
  
  

     I quietly touched the selector switch to ensure my weapon was on full automatic and squinted down the barrel at the sicarios. Abner's command of Spanish was adequate, but he hadn't grown up on the border. I hoped he'd caught the gist of what was said. I need not have worried. His M16 opened up with a deafening noise just as I pulled the trigger on my weapon. Sparks flew when some rounds missed their mark and ricocheted off the steel of the entrance gate's structures.
     Abner said, "This was no time for some 'Halt! You're under arrest' bullshit." 
     I couldn't have agreed more. "Yeah," I said. "But what in the hell have we stepped in this time? 
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  Chapter 1

A decision, long concealed, has deadly consequences


At the end of his workday, Israel Sifuentes, custodian for the Kickapoo County Courthouse, trudged through the late afternoon heat, set the hose and sprinkler to run all night on a particularly dry spot, and retrieved a hoe and shovel he’d used to break up the hard soil around some of the courthouse’s tired rose bushes. He gave a desultory wave when a sheriff’s deputy honked when he backed out of the sheriff’s office parking area.  
     Israel was more than ready to go home, drink two beers, and only two beers, fix a bit of supper and watch TV. 
     He climbed into his decades old Chevy pickup, swung by the Patels’ convenience store, bought a six pack of light beer, and headed for home. He aimed his truck south, his elbow jutting out the driver’s side window, his gimme cap lowered to shield against the glare of the summer’s afternoon sun. 
     He didn’t notice the dark-skinned man holding a cell phone and leaning up against the store’s outside bagged ice dispenser. 
     Almost exclusively populated by Mexican Americans, Santa Rosa’s southside streets were paved, mostly. The few patches of green Bermuda grass on a lawn along the streets signified some housewife’s desperate attempt at growing something besides ornamental cactus and cockleburs. 
     Where the pavement ended, meandering roadways of hard packed caliche and sand petered out into the desert. Some eventually disappeared into the impassably deep sands lined with salt cedars near the Rio Grande’s floodplain. Israel’s truck’s suspension rattled as it left the street’s short expanse of pavement and hit caliche. As the town’s structures thinned, he gazed out at the sere grassland and sandstone hills and ancient volcanic outcroppings to the east and west. 
     Israel’s clapboard house squatted a mile south of town. He wished it was resting in the caliche hills north of town where the wealthier gringos built their homes and where the winds occasionally relieved the oppressive summer heat. He lived alone. His wife had died of breast cancer twenty years before. He’d taken care of her with a fierce love that despite his best efforts, didn’t keep away the malignancy that ate away at her body.
     He drove under his carport, killed the engine, let the stirred-up dust settle a bit, and climbed out, six pack in hand. He noticed his children’s crayon marks, barely visible after all these years, on the side wall of the house. He smiled sadly, remembering how he’d gotten after the two kids after they messed up his new paint job. Now, the dim yellows and reds reminded him of the few times his now grown children had made the trip to Santa Rosa. He shook his head. 
     He visited his two grandchildren in Illinois every year or so, but he wasn’t much on air travel. His children hated where he lived — the Texas border. The last time they’d returned was for their mother’s funeral.
     The kitchen window air conditioning unit kicked on with a hum. Drops of condensate dribbled onto his khaki pants when he closed the truck door. The truck’s hood was too hot to touch so he walked behind the truck and glanced toward the mailbox perched on its pole just outside the galvanized metal fence. Idly, he considered checking to see if he’d received anything, but decided it was too far to walk in the heat. Opening the small outside refrigerator he used to chill beer, he peeled two beers out of the plastic and put the remaining four on the first shelf. 
     He climbed up the carport’s two concrete steps and pushed open the kitchen door, welcoming the cool air from the air conditioner. Placing his truck keys on a small hook, Israel picked up the remote, plopped into his recliner, and turned on the national news.
     The first beer went down quickly, as always. His limit was two, unless there was some pachanga at the Knights of Columbus Hall, when he’d indulge in more than two.
     Israel pulled the ring tab on the second beer, then paused when he heard a slight noise behind him. 
     Remembering an infestation of pests in his neat house, he muttered, "Oh, Madre de Dios, I hope I don’t have rats in here again."
     A hard metal object jabbed the back of his head. "No, no hay ratones, Sifuentes. Solamente alguien que va a matarte."
     The voice was not from someone this side of the border. Israel dropped his beer, its foam spewing over the living room’s worn carpet. When he tried to turn, the barrel of a semiautomatic smashed into his right cheek and ear, knocking him sideways.
     A pockmarked-faced, short-haired man with tattoos sneaking over the top of a collared long-sleeve shirt gently took the TV remote control and pushed its off button. The only sounds were Israel’s wheezing breath and the hum of the window unit.
     "Who are you?" Israel asked in Spanish. 
     The man responded in Spanish. "Paco Carrizales, at your service." The man stood in front of Israel and bowed mockingly. "It’s more important you know why I’m here."
     Israel Sifuentes already knew why the pockmarked man was there. Carrizales’ willingness to give his name confirmed that the intruder was not concerned about Sifuentes telling on him. Israel was about to die. Desperate to prolong his life, he pretended not to know. "I’m just a janitor, señor. Why did you hit me? I have no money." He carefully moved his right hand to gesture toward the sparse room. "Take what you want." 
     Blood from his injured ear dripped onto the recliner’s arm. Out of habit, Israel wiped it away with a hand already bloody from clutching the side of his face. 
     Carrizales’ mouth creased into a sneer. He pointed the pistol at Israel’s left kneecap and pulled the trigger.
     Israel howled, rocking in a rictus of agony. The Mexican, motionless, patiently waited. 
     The pain from Israel’s destroyed knee became a pulsing throb. Carrizales said, "Did you think you could kill one of our carnales and get away with it?"
     Two years ago, Israel thought. Two years ago! And nothing since. Only two others know of that night in Lagrimas. They would never talk. We knew that if anyone ever found out what we had done to the Zeta, we would all die.
     As if on cue, Carrizales asked, "Ahora. Now that I have your attention, would you please tell me who else helped to kill one of our soldados?"
     In his mind, Israel prayed, Thank you, Mother Mary. This bastard doesn’t know about the others. 
     Israel knew he would not leave his house alive. He prayed that he would not weaken and give this scum, this cartel trash, the names of his two compadres. 
     But how did he learn about me? 
     A folding knife appeared, and with a snapping motion, the Mexican opened and locked its blade. Rusty red spots blemished the metal cheek. Carrizales absently wiped the blade on a pant leg, and it reappeared with no blemishes. 
     Those weren’t rust spots, Israel realized, as he remembered that there had been a fourth person, the norteamericano. He had phoned Purdy Kendricks to come to Lagrimas to the abandoned adobe hut to see the sicario who’d tried to kidnap Purdy’s señora and their son. The conversation before Purdy Kendricks was sent away was still vivid in his mind: 
     "We brought you here so you could get the answers you need, but this piece of shit isn’t going with you," Lilly Pardo had said quietly in that abandoned adobe.
     And Purdy Kendricks had objected: "Christ. You can’t take justice into your own hands."
     Purdy Kendricks believed in his laws, but cartels pay no attention to laws. I understood this when I pointed a rusty revolver at Señor Purdy’s head, even though he was a friend. 
     Lilly pleaded with him. "Please, Señor Purdy. There is nothing more for you to see here. Please leave now."
     With tenderness she touched the deputy’s arm, pleading with her words. Her eyes were filled with tears and terror.
     "Senor Purdy," she pleaded. "If he goes with you, the sicarios will find out. The people here" —she had gestured toward the few houses in the village of Lagrimas — "they will be killed." She pointed at Teofilo Ramirez, mi compadre from the other side of the Rio Bravo. "He will be killed."
     Teofilo nodded. He was puro indio, and quiet, but his hatred of the cartels was clear. Hatred for what had become of his grandson, once a young man from his village.
     Teofilo, who’s Spanish was like a foreign language to him, finally spoke. "We cannot let him go. Los Zetas or another cartel — they used Juan Gabriel. Then they spit him out." 
     Lilly had continued to plead. "Please, Mr. Purdy. Please leave."
     "And him?" Purdy Kendricks had asked, pointing at the Zeta piece of trash.
     Teofilo shook his head. I lowered the pistol. Purdy Kendricks was not like others who were not from the frontera. He realized there would be no "justice" in the American courtrooms for the sicario we had captured. I had reminded him, again.
     "You know what would happen. No matter what you promised. Los Zetas, they have eyes and ears everywhere." I pointed my pistol at the bleeding, wounded sicario, tied up with baling wire and tape. "You heard this scum. Someone will tell. We and our families will be killed. You know this."
     Purdy left, his hands not dirty. We did what needed to be done.
     And now? Now, I am about to die.






  
  Chapter 2

Purdy Kendricks gets an unwelcome telephone call


Unseasonable rain splashed against my office window in North Austin on a late Friday afternoon. I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes. Too much time in front of a computer screen trying to learn Excel and put together a budget that made some sense. 
     A flash of lightning followed by thunder less than a second later made me jump, and I pulled a Bluetooth earbud out of my ear and turned hoping to see where the bolt had struck. Someone in the hallway yelled "Whoa!" when the office lights flickered.
     Relieved the computer was on an uninterrupted power supply, and I hadn’t lost the data I’d sweated blood over, I pulled out my personal cell phone and called my wife, Betty. She didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail asking her to call me about the evening’s plans. No way Forrest’s coach-pitch baseball game was going to happen in this storm. No way Betty and I were going house-hunting in it either.
     "Crap," I muttered and put the cellphone on a stack of papers. I minimized the program and pulled up the National Weather Service radar. The front moving through Central Texas was coming up out of Mexico. The forecast indicated heavy rain. Forrest, my seven-year-old son with visions of whacking a ball out of the park was going to be mighty disappointed. 
     His Little League team, the Wildcats, had their next game two days from now. Maybe the field would be dried out enough by then. In the meantime, Forrest would bemoan the missed chances to "hit a rope." So far, he’d only gotten one hit, a slow roller past a snoozing shortstop, but it had lit a fire. Like most anything Forrest did, it was going to be fun to watch his new interest grow.
     I started to click off the National Weather Service and get back to number crunching. Instead, I moved the cursor away from Austin. Like someone commanded by unknown forces while at a Ouija Board, it traveled west, past Del Rio, to a squiggle on the Rio Grande. An angry looking storm cell perched over Kickapoo County, Texas. 
     Pull your head out, Kendricks. You don’t have time to think about how much you love that God-forsaken place. I minimized the screen, stuffed the earbud back in and picked up my new audio player, and clicked continue. "Just the way you are," crooned Diana Krall. The simple piano accompaniment and a small combo let her smoky voice set the mood. I focused on the Excel spreadsheet, humming along while I tried to make sense of the numbers.
     "Commander," said a voice beyond the door. Two large knocks followed.
     I paused the music. Damn. "Come in, Miz Trejo."
     Alicia Trejo, widow of a slain Department of Public Safety trooper, was my office manager. She gave me a sideways glance. "You need to turn down your music some. You’ll ruin your hearing."
     "What music?"
     "Commander, you’d be more convincing if you didn’t have two earbuds protruding from your head." As always, she refused to crack a smile.
     "Yes, ma’am." I grinned. "What is it?"
     "You’ve got a message from Lowell Johnson. He said he’s tried calling you, but you didn’t pick up. Says its urgent." 
     "Thanks." It was four o’clock. I pointed out the window. "It’s slow around here right now. Why don’t you and the rest of the crew knock off and beat some of the traffic."
     She nodded and closed the door. Moments later, my small staff was turning off lights and yelling farewells through the wall as they tromped out. I picked up my cellphone. Two missed calls. I reminded myself to ask my son how to set the device to vibrate and make some noise when I got a call. I hadn’t heard a thing.
     I punched in Lowell Johnson’s number and got his voicemail. "Hey, you said you needed to get ahold of me and said it’s urgent. Returning your call."
     I disconnected, saved my Excel spreadsheet, stood up, and stretched. It’d been a long week. Rain or no rain, it was time to spend some time with my family.
     I locked my office, stepped into the gloominess of the hallway, and grabbed my Stetson. The phone silently vibrated in my breast pocket. Lowell Johnson again.
     "What’s up?"
     "Purdy, can you hear me?"
     "Loud and clear. What’s up?"
     "I’m not sure what I need to do, Purdy. We’ve got a problem." 
     "What’s this we shit, Lowell? Did you drive drunk…again? Or piss off the illustrious sheriff…again?" I was in a good mood. Giving the owner and editor of the Kickapoo County Register some grief came naturally.
     "Shut the fuck up, Purdy, and listen!" His voice cracked.
     Whoa. "Sorry." I shut up. Lowell was usually even keeled. I re-entered my office and sat on the office settee. 
     "Israel Sifuentes, Purdy. Israel Sifuentes." Lowell began to cry.
     I leaned forward, willing him to continue. I interrupted him. "Lowell, get to it. What’s going on?"
     "I just got back from the country." I knew he was speaking of the Bar LJ Ranch, which had been in his family for generations. "Going to check the cattle, what with this rain and all…" He stopped, and, this time, I didn’t urge him on. I knew what was coming was not going to be good.
     Lowell blew out a breath. "Got to the main gate. You know, where you and Forrest go in to go fishing."
     I closed my eyes. I’d fished in his stock tanks for years. I could see the cattle guard and locked metal utility gate. Welded pipe supports and a horizontal cross piece with an LJ for the Bar LJ Ranch. Dirt road. Nothing but wide-open country in each direction. Fifty yards inside and, at forty-five degrees to the gate, a slight uphill slant to the fifteen-foot-high berm holding back the one acre of water of the largest of the cattle watering holes, stocked with catfish and sun perch.
     "Someone’s stuck Israel’s head on top of one the gate’s metal supports, Purdy." He began to cry. "They’ve stuffed his dick and balls in his mouth and stuck his head on my goddamned fence support. Oh, Jesus Christ."
     What I was hearing was beyond anything I’d expected. "Oh my god, Lowell."
     "I took off my slicker and covered Israel’s head so it wouldn’t get wetter. But I gotta get law enforcement out here and I wanted to talk to you first, Purdy. I don’t know who to trust with something like this."
     I stared at strewn magazines lying on the office coffee table. I was aware of a raw anger focused not on whoever had done this horrible thing to Israel, but at Lowell, the messenger with unwelcome news. 
     "Purdy, who’d do this to Israel? And why?"
     I thought I knew who could have done it but lied. "I don’t know."
     "Why in God’s name would the poor bastard’s head end up at my place?"
     That I didn’t know, but knew I had to do something quick. 
     "Where are you right now?"
     "I drove like a banshee back to US 90. I’m on my way into town."
     "Have you seen Lilly Pardo, Lowell?"
     The question seemed to catch him off guard. "Yeah, she waited on me at the Cenizo Café a couple of hours ago. Why are you asking about her?"
     "Get out of there and call the sheriff. Then you get your ass over there and snatch her up and get her to the sheriff’s office."
     He paused. "Er. Okay, Purdy. But what’s with Lilly?"
     "Just do it," I screamed. "Now!"
     I disconnected. Had I somehow betrayed three people? I wanted to parse through the last two years and analyze if anything I had said or done had gotten Israel killed, but there wasn’t time right now. Suddenly, I realized that bringing Lowell into any part of this could make things worse. 






  
  Chapter 3

Purdy confronts the past


I immediately called Lowell back. He picked up on the first ring. "Have you called the sheriff yet?" I demanded. 
     "Damned near wrecked my truck trying to dial. Coming into town now. Was going to swing by and try to see if Lilly’s working. Then head to the Sheriff’s Office like you told me to. Why?"
     I breathed in silent relief. "Hold off."
     "What the hell?"
     "Lowell, this doesn’t go anywhere, but I seriously need you to not mention Lilly Pardo’s name to anyone."
     "But…"
     "Please. Don’t say a damned thing about Lilly Pardo to anyone, including anyone in law enforcement. Do not stop at the S.O." I tried to remember the night two years ago, and my trip to the tiny town of Lagrimas. Who had I told? Certainly not Betty. I’d shared almost everything with her, but what I witnessed that night was a horror she had no business knowing. To tell anyone what I’d seen would have been fatal for Israel, and Lilly Pardo, and an old man from across the border. And probably anyone in their immediate families. If I’d screwed up, it had already been fatal for Israel Sifuentes.
     "What about reporting Israel’s goddamned head on my fence post?" Lowell’s voice pitched up with anger, aggravated by the four or five single malts he habitually partook of in the late afternoon.
     I thought for a moment. "Pull over, Lowell, please. I’ll make some phone calls and get back with you."
     "Wait, dammit," he exclaimed. "Someone may have followed me."
     What in hell? "Can you see anyone?"
     "No. No one. It’s just that…"
     "What, goddamit?" I yelled.
     "I noticed a set of tire tracks off US 90 onto the road. Didn’t think much about it, until, you know…"
     "Where are you now?"
     "Tucked up against the side of a service station, next to the outside bathrooms. Just a sec." 
     I could hear a truck door slam shut. Then he continued, "Had to get out. My legs were cramping, I’m so damned scared. That set of tire tracks. It didn’t turn off into any other ranch pastures. Went straight to mine." He coughed, then spit. "Aw, shit. Israel’s head looked fresh, whatever the hell that means. Or maybe just wet from the rain. I don’t know. I’m replaying it in my mind." Lowell began to sob. "Oh, man, I remember now. Those tracks went into my place."
     Lowell seemed about ready to crater. I needed some information and asking questions might calm him down a little. "Where’d the tracks go? How far in?"
     "Aw heck, I don’t know. I didn’t notice. I just saw them after seeing Israel’s head on my fencepost."
     He was beginning to babble. "Ten miles from nowhere, and I treasure my 'nads, underused as they may be. And I sure don’t want them stuffed into my detached head." 
     I couldn’t help it. As macabre as it was, I barked a laugh. Lowell was no coward. He’d proven that by what he printed about the DEA, and by what he’d done at the Griffin ranch in the middle of a nasty gunfight with cartel sicarios. But he wasn’t stupid either. Someone was making a point, not just with Israel’s gruesome death, but by the placement of it on the county newspaper owner’s gatepost.
     "Go to your office and lock the place up behind you. I’ll call you as soon as I can." 
     "What about checking on Lilly?"
     If Sifuentes’ killers knew of Lilly, there would be nothing Lowell could do for her, and it would probably be too late. I didn’t want him walking in on something and getting himself killed. I was carrying enough worries.
     "I’ll deal with Lilly. You just do what I said. Please."
     "You got it, Kemosabe."
     "Wait!"
     "What the hell now?"
     "Did you take any pictures?"
     "Of what?"
     "Israel’s head."
     "Aw shit, really? I just about upchucked when I saw it. And you want to know if I was stupid enough to hang around taking fucking pictures?"
     "Well, yeah."
     "I just backed up, did a yewee and got the hell out of there."
     "Get to the office. Lock up." An idea hit me. "Lowell, had it started raining when you pulled off US 90?"
     "Yeah, for about an hour. Why?"
     "Tire tracks. Truck or car?"
     Lowell paused. "Oh, for God’s sake, Purdy. I need another drink." His truck door slammed, and the ignition switch dinged. "I didn’t get out and measure the goddamned things. I was trying not to pee in my pants."
     No telling when Israel’s head had been stuck on the pole, but I wondered if whoever did it was still on the Bar LJ Ranch. 
     Lowell disconnected, and I walked back into my office. I dialed Betty. The call went to voicemail. "Honey, something’s come up. I’ll call you later, but I’m stuck at the office right now."
     I hoped my voice didn’t betray how afraid I was. 
     My heart was thumping like a trip hammer as I punched in the number for Santa Rosa’s Cenizo Diner. 
     "Cenizo Diner. Can I take your order?" came the voice at the diner. 
     Thankfully, the raspy voice wasn’t anyone’s I recognized. I tried to keep it casual. 
     "Is Lilly working tonight?"
     I could barely hear over the noise of clanging dishes and crowd noise. "Don’t know. Just got on. Let me check." The racket quieted down for a second and I could picture the waitress putting the phone to her chest or putting her hand over the mouthpiece. "Hey, Beulah, Lilly working tonight?"
     Then, "Hold on, Beulah’s coming."
     Shit. 
     "This is Beulah. Lilly’s busy right now." Despite years in the Texas border region, she still sounded like an African American from the Deep South. "Give me your name and I’ll tell her to call you."
     Relief washed over me, but, as much as I liked Beulah Jackson, I didn’t know what I was dealing with. I quickly disconnected. 
     There was only one person I knew I could trust. My next call was to Abner Selman. "C’mon. C’mon. C’mon. Pick up, dammit," I muttered, counting the rings. 
     He finally did. "Purdy, I hope you’re calling to tell me that you’re extending an invitation for some of Betty’s cooking next time I’m in the neighborhood."
     I started to cough.
     "I didn’t think so. What’s going on, son?"
     "I think we’re in deep shit in Kickapoo County, Ranger."
     "What’s this we shit? I’m two weeks away from a passel of accumulated leave time and six months away from retirement. Don’t tell me our illustrious Sheriff Johnson has stepped on his dick again," he chuckled.
     Privately ridiculing Kickapoo County Sheriff Thomas Jefferson— ‘TJ’— Johnson was an excuse for a laugh or two, but I didn’t respond.
     "That bad?"
     "Yes." I relayed to him what Lowell had told me. I didn’t offer any conjecture as to why the courthouse janitor had been murdered and dismembered. 
     When I stopped talking, Abner asked, "And why aren’t you encouraging Lowell Johnson to call the sheriff’s office. to get investigators out there?"
     "Ranger, I don’t know who I can trust in Kickapoo County. I think I know why Israel was killed. I’m still trying to sort through whether it was something I said that caused it."
     "Doesn’t sound likely. Purdy, it’s been, what? Over two years since you left. Have you even talked to Israel since then?"
     I couldn’t remember. "Abner, bad things happen to good people near the border with Mexico." 
     "Really?" 
     My inane comment deserved Abner’s sarcasm. Israel Sifuentes had helped save my life, and my career. I felt shame at my lack of contact with him. I’d avoided Israel after the night in Lagrimas. Mainly for his safety, but also because, despite the necessity of what was done, it didn’t sit well. I’d inherited the ranch’s seven thousand acres, but somehow, it still didn’t feel like it belonged to me. "I’ve been back to the Griffin ranch a few times," I said, "and we’ve visited with my in-laws, but I can’t remember the last time I’ve talked to Israel." 
     "Why’d Mr. Sifuentes’ head end up on a gatepost? And that particular one?"
     "It’ll take some explaining, Abner." 
     "I’ll just bet it will, son. I’ll meet you in Kickapoo County. Damn, what ant’s nest just got kicked over?"
*****

I drove home to exchange my State of Texas unmarked, an obviously law enforcement sedan, for my fifteen-year-old Chevy three-quarter-ton pickup. 
     "Daddy!" Forrest ran up, reached for a hug, and then, as if remembering he was now seven, decided a high-five was more appropriate. I didn’t want to admit it, but the boy was growing up. I had once needed to brace myself for his fierce hugs. I missed them. I was in a hurry, but Forrest either didn’t notice, or probably didn’t care. It was time to regale me with his day’s activities. Counseling had restored his little boy’s luster of innocence – something I wondered about after he and his mother were nearly kidnapped and killed two years before. 
     I walked with Forrest to his room where he showed me a new game on his iPad. Once he was distracted playing the game, I returned to the kitchen to convince Betty that some inconsequential nonsense had "come up" that I couldn’t get out of. 
     It didn’t work. 
     "It’s raining and you’ve dropped the sedan you’ve got every right to drive anywhere to take that gas guzzler truck of yours. Do I look dumb, Purdy?"
     She didn’t. She stood, hands on hips, beautiful even as she reddened with anger. "I realize that I wore out the term ‘trust me,’ but Honey, right now that’s what you’ve got to do. I’ll be back as soon as I can."
     "Does this have something to do with Kickapoo County again?" 
     "Yes." I nodded, hoping there’d be no more questions.
     "At least you’re not trying to borrow my new SUV," she muttered. She was attempting to keep it light. Betty was no fool. Spooky smart, she had little trouble reading me like a book.
     "Hell no, Honey. I may be stupid, but not that stupid."
     She hugged me, kissed me fiercely, and pushed me onto the front porch, locking the door behind her. I quickly transferred a short-barreled shotgun, fully automatic M-16, ammunition, and ballistic vest from the trunk of the state sedan into my Chevy’s cargo box. I was no longer an investigator, but I kept a digital camera, latex gloves, zip-lock bags, and some other rudimentary tools in a black expandable case. I tossed it onto the passenger side of the bench seat.
     When I pulled onto the street, I called Abner. "Lilly’s working tonight, but I don’t know when she gets off, and I don’t know if she’s in danger." 
     "Well, you must be living right."
     "Why?"
     "Trooper Johnny Bonavita just happens to be in Santa Rosa."
     "What the hell, Abner? What’s he doing there? I didn’t know Kickapoo County was his home station."
     "Pulling border duty further west, mostly, but he also patrols almost to Del Rio." He mentioned the adjacent county seat where Bonavita lived. "He’s a good’un, as you know. I haven’t said anything about why, but I did ask him to have supper at the Cenizo. He’ll hang around Santa Rosa and keep an eye on Lilly."
     Thank you, Lord. Tears of relief welled in my eyes. Johnny Bonavita had been accepted to the Texas Department of Public Safety’s academy mainly because of how he’d performed as a deputy sheriff in Kickapoo County. I could still see him standing over a dead gut-shot sicario who’d tried to kidnap Betty and Forrest. Inwardly, I winced, remembering him trying to keep me from crossing the Rio Grande during a gun battle with cartel members, and me belting him in the jaw and running for it. Yes, as Abner said, he was a good’un. Solid, dependable, and hopefully, close-lipped. 
     Austin and San Antonio outbound traffic on a Friday afternoon was a bitch, even more so because of the wet roads. In light traffic, it was five hours from Austin to Santa Rosa. It took me nearly seven. I stopped for gas and a burger in Hondo. I sat in the truck cab with the defroster and wipers going, replaying in my head the phone call I’d received from Israel Sifuentes:
     "I need you to see and hear something," he’d said, almost in a whisper. 
     "Now? It’s almost two in the morning. Can it wait until I get some sleep?"
     "Señor Purdy, everyone heard what happened. That is why I want you to meet with me. Please. Trust me. And please, señor. Don’t bring nobody with you."
     And I hadn’t. Then it hit me. I’d called the Kickapoo County Sheriff’s Office dispatcher:
     "I’m heading to Lágrimas, Jake. Israel Sifuentes called and asked me to come."
     Aw, Jeez. My childhood friend, Jake Nichols, was dispatching that night. Well meaning, lonely, troubled Jake Nichols. There was no way Jake would have intentionally harmed Israel. But his poor judgment had been evident in sharing information with the DEA during my investigation of the murders of Otabiano and Raquel Vasquez. 
     I punched absently at my MP3 player. Benny Goodman’s 1939 version of There’ll Be Some Changes Made started, with Louise Tobin taking the vocals. I hoped the diminutive Texas powerhouse’s voice portended something good, but doubted it. She followed with I Didn’t Know What It Was, and for the run of two 78 rpm sides, my stomach settled down.
     An hour out, the rain quit, and I rolled down the driver’s side window. The freshly damp greasewood sweetened the air. Only God can figure it out, but I loved this part of Texas. 
     The turnoff from US 90 onto County Road 201 that led toward Lowell Johnson’s ranch entrance was eight miles east of Santa Rosa. 
     I pulled off the tarmac. No way I was going to the Bar LJ alone. As planned, I’d wait on Abner. Either he’d ride with me, or we’d take both vehicles. Israel wasn’t going anywhere.
     I called Lowell. "I’m on my way out to your place. You okay?"
     He assured me that a couple more single malts had "calmed him a bit" and that he’d still be waiting at the newspaper office "assuming you don’t get shot in the dark first."
     I killed the engine and listened. Nothing. Then, distant yips of coyotes. I called Abner.
     "I’m twenty minutes out," he said.
     I ended the call, stepped out, and shut the truck door. The engine cooled and pinged, and my eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. Clouds were thinning. A sliver of moon and a swath of the Milky Way peeked through the overcast. I turned on my flashlight and shined it onto the road’s surface. 
     Then I called Lowell again. "When you left, do you remember any tracks besides your incoming ones and that one set you’d followed in?"
     Lowell burped. "Now that I do remember. I was so damned scared that someone might have come in behind me that I unracked that .30-30, jacked a round into it, and stuck its barrel down between my legs as I drove toward 90. I was afraid someone’d come and box me in as I was leaving, so I looked extra careful. Just my incoming tracks and whoever was still on my place."
     I thought hard. Only three pasture gates existed off County Road 201 between US 90 and Lowell’s place. 
     Lowell kept talking. "No one came up that road. No one tried to box me in. All I saw was muddy tracks, rain, and that poor man’s severed head popping back into my head." 
     I’d fished at one of Lowell’s stock tanks many times. I closed my eyes and tried to recall the ranches and the thousands of acres that often comprised Texas ranch "pastures."
     "Whose places have fences along County Road 101?" 
     He gave me the owners’ names. "As I recall, all three of those ranches generally use other access they all have off US 90, don’t they?" I asked.
     "Yessir, they do. Unless they’re moving cattle into those areas. And no one’s got any cows on either side of the county road right now. Why?"
     I grunted. 
     "What now?"
     "Nothing. Be there in a bit."
     "You aren’t going out there by yourself, are you?"
     I admitted that I was waiting on Abner Selman. 
     "Good. I feel better. You have a knack for getting shot at." 
     I disconnected. Lowell hadn’t offered to back me up. 
     The flashlight’s beam scattered on the ridges and troughs of muddy tire tracks. They confirmed no other vehicle had come up the county road after he’d fled. But neither had they come back down.
     I patted the Chevy’s hood appreciatively. "I’m glad we waited. Aren’t you?"I spoke as if it was a living thing. I opened its toolbox, donned my ballistic vest, removed the M16, loaded it, clicked the selector switch to full-auto and muttered, "C’mon, Ranger."






  
  Chapter 4

A New Life and a Secret


Jack Eddleman got the call late on a Wednesday at four p.m. "You still like working the Canadian border?" A dumbass joke from David Sanchez, one of the many supervising agents at DEA headquarters in Springfield, Virginia.  
     He bit his tongue. "What can I do for you, sir?"
     The Omaha Division of the United States Drug Enforcement Agency stretches from Nebraska to the Canadian border. Jack Eddleman had spent two weeks bouncing between Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Duluth, Minnesota, and Cedar Rapids, Iowa, chasing down leads on fake prescription pills containing fentanyl and methamphetamine. The accounts provided by various snitches confirmed the deadly combination was coming from South or Central America, through Mexico – not from Canada. 
     He’d stopped in at the Resident Office in Fargo to drop off tagged evidence, then had driven the 190 miles to his small, rented apartment in Bismarck. After unlocking its front door and shoving two small luggage pieces inside with his foot, he’d cursed the summer heat of the Great Plains, and returned to the small DEA station near the State Capitol. After perfunctory hellos to the two secretaries, he closed his office door.
     He was tired of dealing with nickel and dime street snitches. He was tired of talking with small-town hick cops. He was tired of Bismarck, North Dakota. How long would he be in exile?
     "You’ve spent two years pushing paper clips around in Bismarck," observed Sanchez. "You want another stab at working interdiction along the Mexican border?"
     "Sure." Eddleman didn’t want to act too eager. "Why now? What did I do to get out of this icebox?" 
     "The new president of Mexico isn’t doing jack shit. He wants to replace ‘guns with hugs.’ Stupid, or corrupt, but probably both. Cartel death count below the border is going through the roof. Cops, soldiers, journalists, too. Some of it’s bleeding over onto our side. We can move you back south, but you’ll have to behave yourself."
     Being talked to like a wayward schoolboy didn’t set well with Eddleman. He grimaced and walked to the office door and locked it, 
     "What sector?" he asked. Please don’t send me to the Left Coast. Or Arizona. 
     Sanchez shuffled some papers. "Your situation seems to have cooled down. The Agency’s bleeding personnel right now, and we need you back where you can do some good. We’re putting you in the Houston Division, working out of the San Antonio office. A lot of emphasis on stuff upriver from Laredo, past Del Rio as far as the Big Bend. Intel says the cartels are creating routes through Texas’ least populated counties to get drugs across." 
     Eddleman stepped into the office’s small bathroom, muting his phone as he glimpsed at himself in the mirror. Damn, I’m grinning like a possum eating a sweet potato. 
     "Less people, more open spaces, fewer roads," Sanchez continued. "Cartels fighting over the plazas. We’ve got decent intel and have actually choked off some of the poison coming across." He sounded surprised. "Zetas have control in Nuevo Laredo, which means Familia Norteña is desperate to find other ways to get their dope across. Ciudad Acuña is under their control, but for how long? And now, Jalisco New Generation is pushing their territory east. As usual, it’s hard to figure who’ll end up on top."
     I may be in a cold hell, Eddleman thought, but I’ve still got men keeping me up to date on everything. And Sanchez knew that. The DEA had many secrets, but mostly those were kept against an often-hostile outside world, and not within the Agency.
     "Your transfer will get signed tomorrow. Of course, you’ve got enough seniority you can turn it down and ride your time out where you are."
     Eddleman snorted. "When do I need to report?"
     ‘We need you in San Antonio within two weeks. Any questions?"
     Eddleman had many questions, but they didn’t need asking to his supervisor. As far as Eddleman was concerned, he could close his apartment, and be there in two days. "I’ll do my best to get there, but there are some loose ends up here I’d like to clean up." Which wasn’t true. Dealing with drug interdiction near the Canadian border was as boring as looking at the North Dakota prairie.
     Sanchez wasn’t fooled. "Yeah, sure. Just be there," he retorted, and disconnected.
     Eddleman looked out his office window over the neat, orderly, and generally law-abiding, North Dakota capital city. Absently, he reached into his breast pocket, pulling out a circular tin of Kodiak snuff. He tapped it, then opened the lid and placed a pinch inside his front gumline, releasing the wintergreen scent. Eddleman glanced at the ten-point mule deer mounted on the wall. He thought, If truth be told, this exile to Bismarck hasn’t been all bad. The bird hunting has been good, and I’ve stocked my freezer with plenty of good-sized mule deer venison. But this place is a dead-end assignment. Damned few Canucks are smuggling fentanyl, meth, and cocaine through the open prairies of the Dakotas. 
     Twice divorced and with little contact with his grown son, Eddleman considered his casual relationship with a pretty bookkeeper for a construction and oil field supply company. Unfortunately, she had hinted at something permanent — like marriage.
     No thanks. I’ll miss the hunting.
     He’d come within an inch of getting terminated from the Agency after the Kickapoo County Courier’s editor had all but accused him of killing a Laredo plumbing company owner during a night gun battle.
     The bullet that killed Pete Vasquez when he crossed the Rio Grande was never recovered — the rifle’s power and river mud where the round ended up ensured that. 
     Eddleman replayed the frantic phone call from one of his best DEA agents trying desperately to escape from a cartel attack:
     "Had to put a gun to Vasquez’ head to get him to unlock the office door," Luke said. "The snitch took precious time wiping a computer program," What was he talking about? I’d wondered, as my agent and our informant fled from Laredo and cartel killers. "Don’t know," Luke barked angrily, nearly blotted out by the roar of his truck engine. "But I’ve got a thumb drive he was leaving with." 
     He gritted his teeth remembering what came next. On a lonely South Texas highway, some fucking sicario had put a bullet through Luke’s head. Blood and brains all over the roadway. I leaned over, looking at what was left of Luke’s head when I spotted something in Luke’s clenched left hand. I palmed the device and slipped it into my pocket. No way was that thumb drive going to be inventoried as crime scene evidence until I knew what it contained. 
     Eddleman turned to the office’s gun safe. His thumbprint identified on the pad, and the safe’s door clicked open. He reached around the long guns and slid his hand toward the back of the safe, touching a small leather coin purse. For what seemed like the ten thousandth time, he unzipped the purse, pooched it open and confirmed its only content – a thumb drive. And for the ten thousandth time, he inwardly recited its contents from memory:
     Hackamore tree - 375kEe
     Diablo chico - 1.2
     Oto’s bench - 823k
     East vega notch - 228k
     Sunset Y - 1.7
     And so many more. Thirty-five lines of words and numbers.
     No one else, or at least no one living, was sure of the thumb drive’s existence. To most, the contents would be gibberish. But Eddleman was damned sure he knew what the gibberish meant. To prove it, he needed to be where he could operate legally in Kickapoo County, Texas. Showing up down there while being stationed near the Canadian border had not been an option. No way could he have explained that away. 
     Eddleman opened his phone and pulled up the photo of the front page of the Kickapoo County Courier, its two-year-old headlines all but calling him a murderer: AUTOPSY SHOWS SHOT THROUGH THE CHEST. WHO KILLED PETE VASQUEZ? 
     He did a mental rundown of what he knew of many of those involved when he was down at the border. Vasquez, that lying bastard, and his damned thumb drive had caused the death of a damned good agent. Vasquez was dirty, and, in the end, few lost much sleep over his demise. 
     That is, except for that self-righteous whiskey drinking son of a bitch, Lowell Johnson, who won national newspaper reporting prizes for "responsible and courageous journalism," and preened like a peacock. Hopefully, he’ll die of cirrhosis.
     And Ranger Abner Selman. But he’s retiring in a matter of months and will probably end up fishing at his place on the Pecos River and put law enforcement worries behind him.
     Oh, yeah. And Purdy Kendricks. Somehow, Kendricks ended up in Austin, Texas, with a goddamned promotion instead of drunk, or divorced, or dead. He moved there to keep his wife and brat kid from getting snatched by the Mexicans. There was no way in hell his wife will let Kendricks live anywhere closer to the border than the state capital after she and the boy had escaped death — or worse — when she’d killed a would-be kidnapper. 
     There isn’t much chance Kendricks will spend any time near the seven thousand acres he inherited from Laura Griffin Saenz after she’d got herself killed by cartel sicarios in that running gun battle on San Antonio’s interstate system. Not pretty.
     "Dammit," Eddleman said aloud, thinking of the ranch’s erstwhile owner. "I wish that woman was still alive. It’d make figuring out where Pete Vasquez’ money is buried a whole lot easier." 
     Pete Vasquez hadn’t upped everything to the DEA about his plumbing supply company’s foray into the darker business of transporting cartel cocaine. No sir. He sure as hell hadn’t. The thumb drive was proof that the sneaky bastard had failed to disclose he’d been stashing a shit-pot full of drug money all over Laura Griffin Saenz’s hardscrabble Rio Grande-hugging ranch. All I have to do is find it. All $17,375,850. And not get caught or killed doing it.






  
  Chapter 5

Unwelcome and deadly visitors 


I moved away from the truck. In the moonlight, its white surface offered a perfect target backstop for anyone wanting to take a shot at me. I walked the fifty or so yards back to US 90. At two in the morning, I saw no traffic in either direction. Hunkering down in the highway’s shallow bar ditch, I called the Ranger. 
     "I’m about ten miles out."
     "Which is why I’m calling you," I replied. "From what I can tell, no one’s come back down County Road 201 after Lowell." I quietly told him what I had discovered, scanning the darkness as I spoke. 
     Minutes later, headlights off, Abner rolled to a stop behind my pickup. Dome light also disengaged, he stepped out and joined me in the darkness. "What’s up?"
     I took a chance, turned on my flashlight, and showed him Lowell’s tracks in and out, someone else’s only going in. 
     Abner walked back to his sedan, popped his trunk, then grabbed several items. A metallic clack told me one was a rifle — no doubt something like what I was holding. Then, the sound of a zipper. Abner had uncased something. He tapped my arm and handed me a bulky oddly shaped object. "You need to get you one of these."
     I made out the shape of some sort of monocular.
     "Let’s check out the area," Abner whispered when I raised the thing to my eye. Suddenly, I was seeing an entire countryside, bathed in green light.
     "Wow," I muttered. I did a quick 360. Small clumps of bushes, eerily eel-like grass, fenceposts, and barbed wire, but no threat. "What is this beauty?"
     "Zeiss sold some of these to the State. They’re not cheap, but they do come in handy."
     Using the monocular, I scoped back eastward down US 90. In the distance, an approaching tractor-trailer’s headlights were on bright. Their intensity flashed white, overwhelming the monocular’s green tone, and I winced.
     I handed Abner the Zeiss. 
     "Keep it. I brought two."
     Abner unsnapped the holster strap on the traditional Ranger 1911 Colt .45, and I slung the Zeiss’ strap over my neck. 
     "Lowell likes his whisky," Abner opined. "You sure he’s being accurate about this extra set of tracks?"
     "Enough to be worried."
     Abner shined his flashlight toward the tire tracks. "Good enough."
     The drizzle quit when we started walking north off US 90 on the county road. A few hundred yards in, there was no sign of an ambush. 
     "Purdy, I’d just as soon not get my ass shot off tonight out here," Abner said. We turned back toward US 90, Abner on one side, me on the other, both close to fence lines to avoid County Road 201’s muddy ruts.
     "Me either." I wasn’t all that anxious to take a pasear down a lonely county road in the middle of the night either, but Israel’s head was evidence, and I had doubts about whether it’d be there in the morning. The likelihood of a wild animal absconding with a fresh meal was likely if it hadn’t happened already. Lowell’s attempt at protecting Israel’s head wasn’t going to be much of an obstacle to a hungry coyote. 
     When we reach the vehicles, Abner asked, "Why didn’t whoever’s out there just go ahead and kill Lowell?"
     "This whole situation has me totally confused." 
     Israel’s death was a warning — clearly. But to whom? It made some sort of sense that Israel’s part in the killing of a sicario, if discovered, would, in the twisted minds of the Mexican cartels, merit vengeance. But Lowell Johnson had had nothing to do with the events in a deserted adobe in Lagrimas. Hell, he didn’t even know about them.
     And now, someone might be hiding in ambush for whomever Lowell called to investigate. There was no way in hell even the most insightful cartel boss would surmise that I’d drive all the way from Austin, Texas, in the middle of the night. 
     The whole situation was just plain weird, and it struck me. "I’m not the target. Or at least, not the only one. Maybe Lowell’s the stalking horse, or whatever you call it. It doesn’t matter who shows up, as long as they’re wearing badges. If what I’m thinking is correct, someone’s waiting inside the Bar LJ fences, and they’ve been sent to kill cops."
     "Killing a few cops near the border would definitely send a message," Abner grunted. "Your call. We ought to wait ‘til daylight and come in with an army." 
     He didn’t mean it. We had been together in enough scrapes that I felt sure he wasn’t going to walk away from this that easily.
     "Do we walk the two miles to Lowell’s or ride?" Abner asked. He donned a windbreaker. The rain had brought with it a cool front and a brisk northerly wind.
     Nervously, I peeled open my ballistic vest, then closed it more snugly. "Long way on foot." 
     "Your county, Purdy. You know it. Me, not so well. Can we be seen, even if we’re not heard?"
     "Lights off, and idling, I’d say, with this wind, we can get a mile before we worry about anyone hearing us. That is, if they’re still inside Lowell’s front gate." 
     "Let’s take your truck. It’s old and if it gets shot up, I don’t have to explain it to some bean counter at State."
     I’d come to think of myself as reasonable. Yet here I was intentionally heading toward an ambush.
     Abner climbed into the truck bed, and I could hear and feel his movement when he leaned over the cab. I started the engine, killed the running and dash lights, and, with the monocular to one eye, began a slow crawl toward the entrance gate of the LJ Ranch.
     My GPS map signal showed when we got a mile in from the highway. Still nothing. I killed the engine and Abner crawled down off the truck. He grunted in pain, an auditory reminder that he was no longer a young man. Which made me admire him even more. A few weeks from retiring from the dangers of being a lawman, and this Ranger was accompanying me in one seriously questionable action. I knew he and his wife had a little fishing cabin on the headwaters of the Pecos River. If I were him, I wouldn’t have accepted this kind of assignment under those circumstances. 
     Abner muttered, "Make sure when we head inside there’s no one boxing us in on this road. I can’t climb fence and I’m too fat to scoot under without getting torn to hell by barbed wire."
     I quietly shut the passenger door, and bumped it closed with my butt, and we began to walk the remaining mile, each on opposite sides of the road. All I could hear was the crunch and occasional squeak of boots against caliche and loose sand and my heartbeat roaring in my ears. Walking made it hard to focus the Zeiss, so every fifty yards or so, I’d pause and look around.
     The approach to the LJ gate was maddeningly slow. I just hoped we would see the truck tracks veer off into an adjoining ranch’s pasture. Prove this whole exercise was ridiculous. No such luck.
     After an eternity, the Zeiss picked up the high steel posts and cross bar that signaled the entrance of Lowell’s family ranch. They looked to be about a football field’s length ahead. Faintly behind that, the light green from the moon and stars darkened into a darker hue I recognized as the earthen berm of a large stock tank. The last time I had fished there was with Forrest two years before. It was hard to reconcile the memory of Forrest catching a catfish with the possibility that the mounded banks might conceal men wanting to murder me. 
     Abner crossed the forty-five feet to my side of the road. "That Lowell’s place?" he whispered.
     "End of the road," I whispered. I placed Abner’s right hand on my left arm and pointed toward the stock tank’s berm fifty yards and to the left of the Bar LJ gate. "Tank dam." 
     He squeezed my forearm to acknowledge he understood.
     The north wind gave me a bit of reassurance our muffled conversation couldn’t be heard. Hopefully, we were undetected – unless whoever was up there had his own night vision equipment. I pushed that unpleasant thought away.
     I indicated to him that I’d move first, then wait for him halfway to the gate. We’d leapfrog toward the yet unseen head of Israel Sifuentes. 
     He tapped my shoulder, leaned to his right, and rested his M16 on top of a cedar fence post. Awkward, but it gave him a steady sight picture. I moved off at a low crouch. Ten steps up, and an eerie howl broke out. Shit! I bent at the waist, trying to get the thumping in my chest under control. The howling turned into several yips, and a distant response. Coyote talk. After several more steps, I crouched and waited on Abner. 
     When level with me, the ranger stood quietly, glassing the tank dam. I checked the muddy road behind us. Nothing. 
     Do I move with my automatic weapon aimed, or continue to glass the area with the Zeiss? I couldn’t do both at the same time. There were no man-shaped figures near the gate, so I left the M16 slung across my chest and crept forward. Twenty yards from the gate, I began a duck walk to lower my profile if someone was looking our way. The LJ entrance crosspiece had a simple "LJ" welded underneath it. Steel fence posts replaced cedar posts. Directly over me was a bulky object, the slicker-covered, severed, and abased head of Israel Sifuentes. The Zeiss detected the darker evidence of blood and viscera that had dripped onto the light sandy surface below it.
     Now, in the semi-light of the night vision monocular, the muddy series of tire tracks seemed a mottled mess. And past the gate, no truck. Just greenish clumps of brush and rock dotting the whiteness of caliche and sand. 
     Had Lowell been mistaken? Were we chasing ghosts? I edged up to the closed sixteen-foot steel swing gate and felt around. A piece of chain looped around the center crosspiece, seemingly secured by a padlock. Careful not to allow the chain to clang against the gate, I felt the lock’s clasps. The chain and lock had been cut, then carefully positioned as if still secured. Someone was on the Bar LJ.
     A slight footfall signaled Abner’s arrival. We crouched in the mud, the only sound our labored breathing. Who was out there? And where? And why?
     Then, I heard it. The gentle click of a vehicle door being opened. The Zeiss flared a bit. Someone was parked just out of view on the west side of Lowell’s stock tank. A cough, then soft and indistinct voices. Then, a click as the door closed and the cab light went off. The green in the Zeiss returned.
     Dear Lord, I hope there’s no more than two people in that truck.
     I glanced behind us. Nothing threatening from behind. Abner moved away from the gate and across twenty yards down County Road 201 and lay prone. He’d picked a location where he could shoot toward the sound without hitting me. The gate assembly afforded some cover in the darkness, and I used it to shield me and backed away, then crawled until I was directly across from him. I lay in the mud and pointed my M16 toward the sound. The Zeiss showed a small piece of dark green detach from the earthen tank







