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Introduction



SERIAL KILLERS TERRORIZE WOMEN IN MEXICO


By Matt Augustine, The New York Times
May 3, 2003


JUAREZ, Mexico—Juarez is a massive factory town plopped across the Rio Grande from El Paso. It is mostly women who work the manufacturing lines for American subsidiaries, earning wages well below the American minimum. But as dangerous as some of the industrial jobs are during the day, the Juarez night is far more terrifying. For a decade now a serial murderer has preyed on the Juarez populace, leaving a trail of mutilated bodies that have been uncovered from the surrounding desert to back alleys in the city itself.


Since 1991 over 150 women and 20 men have been murdered by a knife-wielding killer the locals have nicknamed El Monstruo Carnicero—the Monster Butcher—because of the horrifying way the corpses were defiled. It is not known whether the mutilation occurred before or after death. Hundreds of other people have vanished altogether. For some, the sheer numbers indicate at least some level of complicity from the government, if not direct involvement.


“Look at the number of victims and tell me the police know nothing,” says Valerie Hernandez, whose daughter disappeared in 1995 and was found dead last year, buried under a foot of sand with her heart excised. “This psycho is running free and nobody is doing anything about it. No woman walks alone without terror in her heart. You want to fight terrorism? Come to Juarez. Just don’t go out at night.”


In 1999, Mexican authorities arrested an Egyptian-born chemist and declared that El Monstruo Carnicero had been caught. Indeed, the doctor confessed to several of the murders and led the police to two bodies. But a month later the killings resumed their frenetic pace, leaving the Mexican authorities to a new theory. “The Monster is behind bars,” says Esteban Manber, Juarez’s district attorney, “but we cannot stop his virus from spreading outside the prison. He has a copycat gang that continues the evil.”


Tom Barth, a retired FBI agent, who was hired to consult on the tragedy, agrees that the killings are not the work of one person. “Look at the appalling numbers and remember that Ted Bundy killed between 30 and 40 women. I think a gang of killers is responsible for the Juarez tragedy. If I’m wrong, this is the most prolific serial killer in the history of the world.”




 



Prologue

MOUNT COOK, NEW ZEALAND



The woman plodded forward in slow motion as if the snow were glue, gripping her feet. On the glacier less than an hour, she could already feel the cold sapping her energy through her Gore-Tex parka, chilling the flesh on her arms. She wiped the frost from her wrist barometer and shivered. Six hundred and thirty millibars and dropping—a forecast of discomfort at sea level but a harbinger of suffering at altitude.


She stepped up her pace to raise her core temperature, but backed off before breaking into a sweat. Steam wrapped her face, flowing like fog behind her as she moved, crystallizing in her black hair and breaking off as tiny icicles when her ponytail flopped against her collar.


She crested a small cornice—the overhanging lip of a breaking wave of snow, frozen as it crested two or twenty or two hundred years ago. Snow began to descend. Though it was as fluffy as down, the wind snapped up the flakes and whipped them into her face like shotgun pellets. She turned on her Petzl headlamp and allowed herself another glance at the three men chasing her.


In the narrow cone of her light, she could barely see the men through the glittering swarm of flakes, swaying there in the wind like apparitions fifty meters below. They had pursued her for five days across 300 miles of wilderness—on half-wild horses that bit and kicked, in pack rafts that overturned in the frigid rapids, on foot, hacking through slide alder vines on the valley floor, then scrambling for a day up the steep scree slope until they left all vegetation behind and reached the snow line, pushing above that to the ice edge where the air was too thin to sustain life for long. In the 142 hours since she first heard the gunshot, Kate North and the posse pursuing her had slept fewer than four.


Don’t get soft on me now, she thought.


The ice beneath her was midnight blue and seemed to glow under the setting full moon, soft and peaceful. But navigation without sleep on a kiwi glacier was neither soft nor peaceful. It was a precise business. Errors meant that either the others would overtake her or she would lose trail and tumble down a thousand feet of solid ice with edges honed sharp by the Antarctic wind.


Kate pulled the laminated map out of her breathable rain pants. Fog obscured her vision for a moment, then cleared on her inhalation and fogged again. On the map, she aligned the compass along a north-south grid line, turned the map to find true north, and lifted her eyes, matching the contour lines with the terrain. She had reached Checkpoint 27 at the edge of the ice bowl ahead of schedule.


Kate twisted her body and shouted, “Let’s go, guys, we’re right on track! Only fifty miles to the finish!”


She didn’t move back to encourage them; any step backward, however small, was a waste of energy—a waste of precious fuel—and in the toughest race in the world you guarded your calories fiercely. Always forward.


The three men on her Eco-Challenge team, all United States Marines, gave no sign they heard. They just pressed on, heads down, mental effort focused on following the posthole tracks of their team captain, exerting as little energy as possible by stepping in the snow pockets she had crushed for them.


The first man in the file, Gavin Kelly, halted and bent double over his ice axe. The slope seemed to be siphoning the oxygen right out of his hyperventilating lungs. He threw up all over his light hikers, his head quivering so violently as the bile rose that he actually felt warm for a moment. A thin line of purple stretched twenty feet below him where the Kool-Aid vomit that hadn’t immediately frozen had rolled down the steep side before it solidified. He spat twice to clear the acid from his throat and gasped for air, shivering.


“What the hell am I doing, over?” Kelly said to a man who staggered alongside.


Major Darren Phillips, military aide to the president of the United States, removed his fleece hat, wiped the sweat from his bald scalp, and regarded his best friend. “This race is the ultimate test. Let’s see what you’re really made of, Marine.”


“I’m not in the Marines anymore.”


“Once a Marine, always a Marine.”


“Amazing. The government will be happy to learn that your programming works even in freezing conditions.”


Darren ignored him. The Eco-Challenge was so grueling that emotions and true character inevitably bubbled to the surface. In Kelly’s case, that meant a lot of smart-ass comments. Darren had himself slipped several times during the race and revealed his own feelings, a violation that clashed with his personal code. Better to have your friends label you robotic than undisciplined or emotional.


“The nausea is normal considering the amount of sleep you’ve had, Kelly. Just a long day magnified.”


“Yeah, five of ’em back-to-freaking-back.” The exhausted racers had carried the sickness of an all-nighter with them for a hundred hours. Kelly righted himself and squinted up the hill. “Well, time to chase your goddamned girlfriend again.”


“She’s great, isn’t she?” Darren allowed himself, feeling awkward. He hoped it did not sound like a need for confirmation.


“So the mighty Darren Phillips has finally been whipped. Tamed like a lapdog.”


“Screw you, Kelly,” Darren shouted over the wind, not at all angry.


Kelly clapped him on the shoulder, laughed, and started to hike. “Yeah, Kate’s great, but I hope you’re handy with the garden tools. Assuming she says yes, that is.”


Darren grunted and pressed his hand against the inner pocket of his microfleece jacket that held the ring, checking as he had so often during the race. He planned to ask Kate to marry him in front of the Discovery Channel cameras at the finish line, a scene that might play well when he eventually ran for Congress. Assuming they reached the finish line, of course.


The men leaned into the hill again, driving their ice axes into the snow to provide support, sweat squeezing out of their heads, vaguely cognizant that she was prodding them to close the gap. The impacts of their crampons against the glacier reverberated in the ice bowl and sloshed around like waves in a tub, the left foot replaced by the right replaced by the left replaced by the right . . . hundreds of thousands of times already.


Hundreds of thousands to go.




 



MONDAY



This is my rifle. There are many like it, but this one is mine.


My rifle is my best friend. It is my life. I must master it as I must master my life.


My rifle, without me, is useless. Without my rifle, I am useless. I must fire my rifle true. I must shoot straighter than my enemy who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he shoots me. I will . . .


—UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS RIFLE CREED
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ACAPULCO, MEXICO



Darren Phillips awoke to a splitting headache and punched the air. He often dreamed of Somali warlords with machetes come to cut him again and he took a moment to orient himself. Still alive. A hotel room. Mexico. Honeymoon. Tequila. He heard the slat of a blind clap open and felt a stab of sunlight.


In the haze, two naked women approached, both blurry and multicolored. He blinked his eyes several times and the shapes merged. She was deeply tan with the creamy white outline of a bikini painted on her body. She stood over him now, about five feet seven, unwanted fat long ago burned off her curvy frame. She was obviously athletic—he could now see the sheath of muscles that rippled her stomach. She had loose, straight dark hair wrapping an angular face, eyebrows that dipped toward a long nose, giving her a vaguely feline look.


My wife. Oh my God, my wife.


“Good morning, snuggle bunny,” said Kate. “Not feeling so well, are we?” She hopped on the bed and straddled him, playfully bouncing him into the hotel bed. Bounce. Bounce.


“Leave me alone,” he croaked. “And you promised to stop calling me that.” The term of endearment did not seem fitting for a major of Marines, though in secret he enjoyed the moniker. Problem was, Kate liked to joust in public, often to break up a sea of testosterone. She had even dropped the S-bomb in front of the president, who had used it like a humorous cattle prod on his dogmatic aide.


“Sorry, cuddle bear. I’m just trying to roust you. It’s past eight. I want to be at the cliffs by ten and I still need to get my morning loving.” She planned a full day of rappelling, hiking, and sea kayaking near Acapulco’s famous cliffs. Kate Phillips’—well, she was still mulling Kate North-Phillips, but was waiting for a time to broach it—idea of a vacation demanded adventure and activity, not lazing around in a beach chair. “Plus, we still have about ten shots left on the camera. I’m not sure if I got your good side.”


“I’m never drinking again,” moaned Darren. Before that honeymoon night, Darren had been drunk just one time in his life, the night before he flew to Saudi Arabia for Desert Storm. The night of the Crime Against Nature. After committing the Crime, he had stumbled back to the San Clemente bachelor pad and stared at himself hard in the mirror asking, Who am I? Who am I? before purging himself and treating his shower like a biologic decontamination drill. He detested the fact he had lost some control of his actions, however slight. His best friend and roommate, Gavin Kelly, had laughed at him and said, Welcome to the club, I guess you’re as prone to beer goggles as the rest of us. But Darren Phillips didn’t make mistakes like that. Not mistakes of judgment. Kelly might laugh at him for being wound too tight, but Kelly was too shortsighted to realize that if you have hundreds of skeletons like the Crime they’ll come back to haunt you when you run for office. What if the woman sold the awful tale to the tabloids?


Darren peeked out from behind his pillow, and a flash went off.


“That’ll be a good one,” Kate laughed, raising the Canon Elph again. “Rated G, but our kids will have to be allowed to see something from the honeymoon.”


Out of the recesses of Darren’s memory came the blurred images of the couple rolling around naked and drunk, flashes occasionally lighting the room. “Oh no. What did you make me do, Kate?”


“I got you drunk and took advantage of you, that’s what I did. The self-timer is a wonderful invention. You’ll see the details later. Now let’s finish this roll.”


Darren suspected that her voracious sex drive had something to do with her athleticism, maybe boosting her estrogen level or feeding some female hormones or something. Whatever. Lately it had been off the charts. He pulled the covers up right against his chin even as she tried to snake her way under them, marveling at the role reversal. The death of sex some of his friends talked about was simply inconceivable in his marriage, he thought happily. “If you want access, you leave the camera behind. I’m too sober now. Let’s expose the film. Could ruin my political career.”


“Or make it. Look at Pamela Anderson.” She tossed the camera on the sofa and peeled back the covers. He sat up to kiss her but she shoved him back down on the bed and leaned over him, her hair falling down and capturing his face, soft and warm.


_____


An hour later they had parked their rental car by the kayak shop at Estero Beach and were carrying their K-2 down to the surf zone. Darren was irritated with his wife; the rental shop had been specific about using the ramp in the protected cove as a launching point and now Kate had convinced him to sprint across the busy street to make an ocean surf passage at Punta Pilares.


Darren believed in rules. He understood the need for conformity and excelled in bureaucracies: at Harvard, in the Marines, at CNN, and then as a Marine again where he currently served in the plum role carrying the nuclear suitcase alongside the president. The true test of a man was how well he performed within guidelines, beating others with determination and merit. If everyone made exceptions or bent those laws, he reasoned, there would be chaos.


“We’re supposed to stay in the lagoon,” he said.


“We’ll be fine,” she said as they negotiated the rookery of tourists, mostly college kids on spring break who were already digging into Pacificos. Scorched bodies littered the beach like a battlefield waged among alcohol, the sun, and common sense. To her right, a young woman with a glittering jewel embedded in her belly button removed her string-bikini top and raised her arms above her head, gyrating.


Her breasts must be three times as big as mine, Kate thought as she watched them sway. She twisted her own torso for fun, chuckling at the scant motion under her tight tank top. Too many laps in the pool. Too many paddle strokes.


Kate glanced back at her husband. Typically, he was just staring at the kayak, still grumbling. Sometimes he reminded her of one of those Wall Street types with whom she used to ride the subway, immersed in his own thoughts even as the microworld around him erupted. Still, he didn’t have a wandering eye like her father, and most of the time his focus was just wonderful. A magnet.


“I’m not talking about our well-being. I’m talking about rules,” Darren said, stepping between a comatose boy’s legs.


“They told us where we should go. They didn’t tell us where we shouldn’t go. Besides, these dumb rules weren’t made with us in mind.”


Typical, thought Darren. Kate sneaked food into movie theaters, took their dog running on the beach without a leash, rappelled off the side of their apartment building. It was a spot that had been long ago rubbed raw. And a spot that was often sweet for some maddening reason. She is so right for me, he thought. His was a rigid personality that needed to be dragged kicking and screaming toward the boundaries in life that she regularly exploded.


Kate’s plan would take them on a leisurely kayak near the cliff divers, then an extended paddle south to a deserted beach surrounded by cliffs where the couple could drink beer, picnic, and get the blood up with a few rappels. And, she hoped, the fulfillment of a beach fantasy to boot. She had stuffed the camera and lunch into the waterproof pack alongside the harnesses and the climbing rope they called the Hell Bitch. The rope was slightly frayed, but she could not part with it and buy a replacement, much to Darren’s chagrin. Too much history lugging it around Eco-Challenge courses.


When the kayak was at the edge of the wet sand, Kate slipped into the rear compartment and picked up her paddle, struggling to seal her spray skirt when her Eco-Challenge belt buckle caught on the lip.


“You should take that damn buckle off,” said Darren when he leaned over to help. “It could get caught and prevent you from getting out if we roll. I don’t know why you wear it with shorts in the first place. Like you’re a rodeo chick or something.”


“Yee-hah, baby.” Kate had been wearing the heavy silver prize whenever she could in the nine months since they finished the Eco-Challenge, style be damned. The buckle was just a finisher’s prize, so Darren refused to wear it, but of the seventy-five teams that had started in New Zealand, fewer than fifteen had finished. She was proud of eighth.


“Really. I’m worried,” he said.


“I’m fine, babe. If we capsize, we’ll just Eskimo-roll back up.”


Darren slid into his hole and tested the rudder steering pedals with his Teva sandals. He was waiting, but Kate, behind him, wanted to taste bigger waves like those in the set just rolling in. He could feel her scooting the craft forward.


A big blue plunging wave crested white and slammed shut in a foamy froth not twenty yards from them, hissing as the bubbles burst up across the sand, turning it from white to brown. “Isn’t it beautiful? Let’s go!” she shouted over the roar.


A small crowd had gathered so that when Darren turned to refuse, he was staring at some college kid with bizarre facial growth in a Britney Spears T-shirt, who said, “You two aren’t going out through those nasty waves, are you, dude?”


“Hell yes, we are,” Darren said.


“Right on.”


Darren pried the kayak forward until it was floating. He churned the water, catching hold of it and powering it past, charged by the sound of the surf zone and the squirt of adrenaline. The undertow snatched the kayak and it gathered speed. Kate joined him on the paddle and the boat shot forward, spray flying past like BBs, then the waves themselves crashing over the bow and knocking Darren back against his seat every few seconds. He bent forward on impact and pinned his paddle flat and parallel to the gunwale so it would not be stripped away by the greedy waves. The couple paddled hard when they were clear of each wave to build momentum for the next plunger, the kayak pitching wildly. The final breaker in the set sucked them up its aquamarine face and spit them out on the ocean side.


“Wahoo!” screamed Kate when they were clear. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”


The Pacific was a deep cobalt blue, and they paddled easily for several hours, taking time to admire the kindred spirits that leapt from the hundred-foot cliffs at La Quebrada before they turned north and skimmed toward the secret beach. Kate hoped that it was deserted because of the severe terrain that protected it. It lay in a long stretch of private property carefully delineated on her map. She didn’t tell Darren about the redlines and the warnings, of course.


Their beach was more beautiful than she had hoped: a tiny crescent of sun-bleached sand, not more than fifty yards long, surrounded by towering cliffs that announced their presence by kicking the surf with their coral feet. She could see a crew of sandpipers working the edge of the high water line, scurrying up and down the beach like giant ants. Above them, a precarious set of steep wooden stairs led from the cove up over the cliffs.


“Wow. Isn’t it perfect?” Kate asked, leaning back against the plastic seat rest and resting the paddle across the raised oval lip of her compartment. Brine from the sea and her body dripped off her nose. “Wouldn’t it be great to own a property like this? Build a house up on top of that cliff? Just work out, have sex, and listen to the ocean?”


“Yeah, but I get the feeling that a Marine and a full-time adventure athlete might not be able to afford it.” Darren had retired from endurance racing after Eco-Challenge New Zealand to concentrate on his military career. His new assignment to the White House didn’t allow for a life, let alone hobbies that demanded three-hour daily workouts. If he was going to transition into a high government office, his spare minutes would have to be spent networking, not riding some mountain bike into the ground the way Kate seemed to do every week.


Kate had been anointed the ambassador for the fledgling sport of adventure racing. She used her notoriety to found an adventure academy for girls called You Go Girl! where she taught them what self-esteem tasted like by encouraging them to push themselves in the outdoors. She had been featured in most of the fitness magazines, including a naked shot in Sports Illustrated. Well, not really naked, she had laughed with her grumpy husband, pointing out the gray clay that covered her as she ran with a full pack, chased by a camel.


“We own the beach today, babe. And I’ve got plans for it that I think you’ll like.”


Darren had heard the fantasy several times. He paddled a little harder toward shore.


The couple pulled the kayak past the high-water mark and stretched their towels for a picnic. Kate stuck her feet into the soft sand and happily kneaded it with her toes. The sun broke free of the cliff and the sand sparkled and winked at them like glitter painted by the swiftly retreating shadow. The water turned turquoise and dazzled them.


“What’d I tell you, baby?” she said.


“You were right. It’s unbelievable.”


“I’m just getting warmed up.” She positioned a Corona against a log, popped her hand down hard against the cap, and extended the foaming beer to her husband.


“Where’d you learn that?” he asked.


“College.”


“And the salient difference between Princeton and Harvard is revealed. No wonder I pinned every tiger I ever wrestled.” Kate tossed him the Corona and he continued, “No mas. My head is killing me, babe. No more alcohol for me ever.”


“You want to cure that hangover? Drink it and see what happens.”


Darren didn’t think he liked the taste of beer, but in a few seconds that changed. It was really goddamn good. Careful, he thought, this is how the weak are taken prisoner.


Kate pulled off her tank top and stepped out of her shorts, then reached back and untied her silver bikini top. Darren smiled dumbly.


She smiled at him and pursed her lips, swaying her hips in a hula motion, pushing her bottoms slowly down past her strong thighs and stepping out of them. She flicked them with her right foot—still missing the big toenail she lost during the last race—and Darren caught them before they smacked his face. She tossed a tube of suntan lotion at her husband and lay down on her stomach. “Back rub,” she said.


Darren glanced up around the cliffs and then back at his bride. I am truly a lucky man, he thought. He knelt beside her and squeezed the tube, lathering her firm shoulders and knotted back, kneading her neck and grinding his fingers into the dense muscles of her lats. Her build did not ruin, but accentuated her curves. “Ummmm,” she hummed happily. “That’s a good boy.”


He was not used to alcohol and on an empty stomach he felt a buzzing warmth. When he cupped his hands and stroked her hamstrings and calves he had the urge to drink a second beer. And a much, much stronger urge, as well. She started a slow hum and the vibration in his hands felt like a purring cat. When he reached her ankles, Kate spun around and stretched her arms behind her head, sighed slowly, almost a coo, and arched her back. Her breasts and pelvis were vanilla except for her nipples and the slick black rectangle of hair. “Front,” she said simply, bringing her hand up to her temple to block the peeping sun. “And get those clothes off.”


“You better fix that salute when I get back, Marine.”


Darren walked over to the pack and grabbed another Corona, then glanced up at the cliffs suspiciously—only blinding sun, though—and took off his clothes. He rubbed the bottle across his neck and then did the same to her, drinking some more now, pouring some in the belly button well of her flat stomach, licking it off, pouring it across her breasts, and watching her nipples grow and tighten, finishing the beer and tossing the bottle up the beach, happy and buzzed and excited, straddling her chest and dripping the lotion down on her, massaging her breasts even as she massaged him with those soft, wet hands and pulled him in tight, surrounded.


“You’re so beautiful,” he said.


“I want to do this in the water,” she whispered. Her voice was husky and he carried her into the Pacific as quickly as he could, spooking three brown pelicans that flapped their wings until they had found their invisible cushion of air.


The water was cool. He was standing waist-deep when she wrapped her arms and legs around him and pressed herself down.


An alien voice boomed from the beach. “Hola! Qué hace usted? Usted sabe que esto es la propiedad privada!”


Kate pushed down on Darren’s shoulders and hopped off him with a startled squeal. She hid behind her husband and peeked at the shore.


Three men were standing next to the kayak. Two of them wore white slacks and jackets like Miami Vice holdouts, and the third—an enormous fat man with a ponytail and square sunglasses like her grandmother wore—was dressed in an ugly purple Hawaiian shirt and long khaki shorts that were stretched wide by his tree-trunk legs.


“Usted rompe la ley, mis amigos. Usted ensució. La natación desnuda no se permite. Entrar ilegalmente tampoco!”


“What’d they say?” asked Darren, once again fuming at the fact his mother had pushed him into French at prep school, instead of Spanish.


“They say we’re trespassing on private property. And that skinny-dipping is illegal. And that you littered on the beach with the bottle.” Kate backed up until the ocean was deep enough to cover her breasts, then stepped aside of Darren and shouted, “Arrepentido, nosotros no supimos. Nosotros no saldremos las botellas. Hacemos nunca sucio este lugar hermoso.”


The fat man said something and the two men in jackets laughed. “Bien entonces, sale del agua y me lo explica a mí!” the fat man shouted. Kate could see the tattered triangle of sweat that darkened his shirt and matted his chest hair. His tongue was hanging out the same way her black Labrador Neptune’s did after their long runs.


Kate pressed into Darren’s back and whispered, “They want us up there, babe. You’re probably going to have to pay them off.”


“Wait one.”


She pushed him forward. “Go.”


He looked at her and nodded toward his waist. “I can’t right now, baby, I’ve still got to calm down a little. He’s still a tad excited.”


Kate laughed, looked down at the water, and said in a baby voice, “Don’t worry, little guy. Mommy will take care of you real soon.” She laughed again and shouted to the men.


Darren began to wade forward. “How much do you think this will cost us?”


“I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to pay the minimum,” she said.


She watched her husband emerge from the Pacific feeling comfortable and unafraid. The ocean revealed him as he walked, his muscled form tapering sharply from his wide shoulders to his waist, eventually unveiling the big scar on his knee from the bullet that shattered his kneecap in Kuwait. He kept himself in superb shape, well-muscled but not bulky. “Lean enough to keep my jab speedy,” she once heard him tell Kelly during one of their ridiculous Macho Marine Talks, “but strong enough to cave in a man’s face.” At six feet, Darren wasn’t bigger than the men on the beach, but you couldn’t see that in his confident approach, nakedness notwithstanding. She was sure the men would give a warning and send them on their way. She’d have to find another beach.


To lighten the mood, she shouted, “Usted es agradable a mi esposo o él lo quizás golpee con su herramienta masiva!”


The men in front of Darren broke into wild laughter. When he neared, they pointed at his groin and shouted back to Kate in Spanish, enjoying an in-joke. The chuckling fat man held his great sweaty belly as if worried it might burst. Darren knew the joke was made at his expense. His stiff nature made him an easy target for people with keen senses of humor like Kate and his buddy Kelly, so he was used to it. In fact, some part of him enjoyed the ribbing.


Darren smiled and turned back to face his wife. “What’d you tell them?”


The water was shoulder-high on his wife and her long hair was flopped back flat behind her head. She looked so beautiful. It made him nervous, given present company.


“Just that you’d do whatever they told you,” she said.


Yeah, right, Darren thought.


Gil Saiz looked at the black man walking toward him and laughed again. The man’s penis was shriveled and small, certainly not the “massive tool” that might flog as the lady said. It was a funny warning and Gil immediately warmed to the woman in the water. She was good-looking and had some American Indian traits, he thought, what with her severe eyebrows and jet-black hair. But even her deep tan couldn’t hide her European roots. Tall and fair. Maybe Irish or Scandinavian years back but American now, a mixed breed like most of the mutts up there.


And the impurity was going to get worse. Here she was, naked, with a negro. A hot white woman like that with a black! It was the same unholy rap fantasy that these fucking college kids shoved in his face every spring when they took over the clubs, all the white kids dancing to spoken nonsense and acting black, baseball caps backward and pants pulled down. Confused gringos! Bad influences, too, beaming their fucking MTV violent rap crap into his house by satellite television when his son was home alone.


Still, Gil hoped the Jackrabbit might let the girl go. He glanced at her and she was smiling. Dread flooded him—he had been in similar positions too often. This woman was too striking to be ignored by Jackrabbit. Her smile would be gone soon. Gil had worked as the Jackrabbit’s bodyguard for seven years, and though the soldiering never bothered him—that was business—he felt a weighty guilt when it came to all of the women who had come in contact with his equally weighty boss.


The black man came up to the three of them gesturing with his hands apologetically, speaking English like all of the spoiled tourists. It’s Spanish down here, you arrogant fuck, thought Gil. At least the girl speaks it.


The black put on his shorts to cover at least part of his ugliness, pulled out a wallet, and raised his eyebrows, extending a ten-dollar bill. Dollars, not pesos.


“This son of a bitch is trying to bribe me?” said the Jackrabbit. “With ten dollars? I could buy his woman from him right now. Get her up here. I want to see her tits.”


Gil nodded his understanding. He slapped the wallet from the man’s hand and shoved him back roughly. The black stumbled back and came up in a crouch. He has good balance, thought Gil. And no panic yet.


Gil was a big man, whose job demanded he be comfortable in a fight, relaxed enough to think even while absorbing a lucky blow. He saw in the American’s face some of the same. The black looked like some little fighting dog, black eyes moving across the Jackrabbit and his fellow bodyguard, Juan, then back to Gil. He’s shifty, thought Gil. He’s not afraid for himself, but he’s afraid for his woman.


“Come out of the water now, girl,” shouted Gil in Spanish. “Come out and get your clothes. My boss wants to speak to you.”


“What’d he say, Kate?” Darren asked calmly. Unlike most of his generation, Darren Phillips understood real violence, both its consequences and its requirements.


“He wants me to come out of the water.”


“You stay put.”


Darren glared at the men and shook his head. He recognized that the fattest man wearing the shorts was in charge, and turned to him, gesturing apologetically and shaking his head. He tried to explain. “Sir. I am sorry . . .”


The Jackrabbit recoiled as if Darren had belched. “Get this nigger out of my face.”


Gil reached for the black man, missed his elbow but snared his wrist and yanked him backward, tripping him onto the sand. He moved in for a light kick to get the girl’s attention, but the black swiveled around quickly and was on his feet, fists balled. Fast!


“Tell them we don’t want trouble!” Darren screamed.


Darren had been an amateur pugilist in his formative years and was now a professional warrior. He had assiduously studied all manner of combat, and long ago concluded that martial conflict was not art but science with a splash of chaos. There was nothing artistic about violence.


He was stressed and he was glad for it. That meant that neurons from the cerebral cortex had already triggered the autonomic nervous system, preparing his body for action. Adrenaline prepares the body for the flight, noradrenaline prepares for the fight. In fewer than five seconds his skeletal muscles strengthened, his blood-clotting time decreased, his heart rate skyrocketed, his bladder relaxed, and his mental activity increased.


Now calm down, Darren thought, and take control.


He heard Kate yelling in Spanish. The biggest man in the white jacket moved in again. “Stay back,” said Darren, but the man’s hand was moving, so he flung the sand he was clenching into the man’s eyes and blocked the punch, returning a sharp jab that he pulled. Could have been much worse, amigo. His left fist returned to its defensive position. “Stop this! We’ll leave!”


Gil went to his knees, holding his head and thinking that the man must have used a blackjack. He swore loudly and rubbed his fingers across his bumpy eyelids. It felt like crushed glass. The pain was hot and his neck tingled.


When Darren turned to face the other two men he saw the pistols, both automatics and large caliber, one of them silver and reflecting the sun.


The second jacketed bodyguard in his white suit put his pistol in Darren’s face. 9-mm Beretta. Thumb safety. Won’t fire if the barrel’s depressed. Darren considered a grab, but when he heard Kate scream he raised his hands. Too late now.


Miami Vice punched him in the stomach and seemed to be trying to drill the barrel of the gun into his ear canal. “Si usted mueve otra vez y yo fucking lo mata cabrón!” he screamed. Darren allowed the man to pull his hands behind him and felt the sharp squeeze as flex-cuffs bound his hands tightly. Darren tried to engorge his wrists by clenching, but the man continued to yank even as the plastic handcuffs broke the skin. Darren felt blood trickle past his thumbs.


Juan pulled Darren to his feet by yanking his hands up past his shoulder blades. Darren screamed and twisted around in time to catch Gil’s fist with his face. He crumpled down onto the sharp volcanic coral. A black spike drilled into his pectoral, but there was plenty of meat to keep it from penetrating more than a centimeter. His cheek was submerged in a tiny tide pool and he could taste brine with the blood.


“Yo no hecho con usted,” Gil said. He stepped on Darren’s lower back, careful to avoid scuffing his polish on the coral.


Darren didn’t speak the language, but he understood the dark underbelly of power and domination, the evil that men do. He twisted his head when he heard Kate coming out of the water, naked and vulnerable. He didn’t want Kate to be within miles when men reverted to their truculent natures, let alone having her as their sole focus ten meters away on a deserted beach. He kicked Gil lightly, just to get his attention, and said, “Hey! You touch her and I’ll fucking kill you.”


Gil slid his shoe up until it rested on Darren’s neck, then twisted his shoe back and forth leisurely before turning his attention back to the naked woman. He didn’t like to ogle, but she was worth the twinge of shame. Her thighs were big for a trim girl, and they hardened beneath her tanned skin each time she placed weight on a leg.


“Stop!” Kate shouted in Spanish when she ran up. “Here I am. You are happy now?”


“He’s making it bad for you,” said the Jackrabbit.


Jackrabbit had never seen a woman with so many muscles, a mash of wicked curves. And still somehow she is feminine, he thought. And long! Her hips were wide and full but not fat. Nice dark skin that yielded to a pure cocaine-white bikini line. He stared at the black rectangle of pubic hair like it was a hundred-dollar bill or a pile of freshly cut product or a newly oiled pistol—impossible to take his eyes away.


Jackrabbit’s extremities flooded with anticipation. He considered sending Gil and Juan to finish off the nigger so he could take her right there on the beach. Scream, baby!


“We don’t want a problem,” the girl told him.


He barely heard; he was watching the muscles between her hips. “Tell him to calm down so we can have a discussion. This fighting with police makes it worse. You have enough trouble.”


“Okay. Relax. Relax.”


Kate walked over to the pack and grabbed her shorts and bikini. “You boys get a good look or do you want another second or two?” She pulled the bikini bottoms up over her hips, followed by her shorts, and flipped the bikini top over her head. She reached into her bag for her scrunchie and tied her hair in a ponytail.


Darren was struggling to get his footing under Gil’s shiny white leather shoe. Kate stroked his face. “Darren, just let me handle them. Calm down. They’re police. People have seen me naked before, you know.”


She smiled weakly, but Darren was in no mood for levity. This car was rolling downhill without brakes. “Kate, I want you to get in the kayak and get out of here. Are you listening? Get the hell out of here. I’ll take care of myself. They are not police.”


“You two talk too much,” Jackrabbit interrupted. “Did he say he was going to be a good listener now?”


Kate stood defiant with her hands on her hips. “Please, sir. This is my honeymoon and we wanted to . . . see the beach. Forgive us. Let us get back in the boat and we’ll go.”


Jackrabbit laughed and his henchmen joined in a second later out of habit, though Gil felt increasingly guilty, especially when he heard it was the woman’s honeymoon. He had never participated in the games with the women and the Jackrabbit accepted this. He would stay in the guesthouse while he and Juan delved.


“No, it’s not that simple, girl,” said the Jackrabbit. “We have to take you back for some questions. Then we let you go.”
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The trio escorted the couple up the zigzagging staircase, Darren in the lead with Gil’s gun in his back and their backpack draped around his neck. Gil taunted him for the first few steps, but Darren, even with his hands tied behind his back, increased the pace. By the top the big bodyguard was concentrating on his breathing alone, yanking at the railing to keep up with a man powered only by Tevas.


They approached a spiked brick wall just a few yards from the cliff. Stainless-steel prongs were tastefully hidden among its ivy-covered top. Gil punched a code into a black box with one hand while roughly squeezing Darren’s neck with the other. Darren noticed a surveillance camera wired to the big palm tree. A thick, heavily lacquered wooden door opened with a click, and they entered a sprawling compound with a mansion, a four-car garage, and a guesthouse with a glass roof. Palm trees dotted the compound. A pool sparkled in the sun as the breeze rippled the surface.


“You like this? It’s mine,” the Jackrabbit told Kate. “Juan and Gil stay in the guesthouse. They work for me. So do hundreds of others.” His roots were grounded in poverty, and he still felt it necessary to take ownership whenever he could, lest the woman think that one of the guards was in charge.


The Jackrabbit led them inside the guesthouse and waved his hand, inviting the gringos to look. The black did—in fact he looked like he was conducting a survey—but the girl just stared at him. Is she impressed?


The meaty deposits of fat near his knees jiggled when he moved, Kate noticed. It sickened her. The roof was part glass and the sun’s rays were magnified, drying Kate’s mouth—or is that just terror? she wondered. Her heart was thumping against her rib cage as if a small animal were trapped inside, and she wished it would stop so she could hear the whispers of the three men. She heard Juan ask the Jackrabbit if he could have a turn, too, and the Jackrabbit said he could do as he liked after he was finished.


Her stomach turned. She had competed in seas of men under the worst circumstances and watched them cave and quit before she did. She had been pounded and flipped by a nor’easter ten miles off Martha’s Vineyard in a tiny kayak on a rainy night, she had slid down an ice slope to rescue a frozen teammate in a glacial pond, she had hiked a hundred miles across the Australian desert with one of her teammate’s packs, but she had never, never felt the fear that was starting to infect her. She marveled at the gooseflesh on her shivering arms, struggling to regain control of her thoughts even as panic surged through her and erased all coherent processing. There was only dread and disbelief. She could not believe it was happening to her. This is my honeymoon.


“Stay strong, Kate,” said Darren, looking around the room for a sharp edge he could use to cut the flex-cuffs. He was standing but Gil shoved him back into the couch with a force that foreshadowed future violence. The big Mexican bodyguard put his Bruno Magli into Darren’s chest and pinned him to the couch, twisting the heel back and forth until he found a neat socket in Darren’s breastbone. Then he kicked hard and crushed Darren’s lungs, sending his air whistling out through his clenched teeth.


“Stop! Please, stop. We’ll do what you want,” Kate stammered in Spanish. “Just stop hurting him.”


Jackrabbit shouted at Gil, and the bodyguard backed away. “You remember that, girl,” Jackrabbit said. “That’s smart, see? You listen to me and he doesn’t get hurt. You come with me for the questions, now. If you tell the truth, we let you go.”


She was crying softly now and had her head bowed. She whispered, “Yes. I’ll . . . do what you want. Just don’t hurt us. Leave him alone.”


As Jackrabbit and Juan led Kate out of the guesthouse, Darren saw something he had never seen and never expected to see: Her spirit was gone. She seemed so deflated in the men’s arms, nodding and weeping, that rage filled him and he could think only of murder. “Keep your head up, baby,” he said. “I’ll be there soon.”


Gil looked at the man sitting there helpless with his fat ape nose flaring and had a pang of regret. She wouldn’t be the same woman when she came out—they never were. But that was replaced by anger when he thought about the sand in his eyes, and soon he was thinking about torturing the black man if the Jackrabbit decided to kill them instead of letting her live with the shame.


When Gil moved to shut the door behind Juan and his boss—screaming bothered his conscience—Darren grabbed the Playboy from the coffee table and tossed it behind him on the couch. Gil detected movement and spun around with his pistol drawn. “Siéntese,” he said.


Darren nodded and sat on the magazine. His bound hands found it and he began to roll it up behind his back, tightly and slowly.


_____


Jackrabbit posted Juan outside his massive garage and took Kate in through the side door. Inside, there were three white Mercedes sport-utility vehicles and a black Porsche. Above them, twelve ceiling fans whirred lazily. Kate felt chilled but she was sweating freely. She stopped under a fan and leaned her head back. She tried to think but her brain seemed paralyzed.


Jackrabbit escorted her to an enclave in the corner with a teak well bar, a big screen television, and a couch. “This is all mine,” he said. He walked behind the bar and said, “Drink? You drink tequila? Yes?”


“No. What do you want, sir?” she asked in Spanish.


He pressed a button on a remote control, and the garage was painted by an eerie black light. The white SUVs glowed electric purple, and the Porsche seemed to disappear. Jackrabbit smiled; he loved the ambiance, especially because the black lights showed off his fleet. He couldn’t wait to see her bikini line under the glow.


“What do you think of the black light?”


She just shrugged, staring hopelessly at his blue teeth.


“You do what I say and you two go free, yes?” The Jackrabbit filled a shot glass with Cuervo Gold and snapped the yellow liquid into his throat. It was hot when it slid fast down his gullet, warming his stomach. He filled a second glass and gulped it, too. He shuddered. The tequila was enough to stamp out the mild guilt he sometimes felt. “Otherwise we get rough with your husband. Understand?”


“Yes,” she said weakly. “Just don’t hurt him.”


She was resigned to it and that made Jackrabbit happy. He hated the ones that fought and clawed. Still, maybe she hadn’t figured it out yet. He needed her to accept the act before he performed it. It made him feel sexier when they didn’t squirm in revulsion.


Jackrabbit sat on the couch. It was imported from North Carolina and built special for his load. He glanced up at the corner of the garage to confirm that his digital camera was recording. “Dance for me. Dance and take off your clothes. Then you come sit over me, yes? Make me feel good?” He watched her face closely for the reaction.


She started to cry again, but that was a natural and positive sign, Jackrabbit thought. Some began to fight and scream at this point, and then he had to get rough. He didn’t enjoy screwing a battered woman. As much.


She nodded. “Just . . . please don’t tell my husband,” she mumbled, almost a whisper. “You’ll never tell?”


This was another good sign. Some of the other tourists he had met in bars—and one of the local girls—had told their husbands or fathers, and he didn’t need the hassle. Of course, he was never actually charged with anything, and most of the girls kept quiet.


“No one will tell. Now dance and strip for me.”


Kate began to sway her hips and tug at her tank top, exposing her stomach. The Jackrabbit saw the subtle waves of muscles and rubbed himself through his shorts.


She stopped suddenly. “I need music.”


The Jackrabbit frowned, then shrugged and walked behind the bar. He returned with a set of keys and beeped open the door of the biggest Mercedes. “This car is so expensive the stereo is better than the one in the main house.”


His fat body filled the car door and his left hip wedged into the hinge. When he turned the key and put in his Ricky Martin CD, it occurred to him that she might attack him. Or run. He spun around in a mild panic, his gut catching the steering wheel and burning a bit when some hairs were plucked, but the American girl was still standing by the bar with her head down. Defeated. Accepting. This will be a good one, he thought.


He sat back on the couch and said, “Now dance, girlfriend.”


Ricky Martin is a good choice, thought Jackrabbit. The girls like him. Easy to dance to and how this one can dance! The girl began to shake and twist, rocking her wide hips back and forth. Ricky sang, She’ll make you take your clothes off and go dancing in the rain! How appropriate!


Juan opened the door—the kid liked Ricky, too . . . who didn’t?—and Jackrabbit waved him away, extremely annoyed with his bodyguard. Juan bowed apologetically and retreated from the garage’s side door.


Ricky Martin sang, Upside, inside out! Livin’ la vida loca!


Jackrabbit stroked his shorts.


“I want it louder!” the girl shouted over Ricky. She moved over to the car. Again Jackrabbit tensed, thinking now about the MP-5 submachine guns in the back, but again the girl showed no ulterior motive.


The music cranked. And cranked. And CRANKED!


It was too loud for him now, but she didn’t try any tricks. The bass spewed from his new Boston Acoustics speakers, echoed, and shook the fat around his midsection. Jackrabbit thought briefly he might lose the nine scrambled eggs he had gorged to this horrible sonic boom. He could live with the goddamn blare for a body like hers, though, coming toward him now with erect nipples poking at her tank top. It’s not cold in here . . . is she excited?


LIVIN’ LA VIDA LOCA! Ricky Martin screamed. “Take off your shirt!” he shouted, turgid with anticipation. Goddamn, that’s loud.


“What?”


“TAKE OFF YOUR SHIRT!”


The girl had a different look about her and it excited Jackrabbit even more. She was dancing aggressively and her shoulders and hips seemed very, very powerful. She danced as if she was exercising. Also, she no longer seemed afraid. He could not wait to touch her now that she was going with the flow, as the gringos say.


SHE’LL MAKE YOU LIVE HER CRAZY LIFE! shouted Ricky.


The girl pulled her bikini top off and threw it in his face. Her breasts were small and creamy, jiggling like glowing flying saucers in the black light. Her stomach was rippled tan and tapered. With her belt buckle she looked like a naughty cowgirl. She moved forward and shouted, “Now, you. Take off your shorts!”


“What!”


“TAKE OFF YOUR SHORTS!”


Oh, she wants to play! She is excited. Little slut wants some strange now, doesn’t she! The whore was unfastening her own gaudy buckle when she leaned over him and shouted, “MY NAME IS KATE NORTH! YOU HEAR ME?”


The Jackrabbit shrugged and unzipped his fly, his hairy pooch expanding like the top foil of a heated popcorn tray. What the hell did he care what her name was?


Ricky sang, SHE’LL TAKE AWAY YOUR PAIN! LIKE A BULLET IN THE BRAIN!


“KATE NORTH! YOU REMEMBER THAT!”


She could call herself Wonder Woman for all he cared. He tugged at his shorts and struggled to pull them over his thick thighs, leaning back to elevate his flabby backside and shoving hard with two hands even as the bad little slut moved over him, her belt pulled free and wrapped tightly around her fist now, the big Eco-Challenge buckle dangling on its weight. Her eyes were glowing a creepy electric blue. She leaned back, and the plate of metal was suddenly rocketing toward his head.


In the millisecond before the buckle struck his head there was a final thought—not tangible and recognizable, but present nevertheless. It was this: I have soldiered for twenty years for the hardest cartel in the world, I have been shot and knifed, I have taken eight lives, and this is how I . . .


Jackrabbit wore the thought on his face when the buckle caved his temple and came again and again, through his broken fingers. And again. The scalp tearing. And again. The skull folding. And again.


The Jackrabbit died before his body flopped down into his own pool of blood.


After the first blow Kate thought she would stop, but fear kept her recoiling from the man and anger kept the arm snapping forward.


LIVIN’ LA VIDA LOCA! LIVIN’ LA VIDA LOCA!


Outside, Juan was swaying happily to the music and lip-synching into the butt of his Beretta pistol. When the last note sounded, it was immediately followed by the craack! of a whip. He had missed eleven others.


Juan debated busting in on his boss again and decided to wait for the next song to cover his peek. Is he whipping her? After a few seconds, the next song blared and he reached for the handle of the garage door. When he opened it he recognized Jackrabbit’s ankle pistol just before it flashed.


Juan’s head snapped back and he, too, died before he hit the ground.
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Darren was so totally distraught when the flat crack echoed inside the guesthouse that his eyes welled and spilled over before he was even on his feet. He dug his fingernails into the rolled magazine behind his back and screamed. On this earth now thirty-three years, he was a paper tiger who had allowed his own wife to be raped and murdered while he sat on a couch.


A base rage captured him. Whether he lived no longer had meaning—with Kate gone, his only purpose was grounded in manufacturing three deaths, and it was probably best that he die, too. It was certainly better than returning home with the weighty guilt of another person martyring themself for him, the way one of Kelly’s Marines did to save him in Somalia.


The bodyguard was peeking out the window, now reaching for the door. Darren thought he would have to take a bullet or two to close the gap, but then he might be able to grab a pistol so he could shoot the bodyguards and maybe torture the fat man before he bled out. He thought of a Marine Corps T-shirt slogan: Kill them all, let God sort ’em out. By God if he didn’t bleed out right away that was exactly what he was going to do. Kill every fucking person he saw.


Darren used the coffee table as a springboard. He jumped high and tucked his thighs against his chest, swinging his cuffed hands out from behind his back, underneath his legs as if jumping rope. The magazine in his hands was as hard as a metal baton and it now led the charge.


Gil had seen the girl running toward him, topless with white triangles on her breasts painted by a bikini. Juan was dead behind her, and his Hugo Boss suit was covered in blood. His mouth was open. So was his head. Gil reached for the door handle so he could shoot her when he heard a thump! behind him. He turned his head but his pistol was just a bit slower.


Darren swung his hands down and collapsed Gil’s eye socket with the end of the magazine, then brought it back, kicked Gil in the knee, and slammed the magazine into his temple, knocking him unconscious. Darren fumbled for the pistol and found it underneath the body. The door slammed open and he rolled into a crouch, his eyes searching over the sights for the target.


She’s topless. She’s alive. Thank God.


Kate grabbed his trembling arm. “Let’s go! Let’s go!”


He wanted to hold her face in his hands but they were cuffed too tightly. He studied her. She was not even shaking. She had not been raped. “Are you okay? Where are the other two?”


“I killed them.”


Whoa. “Watch the door.” Even as Darren looked for an edge to slice himself free he was processing her statement. He wanted to hold her, but there was no time and there might be others. He sawed the plastic cuffs on the edge of a glass end table and ripped them apart. He was livid that he had allowed himself to be made impotent.


He had failed Kate just as he failed his own platoon in Desert Storm. Shot himself in the knee like a bumbling geek and then guiltily accepted a Bronze Star with a combat valor decoration when the platoon cover-up had come full circle and the higher-ups wanted to reward their golden boy.


He failed Kelly’s Marine in Somalia. The young sergeant was killed fighting off a mob of gangbangers after Darren brought them into the hornet’s nest on a glory quest. When his plastic knee collapsed early in that fight, he failed himself, too.


Now he had failed his own goddamn wife on their honeymoon. What kind of man am I?


“Any more coming?”


“No,” she said, peering out. “I can see the mansion from here.”


Darren moved over to Gil, fanned the unconscious man’s fingers out, and smashed his foot down on each hand. By the time the second hand was pounded flat, the first had already swollen up. “In case he wakes up, Kate. Only other choice is to kill him.” And God knows he deserves dying.


Darren flipped Gil’s pistol around in his hand like a hammer and broke the man’s index fingers and thumbs next. He ripped the cord from a lamp and bound the man’s hands with a strangle knot, then rolled him over and searched for an extra magazine of bullets. He found a twelve-round clip and an extraordinarily large chrome cellular phone strapped onto his shoulder holster.


Kate’s head was buzzing, but she was not nauseated and she had no remorse. Perhaps I’m still in shock, she thought. What happened did not make sense. She hadn’t really killed two men, had she? She expected to feel sick, but nothing—not even the image of the bodyguard’s head opening—could shake her feeling that she had done right by herself and by her husband. When she searched hard, the only emotion she found was a residual anger.


Darren touched her shoulder. “We need to get to the police as fast as we can. And take this one with us to get him first aid. It’ll look bad if we leave him here unconscious. These people must be drug dealers or something.”


“Go to the police? What if they are the police? I say we go straight to the embassy. Or get on a plane or something. I want to go home.” She was able to look him in the eyes for the first time since the beach. “I want to go home, babe.”


“Kate, we’ve killed two people. If we flee, we’ll just look guilty. It’s two hundred miles to Mexico City. And we sure as hell won’t get on a plane! We need to get to the cops.” The system would take care of them if they followed the rules, he thought.


Darren handed her the bulky silver cell phone. It was the size of a paperback novel and had a folding antenna. “This must be a satellite phone. Can you call the police station? Tell them we’re on our way? I don’t think it’s good to hang around here.”


“We can take one of the cars. It’s running. I’ll call on the way.”


Darren handed Kate the pack, hefted Gil’s body over his shoulder and followed her out past Juan’s body and into the garage. Ricky Martin was still screaming and Darren noticed the blood before he saw the Jackrabbit. When he turned the corner he saw the fat man, saw his shorts pulled down around his knees and his disgusting nakedness, saw his wife glance down at him and turn her head. He fought the urge to kick the corpse. When Kate reached in the big Mercedes and shut off the music his ears rang in the silence, buzzing with hatred.


She put on her bikini top and her shirt. He saw her quaking.


“Did he touch you?”


She shook her head no and he was immediately relieved.


Darren stuffed Gil into the rear compartment. He tossed their pack in after him, and it got hung up on a black piece of metal. “Look at this!” Two MP-5 submachine guns were bolted on racks behind the driver and passenger seats. Several loaded clips of 9-mm ammunition were velcroed below. Darren examined the locks and said, “We’ve stumbled into a hornet’s nest. Is there a small key attached to that bundle?”


Kate unclipped a red key and handed it back. “What is it?”


“Machine guns. I’m going to unlock them now, just in case.”


Her face flushed. “In case what? In case what, Darren? Let’s just drive to the embassy. This is really bad. What’s happened?”


Darren rushed around and jumped into the driver’s seat, searching for the garage door opener, finding it, popping the Mercedes into gear, and pressing the accelerator. The SUV jumped forward, and their heads hit the padded seats behind them. “This thing’s powerful! Call the embassy and let them know what’s happened, but like I said, we can’t drive two hundred miles in a car stolen from a drug gang. How do I get back to town?”


The SUV roared out of the compound and approached a paved highway. “The map’s in the pack,” she said. “But . . . there! That’s Pie de la Cuesta. Just go right, follow this all the way back up the coast. The police station is close to the Hyatt.”


Kate flipped the heavy cell phone open and pressed Operator, then Send/Talk. The button labels were in English, but she noticed Chinese or Japanese characters at the bottom near the brand logo, SpaceNet. The phone made a series of strange beeps and a man said in Spanish, “Conductor. Three-nine-nine. Abort. Your encryption is off.”


Kate scrunched up her face, not understanding the Spanish word for “encryption.” She checked to make sure she had dialed correctly, and said in Spanish, “Hello. I need to be connected with an overseas operator, please.”


“Conductor. Three-nine-nine,” the man said again.


“Is this the operator? Hello? I need a long-distance operator.”


“Abort—”


Kate pressed End, growled with frustration, and waited a few minutes before pressing Operator again. The same voice said, “Conductor. Three-nine-nine.”


“Hello. Excuse me, but I’m trying to reach the operator. I need the American embassy. Are you the operator?”


“This is Conductor. Three-nine-nine. Who is this?”


“I’m sorry, but what do I have to dial to get the operator? I keep dialing zero. I’m trying to reach the American embassy in Mexico City.”


There was a long pause, and then the phone disconnected. Kate pressed End. “There’s something wrong with this goddamn phone!” she yelled. “I get some strange company when I dial.”


Darren was marveling at the acceleration of the car and wasn’t paying attention. He was rehearsing the statement in his mind. Attempted rape. Self-defense. I am a United States Marine and I work for the president. I need to speak with the United States consulate at once. The president himself will want to hear this.


“. . . listening to me?”


Those three words in sequence triggered a Pavlovian response, and he snapped to attention. “Yes, I’m listening, Kate. We’ll be at the police in fifteen minutes. We should probably get our story straight.”


“Story? The story is that a man tried to rape me, and I did what I had to do to defend myself.”


“I know you did, baby” he said softly. “I know you did.”


_____


The Mercedes moved at 200 kilometers per hour, gathering the coast highway and ripping it past them like a treadmill. The wheel was heavy with power, and Darren maneuvered the vehicle easily, passing car after car. The ocean formed the right boundary, but Darren didn’t hear it . . . or anything else for that matter. The car was absolutely silent.


Three police cars came around the bend in front of them with their lights flashing. Darren braked hard and swerved to the inside lane, putting a pickup truck between their Mercedes and the police. “I don’t think they saw us,” Darren said when they zoomed by.


“Aren’t we looking for police?”


“I want to get to town, not explain this all here. I didn’t even hear their sirens. This car must be soundproof.” He was very excited and some part of him was comfortable in the conundrum into which he and his wife had fallen. It was time for him to finally step up. Take control.


Kate was frustrated with the phone and pressed a speed dial in hopes that a third party might be able to connect her. She tapped Speed Dial and a list of code words popped up. She scrolled down to the first friendly name she saw on the LCD: Coffee. The phone made the series of strange beeps again, but this time a different man answered with a much different accent. He said in a harsh voice in Spanish, “Jackrabbit, you’ve got the goddamn encryption off again. Turn it on and call me back.” The phone clicked off.


“Shit,” Kate said. “I . . . there’s something wrong with this stupid thing. Or I’m so panicked I can’t understand Spanish anymore.”


Behind them, Gil groaned when he awoke and vomited. He began to babble.


“What’s he saying?” asked Darren.


“Just gibberish. Same as the people on this phone.”


“Forget the phone, Kate. When we get to the police station, I’m going to have his pistol in my back. Just in case.”


“There you go again. In case. I think we should try to phone the embassy first.”


“We can do it from the police station if they detain us. We’ll straighten the whole thing out. Everything’s gonna be fine, babe.”




 



– 4 –

MOUNT CHAPAHUA, MEXICO



Adolfo Gomez sipped coffee as he drove up the winding road through the cloud forest to the Infestation Network’s communication center. He emerged from the fog of condensation and saw the wind brushing the pines against a clean slate of azure. It was warm when he left home, but 8,000 feet of altitude acted like a wet blanket on the temperature and his mood. His throat burned the way it always did up there.


Adolfo’s eight-hour shift as the acting communications officer lasted from two to ten p.m., five days a week. He was a nervous technocrat who spent his shifts worrying that some great crisis might befall the Infestation Network while he pulled duty. Deep down in the communications bunker he was a clock watcher, terrified of the red light on the secure phone. Fortunately, he hadn’t seen it illuminate since his training.


Adolfo came around the last switchback and downshifted into first gear as the slope steepened. The huge satellite dish loomed over the forest. The jeep ground slowly up the hill, and he eventually saw the fences, the kennel, and the concrete roadblocks. He parked in the lot and looked outside the vehicle for any of those damn attack dogs that might have escaped before huffing his way up the last little hill, careful to stay within the white tape lines that broke the path through the minefield.


“Hello, Sergeant,” he said to the soldier at the first fence. “Anything happening?”


The soldier looked bored. He nodded at the six-man detail crouched behind the firing slats in the concrete barricades. They unshouldered their weapons and half stood to watch him. “Nothing changes for us, sir. Sometimes I wish the Americans really would come down to fight. I really do.”


And that’s why you maintain that gun while I maintain the most secure communications network ever built, thought Adolfo, looking up at the giant DS-590 dish. He had a hand in its design specifications, and he never tired of this view. His only regret was that he could not boast about the technology in public. To his knowledge it was the only dish in the world that was built to amplify ultrawideband signals, the most revolutionary communications technology since the two-way radio.


Standard airborne communications sent radio waves on specific frequencies, which meant that no conversation was totally secure. Even the most advanced frequency hopping technologies were not impervious to eavesdropping, especially by the Americans, a persistent problem that Adolfo’s new employers blamed for a vast reduction of revenue.


Ultrawideband was impenetrable. Instead of sending out radio waves, the Infestation Network’s satphones sent billions of tiny pulses of electrical energy every second, not on specific frequencies but across every frequency simultaneously. The system Adolfo had installed with the Chinese was like the wind, everywhere and nowhere at once. Instead of communicating from relay tower to relay tower, the satphones in the Infestation Network sent their pulses into space where a satellite hovering permanently over the Americans gathered the electricity and shot it to the communications center. Adolfo’s dish then amplified the energy and sent the bursts as far south as Santiago and as far north as Chicago.


The only way to communicate was to have another ultrawideband receiver or transmitter with the same embedded code, which was why the communications center on Mount Chapahua—and each satphone—required such heavy security.


“You don’t really mean that. About fighting the Americans, I mean,” said Adolfo.


“Yes, sir, I do. We’d chew the gringos up,” said the sergeant.


“Yes, well, I hope not on my shift,” Adolfo laughed.


The sergeant pressed a seven-digit code—Adolfo wasn’t permitted to know any of the security measures—and the electric fence stopped buzzing. Adolfo followed the sergeant through the second fence, past the machine-gun bunkers and the dog cages, and up to the communication center’s bunker door. He put his thumb on the print scanner and smiled for the camera. The big vault door hummed and popped open.


“Have a good day, sir,” said the soldier.


“A boring day is a good day.”


Adolfo was careful as he descended the steep staircase. The lounge was empty. That’s strange, he thought, Ramon is always ready to go when I relieve him. Adolfo walked down the hallway into the heart of the bunker complex, no longer cognizant of the hum of the great generators beneath his feet. He entered a room filled with computers of various sizes and capabilities. A brilliant digital map of the Americas was projected on a movie screen as big as a billboard that dominated the room. The Infestation Network hubs, called hives—suppliers, customers, and protection—were depicted in a smattering of red dots scattered from Montreal to Santiago. One of the dots, which looked to be close to Acapulco, was blinking. Beside it, a series of numbers grew.


Adolfo’s heart sank when he saw Ramon hunched over the two radio technicians. “Something wrong?” he asked, barely able to get the words out.


“Just one of Jackrabbit’s sluts again,” said Ramon, a gruff man around whom Adolfo was uncomfortable, even though they shared fewer than a few minutes together each day. Ramon wasn’t recruited from telecom like Adolfo and most of the other communication experts; he had worked for the Juarez cartel for most of his life. “One of his stupid bitches got on his satphone again. He must have left it out like last time. Wait until Juarez hears. That fat bastard will be back running mules in Tijuana by nightfall.”


Three months earlier, a woman had tried to use Jackrabbit’s satphone to dial her brother for a ride home from the big man’s mansion. Adolfo had to report it—he dare not violate protocol—and the cartel commanders had exploded.


The rules were simple: The satphones stayed locked up unless there was business—a business in which orders were rarely repeated. Even when use of the satphone was authorized, there was an elaborate checklist to ensure the encryption was operational. The Americans monitored every frequency of every airwave around them, but they were deaf to ultrawideband. Unless someone got hold of a phone, of course.


Adolfo shook his head nervously. There weren’t any third chances in his new vocation, and he hoped this wouldn’t reflect on him.


The four Bose speakers in the communications center started to beep as if someone were dialing. One of the radio technicians said, “Here she comes again, sir! I put her on the speakers.” The technician adjusted his headset and said, “Conductor. Three-nine-nine.”


“Hello. Excuse me,” the woman’s voice echoed in a slight American accent. “I’m trying to reach the operator. I need the American embassy. Are you the operator?”


“This is the Conductor. Three-nine-nine.”


“I’m sorry, but what do I have to dial to get the operator? I keep dialing zero. I’m trying to reach the American embassy in Mexico City.”


Inside his polished shoes and ironed socks, Adolfo’s toes curled up.


Ramon put his hand around the technician’s microphone and put his index finger up to his lips. “Don’t hang up until we get a grid on her! Do we have her location yet?”


Where a Global Positioning System was accurate to a few meters, ultrawideband was accurate to within a centimeter even under a jungle canopy or in a concrete bunker.


“Just got it,” the technician whispered, pointing at the map. A black arrow had suddenly appeared next to Acapulco. Ten digits popped up on the big screen.


“Enlarge the area.”


The technician tapped nimbly on the keyboard, and the screen zoomed in to Acapulco proper. A cobweb of roads filled the big screen. The arrow was located about six kilometers east of the red dot indicating Jackrabbit’s compound, and it was moving toward Acapulco proper. The woman clicked off, and the connection was lost.


“Sweet mother of Jesus,” burst Adolfo. “Did she say the American embassy? Why would one of Jackrabbit’s girls want the Americans?! My God! What if they get the phone?”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780743255608_cover.jpg
FOUR DAYS TO

VERACRUZ

A NOVEL

OWEN WEST

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
FOUR DAYS TO

VERACRUZ

A NOVEL

OWEN WEST

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here


















OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.jpg
e,
O
%o

Mesio Gty \h‘f

onabonks
WO Cazacal
ot ¥

Gulf
of

Mexico
Mexico City

@ Picode

Orizaba Rio Janapd @VQIQCIUZ
@

e " s I Puebla
b i
B
Cordoba  (jungle)
&, @®Tehuca
08‘7/517; .
't 2 %
=3 <
% 2 :,
.
® s 3

Guamarchi

Canyon

Oaxaca
®
2
@
g A &
ic Acapulcoo ry
@
eq” re dey Sur

) 0 25 50 75
S S —
Scale of Miles






