psycho killers often had fan clubs these days. The antisocial media was overrun with them, cheering the killers on while they were still at large, sending them mash notes, treats and proposals of marriage once they were locked up. Another symptom of society imploding, said some pundits like the ghouls who gathered to applaud a would-be jumper in the final moments of his life on a high ledge.

			“When you say an admirer, could this other guy be an accomplice?” Bolan asked.

			Vergara shook his head. “No nerve for it. He was a child molester with delusions of advancing to another plane.”

			“Was?”

			“Accidents will happen, eh?”

			Bolan let that pass, didn’t ask and didn’t want to know. “I only need a second with my gear,” he said. “Did you bring anything along?”

			“Indeed.”

			Vergara retreated to his car while Bolan buckled on his pistols, took the Steyr from its duffel bag behind the driver’s seat but didn’t bother with grenades this time. He’d finished putting on a bandoleer of extra magazines just as Vergara came back carrying a Spectre M-4 submachine gun.

			“This, and my pistol, should be all I need,” he said.

			“Suits me.”

			They moved off from the cars, crossing waste ground outside an eight-foot fence with razor wire on top, a hedge against intruders on the Pemex oilfield. Bolan’s first glimpse of the target two-story revealed no neighbors on the street as far as he could see.

			“Guy likes his privacy,” Bolan remarked.

			“He needs it,” Vergara said. “Also, from my friend at work I know a little of the history behind this house. When Pemex started buying up the land to drill on, one old man refused to sell. He had a fortune in his own right, and they couldn’t buy him off. As a condition of his will, he barred inheritance by any relative who ever sold the property.”

			Determination, Bolan thought, or just an overload of spite.

			The pumping derricks all around them, some within a hundred yards or less of the old house, provided noise and stench enough to guarantee no passersby would notice any screaming from inside, especially if it occurred below ground level. There was irony at work here: when the company had tried to drive a stubborn local from his home, they had unwittingly prepared the perfect future hideout of El Psicópata.

			“What’s the word on this Posada character?” Bolan asked.

			“Nothing that would appear significant,” Vergara said. “An orphan out of Zacatecas, about twelve hundred miles south of Juárez. Orphaned by a house fire at an early age, raised in state facilities and foster homes until the state gave up on him at seventeen.”

			“Abused?”

			Vergara shrugged. “No record of it, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”

			“A history of violence?”

			“The fourth and next to last of his appointed homes burned down, killing the parents and two children of their own, while Lalo managed to escape. Coincidence? Who knows. From there, he left no record moving north to reach Chihuahua, where it seems he’s found his calling.”

			“Killing women.”

			“With a sideline in disposal for whoever meets his price, apparently.”

			Bolan possessed a working knowledge of how childhood trauma twisted some kids into monsters, growing up to replicate and far surpass the helpless suffering they had endured. He understood, but it was no excuse. For every psychopath who spun out of a miserable childhood, hundreds—make that thousands—more survived to find a niche within society, whether as criminals or politicians, cheating husbands or monastic priests, used car salesmen or scientific geniuses.

			When it came down to molding future adults, there was no one-size-fits-all.

			A block out from the grim old house, Bolan said, “I don’t know whether my friend’s alive or not, whether he’s even here. If we don’t find him, then I need to ask some questions, and a dead man can’t answer.”

			“Do what you must,” Vergara said. “But I have to tell you, I don’t wish to die tonight because un loco doesn’t want to speak with you.”

			“Agreed.”

			“And if you have a chance to question him? If his response is unsatisfactory?”

			“Same end, no matter what he says or doesn’t say,” Bolan replied. “El Psicópata’s going down tonight.”

			Calle Aluvial

			Captain Prieto parked his cruiser two blocks north of his intended destination, on a street named for detritus left behind by flowing water. Like so many other thoroughfares around Juárez, the name seemed to have been plucked from a hat, with no regard to the geography or any other relevant factor.

			If Prieto had his way, all streets without exception would be tagged with letters of the alphabet or simple numbers, based upon direction. That was more convenient for police, instead of making them keep street directories on hand or trying to find an address on computers in their cars.

			Before leaving his vehicle, the captain reached into the glove compartment—who wore gloves these days, or even owned a pair, except to complement dress uniforms?—and lifted out his throwaway weapon, a .380 AMT Backup automatic pistol that he’d confiscated from a gringo tourist some months back. He’d use his Jericho 941 to put El Psicópata down then fire a round or two out of the smaller weapon, wipe his prints off and plant some of his target’s on the piece before he called it in to headquarters.

			No sweat, as the Americans liked to say. He’d pulled this trick more than a dozen times before, using a firearm or a knife that was untraceable to him. No questions had been asked so far, nor was Prieto fearful of an inquiry this time. Mexican law entitled officers to fire at any fleeing suspects, regardless of the crime allegedly involved. If any armed civilian threatened a policeman, no significant inquiry would occur before the shooting was deemed justifiable. And if the ventilated corpse turned out to be El Psicópata...well, Prieto might well be in line for a promotion.

			He approached Lalo Posada’s lair through darkness, no lampposts along the street where his intended victim’s house stood on its own. Whatever happened there was best conducted in the dark, and so, appropriately, would the monster’s story end.

			Prieto wasn’t worried about booby traps as he approached the house. Posada treasured privacy, but he wasn’t crazy enough to lay out snares of any kind on Pemex property. One roughneck injured, much less killed, would bring the police down upon him in a flash, to pacify the company. Once inside his den, they would no doubt uncover evidence enough to lock him up for sixty years on each count of premeditated murder they could prove. Even with sentences running concurrently, he’d be an old man before he breathed free air again, assuming he survived for any length of time inside.

			This way was best for all concerned, Captain Prieto thought. Better for him, of course; better for all of Juárez at large, and better even for the tortured soul of Lalo Posada. As for the American whom Prieto’s idiotic sergeants had abducted by mistake, he’d enter history as the last victim of El Psicópata, tragically murdered just before his would-be rescuer arrived.

			The only hitch would be explaining why Prieto hadn’t called for backup, but he had a story that should cover his apparent lapse of judgment. He would plead an emergency that, by its very definition, had prevented him from following procedural guidelines. While working overtime on the cartel murders around Juárez, he’d stumbled onto evidence of a kidnapped American being held and under threat of death. Upon arrival at the scene, there’d been no time for him to summon reinforcements, much less a negotiating team.

			He would, of course, be more surprised than anyone to learn that the kidnapper was in fact El Psicópata. Who could even calculate the odds of that? It was regrettable that the sadistic ghoul had slain his final victim moments before Prieto arrived to take him by surprise, but then he’d drawn a pistol and, as some forgotten scribe once wrote, the rest was history.

			A medal for Captain Prieto? Surely not, when he had only done his duty as required by law...but if the president and the FIA’s commissioner insisted, who was he, a humble public servant, to insult them by refusing?

			Some fifty yards out from the house, Prieto stopped to double-check his Jericho 941. It had a live round in the chamber, twelve more in its magazine, ready to fire in double-action mode as soon as he applied a trigger pull. Unless he scored a lethal head shot first time out, Prieto planned on firing half a dozen .40 Smith & Wesson rounds to finish off his prey.

			And who could blame him, when he was confronted with a pistol in a madman’s grasp?

			The old house had a covered wooden porch running the full length of its street façade. Prieto climbed over a railing at the north end, nearly toppling backward when the rail wobbled under his weight, its ancient nails nearly eaten away by rust. He caught himself at the last second, landing on one knee and cursing as the warped boards groaned beneath his sudden weight.

			He froze there for a moment, one hand on his holstered pistol’s butt, alert to any signs of life inside the house, but there were none.

			A flaw in his plan struck Prieto then. What if Posada wasn’t home? Suppose he’d gone out for the evening, the gringo hostage long since dead and buried somewhere safe, perhaps after Posada torched the corpse to forestall recognition? If his scheme came down to nothing and evaporated, then what?

			Then nothing.

			The captain planned to wait all night if necessary, either hidden in the house or masked by shadows on the nearby grounds, until Posada finally returned. It wasn’t like El Psicópata held a normal job to fill the time he didn’t spend hunting and killing. Even something menial—a janitor or garbage man—would interfere with his pursuit of pleasure on the dark side.

			Try the doorbell, Prieto thought. If it doesn’t work, then knock. Think positively and be ready when the dead man walking shows himself.

			Crossing the porch with greater confidence, Captain Prieto jabbed the doorbell with his thumb.

			 

			“I’m coming!” Lalo Posada shouted as the doorbell rang a second time. “I’m coming!” He had never tried the bell before, and now wished he’d disconnected it upon taking possession of the house. Why had he just assumed that it was broken?

			Moving through the kitchen, where the basement stairs were hidden by a door resembling the entrance to a broom closet, he detoured past a free-standing butcher-block table. Lifting a chef’s knife with a nine-inch blade out of the rack there, he tucked it behind him, between the waistband of his trousers and his woven leather belt.

			Posada reached the parlor, saw a man-size shadow through the front door’s pane of frosted glass. The hour was preposterous for visitors, even if he had occupied a normal residential street with neighbors all around. Out where he lived, with nothing but oil wells and scrawny cottontail rabbits for company, he would have said the odds against an unexpected stranger dropping by were astronomical.

			And yet...

			Who knew where to locate him in Juárez? The Realtor from whom he’d bought the house, of course. But he had known Posada as “Lalo Pobrito,” full payment for the property in cash eliminating any need for credit checks or or other scrutiny of his background.

			At least two federal agents knew what Posada was, one of them having come close to arresting him before they’d struck a deal of mutual convenience. That said, he’d changed his residence without informing them, under the alias he’d given to his Realtor, and when the police had fresh work for him these days—as with the gringo tied down in his basement now—they got in touch with him by phone, for meetings on some neutral ground. Posada had taken pains to drive a freshly stolen car each time they met, taking extreme care against being followed afterward.

			So who in hell was at his door, ringing the bell?

			The front door’s frosted glass distorted images, preventing any clear glimpse of a person standing on the other side. Approaching it across the dark parlor, Posada had no fear of being recognized. If enemies had found him, in defiance of all odds, they could shoot him despite the front door being shut, but from his early childhood onward, he had expected to die violently. He had no fear of Hell or hope of Heaven, only certainty that death meant ultimate oblivion.

			Standing a yard back from the door, he asked, “Who’s that?”

			The voice that answered him was recognizable at once. “Captain Prieto. Open up!”

			Posada had a choice now: flee out through the back or stay and fight. He’d grown tired of running as a child, except in the pursuit of human game.

			He opened the front door, smiling. “Captain! What brings you out at this hour?”

			“Time means so little in my line of work,” Prieto answered. “We should speak inside.”

			Not asking Posada; telling him what he had to do in his own house.

			Still smiling, he stepped aside to let the captain pass, closing the door and latching it without giving Prieto any chance to see the knife behind his back. “Tequila?” he suggested, “or mezcal?”

			Prieto shook his head and answered, “Nothing for me.”

			“Then straight to business,” Posada said, “whatever that might be.”

			“The American taken from El Paso. What’s become of him?”

			“Nothing yet,” Posada answered. “But his time is short. He’s just downstairs if you desire to question him.”

			“You’ve done nothing with him so far?” Prieto seemed surprised.

			“I had other commitments, but he’s next up on my list. Perhaps you’d like to watch?”

			Prieto’s flickering expression of disgust told Posada everything he had to know about the captain. While Prieto might have killed, even repeatedly, disguising it as “duty,” he did not possess the nerve or stomach for Posada’s kind of sacrifice.

			“Now that you mention it, Lalo,” Prieto said, “there is something that I should ask him.”

			“As you wish.”

			“How do we reach the basement?”

			“Through the kitchen, straight ahead. Open the first door on your left.”

			“Perhaps you’d show me?”

			“After you,” Posada replied. “You see the kitchen entrance just ahead?”

			“This door?”

			“The very one.” Posada braced for anything, wondering if the captain was a fool.

			He trailed Prieto to the kitchen, watched him look around as if expecting horrors strewed across the butcher-block and counters. Idiot. They awaited him downstairs.

			“This door?” the captain asked him, glancing back over his left shoulder.

			“The very one. There is a light switch just beyond. Be careful on the stairs.”

			Prieto pulled the door open and found the switch then hesitated on the threshold. “What’s that stench?”

			“The smell? Oh, I’ve grown used to it. A faulty sump extractor in need of repair.”

			“Uh-huh.” Prieto started down the narrow wooden staircase, one hand on its rail, the other trying to be unobtrusive as it slipped inside his jacket.

			Posada stood one step behind him and above. His left hand found a toggle switch and flipped it, setting off a pandemonium of flashing strobes and deafening music from below. The captain tried to save himself, drawing a pistol as he half turned on the stairs, but he hadn’t reckoned on Posada’s speed as the man kicked his upper chest and sent Prieto somersaulting backward down the stairs.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Bolan and Vergara heard the racket start when they were thirty-odd yards from their target. Saw it, too, via flashing lights of some kind from inside the house, set back some distance from the front door and its curtained windows. Bolan knew that Mexico had raves, just like the States, but why El Psicópata would be throwing one at home, well past the witching hour, was beyond him.

			Anyway, he clearly had no neighbors to offend with things like strobes, music cranked up to wake the dead, or tortured screams.

			“Hurry!” Vergara said. “This can’t be good.”

			“Agreed, but watch for traps regardless. This guy’s crazy, not stupid.”

			Mounting the porch, they closed in on the front door, treading cautiously and half expecting the next board one of them stepped on to collapse, revealing spikes or deadly snakes below. When that didn’t happen, Bolan took the lead, kicking the front door in with force enough to rip its dead bolt free and send long cracks like lightning flashes snaking out across the pane of frosted glass.

			More flashing on the inside as they cleared the threshold, Bolan ducking as he entered, just in case the tenant had prepared a trap gun for unwanted guests, maybe rigging an ax or sledgehammer to swoop down from one side and crush or sever skulls.

			But nothing. Just the hellish noise, much louder now that they had walls around them and a ceiling overhead. It was like plodding through the inside of a giant amplifier, almost deafening. The strobes weren’t blinding yet, but Bolan saw that they were coming from downstairs, erupting from an open door in what he took to be the kitchen, much like nonstop muzzle-flashes from a music video whose sound track was recorded at Damnation Studios.

			He had a mental picture of El Psicópata dancing to the music while he worked on Brognola, caught up in some kind of maniacal frenzy, part Saturnalia, part feeding frenzy, then snapped out of it a heartbeat later.

			Use his proper name, Bolan thought. He’s Lalo Posada, and he’s only human, even if he’s off-the-chart insane.

			Bolan paused once again, outside the kitchen entrance, pretty sure by now there were no booby traps inside the house, but needing to make sure. He checked quickly for tripwires, found none, and was forced to raise his voice over the blaring songs as he warned Vergara, “Be prepared for anything downstairs.”

			The sergeant nodded, raised his SMG so that its muzzle pointed toward the spackled and discolored kitchen ceiling, index finger pressed against the Spectre M-4’s trigger guard in preparation.

			Bolan reached the open doorway, with a flight of stairs descending from it into chaos. He considered looking for a switch to kill the sound-and-light show, but decided not to waste the time. Whatever might be going on downstairs, he guessed it had to be bad news for Brognola—unless the man from Justice was already dead, maybe sectioned and packed into a freezer, or planted somewhere in the desert that surrounded Ciudad Juárez.

			He didn’t want Helen Brognola to get that news.

			The stairs felt solid as he started down into the man-made maelstrom, but he tested each step individually, wary of one set up to pivot under human weight and pitch a trespasser headlong onto the concrete floor below. When none of them had buckled on him by the time he reached the halfway point, Bolan sped up a little, conscious of Miguel Vergara looming behind him, two or three risers higher up.

			Over the blaring music—or behind it, call it background noise—Bolan heard scuffling and a man’s voice swearing in Spanish. He understood most of it—hijo de perra and chinga tu madre—but didn’t get the rest. He was too busy wondering if there were two men fighting, was the second Hal Brognola or some other player Bolan knew nothing about?

			Canuto Castro

			“Turn here,” Rodolfo Garza ordered his driver. “Quick, don’t miss it!”

			“Which way, boss?” asked the wheelman, slowing Garza’s black Mercedes-Benz GLC SUV with gentle pressure on its brake pedal.

			“Which way?” Garza snapped at him. “To the left, you idiot! Do you see any roads off to the right?”

			“No, boss. I am so sorry.”

			“Turn, damn it! Turn and shove your ‘sorry’ up your ass!”

			While his driver powered through the left-hand turn, Garza craned his neck and looked beyond the back seat gunners to see other headlights trailing them. The next vehicle was a Lexus LX 450d, also black, with six soldiers packed inside. The last in line, bearing four passengers besides the driver, was a midsize BMW X5 SUV—and black again, the only color Garza purchased.

			So, sixteen shooters, counting Garza, who was carrying a SIG SG 553 assault rifle and wearing a Browning BDM pistol sheathed in a leather holster underneath his left arm. Whatever happened in the next few minutes, he had left nothing to chance.

			The money-grubbing DEA worm, Dean Jeffers, had phoned him with El Psicópata’s birth name and address, first asking five grand for what he’d referred to as the “favor,” telling Garza that if he was quick enough to kill the crazy bastard and retrieve his hostage still alive, it might earn Garza some “goodwill” from the US federal authorities. That sounded like a crock of shit, but this Lalo Posada lunatic was at the root of all his recent losses. Garza would be happy to eradicate him from the planet.

			Fast or slow, it hardly mattered to him—though, in truth, he would have loved to keep El Psicópata wide awake and screaming for a week, at least, before ending the misery he so richly deserved.

			“Is this the place, boss?” his driver asked.

			“How would I know?” Garza replied. “You think I recognize the house? Maybe I drove myself out here for cake and coffee sometime? Christ! Since it is the only house within a mile, you may be right, Plutarco. Kill the headlights!”

			Picking up a walkie-talkie from the console to his left, Garza passed the order to the vehicles behind him. “Headlights off. No shooting unless fired upon, or at my order.”

			Confirmation came back from the Lexus and the BMW in turn. Garza imagined weapons being cocked, safeties released, with every man alert to danger now.

			The action should start any moment, Garza reasoned, unless Jeffers had lied to him, believing he could cheat him with impunity. If that turned out to be the case, God help the bastard. The fate El Psicópata could have dealt him would pale beside the suffering Garza would inflict upon Jeffers if the man had deceived him.

			But before that, he would have a look inside El Psicópata’s murder house and find out for himself. As for returning the kidnapped American, Garza was indifferent. Whether the man was alive or dead meant less than nothing to him, just as long as he wasn’t accused of the assassination. And how could he be, when blame would fall upon the lunatic Posada?

			Garza’s vehicles were running without lights as they pulled up and stopped outside the ghoul’s retreat. The narco boss scrambled out of his Mercedes, index finger on the trigger of his SIG assault rifle, his soldiers lining up on either side of him. From where he stood, Garza could see the front door yawning open, its lock shattered by a powerful impact. Music of some kind blasted from within the dwelling, not the lilting mariachi strains Garza preferred, but heavy metal hammering that set his teeth on edge.

			“What’s this?” one of his men inquired. “A goddamn dance party?”

			“Crazy songs for a crazy bastard,” said another.

			“Shut up!” Garza snapped. “Be on alert for anything, understand? Julio and Hector, take the lead.”

			The chosen two exchanged glances then moved to mount the dwelling’s porch and make their way inside without complaint. When no gunshots or screams rang out above the throbbing music, Garza chose three more to follow his point men.

			“Luis, Fernando and Joaquín, you follow them,” he ordered. Once those three had cleared the open doorway without any gunfire greeting them, he said, “Good. Come on with me, the rest of you. If there’s any firing, mark your targets clearly. I don’t want you shooting one another.”

			Surrounded by ten of his best gunmen, Garza crossed the porch and waited while three more preceded him across the threshold. His ears pulsed in time to the repugnant music, while the flashing lights—closer and brighter now—left glowing pinpricks on his retinas.

			“It’s coming from below,” one of his men said, voice raised to be heard above the riotous, atonal din.

			A basement, Garza thought. Where better for a night crawler to hide?

			 

			After he kicked Captain Prieto down the basement stairs, Lalo Posada hurried down behind him, brandishing his chef’s knife. He could feel the stairs as he descended, but could not hear them, the raging sounds of Brujeria battering around inside his skull, lead vocalist Juan Brujo bellowing the lyrics of “Viva Presidente Trump.” Other death metal bands collected on the compact disc included Transmetal, Shub Niggurath, Unholier, Blood Reaping, Ravager and Cenotaph—but all Posada had in mind just now was death.

			Crumpled where he had landed at the bottom of the stairs, Prieto had his pistol drawn but hadn’t found a target, dazed by impact with the concrete and the blitz assault upon his senses from loudspeakers set in all four corners of the basement. Recognition in his rheumy eyes told Posada that the captain had spotted him, so he launched himself, plummeting toward the twisted ragdoll figure below.

			One of his feet scored a direct hit on Prieto’s torso, ribs cracking, the other missing by a few inches just as the captain tried to fend him off. A shot roared in the stairwell, scorching Posada’s left thigh, but he thought that was only from the muzzle-flash, not impact from a slug. He slashed down with his long knife, but Prieto raised his left arm at the same time, squealing as the blade sheared through his forearm, stuck briefly between the radius and ulna then ripped free again.

			Blood sprayed across Posada’s face and chest, spurting from Prieto’s severed radial artery, or possibly the ulnar. To El Psicópata, it felt like a warm shower or a fresh spring rain. There was no time to relish it, however, as the wounded man’s gun was wobbling back into alignment with Posada’s face.

			The knife slashed down again, slicing across tendons, severing the right-hand radial and ulnar arteries this time. More blood exploded from the gash, Prieto wailing nearly incoherent curses as he felt the pistol slipping from his spastic fingers.

			Posada vaulted from his crouch astride the captain’s chest, landed upright on the concrete, catching just a quick glimpse of his captive on the operating table before he turned back to grab Prieto’s hair with his free hand. The captain tried to struggle, but both arms were virtually useless to him now and kicking at the stairs only sapped his remaining energy.

			The wriggling Prieto wasn’t easy to drag off the stairs onto the blood-slick floor. Although a relatively short man, barely five foot five, he weighed at least 190 pounds. Even nearly helpless now, he flopped around like a huge fish yanked from the water on a poorly seated hook.

			Once he was sprawled out on the floor, Posada wasted no more time on him. The chef’s knife rose and fell, then once again, plunging between his victim’s heaving ribs as if he’d been carving a Sunday ham or roast. As one thrust collapsed a lung, Prieto choked and started blowing crimson bubbles from his puckered trout lips, drooling gore across his pockmarked cheeks and double chins. The final strike found his aorta through protective layers of fat and muscle, severed it, and set a geyser spouting from Prieto’s shredded shirt.

			There was nothing left now but to watch the captain die. Posada stood above his victim, swaying to the music that surrounded him, vaguely aware that now Shub Niggurath was up, vocalist Carlos Lopez storming through the lyrics of a tribute to Cthulhu Mythos author H. P. Lovecraft, titled “Evilness and Darkness Prevails.”

			It might not be grammatically correct in any language, but the truth of it in Posada’s world could hardly be denied. It was as if his latest sacrifice had been accepted and appreciated by the Old Gods, whether mythical or poised to reign again on Earth.

			Catching his breath, Posada turned to his captive on the operating table and found the older man regarding him with narrowed eyes that held a world of animosity. Posada could easily relate to that. The white-hot flame of hatred had propelled him through a life that others might view as revolting but that fit him like an armored glove.

			Unbidden, he recalled something from a forgotten-titled film, some American Western movie. The line was spoken by a gunman when his friend voiced a desire to lead a normal life. “There’s no such thing as normal life, there’s only life...now get on with it!”

			Words of wisdom in a world gone mad.

			Smiling with blood-flecked lips, Posada raised his voice to make it heard over Shub Niggurath. “Now it’s your turn.”

			 

			Dean Jeffers sat in darkness, slumped low in the driver’s seat of his US Consulate sedan, watching Rodolfo Garza and his men assault El Psicópata’s house. Two guys he didn’t recognize had showed up moments earlier and kicked the door in, vanishing inside, but he saw nothing to be gained by worrying about them, trapped now as they were between a psycho killer and a troop of cartel soldiers coming for his head.

			All it had taken was a phone call. He hadn’t spilled the name or address till his offshore bank account was fattened with a cool five grand transferred from one of Garza’s money laundries electronically.

			It was damned near the easiest money Jeffers had ever earned, and all it had cost him was some tenderness around his knuckles from persuading his CI to share the info he’d been saving for a rainy day.

			Jeffers thought the deal he’d made was a win-win. He’d banked the cash and proved his value to the Sinaloa drug cartel. There wasn’t any downside he could think of. If the play blew up in Garza’s face, one of two things would happen: either his boss back in Culiacán Rosales would replace him with a leaner, meaner model—call him Narco 2.0—or the Sinaloans would decide Chihuahua wasn’t worth their trouble after all, and pull out the remnant of their mobile army. Jeffers could sell that to Kuno Carillo as a victory of the DEA agent’s own making, and his monthly payoffs should increase accordingly.

			No matter what went down tonight, El Psicópata’s cover would be blown to hell and gone, exposing him to every lawman worth his salt in Mexico. Helping to crack the Juárez women’s murders wasn’t part of Jeffers’s assignment, but headquarters would be quick to seize on any scrap of good PR they could. He had no doubt the DEA’s director would find some way to pretend the bust was a result of his great work, sitting behind a desk 3,100 miles away. The media would eat that up and in a week or two the Big Lie would morph into “common knowledge,” unassailable.

			And Jeffers? He might get promoted out of Mexico to somewhere kinder, gentler—maybe Montreal, where the Mafia still had a solid foothold, sufficient cash on hand to help him live in the manner to which he’d become accustomed. Nothing showy, mind you, but a hefty golden parachute for when he leaped into retirement or got canned for letting down his side.

			From across the road, Jeffers heard the muffled but still unmistakable snap-pop-crackle of gunfire. He sat upright behind his drab ride’s steering wheel, no risk of being spotted now by enemies inside Lalo Posada’s house since they’d engaged the enemy. Instead of dying out as he’d expected, though, the shooting escalated. Garza’s men, he guessed, colliding with the strangers who’d gone in ahead of them—or was it something else?

			Lalo Posada was supposed to be a freak who got his twisted jollies mutilating women, but that didn’t mean he might not have a firearms fetish on the side, did it? Some creeps, once drawn to weapons, wanted every kind that they could lay their grubby hands on.

			What if loopy Lalo had the hardware and cojones to eradicate the various invaders of his home then make his getaway scot-free? Killing the Garza gang would silence them as far as Jeffers’s involvement with the tip to Posada’s lair was concerned. As for the other two invaders, Jeffers hadn’t recognized them, so it stood to reason that they knew nothing of him.

			And yet...

			The only way to be entirely sure was if he manned up, here and now, to check it out and make damned sure that no one lived to spill even an altered, garbled version of the truth.

			“Goddamn it all to hell!”

			Taking his keys, he got out of the car, walked around behind it and opened up the trunk. He lifted out the Remington Model 870 pump-action shotgun that was standard issue for the DEA, 12-gauge, with one round in the chamber, seven more inside his tubular magazine. As an extra hedge, he tore open a box of buckshot rounds he’d stowed beside the scattergun, stuffing extra shells into his jacket pockets till they bulged.

			Bad move, a small voice in his head whispered.

			Maybe so. But it was still the only move Jeffers had.

			 

			Bolan heard gunshots from somewhere in Posada’s basement—likely from a handgun, semiauto or revolver—but the racket surging up to meet him made it difficult to tell for sure. He knew the killer hadn’t murdered anyone in Juárez with a gun, as far as anybody knew, but that revealed a preference rather than proved he didn’t own or have some skill with firearms.

			Either way, Bolan couldn’t stay where he was, just marking time.

			“You may not want to continue down there,” he warned Vergara.

			“Do you think I came to tidy up this ghoulish bastard’s kitchen?” the sergeant asked.

			Before Bolan could answer, Vergara finished up with, “No. I came to end this blight upon Juárez, if nothing else.”

			“Your call,” Bolan replied, and continued down the flight of stairs into a heavy metal version of Dante’s inferno, looking for the Devil in his pit.

			The first thing Bolan saw below him was a trail of blood shifting from black to bright red with the flashing strobes. It ended at a pair of flaccid, outstretched legs in dark trousers and brown wingtips. As he descended, broadening his view, he found those legs attached to the stout torso of a man whose suit was drenched with gore. Both out-flung arms ended in blood pools of their own, his once-white shirt shredded by stab wounds, crimson now.

			A badge glinted at Bolan from the corpse’s belt and he spotted a pistol lying off to one side of the body, where it must have tumbled from his right hand as he died. The star identified a member of the FIA, presumably a sergeant’s rank or higher, since he hadn’t died in standard-issue uniform.

			Behind him, his voice raised to be heard above the roar of music, Vergara said, “I know him. He was Captain Chalino Prieto, known throughout Chihuahua for corruption and his service to the drug cartels.”

			No loss then, Bolan thought, relieved he hadn’t been forced into a standoff with Prieto under circumstances where he might have missed the now dead officer’s connection to the FIA.

			One down.

			Bolan made it to the bottom of the stairs, Sergeant Vergara on his heels. He moved to one side as he stepped onto the bloodstained concrete floor, giving the sergeant room to fire his submachine gun, if it came to that, without obstructing him.

			The basement was a nightmare with a hellish soundtrack. Everywhere that Bolan looked, the walls were covered with a madman’s souvenirs. He saw a fair number of flyers bearing photographs of girls and women, all labeled Desaparecido. Disappeared. All around the flyers, photos had been artfully arranged, depicting victims as El Psicópata’s cutting tools had deconstructed them before and after death.

			Beyond those relics, the lair’s tenant had indulged himself with paint, two of the basement’s four walls showing a kind of mural that made Hieronymus Bosch’s “The Garden of Earthly Delights” look like Sunday school art by comparison. Flames leaped against dark skies, demons cavorted, and the suffering of human females was portrayed with special care, displayed in painstaking detail.

			At center stage, two metal operating tables stood just far enough apart for someone to move back and forth between them, working on two subjects at the same time if the opportunity arose. One table’s straps hung limp and empty, its unoccupied surface covered with drying blood.

			Upon the other, Hal Brognola lay restrained, head raised to look around him in the midst of flashing lights and some alleged musician with a shrill voice howling lyrics Bolan couldn’t understand.

			Brognola wasn’t looking good, but he was still alive.

			Before advancing, Bolan scanned the basement, almost thinking El Psicópata had escaped, but then a man dressed all in black stepped from a corner the strobe lights mostly missed. His face was blood-smeared but that only made his smile more ghastly. In one hand he held a foot-long butcher’s cleaver. In the other, something Bolan couldn’t yet identify, about the size of a cell phone or a TV remote control device.

			“¡Hola!” he shouted without turning down the music. “You have come for this one, I suppose.”

			Bolan shouldered his Steyr AUG, was lining up its telescopic sight to drill Lalo Posada where he stood, when sounds of running men upstairs distracted him. Police? Somebody else? Before his finger curled around the rifle’s trigger, his intended target raised the hand that held the unidentified device, his thumb finding a button on its face.

			Around the basement, rapid-fire explosions overrode the raging music. They were loud, but nowhere close to the reports of high explosives, and they didn’t bring the house cascading down. Instead they filled the basement lair with clouds of swirling noxious fumes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Rodolfo Garza hesitated on the threshold of the basement stairwell, straining to discern sounds of activity below over the racket hammering from cranked-up amplifiers. Finally, his soldiers clearly growing restive, he commanded them. “Go on! Get down there!”

			Although obviously nervous, hating it, they started down the steps in single file, the narrow stairs preventing a descent by two abreast. If anyone waited below, as seemed likely, the staircase made a perfect choke point for an ambush that would place Garza’s men at risk, so he hung back until roughly two-thirds of his soldiers had been swallowed up by chaos below.

			It seemed to Garza that the lights and music—with its lyrics now invoking a “great black goat of the woods,” whatever that meant—was not simply blaring out in celebration of El Psicópata’s evil, but intended to disorient intruders, which the storm of light and sound amply achieved.

			An unaccustomed pang of fear pierced Garza’s chest, a small internal voice ordering him, Don’t go down there! Still, he knew instinctively that quailing now would cost him the respect of his men, make him vulnerable to a lethal mutiny within the cartel’s ranks or mark him for elimination in the eyes of his godfather back in Culiacán Rosales.

			Angry at himself now, hating any hint of weakness, Garza pushed his way through the remaining soldiers to stand next in line above the basement staircase. “Let me pass!” he told them. And saw with satisfaction that the men he thrust aside were glad to have him go ahead of them.

			Garza had one foot on the top stair when sudden gunfire echoed from below, competing for attention with the raspy, heathen singing and its wild guitar strains, drums pounding a savage rhythm as if summoning a horde of savages from some benighted jungle village.

			He hesitated for an instant, hoping that his men would instantly annihilate whoever dared to challenge them, while leaving him to claim the victory. Forcing himself to move ahead, he started down the staircase but had only cleared two steps when more shooting erupted—this time on the ground floor of Lalo Posada’s house and starting in the parlor they’d already cleared.

			“What now, for God’s sake?” Garza muttered, instantly retreating, shoving his way back into the kitchen as his soldiers still above ground started firing automatic bursts into El Psicópata’s shabby living room.

			Pieces of furniture likely acquired from rummage sales were taking all the hits so far, the stuffing from a ventilated couch and wing chair drifting in the smoky air like snowflakes, but then Garza realized one of his men was laid out in the kitchen, face nearly obliterated by a shotgun blast. He’d barely grasped that loss when yet another shot boomed from the parlor and he saw another of his soldiers double over, dropping with his hands clasped against his bloody abdomen.

			“Who’s that?” another of his men called out to no one in particular.

			“Never mind who!” Garza barked at all of them as one. “Just kill the bastard, will you?”

			Leading by example, he shouldered his SIG SG 553, aimed in the direction that his men were firing and squeezed off a burst of 5.56 mm NATO rounds that felt like roughly one-third of the rifle’s 30-round box magazine. His brass was still cascading to the floor when Garza saw a gringo he recognized lean out around the doorjamb, triggering another shotgun blast that cut the legs from under one Garza’s men.

			Dean Jeffers of the DEA, who’d clipped him for five thousand US dollars—as he now saw, to arrange this death trap on the sly.

			Rage flared in Garza’s chest at that betrayal and he vented it by firing off another automatic burst that punched holes through the lath and plaster wall but missed his enemy by inches.

			“You son of a whore!” he shouted at the American agent who had double-crossed him.

			And from hiding, Jeffers called back to him in Spanish, “Ven a buscarme, maricón!”

			Come and get him? Tossed off as a dare, it was in fact precisely what Garza planned to do. He could not bear the insult and the murder of his men on top of being taken for five grand.

			“You heard him,” the narco boss told his soldiers. “Kill the son of a whore and bring me back his head! Go on! Get after him!”

			Cringing, but more afraid of Garza than the DEA man—as they should be—his men started to advance behind a steady blaze of gunfire.

			 

			Bolan took down the first descending gunmen with a rising burst from his Steyr AUG, three of them tumbling down the stairs with arms and legs tangled together, two dropping their weapons, while one sprayed a wasted stream of slugs into the basement ceiling. Two gunmen cried out, their voices overlapping, then Miguel Vergara silenced them with close-range submachine-gun fire before he turned his Spectre M-4 on the shooters frozen midway down the staircase.

			Bolan left the sergeant to it, ducking through the pall of smoke to reach Brognola on the butcher’s operating table. He’d determined that it was smoke, not some lethal or disabling kind of gas, after two hacking breaths that burned his throat and sinuses but caused no further damage. Still, the smoke was bad enough, half blinding him, obscuring his enemy wherever psychopath Lalo Posada had ducked off to hide.

			Bolan dismissed him for the moment, while remaining on alert as he reached Brognola. A hurtling cleaver or some other weapon could prevent him liberating his old friend and bring their rescue mission to a screeching halt. They were already cut off from the world above by gunmen—none of them displaying badges that would have prevented him from shooting them. And, to the best of Bolan’s knowledge, they were still pinned downstairs with the sadist who’d claimed an untold number of victims around Juárez.

			Instead of laying down his AUG and grappling with the buckled straps that held Brognola supine on El Psicópata’s metal slab, Bolan unsheathed his Cold Steel knife. He sliced through the big Fed’s bonds, beginning with the straps that held his wrists, next sawing through the one across his chest and finally severing the rest across his hips and ankles.

			Gasping at the smoky air, Brognola grabbed for Bolan’s free hand once the knife was tucked away and hauled himself into an upright seated posture. Tears were streaming down his cheeks, whether from the pervasive smoke, relief, or both. His voice croaked as he said, “It took you long enough.”

			“You’re welcome,” Bolan said, drawing the Glock out of his shoulder holster. “Can you use this?”

			“Try me!” Brognola answered as he brought the pistol up close to his face and peered at the weapon’s trigger, whose forward position told him the Glock 22 was locked and loaded.

			“Feels good,” he observed, taking the spare mag Bolan offered to him and stuffing it into the trouser pocket on his left.

			The Executioner stood by, covering all directions in the smoky chamber while Brognola swung his legs over the operating table’s edge and tried to stand. He wobbled for a moment, Bolan lending him support until his muscles, barred from any exercise since his abduction, started prickling as circulation was restored.

			“Be thankful for the smoke,” Brognola said, pulling a rueful face. “I smell like a latrine at summer camp.”

			“I’d recommend a bubble bath or two when we get out of here,” Bolan replied, half smiling.

			“You mean if.”

			“No quitting when we’ve still got targets on the hoof, guy.”

			“Quitting, hell,” Brognola said in what passed for a growl. “Just let me at ’em.”

			“That’s more like it. Keep an eye out for Posada, too.”

			“Is that the bastard’s name?”

			“I’ll tell you all about him when we have a minute,” Bolan answered.

			“Looking forward to it. And before it slips my mind, thanks for the drop-in, either way it goes.”

			“It’s going hot,” Bolan said. “We’ve got one way out of here, and that’s upstairs, through plenty of hardmen gunning for our scalps.”

			“Better than waiting on a slab to take it lying down,” the big Fed said. “Come on. Let’s kick some ass.”

			They were halfway from the operating table to the basement stairs, eyeing the smoke around them as they went and expecting to be ambushed by El Psicópata any second, when Miguel Vergara cried out from the bottom of the staircase. “Granada!” Bolting backward, he repeated it in English. “Grenade!”

			Bolan had time to see the little antipersonnel device, resembling the Mk 2 “pineapple” first used in World War II, before it detonated with a thunderclap that added more smoke to the basement’s reeking atmosphere, square pieces of its grooved cast-iron exterior punching holes through the murk as shrapnel on the fly. Bolan and Brognola ducked low, but the man from Justice was slower, his leg muscles still resisting mental orders, and he yelped before clapping his left hand to his scalp.

			“Goddamn it!”

			“How bad are you hit?” Bolan asked.

			“Just a graze, I think,” Brognola said, showing a bloody palm while a red streamer trickled from his hairline toward his jaw. “Just what I need right now, a damned hole in the head.”

			“Looks like you’ll live,” Bolan told him.

			“When did you start telling fortunes, pal?”

			“Just call it wishful thinking.”

			“I’ll take what I can get,” the big Fed said and raised his borrowed Glock. “Let’s get this done.”

			 

			Feeding replacement rounds into his Remington 870, Dean Jeffers cursed himself for getting into this. He should have let Rodolfo Garza have El Psicópata and the kidnapped man from Justice, then sort out the mess himself while Jeffers checked his growing bank account online.

			The more who died inside Lalo Posada’s house, the safer he’d have been. But no. He’d felt compelled to try his luck on shit creek, even knowing he’d be outnumbered something like twenty to one by well-armed shooters that had gone into the house ahead of him.

			Dumb move, he thought. And possibly his last one.

			Jeffers knew he’d killed or badly wounded three of Garza’s men so far, whittling the odds by some 16 percent, but that didn’t console him. It would only take one lucky shot to put him down and out, with thirteen shooters ranged against him that he knew about.

			The hopeful news: from all the firing that he’d heard downstairs, there was a good chance Rodolfo’s men would kill the first two trespassers he’d seen outside, maybe losing a few more of their number in the process. Now that someone on Rodolfo’s team had started lobbing hand grenades, the battle’s volume and lethality had been cranked up another octave, leaving Dean Jeffers the odd man out.

			He could try running for it, out the broken front door to the street and off from there to reach his waiting car, but Jeffers didn’t like his odds of outrunning full-auto fire across some sixty yards of open ground.

			His other options: stand and fight or phone the consulate for help, but neither one appealed to him. Both left his life at risk. One, fighting on his own. The other meaning he’d have to mark time while awaiting reinforcements, then—if he survived the firefight—trying to explain to his boss and to the DEA’s Office of Professional Responsibility exactly what in hell he had been up to in Chihuahua and in other duty postings prior to this one.

			Accepting bribes rated a two-year sentence for each separate offense, and Jeffers would have trouble counting all the times some narcotrafficker had greased his palm over the years, while fines could be imposed at triple the amount received. Apply the sentences consecutively—

			Even with time off for good behavior in the joint—assuming that someone he’d put away didn’t arrange to have him shanked while he was inside—Jeffers would be lucky if he didn’t come out in a wheelchair, headed straight for an assisted-living home that smelled like purgatory on the road to Hell.

			No calls, then, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to blast his way out of the battle zone and make a getaway. The way things had been going lately, Jeffers thought he might be overdue for just a small dose of good luck.

			Or maybe not.

			The first step toward escaping was getting out of Lalo Posada’s creepy house alive. If he could lay down ample fire with his shotgun, take out a couple more of Garza’s men or simply keep their heads down long enough for him to reach the exit, he could duck and dodge until he reached his car, the way he’d once done while playing tailback for the Yale Bulldogs a lifetime earlier.

			If he could do it then for points and some applause, why not tonight, when life itself was riding on the line?

			And there was no time like the present, heading out before some smartass lobbed a grenade his way.

			Backing away from the kitchen’s doorway, Jeffers kept the wall between him and Garza’s men until he was prepared to make his dash. Stepping a little to his right, he pumped out three buckshot charges in rapid fire then turned and sprinted for the door.

			Jeffers was halfway to the porch before a line of submachine-gun bullets stitched across his back and pitched him forward on his face. Behind him, one of Garza’s gunners called out in Spanish, mocking him, “Hey, man, how do you like that shit?”

			As the light began to fade around him, Jeffers found he didn’t like that shit at all.

			 

			Vergara fired the last volley of bullets from his M-4 up toward the kitchen then drew his Beretta 82 and loosed three more rounds before trying to reload his SMG. For that, he had to press a magazine release button above the Spectre’s trigger housing on the left, letting the empty mag drop at his feet. He wasted precious seconds as the backup magazine snagged on his trouser pocket long enough to slow him down.

			He heard footsteps easing along the stairs to reach him, muffled whispers adding background noise, so he fired two more pistol shots up that way, smiling as some guy he couldn’t see cried out in sudden pain.

			So far, so good. But then another frag grenade came arcing down the stairwell, bouncing once on the concrete as he shouted out another warning to Joshua Brinkman and the man they’d come to save. Vergara then dropped to a crouch and pressed his face into a corner of the basement wall.

			The blast was stunning, deafening. It bounced the sergeant off the cinder blocks in front of him, skinning his forehead and causing him to drop both guns as he fell onto his side. He felt rather than heard feet hammering downstairs and then one of the cartel’s gunners stood over him, rolling Vergara to expose his face and torso for a kill shot.

			It seemed to shock the would-be killer when Vergara’s Mark 1 trench knife ripped into his stomach, slicing upward, opening a floodgate that released a crimson tide across the sergeant’s shirt and slacks. He twisted the knife then ripped it free and smashed its knuckleduster into the blank face with light already fading from his adversary’s eyes. Before he dropped, Vergara plucked a Mini Uzi from his grasp and turned it on the staircase, holding down the trigger till its magazine ran dry.

			That storm of FMJ slugs brought down two more soldiers who’d been following the cartel grenadier. Before the rest could gather nerve enough to follow through, Vergara pushed the gutted corpse away from him and felt another frag grenade weighting his jacket pocket on the right. He removed it, pulled the pin and made a sidearm pitch that sent the deadly orb hurtling upstairs and through the open door.

			Wild shouts and scrambling feet announced its landing on the kitchen floor. A cool, quick soldier might have kicked or tossed it back, but none of those collected on El Psicópata’s ground floor had the nerve or speed to manage that. When the grenade went off, it felt like cupped hands hammering Vergara’s ears again while dust rained down upon him from the floor above.

			He struggled to rise, his shoe soles slipping on bloody concrete, but managed to stand upright and return his trench knife to its sheath. He plucked his submachine gun from the floor, heedless of blood spattered along its six-inch barrel and around the cocking lever on the left-hand side of its receiver. He replaced the weapon’s empty magazine and jacked a round into the chamber. Beyond that, the SMG was double-action, just a trigger squeeze to let it rip.

			Vergara was deciding whether he should try to storm the staircase or lie in wait for the next group to descend, when the big American called out to him through the smoke. “Sergeant, you good?”

			“So far,” he replied. “I doubt my shirt and pantalones will survive, though.”

			Hal Brognola rasped out a laugh. “I like this guy.”

			Vergara closed the gap between him and the operating tables, trusting in the nonstop blare of thrash metal to cover his voice as he asked, “What now?”

			“The longer we stay down here,” Bolan said, “the more likely they are to call for reinforcements.”

			“Nobody else around the neighborhood likely to call police with all this racket?” the big Fed asked.

			“No neighborhood at all,” Bolan replied. “This house sits in the middle of an oilfield. If they have a night watchman, he’s likely sleeping or afraid to stick his nose in what’s likely cartel business. I poked a couple of bears to find you.”

			“So we have to make our way upstairs and out?” Brognola asked.

			“I’m wondering about that now,” Bolan replied. “Has anybody seen Posada since he set the smoke bombs off?”

			 

			The answer: no one had. Because he was no longer trapped inside the house. Lalo Posada, child of torture who had grown to make his nightmares hideous reality for others, had escaped unseen.

			And it wasn’t any kind of magic trick, or even Fortune smiling down—or up—at him that had let him pull it off.

			When he had first inspected his new home amid the Pemex derricks and swiftly recognized its isolation, perfect for his needs, he’d also found a bonus feature in the northwest corner of the basement. There he’d found a door that seemed to offer storage space, as if an empty basement needed more, but when he’d opened it and peered inside, there was another flight of stairs leading upward from below ground to a door that, from the outside, appeared to be the entrance to a storm cellar.

			Posada hadn’t known the last time a tornado or some other natural calamity had wreaked havoc upon Juárez, nor had he cared. He’d seen the implications instantly—a hasty means of exit offered by whomever had occupied the house before him. It was child’s play, in his endless free time, to remove the storm door’s outer hasp and padlock and replace them with a well-oiled sliding bolt on the inside.

			Tonight, when Posada recognized that he had to flee his sanctuary, never to return, he’d activated all the systems he’d installed for self-defense and the vexation of potential enemies: the strobes and screaming music cranked up to the limits of human endurance, then the smoke bombs triggered by a hand-held remote control he’d bought at a downtown electronics store.

			All of it had worked perfectly.

			Now, here he was outside the house, running beneath a pallid moon and countless stars, while men who meant to kill him for their varied reasons shot his home to hell and gone on the inside. Posada hoped they slew each other to the last man, but if not, it meant no more to him than breaking wind.

			Inside a shed nearby, left in a pitifully dilapidated state on the outside, he found his second vehicle: an Italika TC 250cc motorcycle he had stolen off the street, fitted with a new license tag and kept in excellent repair. He had taught himself to ride, surviving half a dozen spills in the oilfields, but had rarely taken it on the streets of Ciudad Juárez for fear of being stopped and thus somehow exposed for who and what he was.

			Now, in extremis, he would take that chance.

			The TC’s motor came alive as soon as he stepped down on its kick starter. As he exited the shed, Posada left its door wide open. There was nothing else of value there.

			He rolled slowly over open ground, confirmed that no guards had been left outside his house to watch the raiders’ vehicles, then opened up the TC’s throttle when its tires had pavement underneath them. He left his would-be assassins to eliminate each other in a frenzy of frustrated rage.

			The gringo hostage and his midnight saviors might survive, although Posada doubted it. The second wave of gunmen who’d usurped his privacy had not been police. Their failure to identify themselves and their tossing hand grenades around inside his house had told him they were probably cartel soldiers sent to kill him and, perhaps, the middle-aged American, too.

			Again, Posada didn’t care.

			He’d already received his payment for disposing of the older man and was perfectly indifferent as to whomever finished him. Captain Prieto could no longer serve a warrant on him, even at the risk of self-exposure to disgrace and prison. That left only a lieutenant called Bernal, whom Lalo might still track down and eliminate if he were so inclined—but now, with his old life in ruins and a wide world opening before him, was it even worth the risk?

			Posada had a plan of sorts, still in the embryonic form, but growing mile by mile as he cruised through the city’s streets, northbound. He had a passport, more or less authentic, that might let him cross the border without being stopped, but now that he thought about it, he had a notion that he might prefer to carry out his infiltration the old-fashioned way.

			Beyond the Rio Grande lay El Paso, then the sprawling state of Texas, and beyond its borders, the entire United States. His thrift-shop almanac, though two years out of date, had told him that some 326 million persons dwelt in that country, 50.8 percent of them female.

			Imagine that! Call it 163 million for simplicity’s sake, and new births numbered more than 6,600 daily—an average of one every thirteen seconds!

			Posada reckoned he could ply his art for centuries, if he had only been immortal, but would never thin the herd. His new domain awaited him and he would need a better nickname, maybe something he devised himself and gave out to the media, like the “Zodiac” or “Son of Sam.”

			He had outgrown El Psicópata and his native land. What was the tag line from that Cuban gangster film that had enthralled him so when he was just a youngster sneaking into theaters?

			Ah, yes. The world is yours.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“The bastard’s gone?” Standing in front of the flight of stairs that led outside, Brognola sounded furious. “All this and I don’t even get to wish him happy trails?”

			“Maybe another time,” Bolan replied. “Right now, the best thing we can do is get out while the getting’s good.”

			“Speaking of that—” Miguel Vergara fired another short burst from his Spectre M-4, truncating Brognola’s remark but emphasizing what he’d meant to say.

			The three of them were still trapped in Lalo Posada’s basement slaughterhouse, an unknown number of surviving gunmen pinning them below ground while they occupied the psycho killer’s kitchen.

			“I guess it’s this way or no highway,” the big Fed acknowledged. “If they’ve got more people waiting on the outside, though...”

			“We’ll take it one step at a time, like always,” Bolan said.

			He whistled loudly for Vergara, not daring to call out the risky plan for fear that if their adversaries didn’t have shooters outside, they’d send some instantly on learning there was another means of exit from the cellar.

			Coming back to join them in the northwest corner of the room that might yet witness their demise, Vergara dropped another empty submachine-gun mag, replacing it with what had to be his last one, since the sergeant’s pants’ pockets no longer bulged.

			They huddled for a moment, still watching the kitchen stairs, but no one from the ground floor would risk coming to find them yet. Shots angled down the staircase from above struck sparks on concrete, whining as they ricocheted around the basement, but the angle wasn’t right for glancing fire to reach the spot where Bolan stood in whispered conversation with his friends.

			“We ought to make it out all right,” he said, “unless they’ve got this exit covered from outside. If that’s the case, we’ll know it when they open up on us.”

			“Too late for plan C then,” Brognola said.

			“Plan B is all that’s left,” Bolan replied. “If we don’t meet lookouts first thing, we’ve got a chance to reach the SUV. It all comes down to speed and luck from there.”

			“Who drives?” Sergeant Vergara asked.

			“I will,” Bolan said. “You two sit in back and cover us when they start following.”

			“Not ‘if’?” the big Fed asked.

			“They’ll be along, believe it,” Bolan said. “They can’t afford to let two lawmen and a wild card get away. Job one for them is making sure we don’t go telling tales and bringing down more heat.”

			“Okay,” Brognola said, doing a partial squat to test his legs before the main event. “Ready when you are, and I hope to see you on the other side.”

			Saying no more, Bolan turned toward the stairs and mounted them until he’d closed within arm’s reach of the exit. His two companions stood below him, Brognola the nearer, while Vergara kept the smoky basement covered with his SMG. The inside bolt was unlocked. Bolan doubted there would be another lock outside, defeating a would-be escapee’s purpose, but he couldn’t know if enemies were waiting in the outer dark to bushwhack him.

			He eased the cellar door open, six inches give or take, and no one opened fire to cut him down. Relieved, he shoved the plywood hatch back, cleared the way and charged into the night behind his Steyr AUG. He swiveled toward the house, now at his back, and heard sporadic gunfire, audible through windows, the front door, and—during lulls of the blaring music—from the basement he’d just exited.

			Brognola scrambled clear, immediately followed by Vergara, who took time to close the cellar door but couldn’t latch it. Maybe searching down below would stall their enemies a little longer or—

			“So where’s our ride?” Brognola asked.

			“This way,” Bolan replied, and started jogging back the way he’d come, past derricks pumping endlessly, creaking as if they were arthritic dinosaurs.

			 

			“Where are they?” Rodolfo Garza shouted, standing at the bottom of the kitchen stairs, still almost gagging on the dissipating pall of smoke. “Where are they?”

			One of his soldiers answered hesitantly, fearing retribution from his master. “There’s no one here, boss.”

			“What are you saying, you idiot?” Garza snarled. “This is a basement. Where else could they be?”

			His soldier shrugged, a sorrowful expression on his face, before another of his men called out, “Look here! There is another flight of stairs, a hatch leading outside!”

			Obscenities were crowding Garza’s mind, but he suppressed them, shouting, “Lozano! Bracamontes! Follow them that way. The rest of you, come back with me, out front.”

			Garza was aware that fully half the men who’d ridden with him on the raid were dead or dying now, and he had no time to be coddling any crippled beyond walking under their own power. Neither could he spare the effort for a coup de grâce to those still drawing breath but otherwise disabled. If they lived until police arrived—assuming that they ever came—he would provide legal assistance for their trials, or have them silenced permanently in whatever prison hospital they might be lodged.

			Right now, his targets were escaping, and the threat they posed to Garza far surpassed the tales some gut-shot soldier might decide to share with lawmen from a bed of suffering.

			Garza was back outside El Psicópata’s house in time to see an SUV’s taillights retreat from the battleground, heading along an access road that led to MX 2, a major highway running east to west from Matamoros to Tijuana, crossing six Mexican states. It had off-ramps in a dozen cities, plus innumerable side roads branching off its course that spanned some 3,330 miles.

			While sprinting to his Mercedes SUV, other survivors of his raiding party splitting between the Lexus and the BMW, without regard to which vehicle they’d arrived in, Garza knew his enemies could try to shake him off at any point along the federal highway. If they had fuel enough to keep on driving, while his vehicles did not...

			And there was still the problem of Lalo Posada to be rectified, as well. It was ridiculous to think the basement escapees were running with him now, when one of them had been his hostage only moments earlier. The others had presumably arrived to save the kidnapped man from his fate, but Garza had no clue to their identities.

			As the Mercedes roared off in pursuit of their intended prey, his other cars soon keeping pace with it, he had another thought that had escaped him until now.

			A sudden inspiration came to Garza. Why would they waste time fleeing east or west through Mexico, when they could simply turn north onto MX 45 and head directly to the Juárez airport or a border crossing to El Paso? The prisoner who had escaped Lalo Posada’s clutches was an American, as were likely those who’d liberated him. If Garza’s team could only stop them on the northbound highway, before they had time to rally any further aid...

			“Watch closely,” he ordered his driver. “If they turn north, do not hesitate to follow. We must overtake them at all costs.”

			His wheelman had a seeping scalp wound, bloody streaks marking his face, but he replied immediately, sounding confident. “Yes, sir. They shall not escape.”

			“See that they don’t,” Garza cautioned, “or we will all regret it to our dying day.”

			And that, he realized, might be tonight.

			 

			“They’re coming,” Miguel Vergara said from the SUV’s back seat.

			“We didn’t lose them on the turnoff,” Brognola elaborated.

			“I see them,” Bolan said grimly. He didn’t have to add that the three chase cars were accelerating along MX 45. Brognola and Vergara could see that for themselves.

			“So what’s the play?” the big Fed asked, turning in his seat to watch their doom approaching through the vehicle’s rear window, borrowed Glock in hand.

			Bolan began his answer with the obvious while holding the speedometer rock-steady at seventy miles per hour. “There’s no point in stopping at the airport, right?”

			“No way,” Brognola agreed.

			They had no tickets and no scheduled flight, besides which the pursuing narcotrafficantes would just follow them inside, risking the lives of anyone and everyone inside the Abraham González International concourse.

			Vergara chimed in next, saying, “The same is true at any of El Paso’s border crossings, eh? Police and customs agents on both sides, traffic down to a crawl, civilians in the way.”

			All reasons why they couldn’t simply get in line and wait their turn, especially when Brognola had nothing in his pockets but some lint and a spare magazine for the Glock 22. Their guns would be enough to get all three of them arrested by Chihuahua’s state police.

			But there might be another way...

			Palming the burner cell he’d received from Tim Ross on arrival in Juárez, Bolan speed-dialed the agent’s number and extension at the US Consulate downtown. It rang through and Ross answered on the second ring just as Brognola spoke up from the Toyota’s back seat.

			“They’re gaining fast!”

			“What’s that?” Ross asked, uncertain who had spoken or what he had said.

			“Hang on,” Bolan told Ross. “We’ve got a situation here. I’m putting you on speaker.”

			“Okay.”

			The switch made, Bolan placed the burner face-up on the empty shotgun seat beside him.

			“Closing past a hundred yards!” Brognola warned.

			“Do all you can to hold them off,” Bolan advised then flicked a glance down to the cell before his eyes came back to headlights looming in the RAV4’s rearview mirror.

			“Someone’s after you?” Ross asked.

			“Affirmative. We made the pickup, but we have some locals trying to dispute it. They’ll be on us any second now.”

			“Where are you?” asked the CIA man.

			As if answering that question for himself, Vergara spoke up. “Fifty yards. We’ll be within their range soon.”

			“Do the best you can,” Bolan replied. Then, to the burner, he relayed, “We’re northbound on MX 45, a mile or so below the airport. Call it forty minutes to the border, give or take.”

			“That’s no good,” Ross replied. “You’ll have to stop at one of the checkpoints and then they’ve got you. Don’t expect the cops to help you.”

			“Twenty yards!” Brognola said. “They’re fanning out to flank us now.”

			Bolan stayed where he was, still rolling northward in the highway’s central lane. Ahead of him, traffic was moving slower than his rented SUV, heedless to the danger closing from the rear.

			“I had another thought,” Bolan told Ross. “About the consulate.”

			“Well, sure, if you could make it here,” the man from Langley said. “But then they’d have you bottled up inside.”

			“I thought of a solution to that, too,” Bolan said, “if it’s doable.”

			Behind him, he could hear Brognola and Vergara lowering their windows, rushing wind now amplified and swirling through the RAV4’s passenger compartment.

			“Tell me,” Ross said from the shotgun seat. “If I can make it work—”

			Before Bolan could get it out, Brognola’s Glock began firing from one side of the SUV, Vergara’s Spectre M-4 from the other. Shooters in the chase cars were responding with their own weapons, some of their bullets missing, others peppering the RAV4’s bodywork with loud reports like someone hammering a kettle drum.

			“Jesus!” Ross swore. “Are they—?”

			“Wait,” Bolan advised, cutting him off. “They’re faster than I thought.”

			He floored the gas pedal and felt the SUV surge forward, but it still kept taking hits. And it would only take one well-placed round, he knew, to finish all of them.

			US Consulate

			Tim Ross sat at his desk and listened to reports of gunfire blasting from his phone. It sounded like a dozen weapons roaring all at once, but he knew sounds could be deceptive in the heat of combat. All he knew for certain was that no one in the fleeing car had time to talk and spell out details of their desperate Hail Mary scheme.

			He waited, hands clenched on his desktop, while a louder noise brought images to mind of cars colliding at high speed. At that, the loudest gun he’d heard so far ripped out three blasts with a sound like cannon fire and then there was a momentary lull in the hostilities.

			At last the voice he recognized from their brief meeting face-to-face. “Okay, we’ve got a breather here, at least. One chase car’s out of it and two are hanging back.”

			“So what’s your plan?” Ross asked him, apprehensively.

			“I’m thinking there could be a way to pass us through the consulate, if we had someone helping on your end.”

			“Suits me,” Ross said, “but let me tell you what you’re up against.”

			“We’re listening.”

			“Okay. From what I just heard, this has a flashing neon sign that reads International Incident, right?”

			“I wouldn’t say you’re wrong.”

			“Which means whatever happens next, if you can even make it here, is a decision for the Consul General. He’s been around the block, same job in Spain and Italy, but he’s a newbie in Juárez, only been here about seven months. To swing the kind of weight you have in mind, he’d need to clear it first through the ambassador in Mexico City, then likely with State in DC.”

			“Could take a month of Sundays,” the reply came back to Ross.

			“Longer, if Justice weighs in on the side of your guy who was snatched out of El Paso,” Ross said. “If you get two cabinet departments in a pissing match, with Mexico’s attorney general in the mix and federales worrying about what may go public with regard to their complicity...”

			“I hear you. And I’m thinking if you talked to that contact stateside, the one who set this up to start with...”

			Sultry voice, Ross thought. “It’s worth a try, at least. Can’t promise anything, of course, except safe passage if you make it to our bunker here.”

			“You’ll need a number, I imagine. Last one’s likely out of service now.”

			“You read my mind.”

			His caller rattled off a string of digits, starting with an unfamiliar area code. Ross figured he could Google it, but what would be the point? The way technology bounced calls around the globe these days, the code for New York City or for Timbuktu might have him talking to someone in Vegas or Vancouver when the final link was made.

			“I’ll make the call and keep my fingers crossed. You may as well cross yours, as well.”

			“We’ll be too busy shooting,” his caller said before the line went dead.

			 

			“Behind us, boss!” the cartel wheelman said. “Police!”

			Garza checked the SUV’s wing mirror first then swiveled in his seat and, sure enough, the flashing lights of two—no, three—police cruisers were coming up behind his convoy at a rapid pace. Just as he turned to look, sirens began their whoop-whoop-whoop, setting his teeth on edge.

			“Goddamn bastards!” Garza snarled, clutching the rifle propped upright between his knees until his hands ached from the strain.

			“We can’t outrun them, boss,” his driver advised.

			“Don’t even try,” Garza replied. “Just keep your speed up.” Picking up his walkie-talkie, he told the gunmen in the cars behind him, “Don’t let those sons of bitches pass! Get rid of them!”

			One of his soldiers who’d survived the firefight at Posada’s house came back at him, warning, “They’re federal police, boss.”

			Furious, Garza shouted at his handheld radio. “I don’t care if they’re cardinals out riding with the pope! Kill them!”

			“Yes, sir.”

			It took another second then Garza saw muzzle-flashes winking from the windows of the BMW and Lexus, their two drivers fanning out to block the northbound lanes as best they could while his soldiers fired on the police. The leading cruiser started taking hits at once, its windshield shattering inward before its hood flew upward and its radiator started spewing steam from bullet holes.

			Ahead of them, the black Toyota SUV was passing turnoffs to the airport without any sign of turning in there. Garza realized that stood to reason, his intended victims knowing he would follow them wherever they might lead, showing no mercy to civilian passersby.

			The men inside that fleeing SUV were killers, and adept at it, but they still seemed to have a weakness: caring for their fellow men. To hell with that, Garza thought. The so-called “little people”—lowly peasants in his eyes—meant no more to him than a swarm of ants on a sidewalk, just begging to be trampled under foot.

			If “normal” citizens weren’t snorting drugs he sold to them, or serving Garza in some other menial capacity, why did they even bother to exist?

			“Where’s this bastard going?” Garza asked himself aloud. “Can he believe the border guards will let him pass?”

			“I have no idea, boss,” his driver answered.

			“It was rhetorical, stupid! Just drive!”

			If not the airport, not one of the city’s border crossings...where?

			It hit him then. The answer was so obvious he should have known it instantly.

			“Of course!” he blurted. “Stinking foreigners on the run, where would they go?”

			“Boss—”

			“The consulate, without question! The only place in Juárez where they might hope to hide!”

			 

			The burner phone began to buzz and vibrate on the RAV4’s shotgun seat. Bolan was watching a ferocious rolling firefight in his rearview mirror as he grabbed the cell and hit Accept.

			“Talk to me!”

			“Man, you’re all over the TV news right now,” Tim Ross advised him. “From across the border, CNN and all of the El Paso stations, KFOX, KCOS, not to mention all eight stations in Juárez. It’s—”

			“What about that exfiltration?” Bolan asked, cutting him off.

			“Yeah, right. That friend of yours is pretty damned impressive, but I guess you know that, eh?”

			“The bottom line,” Bolan said.

			“She moves fast, you know? Called up the consul general about two minutes after she hung up with me. Can’t say what kind of strings she pulled, or how she managed it—”

			“The bottom bottom line,” Bolan suggested, watching in his rearview as another federale cruiser swerved off to the highway’s shoulder and flipped over on its starboard side.

			“Okay. A chopper’s coming over from El Paso,” Ross said. “Should be in the air by now. It’s diplomatic, cleared for flights across the border without being held up for inspection. Should be waiting for you by the time you get here.”

			Ross refrained from saying it, but Bolan read between the spoken lines. He’d meant to say, “If you get here.”

			“I owe you one for this,” he told the man from Langley. “Big-time.”

			“All I did was make the call,” Ross said. “But look...if anybody heads you off before you make it to the gates, whether it’s cops or narcos, then...um...”

			“Right. Your hands are tied. I know the rules.”

			“Okay. But get here, yeah? I’ll see you there.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Bolan replied, cutting the link.

			From the back seat, Brognola asked, “How long until we reach the consulate from here?”

			“If nothing heads us off,” Bolan replied, “maybe another ten, twelve minutes.”

			“Well, at least it isn’t rush hour,” the big Fed said, dry humor surfacing.

			In fact, the traffic on their route downtown was fairly sparse, considering the number of vehicles registered in Ciudad Juárez, together with the hour: early yet, but time for truckers to begin delivering their loads of groceries, linens and such to various hotels, hospitals, restaurants, school cafeterias, wherever. City cops would also be aware of what the media was following, gunplay and crashing cars on MX 45.

			“We’re getting close,” Bolan advised his passengers. “About three blocks, I’d say.”

			As if in answer, a police cruiser appeared behind them, speeding through a red light on the side street, siren winding up to an ear-splitting wail.

			“Officer Friendly,” Brognola remarked. “Or maybe not so much.”

			“Let’s not find out,” Bolan replied and jumped a stoplight at the next cross street, sending a green-and-white taxi swerving across the intersection toward collision with the cruiser that couldn’t react in time.

			Bolan’s RAV4 outran the echo of that crash and as he cleared another block, the US Consulate building came into view. Four uniformed marines were on the gate with M-16 A4 rifles, while another on the inside of the compound touched a button and the gate began to open on its rolling track.

			“Couldn’t they get one any slower?” Brognola asked.

			“Write your congressman,” Bolan advised.

			“Oye, hombres,” Vergara said. “We have company.”

			A black Mercedes-Benz was speeding up behind them. Bolan recognized it as the lead car of the caravan that had pursued them across town, now on its own. He hadn’t seen the other two cars falling out of line, and didn’t care what had become of them as long as they were gone.

			In front of him, the consulate’s high gate was nearly open, the marine inside waving him through, the four at street side lining up and leveling their rifles at the Benz on its approach.

			As Bolan cleared the gate, gunfire erupted from the Mercedes, returned immediately by the firing squad dressed in camo utility uniforms. Bolan had time to see the Benz start taking hits, then he was following Tim Ross, who was on foot, waving his vehicle around behind the consulate.

			A helipad awaited them, a Huey Iroquois chopper already revving up its Lycoming turboshaft engine. Ross was at the RAV4’s side, holding the back door open for Brognola and Vergara while Bolan eased out of the driver’s seat.

			“You like to cut it close,” Ross said.

			“Luck of the draw,” Bolan told him, “not by choice.”

			“Okay. So, leave the hardware, and you’d better get aboard. Sooner you’re out of here and back on US soil, the better.”

			“I will not be going,” Miguel Vergara said.

			“Are you sure about that?” Bolan asked him.

			“Sí. I have much work to do here, where I live.”

			“If you have any trouble—”

			“I shall face it,” the sergeant replied.

			Vergara shook hands all around after he’d tossed his submachine gun and a pistol back into the SUV. As they moved toward the Huey, Bolan asked Ross, “What about yourself?”

			“Looks like I’m coming with you,” Ross replied. “The consul general caved in to pressure, like they always do, but then he called Langley direct. Long story short, I’m now persona non grata in Juárez. Not exactly heart-breaking.”

			When they were all aboard and buckled up, the Huey’s engine reached a moaning whine that rendered normal speech impossible, its rotors reaching blur speed in a circle forty-five feet in diameter. Liftoff reminded Bolan of too many other flights approaching or departing from hot zones where friends and enemies had died.

			But for the moment, fleeting as it might be, he was heading home.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			El Paso, Texas

			Lalo Posada didn’t care for zoos, and he made no exception for El Paso’s. It was modern, clean and large—spreading across thirty-five acres to the north of East Paisano Drive—but to El Psicópata, it was just another orphanage or prison. Though replete with signs touting 220 species, some of them allegedly saved from extinction only by captivity, to him that just meant locking up wild things that should be living free and dying free when their time came around.

			Posada had decided on a visit to the zoo, paying twelve US dollars for admission, in the hope that he might find a little something to take home with him. Not home, exactly, but a double-wide trailer he’d rented in El Paso’s North Hills neighborhood.

			What he needed was a sacrifice to start his sojourn north of Mexico, perhaps a child that he could lure away from careless parents or a jaded runaway who would accept a few dollars for hasty sex—or so she’d think—back at his run-down trailer. Once he had his prey alone...

			But it was not to be. There’d been slim pickings at the zoo this Sunday morning, and after he’d wasted three hours on trolling, Posada had decided he would try one of the local schools next time. Just one taste for the road, and then he would be on his way, the whole world opening in front of him like a torso at the urging of his blade.

			The seven-year-old Honda Civic he was driving had been stolen from a parking lot at the Cielo Vista shopping mall on Gateway Boulevard, its license plates likewise, from the Hidden Valley Shopping Center on Alameda Avenue. He would ditch the car before he left El Paso, but would keep the plates for his next ride, and so on, to his journey’s end.

			For now, though, he was hungry. Driving through a Taco Grande on his way back to the trailer park, Posada purchased two deluxe burritos with a side of rice and a thirty-two-ounce cola that would get him through the night. Parking beside his double-wide, he went inside and placed the bag atop a dining table scarred with cigarette burns.

			Before he could sit and eat, a male voice from behind him said, “Hola, Lalo. Or do you prefer El Psicópata?”

			Turning slowly, offering no threat while he considered where the nearest weapon lay, Posada saw a tall, imposing gringo dressed in common street clothes—not a policeman, then—aiming a pistol at him. He immediately recognized the weapon’s fat barrel extension as a sound suppressor.

			“I never liked that name,” he said.

			“Maybe it hit too close to home?”

			“Small minds must label things they cannot understand. It comforts them somehow, I think.”

			“I’ll keep this short,” his uninvited guest replied. “I owe you one for kidnapping a friend of mine.”

			“The American in Juárez, perhaps? I did not kidnap him. I merely received him from foolish kidnappers who brought home the wrong man to their masters.”

			“I don’t care. The others have been dealt with. You’re what’s left.”

			Posada knew he couldn’t reach the switchblade in his pocket, and the kitchen drawer containing half a dozen knives seemed hopelessly beyond his reach.

			“And if should apologize?” he asked the gunman, putting on a crooked smile.

			“Too little, way too late.”

			Posada shrugged. “Do what you must, then,” he replied. “In truth, I have been dead since I was born.”

			“Somebody should have let it go at that,” Mack Bolan said.

			And shot him in the face.

			

		
	
		
			Special thanks and acknowledgment are given to Michael Newton for his contribution to this work.
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