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Chapter 1
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The man on the sorrel, rangy horse, was slowly circling the rim of the basin, in the top of the mountain range. This mountain was a rock pile of the worse kind. It was studded with sahuaro cacti, ocotillo and cholla. Between all that, Palo Verde trees grew. In the bottom of the basin the man was circling, was a warm spring. A leftover from some long-ago earthquake. The man rode slowly so as not to make any more noise than possible. One trail led down into the waterhole. The other access had been walled up with rocks over the years. It was a long way back to a corral, and this was the only water in ten square miles. It was the hangout of truly wild cattle, but the man knew if he caught some cattle here, he could brand a few. 

The man on the horse was stocky and dark-haired. He was sunburnt and deeply tanned. His outfit was scarred and patched. His horse was long-haired and rough looking. This man was a hard desert occupant. He stopped his horse next to a Palo Verde tree.

When he dismounted, it was evident he was crippled from a long ago injury. His dark hair was shot with specks of gray. He was no youngster. If a person looked closely, they would see a man of forty-plus years, scarred and worn like his clothes and outfit. This man lived in the most remote area available, by choice. 

He sat quietly watching the trail that led down into the basin and hot spring. As quiet and silent as the man was, the horse was the same. He was a veteran of many of these trips. The cowboy dug into his shirt pocket and produced a can of Copenhagen snuff. He put a pinch in his lip and closed the can with one dexterous hand; he didn’t smoke. The smell of tobacco smoke would alert any wild animal of his presence. 

The sun was setting in the west when he stepped back on the rangy horse and turned him downhill. It was a good three hours to his house, but it didn’t matter to him. He had nothing else to do. 

When they hit the base of the rocky ridge, he picked up a well-used trail going down country. The sorrel marched on, the bridle reins swinging in rhythm to the cadence of the horse’s fast walk. The sun was behind the western mountains, and dark was fast setting in, but this rider didn’t seem to pay any attention to things about him. 

Later, without a moon, or very many stars, he rode into his ranch yard. He rode to the three-sided adobe building that served as a saddle room. There he unsaddled and then put his horse through a gate into a corral with a water trough. He had a skimpy stack of hay and threw the sorrel a flake from a bale. He then started toward his little adobe house with a brush arbor out over the front of the door. The ground was swept clean and bare.

Inside, he struck a match and lit a kerosene lamp. He had a propane powered refrigerator. He opened it and took out a piece of leftover roast. Slicing it, he made a sandwich.  It was then he saw the envelope on his table. He picked it up. A note was scribbled on the back. “This came yesterday; thought you might want it.” It was signed, Janet. He grunted when he turned it over and saw it was from the Department of Veterans Affairs, addressed to him, Latigo Burnes. He dropped the envelope onto the table, and taking his sandwich, went to his bedroom. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he finished the sandwich then rolled over into the odorous blankets and bedding. Tomorrow he would deal with the letter.
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Chapter 2
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The next morning, Latigo sat at the table with a cup of coffee. He was staring at the envelope lying before him. His Hidden Spring Ranch was in the most inaccessible area he could have found. He had come home from Vietnam broken and scared, physically and mentally. He didn’t want to be around people for any reason. While he was gone overseas, an uncle, who treated him more like a son than a nephew, had died, leaving him a little nest egg. With that, he had bought the Hidden Spring Ranch. It was twenty miles of rough dirt road to town. No one came here except his sister, Janet. She brought him groceries and mail, but he very seldom read any mail. Looking at the letter before him, he was tempted to throw it in the stove. He wanted nothing to do with the government. After twenty years from his discharge date, he still was bitter about the fourteen months in Southeast Asia. He had lost friends there in a conflict that, in his view, was senseless. He had done his best to push the memories to the back of things, but the best he could do was three or four days without thinking about it. Latigo stared at the letter as if it were a snake getting ready to strike. When he finished his cup of coffee, he simply stood up and grabbed his hat off a nail where it hung and walked out the door.

At the corral, his three horses stood at the gate of the corral waiting for their morning feed. When he finished feeding and was closing the gate to the horse corral, he heard a vehicle coming on the road to his yard. Just the sound put him on edge. From a distance, an olive drab painted pickup truck came into the yard and stopped. Latigo stood his ground at the corral. A tall man in uniform got out of the truck, looked around then, spotting Latigo, started walking toward him. As he drew near, he stuck out his hand, “I’m Captain Lewis. Are you Latigo Burnes?” 

Latigo looked at the captain’s hand then said, “You know I am. I live here, so I don’t have to deal with people. You knew who and where I was before you got here.” Latigo’s mood soured. 

“Okay, okay! We need to talk. We need you.” Lewis said. 

“No! Whatever it is, no. I’m not interested. I’ve already given you all a big part of my life, and what did I get? One leg three inches shorter than the other, a scar along my jawbone, and not even a damned thank you! No! Whatever you want.” Latigo was on the verge of explosion. 

“Here me out Burnes. What I’m going to tell you concerns you as well as the nation. We need you.” Lewis was all but begging. 

“Talk!” Latigo spoke. 

“We have it on good authority that a communist regime is going to be sending people up from Mexico. They will be coming through the Barry Goldwater bombing range, then through here. We are told that no one knows this desert any better than you. If you can spot these people and inform us as to where they are, we can then stop them from committing any acts of terrorism.” Lewis talked fast, fearing Latigo would throw him off the ranch. 

“They’re coming across my ranch?” Latigo asked. 

The captain nodded. “We fear if we put military people out there to pick them up, they will just move to another route. If we know where they are crossing, we can pick them up, away from here.” 

Latigo turned and walked away a few steps, then turned and came back. “You people sure know how to put a man in a squeeze. I don’t want to do a thing to help the Army, but if I don’t do this, then I’m sure I’ll have all kinds off ordinance roaming my home. I won’t do it for nothing. I gave this country my body once, I won’t do it again.” Latigo was angry, but he knew he had no other choice. 

The captain, hoping that he had an agreement with Latigo, and him not to change his mind, quickly stated, “make a list of what you want, I’ll be back in the morning with the equipment you will need.” The captain got in his truck and drove out of the yard, Latigo stood rooted where he stood.  

When the dust settled and all signs of the captains’ visit was gone, he went inside the house and opened the letter on the table. It simply requested him to call a number. He was sure that it tied in with what Lewis was wanting to do.
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