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Dedication

 


If there had not been a Tony Hillerman, there
would never have been a Susan Slater!

No one could have been more supportive, more
generous in his praise, and more patient with a newcomer’s naive
questions all those years ago.

 


Thank you, Tony. I hope I continue to do the
genre justice.


Chapter 1

 


 


A hundred and ninety-two
miles west of Albuquerque, the wind kicked up. Fairly gentle at
first, just a buffeting of pumice-like grit, better known as desert
top soil. The white F-150, on loan from the Indian Health Service,
was starting to turn pinkish tan, and fine sand was beginning to
collect and crater beneath the windshield wipers. A
Haboob—the scourge of
every desert—a storm at once dangerous in intensity, but usually
fleeting, was seldom forgotten.

It wasn’t Ben’s first
sandstorm. He respected their strength—had felt their strength. He knew it was
a force that could lower visibility to zero, unpredictably killing
by luring disoriented drivers to leave the highway. Yet, dry as the
wind was, he knew they resulted from thunderstorm formation when
winds moved in a direction opposite to a storm’s trajectory. After
precipitation begins to fall, the wind reverses and moves outward
from the center of the storm but remains strongest following the
direction the storm travels along a gravitational pull. Often
precipitation doesn’t even reach the ground but dissipates,
actually evaporating, becoming virga. Another of those Southwest
phenomena that seeing is believing—at the center of its strength,
there could be a wall of blowing sand several stories
high.

The wind was picking up sharply. Ben slowed
the truck. These sandstorms could carry winds of over sixty miles
per hour. Sometimes up to the force of an F-1 tornado. Not the type
of circumstance where you took safety for granted.

“Zac, we should reach a roadside rest area
about a mile ahead just before we enter the Navajo reservation. I’m
going to pull off there. I think we’d be safer if we rode out the
storm away from the highway.”

“Probably, but it’s just
ghost dust sent by Silla.” The eleven-year-old was
looking out the back window of the cab as the billowing clouds of
silt swept across the bed of the truck. “Aunty Uki said
Silla sends a storm so
we can get its power and stay strong. Everybody’s power comes from
the wind.”

Ben nodded. There was so much he didn’t know
about Alaskan Native beliefs—many that probably predated his own
Pueblo ancestors’ teachings. Didn’t the Alaskan Natives proudly
proclaim that they had been there since the world was formed? That
they welcomed others who walked across the Bering Strait to join
them? He owed it to the boy to find out about these beliefs. This
trip had been all about introducing Zac to his Pueblo heritage in
New Mexico. A late eleventh birthday present that would include
fishing, maybe a hot-air balloon ride, and lots of New Mexican
cuisine. All favorite things that Ben missed, but he was finding
that he was learning a lot, too. Starting with getting used to the
fact that the young man sitting beside him was his son.

August. It had been a crazy year so far—a
shocking time. In February Indian Health Service had contracted him
to the medical services in Moose Flats, Alaska, to start a clinic
dealing with the opioid crisis raging across that state. A
challenge in the best of times out on the tundra in a village
sinking into the ocean, but couple that with finding out he had a
son, a then ten-year-old by an old girlfriend, and his life had
been turned upside down.

Now with his wife, Julie, in Hollywood,
Florida, setting up their permanent home, and Ben in New Mexico
treating Zac to this pre-back-to-school trip—suddenly, the world as
he had known it, no longer existed. All because of a pandemic that
no one was prepared for, but made new rules for living mandatory.
Everyone was separated not just by distance but by a lock-down in
place due to this world-wide spread of a virulent virus. No
internal or external travel—not even across county lines—let alone
state borders by car or any place by air. Only a special permit
would get you beyond five miles of your home. Interstate truckers
were exempt if they were hauling necessities, as were people who
had to travel twenty miles or more within state boundaries for work
or supplies. This part of the state was out in no-man’s land. You
wouldn’t be stopped from going to a grocery store, or if you needed
emergency medical or dental care, but socializing outside one’s
immediate family—and they had to live under the same roof—was
forbidden.

In the years that it had taken Ben to go
from completing an internship in the Tewa Pueblo to a PhD in
psychology, there had been two pandemics. The first claimed his
last close relative, his grandmother. The Hantavirus—originating in
a lab, perpetuated in the wild by a host, deer mice, crossed to
human beings thanks to some contaminated pumpkin seeds. Deadly and
threatening but relatively short-lived compared to the virus that
the world was struggling with now. Once again, a host from the
wild. This time bats were blamed with transferring the deadly
disease to humans.

If there was anything good to come out of
that time in Tewa a few years ago, it was meeting Julie Conlin,
local TV reporter. Wild, curly, red hair, tight skirts above the
knee, smarts and talent. And now Ms. Conlin was Mrs. Pecos. This
current separation was a killer. He couldn’t stop worrying about
her being in south Florida, the hotbed of the illness with no
visitation in the foreseeable future. He couldn’t go there; she
couldn’t come here. Stuck, that’s the way he felt.

He and Zac had landed in New Mexico one week
ago. Time for a little fishing on the Jemez River, several days in
the Tewa Pueblo and what was going to be a quick visit to the IHS
hospital in Albuquerque. But once back in the city, Dr. Black, his
old IHS boss, jumped at the chance to send Ben to the war zone, as
he called it, and enlist his help that was so desperately
needed.

The sprawling Navajo reservation was
struggling. The huge expanse of land covered some twenty-seven
thousand miles, touched three states, and included the Hopi
reservation. Not all homes were clustered together. Most were
spread out across this wide expanse of land—many hogans and modern
mobile homes were without running water or sanitation. Almost all
were far from the few, understaffed hospitals and clinics and
dependent upon food and supply sources that had literally dried up.
To say that help was needed was a grave understatement.

Ben would not have refused even if he could.
All able hands—doctors, nurses, support staff—everyone who could be
spared in IHS was being sent to the Navajo reservation. The major
concern for Ben? He would have to take Zac. On the one hand, what a
learning opportunity. On the other, the threat of the virus, the
close proximity to life-threatening danger scared him. Becoming a
parent had some real drawbacks and came with tremendous
responsibility. Would an eleven-year-old be wary of danger that he
couldn’t see? Always remember to wear a mask and gloves? Socially
distance or simply stay sequestered if required?

But maybe he wasn’t giving Zac enough
credit. And it wasn’t like the situation was permanent. At least he
hoped not. Zac’s school started in two weeks in Bellingham,
Washington. There were supplies to purchase, clothing, soccer
practice—supposedly to be held on that city’s professional field.
He knew Zac was really looking forward to that. Ben was probably
worrying for nothing. Hopefully, he’d be able to send Zac back
within the two-week timeframe. But who knew how long the lock-down
would stay in effect? A virus wasn‘t necessarily predictable.
Should he at least plan ahead, a just-in-case scenario? Was home
schooling a possibility? A necessity? Ben had a fleeting image of
how his life had changed forever. He was tired of hearing people
talk about the ‘new normal’ when he couldn’t really accurately
remember the ‘old normal’. He knew he had Julie’s support; he just
didn’t have Julie with him.

“Dad, quick, look.” Zac had pivoted to point
out the passenger’s side window which he was quickly lowering
before leaning out. “What is it? A deer?”

“Antelope, a Pronghorn.” The roughly hundred
and forty pound animal was running parallel to the truck—and
keeping up. Ben glanced at the speedometer, sixty-two MPH. Not
exactly a cheetah, but not shabby either. Ben eased off the gas and
watched the animal match its stride to the truck’s motion. The
Pronghorn was literally three feet from Zac and staring at
him—running forward but with his head turned to lock eyes with the
boy. The animal was known for its overly large, almost bulbous eyes
with a three-hundred and twenty-degree field of vision.

“It’s like he knows me. Hey, Dude, I’m
Zac.”

Ben further backed off the gas, but the
antelope also slowed. The last thing Ben wanted was for it to try
to cross the road in front of the truck. At least they had turned
off I-40. There was little or no traffic on this artery that
connected with the reservation. But what a bizarre encounter—a wild
animal literally interacting with humans. It must be the storm.
Under duress animals sometimes reacted differently than what would
be considered normal. He knew Pronghorns weren’t jumpers; they were
built for speed—lightweight bones, hollow hair shafts, and two-toed
flexible hooves. To save the antelope from getting caught in
fences, area ranchers would often remove the bottom foot or so of
their fencing so that the animals could slip underneath without
injury and not risk possible death by becoming entangled going over
the top.

Zac was enthralled and couldn’t keep his
eyes off of his new friend. Finally, Ben coasted to a stop
alongside the antelope. Only then did the Pronghorn snort and paw
at the ground before walking gingerly across the road in front of
the truck, looking back once before immediately being swallowed up
in the grit-filled haze.

“That was pretty neat. Do you think he’s
somebody’s pet?”

“I wouldn’t think so but he did seem tame,
didn’t he?”

“I wish he’d come back.” Zac stared out the
windshield trying to catch a glimpse of the antelope. “It’s too
dark; I can’t see anything.”

Zac was right. For three o’clock in the
afternoon, it might as well be dusk. The sun was almost completely
blocked by the storm, offering only a hazy, yellowish light like a
flashlight whose batteries were going dead. Ben flipped on his
lights, but the truck’s headlights were useless—high beams only
bounced against the wall of dust, not penetrating it, and low beams
had a radius of six feet. Ben put the truck in gear and started
forward. They were close to the turn-off, the road that would put
them on reservation land; he just didn’t know exactly how
close.

He had barely accelerated when the rest area
sign appeared and Ben braked to make the turn off of the highway.
He pulled onto the side road with other signage that proclaimed
they’d find restrooms and showers just ahead. Finally, he could
relax a little. Pulling off the highway had been the best thing to
do. He slowly followed two cars in front of him to a large, but
almost full, parking area.

When the dust briefly lifted, he could see
that it appeared the highway had been blocked. It was barricaded
and guarded by Native police, armed and in uniform. About twenty
pickups and cars were parked in a cluster just to the right of the
restrooms, more cars and one eighteen-wheeler were closer to the
road. What was odd was that no one seemed to be waiting in their
cars. Then it dawned on Ben that this was some kind of protest. The
storm must have interrupted a stand-off. But if he understood the
new rules, this was a group of obviously more than ten people and
wasn’t that against the recent mandate? And there wasn’t one mask
in sight.

He hadn’t paid attention to the signs being
carried by several people walking along the highway near the
turnoff—four-by-four-foot square poster-board attached to wooden
slats. In the rest area itself, several signs were propped up
against cars, while some were held aloft. The one that gave a
shout-out to Woody Guthrie, with a slight adjustment, by announcing
“This Land Ain’t Your Land,” caught his attention. Whose side was
the sign carrier on, Indian or Anglo? He kicked himself for not
paying attention to the news. He’d been too busy to even turn a TV
on. Speaking of which there were two news vans—one local and one
sporting NBC signage. Whatever was happening must be big; big
enough to vie for national attention.

At least the wind had died down. They would
probably be ready to head out again in thirty-minutes or so. He’d
use this time to sweep out the bed of the truck and make sure the
tarp over their luggage and the supplies from the hospital was
secure.

“Hey, Dad, I’m going to go to the
restroom.”

“Okay, Zac. I hope we can get out of here in
a half hour. Be careful. Come straight back to the truck when
you’re through—I don’t like the look of that crowd. Promise me you
won’t get any closer to them than you are now, and keep your mask
on.”

“Yeah, Dad.”

Was that an eye-roll? How could an
eleven-year-old master the withering look so early in life? But
maybe Ben was being a little overly cautious and overly protective
to Zac’s way of thinking. He needed to back off, not do so much
overseeing when it probably wasn’t needed.

“Sorry, Zac, I don’t mean to preach; I just
want to keep you safe.”

“It’s okay. What are they doing?”

“I don’t know. Protesting over something. I
think I’ll try to find out though.”

Zac nodded, opened the truck’s door and
slipped to the ground.


Chapter 2

 


 


Weird. That was the only
word that Zac could think of as he walked to the squat, tan
building with the ends of trees sticking out of the walls in what
he had learned was something called “adobe style” and those tree
trunks were vigas. He’d bet that inside there were small pieces of wood
between the vigas and those were called latillas. To be fair, if his
ancestors had figured out how to make homes from snow and ice, he
guessed these people had a right to build houses out of mud and
tree stumps. But they were strange—floors made of bricks and walls
two-feet thick. It was a lot to get used to. He pulled open the
heavy, natural wood door to the men’s restroom. Sand crunched under
his sneakers as he walked in. At least the room had light. Two
naked bulbs hung from cords that stretched to the ceiling. If the
bulbs had ever had any kind of glass covering, the shades were gone
now. Sheets of metal acted as mirrors and lined the wall above and
behind the urinals and the trough-like sink to the right. The metal
wasn’t a good replacement for glass and offered only a fuzzy
outline of the room’s contents at best.

He had walked to the nearest urinal before
realizing he was being watched; someone was in the stall directly
behind him. His eye caught the movement of the stall’s door in the
distorted reflection of the pretend-mirror. He turned to look and
saw an eye quickly disappear as the door shut and a pair of dusty
biker boots step back. Could be some pervert. They had had a video
in health class last year about men doing things to boys in places
like this. Or maybe the guy was just curious. Zac wasn’t going to
let it bother him. He wasn’t afraid. He’d just finish up and walk
back out to the truck. He didn’t even turn around again.

Zac zipped up his jeans and stepped to the
sink. The long trough had four faucets. Not one of them turned
on—no water; he tried all four. This time the door to the first
stall opened and a really big guy stepped out. He was as tall as
Dad but lots fatter and he had a beard instead of hair on his head.
His beard reached to his chest and had beads braided in it. That
looked weird. The guy shaved his head but decorated his beard and
the beads were all red, white, or blue.

Zac knew this guy was called a skinhead and
not just because his head was shaved; his T-shirt had a confederate
flag on it. He bet he rode a Harley or drove a truck. Bad-ass. The
term just popped into his head, but Zac bet it was the truth. This
guy looked like he got off on being mean.

“Hey, kid, you an Indian?”

“Yeah, are you?” The remark brought a loud
guffaw.

“Oh, sure kid, maybe your red-ass needs a
whupping for having a smart mouth.”

Zac shrugged, pushed his mask up over his
nose, and took a couple steps toward the door.

“Not so fast. I’m getting me an idea.” The
man stepped in front of the door and blocked it. “I think you just
might be able to help me out.”

“How?”

“I think I’ll call it running
interference.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that you sorry-ass red suckers are
going to let me drive my rig onto your land so I can get to
Shiprock before night.”

“Why can’t you just go?” This wasn’t making
sense.

“’Cause they gotta take
your temperature and a history of what you’ve been doing, that’s
why—in case you’re bringing the illness with you. And if you’re
white, you’re shit out of luck. You gotta turn around and drive
another hundred miles out of your way just to get where you’re
going—temperature, or no temperature.”

“It’s called sovereignty. A tribe has
sovereign rights. If they don’t want you on their land, they can
keep you off.”

“Oh yeah? You think you and all your red
relatives have the right to screw up my day? Cost me a day’s wages?
Well, you got another think coming.”

The guy was beginning to bug Zac. He took a
step forward only to be grabbed and spun around with his left arm
doubled behind his back.

“Ow. You’re hurting me.”

“You’ll hurt a lot more if you try to get
away. Don’t mess with me. Only good Indian is a dead one to my way
of thinking. Now we’re going to walk out of here with you in front
of me—close, real close. Don’t try anything cute, ’cause I got this
9mm pointed at your head. You understand, kid?” He waited until Zac
nodded, then added, “Okay, then, open the door. We’re going out.”
The barrel of the gun was cold and Zac believed his threat. He
pushed the door outward.

In the fifteen minutes he’d been inside, the
wind had fallen away to just an intermittent soft gust here and
there, and the sun was seventy-five percent back to full
strength—blindingly bright and beating down on the parking
area.

“You see that truck over there? Got Rocky
Mountain Transport on the sides in red letters. We’re gonna walk
over there and the two of us climb up in the cab. Then I’m gonna
fire her up and we’re gonna bust through that barricade and just
keep on going. You do anything stupid, you’re out of here. Like in
a box. You know what I’m saying?”

Zac nodded. He knew he was shaking but he
couldn’t stop. And his arm really hurt. The guy had it jerked up
high against his back. He only pressed harder if Zac tried to lean
away from the pressure.

“Okay then, let’s go.”

 


* * *

 


Ben watched Zac walk toward
the restrooms. What had he been like at eleven? Much the same if he
remembered correctly. A little arrogance that comes from being a
cute, smart kid with a doting grandmother or, in Zac’s case a
grandmother, an aunt and
a mother. Neither Zac nor Ben had a father
growing up. That was going to change for Zac, Ben promised
himself—it wasn’t too late to fill a void.

The six people nearest the roadblock were
Navajo men—three were in the uniform of tribal police and judging
from the stack of crates and boxes behind them, they were
safeguarding a cache of supplies waiting to be taken onto the
reservation. He didn’t see a pickup or two behind them or any other
method of transportation though. The eighteen-wheeler idling to the
side appeared to be an interstate transport judging from the tags.
They must be waiting for someone from off the Rez to pick them
up.

The four-foot-high stacks of worn tires made
an effective barricade stretching across both lanes. Two Ford
Broncos with Navajo police insignia were parked to the side with
two more uniformed men leaning against the hood of the nearest SUV.
It was a decent show of power Ben thought, enough to discourage any
acting out by motorists surprised at being stopped, or protestors
who got out of line. The sandstorm had called a halt to all
activity and the protestors were just now picking up their signs
and gathering at the road’s edge. They seemed to be protesting the
situation—a major artery being blocked—not the fact that their
travel had been interrupted. And it looked like a few people were
getting their fifteen minutes of fame. Two men from NBC had their
cameras rolling as they moved among the crowd. One stopped to focus
on an interview taking place.

The Navajo man in uniform closest to Ben
walked over. “Billie Benally, local Chief of Police.” He stretched
out his hand and shook Ben’s. “Sorry about the handshake; I just
used sanitizer. Wasn’t sure you were up for an elbow bump.” The
chief laughed, “I was notified that a Dr. Pecos was heading this
way with supplies for the FEMA settlement? Am I right in thinking
that’s you?”

“I’m Dr. Pecos and if that’s where I need to
deliver supplies from IHS, then, yes, I’m your man.”

“Good meeting you. We already have supplies
just sitting and waiting on transport. The guys picking these up
had car trouble—truck just quit on them. We’ve got another truck
going over to the Rez from here, but they can’t take everything.
Would six of those crates fit in the bed of your truck? We’d
appreciate the help.”

“Sure. I’ll make room. Let me get the
truck.”

In ten minutes everything was snugged in
tight and covered with a large, tie-down blue canvas tarp. “I’ll
have two of my guys hitch a ride in that sedan with the school
teacher.” He pointed in the direction of an elderly blue Toyota
Corolla much in need of a new paint job. “That way somebody will be
at the settlement to help unload. Can’t guarantee any help being at
the camp. But that’s right, you have no idea where you’re going or
what you’re getting into. Well, welcome to FEMA’s best mucked up
attempt to help the Natives.”

“Sorry, I’m not following. FEMA? A
camp?”

“You’ll get your choice from about fifteen
trailers, maybe more by now. Cast-offs, most of them used. Remember
Katrina? Well, that’s what we’ve got going out here. Rows of
trailers out in the middle of nowhere. Three hospital tents not
even completely erected yet and they need more—an additional three
are supposed to be delivered today. Spotty electricity, even though
they’ve got some guys working on it, running water every other day
until they can clean out the only functioning well—there’s talk of
a new well, but that depends on whether they can get a rig out
here. I’ll bet you that could be thirty days. And who’s going to
pay for it? The bright spot is that you’ll have broadband access.
Got that set up, tower and all, last year. Yeah, that’s a nice
modern touch but overall, it’s not going to be what you’re used to.
Well, you get the picture--you’ll be roughing it.”

“Didn’t you mention the woman over there is
a school teacher?”

“Yeah, Miss Otter, Miss Carolyn Otter.
Single woman. These kids, K through twelve, are her life. Won’t
find anyone more dedicated to their work.”

“Otter? Is she Native?”

Billie laughed. “No, but I’ll tell you how
she got her name—from the kids. Carolyn was flattered to death—her
real name was McKowski, hard for the kids to pronounce or even
remember; so, they gave her the name of Otter. But come to find out
the name had special meaning. Tell me, Dr. Pecos, you ever smell an
otter?”

Ben shook his head. A vision of cute furry
animals floating around a pond on their backs holding each other’s
paws came to mind.

“Well, let me tell you, they smell. No,
STINK is more like it. Don’t know if it’s all the fish they eat and
they’re just pooping out rancid cod liver oil or it’s something in
their fur but you don’t want to put your nose on one.”

“So, the schoolteacher had no idea that
giving her that name might be a comment on her personal
hygiene?”

“None. She loved it. Even had her name
changed legally to Otter. That’s been years ago. If she ever found
out she’d been the brunt of Indian humor, she never said. It’s been
so long no one even thinks about it anymore. She’s just Miss
Carolyn Otter, teacher. We’re lucky to have her.”

“Her school is nearby?”

“Yeah, the camp is about five miles from a
cluster of family dwellings that includes the school—as the crow
flies. You’ll find that’s a favorite Anglo saying out here. Tough
to find a direct path to most things. Most times the straight line
takes miles off the journey, but meandering is the only thing that
will get you where you’re going. The school attracts quite a
roster; some students come in from up to fifteen miles away. The
building that houses the school is old, but functional. The camp is
going to tap off of its electricity—they’re running some temporary
poles between the two areas. Water’s being trucked over from their
community well now. It will all get fixed—it’s just not fixed
now.”

“Miss Otter lives out here?”

“Drives back and forth from Shiprock. She’s
out here today getting her classroom ready for school to start. My
kids are pissed. Their friends over in Gallup won’t be starting
school on time this year. But the Rez has its own rules. And
everybody’s got to be front and center come Monday next week.”
Billie laughed. “Nobody said being Indian was easy.”

Ben laughed with him. He liked this
easy-going man who wore his dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and
had a turquoise and silver bracelet that covered his entire left
wrist.

“Gallup is a ways from here.”

“Yeah, but it’s about the closest big city.”
Again that laugh. Gallup being a ‘big city’ was a stretch, Ben
knew. “I have to go over once or twice a month. In addition to
wearing this uniform and taking care of everything that comes with
it, I’m a silversmith and need to keep my sellers happy. I got
three stores that sell my stuff. Need to top up their inventory
pretty regularly. Those tourists want their trinkets.”

“Not sure this year there’ll be a lot of
tourists.”

“That’s a fact. The virus hasn’t done us any
favors. Maybe you heard that Gallup was completely closed off to
all visitors earlier this spring. If you were on I-40, there was no
stopping.”

“What’s the protesting about?” A woman
walked by carrying a sign that read ‘The Highway is MY way’ and
pushed past a group of protestors to get closer to the
barricade.

“Navajo elders, and backed by the Navajo
Nations’ President, aren’t allowing anyone to cross or enter Indian
land who’s not a resident or doesn’t have a good reason to be here.
Granted this highway’s the fastest way to Shiprock but there are
ways around. It’s just one step in trying to keep the virus from
spreading. Once on Indian land, we all wear masks and adhere to a
strict curfew. You’ll get fined if you’re out running around after
nine—unless you’re on hospital business, of course. We’re
ill-equipped to fight the virus once it takes up residence on the
Rez. We’re lucky. We’ve got a President who’s taken the illness
seriously and moved quickly to contain it.” Billie turned to survey
the parking lot. “Most of these people are outsiders. Some are just
seeking excitement. Some think they need to travel north and pissed
that they can’t. Like that skinhead. Oh, shit, that looks like
trouble.” Billie pulled his two-way radio off of his belt and
barked into it, “Heads up, coming your way. You got my six?” Then
took off, still giving orders that Ben couldn’t hear.

Ben turned in the direction
Billie was headed. A mountain of a man, three hundred pounds if he
was an ounce, bald head now shining in a ray of sunlight, his
T-shirt proclaiming his affiliation, was striding purposefully
toward the lone eighteen-wheeler in the lot. He was holding a gun
on a kid, pushing that kid in front of him. Oh my God, the man had Zac.

“My son! The guy’s got my son.” Ben caught
up with Billie.

“Stay back. I’ll handle
this.” Billie jogged across the highway slowing to a walk keeping
his hands out in front of him, but Ben was staying parallel to him
and moving at the same rate of speed. There was no way he was going
to hang back. He fought to keep the panic down. It would be okay,
he would reason with the guy, the cops would let the truck go
through—thoughts were coming fast one piled on top of
another. Please, God, don’t let anything
happen to Zac.


Chapter 3

 


 


“Let him go. Take me.” Ben was now about
twelve feet from Zac and his abductor.

“I’ll let him go when I’m ready.” They were
nearing the transport. “Back off. I ain’t warning you again.”

“Dad, no, go back. He’ll shoot.”

“Okay everyone, let’s just calm down. I can
guarantee you safe passage. I’ll even give you an escort, but
you’ve got to let the young man go.” Billie still held out his
hands in front of him, palms up. “I’m not armed. I’ll give the
order and my men will drop their guns, too.”

“You think I’m crazy? I’m going to ditch my
insurance policy ‘cause you promise something? I wouldn’t get a
mile down the road before you’d sic your posse on me.”

Stay calm. Watch. Keep your
mouth shut. Ben’s internal dialogue wasn’t
doing much to soothe his frayed nerves. The guy was tall enough so
that Zac’s head barely came up to mid-chest. Room for a
sharp-shooter to get a round off. But he’d run the risk of a reflex
reaction and the gunman would pull the trigger. There was an area—a
triangle running from the edge of an eye to the middle of the
cartilage between the nasal passages that meant a quick death. A
bull’s eye hit in this area produced an immediate kill and negated
the flinch reflex. Or so he’d heard. It would take some
target-perfect marksmanship.

Suddenly he thought he had lost his hearing.
The shot was deafening. But the visual of the explosion and burst
of bone and blood spraying outward as the body of the trucker was
thrown backwards would never leave him. The police lieutenant prone
on top of the SUV was literally dead-on from forty feet; it was a
sniper’s shot with probably an F-Class rifle. Billie must have
given orders when he first saw what was happening.

Billie picked up the trucker’s gun as Zac
hurled himself into Ben’s arms.

“I was scared, Dad, I was really
scared.”

“I was, too, son. You’re safe now.” And no
more words were needed. Ben just hugged his son to him. Even Billie
didn’t interrupt. When Ben looked up, he realized that the NBC
reporter was motioning for him to join the TV crew, but Ben
declined. It was obvious that the cameraman had captured all the
action. He felt certain that they had made the six o’clock news as
it was. His comment or even Zac’s wasn’t needed. Zac’s mother,
Raven, would be on the phone the minute she saw what had happened
anyway. And Julie? She’d be scared to death. He’d call her the
minute they were free to go.

But that wasn’t for another two hours. A lot
of questions, a lot of paper work. A tow truck finally showed up to
take the eighteen-wheeler to an impound. The body was released to
be taken to the county coroner’s office back in Gallup. There was a
little confusion about jurisdiction, and the FBI would inevitably
get involved, eventually. Rules and regs for Indian land could be
confusing. Finally, they were released to go. It was after five in
the afternoon and they still had an hour of driving, then unloading
and setting up a place to live.

Ben had been given a list of items they’d
need—all household goods, pots and pans, bed linen,
towels—duplicates of everything he and Julie had in storage. They’d
set up delivery to occur when they had a place in south Florida.
Who knew Ben would need household goods now? And it made him think
that IHS wasn’t treating this as a short-term assignment—not just a
long weekend anyway. He’d worry about the timeframe later; right
now he needed to make certain that Zac was strong enough to put
this incident behind him and not suffer any further trauma. PTSD
was real and a possibility. Talking now would be helpful in keeping
it in check.

 


* * *

 


The ride to camp passed quickly. Ben gave
Zac a chance to talk, ask questions or whatever, but he rode
quietly, only once commenting on how pissed his mother was going to
be and followed up the comment with a grin before he asked if Ben
really thought they’d be on TV.

“Yeah, but I nixed
the Today show
for tomorrow morning.”

“Really?”

“No, I’m just kidding. Even if they called,
we’re going to be busy setting up camp for the next week, maybe
longer.”

And that turned out to be an
understatement.

The tiny dots in the distance grew larger
until the thirty FEMA trailers fanned out in front of them. Wasn’t
that a dozen more than the chief had said there would be? There was
a distinct ‘circle the wagons’ effect to the placement of the
temporary living quarters—they all faced six huge white tents in
their center; again, Chief Billie said six would be in place, that
is, if all of them were hospital tents. The tents had to be able to
hold twenty to thirty beds. That would be up to a hundred and
eighty very sick people at capacity. At least the tents offered
more room than the trailers. Important when bulky hospital beds and
equipment were required. The magnitude of it all was beginning to
sink in. This was preparation for a worst-case scenario. And that
could very well be where they were headed.

According to insignia and the half dozen
military-type vehicles to the side of the road, both New Mexico’s
and Arizona’s National Guard were the builders of the tent city.
Several men were carrying basic items of hospital furniture into
the two tents closest to Ben’s truck. All were masked and
maintaining six feet of distance between them.

In addition, there were several
outbuildings—one marked showers, several others obviously toilets.
Had he been warned that the plumbing was really just outhouses? No.
Would it have made a difference? No, he was here to help. And it
looked like he was getting in on the ground-floor, judging by the
flurry of activity everywhere he looked. It appeared that digging
was in progress for what appeared to be container septic tanks.
Heavy plastic and metal receptacles were stacked to the side of the
first row of trailers. The set-up had a feeling of being new, and
had a certain lack of permanence. The health care units, tents, in
front of him marked a temporary settlement, much needed and
well-planned but not set up to last indefinitely. How long would
the temporary hospital tents be needed? Ben was certain he wasn’t
the only one who wished he knew.

A cluster of hogans, plus wooden sheds—some
possibly homes—were about a quarter-mile farther to the west. But
that was the beginning and the end of established civilization. A
corral and a makeshift building with eight stalls was to the right
of the first FEMA trailer marked ‘Office’. He supposed out here
horsepower was just that—a way to get around provided by a horse.
Someone had graded a makeshift road and thrown some gravel on it.
The road crisscrossed in and out between the trailers, the office,
and the existing hogans, before meeting the asphalt that they’d
driven in on.

“Looks like that’s where we need to go
first.” Ben pointed to the office. Four men sat on the steps, one
getting up when he saw Ben pull in and motioning for him to park
closer to the building and back in.

“This is our temporary storage until we
finish the hospital area. We crammed a couple desks in the front
here and left the rest of this building vacant for keeping the
necessities close at hand.”

“Do you know which of the trailers is
yours?” Another man walked forward. “I’d be glad to help you
unload.”

“I don’t have a clue.” No one had given Ben
the particulars—he’d packed a suitcase, borrowed a truck loaded
with hospital supplies, and taken off. Maybe he should have been
better prepared. Now he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t purchased some
basic household goods—storage or not. It probably wouldn’t have
hurt to have doubled up on basics. They might be sleeping on bare
mattresses until he could get Julie to unpack what they needed out
of storage and send it. Looked like his first job would be to take
inventory and make a list. One thing he hadn’t even given a thought
to was what they would eat. He’d bet money on the trailer not being
stocked. And he’d stake his life on the fact that there wasn’t a
restaurant within fifty miles, let alone a grocery store.

“Well, let’s go in and find out where we’ve
been assigned.” Ben parked to the side of the office trailer.

“Coming?” Ben turned back to ask Zac.

“I’ll wait here.” Ben nodded. There was a
certain security to waiting in the pickup. He heard Zac lock the
doors behind him as he followed the man up the steps.


Chapter 4

 


 


“Let me get you some hospital sheets and a
couple pillows. You can return them when you get your own stuff. I
don’t fault Dr. Black for not saying anything; I’m sure he has no
idea how strapped for supplies we are out here. The trailers are
pretty bare—only the basics—but the fridge, stove and microwave are
new. We just don’t have the electricity to run them—not fulltime
and only after a generator is fired up. So, right now, they’re just
nice to look at. Each trailer does have a propane tank for the
stove. At least that’s something.” The woman who seemed to belong
to the desk in trailer one laughed. She had introduced herself as
Trini Lovato, Administrative Assistant to the FEMA appointed
logistics marshal. Probably forty-something with a messy bun on top
of her head of shiny black hair, Trini was holding a phone to her
ear with one hand while the other was rummaging through the top
drawer of a file cabinet.

“I know I put the keys to the supply trailer
in here somewhere. We’ll get you all set up. I really should be
apologizing but we’ve been promised water and electricity late
tomorrow. Fingers crossed that’s not a fib. We’re so indebted to
Dr. Black for sending people to help. I don’t want you to think the
only thing I can do is bitch. I really mean it when I
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