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The process server who’d hired Ruell out of Tucson had given him three things: a manila envelope, a name, and an address in Coyote Wells that turned out to be a vacant lot with a FEMA notice stapled to a fence post. The name was a woman named Delgadillo who apparently received mail at a gas station two blocks over, and when Ruell went to the gas station the attendant told him Delgadillo had moved to El Paso in April and left nothing forwarding. Ruell drove back to the vacant lot and sat in the truck with the engine off and thought about that for a minute, then called the process server in Tucson and told him the job was done in the sense that the person being served no longer existed at the address provided.

“What am I supposed to do with that?” the process server said.

“File it as a failed service,” Ruell said. “That’s what it is.”

“I paid you two hundred dollars.”

“For the service attempt,” Ruell said. “Which I attempted. The subject is in El Paso. You want a second attempt, that’s a different job.” He ended the call and put the phone on the seat beside him and looked at the vacant lot.

The lot held a concrete slab, the fence with its FEMA notice, and a stand of salt cedar growing up through the cracked foundation that nobody had gotten around to clearing. The salt cedar was the healthiest thing in Coyote Wells that Ruell had seen so far. The town sat in a fold of the Chihuahuan desert forty miles north of the border where the highway ran straight and the heat came off the asphalt in waves that bent the middle distance into something that looked like water but never was. The county had put up cameras at both ends of the main drag — the tall aluminum-pole kind with the blue-tinted housings — and they tracked movement the way game cameras track deer, automatically, without judgment. There were more cameras than traffic lights in Coyote Wells, which was not difficult, because there were no traffic lights.

He had no other job lined up. He had three hundred dollars in his wallet, which was after expenses, and a credit card that worked and another one that worked less reliably, and the F-250 needed an oil change that it had needed for six weeks. He had a duffel bag behind the seat with four days of clothes and his Glock in a pancake holster in the bag’s outer pocket and a toiletry kit that he’d been supplementing item by item from truck-stop shelves for going on three months.

This was the life. He had chosen it with his eyes open, which was how he’d come to understand most of the things he’d chosen, and he had no useful complaint about it.

He started the truck and drove two blocks and turned into the gravel lot of a place called the Borderline Bar and Grille, which was neither a bar in any formal sense nor a grille in any sense at all, but which had a Coors Light sign in the window that was lit and a parking lot with four trucks in it, which in Coyote Wells on a Tuesday afternoon meant the place was doing well.


The inside was dim and cool the way desert bars are cool — not air-conditioned cool but cave cool, the thick adobe walls holding the night temperature against the day, and it took his eyes a moment to adjust from the white outside. A bar ran along the left wall with six stools, four of them occupied. Booths along the right. A pool table in the back with the felt still on it and a television above the bar showing a soccer game with the sound off. The bartender was a compact woman in her forties with her hair pulled back and a look that said she’d been asked every question a bar could generate and had stopped finding any of them interesting.

Ruell took the last stool at the bar’s far end and ordered a Tecate and a glass of water and when they came he drank the water first. The beer was cold enough to matter.

The four men at the bar were ranchers or ranch-adjacent — the boots and the belt buckles and the particular leathery-neck quality of men who spent their days in unfiltered sun. Three of them were in a conversation that had the settled rhythm of a conversation they’d been having for years, the kind where everyone already knows their position and the debate is more about the comfort of repetition than any hope of resolution. The fourth man sat apart, two stools down from Ruell, and did not participate. He was maybe fifty-five, built like a man who’d been thick once and was now going lean again in the way of men whose stress runs ahead of their appetite. He had a face that had been outdoors for decades and was paying for it, and he was drinking bourbon from a rocks glass and reading something on his phone with an expression of sustained displeasure.

The conversation three stools over was about water.

Not water in the abstract — water the resource, water the legal territory, water the thing that determined in this part of the world who stayed and who left. The loudest of the three, a man with a white mustache and a Cattlemen’s Association hat, was talking about an aquifer filing that had come through the county recorder’s office the previous month. A filing he did not like. The other two were providing the call-and-response that the white mustache required.

“Adjudicated water rights,” the white mustache said. “That’s what it comes down to. You got adjudicated rights, you’ve had those rights for a hundred years, and now some outfit out of Scottsdale tells the county recorder they’ve got a prior appropriation claim on the recharge zone and the recorder just — stamps it. Like it’s a parking permit.”

“Should’ve fought it when it came in,” one of the others said.

“We did fight it. We filed a protest. The county sent us back a form letter.” He picked up his glass. “A form letter.”

The man two stools from Ruell — the one with the phone — said, without looking up, “That’s what happens when you wait for the county to solve your problems.”

The white mustache turned on his stool. “Nobody asked you, Cotter.”

“I know nobody asked me,” Cotter said. He set his phone down. “I’m just observing. You’ve been fighting that filing through the county process for four months and you’re surprised the county process isn’t working.” He picked up his bourbon. “The county process works for the people who own the county process. Has for a while now.”

The white mustache had something to say about this and said it, and Cotter responded, and the conversation became an argument, which was apparently also a form it had taken before because the bartender moved two steps down the bar and picked up a glass and began polishing it without looking at anyone.

Ruell drank his beer and watched the soccer game.

He had spent eleven years as a DEA special agent out of the Tucson field office doing the kind of work that produces results on paper and very occasionally produces them in reality, and the gap between the two was what had eventually decided the matter for him. Not the danger, which he had been prepared for and which delivered approximately what it promised. Not the hours or the travel or the particular institutional loneliness of undercover work, where you spent enough time being someone else that the transition back to yourself required a conscious effort you grew tired of making. What had decided it was a case file he’d built over two years on a money-laundering operation that moved cartel funds through a chain of shell companies with a common shareholder who sat on the board of a Phoenix defense contractor who had lunch with the state’s senior senator three times a year. Ruell had the shareholder. He had the chain. He had a cooperating witness who could testify to the mechanism. He had brought all of it to the AUSA assigned to the case, and the AUSA had looked at the file and at Ruell and said the evidentiary standard was insufficient, and Ruell had looked at the file and said the evidentiary standard was more than sufficient, and what was insufficient was the AUSA’s interest in a conviction that would complicate six relationships he cared about more than justice. He had not said this last part out loud. He had not needed to. He had submitted a memo to his supervisor detailing his concerns about the closure decision. His supervisor had forwarded the memo upward. What came back down was a personnel review, then a reassignment, then an offer of early separation that the agency characterized as voluntary. He had taken it on a Monday, cleaned out his desk on Wednesday, and had not been back.

That was three years ago. He was forty-one now and his hair had more gray in it than he’d expected for forty-one and his left knee clicked on cold mornings, which in the Chihuahuan desert limited the issue to about six weeks a year, and he carried the Glock more from habit than from any particular assessment of need, though in the borderlands the habit and the need were not entirely separate things.

Cotter and the white mustache had returned to their respective positions and the argument had subsided back into the familiar conversation it lived inside. Ruell ordered a second Tecate and moved to a booth, taking the one near the back that gave him the wall behind him and a sightline to both the front door and the side exit by the bathrooms. This was another habit from another life that he saw no reason to break.

He had his phone out and was working through a skip-trace request — a man in Lordsburg who’d skipped a bail bond and whose ex-wife’s Facebook account, public and updated daily with a thoroughness that suggested she did not fully understand how the internet worked, placed the skip at a fishing camp on the Gila River — when the door opened and the light came in and a man slid into the booth across from him.

Ruell did not look up immediately. He finished the note he was making and then looked up.

The man was forty, maybe forty-two, in a good shirt that was trying to pass for casual and not quite managing it. He had the look of someone who worked at a desk and resented it, and he carried a leather portfolio under his arm the way men carry things they consider important. He set the portfolio on the table and put his hand on it.

“You’re Ruell,” the man said.

“Somebody told you that,” Ruell said.

“Guy at the gas station said there was a man asking around about an address on Cerro Street. Described your truck.” He opened the portfolio. “I’m Sandoval. I work for Hauser and Reese, water rights law, Presidio office.” He produced a manila envelope, legal size, fat with documents. “I have a delivery job. Time sensitive.”

Ruell looked at the envelope. “You’re hiring couriers out of bar booths.”

“I’m hiring the person who’s available and comes recommended.” He named a man in Tucson who had sent Ruell three legitimate jobs over the past year. “He said you were reliable and discreet and currently unscheduled.”

“He doesn’t know my schedule.”

“He knows you took a service job in Coyote Wells today that went nowhere,” Sandoval said. “So.”

Ruell looked at
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