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Chapter 1

--She wore her scars as her best attire.
A stunning dress made of hellfire.--
-Daniel Saint-
Buddy McFarlen spotted Hunter Kincaid driving a Border Patrol vehicle along Terlingua’s Ghost Town Road near the Starlight Theater, and waved at her like a school kid trying to catch the teacher’s attention. She slowed and stopped beside him, “What’s up?”
“There’s a car loaded with drugs, I think.”
“You think?”
“Yeah.”
“Where?”
“Not far, on highway one-seventy about a mile from here, the lot where the Sheriff’s Office parks the abandoned cars.”
Hunter cleaned off the passenger seat by moving an unopened Snickers bar, a half-eaten pack of corn nuts, and an almost empty, blanket-covered aluminum two-quart canteen with enough water left to slosh when she moved it. Buddy slid in and Hunter drove in the direction he pointed, “Is it coke, or marijuana?”
“I don’t know,” he hesitated before continuing, “and it may not be drugs.” Hunter raised her eyebrows.
“Either it is or it isn’t.”
“It’s something. I’m sure of that.”
“Buddy, you’re giving me a headache.”
“I know, I know, but bear with me.” He pointed, and Hunter drove in that direction.
Five minutes later, Buddy indicated two rows of abandoned cars and pickups on a caliche lot. “See the one on the left, the dark green Ford, that’s it. I haven’t checked these in months and just went by again this morning.”
“And you found the drugs today?”
Buddy didn’t answer. She drove to the lot and parked, then followed Buddy on foot to the rear of the forest green vehicle. He tapped on the trunk with the edge of his pocket knife. “Hear that?” He tapped on it again, making a muffled, odd sound.
Hunter said, “Where did you get this one?”
“It was caught in the big flood six months ago, came down the Rio Grande. I pulled it out of the water with the wrecker and parked it here.”
“Nobody claimed it?”
“No. The plates were gone, torn off in the flood, I guess.”
“Did you check the VIN?”
“Nope. We figured someone might claim it sooner or later, but nobody has.” He looked at her, “So I got to thinking last night it might be full of dope.”
Hunter stepped closer, put her nose carefully next to the trunk seam and smelled something odd. Not necessarily bad, but odd and she couldn’t place it.
Buddy said, “You got a whiff of that?”
“I smell something, but I’m not sure it’s marijuana. What makes you think it might be drugs?”
“By where the car came from, it had to cross down through the Rio Grande by the old smuggler’s route to get caught in the rise.”
“You didn’t check it right away?”
“It was reported the third day after the flood. Water was still circling around it, and half the roads were flooded. I sniffed the trunk back then, but there was nothing. Now the smell is more like a really bad swamp, right?”
“I’m not sure what it is. Can you pop the trunk?”
“I called a deputy to see about doing just that thing. They have the authority to order it and I won’t get my butt in trouble. Carlo Diaz is coming.”
Ten minutes later, Diaz arrived in a tan Brewster County Sheriff’s Suburban.  Carlo, all bright white teeth in that handsome brown face said, “What have you got, Buddy?”
Buddy gave him a quick history of the car and said, “Can we open it?”
Carlo looked at Hunter, “What do you think?”
“We won’t know what’s in it until we do.”
“Buddy, you have some tools?”
“Sure,” he said, “Hunter, can you take me to the shop?”
“Climb in.”
They returned in less than ten minutes and Buddy carried several pry bars and other items to the Ford. Hunter remained a step behind the two men as they checked the trunk seam. Buddy searched it for a weak point, and decided on one corner that lifted slightly higher than the rest of the lid. When he had the bar in place and pried on it, the lid popped with a greasy, sucking sound, and the smell hit them.
Both men jerked their faces fast away as if flames shot out of the trunk, and the deputy vomited on the gravel at his feet. Hunter stepped closer and caught a whiff of the god-awful reek coming from the Ford. Like an abandoned slaughterhouse gone fetid and rotten in the summer heat. Buddy wiped his mouth and his watering eyes, “I’ll have to burn my clothes with this smell on them. Brandi won’t let me inside the house.”
“I didn’t notice that you got any on you.”
“Being that close will be enough. We opened that lid and a cloud of it rolled over us.” He spat on the ground, “I can still taste it.”
He stopped and bent over with his hands on his knees, retching. When he gained control, Buddy righted and said, “This is horrible. Take a look.”
Hunter held her breath. The trunk area was filled with a thick, rancid, greyish soup laced with string-like lines of what resembled fine red threads running through it. A finger-wide, crusty rime of dried material showed all around the trunk’s rim where the lid broke loose when Buddy pried it open. The mix in the bottom looked to be made of thick mucus, or something similar. Hunter turned away and exhaled the held breath and drew in fresh air. “What happened?”
Buddy said, “Like I said, it’s probably an illegal that got smuggled across and hid in the trunk. This Ford was found downriver at a crossing, half covered up in a debris pile of brush and stuff. A deputy said it washed in there during the flood. He spotted it because the trunk reflected the sun, but had a lot of mud on it that didn’t shine, and he got curious.”
“The car’s been here in the lot cooking in the sun for six months?”
“About what we figure,” Buddy said. “Once, over in Sanderson they had something similar and had to use liquid nitrogen to freeze it all, then break it out in chunks to get the evidence because it was like soup.”
Carlo turned away with his phone.
Buddy said, “Would be way better than scooping it out. Hoo-wee, this smell would gag a buzzard.” He glanced at the deputy with a hint of a smile, “Wouldn’t it, Carlo?” Diaz shot him the finger and drank some water from a plastic bottle.
Hunter said, “I don’t know if you have a body in there, but you sure have a mess.”
Deputy Diaz, who looked less pale around the gills said, “I just talked to the Sheriff.”
An oily humidity rose from the liquid and they felt it on their faces and hands. That creeped Hunter out, and she stepped further back.
Buddy said, “What is that stuff?”
Carlo ran a stick through it and said, “I feel some things under the surface, they’re moving around when I push them.” He moved the thumb-sized stick some more and lifted it by the end, the way a fisherman lifts a fish out of the water. The deputy had to put some muscle in lifting the object out of the murk, bending the stick like a fisherman’s pole with a big one on the line, and they watched as a human skull rose dripping from the liquid, the stick protruding from the eye socket. The spine remained half-attached, and part of it lifted with the skull until the spine separated from the skull and fell into the soup with a soft plop and sank below the surface.
Buddy looked at Carlo and Hunter, “This is not good.”
Carlo said, “No sir, it is not.”
Hunter said, “This is your baby now, Carlo. Not in my jurisdiction.”
“Can you two hang around here for a while? I’m the only one working South county today.” Hunter nodded, and so did Buddy.
Hunter winked at Carlo and said, “So you’re the investigating homicide detective too?”
“Yeah, and the traffic control officer and the street sweeper and the animal control officer, in case some donkeys mess up in town.”
“God bless small towns.”
Carlo shook his finger at her, put his phone in his pocket and called on his vehicle’s radio to continue talking to the Sheriff while the man drove. He also handed Hunter his stick.
A minute later, Carlo said, “Yes sir,” on the radio and hung up. “Sheriff said for us to go ahead and scoop out what we can, then freeze the rest and seine it as it melts. Then we bag everything.”
Buddy said, “I’m curious. How did this guy turn into a can of Dinty Moore while in the trunk?”
Hunter said, “Like being in a slow cooker. Meat cooks off the bones, and everything in there is re-cooked every day the sun is up like this here. It won’t be much longer and the bones would also turn to mush. Isn’t it a hundred degrees already?”
Carlo said, “If it isn’t, it’s close to it, and like cooking the contents all day, every day for six months. Made it to a hundred yesterday by ten am, so the temp is right on track for today. My guess is the trunk’s interior was around a hundred thirty degrees daily for at least five, six hours.”
“Don’t feel like it’s your fault, Buddy,” Carlo said, “Whoever drove is at fault.”
They discussed things for a few minutes, and Buddy made a call, then said, “Brandi’s off work and will bring some food and drinks by for us. I had her pick up a couple of eight by ten tarps we had at the back of the firehouse. I thought they could hold whatever we scoop out of here.”
Hunter said, “If she can bring a dip net, that might be helpful, too.” She made a scooping motion to how the net would work. Buddy nodded and called Brandi back and got a thumbs-up on the net. Hunter also radioed the other Border Patrol Agent working the area, her friend Raymond Flores, and he said he couldn’t come to the location, that he was on a trail of backpackers near the Hot Springs.
Carlo got latex gloves for their hands out of the back of his sedan. He also brought out a small six-by-eight plastic tarp. all three started using sticks to fish up half-dissolved bones, rotting clothes, shoes, and a thin silver bracelet on the first effort.
They put the items on the tarp. Hunter and Carlo looked at each other, “A female?” Hunter said.
“Looks like it.”
Several other locals pulled up, curious, and Carlo asked them to leave, which they did. Brandi drove up in a reconditioned black Jeep CJ-5 with Igloo coolers in the back. She hopped out and said, “I just picked up some breakfast tacos. Some are chorizo and egg, some guisado, and four tatema. I brought some salsa, too, and some tortilla chips. I put some iced-down Dr. Peppers in the cooler along with some water.”
Buddy hefted the coolers out of the seat and put them on the trunk of Carlo’s vehicle, where they ate while standing in the shade of a small desert willow flowering with white and pink blossoms. No one talked much, but Hunter did nod her head at the Ford and say, “One is a woman because of the bracelet.”
Carlo chewed a moment before saying, “I turned over a pelvis at the last, didn’t hook it but I saw the shape and it was a male.”
Brandi said, “So there were two in the trunk?”
“At least. We aren’t through yet.”
The liquid nitrogen truck arrived and Carlo directed the driver where to park and told him what they needed. His eyes widened, but he pulled beside the green Ford and slipped on heavy, grey insulated gloves that reached to the elbows, then he uncoiled the thick hose to reach the car trunk. He checked the dials on the truck, started the pump and began spraying the cold nitrogen into the trunk. There was enough liquid in the trunk that it took thirty minutes to freeze all the contents solid.
The driver hung up the hose and removed his gloves, then said, “Anything else?”
Buddy asked, “How cold is that stuff?”
“About three-hundred degrees below zero.”
Carlo said, “That should do it.”
“Do I send the bill to the Sheriff’s Office?”
“That would be best.”
“I’ll do it when I get back to the office. You all stay frosty.”
Hunter looked at the others as he drove away, “Was he being funny?”
“Uh-huh, a natural born comedian.” Carlo said. “Just not good at it.”
Brandi said, “How about I go to the store and get some five-gallon buckets so you can get the chunks out and see what you’ve got.”
“That would help. Thanks, Brandi,” Carlo said.
Brandi said, “I’ll be back.”
She hopped in the Jeep and zipped down the road, disappearing around the curve in a pale rooster cloud of dust. She returned in ten minutes with buckets and pails. Buddy unloaded the items and Hunter and Carlo carefully broke up the frozen mess and scooped out the chunks, careful not to remove anything else. As each bucket melted, they emptied the fluid through the dip net in case something slipped by them, and then plucked out the bones, pieces of clothing, and other paraphernalia.
They filled up the first tarp with the bones from at least two people, then started on the second. By the time they reached the bottom third of the car trunk, the sun was down and the frozen mixture seemed as solid as an iceberg. They left what was in the trunk and checked the bones they’d fished out of the mess.
The soupy mixture was still so thick that it coated the bones and material in a slick, gummy layer, obliterating small details on the bones. Buddy, who worked for the volunteer fire department made another call. Ten minutes later, two men drove up in the department’s water buffalo and parked by the tarps. Santino Robles and Bobby Sotomayor got out and surveyed the bones on the tarps. “What are you guys working on here?” Bobby turned to Hunter and said, “I’d expect a deputy to be around here, but not the famous woman from the narco-corrida.”
Santino said, “Oh yes, El Lobo Y la Tejana. It’s a classic.”
Hunter said, “You two rounders aren’t in jail today?”
“Rounders?”
“I heard it on an old western movie last night. Seemed to fit when I saw you two.”
Bobby said, “The one with Henry Fonda and Glen Ford? That’s a good one, but its old.”
Santino grinned and held up his big hands “We’re the good guys, Hunter. Remember who took turns pity dancing with you at the last baíle when you came solo.”
Bobby nodded and said, “That’s what we do, save damsels in distress like you.” Hunter grinned and bumped him with her shoulder.
Santino said, “So, what do we have here?”
The deputy said, “Bones in the trunk by that green Ford. We’d like to clean them off, but there’s no water around here.”
Buddy reached into the utility box by the water tank and said, “At your service,” as he unrolled a sturdy water hose and attached it to the tank. He turned on the engine, flipped a small lever at the rear of the tank and said, “For extra water pressure.”
Bobby took the hose and sprayed the bones with a fine stream at first, then two more times with a stronger flow of water, and held the hose closer to the individual bones. The water ran off the tarp and made muddy snail tracks across the caliche lot until the fluid soaked into the thirsty earth within twenty feet. Small white and yellow butterflies lined up on the damp earth and sucked at the moisture.
“A bullet hole,” Hunter said.
Carlo said, “Where?”
“Under the edge of that one,” she pointed at the largest skull. “I can barely see it.”
Carlo used a stick and turned the skull to reveal the hole in the forehead. “Well, shit.” He moved the other skulls and found no holes in the other adults, and none in the child’s skull.
He said, “This gets worse as we go. Now it’s a kid.”
“One murdered, shot from the front and exiting the back.”
“I’m guessing a nine mil or thirty-eight, maybe a .357, nothing larger or smaller, judging from the holes. Then whoever it was that closed the trunk on them knew the others would drown. Those are some bad dudes.”
Hunter walked to the trunk and used the water hose to spray the frozen section, but didn’t melt it to any significant degree. It would take time, and the summer’s heat. She said to Carlo, “No bullet recovery unless we find where he was shot. The shooter killed him while they were in the trunk, but there’s nothing else here that we can find, until the rest of it melts.”
“Cold blooded,” Bobby said.
“No duh,” Buddy said.
Brandi said, “I’m going home, maybe cry a little for whoever these people are. Buddy, I hope you’ll pick up something to eat this evening because I don’t feel like cooking.”
Buddy nodded, then said to Carlo and Hunter, “You mind if I leave with her?”
Carlo said, “Go ahead. Santino, Bobby, you guys can leave, too. Mil gracias.”
“Glad we could help,” Santino said. They drove off in the water buffalo, and other than the occasional car on the road, the area was silent. Vehicle activity and people could be heard at the Starlight Theater in town, but the noise was faint because of the distance.
“What else you need to do here?” Hunter said. “If you’ll help me pick up the tarps and put them in front of the Ford, I’ll close the trunk and leave for the state’s forensic team out of Midland. I’ll call them when I leave here, and they’ll be out tomorrow.” They moved the tarps one at a time and put the wrapped human remains close together in front of the vehicle, then Carlo pushed down the trunk, which closed with a click. The buckets with the fluid they moved next to the Ford. Both checked around for anything else, but the site was clean.
“You need me for anything else?”
“Nope. Thanks for the help.”
The events of the day weighed on Hunter’s mind as she drove to Marfa, and she spent an hour at the station writing up the report before going home. With it still on her mind, Hunter changed into shorts, a sports bra, a baggy, black tee shirt, and her New Balance running shoes and left her home for a run going on the access road by the railroad tracks that led to the cemetery and beyond. She felt the kinks work out of her mind at the third mile, so turned and made the slow return jog at a twelve-minutes-per-mile pace to her home on Plateau Street.
Afterward, she showered and dressed in Wranglers, roper boots and a pale blue western shirt made by Ely. She put on her Stetson as she went out the door and drove to the Paisano Hotel and Jett’s Grill where she could relax, eat, and drink a glass of wine or two at the outside eating area so the night sky and stars were visible. Something about eating outdoors that she always enjoyed, she thought. She spotted a famous author she liked, Reavis Wortham, eating at another table with a beautiful woman. Hunter recognized her as Reavis’ wife from the photos on Wortham’s Facebook posts. She thought about introducing herself as a fan, but decided not to, being shy around celebrities.
The incredible night sky was star filled as she drove the short distance home, and Hunter felt content when she parked her pickup and went inside. She set the coffee pot timer for in the morning, then went upstairs to her bedroom. She slipped under the covers, read the new Ace Atkins novel for ten minutes, then told herself, just a few more pages, and fell asleep an hour later with the book on her chest.
Hunter awoke before the alarm the next morning, and went downstairs to pour some coffee. As she raised the cup for her first sip of the day, the phone rang. It was the Border Patrol Office.
“This is Hunter.”
“It’s Joe. You need to hustle back down to Terlingua. Go in plain clothes, and take your truck.”
“What happened?”
“Carlo Diaz asked if you could help him this morning.”
“On what?”
“Somebody committed arson on the vehicle you helped him with yesterday. He asked the Sheriff to ask our Chief if you could help. The Chief said for you to go, so I’m passing on the message here.”
“Thanks. I’ll call Carlo.”
Carlo answered on the first ring and said, “Think you could help out down here?”
“How? You have the legal authority on this.”
“I can’t track like you. I thought we might find some sign. I’ll buy you lunch.”
“I’m on my way.”
Hunter thought about the fire as she drove to Terlingua, wondering why on earth anyone would want to burn the car and the bones. She called Carlo, who told her he had a table at the Chili Pepper for them. She parked in front and entered to see him at a table near the wall, sipping coffee. Hunter ordered as soon as she sat down, and drank the coffee they brought as she waited for her order. “Why’d they burn it, you think?”
Carlo said, “Either there was something in the car, or it was about the bones. Nothing else makes sense.”
The food arrived, with Hunter getting the bacon and eggs, with Carlo getting pancakes and bacon. They talked little while they ate, both thinking of the images in the car trunk.
Hunter said, “Have you checked for tracks?”
“Earlier. Found some scuffed places, but I’m no Border Patrol Agent. Everybody says you and Raymond can track anybody.”
“There are others that are as good, and the Texas Ranger from Alpine is pretty good, too, but since I’m already here, I’ll be happy to help. I’ll call Raymond and see if we can get him to come over, too. He’s close.”
Carlo cut his syrup-drenched pancakes and speared a large piece with his fork. It went into his mouth, along with a bite of bacon. He chewed and said, “Bueno.”
By the time they finished eating, Raymond had responded to Hunter’s call, and entered the cafe in time to see them eating the last bites off their plates. He said, “You didn’t get me any?”
“I saved you a couple bites,” Carlo said.
Raymond sat in a chair and said, “What’s up?”
They told him and he nibbled on the last piece of bacon that Hunter handed him as he listened, then they left the cafe and drove to the lot and the burned car.
Raymond said, “Still smells.”
Carlo said, “They used gas as the accelerant. Burned quick, and Buddy and the fire department people got here pronto, too.”
Raymond said, “Did they see anyone around the area?”
“Nope. It was about three AM, and nobody out doing anything.”
At that moment a new, bronze, fully tricked-out Land Rover drove into the lot and two men exited. The driver wore a Hawaiian shirt with blue south Pacific scenes showing crashing waves and palm trees, and tan cargo pants. Merrell hiking boots covered his feet and a western style straw hat perched on his head above Ray-Ban Aviator sunglasses.
The passenger was slightly taller, and lean but muscular. His relaxed walk made Hunter think of a large jungle cat, maybe a leopard. She couldn’t see his eyes because the man wore dark Aviator sunglasses.
A western straw hat covered his head and the clothing was a tan khaki, both pants and shirt, and military-style footwear in the same color. “What happened here last night, somebody have a bonfire?”
The driver smiled, “That’s that wetback car, isn’t it? The one with the bones you looked at yesterday?”
Raymond said, “You know something about this?”
“Us? No, just making conversation. It was all the talk in the café this morning. Wonder who lit it up?”
Carlo said, “How about you hang with us a while, I’ll ask you a few questions.”
“Oh, we would, but we need to get back to the ranch.”
Carlo said, “Which ranch would that be?”
“The Corazon.”
“Out by the Christmas Mountains?”
“That’s it.”
“And you are…?”
“Mike Hart.” Hart pointed to the other man, “This is Ellis.”
“Ellis what?”
Ellis said, “Just Ellis.”
Mike Hart said, “All he goes by, like Madonna or Cher.” He smiled.
Carlo said, “Mr. Hart, I assume you’re related to Winston Hart, the owner of the Corazon?”
“That’s right.”
Raymond whispered to Hunter, “The owner of the Corazon cinnabar mine, and a dozen or so others.”
“And the hundred-thousand-acre ranch it sets on.”
“So, we’re talking big bucks here?”
“The quicksilver set Hart up, then he got into oil, but that was all the original Hart, from before the turn of the twentieth century. His children kept that going into computers, music, and a lot of other things.”
“What about this one?”
“He’s the youngest, and last in line. What I hear, he’s determined to spend all of it. He sort of went crazy after his older brother disappeared. They’d been real close.” They watched the Deputy Sheriff talk to them, and Raymond said, “Let’s go look at the car. I wasn’t here for the show yesterday because of that group I was tracking, but maybe there’s something left to find.”
“What, that’s not burned?”
“Maybe all of it didn’t go up.”
They drove back to the Ford, and Raymond walked around the burned area while Hunter remained at the trunk. She noticed that Ellis wasn’t paying attention to Carlo, but only to her and Raymond.
Raymond said, “Can you open the trunk?”
Hunter went to it and noticed it wasn’t closed all the way, so she lifted the lid with a stick. The interior was scorched, but not as badly as the remainder of the vehicle, or the tarps and bones.
Raymond said, “You didn’t find any carrots and potatoes in there, did you?”
Hunter’s eyes widened. “Just some cop humor,” he said, and winked. He checked the inside, using a branch from a nearby dead mesquite to run around the floor and walls.
The inch-thick crust was like week-old bread lining the rim of the trunk, and Hunter checked how stiff it was. Her first pinch broke a small piece off, exposing a piece of half-inch long section of finger bone. She studied it and the crusted area around it. This was from a small person, and the tip of a finger.
Ellis frowned, He walked to join them at the car. Before he reached the car, Hunter grasped the small bone and pulled it loose, putting it in her pocket as she turned her body so Ellis didn’t see what she had.
Ellis reached Hunter, “Find something?”
She held up a piece of the smelly crust an inch from his nose, “Just this stuff. You want it?”
Ellis leaned his head farther from the smell, “I’ll pass.”
Hunter tossed the piece into the trunk, “Me, too.”
Raymond watched Ellis the way a guard dog silently watches a stranger. When Ellis returned to his friend Mike Hart, Raymond said in a soft voice, “That guy makes me uncomfortable. We need to find out about him, if he’s going to be around our country.”
Hunter nodded as she put her hand in the pocket to feel the small bone. She recognized it because the bone was so clean now after she pulled it out of the crust. It was a finger bone, the top joint, like one sheared off at the final knuckle. It felt so small she knew it had to be the pinky finger of a child or a very small person.
Raymond edged beside the burned hull and stopped beside her, his eyes turned down to her front pants pocket where her hand wriggled the bone. “I know you’re a woman, but it looks like you’re playing pocket pool there.”
She stopped. “I’ve got something we need to get checked out by forensics. Let’s slip out of here.”
“I thought we were looking for tracks.”
“Okay, we’ll do that first, then get back to the office.”
They began at the area beyond the burned Ford, going in slow circles around it, then expanding the circles from there. Hunter found a single set of tracks, but they quickly faded in the desert soil and rocks. Raymond said, “The tracks are lined out straight. Looks like whoever it was, was headed near the old cemetery.”
Hunter drove them to the cemetery and they walked through the crosses and small tombstones, looking for the tracks they saw earlier, but nothing showed. They made a circle around the area and Hunter found one possible partial print, but nothing beyond that.
An hour later, Hunter said, “We’re not finding anything worthwhile. Let’s head to the office so I can make some calls and get this bone checked out.”
“I’m ready.”
They stopped to tell Carlo what they were doing, and he examined the small bone. “You want, I’ll take it to our office and get the crime lab people still there from Midland to see what they can do. What are you thinking on checking?”
Raymond said, “The usual, sex, nationality, any relatives, and age, plus whatever you can use, since all this is still your case.”
“You keep reminding me.”
Raymond grinned and said, “I’m putting you in for Terlingua’s Deputy of the Year.”
“I’m the only deputy in Terlingua, smart guy.”
Hunter chuckled, “But you’re the best, too.”
“Y’all get out of here, go home, have some good food, drink some cold beer and pet the dog.” He gave a large feigned sigh, “I’ll stay here and carry on, by myself.”
Raymond and Hunter left Terlingua, going to Lajitas and the River Road, on to Presidio and north to Marfa. It made for a long day, but when they finished their paper work, they each went home. 
Hunter showered, made a ham sandwich and poured a glass of fat free milk. She carried the food and drink to the couch and turned on the television. As The Weather Channel meteorologists showed the map and talked about what was coming next, she ate listlessly, almost too tired to feed herself. Taking the now empty glass to the kitchen, she rinsed it and put it in the dishwasher, then went up the stairs to her bedroom. Her dreams began within minutes of a faceless child caught in a flood of brown water.




Chapter 2

The healed stub of what was left of Adan Villa’s left pinky finger still felt tender when he bumped it, but at least the shiny skin had finally grown intact over the bone where the last knuckle ended. He loitered by the lush green putting practice area of the Lajitas golf course, drinking an orange soda as the golfers walked by to try and stroke a few into the various holes cut into the practice green. His smile caught one of the older men’s attention and the man said, “You want to make a little money?”
Adan nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”
The man gave him a friendly come on gesture and said, “You can be in charge of these for me,” indicating the bag of golf clubs on the two-wheeled pull cart. Adan nodded, grasped the handle on the cart and followed the man and his golfing friend onto the first tee. The man showed Adan which club to hand him, and as they went around the course, he told Adan why to use one club over the others for different distances and different situations.
“Lots of golfers I play think the driver is the most important one in the bag, but it’s not. The putter is where you make or break it.”
“Is that because some people hit it three times on the green, and some only hit it once?”
“Yes, it’s called putting, when you’re on the green.” The man appraised the twelve-year-old.  “You’re pretty smart, kid, you picked up on that fast.”
“I watch people play, but I don’t know what things are called.”
“Tell you what, you come back next week, same day and time and caddy for me. We’ll start a few lessons if you want. I need to walk the course because of my ticker.” He tapped the center of his chest. “Otherwise I’d let you drive my cart. But maybe, every once in a while, we can use it, what do you think?”
“I would like that, and thank you.”
It was a hot day, but they didn’t hurry their pace, and the man, who said his name was Benton Sellers, hit two pars, two bogies, and one birdie on five holes, and was happy about it.
They putted out on the 18th green for another bogie, then put their bags in their car. The man gave Adan forty dollars for a tip, which Adan didn’t expect.
“Thank you very much, Mister Sellers.” He held the two twenties like they were precious documents, and felt the stress of hunger ease, since his last meal had been two green peppers and a cold corn tortilla yesterday morning.
Benton looked at Adan a moment, “You from around here?”
Adan hesitated a micro-second before saying, “Yes, near here, from Terlingua.”
The man didn’t exactly believe him, but he let it slide. “Okay, so we’ll see you next week.”
Adan smiled and waved at them as they drove from the club house, passing a bronze colored Land Rover driving in to park. He watched the driver whip the wheel to throw a small rooster tail of dust into the air and then hit the brakes and slide the last dozen feet to the parking space. The driver and his passenger exited and Adan felt uneasy when he saw the passenger. He instinctively crouched low and edged sideways behind a tall cluster of pampa grass. Glancing over the pampa grass again, he watched the man enter the club house. Something about him, his stance, maybe his movements, made Adan think of one of the men that night at the river, the one who tried to trap him in the car trunk. He watched through the windows as the two men entered the clubhouse. Adan walked away, keeping the building between him and the two men inside. He returned on foot to Terlingua and the short distance beyond it to the Cottonwood store for food, keeping an eye out for Border Patrol vehicles.
He used his newly acquired money to purchase canned sardines, crackers, an orange soda, a large bottle of water, called Dasani, and a bag of beef jerky. He took the items to an area off the road and deep in the brush that offered concealment, and he settled down on the dusty serape and pieces of cardboard he’d placed on the sand two months ago. This place was much better than scavenging in the desert eating lizards and bugs, or stealing handfuls of feed from the cattle troughs in the area pastures to mix with tank water and eat like a cold, scratchy gruel. Sleeping had amounted to sleeping on the plaster-like desert hardpan or in a sand and gravel wash without a blanket. Those were some hard nights, he thought. Now, with a big serape, some thick cardboard, and money to buy food, Adan felt content. He enjoyed the sardines, and ate half a sleeve of saltines while drinking the soda. As the sun sank behind the western hills and mountains, He arranged his serape like a sleeping bag on top of the cardboard and thought about what his mother told him before she died of cancer and he left home. She had been called a curandera, a healing woman capable of knowing things beyond her sight. A few people called her a bruja, a witch, but not a bad one, they always added. She taught him about desert herbs and things one could use to treat cuts or stomach problems, and always, every day, she taught him lessons in speaking English and in reading both Spanish and English books.  “These things will give you advantages in everything you do.”
He said, “But I live in Mexico.“You won’t always.” He noticed something shadowed in her eyes when she said it, like she held a secret. He understood in hindsight that it was her illness, that she already knew she was dying. His mother once walked all day to reach a larger town, and found a small tienda, a store, where they carried used items for sale and where she heard there were many old books and magazines for mere centavos apiece. She counted out the change she carried in a small bandanna knotted at the top to hold the double handful of coins hidden inside. The store owner gave her two burlap sacks that had once held pinto beans but were now empty.
She bought enough paperback books and comic books to fill each sack to the three-quarters level, then she bought some twine with her last money and tied the sacks at the top. After that, she used the remaining twine to make straps so the sacks would rest on front and in back of her body when she stood and walked. It balanced the load, even though it was heavy.
When she arrived home hours after dark, Adan showed his panic and clutched at her, almost crying with worry. He had no one else in the world. She calmed him and had him help her remove the heavy sacks, then she showed him the treasures inside. Adan was elated. Books in English, books in Spanish, with some the same book in both languages so he could translate the harder words, and the comics were adventure, pure and simple. He read voraciously after that, and his mother encouraged him.
At night, she would tell him stories of his father and how they met and fell in love. As the months passed, they continued living as before, with occasional people coming by to pay his mother for natural remedies or to perform curing spells on loved ones.
One evening, when it was only the two of them, she gave Adan a photo that had been sealed inside plastic. “This photo was taken by your father, Vincent.”
He touched the photo, moving his fingers over it as if to feel his father’s presence. She said, “He was such a good man, mijo, my son, and you are much like him.”
“Where is this? You are standing by a big rock near a white church.”
“In a small village called La Linda. We were married there in the church, two years before this picture was taken.”
“Can we go there?”
“Not now. The town is abandoned, as is the church, and it is a dangerous place far from here.” She smiled, wistful. “Your father carved our initials in that rock by the church.”
“I would like to go sometime.”
“We shall see.” She touched his cheek.
Two weeks later, she told Adan they were going on a special trip. A friend showed up in a beat-up nineteen-fifty Chevrolet pickup and took the mother and son on a long, bumpy, dust choking twelve-hour ride through the mountains and along rocky, uneven roads to La Linda, and the church. The driver was in his sixties, an old friend of Adan’s father named Poli, and happy to drive them. “Your father,” Poli said, “Was much of a man. Honest, brave, and most of all, good inside,” He touched his chest, “In the Corazon. He helped many people out in this area. He loved it here, loved the solitude, he said, and the sky. I believe he would have built a home in a place such as this.”
“What happened to him?” Adan asked.
Poli glanced at Adan’s mother for any warning sign, but got a nod to go ahead, so he told it. “Vincent had come back here, to the church for something important. I drove him, along the very road we used to get here, and we talked as the road passed under our wheels. He said things would soon change in his own family, with his father and brother.”
“What was it?”
“He did not say. He asked me to leave him at the abandoned church for a while, and to drive into the ghost town to keep watch for any sicarios from the cartel. They were around very much at that time.” His eyes turned sad, but he did not cry.
Poli took a deep breath and continued, “I was gone maybe thirty minutes when I saw a dust trail coming from the east and straight for the church. I hurried back, but when I arrived, the vehicle had driven away, across the rough hills where I could not follow. Vincent was nowhere to be seen.” He stopped talking and wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. “I tried to follow, and kept the dust trail in sight for an hour, then it disappeared. I searched for the entire day, but that was the last I saw. I returned to tell your mother what happened. There was nothing else I could do.”
Adan felt sad, and his stomach felt funny, but he understood. “Thank you for telling me.” He thought a second and said, “Do you know what he was doing at the church?”
“I don’t. He was at the rear of it by the big rock.”
Adan nodded, and walked off to be by himself. Poli drove them home the next day after that, another long, bouncing, twelve-hour trip in the tough old pickup. In the following months Adan read daily, with his mother’s help on the more advanced books. He also noticed her weight loss and illness, which caused a growing fear in him. Losing her would be a terrible blow, and he prayed nightly that she would get better. She finally became so ill that even people needing remedies stopped coming by. No matter what happened during the day, she always told him of her father, the white mansion, and how the grandfather forced them apart and had his men force her back into Mexico to stay. They even bribed the immigration official at the port of entry so her crossing card was revoked. That crushed her spirits, but by then she was pregnant, she said, and all her love was for the beautiful son she bore some months later.
She always hugged him when she said it, and her eyes seemed soft and brown as a doe’s.
He remembered her last words.
Your father is a good man, but he didn’t know about you when they took him. If you can find him and tell him about me, he will welcome you. He lived in a white mansion far out on a ranch near Terlingua. It was his father who forbade us to marry. He sent men to take me away, back to Mexico, but they did not know I was with child, with you. It is justice for you to unite with your father.
Too tired to say any more, she drifted into a deep sleep and died before sunup the next morning. Adan dug the grave and buried her behind their one-room adobe home forty-five miles south of the Rio Bravo.
He remained in the home for almost a year, reading the books, eating the last of the stored beans and using a small sack of corn masa to make tortillas by patting the masa between his hands. Adan cooked them over an open fire of mesquite sticks that heated a flat sheet of tin that rested on stones placed at each corner of the fire.  He also ate the few fresh garden items they grew.
Then the men of the Cartel moved into the area with their guns and drugs. He saw some of them more than once. A short, stocky man who was the leader that they called Flavio and a slender black man who was always with him. He heard the name John Factor, and always recognized him because of his black skin and the ever-present pistol with the long silencer he carried in his shoulder holster. They were the top ones. A few others showed at the same time, then more and more, and Adan left on foot one night, wearing huaraches that
he made from an old tire and strips of leather cut from a discarded boot. One of the Raramuri, the mountain-dwelling Tarahumaras who ran such long distances had come through one day and showed him how. He wore what he had, the clothes on his back.
Adan reached the nondescript ranch house a mile south of the river, and the one where most smuggling was organized before groups crossed the water. He had no money, but the men and the hard-faced woman with eyes that glittered like black flint lived there, and told him he could work his fee off around the ranch. They said she could sell him when they moved him across the river, and far way into Colorado.
It was two AM when enough people showed up for the passage, everyone loaded into vehicles, with twenty in the first vehicle, a van. The van driver put the vehicle at the edge of the shallow water crossing on the river as violent thunderstorms cracked and rumbled over the mountains east of them. The van crossed the river, so crammed with people Adan was sure it would sink out of sight, but the sturdy vehicle crossed the gravel bar with only a little struggle.
The gringo and two Mexican men then opened the trunk of the green Ford, and the gringo covered the small light inside, using a cloth. He pulled out the bulb just as a wet, cold wind blew toward them from the river’s flow, the wind moving upriver and against the car, and all the while the lowering darkness showed a river rising very fast.
The lightning flash and immediate boom of thunder made Adan duck as the smugglers pushed and shoved and hit them to force the people in the trunk. One smuggler shot at an elderly man while he was in there, struggling to get out. Adan was so close that the muzzle flash lit everyone in stark relief.
Water gurgled and hissed as the river rose, and the front wheels of the car were already several inches under water. When Adan moved too slow, the gringo picked him up bodily and tossed the young boy into the trunk. As the trunk began to close, Adan panicked and slid out as the lid closed down, catching his pinky finger by the tip and pinning him to the car.
Everything happened fast after that, and one of the Mexican smugglers jumped behind the wheel, gunning the car into the water, trying to get across as the filthy, debris-filled flood swept down the river. The water’s front edge seemed so filled with tiny, floating bits of wet debris that it resembled a monstrous, undulating black eel reaching from bank to bank.
Adan jerked and struggled to pull his finger loose from the trunk, but it wasn’t until the water swept the Ford into the current and it banged hard against several boulders that he felt his trapped finger rip apart at the joint. Pain so sharp and severe, he opened his mouth in a silent scream, but his panic ran fast, and the adrenaline numbed the finger enough that he flopped through the water and clambered up the far bank in time to watch the car float around the bend of the river amid a roar and hiss of water and trees, of dead cattle and fence posts with the wire still attached wrapped around one of them. He watched in fright as thick brush piles tumbled downstream in an alien river the color and thickness of chocolate milk. A last muffled scream escaped from the car as it floated and bounced downriver.
He trailed a dripping red line from his stump that he noticed when lightning flashed. Finding a location on the bank, he sat and gave attention to the throbbing wound producing a pain that felt larger than his hand. He wiped his eyes and whimpered when he first touched the mangled stub, but there was no one to help him, and he knew it.
Knowing the gringo couldn’t see him in the dark, Adan moved up the bank, freezing when lightning flashed. At the top, several clumps of prickly pear cactus grew by the edge of a small ravine, and he used a sharp-edged rock to cut one flat, green pad from the plant and scrape off the needles and waxy skin, leaving the slick, moist inside glistening every time the sky lit the desert like a strobe.
Scraping the inside into a mushy, tablespoon-sized mound, he put the injured finger’s stump into it and felt an immediate coolness and lessening of pain, enough that his eyes stopped watering. He left it there while he thought about what to do. His shirt was still wet and had several torn parts along the lower edges, so Adan ripped one of them off, giving him a remnant almost a foot long. He used the cactus pulp as a poultice and wrapped the cloth around it, leaving extra folds over the tip for padding. It helped.
He wandered in the dark and wetness until a half-collapsed goat shed showed above the short guajillo and creosote bushes. Adan crawled under it, almost collapsing from exhaustion and shivering from the cold and damp. The space, maybe fifteen feet by ten feet, was dry under the low tin roof. It smelled strongly of goats and sheep, and the ground and old hay on it were covered with animal droppings. Adan went to the driest area under the one still intact roof corner and curled up in a ball, until he faded into unconsciousness despite the storm and wind-driven rain peppering the rusted aluminum roof like a small machine gun. Even when the rain turned to pellets of sleet and rang the roof like a metal drum, he didn’t stir, his injured hand cradled to his stomach for protection. Staying in the shed for three days became necessary because of the fever and chills that overtook him. He drank water from a small watering trough beside the shelter, but had no hunger. At the end of the second day, at an hour before dawn, his fever broke in a light sweat that covered his face and body under his clothes. At sundown of the third day, he left the shelter and hunted for something to eat. Grasshoppers were easy to catch, and he made a meager meal of them, tossing the insects into an old, rusted can and placing it on the fire he built from several dead mesquites. The coals made a hot fire, and the insects died fast and crisped to something like overcooked potato chips, but they did not taste bad.
Scratchy yes, but not a bad flavor.
That day he walked to the edge of Terlingua but didn’t show himself. Adan remained hidden until dark. He saw several trash cans around, and made for them when it was so late, people stopped moving on the streets. A few of the cans had leftover food in them, some half-eaten meals on paper plates, but not a lot of it. He found a discarded coca cola bottle and filled it from a water faucet beside a building, and took it back to his hiding place outside of town.
He didn’t go far over the next several days, but remained in his place near the town. Luckily it didn’t rain again so he remained dry, and when he found the serape, he could keep warm. Several Border patrol vehicles passed on the roads, but he wasn’t spotted, and once a pickup truck with a large star like a badge on the doors stopped and checked the draw he was in, but didn’t come far enough down it to find him.
His finger felt better after that, still achingly tender but not like it was infected. Adan decided it was time to hunt for his father. He began by picking a direction and walking that way until midafternoon. He didn’t want to walk back after dark, at least not then, with no moonlight. When he didn’t see the big white house, he came back to his place and either ate what he’d saved from the day before, or he went into the trash again. Every day he picked a slightly different direction and went out again. For months.
He saw many houses, most of which were small and nondescript, with others nothing more than mobile homes on blocks, and a number of those in poor condition. But there were a few nice ones, and among them were two very large and grand ones, but none of them were white. One adobe was huge, with tan walls and the tips of peach trees peeking above the bordering wall. He looked at it from a low hill a quarter mile distant, and saw the place was busy with people and a few animals. Livestock was in the fenced pasture, mostly cattle, but a few horses as well.
Adan felt frustrated, but continued going out every day, walking mile after mile, searching for the fabled white mansion of his father, only to return tired, dusty, thirsty, and hungry. Most days he had food, but not every day. Water, he had because of the coke bottle and town faucet.
When he walked in another direction one day and chanced upon the golf course at Lajitas, his luck changed a bit. A man gave him money to buy golf tees in the shop for him, and when he brought them back to the golfer, the man gave him five dollars as a tip. After that, he went to the course several days a week, sometimes getting to make a little money, sometimes getting only hard stares from some of the people there.
Always, always he continued to hunt for the father he never met, this Vincent, the man who his mother said was kind and good and would take care of him and all his needs. Adan began to think she told him lies about this man because of her illness and because she didn’t want him to worry. He couldn’t find any mention of Vincent Hart except for the single time he overheard the name Hart, said by a man at the golf course when he added, “That damn Mike Hart is worthless.”
The Hispanic man beside the golfer said, “All he does is drink and chase women. Mike would screw a wood pile if he thought there was a snake in it, and he lives to spend his daddy’s money. Never had a job in his life. No valé nada.”
“When his brother was around, Mike was better.”
Was it his father they mentioned? Adan sat straighter.
When they noticed Adan listening to their conversation, they stopped talking and drove to the next hole in their white golf cart. Another young Hispanic boy about Adan’s age sat near the putting green watching all this.
He said, “What you want to know about that rich guy for?”
Adan looked at him, “Who are you, that you know so much?”
The boy chuckled, “The one whose dad worked for the Harts once, that’s who. Now, what you want to know?”
“What’s your name? Let’s start with that.”
At that moment, a Border Patrol sedan drove down the highway and Adan moved so he couldn’t be seen by the vehicle’s occupants. When he looked for the other boy, he had disappeared. When the sedan continued until it was out of sight, the boy stepped from behind an oleander.
He said, “My name’s Dario, what’s yours?”
“Adan. I saw you hide when the Patrulla drove by.”
“Just like you, except you were smoother. Been doing that long?”
“Long enough.”
“So, what is this interest you have in the ricos?” He indicated a general northeast direction with a backwards movement of his head.
“You know of it? The great house and ranch?”
“I’ve been close enough to see it, but I know a little about the Harts.”
Adan took a seat on the grass beside him, “Tell me.”
Dario told him what he knew.
“The original Hart in this country came from Ireland, County Cork, during the great Irish famine. He joined John Glanton when the scalphunter and murderer began raids into Mexico to kill entire families of the long haired campesino farmers and peaceful Indians, not judging between them and the fierce ones, because the Mexican government paid a nice bounty for Apache scalps, and they didn’t check to the validity of where the scalp came from. Men, women, children, the Mexican authorities paid for them all.”
Dario shifted his seat and continued, “When the Mexicans figured out where all the scalps came from, they stopped paying, and tried to get the murderer Glanton in their sights, but he died before they had a chance to do it. So, Hart had to find other work, and that was hard to find in those days. They recently rebuilt Glanton’s home downriver from Presidio. It is called Fort Leaton now. I have never been there myself, but you can see it easily enough from the border.”
Adan said, “Where do you live?”
He indicated south with a casual movement of his arm, “Across the Rio. That’s is where my mother works, in a small café. She also pushes a small boat into the river and sells tacos and tamales to the people playing golf, if they walk the sand bar to her.”
“And your father?”
“He’s dead. They found his body downstream in the river.”
“He drowned?”
“After someone shot him in the back.”
“I am sorry. Was it the Harts?”
“No one knows.”
“Do you feel like continuing your story?”
“Yes, my father has been dead for five years.”
Adan nodded.
Dario said, “The original Hart worked for Milton Faver as a cowhand, but often hunted gold and silver in the mountains around here and in Mexico.”
“Did he find any?”
“Not for years. But after the Apaches were gone and border raiders were not so prevalent, he found a vein of cinnabar near the Christmas mountains, and that led to other finds, and more land for his ranch and under his control. He found silver and a little gold not far from here, and more cinnabar.”
“What is cinnabar?”
“Have you seen the liquid metal the color of silver?”
“Yes.”
“It is called mercury, or quicksilver. That is what it looks like when they process the cinnabar rock.”
“Is the rock silver?”
Dario smiled and shook his head, “No, it is red, in various brightness. The ones I saw that my father showed me were from a vein he found. It was on Hart property, and was as red as the reddest, brightest sunset. It was beautiful.”
“Is that why he was killed?”
“I think so, yes. That is why you have to be careful if you go to the Harts. They are rich and dangerous. They have a man working for them, I do not know his name but I’ve heard whispers among the Mexicans across the river that he is a smuggler of men and drugs and guns, and a killer when the need arises. He is called by people south of the border, La Parca.”
Adan felt a chill along his spine. He said, “The Reaper.”
“Yes.”
“I will be careful.”
“Good. Now, we should go find some food and eat.”
“And you can tell me how to locate the Hart hacienda.”
Yes, I can, or at least about where.” He looked at Adan, “Why do you want to know so badly?”
“My father is American, and his name is Hart.”
“Who told you this?”
“My mother, before she died last year.”
Dario leaned back and said, “That’s an interesting thing to hear. Do you know which Hart it is? There are two.”
“I don’t. My mother never told me, and she kept this hidden from me until she became ill and knew she would die. She was so sick she couldn’t think straight. But he called my mother, mi jollita, his little jewel. She told me that.”
“Maybe you can ask them when you walk up to the front door and tell them you are the heir to their fortune. I’m sure they will like that, and you with your skin, you should fit right in to the family of blond haired, blue-eyed devils they are. I am being sarcastic on that, as you can tell. You will be lucky if they don’t put you up against an adobe wall for saying such a thing.”
“I have it to do. There is nowhere else to go for me.”
Dario said, “We should celebrate with a fine meal from the restaurant where my friend works.”
“What is the name of this place?”
“La Kiva. It’s partly underground.”
“Like a mine?”
“No. You’ll have to see for yourself.”
“Are we going to eat in the restaurant?”
“No, we might get reported, or there may be a Border Patrol Agent eating there. We’ll get the food and find a safe place outside, somewhere we can be out of sight.”
“Then you will show me the white hacienda?”
“I will.”
Dario and Adan found a place at the edge of the parking lot by several tall oleanders with boulders as perimeters that they could use as seats. Adan waited while Dario went to the restaurant and returned twenty minutes later with hamburgers, fries, and two cold Dr. Peppers, the condensation already beading up and running down the sides of the bottles by the time Dario reached their eating place. They didn’t talk while eating, and Adan hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the first bite of the burger.
They finished the meals in a short time, making sure to eat every French fry and drain the soft drinks. Satisfied, they lounged in the meager shade and let the food settle before Dario led them out of town and toward the home that had loomed so large in Adan’s mind. He said, “It’s a long walk, so we need to take water with us.”
They stopped at the store and Dario bought two plastic bottles of water and two packs of salted peanuts, giving one bottle and one package of the nuts to Adan before they walked out of town into the desert and angled toward the arroyos and hills in the distance. There were houses and small mobile homes dotting the desert as they went, but after an hour, there was only the desert, the sky, and an occasional crude road.
“Where is this house?” Adan asked as he wiped sweat and dust from his forehead.
“It is beyond a place called the Christmas mountains. The ranch is large, hundreds of thousands of acres, and the house is in the middle, in a small canyon. We won’t see it until we get to the edge of that canyon. And then we will be careful and hide while we watch it.”
“I’m going up to the door and tell them who I am.”
“I know, but first, to be safe, we will watch a while. People have been shot out here before.”
“Shot?”
“What I heard, is the sheriffs said they were rustlers and had a shootout with one of the ranch hands, but I don’t think that is true.”
“True or not, after hearing your story I’ll be careful.” 
Dario pointed ahead, “On that flat-topped hill we can stop and rest in the shade of the rocks.” They walked another hour before reaching it, with both youths knowing distances were deceptive in the clear desert air.
While they sat and talked, two men in camo watched them with binoculars from across the canyon, a little ahead of their position. One, whose name was Ben Zambrano, said, “They’re kids, way out here on foot. That’s not right.”
His partner with the large scar on his cheek, Anselmo Ancira said, “I’ve ranged them already. Six-hundred-twenty yards. It’s a doable shot, you want.” He patted the scoped Remington rifle beside him.
“Then we have to drag them away and bury them. Lot of work when we don’t know what they’re doing here.”
“So, we catch them, take them in?”
“I think so.”
Anselmo looked at the two youths and their position on the small hill in the middle of desert terrain dotted with cactus and spidery ocotillo showing the red blossoms at the tips because of recent rains. “That small bend in the canyon. I think they’ll go down in the bottom and make that turn. We can catch them there.”
Ben looked it over, “Looks like that canyon we set up on over in Tora Bora.”
“It does. Smoked ‘em that day, didn’t we?”
“Roger that.” They watched as the two boys started to angle down into the canyon floor.
“Told ya.”
“Let’s go.”




Chapter 3

The two camouflaged men moved along a narrow ravine that angled down to the canyon floor and would keep them hidden from the two boys. The best thing about the ravine was that it ended on the smooth canyon floor not thirty feet from the bend where the boys would pass. It took no time for the men to hide themselves among the large boulders. They had to wait for a minute, and then Dario and Adan walked into view.
One boy seemed startled, the other one stepped toward the two armed men. Ben said, “You’re on private property, you’re trespassing.”
The boy who stepped forward, Adan, said, “We are going to the great white house out this way. I have heard much about it.”
Anselmo grinned and said to Ben, “You hear that? He’s heard much about it.”
Ben said, “What’s your name, kid?”
“I am Adan Villa.”
Ben said, “Well now, señor Villa, the people in the white house don’t want any Mexicans there.”
Anselmo said, “You two just head back the way you came.”
“But I need to talk–”
Ben hit him in the face with the stock of the rifle, knocking Adan to the ground and opening a one-inch gash in his cheek that showed wet and red. “You don’t need anything except to get the hell off this property, entiendes? You understand?”
Dario nodded, his eyes big and frightened. He helped lift Adan from the ground and they walked away, with Adan staggering every few steps.
As they disappeared around the bend, Anselmo said, “You believe that bullshit?”
Ben shook his head and spat, “We know why they’re here, and it ain’t because of a desire to see the home.” He thought a moment, remembering Adan’s face and those dark brown eyes, which made him doubt his initial thoughts. He said, “You don’t think he’s a relative, do you?”
“Just out of the blue, walking across the desert? Nah.” He glanced at Ben, “You think?”
Adan held his palm against the cut because it was the only thing he had. Dario looked pale as he walked close, keeping a hand on Adan’s elbow in case his new friend fell again. He said, “That scared me, him hitting you like that. How do you feel?”
Adan’s face and jaw were swelling and it looked like he had a small plum in his cheek. He talked with a mumble, “Hurts.”
“Heck, I guess so. He really let you have it. Let’s get you back to town.”
Adan shook his head, “No.”
“You’re bleeding. That cut looks bad, and your face is swollen on that side.” He ran an index finger along his own jaw to show where.
“Help me find some nopal, some prickly pear.”
“What for?”
“It’ll help with healing and the pain.”
It took them only a few minutes to locate a small patch in an arroyo, and Adan cut off two pads, then scraped the sides with a piece of flint used as a crude blade until all the thorns were gone. Then he split the pad to expose the wet center and held it to his cheek over the cut.
“I wish we had something to tie it on for you.”
“It will be fine. I’ll hold this on the cut for a while, and that will be enough to make it clot and start a scab. It will still be sore, but I can live with sore.”
Dario sat down and leaned back against the gravel wall, “Okay, then what do we do?”
“You don’t have to go with me, you’ve shown me where I need to go.”
“I haven’t shown you the big white house yet.”
“Okay.”
“So, when you’re ready, we can make a circle and see it from the far side where there aren’t any guards.”
“We hope.”
That got a small grin from Dario. “Here’s to hoping,” and he led off, checking back every few minutes to see if Adan still kept pace and held the cactus pad to his jaw.
They didn’t notice the small drone, flying silent and high above them as Dario led the way, making sure to stay on the far side of the hills and mountains to keep out of sight. As they walked, Adan checked the cut every few minutes to see if it had stopped bleeding, and after ten more minutes he dropped the cactus pad and continued after Dario, although his jaw and cheek appeared swollen. It didn’t slow him down, and he said, “Can we pick up the pace, get us to where we need to be?”
“Sure,” Dario said, “You up to it?”
“Uh-huh.”
“All right, let’s double time it.” He sped up to a shuffling trot and stayed to the more level areas to travel. It was another hour before Dario said, “Just over that big hill up ahead, you can see it then.”
Adan notice several small mines in the hills they passed, with talus slopes from the tailings. He asked “Are those cinnabar mines?”
“My dad said those were exploratory shafts, showed a little mineral, but wasn’t rich enough to keep digging there. There’s two big mines about a mile from the ranch house, and they’re still being worked after all these years.”
Where are the gold and silver mines he found?”
“Those are around Shafter on another ranch he owns.” They stopped and rested several minutes before Dario said, “Do we keep going?”
“I don’t want to make another trip out here with those guards around.”
“Come on, then.” They started up the big hill at an angle, not wanting to try it straight up because of the steepness.
A mile away, Anselmo watched them through a Swarovski spotting scope, checking their progress. Ben had received the text from the house earlier, saying to bring the two boys there. That changed things because he wanted to shoot somebody with the sniper rifle, so he was in a sour mood. Anselmo said, “They’re almost where we can get them.”
“I don’t care. I hope they fall off a cliff.”
“Don’t be a grumpy ass, we may get them yet.”
“Yeah.”
“And at least we can bruise them up a little while we take them in.”
The thought made Ben smile, if only for a few seconds. “Let’s get in position.” They went off the back of the ridge and drove slow so they didn’t raise much dust as they made a curving path across the desert. They came to the big hill as Dario and Adan reached the crest. The men drove up a long, sloping bench that took them to within fifty yards of the peak. A cluster of dark, sharp-edged boulders crowned the peak and the two men trotted to them, positioning themselves on the opposite side where the two boys would reach the top. Ben said, “Do we show our pistols?”
“You stay out of sight and I’ll step out, try to talk them into the vehicle. If they run, shoot in front of them.”
“And if they don’t stop?”
“Well, the jefe said we can’t kill ‘em because they’re kids. If they run, we ‘ll figure out what to do when the time comes.”
Ben scratched his chin stubble with a pinky fingernail so filled with grime it looked like a black crescent moon, “Sweet talk them good; I don’t feel like running up and down these hills like a goat. Too many rocks underfoot around here that make my ankles scream. This hill is covered in them.”
Anselmo said, “It’s like God scattered all the leftover rocks here.” Ben nodded as the boys appeared at the crest. They stopped to rest.
Ben said, “It’s showtime.” He talked loud as he stepped around the boulder to face them, “Hey, amigos, sorry about the little misunderstanding earlier.” Both boys backed away, “Wait! We have orders from our boss to treat you good and take you to the hacienda. That’s where you wanted to go, right?” He smiled to be disarming.
Dario and Adan glanced at one another, still uncertain, nervous as skittish deer. Ben said, “We have some lemonade at the house, some cookies, too. Then the Jefe would like to visit with you, maybe give you two a tour of the house. How would that be?”
The boys continued to back away, edging to the slope of the hill. Dario stepped on a round stone that rolled under his foot. He twisted his ankle, falling and yelping when he hit on one hip.
Ben moved fast and grabbed Dario’s arm as Adan lifted him from the other side. Anselmo stepped from behind the boulder and said, “He’s hurt. We need to get him to the paramedics at the hacienda.” He hurried and joined Ben, nudging Adan away as the two men moved Dario in the direction of their vehicle. Adan stepped back, mouth open. They outmaneuvered him, and now, unless he wanted to abandon his friend, he was as good as captured. He lagged behind, deliberately slipping and dropping to his hands and knees as they walked, and while down there palmed two round stones the size of golf balls, slipping them into his baggy pockets.
Ben came back for him, but Adan shrugged off the hand and continued on foot, staying close to Dario. He didn’t see the men glowering at his back, but Dario caught it. He whispered, “Careful. They’re planning to do something to you. I’ll help you watch.”
Anselmo cuffed Dario on the head, “Stop that whispering. Talk loud enough for us to hear, or shut up, you understand?” Dario nodded.
Adan said, “He was telling me you two looked like war heroes, that’s all.” The two men’s demeanors seemed to lighten at that. They reached the vehicle and Ben drove them off the hill, then followed the caliche road in a winding path through smaller hills and across dry washes. When they popped over a low rise, the great white adobe house sat before them. The house had a six-foot high adobe wall surrounding the backyard, enclosing three acres, and ending against the base of a small hill some hundred feet in height, and almost conical in shape. Next to the home was a farmed area with vegetables and fruit trees.
Bright green peppers showed clearly, as did the red tomatoes. Adan noticed the blue glimpse of a pool in the back yard.
They parked in a circular driveway in front of massive, carved double doors of dark wood. A maid opened one side and ushered them inside where an elderly man with fierce eyes and a scowl looked at the boys. He was very tall, well over six feet, and rangy in his build, like a gaunt wolf. “So, you want to see the white house, do you?”
Adan said, “Yes sir, if it isn’t too much trouble.”
“Why?”
Adan didn’t feel comfortable telling him the real reason, not with armed men behind him. “I heard great stories about it all my life.”
“Like what?”
He thought fast, “Rooms full of red crystals, red like the most beautiful sunset in the world.”
“What else?”
“Golden halls and statues, great rooms with tall ceilings, and a magical wind that keeps the house cool in the summer and warm in the winter and blows all the time.”
That made the tall man crack one corner of his mouth. “How about that.” He looked at the two men, “Let’s show these boys the AC.” As he led the way, he said over his shoulder, “My name is Winston Hart. What are your names?”
Adan and Dario told him and he nodded, although looking at Adan with more interest. “Where do you live, Adan?”
Adan lied, “Ojinaga.”
“And you’re over here with Dario, visiting?”
“Yes. We are friends.”
“Did you come across the International Bridge?”
“No, I forgot my card so I walked downstream and waded through the river. Its shallow right now.”
“Uh huh.” The tall old man rubbed his chin, thinking, then said, “Follow me.” They started down a long hall, and he stopped beside the butler and said, “You boys go ahead, I’ll be with you in a moment.”
Adan and Dario passed by the two and continued down the hall, going slow and stopping to look at all the western artwork hanging along the walls: Remington, Russel, Catlin, and others. Dario whispered, “You think these are real?”
Adan nodded, remaining silent as he thought of their worth.
Winston watched them until they were far enough away before telling his butler, “Call the Border Patrol, tell them there’s a couple of wetbacks at the house. Tell them to come quick.” The butler nodded and left as Winston masked his thoughts with a smile and walked to catch up with the two unsuspecting boys.
“Let’s look in here first, since you mentioned the red room.” He opened the door and ushered them inside, where there were several man-sized, clear Lucite display cases showing six-foot tall pieces of dark rock that had blood red crystals imbedded across the face. Recessed lighting angled to best display the items showed the crystals so well they seemed to emanate light from within. Both boys had their mouths open as they stepped closer, so close their faces glowed with the reflected light off the crystals.
“The walls are painted in what is called vermillion, made from powdered cinnabar. Because it is poisonous, I have the walls coated with a clear finish.
Adan said, “It’s like the reddest sky I’ve ever seen.”
“Yes. A deep, rich, blood red.” Hart nodded, pleased at the boy’s response because that was how he thought of the color. “Come now, I’ll show you more.”
They re-entered the hall and continued down to where it intersected another hall running perpendicular, and with both the left and right halls extending some distance. A door opened near them and two men came into view. They stopped momentarily, whispered to one another, then came over to join the boys and the patriarch.
“Hey dad, what you got here?”
“This is Dario and Adan. I’m letting them see some of the house.”
He looked at the man with him and said, “Saw them at the golf course the other day.” He reached his hand forward, “I’m Mike.” He inclined his head to the man with him, “This is Ellis.”
Adan and Dario introduced themselves, using only their first names. Winston pointed at Adan, “His last name is Villa.”
Mike’s eyes sharpened, “Villa, huh?”
Adan felt wary, like a mouse that’s been spotted in the open. He thought fast and lied, “Yes, my family was originally from San Juan Del Rio, in Durango, where the great revolutionary patriot Pancho Villa was born. My grandfather took his name in admiration, as did my father.”
“Do you know his real name?” Winston asked.
“I say it with pride, Doroteo Arango de Arámbula, from my homeland.”
Winston didn’t believe the little bastard about where he came from, but he didn’t let on. “Wonderful, let me show you the magic cool air you mentioned.”
Mike and Ellis watched them leave, then walked toward the front door, with Ellis turning once to watch the boys.
“Where to?” He asked Mike.
“Lajitas at the golf course, some of the golf wives and their home-from-college daughters should be getting through right now.” He grinned, “There’s some holes I haven’t played yet.”
Ellis nodded, “Always striving for perfection, aren’t you?”
They left by the front door and drove towards the town, golf bags showing in the rear of the SUV.
Winston led the two boys to the end of the hall where double doors ended it. He opened one side and motioned the boys through, then followed them. He didn’t like these little Mexican pests, but he was proud of how the house was cooled
Adan heard a faint humming beyond the second set of double doors, and as the older man opened them, it became louder, but not by much.  They entered a large room with tubes six-feet in diameter showing behind a fenced darkness that was one portion of a wall. Winston said, “behind there is a cave where the cool wind comes from. It goes into the hill behind the house for a good distance, and branches into smaller tunnels that bring the air from inside the cave and out through here. We harness it and send it through the tubes to air conditioning ducts placed throughout the home. The air is a constant sixty degrees. If it is cold outside, the sixty-degree air feels quite warm, and of course on the hot days it cools the house.”
Dario said, “Have you ever gone through the cave to the other openings?”
“Only the primary cave, but not after it branches.”
Adan said, “This is wonderful.”
Winston thought so as well. “Have you seen enough?”
“Yes, and thank you.” Adan said.
He waved a hand, “Come on, let’s go back to the front of the house. I think we may have more company in a few minutes.”
They fell in behind the tall, elderly man and followed him as they walked the hall. He pointed at various paintings and explained them to the boys, obviously proud of possessing the canvases. As they were passing another closed room, Winston stopped and said, “Come in here.”
Inside was a single display. Spotlighted from above, a skeleton rested on a table covered with black velvet. Dario looked at Adan, then at the elderly man. “It’s a skeleton.”
“Sure, it is,” said Hart. “It was left me by my grandfather.” He leaned forward and used a forefinger to point at a bullet hole in the skull. “My grandfather put the bullet right there. This is one of Villa’s robbers who came across to steal from my family. He didn’t get far.” Hart chuckled at his own jest.
“Why do you keep it here, like this?” Adan asked.
“What, instead of putting the bones in the ground?” Adan nodded. “Because I want anyone who is thinking about stealing from my family to know that this will be their fate. They won’t even get a spoonful of our land to cover their bones.”
Dario said, “That sure impresses me.”
Hart patted his shoulder, “I don’t expect it from kids.” He led them from the room and into the main front room, where one male and one female Border Patrol Agent stood.
Adan felt his stomach flop, but at the same time, a flutter was there because of the woman. She looked beautiful, and somehow, slightly dangerous. It was her eyes, he thought. She was about five-eight, with dark blond hair and skin that gave a hint of her having Hispanic heritage. Her build was lean and athletic, and she watched him as he watched her. The male Agent was Hispanic for sure, and older, built like a boxer or someone like that, maybe a bricklayer because of the shoulders. He had a moustache, too, black but shot through with some silver hairs. Adan heard the female call him Raymond as they talked, both standing relaxed but aware of everything in the huge room, including the people entering.
Adan slowed his walk, as did Dario. Why were the two officers of La Patrulla here?
Winston walked by the boys and shook the Agents’ hands. “These are the two we reported.”
Adan felt a shock of betrayal at the man’s words and glanced at Dario, who looked at him with big eyes.
The female Agent stepped to them and said in Spanish, “Hello friends, where are you from?
Dario swallowed and both boys said, “Ojinaga.”
“Do you have papers, or a card to legally be in the United States?”
Adan shook his head, but Dario said, “Yes,” and pulled a laminated card from his pocket, handing it to her.
She checked it and said, “You can stay, but you,” she addressed Adan, “Will have to go with us. We can process you at the Presidio station and send you back across the bridge. That way you don’t have to ride up to Marfa and back.”
“Thank you.”
“You speak English?”
“Yes, we both do.”
She gave a tiny nod of approval. Raymond said, “Come with me.”
Adan followed him as Dario said, “Can I get a ride back? It’s a long way on foot.”
Raymond looked at Hunter and said, “Long as you don’t tell people we’re giving you a ride. Deal?”
“Yes sir.”
Hunter followed them all to the door, and as she went through, Winston Hart said, “Thanks for taking these greasers off our hands.”
Hunter stopped to look at him, no smile on her face. Raymond called with a hint of warning, “Hunter, let’s go.” She held Hart’s eyes long enough to make him lean back and give a small, nervous laugh, then she turned and followed the others out the door. As it closed behind them, Raymond said, “Hart kinda set you off, huh?”
“Ya think?” Raymond saw she was under control, so he went to their vehicle and opened the rear door, then patted down both boys. He found the stones in Adan’s pocket, took them out and raised his eyebrows in a question.
“They were for snakes,” Adan said.
“You want to keep ‘em?”
“No, I guess not.” Raymond tossed the stones aside and motioned the boys into the vehicle. He closed it as Hunter slid behind the wheel, then he got in on the passenger side. As they left the great white house, Raymond said to the boys, “I’ve got some candy bars, couple of Snickers if you want them.”
They both nodded yes, and Raymond gave them the candy. “They’re starting to melt,” he said to Hunter in explanation.
“Sure,” She winked at her best friend and said, “You old toughie.”
Forty-five minutes later, Hunter parked their vehicle at the Presidio Border Patrol Station and ushered the boys inside. Hunter processed Adan while Dario sat nearby. When she asked Adan where he resided in Ojinaga, the boy lied again, “Colonia Villa,” and he felt bad for lying to the woman Agent.  It was a guess, for he didn’t know if there was a Colonia Villa or not, but he knew that Villa, the Centaur of the North during the great Revolution, was a famous man and had once captured Ojinaga.
Hunter continued to type the information without hesitation, so Adan breathed easier. Once the processing was finished, Raymond and Hunter loaded the boys into the vehicle and took them to the International Bridge where they allowed them to voluntarily return to Mexico. Adan felt confused, because he felt safe with the two officers, the Patrulla. He had heard stories of how they were terrible people, but he wasn’t so sure now. Dario walked beside them as they approached the officials on the Mexican side of the bridge. Several older men in uniform waved them through, with one telling them to hurry because they were holding up people behind them, so the boys trotted across and into Ojinaga. They walked along Calle Fronteriza, one of the main streets in the town and had not gone far when someone called out to them, “Hola niños, quieren un paseo? It was Ellis, from the great ranch, in his SUV calling to them and smiling like a good friend, asking them if they wanted a ride.
Adan felt uneasy, but Dario said, “Yes! Si, señor!”
Ellis pulled to the curb and waved them over. He had another man in the passenger seat, a darkly handsome man who looked as slender as a knife blade. He smiled, “I’m RL.”
Dario asked, “And your last name?”
RL glanced at Ellis, “Cheeky boys, ain’t they?” He looked at the boys, “Just, RL.”
“Yes sir.”
Dario pulled Adan along with him and they climbed in the back seat of the vehicle. Traffic sped by, with some cars honking at the stopped SUV.
“You speak English?”
“Yes, we both do,” Dario said.
“Good, my Spanish is rusty. Where do you two want to go?”
“We need to get to Lajitas, if you can help us.” Adan was silent, letting Dario do all the talking. It was all he could do not to jerk open the door and leap to the street in a frightened run.
Ellis said, “We can take you there, no problem. You mind if we stop along the way, do a little business beyond there, maybe get something to eat?”
“No sir.”
“My treat.”
Dario smiled but Adan did not. He caught Ellis looking at him in the rearview mirror. Ellis drove beside a long arroyo and without warning turned and drove into the bottom where muddy brown water ran in a frothy current.
Dario yelled, but the vehicle splashed and the wheels hit bottom only a foot down. Ellis laughed, “It’s an old crossing place, even during rains up in the mountains. I just know where it is.”  He drove across the river at a slow five miles per hour, and went up the far bank where it sloped down into the water.
“I didn’t know that was there,” Dario said.
“Unless you were an Apache from a hundred years ago, or a few Yaquis smuggling things through here in the twenties, there’s only a few of us today that knows of it. RL and I are the only gringos that know.” Ellis drove deeper into Mexico on a dirt road that was little more than two ruts pointing into the desert and toward some low foothills to the west.
Behind the foothills and in the distance, rose the looming, forested heights of the Maderas Del Carmen. Ellis said, “I know this isn’t going straight to where you need, but I’ve got a little quick business to do first, then we’ll go; buy you two some ice cream when we get there, how’s that?” Dario said, “Thank you,” and he looked at Adan and both boys knew they didn’t have a choice in the matter. Ellis hummed to himself as he drove. Adan recognized the song, a Mexican corrida. El Lobo y la Tejana. Ellis occasionally glanced at Dario in the backseat and in the rearview mirror at Adan.
The boys watched the land change, becoming rougher and higher as Ellis drove on a barely-there ghost of a road into the beginning low hills dotted in Ocotillo and cactus, with here and there a small patch of needle grass or buffalo grass. The plants changed as they gained altitude, and soon Ellis drove through patches of juniper and an occasional piñon tree. When they leveled out on a long bench that almost abutted into the first real mountain, Adan saw an almost hidden small shed made of rusted tin, and in it he saw the blackness of a mine.
Parking in front of it with a flourish, the man said to the boys, “Let me show you two this baby.” RL, you can stay here.” He exited the vehicle and the two boys followed, although reluctantly.
Dario asked, “When are we going to our home?”
Ellis smiled, “Thirty minutes here, give or take, then we’ll be off.” Adan noticed that the man’s smile did not reach his eyes, and he stayed a step farther back as they walked into the shed. Sunlight sent gold beams through nail holes and torn places in the tin as dust motes floated in the long room. A half-rotted wooden door stood open at the far end, propped open with a single small, dried juniper branch wedged against the floor and below the door knob.
Through it beckoned a round darkness. Ellis walked to the back of the shed and stepped into the gloaming of the mine shaft. “Come on, I’ve got a light right here.” He flicked on a strong flashlight beam and it pierced the darkness, showing a patchwork of glistening spider webs reaching from wall to wall in the mine. Ellis pulled them down as he advanced, stopping once to smile over his shoulder at the boys.
The mine made a shallow curve to the right and they walked another twenty feet before the floor disappeared and a perpendicular hole the size of a Volkswagen van opened, going straight down. Ellis motioned them up beside him, and Dario came forward, while Adan remained a foot behind his friend. Ellis pointed the flashlight into the hole and used the beam to point out things, “Look at these colors in the wall, like looking at a melted box of crayons with all the colors. It’s from the minerals around here.”
Dario stepped forward to look into the hole, while Adan craned his neck to see, but stepped no closer. He saw the hole had scrapes along the wall from being hand-dug, and twenty feet down, almost out of the light, was an old iron ladder anchored against one side, with it partially rusted away and gone. The other part had one piece of the rail, the left side, sticking up like a ragged iron rod for a foot above the rung below it. Further below, Adan couldn’t tell if the ladder was there or not in the darkness.
Ellis said, “So Adan, you daddy is a Hart, that right?”
Adan felt a cold chill, like ice water poured down his back, and before he spoke, Dario said, “That’s right. He’s heir to that family’s fortune.”
Ellis smiled and shined the flashlight full into Adan’s face, “So you’re the next billionaire, huh?”
Adan squinted, averting his eyes, and Ellis grabbed for his arm.
Dario said, “Hey!” He jostled the tall man so that he missed the grab. Adan stepped back and saw Ellis move with scary speed to push Dario into the mine shaft. Dario fell, yelling, but the yell abruptly cut off so fast that Adan felt his heart racing in fear for his friend.
He turned and ran as Ellis gave chase.
The man yelled, “Don’t run!”
Adan raced out of the mine and into the shed, kicking the cedar stick as he went. The stick broke with a small, sharp crack and the old door closed on its own weight. The door clicked shut, and Adan was out the front shed door in a rush. RL stood nearby, urinating by a cactus. He yelled and fumbled with his zipper as Adan cut immediately to the left, then left again, racing up the hillside behind the shed. He scrambled behind junipers and rocks, all while trying to move in silence to escape Ellis and RL.
A loud bang caused Adan to start, and he glanced down at the shed where an angry, red-faced Ellis emerged in a trot, looking for him. He caught sight of Adan on the hill behind the shed and started up the incline after him. His eyes looked hard, then changed. He smiled, “Adan, you little rascal, come on down here and help us get Dario! He’s fine. I was just funning around.” RL was twenty feet behind him, and climbing the mountain on hands and feet.
Adan felt fear almost close his throat, but he remained silent. He hurried his pace and was almost to another flat area when he saw how fast Ellis gained on him. The man loped up the rise in an animal-like motion, and RL wasn’t far behind, breathing hard with his hands on his hips. Adan thought of Ellis, the man moves like one of the long-tailed lions in the mountains. Adan didn’t follow the game trail that crossed the flat, but instead cut hard left and went over a rock-and-boulder ledge of gray limestone, dropping five feet down into a brushy draw that slanted at a steep angle. He would double back on his trail, that’s what he would do. And, as soon as he could, cross the Rio Grande to Texas.




Chapter 4

Hunter drove while Raymond sat in the passenger’s seat in the Border Patrol SUV. Raymond said, “I’ve been thinking of moving down here to Lajitas, or maybe Terlingua when I retire.”
“Why?”
“Marfa’s getting too crowded.”
Hunter chuckled, “So Marfa’s like Dallas now?”
“Uh-huh. You know how the news always says, “the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex,” well, it’s like, ‘the Marfa-Alpine Metroplex’.”
Hunter snorted, “Wow, there’s about eight thousand people total with those two combined. Good lord, the traffic jams, the crowded sidewalks, the skyscrapers!”
Raymond said, “You’re young, you haven’t seen the relentless advance of civilization in Marfa that I have.”
“I’m not young.”
“You’re barely thirty.”
“I’m old in dog years.”
Raymond laughed, “Okay, you win.”
Hunter cut the wheel and put the Ford Explorer into four-wheel drive as they drove off the pavement and into the area between the golf course and the Rio Bravo, checking for any tracks coming out of the river and into the area, through the sand, rocks, short brush, and wiry tufts of desert grass.
“Hey?” Raymond said and pointed through the windshield at a boy crossing through the river at the dry mouth of Comanche Creek where it joined with the Rio Grande.
The Rio was shallow there, and he made it to the Texas bank in no time. Hunter turned and followed the creek bank as it cut through the golf course, using the bank as a blind to the boy walking in the dry creek bed. She stopped a short distance ahead and both Agents exited the Ford and quietly closed the doors, then set up to intersect the boy.
Hunter heard the rattle of river stones and knew the boy was close. They stood so he would see them. Hunter recognized Adan immediately. His young face looked tired and dirt-streaked. The wound on his cheek showed a crusted brown from the dried blood, and the bruised area immediately around it showed like a shadow under the skin.
They were ready to chase him if needed, but Adan saw them and ran to Hunter. He almost hugged the young woman, but caught himself and stopped in front of her.
Hunter said, “Hey, Adan, what’s wrong? You know you crossed illegally–”
“I know. I need your help, please. Dario was pushed into a mine shaft.”
Raymond put his hand on Adan’s shoulder as Hunter said, “Where?”
“In Mexico. I can show you.” He pulled at her arm, then realized what he was doing. He took off his hand as Raymond said, “We can talk to the Mexican authorities, see if they will help you.” Adan nodded and they all walked to the Ford Explorer and drove down the river towards Presidio and the International Bridge. The drive seemed to take forever to Adan, but in reality, Hunter drove it in record time. Raymond called on the radio to Sector, who then contacted the Mexican Aduanas, Mexican Customs at the bridge and told them that two agents wanted to meet and talk over some information, and to transfer a juvenile Mexican male into their custody. Sector radioed Mexico’s okay, and Hunter drove through Presidio to the bridge.
Traffic was light and she drove onto the bridge and across to the Mexican Port of Entry, where two Customs officers waited, hands on hips. Raymond exited and walked to the men while Hunter turned in her seat and pushed some folded money to Adan as he sat behind her. “Get yourself something to eat, Adan.”
“Thank you.”
“My name is Hunter, and you can call me that if you want.”
Adan felt a warmness in him, “Thank you, Hunter.”
They got out of the Explorer and walked to join Raymond as he said, “The boy is trapped in an abandoned mine, and Adan here can show you where.”
One of the men said to Adan, “It will be some time before we can look for this boy, this…Dario you talk about. We have to go through channels.”
Hunter said, “What if he’s hurt? You’re not going to check on him?”
“It is an impossibility to do at this moment.”
“Can’t you call the other agencies, or the military to help?”
“They are all occupied, all of them. There’s big trouble south of here with the Cartel, lots of fighting and shooting right now. The officials rushed in the direction of the conflict.”
Hunter thinned her lips in frustration. She turned to Adan and said, “Do you know where the Waru Hotel is?”
Adan said, “Yes.”
“Go there and wait for me. I will come, but I have to change clothes and get another vehicle before then, so it may be a bit.”
“I will wait.”
“You can sit and order food and something to drink outside, and that way I can see you when I drive up there. Might save us some time.”
Adan’s emotions lifted; this beautiful woman was going to help him. “I will not move until you come.”
She patted him on the shoulder and took him to the Mexican authorities. Raymond looked at her when she returned to the SUV. He turned their vehicle around to cross the bridge back to the United States. He said, “Okay, what did you do?” She shrugged.
Raymond said, “You’re working. You can’t go into Mexico in uniform, and in a government vehicle, and dragging me with you.”
“I’m not.”
“Okay, what are you gonna do, then?”
“I’m calling in for emergency annual leave for the rest of the shift, and get you to drop me off at the Presidio Station. I’ll borrow Jonathan’s pickup.”
“Then what?”
“I’ll go to either the western wear store or to Beall’s, get a change of clothes and go across.”
“Get some rope and a couple other things you need, too. Go prepared.”
“I will.”
“One of us has to stay on this side in case of trouble. I guess that’s me.”
“There won’t be any trouble.”
“Hah, we’re talking about Hunter Kincaid here. Hunter T-For-Trouble Kincaid. Take the handie-talkie, just in case.”
“I will.”
“And be careful, I mean it. You’re giving me gray hairs.”
Hunter grinned at her friend, “Ten-four, canoso.”
“I’m not totally gray-haired yet, but you’re speeding it along.”
Fifteen minutes later she was in Mexico, driving a friend’s four-wheel-drive Dodge Ram pickup, and stopping in front of the Waru Hotel. Adan wasn’t there.
She started to open her door when he raced to the passenger’s side and hopped in, looking frightened. Hunter said, “What’s the matter?”
“I saw the man who pushed Dario.”
“Here?”
“He drove slow, like he was looking for someone. I hid. I don’t think he saw me, but he’s been by twice.”
She drove away from the Waru, “You’re safe now. Which way do we go?”
Adan looked behind them to reassure himself, then faced forward and pointed, “That way, for a while.”
Hunter drove along the river and out of Ojinaga, into the areas of small ejidos, the single small farms, and larger farms of land owners, which led to miles of desert scrub with draws and small canyons. The Maderas Del Carmen showed mauve in the distance, as did the Chisos Mountains in Big Bend National Park on the north side of the Rio Bravo. They made good time, with the roads not carrying much traffic other than occasional farm trucks.
They checked everything out as they drove, but didn’t check the one that drove four vehicles behind them.
Ellis rode there in a Jeep Rubicon, intent on keeping Hunter’s vehicle in sight. His phone rang and he answered while stopping on top of a hill for better reception, “Yes?”
Winston Hart said, “You got that kid in sight?”
“He’s with that female Border Patrol Agent. She’s in Mexico in regular clothes, and they’re driving down river on the Mexican side. I’m pretty sure they’re going to the old mine.”
“That might be handy. Did I ever tell you what my grandfather used to do with greasers?”
He had, but Ellis liked to placate the old man. It seemed to make him happy to tell it, “No, I don’t believe you did.”
“He’d work them for a good while, months, sometimes a year without paying them, promising that he would, and then when they became too pushy, he’d tell them they needed to go out on the ranch and do one more day’s work, then he’d pay them. There’s a cave on the ranch and he’d take them there and tell them to shovel up some bat guano down in there, not much, just a few bags for fertilizer, and they could go. They always did it, climbed down the ladder and grabbed shovels, started scooping the bat guano in the bags. That’s when my granddad would get his Thompson and come back and mow them down. There was a dropoff in the cave beside the guano and he’d climb down and push them off in it.”
“How long did he do that?”
“Least twenty years that I know of. He was real old there at the last, ninety-one when he died. He could barely make it up and down the ladder that last year,” Ellis heard a soft chuckle, “But he could still use that Thompson.”
“You ever go out there with him?”
“There at the last. He liked a little help at that age. He let me push them into the dropoff, but wouldn’t let me use the Thompson. He liked that part for himself.”
“What was the Thompson like?”
“It was a beauty, and he kept it clean and oiled after every use. He had the wood polished, too, nice deep, warm tones. It had a drum magazine, like they show in all the gangster movies, and held a hundred rounds. He could make that thing talk, I tell you.”
“You still have it?”
“I do. I keep it beside my bed in a small cabinet, oiled and ready.”
“That’s a great story.”
Ellis heard someone in the background talking to Winston, then Hart said, “I have a meeting now, so I’ll let you get back to work. Keep me informed.”
“I will.” The line went dead. Ellis put his phone down and drove off the hill, knowing now where Hunter was going, because this was the only road to the mine. He checked his Sig Sauer and put it on the seat beside him.
Adan pointed at the foothills and said, “That one to the left, we need to go up it.”
Hunter slipped the Ram into four-wheel and angled the front of the pickup at the long, sloping bench coming off the larger hill behind it. They went up slowly, the vehicle rocking at times side to side, but moving up steadily. Hunter asked Adan, “How did you get from here to the border?”
“I walked.”
“All the way?” She estimated the distance was a good twenty, twenty-five miles.
“It isn’t like I had a choice.”
Hunter nodded. She saw some evidence of recent vehicle traffic and followed it. When they entered the junipers, Adan pointed in the distance, “It’s right up there.” He squirmed, “I know there’s not much chance, but I hope my friend is alive.”
Hunter didn’t hold much hope, either. But she said, “We’ll know soon enough.” She drove over what looked like a spread of talus, and the stones crunched and popped under the tires as she reached the tin shed and parked in front.
Adan was out almost as soon as the Ram stopped rolling. Hunter said, “Wait, help me get some things from the back.” Adan stopped and joined her at the back of the vehicle. They took two, fifty-foot sections of climbing rope, a two-quart, old-style blanket-wrapped aluminum canteen with a shoulder strap, two small, powerful Fenix flashlights, and a military medical kit in a waterproof pack. As they got ready, something caught her eye at the edge of the gravel.
It was a beautiful small arrowhead over two inches long and less than an inch wide, a Folsom, an old one from the end of the Ice Age. She thought about how it wound up here ten thousand years after someone chipped it out of a piece of flint, then shrugged and put it in her pocket. Hunter returned her mind to preparations and tossed Adan a pair of thin gloves and took others for herself, then they entered the shed. Hunter could still make out the tracks in the dust on the floor of three people going in, and two of them coming out. The small tracks of mice and insects also showed their trails across the human imprints, even though the amount of dust on the floor was tissue-paper thin.
“Through the broken door,” Adan said and pointed at the old, splintered wreck beside the opening in the back of the shed. Hunter went first, flicking on the powerful five-inch long Fenix flashlight and sending a bright beam into the darkness. She walked forward with the boy close behind her.
When they approached where the dark shaft abruptly went straight down, Adan said, “He was pushed in there.”
“How deep is it?”
“I don’t know. I ran.”
“Okay.” She felt him trembling as his arm touched hers. She reached for his hand and held it in a firm grim, which seemed to calm him. Hunter said, “Stay a little back, let me look first.”
If Dario was dead, she didn’t want Adan to see the body first. She moved with caution to the edge of the hole and played the beam down the far wall. It showed a number of colors in the rock, and then she saw the rusted point of ladder rail sticking up like a spear.
There was blood on it.
Hunter pushed the bright beam down the wall to a figure hanging on the last rung portion of the iron ladder. Rust and dirt-and blood covered it, and the iron hung over the empty space at a thirty-degree angle.
A pale face turned up to the light and opened large eyes with the whites seeming to emit a ghostly sheen.
“Dario!” Adan yelled and pulled on Hunter’s arm, “It’s Dario! He’s alive!”
Hunter calmed Adan down before he sent them both into the hole in his excitement. She called, “Dario, can you talk?”
A few seconds passed before the boy in the hole said “Yes.” His voice sounded dry and weak. “Kind of hurts, though. He pushed me in, the man, Ellis, he pushed me in.” The emotional hurt came through in his tone. “I hit my face on the rock wall and turned in the air, then something hit me hard in the back. I woke up like this and can’t move. I’m stuck.”
“We’ll get you out, hang tight.” Hunter looked for some place to anchor one of the ropes, and found it, or what was left of it, against the right wall. It was the bottom portion of a metal arm that lifted a small elevator cage to raise and lower men and equipment into the shaft. Hunter turned her light down into the shaft and saw the cage and a portion of the arm in the bottom, crumpled and rusted almost to dust. It sat in a small pool of water tinged red from the rust. Peering from just beneath the water and pinned under the cage was a skull, face up. The bones were tinged by the water and made Hunter think of one of the painted Haitian skulls she had seen during her recent troubles in Miami. It had been painted with human blood by a houngan, a Haitian male high priest and used for vodou rituals. The thought of those terrible events made her shudder, but she shook it off and concentrated on what to do.
Moving carefully along the edge to where the winch had been anchored, she checked it for sturdiness. Two feet of iron left of the winch arm. Solid. She took one rope and tied the end low around the iron, securing it with a rusty bolt in the rock nearby. That way the loop couldn’t slip up and off the tip.
In the other end, she made a lasso, and tossed it over the bloody iron tip above Dario’s head. Pulling it to tighten the loop caused it to slip off because of the angle of the iron. She tried twice more with the same results. Adan said, “Maybe I can put it under my arms and swing across to him.”
“You will have to lift him up, and off the piece in his back. I don’t know if you can do that.”
Adan thought a moment, “I’m not strong enough.”
Dario said in a strained voice, “It feels like I’m hanging by a strip of skin. You can cut it and I’ll be off.”
Hunter looked at Adan, “You want a look, see if that’s it?”
“Okay.” His eyes looked large in the gloom.
“I’ll have my rope around you, and when you get there, take a look at his back. Cut off the shirt with this,” Hunter handed him her folding Gerber pocket knife. “Then you can let me know how it looks, and whether we can get him off it.”
Adan nodded. Hunter fixed the rope around him using three bowlines to make a seat, and when he said it was adjusted so it felt good, she said, “You may have to lower down the side a bit, then use the sides of this hole to run around the inside to reach him.”
“OK,” he wasn’t sure he could do it, but as Hunter lowered him down to the correct height, he felt better about it. “I’m ready.”
She anchored the rope and watched as Adan moved like a pendulum, starting slow with one step, then back, then three steps and back, closer and closer. Five minutes and three missed attempts left him breathing hard.
Dario said, “Please…”
Adan felt a charge of energy at his friend’s voice and pushed off again, using his toes to dig into the rock side. The rope
helped him stay against the wall with centrifugal force as he moved faster, almost sprinting, until he reached his friend and grasped him around the waist. Dario grunted, and sweat popped out on his forehead.
Adan positioned himself slightly above his friend, with one foot on the edge of a rung, and the tension of Hunter pulling on the rope to hold him in place. Adan slipped the knife blade under Dario’s shirt and cut down his back, opening it so he could see the actual wound.
A long, bloody scrape began low on his back an inch away from the spine and went up, becoming bloodier as it plowed an ever-deeper red furrow until the skin was punctured by the iron and formed a wrinkled fold around the black, crusted opening where the iron disappeared into his flesh.
Adan breathed hard at the sight, but he moved the shirt to see where the iron exited Dario’s back. The tip showed about three inches higher up, beside Dario’s shoulder blade, between it and his spine. He called to Hunter, holding his fingers up to show how much flesh was over the iron point. “About three inches, looks like.”
Hunter said “Is it skin, or something else?”
“Like bone?”
She nodded. “Yeah.”
“No, only skin. It shows the iron underneath, like it is folded around it.”
“Can you cut him loose?”
“I can try, but I don’t know. Maybe I can pull him off.”
Hunter thought, “Tie Dario off with the other rope, under his arms if you can.”
Adan folded the knife, put it in his pocket, then tied the second rope around Dario, snugging it tight.
Hunter said to Dario, “This might hurt, but we need to free you.”
“Do it.”
Adan positioned himself and pulled up on Dario. The boy hissed, and a trickle of blood ran from the wound, down his back, staining the belt line of his pants. Adan tried again, stronger this time, but he was pinned with the iron like a nail was holding him. Adan strained until red dots and purple lines showed in his vision, but it was no use.
Dario bled steadily now, and his head hung limp. “Dario?” Adan said. There was no answer. Anxiety made his voice break. “Hunter, he’s passed out, and he’s not breathing very well.”
“Can you cut along the skin over the iron? You need to do it to free him. Cut a single line down it from where it goes in to where it exits.”
“Okay.”
“And hold him if you can, because he will fall when you do.”
“The rope is on him.”
“I know, and I’ll hold tight, so with both of us it should be fine.”
Adan took a deep breath, pulled the knife from his pocket and opened it, then put the blade tip at the top where the iron exited. He sliced down with one strong movement.
Dario dropped three feet before the rope stopped his fall, swinging him across the shaft opening and into the wall below Hunter. Adan swung in space because Dario’s sudden drop knocked him off his perch. Hunter said, “Hold on, I’m pulling Dario up first.”
Hunter had her heels braced against a short ridge of stone near the mine opening, and her rear was low so she could use maximum leg power. Dario was lighter than she expected, but was still a hundred pounds to lift, and with no pulley, just strength, needed to go straight up the mine wall. Her hands burned, but the gloves helped, and her back and legs began quivering when he came up fifteen of the twenty feet. The last five feet had her huffing and straining, but she got his body over the lip and positioned him face up on the stone floor.
Her legs felt like jelly as she stood and moved to help Adan up from his rope. Adan could assist so it didn’t take as much effort, but at the end, Hunter felt drained. She knew she would recover soon, but the need to get Dario somewhere for medical attention pressed her mind with urgency.
She said to Adan, “Get behind him and prop him up against you. I need to get some water in him.”
Adan moved above Dario’s head and sat with his legs wide, leaving the injured boy’s head between his thighs. He reached under the boy’s armpits, lifting and scooting him up while he leaned back, until Dario’s limp head was only a few inches lower than his own, with the back of his head lolling against his friend’s chest.
He looks bad, Hunter thought. She brought the water to him and put several drops on his lips. Dario responded, and she added more. His eyes opened and she held up the canteen. He nodded yes. She fed him small sips for the next ten minutes, until he recovered enough to speak, “My back really hurts.”
She said, “We’ll turn you over, and I’ll put some medicine on it.”
He nodded, and Adan and Hunter turned him on his side, so that he was three-quarters over, but not face down. She glanced at Adan’s shirt and saw it red and sticky with blood. A good amount of blood. She motioned for the medicine kit. She stripped off her gloves and opened the canvas bag, taking out a rolled pair of pale blue nitrile gloves and slipping them on. She pulled out several items and turned to Dario’s back. She took the canteen and poured water into and around the wound. It made Dario hiss through his teeth, and squeeze Adan’s hand, but he didn’t say a word. She looked at the wound, using the flashlight beam to check for any grit or dirt or iron residue still there, but the wound looked clean. It was bruised but free of debris.
She next took a tube of Neosporin with pain reliever in it and squeezed the entire tube into the wound, then folded the flaps of skin down so it held the medicine. She covered the wound with two, four-by-four telfa pads, which she taped down, and for extra measure wrapped Dario’s chest and the wound with an ace bandage to anchor it all in place. “Okay,” she said, and rose to her feet. Pulling off the blue latex gloves left her hands feeling sweaty, so she wiped them on her pants and said to Adan, “We need to get him to the vehicle, then to a medical facility.”
Dario surprised them both by struggling to stand, and they stood on both sides and helped him to his feet. He was wobbly, but tough, and the three of them walked out of the mine and the shed to the pickup on the slope.  Dario got in the back seat and lay on his side. Hunter used a seatbelt to strap across him.
Adan glanced over his shoulder at his friend, and said to Hunter, “He looks better after the water.”
“The hospital in Ojinaga is on the Avenida Cuautemoc, so we can get there fast because it is a wide road.” She turned the pickup around and drove off the hill, with rocks and talus banging into the undercarriage as she maneuvered on the primitive road. She caught a quick wink of light on a nearby hill and studied the area, but didn’t make out anyone. Probably an old bottle, she thought. Hunter turned her focus on the road and the race to get her little friend to some help.
Ellis pulled his binoculars down and watched the Border Patrol Agent drive like a crazy person down the hill, and on to more level roads that would lead her to Camino 160, and from there to Ojinaga. He called from the top of the hill, and although reception was scratchy, got old man Hart on the line.
“You find them?”
“Yeah, been watching them for over an hour. They went to the mine.”
“And?”
“Two went in, and three came out. The kid went to the truck once for some supplies. A canteen and a canvas bag. She parked the pickup in some cedars which half-blocked my line of sight.”
“Nothing else?”
“I’m gonna go check it out. I’ll call you back when I get through.”
“Make it tomorrow, I have two state representatives coming out in a few minutes to socialize and talk over some matters.”
“They coming by copter?”
“Of course. I had my pilot pick them up.”
“Talk to you tomorrow.” Ellis hung up and drove toward the mine, thinking all the while about Hart, and the old journal he’d found twenty years ago, the one from the original patriarch of the hart clan, from 1850, when he first came to the Big Bend area with nefarious scalphunter and sadistic killer John Glanton. In his journal he’d been eloquent, a good speller, and an arrogant, evil sonofabitch. The thought made Ellis smile.
He followed behind Hunter’s pickup at a distance, being careful not to get close and raise her suspicion. Ellis let his imagination wander, and thought what that fine, fine woman looked like out of uniform, and buck naked on a bed. He might just find out, and sometime soon. Some itches had to be scratched.
His first had been when he was thirteen, under some thin trees on a rock-covered rise near Blackwell, Texas. She was willing at first, even started it by wanting to see his “thing”, but then, when they both had their clothes off and he was on top of her, she grew reluctant. She fought him and cried when it was done. That would have been the end of it but she threatened him through her tears, saying “I’m going to tell my momma and daddy what you did.”
He didn’t remember picking up the sharp-edged rock the size of a softball, but it was in his hand, and bloody, as he looked down at the girl’s body on the ground. She didn’t move, other than to let out one last rattling gasp. He pulled her into the brush and found a shallow trench where he put her, then covered her with dirt and stones and old leaves and twigs.
There’s been more since then. And a lot more when he worked in El Salvador and Nicaragua with the Sandinistas, He’d had all the women he wanted. But sometimes, he needed the extra thrill, and had some that he killed right after he finished. It was like an adrenaline rush, every time. Never any witnesses, no sir. So maybe, he’d do the same thing with this Hunter Kincaid, after finishing some more things for the Harts. Have to be careful with her, though. The woman was a federal agent, and was said to be a good shot.
But then again, he was better than good, and he’d had his way with the ones he wounded, too. A bullet low in the spine stopped them every time. They were alive but couldn’t run, or fight very well. The thoughts made a pleasant drive back to Ojinaga.
Hunter sped into Ojinaga and got on the Avenida, then in minutes she was at the hospital and pulling into the emergency parking area. Nurses and a physician came out and took Dario on a stretcher as Hunter explained what had happened. She left off the part where Ellis pushed Dario into the mine, otherwise the police would be involved and she would never get away from here. Adan backed up her story, saying that he and Dario were looking around when his friend stumbled and fell into the abandoned mine, and he had panicked, not knowing what to do at first, and then remembering he’d seen his friend, Hunter Kincaid nearby, and ran to her for help. Together they rescued Dario and drove him to Ojinaga’s great hospital. The doctors weren’t positive they were hearing the total truth, but they were busy, so let Hunter and Adan go.
As Hunter drove away, Adan said, “I will tell Dario’s mother about this.”
“That would be good. How are you going to get there?”
“The bus. It leaves in an hour.” He was silent for a moment, “While I was hanging in the shaft, looking down,” he turned his face toward her, his eyes haunted, “I saw bones and skulls at the bottom.”
Hunter said, “I saw one skull, but that was all.”
“You glanced down at the bottom, I looked at it for twenty, thirty seconds at least. Most of them are coated with the red mud, and barely under the surface of the water. There are many.”
Hunter said, “When I get you safe, I’ll go back, check it out.”
“Don’t go alone. Please.”
She patted his shoulder, “Okay.”




Chapter 5

Ellis took his time driving to the abandoned mine, thinking about recent events and how his financial situation currently was holding.  Not so good, as a matter of fact. The smuggling loads of illegals had been stymied at several stages. The first was swept away in the flood. Then no others wanted to be transported by Ellis and his partners. After that, the guns being smuggled south had been intercepted twice in the last two months, one by the Highway Patrol and the other by the Border Patrol, with each load being fifty AR-15s and seventy pistols.
The drugs fared no better. They were being caught at the Port of Entry, and the Border Patrol along the river border. Especially his three loads of fentanyl knocked off out near Van Horn last month. That hurt his wallet like a sonofabitch.
On top of that, Winston Hart was not going to adopt him any time soon, so no income there, either. He smiled because his plan to get a piece of the Hart fortune was still in the works, with or without the Harts.
Driving up the slope to the mine was rough, and his vehicle bounced over rocks and potholes, dropping dust from the headliner like thin fog. Once, his teeth clicked together when he didn’t see a deep one, but the trail became smoother as he reached the level area among the junipers and sage. 
He parked fifty feet from the mine entrance, picked up the large flashlight from the passenger’s seat and checked his pistol in the concealed holster situated in front for a cross-draw if he needed it. Ellis didn’t expect trouble, maybe a rattler or rabid raccoon in the mine, for sure nothing human, but then again it never hurt to be prepared.
He entered the small blockhouse beside the shed, using his key to open the lock and flip back the hasp. Inside was a case of dynamite, still three-quarters full of the red sticks. Beside it were several coils of timer fuses, the ones that burned at a measured rate. These, he knew burned slowly, at ten minutes for every six inches. There were also fuse strikers in a smaller box, the ones with a ring on the end of the pull plunger that they attached to the fuse end. All he had to do was pull back the spring-loaded ring and let it snap back and that would light the fuse.  A small box of blasting caps nestled beside it, and inside the box shined the silver caps, resting on a pad of cotton. A cheap pair of aluminum dynamite pliers to be used to crimp the cap onto the fuse lay nearby.
There were also four hand grenades, two of them fragmentations, and two of them white phosphorus, called Wilson Pickett, by some former Marines he knew.
He spotted something half-hidden in the corner shadow by the dynamite box. Ellis stepped closer and picked up the dusty watch. He ran his thumb across the face. The leather band had been torn in half. It was a Piaget, very expensive, and Ellis remembered twelve years ago when it fell there during his tussle with Vincent Hart. Things had been hectic for a while until he got control of the situation and tied up Hart to take him to the ranch. He put the watch in his pocket, patting it once for good luck.
Ellis took the timer fuse and cut off six inches, then placed a blasting cap on the end, crimping it with the aluminum pliers and made his way into the actual mine shaft. He used his knife to make a hole in the end of a single dynamite stick, then slid in the cap. It fit snug enough to hold the fuse and cap firmly in place. 
He flipped on the flashlight as he entered the mine and walked to the edge of the ten-foot-wide hole in the mine floor. Shining the light into the bottom twenty feet down revealed a water level that had dropped several inches because of no recent rains, and the bottom showed a number of bones exposed. The old two-by-twelve board reaching across the hole was still in place to serve as a bridge, but it looked creaky to him.
Shining the light on the shaft walls showed several new cracks where the old mine walls were deteriorating, and he noticed them on all sides of the shaft. Thinking about it for a minute, Ellis decided what to do. Holding the dynamite, he pulled the ring and heard a pop, then smelled and saw the smoke. When it was going good, he dropped it to the bottom of the mine.
Ellis trotted from the mine and back to the vehicle where he leaned on the fender and waited. The six-inch fuse was timed to ten minutes, so he checked the surrounding countryside for a bit, seeing no other soul in sight. Nine minutes later, Ellis felt a soft rumble and heard a muffled boom, followed by the tin shed rattling and a geyser of dust and gravel shooting out the door. One panel of corrugated aluminum came off the shed and twirled through the air like a flipped coin to land in a juniper bush some forty feet distant. Other sounds came from the mine, with most of them the sounds of falling stones. Dust lessened from the shed door, until five minutes later, it had dissipated.
Ellis grabbed the flashlight and entered the mine. Fine bits of dust filtered in the air like motes. He glanced into the bottom of the shaft to see a fresh layer of rubble covering everything a foot deep, but not more than that. The fresh rock hid everything down there.
“Good enough,” He said. He returned to his vehicle and drove off the mountain and toward Presidio. He thought about what to do next. Starting a new pile of bodies in the mine would be handy, and he could cover them up again when needed. Now, to work on upping the game on his plans, including becoming the sole heir of the Hart fortune. It was complex, deceptive, and would be bloody, and the thought made him smile. He hadn’t been good and bloody in a long time.
As he entered Ojinaga, he called RL, who answered, “Sup?”
“You ready to do some work?”
“Sure.”
Ellis told him where to wait, and he picked him up as they drove toward the International Bridge. Ellis said, “We need to make some money.”
“I’m ready.”
“I need you to travel to Odessa, talk to the contacts there and see what they need. Tell them whatever it is, we’ll provide it.”
RL said, “Got it.”
“After that, contact the Juarez Cartel and ask your friends there what they want. We’ll make money runs both ways, and use each group to help us supply the others without them knowing.”
“I’ll go today, probably be back tomorrow or the next day. Depends on how hard they want to party. You know what I mean.”
“I do.” Ellis drove across the bridge and the men showed their passports to the uniformed officers on the U.S. side. They waved the two men on, and Ellis and RL travelled to a warehouse on the outskirts of town on Bridge Street, two hundred feet north of the Rio Grande. RL used his own set of keys to open the padlock and slide the doors open. Inside were two, four-by-four Dodge Ram pickups, a Buick Enclave Avenir, and a twenty-year-old, two-ton dump truck.
They had parked the dump truck on top of the false floor where guns and drugs were stored. It also marked where the tunnel would soon be finished. The tunnel that would run from a large metal shed in Mexico, on Calle Fronteriza, under the shallow border river, to the warehouse.
It had begun twenty months ago, with Ellis soliciting the Juarez Cartel, and getting a sit-down with Juan Pablo Ledezma, the Cartel’s powerful and ruthless leader. That had been sweaty work, Ellis remembered, with Ledezma sitting close in front of him, talking at length while not blinking, which reminded Ellis of a rattlesnake he once came face to face with while climbing a cliff. The scaled head rose off the rock and hovered motionless two inches from his face. He’d dropped off the short cliff and turned an ankle when he hit, but got away from the rattler.
Ledezma, when he finished talking, listened to the American. Ellis kept it short, direct, and emphasized how much money could be made. The Cartel’s armed units, the Zetas and La Linea, stood behind him, with automatic weapons pointed at Ellis. He remembered that a dozen rifles pointed at him from six feet away definitely left his underarms as humid as a swamp, even with deodorant on them.
In the end, Ledezma gave a small nod and left the room, and that was it. Ellis had the official go-ahead to build his tunnel. The soil around and under the river was a combination of loamy soil, sand and gravel, with a clay mixture, and it ran true all the way from where he would start to where he would end. One of the best things was, nothing under the soil like electrical lines, or sewage and water lines could block the tunnel. The locations sat outside both Presidio’s and Ojinaga’s infrastructure. It was desert and the dry, desiccated banks of what remained of a once large river that was now a remnant of what it had been, nothing else. The warehouses on both sides of the border would hold and hide their work.
The tunnel expert was a former mining engineer who worked silver mines in the Sierra Madres. He was old now, and they’d let him go, so the man was eager for money. They talked at length about dimensions, and Ellis told him what was needed. The engineer, whose name was Conrad Cortes, wrote it all down on an iPad. What Conrad didn’t know was that, when they finished with the tunnel, he would be the first addition in the bottom of the cinnabar mine on the hill.
Don’t leave people to talk, Chapo Guzman told him a decade ago. He’d adhered to it since that time. Chapo had not, and now was in the United States in a maximum-security prison. In all likelihood, he would never taste freedom again.
Ellis had a few things to finish in the tunnel, like the pumped air and lights, along with the last few feet of a small paved floor that would allow multi-ton loads of contraband to move from one side of the border to the other, with small trailers and tugs to push and pull them. He could move guns and women south, drugs and money north. There was room for anything else, too, either way, if they paid enough. His mind came back to the present when his partner touched his arm.  
RL said, “You care what I drive?”
“Don’t take the dump truck.”
“Hah! Think I’ll take the Buick. It’s comfortable, and doesn’t draw much attention.”
Ellis said, “It’ll make you almost look respectable.”
“Almost.”
RL retrieved the Buick’s keys from the desk in the corner, and said, “See you soon.” He drove out of the warehouse, and Ellis closed and locked the door. He drove the River Road out of town, past the tall adobe walls of the Fort Leaton museum, and on towards Lajitas, Terlingua, and the Hart ranch. His thoughts drifted to Hunter Kincaid, and the Mexican boy who kept turning up everywhere, what was his name? Oh yeah, Adan something.
**
The first thing Hunter saw when she entered into the United States was Raymond, leaning on a front fender of his Border Patrol vehicle, nervously bouncing the toe of a boot on the caliche road by Presidio’s International Bridge. When he spotted her, the relief showed on his face. He followed her to the Presidio Border Patrol Station where she returned Harris’ truck and changed into uniform. She hurried out of the station, carrying the sack of the clothes she’d worn into Mexico.
Raymond slid behind the wheel and as she got in the passenger side, he said, “So, I’m hoping it was a dull, uneventful afternoon for you, enjoying the sights of Mexico.”
“Not exactly.” She told him all of it.
Raymond thinned his lips and shook his head. “You’ve got to stop taking chances like that.”
“Like you wouldn’t have tried to save that boy’s life in the mine? Give me a break.”
Raymond pulled down on his Zapata moustache with the thumb and index finger of one hand as a way to not talk and hold down his irritation about his young friend’s actions. “I would have taken somebody with me.” He looked hard at her, “You get the drift, what I’m saying here?”
They had a stare-off for ten seconds, then the tiniest of smiles started in the corners of Hunter’s mouth. She let it build and began moving her head side to side, like a child endearing herself to her parent. She said in a girl’s voice, “I got you something, yes I did.”
Raymond couldn’t hold it. “Well, hell. I guess you’re old enough to do what you want.” He paused a few seconds, “What did you get me?”
She reached into her pocket, took out the folsom point and handed it to him.
“Dang, Hunter, that’s a folsom.”
“Took it out of an ice age buffalo while it was still running.”
He turned it over in his hands, running his thumb up and down the long flutes on both sides that reached from the base almost to the point. He glanced up at her, “Where?”
“Near that mine I told you about, lying there at the edge of the road.”
“I don’t have one.”
“Well, you do now.”
Raymond wrapped the point in his handkerchief as delicately as if it were fragile china. He slipped the bundle in his front pocket and said, “You think if we took a couple of shovels…?”
“No. We’re not going into Mexico to raid their historical sites.”
“You did.”
“I picked up something on an old road. I wasn’t digging.”
“But it’s a folsom.”
“All you old patrollers are crazy about that stuff. Like an addiction or something.”
Raymond said, “Old patrol, huh? How many folsoms do you have at your house?”
“That’s different.”
“Hah. How many?”
“Six.”
“Six? Six?”
“Well, five. One of them doesn’t count because it has the tip broken.”
“It still counts. That still counts. I’ve seen it. It’s like one splinter of flint the size of a tiny arm off a snowflake. You can barely tell. So, hah! Old Patrol, you’re Old Patrol. You’re New Old Patrol.”
“You’re gonna chew me out after I gave you a gift?”
“What? No, no. I was instructing you on the history of the Patrol and folsom points.” He grinned, “I love the gift. Thank you.”
Raymond drove toward Marfa, and they talked a lot about other things. Food was a big topic, with Hunter asking when he was going to grill something so she could come over and eat.
“I’m taking Connie to eat in Alpine, so I can’t. It’s date night.”
“Good for you. I think I’ll drive up to Odessa and buy some things I need.”
“You’re gonna drive three hours to Odessa? You don’t buy local?”
“When they have it.”
“If you’ll pick me up a brisket from that place on forty-second that’s running a big sale, I’ll cook it up next week so you won’t starve. How’s that?”
“Larry’s Meat Market? You’ve got a deal.”
We’ll do it in honor of my folsom point.”
Hunter finished her paper work at the station, hurried to her home and changed clothes before driving to Alpine and taking the jag on Highway 67 to Monahans, and from there, on I-20 to Odessa. She went to several stores shopping for new blouses and skirts, even though she rarely wore them, with her style running more to jeans and shorts, shirts and tee-shirts. She still wanted to dress up nice occasionally. She found two blouses that she liked almost immediately, then it took a while to find the right skirts. Once Hunter finished with that, she went to the meat market, picked up a beautiful brisket, and took it to her truck.
As she loaded it in the back seat, RL drove by and noticed her, recognizing her from the border. He slowed and turned around, parking in another lot to observe. She wore faded jeans, a loose-fitting, dark blue tee shirt with a lightning bolt diagonally across the front, running shoes and a Texas Rangers baseball cap. He also noticed the movement of her shirt that showed the tiniest indication of a pistol under it.
He called Ellis and waited four rings before the man answered. “What’s up?”
RL said, “I’m sitting in a parking lot in Odessa, watching that female Agent, Kincaid, across the street.”
“She following you?”
“The opposite. I spotted her first, so now I’m watching to see what she’s up to, if she’s here because of me.”
“Don’t think too highly of yourself, she could be shopping or something.”
That stung RL. “How about I just shoot her right now, make sure of things?”
“Keep an eye on her, and don’t be a drama queen. If it comes to killing her, we want to do it down here where we can hide her body, or feed it to the javelinas out in the back part of the pasture at the ranch.” Ellis thought of the mine on the hill, but didn’t mention it.
“Okay. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Do that.” Ellis wasn’t worried about Hunter Kincaid three hours away in Odessa as much as he was this damn kid, Adan, down here, who had seen him push his other little buddy into the mine shaft. That kid would have to be dealt with, and gotten rid of, for sure. If he had it to do over again, he would have pushed Adan in the shaft first. Looking back, he realized the boy was more of a scrambler, a fighter than the other one.
When RL hung up, he muttered, “Drama Queen, huh. I’ll do what I want, take care of trouble from the get-go, that’s what I’ll do.” Hunter Kincaid was still in the meat market’s parking lot, making a call as she stood outside her vehicle. His eyes lingered on her hard, athletic butt in those tight jeans.
What RL didn’t see was Hunter watching him in her pickup’s side mirror.  She recognized him as the one who ran with Ellis, the one who looked like a bad guy. He was nice looking, but there was something about his appearance that said trouble. She saw him call on his phone, then put it away, his face looking hurt and angry for a moment. “Well,” she said to herself, “Let’s see if he’s following me for real.” Sliding behind the wheel, Hunter pulled out of the parking lot and drove easy, just to see if he followed. He did. She called Raymond.
Raymond answered, “You have the brisket?”
“I do, plus that guy hangs with Ellis.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s here in Odessa, following me.”
“Are you carrying? Wait, I’m talking to you, so that was a stupid question. I wonder what he wants.”
“I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out.”
“Don’t shoot him.”
Hunter said, “I don’t shoot people.”
Raymond didn’t answer.
Hunter sighed, “I get the point. I’ll be nice, I promise.”
“Good. Unless he tries some crap, then you shoot him, okay?”
Hunter laughed, “10-4.” She hung up and put her attention on the roads and the vehicle following her, and in an old habit, touched behind her left hip to place the pistol’s location in her memory.
RL drove behind her, three cars back, confident he wasn’t seen. He’d noticed Hunter laughing on the phone while sitting in her pickup, so he took it as a good sign. They drove at a slow pace, with RL twisting his hands on the steering wheel like he was revving the throttle on a motorcycle because of the woman’s turtle-like speed. “What the hell is she doin’?” He said, “Takin’ a nap while she drives?”
Hunter drove through town, catching every red light, which agitated RL even more, then down to the hospital, where she turned at the last instant into the multi-story paid parking area, snatched a ticket from the machine and raced up the ramp to the higher floors. Surprised, RL reacted, flooring the gas pedal and squealing his tires on the ramp as he hurried to catch the damn woman.
Hunter drove crazy fast but controlled, drifting some of the turns to pull even farther ahead, then at the top, hurtling down the exit ramp to the second floor, where she again turned so she was going up the ramp again. She was on RL’s rear bumper by the time he reached the fourth level. He didn’t notice until the next level, and jerked when he saw her in his rearview mirror. He sped up, but she stayed right with him. Hunter flashed her headlights at him on the uppermost level where they could look out over the city because they had no roof over them.
RL saw the lights, slumped his shoulders and slowed to a stop. He exited his Buick, as did Hunter from her pickup. She approached and said, “What are you doing?”
“I…thought I recognized you, so was following to try and make sure.”
“Really.”
“Sure, why would I lie?” He smiled and held out his hands, palms up.
“And your name is…?”
“RL. RL Milam.”
“What brought you to Odessa, RL Milam?”
“Just RL, and, that’s a private matter.”
Hunter didn’t want to start trouble, “How about this: Next time you want to check on me, pull up beside and ask. How’s that?”
“I can do that.” He touched his lip with a forefinger like an idea popped in his head. “While we’re talkin’, you want to go out sometime? Maybe Saturday?” She was so fine looking, he had to ask.
Hunter looked at him like she couldn’t believe it. “I appreciate being asked, I really do, but not until permafrost is six feet thick in Odessa and the Devil’s wearing a parka.”
RL said, “I’ll take that as a maybe.”
Hunter gave him a small smile. “I’ll see you on down the road, RL.” She got in her pickup and drove around him and out of the hospital parking building, travelling down city streets, back to I-20, and on to Monahans. She stopped and bought a Dr. Pepper and a package of salted peanuts, drinking the soft drink down a few inches, then put the peanuts in the bottle. She hopped in the pickup and turned off I-20 toward home, turning up the bottle occasionally to get both the sweet soda and the salty, chewy peanuts together in her mouth.
RL called Ellis and filled him in.




Chapter 6

Adan left Dario and his mother at her small house across the river from Lajitas. She told him, “Come back whenever you wish.”
“I will.” He shook Dario’s hand, then left the small house and, after searching the river bank for Border Patrol and not seeing anyone, crossed the river again and blended into a group of other young people at the golf course. He purchased a Big Red soda and a Snickers bar, then went to the rock near the putting practice green and sat in the shade, watching a man and two women practicing their game, stroking the dimpled white balls across the smooth grass toward perfectly cut round holes in the practice green.
He spotted Benton Sellers, the elderly man who tipped him so well last week, and Benton came to stand beside Adan, smiling. “Adan, you know much about Mexico, things to see over there? My friends were thinking of going over and having a look-see.”
“There are many things. What types of things would you wish to see?
“Things out of the norm. Not tourist things. Some of the unusual, isolated things. But, not dangerous.” He laughed.
“Adan named several places, and Benton nodded, “How about old churches?”
“There is one I know of, a good drive from here because you have to go to Ojinaga first. It is in a lonely place. A white church with two towers, and a wall of mountains in the distance behind it, the Sierra Del Carmen mountains.”
“Is the priest there?”’
“Oh no, it is abandoned, has been for years, as long as I’ve lived. It is near a place called La Linda, a ghost town now that the road across the border is closed.” He reached into his back pocket and removed the old, plastic covered photo of his mother standing in front of it. “This is what it looked like, but worse for wear now. Drug runners used it for a while, then the military, and then someone set a fire inside. But it still looks nice at sunrise. The light makes it appear white and clean. It is a long way, though.”
Benton looked at the photo, “You mom is beautiful.”
“Thank you.” He felt no need to tell the man she was dead.
“Who took the photo?”
“I did,” he lied. His father had taken it before Adan was born. Adan’s mother told him about it, about the trip to the church, and his father talking to the people at the fluorspar mine in La Linda. She always made it sound like a special place.
Benton looked at the photo a moment longer, “You want to take us there, me and a couple of friends?”
“I don’t know.”
“We can only play golf so long before we get bored. I’ll pay you, and buy all the food.”
Adan thought about his plans to go to the Corazon Ranch to look for evidence of his father, “I can’t right now, I have some errands to do.”
“How about in a few days, when you’re free? I’ll pay you a hundred dollars.”
A hundred dollars! Adan nodded, “When I am free, I will take you and your friends. You will need vehicles with the four-wheel drive, and good tires because of the thorns and sharp rocks. We will need to take a shovel, in case we are stuck. The travel is about 12 or 13 hours each way. You will need enough gas, food and water for that long, and sleeping bags for overnight.”
“So, we’ll be camping out?”
“Yes, it is too far for one day.”
Okay, we’ll be ready. Till then, you can find me here on the golf course or in room 111 at the resort hotel.”
“I will do that. Thank you.” Benton waved and returned to his friends. Adan watched them a moment, then walked back to his hiding place in the draw. He drank water and chewed on jerky as he planned his trip, only this time without his friend, Dario. It would be a lonely one.
Gathering items, he put them in the small backpack he’d found last week in the trash, one with the Great Dane cartoon character, Scooby Doo on the front. The only blemish on the pack was a torn place on the flap. He put water, jerky, matches for emergencies, and some crackers and a small tin of sardines in the pack, Adan slid his arms through the straps and slung it on his back. He adjusted it with a shrug of his shoulders and a tug on his shirt to move a wrinkle from under one strap, then walked into the desert.
He took the same trail that Dario showed him, and several long hours later was at the location where the two ranch hands had caught them. Adan felt the healing scab on his cheek where the one man had struck him. “Not today,” he said to himself. Circling far around, staying in the canyon bottoms and not topping out on hills made for a longer trek, but Adan trudged on and never saw anyone else in the harsh landscape.
Circling all the way around the white hacienda added another hour of walking, and his legs felt it. He crept up to the hacienda’s back adobe perimeter wall and found a stack of cinder blocks at one corner. Moving with care, Adan eased up and looked into the yard. A leafy peach tree was slightly higher than the wall, and it shielded Adan’s movements so he could observe without being seen.
People talked and splashed in and around the pool, with Mike Hart, Ellis, RL, and five young women in small bikinis making up the group. Drinks sat on the tables, mostly orange juice and vodka it seemed. A large pail of ice cubes rested in the center. Adan could hear the conversations when he cupped a hand behind one ear and angled it toward them.
Mike said to one of the women, “Babe, you want to make us some more of those screwdrivers? You have the magic touch, girl.”
The woman looked about twenty, with large breasts and skinny legs, smiled and cooed, “As you wish.”
When she walked by Ellis, he smacked her on the butt, hard. She turned and said, “Hey, that hurt.”
“Make it fast, and quit wiggling your ass so much. That’s not where your talent lies.” He pointed at her breasts, “Use those babies.”
She didn’t say anything, but hurried to make the drinks. Ellis pointed at her breasts, indicating she should uncover them. She removed her bikini top to make the remainder of the drinks while topless. On the return, she gave the first drink to Ellis, and lowed her breasts so he could see them. Ellis grabbed one of the nipples between his thumb and forefinger and squeezed, making the woman wince and attempt to pull away, but he held fast, enjoying her pain.
When Mike saw tears in her eyes, he said, “Ellis, come on now. I need my drink.”
Ellis held it a second longer, then released her breast, saying, “Sure thing, Mike.” He wasn’t happy about obeying Mike Hart, Adan could tell.
When the old man, Winston Hart came out to join them, full highball glass in hand, Adan saw his chance. He dropped to the ground and trotted around the perimeter to the front door and entered in silence, alert and looking for any other people. Adan felt relief, he had the house to himself.
It felt so cool inside the home that he almost shivered as he walked down the hall to the room with the closed door, the one he’d noticed on the first visit, and the one the elder Hart skipped by while showing them the home. He tried the doorknob, and it opened without a sound. A large bedroom spread before him. It was either freshly cleaned and the bed made, or it had been that way for a while.
He saw several photos on the wall, and went for a closer look. His first glance sent something like an electric shock through him. The photos were all of his father, from different ages. The last two showed a portion of the photos ripped away where someone else had been in the photo with him, and in a part of the photo was one tier of the white church, just showing behind Vincent’s shoulder.
Adan opened a drawer on the nightstand and saw nothing, but he was curious because the drawer didn’t open well, almost like something was stuck behind it. He pulled out the drawer and searched. Nothing. Then, as he started to push it back in the slot, his hand went underneath the drawer to balance it, and he felt an envelope taped to the underside. Removing the drawer again, he turned it over and saw the plain five-by-eight manila envelope taped in place. The tape appeared yellowed, and some of the edges had come away from the wood, leaving the envelope sagging.
A sound came from the back door of the house; voices. Adan froze, listening. They were coming closer, walking down the long hallway. He made his choice. He tore the envelope from the drawer bottom and slid it behind his belt, under his shirt. His heart almost stopped when a shape passed by the open crack in the door. It was Mike, and a second later, Ellis walked by as well. They didn’t notice the door slightly ajar.
When his heart stopped hammering and his ears felt unstuffed, Adan closed the desk drawer and went to the crack to see when and where he could escape. His hands trembled, but he regained control, and thought of ways to escape.
When Mike and Ellis reached the living room, Adan slipped out of Vincent’s room and went the opposite way down the hall. He was halfway down it when the back door opened and he saw a shadow of someone else entering the house from the pool area. He looked left and right, and spotted the red room. Adan entered it just as the others came in from the back door.
Things were getting sweaty and Adan knew he couldn’t dodge everyone forever. He watched as the last group passed and went to Ellis and Mike in the living room. Adan slipped out of the door and hurried down the hall to the back door. He prayed no one else was outside, and stepped into the back yard, not stopping but going to the side gate and exiting as quiet as he could. Adan ran bent over, in a shuffling gait, and was soon out of sight of the white hacienda. Taking the same, longer route away from the mansion took a good while, but he persisted and only stopped to hide once when he spotted two armed men on a rise. They walked out of sight, and he continued, picking up the pace as he hurried toward Terlingua and safety.
An hour later, he stopped and rested in the shadow of an arroyo wall. The heat was a physical blow on his head and shoulders, stealing his breath and burning his nostrils when he inhaled, like when too close to a campfire. It was a few minutes before he cooled down, and then took out the manila folder from his waistband to open it.
The flap had been glued down, and the small aluminum wings covered it as well. They lifted easily with a finger, but the flap didn’t. Adan spit on it, hoping that would break the glue’s bond, but it didn’t. For some reason, he didn’t want to tear the envelope because he felt sure his father taped it under the drawer. It felt special, treasured to him. Whatever was inside it, well, that was a hidden treasure for the moment.
He would steam open the envelope when he returned to Terlingua.  He put the envelope inside the waist of his jeans again, covering it with his shirt, and walked down the small arroyo to turn in the main direction toward Terlingua.
Two men on the far ridge, a half mile distant watched him with binoculars.   Ben Zambrano said, “That’s the same kid we caught the other time out this way. The one I tapped in the face with my rifle stock.”
Anselmo said, “You did more than bop him, you knocked the shit out of that boy.”
Ben shrugged, “Maybe. But this one’s about to cross where the backpackers bringing in fentanyl are coming. If they run into each other, we have to drop him, maybe drop all of them.”
“No witnesses that way.”
Ben nodded and brought the glasses back to his eyes. “There’s the group.” He pointed.
Anselmo brought up his binoculars and found them immediately, “Yeah, all four. A quartet.” He looked again, “They’re still wearing the stuff Ellis made for them on their shoes.”
“I let them walk down a draw before, and tried to find their tracks. Their footprints were almost invisible.”
“It’s a flat, flexible rubber thing he makes, leaves no patterns, only the tiniest flat places, but still flexes over rocks and downed branches.”
“He should patent that.”
“Haha. I think he’s making more money off the drugs than he could get with a patent.”
“How much off this load? They’re bringing fentanyl patches, right?”
“Street value is about six million, and they are carrying light, so they can make another trip tomorrow.”
“Sweet.”
They continued to watch through their binoculars as Adan turned into the shallow, sandy draw to put him on a collision course with the drug mules. Ben and Anselmo rose to move to a better location, to be closer and for a line of fire, and Ben felt his palms sweat because it sure looked like it was going to happen. Shooting a kid, man oh man.
**
Six hours earlier, Hunter and Raymond cut the faintest trail they’d ever encountered, like ghosts walking across the desert. What might normally have taken two hours on a trail took six and they still hadn’t found their quarry. Hunter told Raymond, “Stop by that small mesa and I’ll go up and glass the area.”
“Let’s hope you get lucky and see something, or we might be on this trail until Christmas.” Hunter gave him a thumbs-up and went to the base of the small mesa, studying the sides and the caprock for a gap to use in reaching the top. She spotted one, and climbed up, steady and sure. At the gap, she checked for snakes first when she saw a gray, shed skin lying in the bottom, then she went up, going carefully and using her hands to pull on the rock while her feet scrambled on the steep incline for footing.
Raymond put his head out of the vehicle and yelled, “Looks like you’re hanging on a treadmill and sprinting!”
Hunter didn’t acknowledge her friend until she reached the top, then she shot him a finger, too winded to talk. Raymond laughed and rolled up his window so the AC would cool him while she baked under a brass colored sun that made rocks too hot to touch. She signaled to Raymond to roll down his window, and he did. “What?”
She said, “Payback is a bitch!”
Raymond laughed, “I’ll go next time, it’s only fair!”, and rolled up the window.
Hunter grinned, then wiped sweat from her forehead under the hat, and scanned the country around her, using her ten power binoculars. Five minutes later, she spotted two men lying on the crest of a low ridge just over a mile distant, and looking down into a draw that paralleled the ridge and angled toward Hunter’s mesa. She walked fifty feet to the east and turned the glasses to the draw.
A single small figure, Hunter felt certain it was a young boy, walked north up the draw. In the distance and around a long gentle curve were four people with backpacks, coming south. The two men lying prone were above the bend in the draw. At the backpacker’s pace, Hunter judged they would meet the boy in about fifteen minutes. Then she saw the prone men adjust rifles and look through their scopes at the boy.
She scrambled down through the rock gap and Raymond saw her coming at a reckless, stone kicking, foot sliding run down the slope. He had the vehicle ready, with the passenger door open for her by the time she reached the bottom. Raymond gunned the engine and scattered gravel and dust from the wheels even before Hunter grasped the top edge of the door and leapt on the gunwale like she was jumping on the boxcar ladder of an accelerating freight train.
Raymond said, “What happened?”
“Two men are setting up an ambush.”
“On who?”
“Either a boy, or four backpackers, or all of them.”
Raymond steered around a cluster of car-sized boulders, “Tell me where we need to go, and what you want to do.”
“To that low ridge,” she pointed. “We’ll go up after the shooters.”
“They have rifles?”
“Uh-huh.”
Raymond licked his lips, “And we have a pump shotgun. One pump shotgun.”
Hunter said, “We’re true of heart, we have the strength of ten.” She winked at him. “You take the shotgun, and I’ll make sure they don’t shoot a woman.”
“How?”
“I’ll draw their attention with my feminine ways. You yell at them, say you’ll blow them to pieces with the shotgun if they so much as twitch, something like that.”
“This feminine thing to get their attention, you’re not gonna rip open your shirt and flash your boobs at them, are you?”
“No, Raymond. Jeez, some of your ideas, I swear.”
Raymond looked away, hiding the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He bit at his lower lip, “Would have been a great plan.”
“You have anything else?”
“Nah, we go with Plan A.”
“Okay, loan me your flexcuffs.”
Raymond dug into his cargo-pant thigh pockets, “You got it.”
She put them with her own, winked at Raymond, and left him on the ridge.
Raymond said, “Girl doesn’t even realize she’s giving me more gray hairs doing this.” He smiled a little, then started off the ridge.




Chapter 7

Hunter crept off the ridge and hit the bottom of the flat in a dog-trot, going on a path that would circle by the other parties while keeping small hills and ridges between her and them. She picked up her speed, going at an eight-minute-per-mile pace over bushes and weaving around cactus and yuccas. She stumbled once when she stepped on a baseball-sized rock and it rolled under her foot, but she flailed her arms and regained balance without falling.
Hunter rounded another pile of boulders and moved to the base of the ridge where the two gunmen waited in ambush. She slowed and went up the incline in a silent walk, every sense alert. She knew Raymond was working his way down to pin the back-packers between them, and hopefully, get the others as well. If she pulled this part off, they would be off to a good start.
She was so close that their voices reached her. Ben said, “Let’s shoot the kid first.”
Anselmo said, “Why? He’s got nothing. The others have the dope, which is mucho money for us.”
“Ellis don’t like him, that’s why.” He sounded angry.
They were silent for almost a minute when Anselmo said, “He’s right below us, you want to do it.”
Hunter moved to the crest, coming up forty feet behind the two men. She ghosted forward on silent feet until she stood ten feet behind them.
Both men were preoccupied with sighting on the targets in the draw and didn’t hear her.
Hunter said, “Not a good idea.”
Both men hunched as if hit, then Ben turned and swung with his rifle, ready to bring it up and shoot from the hip. As his barrel first rose, he saw the muzzle of Hunter’s pistol already pointed at him.
He froze, the rifle barrel still pointed at the ground. Her eyes were grim, scary, and she stepped forward. From Ben’s perspective of four feet away and directly in front of her, he could see her left eye aligned on the pistol’s sights, the barrel pointed directly at his face.
She didn’t blink, didn’t say anything.
Anselmo dropped his rifle and held up his hands. Hunter’s eyes remained on Ben Zambrano as she tossed a flexcuff to Anselmo. He slipped them on his wrists and pulled it tight with his teeth.
“You gonna do something?” She asked Ben. The pistol didn’t waver. “Make up your mind.”
Ben felt paralyzed, like he was locked in cement.
She said, “Put it on the ground and raise your hands or I’m going to shoot. You’ve got five seconds. Five.”
Ben looked at her.
“Four.”
He dropped the rifle to the ground, still staring at her, angry.
“Three.”
Ben felt a small shock, “What? I dropped it!”
“Two.”
Anselmo said, “Raise your hands, pendejo! Raise ‘em!”
“One.” She stepped to within three feet of Ben, and the opening in the pistol’s black hole looked as large as a one-inch pipe.
Ben’s hands shot up like he was reaching for the cirrus clouds above them.
Hunter slipped out a flexcuff and looped it around Ben’s wrists, then put her pistol in the holster.
All three of them heard the sounds of feet on the incline, and shortly after, Raymond appeared with Adan in tow.
“Look what I caught.”
“Looks a little small, you might have to toss it back in.”
Adan looked at the ground, his cheeks flushed.
Ben and Anselmo looked at the boy, and sent silent glances to each other. This kid was the one that Ellis wanted done away with and his body buried deep. Ellis had told them, “I don’t want a single piece of that little bastard’s DNA left for anyone to find.”
Hunter said, “Adan, what are we going to do with you?”
“Whatever you have to, but please remain my friends. That is all I ask.”
Raymond looked at Hunter, “Well, hell. I was going to be mean, and now…”
Hunter nudged the other two men forward. “We need to hurry down off this if we’re going to catch the backpackers.”
“Go first, and take Adan with you. We’ll put these two between us.”
“Use some cuffs to tie them together, I only had two.”
Raymond had three sets of flexcuffs in his hand, “Way ahead of you.” He ran them through the men’s cuffed wrists and looped the others together so they could walk, but not run without stumbling. It took seconds, then they worked their way off the ridgeline.
The four backpackers were candy.
Raymond went through their packs and whistled at the contents. He held a few up for Hunter to see, with each dose of fentanyl individually packaged, “Dermal patches still in the wrappers. Their backpacks are stuffed.”
Raymond asked the drug mules if they knew how much was in each pack. They said they didn’t know.
Hunter said, “I’m guessing, but I think they’re carrying about a million each, street value.”
“That’s gonna hurt somebody’s pocketbook.”
**
Ellis and RL watched Hunter and the others from two hills farther east. Ellis used a twenty-power spotting scope resting on a large gray stone the size of a table. RL kneeled beside him, silent and absently toying with a forty-five bullet.
Ellis said, “They’re moving now, going to the SUV. That Flores, he’s making our four guys carry the fentanyl.”
“What do you want to do? That’s about six million. We can’t afford to lose that much.”
Ellis turned the scope and looked away from the Agents and into the distance. He’d spotted the two men earlier, and now returned them to the scope’s view. It was the Terlingua residents he’d seen many times, they ran the water truck, did odd jobs around the area: Santino Robles and Bobby Sotomayor. They were finishing work on repairing a ranch fence.
“We won’t.” He folded the small tripod legs on the scope and slid it into a carrying bag. “We need to boogie, get closer to them.”
“What’s your plan?”
“There’s a place on the road where it narrows, they’ll skirt a steep, sloping area, goes down about a hundred feet to the bottom.”
RL raised his eyebrows in a question.
“I’ll shoot out a tire and send them over the side. The Agents will see it and stop to help. They will have to climb down to the wreck, and that’ll let us access the vehicle and the drugs, plus free our guys, including Ben and Anselmo.”
“I saw that kid, Adan, there, too.”
“We’ll take him.”
“And do what with him?”
“When we have him away from the Agents, we’ll figure it out. Either way, he’s going with us.”
RL nodded, and followed Ellis off the hill to their four-wheel-drive Suburban, where Ellis drove and RL readied the rifle. Ellis drove fast, but not so fast as to raise too much dust. He didn’t want the Border Patrol Agents to see it and become suspicious.
RL asked, “How are you gonna play it?”
I need to get in front of them so I can shoot one of the front wheels dead center. If I shoot them from the side, it makes a hole like an arrow and the tire goes down slow. Shoot ‘em from the front and the bullet goes through the rubber and hits the rim, exploding like shrapnel, and the tire disintegrates into pieces, especially with the hollow points. That tire will jerk the vehicle off the road and down the slide like it was pulled with a winch truck.”
“Gonna be fun to watch.”
“Yes, it is.” Ellis drove faster and angled across several dirt roads to reach where he wanted. He took the rifle, two leather sandbags that made for accurate shooting, and a blanket to get into prone position and not put himself on thorns and stickers. They set up at the last bend in the road, where narrowed from two lanes to one right after the steep slope. RL set up the spotting scope and watched the road. He sighted the pickup truck’s trail of dust and knew it was only a few minutes before things happened. They would be less than thirty yards from their quarry when Ellis took his shot and sent the pickup over the side.
**
Santino sat in the passenger side of the pickup, humming a tune.
Bobby said, “What is that, ‘Man, I Feel Like a Woman’?” He drove the truck on the narrow, one-lane road, the wheels close to the outer edge.
“No way, Brah. That’s Johnny Rodriguez, singing one of his oldies. Great stuff.”
“Which one?”
“You didn’t recognize it?”
“Nope.”
“Ridin’ My Thumb to Mexico.”
“That’s not what you were humming.”
“What do you think it is?”
“I told you, that Shania Twain song.”
Santino snorted, “You’re tone deaf.”
Bobby took his eyes off the road for a moment and glanced at Santino, thinking of a smart comeback.
A shudder went through the pickup and bits of rubber flew into the air. The pickup jerked hard to the right and Bobby yelled, “Hold on!”
They went nose-first, down the sixty-degree slope, and the pickup slid with locked wheels for a bit, then hit a boulder and bounced several feet into the air, coming down sideways and flipping over and over. The passenger door tore away on a jagged ridge of rock and flew through the air like an oversized Frisbee.
Bobby locked his hands on the wheel and every time the vehicle crashed, he grunted, “Haah!” from the impact. Santino wore his seatbelt, and looked like a rag doll being shaken by a pit bull.
It seemed forever, but they hit level ground in less than thirty seconds. Both men hung upside down, limp and unconscious. Smoke came from under the hood. The pickup body looked like it had been through an F-5 tornado.
Ellis smiled, and RL said, “Nice shootin’.”
Ellis pointed, “Here comes the money train. Let’s get in position so when they go down the slope, we can do it fast and get out of here.”
Hunter saw the pickup ahead of them swerve and go off the side, “God-o-mighty!” She accelerated to the spot where the wheel rim cut a rough gouge in the caliche as it went over and down, plowing a groove, until it hit the ledge of hard, gray stone and made the first bounce into the air.
Dust drifted over the path down the slope, and Hunter and Raymond got out and looked down at the wrecked vehicle. “Hey!” Raymond said, “Can you hear us?”
There was only smoke drifting from under the hood in twig-like, white tendrils.
Raymond went to their vehicle and got the small medicine kit from under the passenger’s seat. “Let’s go.”
They went down careful but fast, and reached the crumpled pickup in a minute. The pickup had landed upside down, and Raymond went to the passenger side while Hunter went to the driver side. She said, “This door’s jammed, but the glass is all knocked out so I can reach him.”
“How is he?”
“He’s out, and bleeding from lots of cuts. It’s like someone cut off a chicken’s head and let blood spurt everywhere. Yours?”
Out, with a broken arm, compound fracture, and lots of cuts and blood. He’s got an ocotillo stalk protruding from his side. I don’t know how deep it is.”
Hunter called on her phone and reached Buddy and told him what they had and their location. Buddy said he’d get their EMS and tell the deputy, then start that way. “What else do you need?” He asked.
“Some rope and a litter to get them up to the road.”
“Okay. We’re coming, and fast.”
Hunter returned to the two men and gave what aid she could, including drawing the ocotillo stalk from Santino’s side, which only penetrated an inch, but left an ugly shallow wound.
Above them, and unseen from below, Ellis and RL walked to the Border Patrol vehicle and found the driver’s door unlocked. Ellis smiled. He unlocked the other doors as RL went to the rear and opened the hatch. RL said, “Traíganse las mochílas. Tenémos que ir,” “Bring your backpacks. We have to go.”
He pointed at Ben and Anselmo and jerked a thumb to motion them out of the rear as well.
The smugglers hustled from the vehicle, four of them slinging their arms through the backpack straps, and the two other men assisting. Adan remained seated, his eyes very large.
RL said, “You, too.”
“I will wait here.”
“Get your butt out of there.”
Adan did, but moved slowly, hoping Hunter and Raymond would return.
RL pushed him to join the others and pointed down the road to where they had the vehicle hidden. Ellis joined him, and Ellis walked close beside the boy, as if daring him to run.
They reached the Suburban and ushered the people in the rear. Ellis slid into the driver’s seat while RL hopped in the passenger side. Ellis started the engine, easing from the hiding place and starting down the road. He said, “I thought about finishing off those two Border Patrol Agents, but figured it might bring too much heat.”
RL felt a small shock go through him. “Glad you didn’t.”
Ellis looked at him, studying his face. RL said, “I want to see that Kincaid woman naked and have some fun first, before we kill her.”
Ellis said, “She’s hot, I’ll give you that. Probably like riding a half-broke horse. You’ll have to hang on tight and dig in with your spurs.” He grinned.
Adan heard their talk, and felt goose bumps on his arms. He had to get away and warn his friends, warn Hunter. Some way, somehow, he had to escape. Touching the rear latch, he wondered if he could open it and jump out to escape. He glanced at the men in the front seat.
Ellis caught Adan’s look in the rearview mirror. “You’ll live longer if you don’t.” They both knew what he meant. Adan looked at the road behind them and saw only dust.
At the wreck, Bobby Sotomayor sat outside the vehicle, awake and coherent. Santino Robles said he was groggy, but also aware of his surroundings. Raymond worked to stop the bleeding on both of them, especially on their heads and faces.
Hunter worked on preparing a makeshift cast for the broken forearm. She said to Raymond, “Both bones are fractured.”
“That’s lucky.”
Bobby moaned, “Lucky?”
Raymond said, “Compared to being dead, yeah, lucky.”
“When you put it that way,” Bobby said.
Raymond asked Hunter, “How are you coming with that splint?”
“Almost there.” She held it up for them to see. She found a small cluster of soap yuccas, with the tall shafts still intact and not desiccated. They were dry, and still had strength to them with each stalk half an inch or a little less in diameter. She cut their length to fit the forearm, then put them around the break and wrapped all of it in adhesive tape from the roll in the small medicine kit.
“That should hold until we get you to a hospital. As it swells, these will give enough to not be uncomfortable.”
Raymond told Santino, “You look like you’ve been dusted with flour.”
“That one place, the pickup rolled into a large caliche mound, with my open door hitting right into it. Thought I was in a blizzard for a second or two.” Santino still hurt, but his sense of humor was there. Tough men, Raymond thought.
Raymond said to Hunter, “I’m going up and wait for Buddy.”
“Bueno.” She finished with the makeshift cast, gave it one last wrap of tape, and sat back on her heels. She looked at the two dusty men, “How are you two doing? What about inside, are you having any internal pain? You boys bounced around in that truck like two mice in a tornado.”
Bobby said, “We didn’t notice, we just enjoyed the view.”
Santino said, “Yeah, The sky, the ground, the sky, the ground…”
Hunter laughed, “You guys.”
A shout from above made them look up at Raymond. He said, “The Cavalry has arrived. And, we don’t have any prisoners in the vehicle.”
“What?”
“They’re not here, and neither are their backpacks with the drugs.”
“Adan?”
“He’s gone, too. There was another vehicle here, and they all got in it, then drove away. I back-tracked it and found where it hid, not far from here.”
“We weren’t down here that long.”
“What I thought. Somehow it was all rigged, this accident and everything.”
Buddy and Brandi peered over the edge at Hunter. Buddy said, “We’re coming. Don’t go anywhere.”
Bobby looked at Hunter, “Did he just say that?”
“Buddy likes to kid around.”
“All the time. You know how I keep that bowl of individually wrapped peppermint discs on my desk, in case someone wants one?” Hunter nodded. “He came to my office yesterday and while I was in the back, he superglued all of them together. You couldn’t tell by looking, but when I pulled one, the whole bowlful lifted out.”
She tried to hide her grin, “I know, you can’t stay mad at him.”
An uncoiling rope landed near them, with the last ten feet unrolling on down the slope. Buddy spoke above them from the road, “In case you want to use it to help you up. We have a litter we can lower down if you need it.”
Bobby said, “The rope will do. We’re coming up.” He smiled at Hunter, “With a little help from my lady friend here.”
Raymond assisted them from the top, and before they used the rope to help their ascent, Hunter quickly examined the crumpled pickup one last time. When she checked the destroyed front tire, the hair on her neck prickled. The exposed inside rim showed the clear mark of a bullet’s impact. She checked closer, lowering her head to look in the dark shadows left by the shredded rubber. A bright piece of metal showed on one side where it stuck in the inside of the rubber tire. “A rifle,” Hunter said to herself. Turning it in her fingers, she felt sure it was a .30 caliber round, and she guessed one of the larger ones, a 308, or 30-06.
Raymond called down to her, “You ok?”
“Yeah, just giving things a final look.”
“You might want to come on up here and take a look.”
“Coming.” She went to the rope and scampered to the top, helping
“You came up that like Spider Man.” Brandi said.
“She’s not even breathing hard.” Buddy said.
Raymond said, “You train like her, you can do the same.”
Hunter said, “Quit talking about me like I’m not here. Let’s get these boys to the hospital and get them checked out.”
Brandi said, “Come on, Buddy. I’ve got the engine running.”
She fist-bumped Hunter. “Guys, they’ll talk all day.”
Buddy said, “We do not, and we’re not stubborn, either.” As he slipped in the passenger’s seat, Hunter heard him say, “Brandi, did I ever tell you about the time…” the door closed and the ambulance drove away into the evening.
Raymond said, “I talked to Deputy Diaz, he said if we’ll come to the Starlight Terrace, up on the second floor, he’ll be waiting with some news. And a few snacks.”
“After we look around here some more. That someone took our prisoners, and Adan has me pissed.”
“Me, too.”
They looked at the tracks for several minutes, and both took images of the tracks with the phone cameras. “Let’s get going, what do you think?”
I’ll drive,” Hunter said.
“Ándale.”
Hunter drove fast, but her mind wasn’t on the road, it was on Adan and the four narcotics mules and their drugs. They were going to be in big trouble if they didn’t find the escapees. Raymond called Presidio and Alpine to tell them so they could start the search, and he and Hunter would return and assist. Hunter sped even faster, and Raymond cinched his seatbelt tighter as she raced down the dirt road, with gravel rattling under the wheel wells and body like hailstones as the dust roiled from the back, going upward like a tornado’s funnel.
Hunter wondered if Adan and the smugglers were already back in Mexico, and if the boy was okay. She was worried.




Chapter 8

Ellis drove with care, not wanting to attract any local law or the Highway Patrol Troopers by speeding, and he wondered about the Border Patrol Agents pursuing them. Those two irked him. The older one with the Zapata moustache, looking strong and tough as iron. And the other one, the woman. She was a beautiful pest, like an imbedded tick you can’t get out from your skin. Raymond, and Hunter, that’s it. He’d heard she was supposed to be a good shot, and had been in a shootout, but Ellis didn’t know the particulars. It didn’t matter because he was better than good with weapons, so he didn’t see a problem if it came down to it.
RL said, “Where are we gonna put these mules and this kid?” He licked his lips, “All that fentanyl back there is making me nervous, too. We get caught with that, we’re in for life.”
“We’re good. It’s not much farther, and I’ll take us through a locked ranch gate to a place that has a railroad car on it. We’ll put them in there and then make some plans.”
RL wasn’t sure, because he was thinking of people in that boxcar, in the heat of summer, with no ventilation or water. “We’ll move them soon, though, right?”
“Hell yeah, we don’t want that stuff, or them, around any longer than we have to.”
“Good.”
“Don’t worry.” Ellis slowed and pulled up to a ranch gate that had a small chain around the post and the gate edge, and a Masterlock padlock holding the ends together. “Here’s the key.” He gave it to RL.
RL opened the gate and swung it open on squealing hinges. Ellis drove through and RL closed and re-locked the gate. He hopped in the passenger side and Ellis drove a rough road that took a weaving path among small hills and across shallow washes, until they reached the boxcar. It sat silent and rusting near a caliche hill.
The railroad car sat on a short stretch of railroad tracks that extended twenty feet beyond the boxcar on either end. Other rusted pieces of iron and railroad equipment lay scattered around. Off to the side was a small, ten-by-twelve shack that looked uninhabited.
Ellis parked among the trash closest to the boxcar and said, “Here we are.” He hopped out, as did RL.
Ellis opened the sliding door with some difficulty. The badly rusted rollers squealed as they moved with the door’s motion. When it was open, Ellis said, “There, now it can air out a bit.” He motioned to the rear of the vehicle, “Let’s get those wets out of the back.”
RL lifted the rear door hatch and the aliens crawled out, with Adan the last. He stumbled and hit the ground, but one of the other helped him to his feet. Ben and Anselmo helped RL herd the backpackers and Adan.
Ellis pointed to the four backpacks of drugs, saying to Ben and Anselmo, “Put those in the brush over there. Hide it.” They carried the back packs by the straps, lugging them with one in each hand.  Ellis motioned the others to the boxcar’s open door. The four men and one boy shuffled to the boxcar and climbed inside. Ellis slid the door closed and locked it.
Adan asked through the door, “Can we have some water?”
“Gonna go get some water for you right now.” He motioned to RL and they got in their vehicle, along with the other two men. He drove away while the white, hot sun blazed down on everything.
RL said, “Where are we going for water?”
“Don’t be stupid. They’ll be fine until we’re ready for them to transport the drugs.”
RL started to say something, but he saw Ellis touch the butt of his Glock, not looking at RL. Ellis said, “Everything’s copacetic.”
RL stared straight ahead as Ellis drove, but he thought about the terrible way those five people were going to die.
**
Adan felt for the back wall of the boxcar in the darkness as the four men huddled together near the door. Needle-like beams of sunlight pierced the gloom in three places, giving only enough light to make out vague shapes, or where the walls were. One of the men called to Adan to come join them, but he said no, that it was too hot, crowded together like that.
Beads of sweat rolled down Adan’s temples and down his neck to soak the collar of his shirt. The other men were also sweating, and Adan could smell them all the way across the boxcar.
He found the far corner and sat down, and as he did, his hand landed on an iron railroad spike someone had tossed in there. He pulled it close and hid it behind his leg.
An hour passed. The stifling heat rose in the boxcar like in an oven over glowing coals. Several of the men yelled for help, and continued yelling for a long time, until they tired and sat, exhausted on the wooden plank floor. One of them rolled on his side and vomited. The sour smell reached Adan and he almost threw up himself, but kept it down.
The air heated to the point it burned their nostrils when they breathed, and soon the men shed their shirts. Later, they shed their pants and shoes. They complained to each other about how terribly hot it was, talking as if Adan wasn’t there. Adan felt as if he was being roasted alive.
Six hours later, one of the men convulsed, shaking and moaning on the floor as his feet moved so his heels occasionally drummed the wood underneath.
An hour passed, and they all heard the man’s death rattle.
Two more died in the next hour.
Adan knew he had to do something or he would join them soon. His hand touched the iron spike. He grasped it, then felt for a gouged place he noticed earlier in the plank floor.
When his fingers found it again, he realized it was where someone had dug at the wood before, someone else who had been trapped in the boxcar. Slivers of wood lay scattered around the rough groove, and a few curls of wood still were attached to the floor at the edge of it.
The last man alive besides Adan made a moaning sound, and thrashed on the floor. His naked body made raw, obscene sounds as flesh tore and skin ripped from the rough wood planks. He asked for his mother in a childlike, quavering voice, which made the hair on Adan’s neck rise, and he moved close against the wall so the moaning man asking for his mother wouldn’t find him in his delirium.
Adan hacked and wriggled and pried with the point of the spike against the wood, slowly deepening and widening the groove already there. He didn’t sweat, his moisture was all gone. He was certain the blood was only dust in his veins. His skin felt as though it would burst, like a hot dog he had once seen explode in a microwave. It was so hot…
The last man died an hour before sundown. His breath whistled through his open mouth in uneven notes at the last, and his body didn’t move except at the very end when his arms spread wide and then relaxed in death.
Adan was scared in this dark, hot, smelly place with four dead bodies near him. He dug some more, even though his hands tore from the rough head on the iron spike. They ached from the effort. He couldn’t cry, there was no moisture for tears.
Adan missed his mother…
As the sun left the sky, a bit of relief from the heat came to Adan inside the boxcar, enough to revive him and leave him with a horrible, burning thirst like he had never experienced before.
Hours passed, and the thin beams of light faded away, but he continued to work with the improvised knife. Blood oozed from both hands and covered his shirt front where he wiped the slickness from them to dig again and again.
Adan didn’t notice at first when he punched through because of the darkness outside. It was only a small breath of cool night air that came through the hole and caressed his cheeks and forehead.
Lying on his stomach, Adan put his face down on the hole and breathed cool, sweet air for the first time in what seemed like forever.
Moving his face from the hole, he dug again with renewed strength, and although his energy did not last long, he widened the hole so that his nose, mouth and chin went through to the outside night air. Bodies behind him made unusual noises as the gasses built in them, and he felt goose bumps on his arms from it. Digging again made his hands bleed and ache, so he picked up the dead man’s discarded shirt and wrapped the head of the spike in it to make the iron less rough on his palms. Adan worked himself to exhaustion, and while lying on his stomach with his face in the hole, fell asleep.
During the night hours before first morning light, a half-grown coyote walked by the railroad car and smelled death inside. He sniffed, and found the human’s face sticking from the hole. This one was alive, but not by much. The coyote considered licking and nibbling at the exposed face, the soft lips, but was too put off by the human smell. It studied the young human for several minutes, then loped away into the night to find some mice or rats, or even a rabbit if it was lucky.
The sky became a dull gray as morning began, and as first true light cracked the horizon, the day animals stirred. The sun rose in a cloudless sky and as the heat climbed, the yellow disk became faded brass as the temperature topped one hundred before eleven AM. Adan did not move. He lay face down, and was beyond sleep. He had drifted deeper. Adan was unconscious.
**
Hunter and Raymond returned to the same area the next morning, and worked until noon looking for sign along the river before moving into the hills and looking for other walkers.
Raymond said, “It’s like looking on Mars for tracks. Nothing here.”
Hunter said, “There’s not even much old sign.” The AC wasn’t keeping up because they rode with the windows down to better look for tracks. She wiped the grime and sweat from under her hat and her forehead, “Let’s check one more place. I haven’t checked it in six months.”
“Ok. After that, let’s get something in town that’s cold.”
Hunter nodded and turned on an old road leading into the dry hills north and west of Terlingua.
At two PM, Raymond said, “Hold it!” Hunter stopped, then backed until her partner said, “Right there. We’ve got vehicle tracks coming out of the gate up this hill.”
“No other traffic?”
“Nope.” He examined the vehicle tracks a moment before saying, “Pull up to that old gate up there. Let’s look for foot traffic, see who opened and closed it.”
Hunter turned the wheel and they drove on the side of the road so as not to wipe out any sign. It was rough, and many rocks under the wheels bounced the two Agents hard against their seatbelts when they parked on the side of the road. Both of them exited the Suburban.
“Look here,” Raymond said. “These look familiar.”
Hunter walked to him and looked at the footprints in the caliche dust. She pulled out her phone, scanned through the photos and enlarged one, then held it down by the track. “Same, exactly.”
“Who is it?”
“That guy, RL, from out at the Hart ranch.”
Raymond walked to the gate and played with the lock using an old set of lock picks, “Oops, this is open.”
“How about that?”
Raymond swung open the gate and Hunter drove through. Raymond hooked the gate closed behind the vehicle but didn’t close the lock. The road ran for several hundred yards into the hills, and ended at the boxcar. “Let’s check it out,” Raymond said.
Hunter noticed the quietness around the railroad car, enough to make her feel uneasy. She walked to the door and worked out the latch pin, then pushed it to the side on its rails.
Four bodies lay close together. Hunter hissed, “Damn.”
Raymond joined her and they looked at the scene, not talking for a minute. The smell of decomposition was faint, but filled the rail car’s interior. Raymond said, “Want to give me a lift up?”
“No, I’ll go.’ She pushed with her palms on the bottom of the opening and swung one leg to the side like an Olympian on a pommel horse, hooking her foot on the edge of the floor and pushing up so the other leg’s knee also came down on the rail car’s wooden floor. She stood, catching the flashlight Raymond tossed her, even though morning light filled the interior. She moved among the bodies and noticed a smaller fifth body, male, against the back wall near the corner.  He was face down and not moving, but something made Hunter lean down and check him. His back was warm, and she felt the slightest rise and fall of breathing.
“We’ve got a live one, Raymond. Call the EMS, and better call Carlo, too.” She knelt by the boy and gently turned him so he was face up. Hunter felt a flush go through her when she saw his face. “It’s Adan.”
“What the hell?”
She touched Adan’s forehead, “He’s burning up. Can you bring the water?”
“On it.” She heard his boots scrunch on the gravel and caliche as he ran to their Border Patrol vehicle. He returned in less than a minute. He put all of their water inside the boxcar where Hunter could reach it, and said, “EMS is on their way. So is Carlo.” He looked around the piles of debris and trash scattered around, then trotted to the end of the boxcar and returned with a discarded Igloo cooler. Using it for a step, Raymond pushed up and crawled into the interior to help Hunter.
Hunter had Adan’s shirt open and trickled water on his chest and stomach, using her handkerchief to keep it there and not allow moisture to run off him. “His skin’s burning, like touching a hot oven.”
Raymond handed her his handkerchief, “Soak this one and put it on his neck.”
She did, and talked to the boy as she wet the cloth and placed it over the large veins running up his neck, close to the surface, “Adan, hey buddy, can you hear me? We’ve got you now.” She didn’t know if he would make it or not, but she said to him, “You’re gonna be all right.” She used her moist handkerchief to wet his lips and squeeze drops between them into his bone-dry mouth.
The corners of his mouth were crusted, and she noticed the cracks there, the insides of them showing blood. His tongue was so swollen it looked as if someone had inserted an air needle and inflated it.
She dribbled more water in his mouth, and this time he swallowed, then coughed. “That’s it, that’s it, Adan. Drink a little more.” She continued to feed him drops of water and he continued to swallow, although with difficulty.
Raymond looked over the other bodies, “These are the four fentanyl mules.”
“Any of them shot?”
“No. Looks like they were locked in here and left to die.”
Hunter said, “The only reason we came up here was we spotted those vehicle tracks and then RL’s shoe print at the gate, otherwise nobody would know about them.”
“Those are some cold bastards.”
Hunter dripped a few more drops of water into Adan’s mouth, “No kiddin’.”
Both heard the faint sound of a siren coming their way. Raymond said, “Help is coming.”
The small sips of water seemed to be working, and Adan moved his legs, moaning softly as he exhaled.
“It’s okay, Adan. We’re here with you,” Hunter said. She wiped his forehead again with a moistened handkerchief.
They heard the EMS vehicle pull up beside the boxcar, and Buddy and Brandi hopped out and came to the two Agents. Their eyes grew big as they looked inside, and Brandi wrinkled her nose as she looked at Hunter. They had Adan out of the boxcar in less than a minute, and Brandi had an IV sending fluids in his arm shortly after that.
Carlo drove up in his Sheriff’s Department vehicle and came to the open rail car door. As he got out, the ambulance left with Adan. Carlo said to Raymond and Hunter, “You two attract things like this, don’t you, like a big magnet attracts nails. Jesus H. Christ.”
“You have any other people coming?”
“What, like I’m CSI or something? It’s not hard to see what happened here, the problem is finding out who.”
“We think we have a good idea.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“Those Hart Ranch employees, Ellis and RL.”
Carlo waited for more, and Raymond said, “Their tracks are here.”
“All that means is that they were here, and that’s only if the tracks were made from their shoes and not someone else wearing the same type footwear. You know that.”
“It’s all we have, until that tough little kid in the ambulance wakes up.”
Raymond hitched a thumb at the boxcar, “How about the bodies?”
“That’s the county coroner’s work.”
“We know they’re from Mexico. These are the backpackers we found yesterday.”
“The ones bringing in Fentanyl, and that got away from you.”
“Yes.”
“Does that happen often with you two?”
“Don’t you start that, Carlo. We’re sensitive enough about what happened.”
Carlo grinned, “I know, I was just jerking your chain.”
Raymond said, “You’re doing a good job of it.”
Carlo held up his hands in surrender, “I’m following the EMS, Buddy and Brandi are going to Alpine this trip. You two coming?”
“We’ll be there after the bodies are taken to the morgue. They’re on their way.”




Chapter 9

The EMS trip to Alpine went fast and smooth, with Buddy driving, and Brandi monitoring Adan. Brandi said, “He’s responding well.”
Buddy said over his shoulder, “Young kid like that, he’s resilient. We’ll have to ask Hunter later on how he was mixed up in those deaths. He should never have been in that boxcar.”
Hunter and Raymond followed behind as they made their way into the City Limits and through town to state road 118, which went by the Big Bend Regional Medical Center.
Ellis and RL listened to much of their traffic on the police scanner in the vehicle. RL noticed Ellis’ face was dark with anger. “What do you think?”
Ellis said, “That damn Kincaid woman is messing up everything. And that kid, we need to fix him before he starts talking.”
They listened to more traffic on the scanner and heard their names as suspects to be found and arrested. “Shit,” RL said.
“Let me make some calls.” Ellis used his phone and called, then said on the phone, “We’re in a mess. Any suggestions?” He listened for several minutes, then said, “Okay, we’ll be waiting.”
RL said, “Who was that?”
“Old man Hart.”
“Did he say what we should do?”
“Yep. We need to go to the Sheriff’s Office and turn ourselves in, say we heard they were looking for us on our scanner, so we’re the law-abiding type and are doing the right thing.”
“The hell you say.”
Ellis winked at RL, “We won’t be there for long. Help’s coming.”
“I hope you’re right.”
They drove to the S.O. and walked inside, where they spotted Carlo. He saw them at the same time, but before he could speak, Ellis said, “We heard you were looking for us. Thought we’d turn ourselves in.”
Carlo processed the two men, and let the jailer take them to a cell, where Ellis and RL reclined on their beds, smiling and smirking.
The jailer, an older man named Curtis, who still looked tough said, “You two think being up on a murder charge is funny? You’re a special kind of stupid.”
“Screw you, old man. We’re innocent until proven guilty. This is America, the U S of A.”
Curtis said, “That’s why you’ll ride the needle.”
Ellis looked hard at the jailer, “I’ll be seeing you around, old man.”
“I might just be the last thing you see. Your meals are coming in about twenty minutes. Enjoy ‘em.”
RL felt his stomach flop. The jailer’s words struck him hard. He said to Ellis, “Man, I don’t want to die.”
“Don’t sweat it. We’ll be out of here before nightfall. Guaranteed.”
**
Hunter and Raymond left the hospital when they were sure Adan would recover. Raymond drove into Alpine, and ready to head home to Marfa when he spotted a sky-blue helicopter lower and sit down near the S.O. Exiting the craft was a tall man with dark hair, wearing an expensive suit. He carried a briefcase and walked into the building as the helicopter idled.
“Wonder who that is,” Raymond asked.
“Let’s go see.” The two friends drove to the rear of the building and she and Raymond entered through the back door. They were just in time to see Ellis and RL escorted from the premises.
“No handcuffs,” Raymond said.
Hunter pushed forward and found Carlo, looking somber and more than a little pissed. “What’s going on?”
“Big shot lawyer. He’s got them out on bail already.”
“No way.”
“You know how it is, money and power.”
“They’re being released today?”
“Right now.”
As Ellis and RL stopped at the curb to wait for their ride, Ellis turned to look at the crowd. When he saw Hunter, he blew her a kiss.
Hunter started toward him and said, “That son of a–”. Raymond stopped her before she could get too far.
Raymond said, “This isn’t over, so play it cool.”
“I’d like to cool him.”
“You may still get that chance. We can watch him all you want. He can’t stay out of trouble, and when he messes up, we’ll be there.”
Hunter’s phone rang and she answered it. It was Sector Headquarters. A voice said, “Is this Hunter Kincaid?”
“This is Kincaid.”
“Is Raymond with you?”
“Yes, Raymond is with me.”
“The A-Chief, Frank Saunders, and PAIC Oscar Molina are here in Frank’s office. They need for you two to come as soon as possible.”
Hunter looked at Raymond. She raised her eyebrows and pointed at the phone. “We’re on our way.”
“What was that all about?”
“Frank and Oscar want us to come to Frank’s office, like pronto.”
“What did we do?”
“I guess we’ll find out.”
They parked at Sector and went in by the front office and down to the A-Chief’s office halfway down the hallway. The door was closed, so Raymond knocked.
Frank’s voice said, “Come in.”
They entered and were pointed to two chairs off to the side. Frank was sitting behind his desk, and Oscar was in another chair, facing the two Agents. A third man was relaxed in another chair. It was the Attorney they saw getting out of the helicopter.
Hunter whispered to Raymond, “He travels fast, doesn’t he?”
Raymond hid a grin with his hand.
“Something funny?” Frank said.
“No sir. Nothing at all.”
“Agent Kincaid, Agent Flores, this is James Goldstein, attorney for the Harts.”
Hunter checked him out closer. He had salt and pepper hair, a South Florida tan, an immaculate Armani suit, top of the line. His shoes gleamed like mirrors.
Hunter thought she’d see if he had a sense of humor, so she stuck out her hand to shake and said, “Nice to meet you, Jimmy.”
Frank looked like he swallowed a golf ball.
Goldstein was quick, and shook her hand, “So, you’re the one,” He said.
Raymond said, “One, what?”
Oscar butted in, “How about we get to business here.” His eyes twinkled for a second when he glanced at Hunter, but then went all business.
Goldstein said, “Very well. Agents of the Border Patrol have been captured on security video and on game cameras situated on the Hart ranch properties. Mr. Hart is concerned about this, especially since he showed you, Agent Kincaid, and your partner, Mr. Flores such courtesies recently. For that reason, I have asked your Chief Patrol Agent to reprimand you both, and to ensure it doesn’t happen in the future.”
Raymond said, “That part of the ranch is within twenty-five miles of the border.”
Goldstein said, “I know, and the Supreme Court decision of Taylor vs. Fine allows you to go there without a warrant, but let me remind you, that is for the purpose of apprehending undocumented immigrants, not for snooping, and the videos clearly show you were not hunting for undocumented immigrants.”
Before Hunter could talk, Frank said, “You two are officially reprimanded, with three days off without pay starting tomorrow. You will stay off the Hart property unless given permission to enter. Is that clear? This is from the Chief.”
Raymond was mad, “Clear.”
Frank looked at Hunter, “Clear?”
“What if, oh, some cartel assassins come over and are on the Hart ranch and we know they’re there because of one of our airplanes, and they are hunting Mr. Hart to kill him and the secretary, and the cook. Do we still have to call for permission to go on the ranch? That wouldn’t be hunting undocumented immigrants, but more like snooping or something. We want to do the right thing here.”
A vein in Frank’s temple pulsed as his face reddened.
James Goldstein said, “In that case, Agent Kincaid, you have the Hart family’s permission to come in and save them.” He gave her a quick wink.
Hunter liked this guy.
Goldstein said, “If there is nothing else, I will be going.”
Hunter said, “See ya.”
Frank walked him out as Oscar said in a whisper, “You and Hunter get the heck out of here while I cool him down. He’s about to have a stroke.”
Raymond led the way and they made it down the hall and out the building before Frank returned.
Hunter said, “Let’s go to the hospital and check on Adan. We need to finish the paperwork on him anyway.”
Raymond drove, “How do you think he’s doing?”
“I talked to one of the nurses earlier, she said he’s bouncing back fast, and from serious hurt. She said ‘That boy is tough as rawhide.’”
“I’m glad he’s not dead. He was this close.” He held his thumb and forefinger a quarter-inch apart.
Hunter nodded in agreement. As she pulled into the hospital parking area, she noticed Ellis entering the hospital, accompanied by RL and Mike Hart. She said, “We need to get in there.”
Raymond hadn’t finished getting out of the car when Hunter raced to the hospital and pushed through to the inside halls. She turned left and trotted to Adan’s room. Raymond was close behind. Inside the room, Adan sat upright in bed, with Dario and Dario’s mother near him. Standing at the foot of the bed were Ellis, RL, and Mike Hart.
Adan felt fear, and anger. He didn’t take his eyes off Ellis. Hunter slipped around the bed to stand beside Dario, and across from Ellis and RL. She noticed that Ellis had something in his hand, but couldn’t make out what it was.
Adan glanced at her, and she touched his shoulder to reassure him. Raymond moved so quietly, he stood behind RL without RL noticing.
Ellis looked sullen. He said, “The hell you doing here?”
“Watching you.” Her eyes made Ellis nervous, and he wanted to avoid her gaze.
RL started to move, then Raymond touched him on the shoulder, startling him so he jerked in surprise.
Hunter’s eyes went to Mike Hart.
Mike had a film of sweat on his upper lip. Glancing at the female Agent, he wiped the perspiration away and said to the others, “Let’s get out of here.”
The other two followed him, but not before Ellis turned at the door and said to Hunter, “Better quit following me or you’ll be sorry.”
“What’s in your hand?”
Ellis put the object in his pocket, then nodded at her. “I’ll see you soon.”
“I can’t wait.”
Ellis left, and Raymond stood in the doorway watching them leave. Hunter smiled at Adan and Dario. “You two aren’t getting into more trouble already, are you?”
“No, we wouldn’t think of it.” Dario said.
“How’s your back?”
Dario moved his arm in circles to show the shoulder had no permanent damage. “Good, and I’m going to have a neat scar.”
Raymond smiled, “A neat scar, huh? The girls will swoon.”
“What’s swoon mean?”
“They’ll treat you like a movie star.”
“Cool.”
They talked to Adan and Dario the most, but also Dario’s mother, Erica, who said Adan could stay with her as long as he wanted. When they left the hospital, Raymond said, “Did you see what he had in his hand?”
“A small syringe with the cap on the needle, and blue fluid in the barrel. I’m thinking something like Windex.”
Raymond said, “Right in the hospital? He was gonna try to kill Adan in the hospital?”
“He has to do something, and soon. Adan will identify him if it goes to trial. I texted Carlo and he’s going to put guards on the room twenty-four-seven, he said.”
“The deputies here are way better than the guards that were on Jeffrey Epstein.”
Hunter blinked at that one, and showed Raymond a sly wink.
Ellis drove, pondering what to do next. RL said, “We have to do something soon.”
Mike Hart said, “Aren’t you guys innocent? You’ll beat them in the trial.”
Ellis said, “Sure, Mike. We’re innocent, but that doesn’t mean they won’t find us guilty of something.” He turned to RL, “I have an idea. When does that kid get released from the hospital?”
“I overheard one of the nurses say he’d get out tomorrow morning.”
“All right.” He walked to their vehicle, saying, “That’ll be perfect.”
Mike felt a faint thrum of fear in his chest, like a single flick of a bass guitar’s E string and said, “What are you gonna do?”
“Talk to him, one on one.”
RL said, “Make real sure he understands what lying’s gonna get him.”
Mike licked his lips, “That’s all, just talk?”
“What’d you think? Damn, Mike, we’re not the bad guys here, we just play a little hard sometimes, and he misunderstood.”
“Okay. I’m good with that. Long as nobody’s hurt.”
Ellis spun on his heel and put his face six inches from Mike’s. His eyes were gray stone, and carried an implicit threat. “Watch what you say, ol’ buddy. Almost sounds like you’re telling me what to do.”
Mike took a step back and held up his hands, “No, not that, I didn’t mean that.”
“Good. Now, how about you go ahead and wait for us in Terlingua. We’ll be along in a couple hours. We’ll bring some meat to cook on the fire this evening.”
Mike nodded and left, anxious to get away from Ellis, who was usually a fun guy to be around, but not today, no sir.
He drove away, still feeling uneasy as he turned on highway 118 for the long drive to Terlingua, feeling sorry for the boy.
As soon as Mike left, Ellis was on the phone. When he hung up, he told RL, “We’re set, just beyond Elephant Mountain, so it’s closer to where we need to be with ‘em.”
“Who’ve you got?”
“Ben and Anselmo.”
“Good. Did you see Dario’s mom, Erica? She’s kind of hot, got those great boobs.”
Ellis said, “Keep your mind off poon until we clean all this up, you got me? You don’t want to mess this up and cross me, RL.”
“Got ya, hundred percent.” Ellis nodded and walked toward the vehicle. RL muttered under his breath, “You’re gonna turn your back on me once too often.”
**
Hunter and Raymond stood outside the hospital and were at loose ends, now that they were out of work for three days. Hunter said, “You can take the service vehicle to Marfa, I’ll get Lynne to bring my pickup. She’s doing shopping over here today anyway.”
Raymond said, “I guess I’ll go home and do what I do.”
“Which is?”
“Go to the store and buy some meat to cook on the grill this evening. Come on over, if you want. I’m thinking chicken tonight.”
“Thanks, but I’ll pass.”
Raymond looked at her, “You’re going back down to Terlingua, check on the kid.” It wasn’t a question.
“Probably.” She added, “I’ll get with Sam Kinney, too. He wants to visit, which for us means drinking beer.”
“Tell Sam to drink one for me.”
“We both will.”
Raymond gave her a wink, “See you in four days.”
Hunter had a change of clothes in her trique bag; a violet tee shirt with a bright lightning bolt running from her left shoulder to her right hip, and a well-worn pair of Wrangler jeans, along with an old pair of Asics running shoes. There was also the concealed carry holster so she would still be armed. She changed in the restroom at the hospital, and walked to where her friend, Lynne had dropped off the pickup in the hospital parking lot and, as prearranged, left the keys under the left front fender and balanced on top of the tire.
Too bad Lynne was moving soon. She and her husband, Mike, were travelling to Boerne, in the Texas hill country, where they had a new business going. It was making enough money they decided it made more sense to be closer to it than three hundred miles away. Hunter would miss them both.
She used the keys and opened the driver’s door, tossed her bag in the passenger’s seat, and slid behind the wheel. She adjusted her concealed holster so the baggy tee shirt covered the Glock’s handle. With that, she started the pickup, put in a new audiobook story from Mark Pryor, and drove through town and on to the Terlingua road, State Highway 118. The narrator, Todd McLaren was perfect for Pryor’s story.
Hunter was soon lost in the story. As she approached Elephant Mountain, she spotted what looked like a wreck in the road. Her attention was jerked back from Paris to the here and now, in West Texas, and a woman with a bloody head staggering around her vehicle on the highway.
It was Erica, and the children were nowhere in sight.




Chapter 10

Hunter parked fast, skidding the tires the last ten feet, and hopped out to run to Erica. Dario’s mother had a long cut across her forehead at the hairline, but it wasn’t deep. “It’s okay, Erica, the cut’s not deep. Cuts on the head bleed a lot.”
Erica regained her breath and, crying, said, “The boys, they ran into the desert. One of the men chased them.”
There was no other vehicle around. Hunter said, “What happened here?”
She wiped her eyes and nose, “A big pickup was sideways across the road, and two men stood by it. They waved for help, so we stopped. As I got out, Adan recognized one of the men and shouted for me to get in and drive away, but it was too late. They had the passenger door open and had both boys by the arms.”
Hunter felt a sense of dread, “What did the men do?”
“I ran at them and hit them, telling those bastardos to release the boys, but the big one, he pushed Adan to his partner, who tried to hold both boys, and he hit me with something. When I came to, I was on the road, my head bleeding and the children gone.”
“Did you see where they went?”
Erica thought in silence, and Hunter waited a full minute until she spoke. “I remember the big truck driving away, and hearing the other man yell at the boys. Oh, and I remember the sound of fence being crossed, like the wires twanging.”
She looked at the woman’s head. The edges of the wound were curling up and back, resembling lips, and evidence of a hard blow. Hunter went to her pickup and got a quart bottle of water and returned to wash off Erica’s face and the wound. She walked the injured woman to her pickup and pulled out her emergency medicine kit, removing a tube of Neosporin antibiotic cream, sterile pads and a roll of adhesive tape. Hunter had good skills and in several minutes had Erica’s head bandaged and treated.
No vehicles came by, and Hunter told Erica to move her car off the road while she moved her pickup. They parked side by side on a caliche road that ended at a ranch gate. Hunter took Erica’s shoulders and said, “I have to go after them, you understand?”
“Yes. Do you have a gun?”
“I do.”
“Shoot those men it they hurt either of the boys.”
Hunter didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no, either. “I’ll be on their trail. Here’s my phone, call for the police, or any law enforcement agency, okay? Show them which way I will go.”
“I will.”
Hunter touched her shoulder again, took a large swig of water, then pulled on a faded, burnt orange Texas Longhorns ball cap given to her by a friend who said the actor Matthew McConaughey tossed it to her at one of the Longhorn’s home games in Austin.
Hunter walked the fence and found their tracks with little trouble. She pushed down the top strand of barbed wire to step across the fence into the scrub desert pasture beyond it. She spotted the tracks near the fence, but as the man and two boys moved away from the road and deeper into the desert, Hunter had to slow to keep from losing her quarry. More rocks and tufts of grass and creosote and various sorts of cactus made tracking more difficult, but because the man wasn’t trying to hide his trail, she continued to follow without a lot of difficulty.
Fifteen minutes later, Hunter caught a glimpse of them as they went over a slight swale near a small hillock. She broke into a fast trot and covered ground quickly, reaching the spot on the swale where she’d last seen them. There were flecks of red on the soil. Hunter realized it was blood, but didn’t know who, or how badly they were injured. She searched the ground for tracks and slowed her pace as she pursued the two boys and the man.
The tracks veered right, then left. Hunter studied them and saw where one of the boys broke free and dodged the man, then raced across the desert.
She had a decision to make, which trail to follow, and she decided the one with the man and boy, because that boy was in the most danger.
Desert terrain stretched before her, with austere, steep-sided mountains on both sides of a wide, flat bottomed canyon where the tracks were visible in the deeper stony soil. They followed the canyon, going arrow straight.
Hunter trotted after them as the day grew hotter and she felt it beat down on her shoulders and ball cap-covered head like a heated blanket.
There was the always-present pack of Eclipse gum in her pocket, and she popped two of them out of the foil and chewed. Flavor and wetness filled her mouth. It was a temporary fix, but good enough for now. She moved into a trot and continued on the clear trail, glancing left and right occasionally out of habit.
A flash of light caught her attention. She stopped and looked at the mountain, and saw the tiniest of movements at the edge of the mass of stone and boulders.
Five minutes of nothing, and she felt she couldn’t wait any longer. The trail beckoned, and she raced after the tracks weaving their way through the patches of creosote and sage, and around cactus and ocotillo. Ten minutes later, she glimpsed the man and recognized him as the one called RL. He and the boy increased their pace across the flat toward a long finger of a rise, thick with junipers that extended beyond her sight.
Doubling her pace to a ground-churning run, Hunter closed on them. As they entered the dense green foliage of the junipers, RL glanced back and Hunter saw the surprise on his face, then he disappeared in the green shadows of the trees.
Hunter entered the trees, still at a run, and dodged and stumbled and pushed her way through the limbs as she stayed on the fresh tracks. Limbs cracked ahead of her, some she knew were small, but several were large ones, so that meant RL was pushing through some of the thickest of the trees.
Cutting at right angles to the trail put Hunter out of the junipers and onto the sloping edge of a rise forming the western edge of the ravine where the trees grew. Hunter could see better from her increased elevation and ran again to intercept RL and the boy. She didn’t know which boy it was, but she felt that it was Dario, not Adan.
The ravine widened ahead of her and the junipers formed a larger, almost forest-like area of green. RL’s head bobbed among them and that allowed Hunter to parallel the man and boy. She closed on them until there was less than one hundred yards between her and RL.
The juniper bushes narrowed a quarter mile ahead as the ravine played out, and two hundred yards beyond that was only open desert with scrub brush and soap yuccas among the patches of tobosa and occasional sacahuista. 
That’s where she would catch him, she thought. Hunter focused on the spot where a caliche road passed the shallow end of the ravine.
Something caused her to look to the right, and she saw a pale column of dust as a vehicle drove on the caliche road, coming in their direction.
Hunter increased her speed to a sprint.
The vehicle, a tan Dodge Ram pickup with huge tires, suddenly slammed on its breaks and slid to a dust roiling stop. The pale cloud rolled forward and enveloped the pickup, making it disappear in a bone colored cloud.
RL yelled something, then started toward the pickup on the road, pulling and fighting Dario. The boy spotted Hunter and struggled to get away from his captor.
The sight made adrenaline flood through her veins and she flew across the irregular desert ground. Two hundred yards separated them, and she could almost close the distance in half a minute.
The cloud dissipated and the Dodge Ram materialized. The driver’s window came down and the barrel of a rifle appeared, immediately cracking off a series of shots.
Dario yelled for Hunter to duck as bullets struck around her, shooting geysers of dust and gravel into the air. Hunter dropped into a three-foot deep wash and low crawled on her hands and knees to move forward. She thought about why the pickup stopped, because it had been evident just before the shots began. A recent rain washed a trench across the road, leaving it impassable.
RL had to get to the pickup, not the other way around. He tugged at the boy’s arm, but the kid struggled to break free. A voice came from the pickup, “Come on!”
Hunter low-crawled in the wash and stood when she was by a large Spanish dagger that could hide her. Hunter breathed deeply, watching from behind the hardy desert plant armored with bayonet-like leaves. She moved from behind the Spanish dagger and, staying in a crouch, scurried through an area of shoulder-high sage showing tiny purple blooms from a recent rain shower.
Dario spotted her and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Hunter!” He jerked with all his strength and broke free of RL’s grip, staggering a few steps before getting his footing, and then raced off the road and into the brush, going like a twelve-year-old arrow toward his friend.
Hunter ran toward him, even though the distance was over a hundred and fifty yards. She saw the hope in his face, his shining eyes, and sudden red wounds appearing on his neck and chest as she heard the shots from the pickup.
Dario went down hard, hitting face first in the dust.
Hunter screamed his name as she pulled her Glock and fired at the pickup. The distance was far, but the pickup’s body clanged like a tin drum from bullet impacts, and the driver’s window blew out from one round.
RL climbed down one side and up the other to cross the washout, and got in the pickup as the driver spun the wheels and made a tight U-turn.
It sped away as Hunter ran, crying at the same time. She knew even before she touched him that Dario was dead. She knelt and felt for a pulse, but found nothing. She wiped his face with her fingers, removing dust and tiny bits of sharp stone from his cheeks and forehead.
Hunter stroked Dario’s hair, smoothing it off his forehead. She had failed another person, another child. Grief filled her. And what could she tell Dario’s mother, Erica? God-o-mighty…
**
RL hung on tight as Ellis drove the pickup, going so fast that the oversized tires whined on the road. RL said, “You have glass in your cheek.”
“The other side’s worse. Stings like a sonofabitch, too. Missed my eyes, though.”
“She was a long way off, doing that kind of shooting with a pistol.”
“Tell me about it. I wasn’t worried when I saw her raise it, then it sounded like hail hitting the truck.” He picked another diamond-like shard of glass out of his forehead. “She must have been, what, a hundred fifty, sixty yards away, and running when she shot?” He wiped blood from his face, “She won’t get that chance again.”
“What do we do next?”
Ellis glared at him, “Before you screwed the pooch on this, we were gonna threaten Dario with hurting his mom, and vice versa, so they’d both keep their mouths shut about everything. Now, we’ll have to get dirty.”
“Dirty?”
Ellis looked at him with cold, angry eyes. “I killed a twelve-year-old kid five minutes ago. Shot him in the back. So, that dirty.”
RL clenched his fists, wanting to punch Ellis in the face, but held it in and said, “Okay.” He averted his eyes so Ellis wouldn’t see his anger. He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach.
They drove to a hidden low-water crossing on the river and the big-tired Dodge Ram had no trouble driving across the Rio Grande. When they topped out on the Mexican bank, Ellis said, “You can’t go back. Kincaid saw your face.”
“For how long?”
“I don’t know. We’ll have to be patient. Meanwhile you stay over here.”
“Where? I don’t have a house in Mexico.”
“We get up here a little further, I’ll make some arrangements.” He gunned the engine to get the Ram over a steep hump and onto a level road. When he stopped again, Ellis pulled out his phone.
“Who you calling?”
“The new jefe for this area, from the Sinaloa Federation. His name’s Santos Quiroga, and he’s a tough young guy. Smart, too. They brought him in here because this is a fringe area, with other groups fighting over it. He’s here to put things under one roof, like the new Sheriff in town.”
“How high up is he?”
“Like a Lieutenant. For now.”
“How’d you meet him?”
“We did some work together last year, further south and further east out around La Linda.”
“What did you do out there?”
“There was a group wanting to take over that area.”
“And?”
“They won’t take over anything now.”
They sat in the cool air-conditioned truck and waited for someone to show up, and all the while, RL felt sweat trickle down his spine while he sat beside Ellis.
**
Two vehicles: one ambulance and one Suburban from the fire department reached Erica on the highway. Buddy and Brandi talked to her, treated her head wound and put her in the ambulance.
When they arrived, Hunter had already carried Dario’s body to the road and she sat there, holding him. Santino and Bobby were still banged up from the wreck, but wanted to help so drove the roads. They arrived first.
The first thing Santino saw was all the blood on Hunter’s arms and shirt front. “Is she hurt?”
Bobby said, “I think the blood is Dario’s.” He felt his heart sink. “Oh, damn.”
They opened the back of the Suburban and slid out a stretcher and medicine bag, carrying it to the woman and boy.
Bobby said to Hunter, “Can you tell me what happened?”
“Someone in a tan colored Dodge Ram shot him. Whoever it is, is friends with RL because they stopped and picked him up.”
“And left Dario.”
“Yes.”
Santino asked, “What caliber?”
5.56, looked like an AR from what I could see. The windows were tinted dark, and I was too far away.”
“I see some tinted glass over there on the road.”
“I shot out the driver’s window, put a few holes in the car body, too.”
“Hit anyone?”
“I don’t think so.”
Bobby said, “So, RL was there.”
“Yeah. He looked startled when Dario was shot.”
“What does that mean?”
“I think he didn’t plan on them killing anybody.”
Bobby put the stretcher near Hunter, “Lay Dario on this. We’ll put him in the back.”
She did, and gave his hair one last brush off his forehead with her fingers as Bobby and Santino loaded the body in the Suburban.
They closed the door and glanced at Hunter. She looked like a hundred miles of bad road, and the most lost person they had ever seen. Torn clothes, scratches, dust from head to foot, and a face streaked with tear tracks through all the dirt on her cheeks. Bobby said, “Come on. You can’t stay here.”
She rose from the caliche road and climbed in behind the driver’s seat, looking sad and forlorn. Another child killed while she watched. The kidnapped children from three months ago, and the shootouts on the ranches, one near San Angelo and the other in Mexico by the lake, and more kids buried in silent, lonely unmarked graves. Hunter felt more tears and didn’t know how much her heart could take.
Bobby said, “You want out at your vehicle, or one of us can drive it for you, we don’t mind.”
“I’ll drive, thanks.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. Thanks, though.”
Bobby and Santino glanced at one another, both thinking the same thing, that Hunter was about to drop.
Santino said, “Okay. We’ll follow you back, just to keep watch.”
Hunter nodded her thanks, and Alicia came over to hug her. They talked, and both wept. Alicia gave Hunter back  her phone, then got in with Bobby and Santino.
They reached her pickup and she exited without glancing over her shoulder at the body in the rear. She walked to her pickup like a zombie.
Bobby said, “I feel for her.”
“Me, too, Hermano, me, too.”
They glanced once at Hunter’s pickup as she drove away, then followed in behind her. Santino said, “Think she’s going home, or to the coroner?”
“I guess we’ll see. Marfa is thirty minutes from Alpine, so she might pass that up.”
“I think so, too.”
As they drove in silence, each with their own thoughts, Santino wondered about that guy, RL, that Hunter saw, and what that sonofabitch was doing right now. One thing was certain, he disappeared in a hurry. He said, “What do you think will happen if Hunter finds RL?”
“Oh man. He’d better walk around with his hands up or we’ll be carting another body to the coroner, and it won’t be Hunter.”
“I just heard the other day about the shootout in Mexico. Not a lot of that info getting out.”
“Everybody who likes Hunter wants to protect her, so they’re not talking. She rescued some kids down there, if I heard right.”
“That’s what I heard, too, and a lot of bodies at the scene. Beautiful, lethal, and a good dance partner, plus she brings her own bottle to the dances.”
“What was that whiskey she brought to the last dance?”
“Devil’s River Whiskey. Made from Devil’s River spring water. Purest water in Texas, they say. That was some good stuff.”
Bobby chuckled, “That’s why we drank all hers.”
“That’s why we left in a hurry, too, when she came back to the table.”
“She’s funny as hell, too.”
“Yes, she is. But not today.”
They continued on in silence, their minds returning to the body in back.




Chapter 11

Two hundred yards from the road, Adan watched from a ridge that was all sharp edges and rough spikes interspersed in the fissures with thorny tasajillo, sotol, and nopal. He made a small noise as Hunter and the others left with Dario’s body. He watched Hunter longest, wishing he was with her. Adan cried for a while, thinking of his dead friend. An hour passed, and the only sound was the wind, softly soughing among the creosote and cactus.
He retraced some of the tracks and found the place where his friend was shot. Using a flat limestone rock shaped like the blade of a small shovel, Adan scraped dirt over the dark area of blood-soaked earth. It was all Adan could do to breathe, his grief was so strong. He stopped several times, then continued until all the evidence was gone and he didn’t have to see it any more.
There was nothing left to do but walk. The distance from Elephant Mountain to Terlingua was over forty miles. He thought about it, and since the direction to the town was almost parallel with road 118, if he felt like he couldn’t make it, he could go to the pavement and wait to be picked up by someone, maybe the Sheriff, or Highway Patrol, or the Border Patrol. There was enough traffic that he would encounter someone if that became necessary.
As long as he kept a sharp eye out for Ellis and RL.
Thanks to his mother’s teaching, he found meager nourishment on the way eating certain plants, and he knew where two of the wildlife watering systems were, the ones that caught the scarce desert rainwater and kept it in shallow, covered areas like cisterns. He’d heard the guardabosques, the game wardens, call them guzzlers. Adan was sure there would be a bit of water in them since there had been recent rain.
Adan took a deep breath, looked out across the harsh, desolate land, and said a small prayer before taking the first steps toward Terlingua. He hadn’t walked fifty feet before spotting an arrowhead in the game trail. He picked it up, admiring the delicate flaking to shape it, and the sharpness of the edges. It was small, less than two inches long. He wiped it with the edge of his shirt to polish the stone, and put it in his pocket. It was a sign of good luck, he thought.
**
Ellis watched the flashy Cartel leader as he drove up to park beside them in his black Land Rover. The black man with him, John Factor, exited the passenger side before the vehicle came to a complete stop, stepping gracefully to the ground and trotting for several steps before stopping at the same time as the vehicle.
The black man reminded RL of the actor Don Cheadle, except for the deadly looking pistol with the eight-inch silencer in his shoulder holster. He did not smile as his dark eyes took in Ellis and RL.
The Cartel leader opened the driver’s door and stepped to the ground. Flavio Valdez stood five-eight, a bit stocky and carried the weight in his barrel chest and stomach. He had short, dyed blond hair. RL remembered that he considered himself a gourmet chef equal to Guy Fieri and Bobby Flay, and liked to cook, often for others. But RL knew that neither Guy or Bobby had killed forty men, so there was that, too.
Flavio said, “You two eaten yet?”
“No,” Ellis said.
“Good, I’ve got stuff coming, I cooked it earlier.” As he finished talking, a van pulled up and opened the sliding side doors, emitting mouth-watering smells of Mexican food. Trays and bowls of all types and sizes covered the shelves, each one filled with food and condiments.
Two men in white server jackets put up tables with tablecloths, and added several bottles of wine. They continued to set the table with plates and silverware.
Flavio motioned to it, “You boys sit.” Ellis and RL did so. Flavio joined them, and the white-jacketed men served them. “I fixed chicken mole with adobo sauce, tatema, grilled tomatillos and onions, guacamole, tortillas, and flan for dessert. Then as a little treat for you, an excellent drink I learned to make in Ecuador. Canelazo. A wonderful mix of aguardiente, cinnamon, anise, sugar, and other spices. Delicious.”
Ellis knew to flatter him, “You made all this, today?”
“I did. It’s fresh, I guarantee.”
RL’s mouth watered. Flavio said, “Dig in.”
All three men ate and drank, while John Factor stood by the vehicle, where he remained silent and aloof.
When they finished, the three men received small glasses of brandy from the servers. Flavio said, “I’ve got fentanyl coming in, be here tomorrow. You ready to move it?”
Ellis said, “There’s some heat down here at the moment. Every law enforcement agency in the area is around Terlingua and Lajitas.”
Flavio’s face darkened. “Why?”
RL knew Ellis was a smooth talker, and he stayed silent. Ellis said, “There’s a pesky Border Patrol Agent down this area, a woman no less. Her name’s Hunter Kincaid, and she’s the cause of the trouble.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“She messed up our last shipment because she’s got a hard on for me and RL here. Like we’re her special project in life.”
“Why is that?”
“Some kid friend of hers died. She’s mad at the world and we’re the nearest target.”
Flavio was silent for a few moments, “If she’s out of the way, can you move things for me?”
Ellis nodded and said, “Guaranteed.”
Flavio waved over the black man. “John, I have a job for you.”
John moved gracefully and stood beside Flavio. “These men have some trouble with a female Border Patrol Agent. She’s disrupting business. Can you do something about that?”
John said, “Tell me about her.”
Ellis filled him in on Hunter, her physical description, other things about her, like where she lived and worked, including that she was said to be a good shot with a pistol.
John listened, not saying anything, then asked Flavio, “You want her dead, or in the hospital?”
“Either way will get her out of the picture.”
John nodded and returned to his original place.
RL said, “He doesn’t talk much.”
Flavio said, “He’s Indian, Seminole.”
“Like the Seminole Scouts in the wild west days?” RL asked.
“Yes. He is a dual citizen, descended from the original scouts at Fort Clark in Brackettville, somewhere near this Del Rio town. He lives in Muzquiz most of the time.”
“He any good with that silenced pistol he carries?”
Flavio said, “He’s better than good. I once saw him put a peso on the back of his hand, hold it chest-high, then drop his hand and draw to fire before the peso hit the ground.”
“He drew from the shoulder holster?”
“Oh yes.”
Ellis smiled, “Excellent.”
“He is the best.”
RL pictured Hunter Kincaid, and thought of things he’d heard about her; he better be.
John Factor said, “I’ll be back in a few days.” He left in the Land Rover, leaving a tall cloud of dust in the air as he drove into the distance.
Flavio said, “He’ll take care of the problem, and we can get back to business. I have two-hundred-thousand single-dose patches of pharmaceutical grade fentanyl, two hundred keys of coke, and forty keys of heroin.”
“Mexican brown?”
“Brown Sugar, baby. Sweet and pure.”
“Nice.”
Flavio said, “How do you plan on getting all that across, and on to Odessa?”
“If the volume is heavy on the international bridge, we can hide it in other products and send it across that way. They won’t let the bridge get too congested and will wave traffic on through to keep control of the flow.”
Flavio said, “The traffic volume is down. I checked.”
“Well crap. Then we go to plan B and we can take it across the river, transfer it to a vehicle and hide it in there, and take it cross country. I have keys to every ranch between here and Interstate 10, and can go cross country and never touch pavement until then.”
“Where’s the Border Patrol?”
“We have to be careful crossing, and sometimes they patrol the ranch roads, but running into them on a ranch, well, we can take care of the problem.”
Just make sure you get it there. I’ve got guns and ammo coming back.”
“We can handle that, too.”
“You have loyal drivers, and enough vehicles?”
Ellis said, “And enough guards, plus RL and me. Whatever you need transported, we will guarantee it to get there.”
RL looked out of the corner of his eye at Ellis. That was a rash statement to make, and it sounded like he expected RL to go into Texas, even though every law department in West Texas was looking for him. Oh, he didn’t like Ellis saying that at all.
Flavio rubbed his hands together, “We’re going to make some major coin with this one.”
Ellis clapped RL on the shoulder as he said, “What I’m planning on.”
RL flinched, but no one seemed to notice. He wondered if there was a way he could skip town, go somewhere far away, maybe Alaska, or down south to Cancun, some place like that. He thought about that one boy still loose and out there somewhere, the boy who had seen all the terrible things as they happened.
**
Adan covered a lot of desert on his first day walking. He stayed far enough away from the highway that he couldn’t see it from the rises, but close enough that he heard vehicles travelling up and down it.
Odd things he noticed while walking kept him busy, even though most of them were discarded items tossed from passing vehicles and the wind had carried them far into the desert on vague paths. Some caught on thorns, some against large rocks, and others lying in the open, deflated as a flattened birthday balloon. For some reason, Adan thought of a red balloon like the one in the Stephen King novel, It. The book was one of those his mother bought at the store for him, bringing it and the other home in a sack. He liked the King books, all of them.
Adan picked up several plastic bags that weren’t torn on thorns and snags and put them in his pocket for later use in food gathering. A mile further on, he found an empty water bottle, complete with the screw-on lid. Opening it to sniff told him it had only contained water. He carried it in his hand at first, and later put in in one of the plastic sacks and tied the sack on a belt loop. A pitaya the size of a truck tire grew in the shade of a huge gray boulder and Adan inspected it to find the fruits plentiful among the thousands of thorns, which told him the birds and javelinas hadn’t found it. He found two pieces of a dry lechugilla stalk and used them like tongs to pick out the fruit. He wound up with a double handful of the red, juicy morsels and ate half of them. The flavor burst in his mouth and he let the juice trickle down his parched throat before chewing and swallowing. The remaining half went into his plastic sack.
Feeling recharged after eating the fruit, Adan continued on toward Terlingua. One of the animal watering places caught his eye and he walked to it, even though it was close to the highway. 
One vehicle went by, but he didn’t think they saw him, and he continued to the guzzler.
**
Anselmo spotted the kid’s head bobbing through the pasture, but continued driving so the kid, Adan, wouldn’t run. He said to Ben, “You see him?”
“Who?”
“That kid.”
“Adan?”
“Yeah, that one. He’s out there in the pasture, walking like he’s out for a stroll.”
“Where is he goin’?”
“Hell, I don’t know. Probably Terlingua. That’s the direction he’s headed.”
Anselmo said, “Make a call.”
Ben pulled out his phone and punched in the number.
Ellis answered, “What’s up?”
“We found that kid, Adan. He’s walking through the desert and paralleling highway 118.”
“You got your partner with you?”
“Yep.”
“Take care of it.” He paused, “I thought that kid died in the desert somewhere.”
“Tougher than he looks.”
“Evidently. Finish it this time.”
“Okay.”
“I mean it.”
“Got you, jefe.”
He hung up. “So, what’s the game plan?”
Ben said, “Get ahead of him and set up an ambush.”
“Are we gonna shoot him?”
“That’s a last resort. This is a kid. I think we can handle him, don’t you?”
“Okay. We might have to chase him some on foot.”
“We’re both in shape, we walk all over this desert, I think we can catch him if we need to.”
“Let’s go get the little bastard.”
They turned around and drove towards Terlingua, with Santiago Peak seven miles off their left window. Ben said, “There’s a ranch gate up there in the next set of low hills, I have a key and we can go in there, be right in his path.”
Anselmo nodded, and they drove until Ben pointed ahead, “There, that red gate.” He used the key and they were on the ranch in seconds, soon finding a good ambush point where the hills closed and there was a narrow pass through them no wider than two people abreast could walk. “We get down there, we have him.”
“Not down there. Did you look close?”
“What?”
“All that brown down there, that’s dog pear, and it is thick as hell.”
Ben knew what dog pear was, some of the worst cactus anyone could encounter in the desert. It grew short, not higher than six inches, and clumped together in patches that could cover an acre or more. The cactus limbs were shaped like the fruit on prickly pears, but earth-colored and covered with tough spines three inches long. Those pod-like pieces broke off easily, and because of the stiff thorns would be sprung from the ground and often into the stomachs and legs of horses, and the buttocks and thighs of careless men and women.
Last year, Ben found one deer standing in the center of a patch, with so many nodes of cactus stuck on its legs and stomach that it wouldn’t move rather than feel more pain. Coyotes had chased it there, but hadn’t gone in the thorns themselves. Ben knew from painful experience how severe the sticks could be. The thorns also had a rough surface that, when stuck in, would resist pulling out. Like a porcupine quill, one old man told him. Pliers were handy in a ranch vehicle, and the dog pear thorns were where they had good use.
He looked into the other draws around them, and each was heavy with the pear, and some were choked with it. The small hill tops were clear, but in almost every draw around them, there was the cactus.
Anselmo looked around from their high vantage point and saw two people moving in the desert. One was Adan, and the other, a slender woman wearing a faded orange baseball cap and coming at an angle to intercept the boy.
**
Hunter Kincaid spotted Adan in the pasture as she drove toward Terlingua to meet with Carlo Diaz. The boy was three hundred yards from the highway, moving steady and sure. When she slowed, he disappeared, and Hunter knew it was because Adan didn’t recognize her. She thought about yelling, but she wasn’t sure if he could hear her or not. Nope, she’d go far enough ahead to park and walk into the desert and wait for him that way.
She parked not far from the many low hills that dotted the landscape, and walked out to a point where she had a good field of vision. She waited there, sitting on a round boulder. She thought as she sat in the shade of a small hill, Raymond was coming to Terlingua just to hang out with her and get out of his house because his wife, Connie, was complaining about him getting three days off without pay. His wife was like that.
A movement out on the desert flat caused her to focus on it. She spotted movement again. It was Adan, about a quarter-mile away, and coming her direction. Good. She would wait on him to reach her.
Seventy yards behind and above her on the hill, Ben and Anselmo crouched behind rocks and looked at one another with wide eyes. Ben said in a quiet voice, “What the hell do we do now?”
Anselmo’s tongue touched his lower lip, “We have to catch both of them.”
“She’s not in uniform, but she always carries. She’s dangerous.”
“Her focus is on the kid. We can use it to trap them both.”
“How?”
Anselmo told him.
Hunter sat on the boulder and waited until Adan was fifty yards from her before she stood and waved at him. The twelve-year-old stopped and froze, like a deer when it sees movement. “Adan, it’s me, Hunter.”
A smile broke on his face, and he started toward her, slowly at first, then at a trot and finally a full out run. She saw he was crying as he ran, and when he reached her, he clutched her waist hard and buried his face on her chest. Big sobs issued, and she held him, smoothing his hair and murmuring comforting words.
After a couple of minutes, he sighed deep and looked up at her. His face showed his grief. “Dario is dead, they shot him, they killed my friend.”
“There was nothing you could do.”
He held her and drew strength from the contact. “I am glad you found me.”
“You’re a tough one to find.”
The metallic sound of two pump shotguns being racked jerked Hunter’s head to the side, where Ben and Anselmo stood with the weapons at their shoulders.
Anselmo said, “Niño, get the woman’s pistol and bring it here. Hold it by the barrel, two fingers.”
Adan looked at Hunter, who said, “It’s under my shirt on the belt, left side. Go ahead, Adan.”
“You try anything, kid, and I shoot her first, then you.”
Ben was sweaty, even in the dry heat. His palms felt slick, and he lowered the shotgun to wipe them on his pants. Anselmo’s loud voice cracked like a whip, “Ben!”
Ben jerked, and his partner growled, “The hell you doing? Keep your shotgun on that bitch.”
Ben raised his weapon and looked down the barrel at Hunter, who showed no fear, only anger. Her glare made Ben squirm. He thought, if this woman had a gun, she would kill him and not even blink.
Anselmo motioned Adan to bring the pistol. Adan thought about trying to use it, but he had never fired one before, so he did as the man asked.
The man snatched it from the boy’s fingers and turned it in his hands. “A Glock 21, huh? A girl like you carries a .45?” He took out the magazine and counted the rounds. “Thirteen, plus one in the pipe. You expecting a war?” He held it out as if he was aiming. “How does it shoot?”
Hunter held out her hand, “I’ll show you.”
Anselmo laughed, “I bet you would.”
Ben said, “We gonna load them up in the truck, or what?”
“Be patient. Let me think.”
Hunter edged toward Ben’s shotgun that he held so loose in his hand.
Anselmo said, “Use your flexcuffs on ‘em.”
“In front?”
“No, cuff them with their hands behind them.”
Adan slipped his hand in his pocket and palmed the small arrowhead, holding it loose, then suddenly coughing and covering his mouth with the same hand. He slid the stone point into his mouth like a surreptitious chicklet, and placed it between his cheek and teeth, where it rested in the gutter. He didn’t know what he could do with it, but if they checked his pockets they would find nothing.
Ben pulled out two black, plastic restraints and cuffed Hunter first, then Adan.
Anselmo asked, “You get them snug?”
“Yeah. I don’t want them getting loose.”
Hunter said, “We’ll behave. You don’t need to do this.”
“How about because I don’t trust you, that’s why I need to do that. Tie their hands, Ben. Quit fooling around.”
He did, and when they were restricted, Ben checked their pockets. He put Hunter’s wallet and vehicle keys in one of Adan’s plastic bags, along with the pitaya fruit the boy still carried.
“Okay, they’re good to go.”
Anselmo led them off, going up the first hill at an angle.
As they walked, Hunter noticed the men stayed on the top or on the slopes of the hills. When she looked down in one of the shallow gullies, she knew why.
“How far to your vehicle?” Hunter asked.
Ben said, “A mile, maybe a little more.” Anselmo glared at him for talking.
They continued, with Adan and Hunter struggling on the slopes because of their hands behind them. After twenty minutes of walking and sliding and stumbling, Hunter stopped walking on the top of the next small hill. “You boys have any water? The kid and I are real thirsty.”
Anselmo leaned close to her, “Nope.”
“How about something to eat.”
The four people were close together on the edge of the hill, with Anselmo closest to Hunter. He turned to lead off, and Hunter whispered to Adan, “Get ready.”




Chapter 12

Adan didn’t know what was going to happen, but at Hunter’s words, he felt a flutter of adrenaline course through his system. He watched for any thing to happen, and yet, when it happened it was so fast he stood frozen.
Anselmo took a path that curved along the lip of the flat-topped hill. Ben walked behind Adan, so close he was only eight feet from his partner.
Hunter let a half-step add to the distance between herself and Anselmo, the lead man. She swung an incredibly fast roundhouse kick to the side of Anselmo’s head. The sound when her foot hit was like a fence post swung into an adobe wall. It was solid and deep, and seemed to vibrate the earth beneath Adan’s feet.
Anselmo went off the hill in a small arc, losing his shotgun and clawing the air as he fell into the rocky hill slope and then face first into the dark brown mass of dog pear at the hill’s base. His hands stretched forward toward the ground to break his fall, and they disappeared into the three-inch thorns, snapping off a dozen of the nodes and flipping them into the air and onto the man’s face and neck where the spines went deep and the cactus hung from his skin. His chest and stomach hit, then his legs. He lay in the thorns,
Ben seemed stunned, and Hunter charged him before he got his wits, ramming her head into his chest and then up into the bottom of his chin so hard his teeth clacked together to send small white chips of enamel into his mouth.
He staggered backward, tossing his shotgun off the hill as he waved his hands for balance. Hunter pushed again, then stepped quickly back as the man rolled off the slope toward the nightmare bed of thorns at the bottom. Sliding and bouncing, he clawed at the slope to stop his descent toward the dog pear. He slowed his fall enough so that he only slid into the edge of the thorns, with each one sending a terrible, burning combination of fire and pain as the rough spines pushed into his skin.
Someone poured gasoline on him and lit it while ramming in acid-dipped needles, that was the sensation on his forearm and leg from the hip down to his knee. It was intense, so much so that Ben could only make hissing noises, not words. It hurt if he even moved a finger.
The two men lay almost stupefied from the intense pain, and both panting in short, fast breaths like scared cottontails. Hunter looked down at them without pity. “Don’t move. I’ll send somebody for you when we get to town.”
Ben moved and immediately felt a long, rough thorn penetrate deep in his hip. It felt like someone poured burning acid in there. “Haahh!”
“Stop moving. Help is coming in a bit.” The men became like statues, trusting that Hunter meant it.
She led them away from the edge and said to Adan, “Let’s get these flexcuffs off us.”
“How?”
She sat on the ground and proceeded to move her hands under her rear and up behind her legs, then behind her calves and over her feet to leave her hands in front of her body. “Like that.”
She waited until he did the same, then she said, “Do this.”
She raised her bound wrists high, then brought them down with force at the same time she shot her knee up fast and hard between her wrists. The plastic cuffs snapped. “Now you.”
Adan had Hunter take the arrowhead out of his mouth, and he had to try three times before he got it. On the last try they broke with ease.
When they were both free, Hunter attempted to hand him the arrowhead, but he told her to keep it. She pocketed the point and said, “We’ll go to my pickup now, I have a spare key under the fender.”
Adan nodded. He still had the effects of the adrenaline he’d felt when Hunter took the two men out while cuffed behind her back. How did she do that? Adan was amazed, and feeling a bit of hero worship for her. He asked, “What about them?” He pointed behind him with his thumb.
“When we’re safe, we can call somebody. But not until we are safe.”
They moved at a fast walk, with Hunter checking Adan from the corner of her eye to make sure he was okay. The boy was like this country, she thought. Not lush, like a jungle, but peeled down to the essentials, and made of a rugged vitality many others did not have. He reminded her of the Apaches she read about, the ones from the nineteenth century, who their own legendary leader, Cochise, said of them, “The Apaches hang on to life by their fingernails.”
Adan asked, “Will you send me back to Mexico again?”
“I need to talk to the Deputy Sheriff, and some of my bosses because we might be able to keep you here for a while. No promises, but I will try.”
“Thank you, even if they say you can’t do that.”
She ruffled his dark hair. “First things first, we’ll get something to drink and eat. Then we’ll do the other stuff. Raymond’s coming down today, so he’ll be with us, too.”
“He is a nice man.”
Hunter felt herself smile, “Yes, he is. The best.”
They continued walking, covering ground in quick strides and on a direct path where Hunter left her pickup, even though they couldn’t see it from their place in the many small hills.
Adan said, “Is this the best way?”
“It’s the straightest way.”
“Okay.”
“Why, do you feel like we’re going in the wrong direction?”
“I have a feeling, that’s all.”
“Like what?”
He thought a moment, “Like someone’s watching us.”
She looked around, aware of the many hiding places near their position. “Did you see anybody?”
“Just a feeling.”
Hunter patted his shoulder, “I think we’ll trust your feelings. Which way should we go?”
Adan pointed, “That way. It will be a little farther and off to the side, then we can turn and come in to the truck from a different direction.”
“Lead the way, Dances with Wolves.”
Adan grinned, half embarrassed, half pleased, and took off across the hill top. Hunter checked the terrain behind them, scanning all the hilltops but not worrying about the draws because of the cactus, and then gave a quick look to the direction they were going. She saw no one and felt a bit of relief, then trotted after Adan.
She caught up with him on the next hill, and they continued toward the area where the hills ended and the flats began and went all the way to the highway. Both saw the pickup in the distance and angled toward it.
Adan said, “I will feel safer when we reach Terlingua.”
“Me, too.”
The two slowed as they reached the Dodge Ram, walking the last forty yards to it. When they reached the front of the big vehicle, Hunter spotted a shadow that seemed out of place.
The black man, John Factor, rose from the edge of a large creosote bush and aimed his silenced pistol at Hunter’s face. When Hunter ran at him, Factor instantly turned the pistol on Adan.
She stopped in her tracks. Adan’s face looked as if he’s seen a monster. His mouth formed a small o, and he froze.
“You two are a lot of trouble, you know that? Back there, when you changed direction, I lost you for a good bit. Only found you again when I spotted your heads above the brush.”
Hunter motioned Adan to come over and stand behind her.
“Uh-uh. Kid, move to her side, not behind her.” He wiggled the silencer to move him to where the kid presented a clear shot. Factor tossed him a pair of old Peerless steel handcuffs. “I’m out of plastic cuffs. Put one bracelet on her, and one on you.”
Hunter said, “You need to let us go. It would be in your best interest.”
John Factor smiled, “Probably would, but I already took the money. You two are going with me.”
“Where are you taking us?”
“A quiet place, out of the way.”
Hunter studied him a second. “Mexico.”
Factor nodded, “Some friends want to meet you two over there.” He pointed, “Leave your truck here, we’re going in mine.” He used the pistol again to point where they were to walk.
Hunter’s mind raced, but came up with no easy answers. Factor’s vehicle was only a hundred yards away, hidden in a shallow wash with brush along both sides, and just wide enough for the pickup to fit.
Factor nudged the two with the barrel of his pistol, “get going.” Hunter pushed through the brush to reach the door, then opened it and let Adan go in first before following. Factor followed, getting behind the wheel, saying, “I’ve got my pistol pointed under my arm at you. Start anything funny and I empty the pistol in you both.”
They sat back, with Hunter telling Adan to put on his seat belt.
As Factor backed out of the draw and turned the wheel in an open space to go out the gate, a man stepped to his window. It was Raymond. Hunter yelled as Factor shot Raymond in the chest as fast as he could pull the trigger.
Raymond went down, and Hunter beat on the back of John Factor’s head, until he shot through the seat and the bullet grazed her side. He yelled, “I missed on purpose! I won’t miss again. Sit back and shut up!”
Hunter’s ribs burned from the bullet, like a hot branding iron touching her skin.
He drove out of the pasture and on the road to race toward Terlingua.
Adan’s heart beat like a frightened rabbit’s, and he whispered to Hunter, “Let me help.”
He lifted her shirt, revealing a raw, red groove in her flesh that seeped blood down to her waistband, staining them along the beltline.
Adan had nothing to doctor it with, so he put his hand on the wound and pressed firmly. Hunter winced, but thanked him with a head nod.
Factor drove fast, calling on his phone as he did so to tell someone he was coming with prisoners. “I’ll be at the crossing in an hour, yes, by Lajitas. have somebody there in case I get stuck.”
Hunter fought not to cry, and listened as the man told the person on the phone, “I dropped some guy who walked up to my truck. Don’t know who he was, but I drilled him dead center.” He listened to the voice on the phone and replied, “Am I sure? Hell yes, I’m sure. Nobody survives six in the chest.”
Hunter moved her free hand to her pocket, then realized the arrowhead was in the other pocket, the one she couldn’t reach while seated and handcuffed to Adan. She whispered, “arrowhead.”
Adan looked at her, then understood. He used his free hand and fished it out of her jeans, then held it hidden in his hands. She moved her free hand to where he could give the point to her without Factor seeing them, then both sat back. Both were silent as he drove, but Hunter’s mind was on Raymond. She knew he was probably dead, but she couldn’t imagine him deceased. Her heart thudded with heavy beats, and each one pulsed out a bit more blood from her side, even though Adan pushed strongly on it.
They passed through Terlingua, with Factor saying, “You try anything funny going through town, I shoot the kid in the face.”
“We’re not trying anything.”
He drove on towards Lajitas, and as they passed by the golf course, Hunter whispered to Adan, “Be ready to swim.”
Factor drove down to Comanche Creek, where it joined the Rio Grande and had deposited a long, wide sand bar that pushed toward the Mexico side of the river. Across the water were several men standing high on the bank, watching. One of them waved at John Factor.
He pointed the vehicle into the creek bed and on toward the water, and when he was ten feet into the water and concentrating on where to drive, Hunter moved.
Her free arm came up and over the backrest, and she held the small flint projectile point tightly between her thumb and index finger so that one-inch of the blade’s edge extended beyond the length of her thumb. Flint was many times sharper than a surgeon’s scalpel, and she hit and raked the blade across the side of Factor’s neck to sever the artery and shoot a small geyser of red into the vehicle. He reached for her hand, but she moved it and shoved the blade again to his neck, this time cutting the other side and half-through the windpipe.
He gurgled and spat crimson onto the windshield as Hunter pulled against the hand gripping her forearm. Adan jumped up to reach into the front seat and grab the silenced pistol. He brought it back with him, holding it tight.
She pushed open the door and pulled on Adan, moving them both into the water, where they floated downstream.
Shouts came from the men on the far bank, and a shot spurted a fountain of water into the sky as Adan handed her the pistol. She brought it up–and froze.
Ellis had an AR-15 pointed at Adan, his eyes on the sights, lining up the shot.
Hunter touched the bottom with her toes and said, “don’t shoot, here it is.” She threw the pistol to the bank, where it landed at RL’s feet.
Ellis said, “Get your asses over here, or I start shooting.”
Hunter helped keep Adan’s head above water as they pushed and swam through the jade-colored river, until both could stand.
Ellis came down the bank and said, “You screwed the pooch on this one, Kincaid.”
She looked at the green water flowing around them, and at the flowing red ribbons in it, courtesy of John Factor, still in the half-floating pickup. She said, “Give me back that pistol and let’s try again.”
He lowered the rifle and as her eyes followed the weapon, hit her flush on the mouth with a hard right that dropped Hunter to her knees. “Say something else, smart ass.” He looked at Adan, “Kid, drag her ass up to the car and get in. Now.”
Hunter staggered to her feet as her split upper lip swelled and blood dribbled down the front of her shirt. Adan pulled her arm across his shoulders and started up the trail on the slick river bank as bad men waited above for them.
RL waited for them, but he didn’t look happy about it. When he saw Hunter’s lip, he took out his handkerchief and held it out to her, “Its clean, I put it in my pocket this morning.”
She took the cloth and held it to her lip, putting enough pressure to make it sting and her eyes water. They ushered her and Adan into a pale green Land Cruiser with oversized tires, and one of the men shoved them into the rear seat. He said, “Don’t say a goddamn word,” and shut the door. He said, “Now we have to drive for a whole damn day to get from here to there.”
Ellis stepped beside him and said in a soft voice, “We can leave you here.”
“No, that’s all right. I was just grumbling is all.” The whites of his eyes showed as he looked at Ellis.
Ellis said to RL, “We’ll meet you in La Linda. We’re going to Del Rio and across, then down from the east side. We’ll pick up some food and drinks. Flavio wants to cook while we’re in the ghost town, says the wood in that area seasons the meat better, or some such shit.” He turned his eyes to Hunter, “You two, take your pants off, and your shoes and socks.”
Hunter looked at him, and he said, “We’re not gonna rape you, but it should stop you from escaping and running through the brush. You try that, you’ll be cut to shreds in no time. Now, get them off.”
Hunter nodded at Adan, and both did as they were told, with Hunter handing the clothes and shoes to Ellis. His eyes lingered on Hunter’s legs as he took them. He left after one last look, taking the clothes and shoes.
RL wasn’t looking forward to twelve or thirteen hours of driving over rough roads and through rough country, but he wasn’t about to argue. He said, “See you there.”
RL got in the Green vehicle, with another armed man in the passenger’s seat to guard the prisoners. RL said to Hunter and Adan, “Don’t give us any trouble, okay?”
Hunter nodded, mumbling through the cloth she held on her lip, “No trouble.”
RL drove on the dirt road for hours, seeing only a single small farmhouse in the first hour as they proceeded south to skirt the mountains. Wildlife showed everywhere on the slopes, from a bear in the piñon pines on a ridge, to deer and smaller animals on the lower slopes and grassy flats. RL asked, almost absently, “Did you know there were this many animals out here? I always thought it was desolate.”
Hunter said, “It is a high desert, lots of wildlife.”
The armed passenger in the front seat, a dark-skinned Mexican named Pablo Huerta, pointed up the slope,
“And water, too. There is a nice spring up that way.”
RL asked him, “You from this area?”
“Not right here, but across the mountains, Nueva Rosita.”
“We go through there.”
“Yes, and then onto the long dirt road.”
RL thought for a moment, “So you know all this country.”
“Not all, but I explored these mountains with friends, when we were growing up.”
Hunter let them talk as she tried to think of a plan.
RL said, “I used to think that all I would see in deserts was cactus and spines on every bush, maybe a lot of creosote, too.”
Pablo said, “That’s a small part. Deserts are more than that.”
RL turned his head and said, “Hunter, you hear all that? Did you know about all this in the desert?” He glanced at her long, bare legs.
“You let us go, I’ll tell you a lot more.”
“You know I can’t do that. Ellis would have my hide.”
“I thought you liked me.” Hunter turned on the charm.
“I do.”
“You wanted us to go out sometime, right?”
RL’s cheeks showed rose-colored spots as he cast a sideways glance at Pablo, “I still do. But Ellis is tough, so I’m sorry.”
Hunter sighed, “That’s a shame. I would have shown you a great time.”
The tip of RL’s tongue touched his lower lip, “Oh man.”
Pablo punched RL on the shoulder, “She’s baiting you, stupid. She wants to escape.”
RL glowered, “Maybe not. Maybe she likes me.”
Adan piped in, “She does, she told me so.”
Pablo turned and slapped Adan, then pointed a finger at Hunter, “Shut up!”
RL said, “Don’t hit the kid.”
“Then all of you behave.”
RL was three inches taller than Pablo, and thirty pounds heavier, most of it in the chest and shoulders. He said, “You don’t give orders.”
Pablo said, “I didn’t mean you, you’re the boss in this vehicle.”
RL relaxed his grip on the steering wheel so his knuckles didn’t show white. “Just so we understand each other.”
Hunter turned her head so the men in the front seat couldn’t see, and winked at Adan.
RL drove in silence after his confrontation with Pablo, with occasional surreptitious glances in the rearview mirror to glimpse Hunter’s legs. They passed through the village of San Jose De Las Piedras, where some poor families lived in - and under - great hollowed out boulders at the mountain’s base, but they did not stop there.
When they crossed through the pass and by the mountain where the large, castle-like palisade stones they called La Cuesta de Malena crowned the top, and named after a woman who for decades sold coffee and small breakfast meals to miners and vehicle drivers working at the mines in the area. The sun caught the formation and it gleamed like a palette of pale cream and rose and orange brush strokes of color.
The terrain remained a mix of valleys and mountains, with the valleys filled with grasses and small bushes and some trees, while the coniferous forests grew on the mountains where they were not cut down by clear-cutting.
Pablo talked as if they were on a vacation, and he was the guide pointing out highlights, “All this was La Babia, one of the great ranches of Mexico. It contained almost five-hundred-thousand acres at its peak. Smaller than Don Luis Terrazas’ holdings were, but still very large.”
The scenery was beautiful, but Hunter was more interested in escaping. She watched for any opportunity, but none appeared. More hours of driving passed and RL turned on a well-maintained dirt road, saying, “This is the La Linda road. It’s long, with nothing on it but miles of desert, so take a nap if you want to.”
Hunter held up her and Adan’s cuffed wrists and said in a soft voice, “Could you take these off so we can get comfortable?”
RL almost did it, but Pablo said to him, “Hombre, we can’t do that.” Both men glanced at Hunter’s long, bare legs, and looked wistful.
RL said, “We can’t, but maybe when we get there.”
Two long, boring hours later on the dirt road, and they reached La Linda.




Chapter 13

RL drove by the abandoned and decrepit buildings and homes, on to the rise and to the small white church sitting alone on the low rise outside of the village.
When RL stopped in front of it, Ellis walked out of the building to the vehicle’s back door, and opened it. He tossed Hunter and Adan their pants and shoes. “Put ‘em on.”
Pablo gave her his full attention while she dressed, leering at Hunter when she caught him looking at her.
RL walked between Pablo and Hunter to block his view, looking at him with no smile on his face. “Go inside the church.”
“I can wait here.”
“Go inside.”
Pablo waited a second, then left them and entered the half-ruined interior of the church to disappear in a darkened interior dotted with beams of sunlight from the broken places in the roof.
RL said to Hunter, “We can go when you’re ready.” He had his back to them while they dressed.
Hunter didn’t think it would hurt, so she said, “Thank you, RL.”
He stood a bit straighter, but didn’t speak. While his back was turned, she looked around for anything that would help them. The barricaded river crossing that ended Texas Farm to Market road 2627 showed cold and rusting a half-mile from the church and across the Rio Grande. She spotted no one around, except in the distance where the sun glinted off what appeared to be a vehicle windshield. Brush masked it so well she couldn’t see the color, but the top edge of the windshield glass winked when she turned her head slightly to the left.
Ellis stepped from the church and said, “Come on.”
RL turned and said, “We have to go.” He let her and Adan walk ahead to the church.
The interior was hard used, with burn marks from fires, and vandalism at several places on the plaster walls. She looked up at the ruined ceiling near the entrance, so damaged that Hunter could see blue sky through the pillow-sized holes.
Four men stood together in the rear corner of the church. Ellis pointed at the men and told Hunter and Adan, “Go back there. They want to talk to you.”
He pushed her and the boy toward the men. Hunter saw Winston Hart, and his son, Mike in the center of the group.
Winston drew the first word out long, “Well. The two troublemakers.”
Hunter said, “Not us. You’re the horse’s ass around here.
“Careful, Kincaid, you’re in enough of a mess as it is.”
“For what?”
Ellis swung a backhand at her face, but Hunter ducked under it and butted his chin with her head.
His teeth clicked and Ellis staggered, losing his footing to fall on his back.
Mike Hart stepped to Hunter’s side and grasped her arm, “Hold it!” He didn’t look angry, only worried.
Ellis climbed to his knees, then his feet and rushed at the woman, but Mike stepped in front of her, “Nope, you brought that on yourself.”
Ellis looked at him, a hard, mean stare. He opened his mouth to talk, but Winston said, “Behave, Ellis.”
Hunter said, “Why do you want us?” I’m a federal Agent and you could get in a ton of trouble for this.”
RL stood to the side, shifting his feet.
Winston smiled, “Wonderful, you are a Federal Agent, oh my.”
Hunter wasn’t sure what was going on here, but she was ready to fight if she could.
Winston said, “You’ve stirred up a mess you can’t even fathom. But I’m here now, and we will take care of it, and take care of you two.”
Hunter’s nostrils flared with anger, but she was scared, too. Glancing out of the church entrance, she glimpsed Raymond in the distance, coming across the bare ground in a crouching run.
Her heart raced. Her friend was alive. He found them and was coming. She almost teared up, but held the emotions in check and turned to face Winston. The old man said, “In one way, you two helped me out. When my son, Vincent went missing, I thought that was the end of it because he’d opposed me at every turn after he hooked up with that Mexican whore.”
Hunter said, “I don’t understand.”
“He wanted to marry her, a goddamn Mexican. Well, I couldn’t allow that to happen. We Harts are not mongrels.”
Mike Hart stood stock still, listening as a feeling like a finger tickling his spine came with his father’s words.
RL walked to the entrance and scanned the terrain, uneasy for some reason. He also didn’t want to hear what Winston Hart said about Mexicans and Vincent Hart, the man’s own son.
He spotted something moving through the brush at a distance of one hundred yards. RL thought a coyote at first, then realized it was a man, one he knew. Raymond Flores, the Border Patrol Agent. He wasn’t in uniform, but he was armed. “Shit!”
The others looked at him and he said, “Guy coming on foot.” He pointed at Hunter, “Her partner, the other Agent.”
Winston Hart kicked a small stool and said, “That damn nigger said he killed Flores.”
RL said, “There’s been a resurrection, then, because he’s right out there.”
Ellis motioned for the others, then led three of them outside, where they opened fire at Raymond with machine guns and shotguns.
Raymond crouched behind some dry brush when the shooting began, and one of the first bullets cut through the gray and brown twigs to spray his face with exploding dry branches and leaves, filling his mouth with stiff pieces of the plant. He kneeled and coughed and spit the pieces out on the ground like a mouth full of old potpourri.
Bullets zipped and popped and whined all around him while he lay on the ground and used a finger to scrape stiff bits of plant from his mouth and tongue. The firing increased, sending rounds within inches of him, and Raymond backed down the slope to be out of range.
Ellis said to the others, “He’s below the rise. We’ll go out and flank him, get him in a crossfire. Let’s go.”
Ellis took a reluctant RL with him, and the others moved to the south side. They went at a slow walk, with rifles ready at their shoulders, searching for the man they wanted to kill.
Raymond had already departed by the time they talked. He waded waist-deep in the Rio Grande by the time they circled the area where he had been. Raymond knew it served no good if he was killed while trying to rescue Hunter and the boy. He wasn’t in a panic of flight, but instead, waded upriver until he made a circle all the way around the church and the armed men, then snuck into the town of half-demolished and abandoned buildings, spotting some old, yet serviceable heavy equipment that someone kept in repair. The one in the best shape was an old, yellow D-7 cable bulldozer from the forties.
He climbed the bank through a narrow trail in the river cane, and peered over the bank’s edge at the church. The armed men still scoured the rise, working their way toward the river, but were a half-mile behind from where Raymond watched them.
A movement near the D-7 caught his attention, and he spotted a slender man, seventies, wiping his hands on a greasy rag as he watched the church area from the safety of an old building near the bulldozer.
He spotted Raymond, then signaled him to come to the building by using hurry motions using his hands. He disappeared into the building and Raymond crouched as he ran through the low creosote and small mesquite bushes, working to stay out of sight of the gunmen.
When he was thirty yards from the building, the man appeared again and said, “Andalé, hurry, they’re coming this way.” He didn’t yell, but his voice carried the urgency of the moment.
Raymond scurried as low and quick as he dared, all the while watching the armed men moving toward him, but not aware he was there.
He circled behind the dozer and made it inside. The man motioned him further into the shadows and said, “They’re after you in Mexico? What did you do?”
“They have a little boy and my partner in there, and are going to kill them.”
“Is your partner the woman, Kincaid? We know of her down here.”
“Yes.”
“What can I do to help?”
“You have any rifles?”
“This is Mexico, Flores, we are not allowed to have weapons.”
Raymond looked at him, “And this is La Linda.”
The man let a fleeting ghost of a smile show, then said, “I might have one.”
“Can I use it, and some ammo?”
He walked to the inside corner of the building and moved a tool box, revealing a hidden cabinet. He opened it and took out an AK-47 with a thirty-round clip, walked to Raymond and handed it to him. He said, “There are two spare clips inside, if you want them.”
Raymond said, “Thanks.” He got the two extra clips and slid them into his cargo pants pockets.
“Flores, how about this dozer? It can do some damage, you know.”
“That would help. One other thing, stop calling me Flores. My first name is Raymond.”
“I can do that. Do you want me to drive so you can shoot?”
“I may not have to shoot.”
“Amigo, you are Patrulla, and one of those hunted. I believe you will have no other choice.”
Raymond didn’t argue. He said, “We don’t want to shoot people, but when they shoot at us, we defend ourselves.”
The man nodded in understanding, “Yes, I believe you. You two are not sicarios, like those murderers with the cartels. But still, you have killed people, I believe.”
“Who are you?”
“Joaquin Robles. I used to live in Marfa, not far from your home. My wife sold tamales to your wife, Connie.”
“I remember you. What are you doing down here?”
“My wife died five years ago. I was born here, so I came back.”
Raymond said, “You sure you want to help me? It’ll get dicey.”
I was in the Hundred and First Airborne in nineteen-seventy in Vietnam. Had action at Fire Base Ripcord and a few other places, so I’m no stranger to it. Do you have a plan?”
“I’m open to suggestions.”
Joaquin thought a moment, “They in the church?”
“Except for those four outside hunting me. I’m thinking two, maybe three at the most, and Hunter and Adan, all at the rear of the church. I spotted those two while they had the front doors open.”
“How about I drive the dozer and you work the rifle. I’ll go to the church and scrape a corner to open it up, then Hunter and the kid can come out, or you can go in. We’ll have to be quick when we do it.”
“We can’t outrun the gunmen on a dozer.”
“Won’t have to. We only have to make it back here and we can get in my Suburban parked at the back.” Raymond nodded and both men walked to the old D-9.
Raymond said, “A cable rig, huh?”
“Uh-huh. Made in 1941, and still has the original cables on it to work the blade. I’ll have the blade up high so it’ll give you cover.”
“Thanks.”
Both men climbed on the big machine and Raymond said, “If you can, knock that rear corner off the church, the one by the big rock.”
“I’ll do that and push the rubble out of the way so you’ll be able to run.”
Raymond nodded, worked the bolt to load the AK, and took a seat so he had a good field of fire. Joaquin started the dozer toward the church as the cables raised the blade to a point where Raymond could see over it, but his body was protected. The dozer moved fast and smooth across the yard and reached the Church in less than a minute. The armed men outside church stopped their recon, then watched for a moment before Ellis yelled at the others and they hurried to help.
Raymond put two fast rounds into the brush near Ellis, scattering the men. Two dropped to the ground, but RL and Ellis crouched and continued to advance, firing as they went.
The .223 rounds from Ellis’ AR-15 made crack-crack-crack sounds and the bullets zinged and moaned as they ricocheted off the dozer blade. Raymond’s AK rounds were louder and deeper, with boom-boom-boom-boom echoing off the church.
Men scurried from inside, and yells and shouts filled the air as Joaquin drove the big machine to the back of the church and into the wall at the far corner beside the big rock.
The blade lowered and dug into the white wall just below knee level. A bullet zinged off the back of the blade and both Joaquin and Raymond jerked in reflex. Raymond glanced behind the dozer to spot Ellis firing again, and this round barely missed Raymond’s chin, coming so close he felt the feathery push of air as it passed. He jerked his head, and turned to spray the AK in the direction of Ellis, who dropped out of sight in the brush.
Joaquin worked the blade and gunned the motor. The wall began to give, showing jagged, lightning-like cracks as it opened and traced the edges of the adobe bricks under the stucco. He steered the dozer slightly off-center and the blade hooked one of the bricks, pulling a door-sized opening in the wall as it also toppled the big white boulder at the corner.
Ellis rose to his knees and snapped off several rounds, all of which hit the church wall. Raymond fired back, and both men missed. He turned and yelled into the new opening in the church, “Hunter! Come out! It’s Raymond!”
More men joined Ellis. All of them opened up on the dozer and the two men half-hidden in the cab. Bullets slapped metal all around them.
Joaquin said, “Shit!”
Raymond looked in the hole one more time to see no one. He said to Joaquin, “Get us out of here.”
Joaquin didn’t wait, but turned the dozer and sped off the rise and back into town, all the while with bullets striking around them.
Raymond felt terrible, constantly looking back at the church, hoping for a glimpse of Hunter and the boy. When the rise blocked his view, he stopped looking, but his thoughts were with his friend.




Chapter 14

Hunter and Adan huddled together near the church’s rear wall as Winston Hart held a large Colt Government Model .45 on them. They heard everything going on outside, but didn’t know the specifics. A loud motor was coming closer, they knew that for sure, as it made slight vibrations pass through the church to send fine dust floating down from the damaged ceiling.
Winston said, “I should shoot you two right here.”
Hunter said, “You ever kill somebody before?”
“No, but I often wondered about it.”
“Not as easy as you think. It’ll damage your soul, Winston.”
“My soul is fine.”
She looked at him as she pushed Adan behind her. “Why murder us?”
The heavy machine outside the wall grew louder.
“Because you two are challenging me, challenging my legacy.”
“No, we’re not. We only want to get away and live.”
“You, Kincaid, can’t keep your nose out of my business. You’ve caused Ellis untold trouble, not only recently but over the last two years with your interference.”
“What, smuggling people and drugs? You think that’s okay to do? You and Ellis are not above the law, you sick sonofabitch.”
Winston’s smile was thin, malicious. “Yet, here we are, with you and the little bastard soon to die, and me to continue as a successful businessman.”
The church shuddered. Plaster fell off the rear wall like broken eggshell. A blade of light came through the wall, low near the floor, and ran up in a jagged pattern. The big engine right outside the wall groaned with effort.
Winston stepped back as his attention went to the wall, and took out his iPhone. Hunter dropped to a squat and picked up several pieces of plaster. She rose and threw them sidearm at Winston’s face like she was skipping a stone across water.
Adan copied her, and both threw as fast as they could pick up material to toss.
Winston yelled and stepped further back, dropping the phone which Hunter snatched from the floor. Hart’s pistol was now used to ward off flying pieces of stucco from his face.
Hunter nailed him two good ones in the forehead and cheek, where one piece of stucco broke apart and shot grit into Winston’s eyes.
A groaning shudder went through the entire church and a door-sized portion of the rear wall behind them gave away, opening a hole to the outside. At the same time, gunfire became more intense with bullets hitting the church wall and the dozer. Hunter caught a glimpse of Raymond firing back and of another, older man driving the machine. Firing increased, and the dozer swung away, increasing its speed as it evaded the shooting, and disappearing from Hunter’s sight while it rumbled down the gentle slope toward the ghost town. Raymond fired his weapon, but it soon stopped, as did the firing from Ellis and his men.
Hunter pushed Adan out the opening and followed after him. Winston wiped his eyes and tried to clear them enough to shoot. By the time he could see, the two were gone.
As Adan passed through the rent in the wall, he saw the big boulder had also been toppled by the dozer’s blade. In the hole at its base was a small metal box. He picked it up and continued on as Hunter stayed behind him to guard the boy from bullets.
Hunter said, “Go to the town. We’ll try to join with Raymond.”
“Okay.” Adan trotted toward the abandoned buildings, keeping close to the tread tracks of the dozer. Hunter stayed at his rear and glanced back every few steps to look for pursuit.
When they reached the first abandoned building, Hunter said, “Stop here a minute. I want to watch our back-trail.”
She remained at the corner and peeked around it to check the rear of the church and in the terrain near it for any pursuit.
Adan opened the box in his hands. It was the size of a deck of cards, made of aluminum, and the lid opened and closed the way an aluminum lozenge box did. Inside it was a folded paper. It wasn’t writing paper, but fancier than that, he noted. Thick, with ornate filigree along the edge. When he had it open, Adan read. His heart stopped.
“What is it?” Hunter asked him.
He handed it to her because he couldn’t talk from the emotion of it.
Hunter glanced once more around the corner, then read the paper. After a moment, she said in a soft voice, “God-o-mighty, Adan.”
A voice came from the other end of the building, “Y’all hold it right there.” It was RL, holding a rifle on them.
Hunter slipped the paper to Adan and pushed him behind her, whispering, “escóndelo.” Adan did as she said, and hid the paper in his pants after refolding it, and doing so where RL couldn’t see him while he used Hunter’s body as a blind.
RL said, “I don’t want to shoot you, but you need to stand still till Ellis gets here. He’s coming.”
“You’d shoot me?” Hunter said.
“Wouldn’t want to, but yeah, I would. Then the kid.”
“I thought we were going to hook up soon.”
“I don’t think that’ll be possible now.”
“You sure?”
Sounds of running feet came to their ears. “I’m sure.”
Ellis showed, as did two others, and Winston, still rubbing his eyes. Ellis said, “You two are slick as teflon, you know that? But now it is over.” He turned to one of the others, “Miguel bring the ride down here.”
Miguel nodded and trotted into the ghost town, disappearing from their view. They heard a motor start somewhere in the distance a short time later, and Miguel returned in a brown Land Cruiser.
Ellis motioned for Hunter and Adan, “Get in.” He held the rear door open for them. When they were inside, Winston got in the front passenger seat and held his pistol on them. RL got in beside Adan, and Ellis slipped behind the steering wheel. He said to the two men still standing outside, “Hunt Raymond Flores down.”
Miguel said, “And the other guy?”
“He’s collateral damage.”
“Seguro, jefe.”
Hunter felt a jolt go through her at that, and she started to lunge over the seat, but RL touched her ribs with the barrel of his pistol, “Don’t.”
Ellis smiled at her in the rearview mirror, “He will, too. Won’t even hesitate.”
Adan didn’t want to see Hunter killed in front of his eyes, and whispered to her, “Senor Raymond, he is bravo. Do not worry for him.”
Hunter settled back, and thought about some way, any way, to escape.
Ellis drove from the buildings of La Linda and took a road toward the south. As they passed the last building that was nothing more than a pile of sticks and rubble, everyone heard the long rattle of machine gun fire, then silence.
Hunter silently mouthed Raymond, without realizing she did it, and felt like someone kicked her in the stomach.
Ellis said, “Your buddy should have retired a long time ago. Too bad.”
Winston added, “He was a greaser, not a big loss.”
Hunter looked at him long enough for the man to become uncomfortable under her stare. “There’s a reckoning coming,” she said.
Ellis said over his shoulder, “You won’t be there to see it.”
“It’ll still happen.”
Ellis turned onto a ghost of a road that wound down into a long, shallow valley, then an hour later, came up out of the far end and into terrain of low, brushy hills and draws filled with small boulders, rocks and sand. Ellis turned northwest and continued on the bumpy, ragged path. In the distance were higher hills, and the beginnings of mountains.
Adan thought he recognized the area. He’d come to it before, from a different angle, but this was in the general place where the abandoned mine was located somewhere ahead of them. It was on the slope-sided hill where the first mountain rose dramatically behind it.
Ellis drove across the countryside rather than on any road, and it bounced and shook the passengers until their headaches grew to throbbing tumors of pain. Hunter said, “You trying to shake us to death, driving like this?”
Ellis said, “Shut up, smartass. This way will take two hours off the time to get there.”
“Where is this there you’re talking about?”
Ellis pointed, “Up that rise to the abandoned mine. You know, you’ve been there before.”
Hunter knew because she recognized the familiar topography from the last time, but she felt like a conversation might help them somehow. “What are you going to do with us?”
“Put you somewhere so we can get things done without you interfering.”
Adan asked, “Are you going to kill us?”
“I am not.” Something hidden in his tone made Hunter wonder.
Winston said, “It would be easier if we did, but I told you to handle this your way.”
Adan noticed RL turn his pistol to the back of Winston’s seat. RL said, “So, we’re doing this Ellis’ way, right?”
“That is what I said, you moron.”
Hunter hoped he would shoot, but Ellis said, “Let’s all calm down here. Nobody’s getting hurt.”
The vehicle hit a chug hole that jerked everyone around inside and fine dust drifted down from the headliner on them. Winston said, “This way is terrible. You need to find a better path, Ellis.”
“It smooths out up ahead there.” Ellis pointed at the slight indication of a road a hundred yards in front of them. Everyone was silent as he motored across the rock-strewn path, and when he reached the primitive road, it smoothed out enough that they could talk.
Winston said, “I won’t go on these little jaunts with you again. I’m a man of refinement. This is for lowlifes.”
RL’s face flushed, but Ellis seemed unperturbed.
Hunter watched them both, looking for any opening, and she noticed that Adan also watched them.
Ellis followed the road as it angled uphill, and Hunter recognized they were on the trail to the abandoned mine. They passed through brush and cactus, transitioning to juniper and a few pinon pines further up the incline, until they arrived at the small shed marking the mine’s entrance.
Ellis and RL exited and told their two prisoners to get out.
Hunter said, “What are you going to do with us?”
“Put you somewhere safe so we can leave you a while and go do our business. We’ve got a ton of dope coming in that we have to get across the river today, so we don’t have time to babysit you.”
“And after?”
“We’ll be living in Mexico, so we will turn you two loose.”
Adan said, “But you killed Dario.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. But this is here and now. I’m gonna hide you two and go do our thing, then come back and you can walk back to the border. Let’s go.”
Hunter said, “Can’t you drop us off at the border? It’s like thirty miles from here.”
“While you’re walking back, we are going to disappear. That’s what the time you’re walking will be used for. You’ll never see us again. Now, get out.”
They got out and Hunter glanced at the dark sky that signaled thunderstorms, as she and Adan walked ahead of Ellis and RL into the shed. It was like she remembered, only a lot more dust covering everything. They walked into the mine entrance and RL used his battery-powered lantern to show them the way.
Hunter caught movement out of the corner of her eye, and saw Ellis loosen his pistol in the holster. She turned her head a bit and watched RL do the same.
Hunter moved closer to Adan as they walked toward the old, two-by-twelve pine board across the hole in the mine floor. She whispered, “run”, and saw he understood.
Two steps from the hole, Hunter and Adan sprinted forward and tight-roped across the board to the far side. Hunter kicked the end of it and sent the makeshift bridge into the hole, where it fluttered down to crash in the bottom. “What the hell?” RL said.
Ellis said, “Shoot them!” He raised his pistol, aimed and shot, knocking bits of rock off the wall beyond the two runners, but missing them.
Adan sprinted ahead and Hunter followed close on his heels, using her body to shield him from the gunfire.
RL shut off the light and they were in blackness. Ellis fired three more times into the dark, but failed to hit anyone.
Hunter touched Adan, and they went forward several steps to where the tunnel made a sharp right turn. Once beyond it, they breathed easier, but only for a moment. Ellis yelled, “You can’t escape! This mine dead ends.”
“We’ll stay here until you two leave.”
Ellis thought a moment, then said, “Okay.” He and RL left the mine and Ellis walked to the blockhouse outside. He opened the lock and entered, returning with a handful of red dynamite sticks and a coil of timer fuse, along with the fuse igniters.
RL said, “What are you gonna do?”
“Seal it up. You got any objections?”
“I guess we have to.”
“They’re too dangerous. The boy knows too much, and that Kincaid woman is a damn wildcat in a fight. We can’t risk it, and this way, we didn’t have to kill them, they did it themselves.”
RL didn’t see how that was true since Ellis was going to seal them inside to die, but he didn’t argue. All this made his head hurt.
Ellis said, “I know you were hot for the woman, but I’ll make it up to you when we get back to Ojinaga. There’s some new whores in Boy’s Town that they brought in from Delícias. Blonds and redheads, young and pretty.”
RL nodded, then used his light to shine on the mine walls. “We gonna have to drill holes for the dynamite?”
“Nah, this mine’s over a hundred years old, and because it’s on the hillside, there are deep cracks that’ll work fine.” He handed RL several sticks, then cut fuses and handed him the fuses and blasting caps. “You know how to rig them, we’ve done dynamiting before. Take the charges outside and put them above the entrance. Try to bring as much of the hillside down on here as you can.”
“You want me to start the fuses when I do?”
“No. I’ll come out and signal you. Then you do it and run like hell to me.”
“All right.”
“I’ll plant the ones inside and do them first, but I’ll leave long enough fuses to light them all at once. That gives time for you to do what you need to do. We clear?”
“We’re clear.”
“Get going.” RL left the mine and disappeared. Ellis heard his feet slipping on the slope above the entrance several times, but nothing else. He turned his attention to the walls and ceiling, finding several large, deep cracks that he felt would work. He pushed the sticks in them and left the fuses out for easy reach.
Ellis used the striker fuses to light them and stepped back to make sure they all burned. When he was sure, Ellis walked to the entrance. He looked back once into the dark mine and wondered if Hunter and Adan had found the skeleton back in there, then he went outside and yelled to RL to light the fuses and come down.
RL hurried too much and slipped on the steep slope to come down with his legs pumping and heels digging into the dirt like a bronco rider spurring his horse. His butt hit hard on the level ground beside the shed, and he grunted with the impact.
Ellis said, “Get your ass up and come on.”
“I’m comin’.”
They moved behind the pickup and waited. It wasn’t long before the whump, whumpwhump, whump-whump-whump-whump sounds of the explosions sounded and a cloud of dust spewed from the shed door like someone exhaling cigar smoke.
Ellis was satisfied. He patted the watch in his pocket and said, “Let’s go drink some of Winston’s whiskey and relax.”




Chapter 15

Hunter felt sure there was no pursuit, that Ellis and RL remained on the far side of the hole in the mine floor and hadn’t found something to use as a bridge. Her ankle throbbed from kicking the heavy board, allowing her and Adan to escape. Feeling they were safe enough to use a light, she pulled out Hart’s iPhone and turned on the flashlight app.
“It’s bright,” Adan said.
“Not bad, huh? Let’s see where this goes.” They walked deeper into the mine for several minutes before the low rumbles came and the mine’s roof dropped pieces the size of dinner plates to the floor.
Hunter pushed Adan against the wall and covered him with her body. One broken piece of roof hit her shoulder and almost buckled her legs, but she held fast against the wall.
When the rumbles subsided, dust filled the mine and made it hard to breathe. Creaks and groans also sounded in the mine, more from the front entrance.
“Let’s just sit a while and wait for it to subside.” She said.
Adan pointed at her shoulder, “You’re bleeding.”
She looked at it, then pulled her shirt from her neck and inspected the wound. A small, ragged cut on her deltoid wept blood. The wound was an inch long, with deep bruising already showing around it. She said, “It’ll be okay for now. I’ll patch it up when we get out of here.” She didn’t want him to worry.
They walked, stepping carefully because of the fallen rocks and timbers, but made good time. An hour later, Adan spotted something ahead at the edge of the light on the floor. They walked towards it, and Hunter realized it was a human skeleton, still clothed, sitting on the floor with its back and head resting against the wall. Fifty yards beyond it was a small beam of sunlight running from the roof to the mine floor like a spotlight. She ignored it and focused on the skeleton on the floor.
When they reached it, Adan said, “I wonder who it is.”
Hunter examined it by using the strong flashlight beam to inspect the body up close. The skeleton was partially mummified, but something had eaten portions of the skin on the hands. Half of the khaki shirt had torn away, leaving mummified skin showing from the chest to the belt.
There was a dark spot on the cadaver’s pants thigh as well. A large, dried stain. Hunter pushed the cadaver to the side and looked at the back of the thigh. A bullet hole showed in the dried cloth. The area around where the man had sat was also dark where the blood soaked into the earth.
“He bled to death, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did.” Hunter said. When she righted the skeleton again, she noticed something clutched in the left hand. She opened the stiff fingers and pulled out the portion of the torn shirt.
When she turned it over, she saw where the man had written something, and done it with his own blood. She spread the cloth and saw the date, twelve years ago this month, and the words written with a sliver of wood that had been dipped in his blood. It was his will:
My name is Vincent Hart, and a man named Ellis Carver has shot me and abandoned me in this mine. I am bleeding badly. If I die, I leave all my possessions to my wife, Alicia, and my son, Adan, who I have never seen. I was kidnapped and kept prisoner in Sinaloa for years by associates of Ellis. I escaped last week. Notify my father, Winston Hart, an… The message trailed off, unfinished.
Hunter looked at Adan and saw a shocked look, and a tear spilling out of one eye. “This was my father.”
“It seems so, Adan.”
A sudden rumbling crack sounded and several tons of rock dropped from the roof near the back wall. Dust and gravel continued to fall.
Hunter’s heart beat like a frightened rabbit as she looked for a way out of the mine, but only saw more trickles of dust and rock shards falling along the mine’s roof. Swallowing her fear, she said, “We have to keep looking, come on.”
Adan faltered, not wanting to leave his father’s remains. Hunter said, “We have to go back, this whole thing’s collapsing.”
Another loud rumble rolled through the bedrock and shook the floor and walls, sending showers of dust and gravel-like shards down on them. Hunter stepped to the skeleton and said, “give me the will.”
Adan handed it to her and she put it on the skeleton’s chest, spreading it so it could be read, then she stepped back and took three fast photos with the iPhone. She gave the crude will to Adan, then thought a second before moving away. The last thing she did was pull on a desiccated finger, and it came off with a dry snap. She put it in her pocket and said to Adan, “For DNA.” He nodded.
He fell in step with her as they searched for an exit as they walked toward the mine entrance. Two hundred yards later, they encountered another cave-in of car-sized slabs blocking their way.
“We’re going to die in here,” Adan said. His quavering voice sounded the boy’s growing panic.
Hunter pulled his arm, “Come on. I saw some daylight that way.” They hurried deeper into the mine, dodging melon-sized stones with quick steps, and detouring around the other, larger, partially collapsed areas.
Another rumbling shudder made Hunter stumble, but she caught herself with a hand on the mine wall. She looked ahead through the increasing dust in the air and said, “There it is.”
They walked through the dust and saw several boulders leaning against the wall under the light. Hunter recognized it as an airshaft, drilled into the mine to allow air to flow through to the tunnel mouth. She climbed up on the boulders and stood at the opening.
It was small, so small she wasn’t sure she could fit in there. Using her light, Hunter looked into the shaft and noticed the light was dim. She felt sure there was some partial obstruction in it, but at this point they had little choice.
Another cracking, splitting sound of breaking stone reached them just before the shaking cave-in and more portions of the roof fell, this time covering the skeleton and most of the floor.
They were trapped in a space as wide and deep as a kitchen refrigerator, and no assurance that it wouldn’t also collapse.
Adan’s teeth chattered, and Hunter’s hands shook. She climbed into the shaft and found she could only fit with her hands and arms straight over her head. Her shoulders scraped the rough stone enough to be painful, and her back and butt touched the top of the cold stone shaft, but she continued, calling to Adan to follow her and stay close.
Hunter’s claustrophobia climbed into her throat as the way narrowed even farther in the hole, but she pushed on even as tears came to her eyes and her panicked breathing hissed between clenched teeth.
Adan kept his hand on one of her ankles, scared to break contact. His breath shuddered and occasional faint whimpers issued from his mouth.
Moving like worms on their stomachs, pushing forward with their toes and occasionally pulling with their fingers, the two prisoners made slow progress, inches at a time.
Hunter craned her neck to look up the shaft and saw the sunlight dim from storm clouds, and something else. She thought it resembled large patches of hairy moss clinging to the walls, but wasn’t sure if that was what the dark masses were.
Another, stronger shift in the rock suddenly lowered the ceiling of the shaft by an inch and Adan yelled. Hunter had to stop to push down her fear so she could talk. “You all right?”
“Y-yes.”
“Good. Keep coming, and make sure you touch me. I don’t want to lose you.” She felt Adan grasp her ankle again, and they crawled forward and upward at a thirty-degree incline.
A quick flash of light showed in the shaft opening as lightning shot across the sky. A faint rumble came down the hole several seconds later. They crawled on for what seemed like an hour, but when Hunter checked her phone, it showed fifteen minutes had passed.
“How much further?” Adan asked.
“We’re more than halfway, but still have a way to go.”
His small, tired voice said, “Okay.”
Hunter’s shoulders ached from not being able to lower her arms, and she knew her knees were raw and bloody from using them to help propel her forward. She checked her phone again, this time noticing there was only ten percent power left on it. She pushed the “low power” mode to save what she could.
Three minutes later, she thought she saw the hairy moss moving on the wall. She stopped and stared. It was coming toward her. She froze and, with horror, saw several clumps join into one mass, almost filling the shaft.
A small running trickle of water hit her chest as it ran down the shaft. Rainwater, coming down the hole. 
Adan said, “Hey! There’s water coming in!”
“It’s not much. Let’s keep going.”
“Okay.” He hesitated a moment before saying, “We’re not going to drown, are we?” Adan’s voice was almost pleading.
“No, Adan, we’re not. We’ll get out of here before that can happen. Be strong, okay?” She prayed it wasn’t a lie.
“Okay.”
They crawled further and Hunter’s shoulders ached so much that she felt cramps forming in her upper back. Her knees were like hamburger and her jeans felt sticky and wet from the blood. She tried to use her toes more, but that meant almost doing a plank in the tight space, which made her buttocks and lower back cramp, too.
The shaft grew darker, and Hunter used the phone flashlight. The large clump of hairy moss was a foot away, and breath caught in her throat. The moss was a moving, striding mass of spiders, filling the shaft from top to bottom and side to side. The first portion reached her outstretched hands and she felt the tiny, prickling legs of thousands of daddy long-leg spiders crawling over her hands, then arms, coming for her face.
She barely had enough composure to say, “Some spiders, Adan. They’re not poisonous, but they’re going to crawl over us.”
He didn’t answer as he gripped her ankle.
The spiders crawled on her hair, and on her face, with their needle-thin legs going into her ears, her nose, her eyes, and on her closed lips. They were in her hair by the hundreds, burrowing in, the tiny feet touching her scalp and the stilt-like legs moving her hair so it gave her goose bumps.
She couldn’t breathe because so many skittered around and probed inside her nostrils, so she opened her lips just enough to let in air. Spider legs slipped in the cracks, and Hunter pressed down with her lips. The spiders pulled them out, but immediately others pushed their own legs in her mouth.
She tried to squirm, but the rock all around her kept Hunter in place, almost as tight as a straightjacket. She heard herself make small noises, and behind her, Adan struggled in full blown panic. He tried to blow them out of his mouth, but then gagged as more entered.
“Keep your lips together, open them only a hair.”
He stopped gagging, but his breathing sounded ragged and full of phlegm. She said, “We’re almost there.” She spat out the spiders that swarmed in her mouth when she spoke.
Hunter’s neck was on fire from holding it off the rock for so long. She turned her head to the side, and the pain forcing stiff muscles and ligaments to twist made her breath whistle.
As soon as her head touched down, she jerked it up.
Water ran in a small rivulet down the floor of the shaft, two inches deep and six inches wide. Hunter’s stomach felt a ball of ice form.
The water’s rising, and fast.
Hunter’s fear of tight spaces and of drowning almost caused her to faint as the blood pounded in her ears, but she held on and pushed the fear back down. “Adan, the water’s rising, so put your face to the side when you need to.”
He patted her ankle, but didn’t speak. She heard him spitting out spiders.
She crawled ahead, feeling the water grow steadily deeper on her chest. The spiders didn’t like it, so they gathered on her head and face, any place above the water. She felt goose bumps every time their tiny legs touched her neck and went into her ears.
She snorted when they went into her nose, and with her head turned sideways to stay above the water, it was constant.
The water was cold, and made their teeth chatter, but it also helped with the pain on their knees. When several dime-sized hailstones floated down to her, she knew why.
Five minutes later, the water was so deep she had to turn her head and raise it, using her stiff, burning neck muscles to do so. She tried to talk once, but failed. Making herself cough helped, and she said to Adan, “Keep your head as high as you can. The spiders are getting less. If you can put your head on my heel, I’ll try to help keep you up.”
“Okay.”
The water was a stream now, and ice cold. The spiders seemed to have left, but the water sapped their strength every second.
Hunter held her breath and turned her head, putting her mouth and nose under water so she could see up the shaft. Only the faintest gray indicated the opening. Checking her phone showed three minutes of power left.
Fear pumped adrenaline through her, and Hunter moved faster, keeping her head turned to the right and as high as she could. The water reached her chin, and still rose. Adan coughed and sputtered, but came on, still holding her ankle.
Hunter’s phone failed when they were several feet from the entrance. The coldness and the dark filled her with despair. A brilliant flash of lightning lit the sky and let her see how close they were, maybe ten feet from the opening.
The lightning also brought a heavy deluge of ice cold rain, so much that the shaft filled at a rapid rate. Hunter pushed and crawled as fast as she could, but the rain continued to fill the shaft.
She heard Adan gurgling, she raised her legs to lift his head as water covered her mouth and one eye. With time for one last breath, Hunter hooked her foot under Adan’s arm and pulled him forward as she continued in the dark and without air as the water closed over her.
Her lungs burned and panic gave her strength to continue. When she pushed again, her hands, reaching as far out in front of her as she could, broke the water’s surface.
She pushed forward while pulling a limp Adan with her feet, and her face broke the surface. She gasped several huge breaths while climbing out of the hole and reaching down to grab Adan. She lifted his head from the water as she shivered and her teeth chattered.
As soon as she turned him on his side and called his name, the boy coughed out a cup full of liquid, choked a bit, then breathed. He said, “Are we alive?”
Hunter stroked his head and helped him sit up. Both were waist deep in the water as she said, “Let’s not do that again, okay?”
With their bodies numb from cold, they crawled out of the bowl-like depression that housed the shaft entrance. She said, “So that’s why all the water.”
They crawled on hands and knees to the lip of the bowl and looked around. Short brush crowded the rim and provided good protection.
Adan hugged himself and said, “I am so cold.”
Hunter said, “Me, too.” She motioned with her hand for him, “Come here.” They hugged each other for body warmth as she looked around for shelter.
Adan’s teeth chattered. That’s when Hunter spotted a small overhang along the side of the mountain. She told Adan and he squinted, trying to see it. Hunter pointed with her forefinger and said, “Look along my arm to the finger, like sighting a rifle. Its right at the end.”
Adan finally saw it, then said to Hunter, “How could you see that?”
“Eating lots of carrots,” She smiled at him. They started across the hillside, and moved up to the slope, along a shelf of stone that stood out from the side.
When they reached the shelter forty minutes later, both were exhausted. Hunter climbed into the shelter, a stone ledge undercut where softer stone and caliche had washed out to leave a space six feet high in the center, and ten feet in depth to the back wall and extending for twenty feet to where the ends tapered down to the ground.
Evidence of prehistoric Indians showed with the burned rock that had been shoved out the mouth of the shelter and down the slope. A large, abandoned rat nest was along one portion of the back wall. Hunter knew it would supply a lot of dry wood and tinder so they could start a fire.
She searched around the pile, found a dry sotol stalk, and a flat piece of some hard wood, she thought mesquite. The abandoned nest was comprised of fine pieces of grass, hair, downy feathers, and bark. She arranged a handful on the stone floor, and used the sotol stalk to rub the mesquite and make a friction fire. They had flames in less than two minutes.
Adan fed the flames with twigs to create a small, almost smokeless fire, with room between it and the back wall to reflect the heat. They sat between the fire and wall, and within twenty minutes were dry and comfortable.
Hunter spotted a pitaya cactus nearby and went to it to pluck the strawberry-flavored fruit. Animals and birds hadn’t gotten to it, so the cactus was full. She carried them in her shirt front, holding it like a basket, and brought them to the fire, where she and Adan ate, relishing the tart sweetness of them after their ordeal.
Adan said, “Do we walk to the border now?”
Hunter held up her phone and saw the batteries were dead. “I think so. We’ll have to be careful in case Ellis or his men are looking for us.”
“They believe we’re dead inside that mine.”
“Uh-huh, and we want to keep them thinking that way until we get somewhere safe.”
They sat in silence after that, both exhausted, and watching the sun go down. As the burning orb dropped to the horizon, it turned the bottoms of the low clouds an incredible, deep red so rich it appeared they glowed with a vermillion inner light.
Hunter motioned Adan to her and they scooted close to the fire that had burned down to coals. She positioned Adan so his back was to her front and her arms over his chest to put her body heat around him. The night grew cool, then cold, with the fresh rain’s humidity making it feel even colder. They soon fell into exhausted sleep as the now clear, cloudless sky full of stars turned like a gigantic, slow-motion wheel through the night above them.




Chapter 16

Hunter woke when there was a faint light in the eastern sky. Stars shone everywhere in the night above them. She scooted away from Adan so he could sleep longer, and the movement sent jolts of pain through her knees when the scabs tore open. She made a silent grimace, but still didn’t waken the boy. 
The more she moved, the more pain she felt. In her stiff neck, where the tendons seemed as tight as cables, and her shoulders, which caused a white fire of agony in the joints from her position in the air shaft. She moved slowly, until her limbs felt able to function. The fire burned down to a few coals, so she used the small pieces of grass and twigs to get it going again. Once flames rose, she added other wood to it, and soon had a nice blaze the size of a hat. There were three pitaya fruits left from the day before, and she ate one, leaving the other two for Adan when he woke.
Thirst was a big thing, so she walked out of the shelter and looked for small potholes or depressions in the rocks where yesterday’s rain left water. She found one, fifteen feet from the shelter and lay on her stomach to suck out the water from the small depression holding a cupful of moisture. She spotted several others nearby, but wanted to wait for Adan to rise so he could also drink.
When she returned to the shelter, Hunter sat down and pulled back the torn cloth over her knees to check her wounds. Both were crusted with half-dollar sized scabs that wept blood from the cracks.
“Those look like they hurt,” Adan said, startling her. She hadn’t heard him rise.
“Yeah, they sting a bit.”
“I saw some prickly pear yesterday, wait here.” He rose and picked up a shard of thin stone before walking out of the shelter and back along the way they had come. He knelt beside a small growth of the cactus for a moment, then returned with four pads of the young, green ones. He sat beside her and took each pad to scrape clean and get the interior of them exposed. Then he said, “These will help.” He took off his shirt and tore several strips off it, using them to hold the cactus on her knees.
“That already feels better,” She said. “How’d you learn that?”
“My mother.”
“That’s a good trick to know.”
“I bet you knew it.”
“I did, but I didn’t see the cactus.”
He smiled, then looked around, “Is there water near?”
Hunter pointed to several small depressions holding moisture, and Adan went to two of them, drank and came back.
He ate the fruits and asked, “When do we go?”
“Today. No reason to wait.” She led the way from the shelter, going down the mountain toward the mine entrance. “We’ll go to the mine, see if Ellis and RL have left.”
“If there is a car or truck, maybe we can take it.”
“Maybe so.”
They walked with care, partly because of their aches and pains, and partly to keep a watchful eye out for Ellis. The further they descended, the aches and pains lessened because of muscles warming up and blood pumping at an increased rate.
Hunter took a path the last third so they could approach the shed undetected. They worked to a point in the junipers that was two hundred yards from the mine entrance. Hunter and the boy found a comfortable spot and watched the area for an hour, but saw no other life. She said, “Let’s go,” and the two walked across the slope and through the juniper and cedar to the shed, or where the shed had been.
The slope above the shed had collapsed on it, leaving only a small piece of corrugated tin protruding from the huge pile of rubble.
Hunter checked the tracks for both people and vehicles and recognized those of Ellis and RL and their SUV. She checked close, putting her face a foot from the tread tracks to see evidence of insects and weathering. When she rose to her feet, she said, “They left this morning, for sure after last night’s rain and today’s morning dew.”
“Good, I don’t want them around anymore.”
“Me either.” She scanned the area in all directions, “Well, you ready?”
“Yes.”
They walked a steady pace that gradually increased in speed as they reached more level ground and their muscles warmed to the task. She stopped every fifteen minutes or so to scan the horizon. An hour later, she saw a pale column of dust in the air coming from behind them.
“I think we might have someone on our trail.”
Adan turned and watched it with her. “They are coming right where we walked. Look, they’re where we followed the shallow ravine.”
“Let’s make a turn up here, see if they stay on us. If they do, it means there’s a tracker in their group.”
Walking at a slightly faster pace put them quickly into the rougher areas, with fingers of alluvial washes spread out like long, spidery fingers. They crossed two dozen such cuts in the terrain, some were three feet deep, while others only six inches, but all prevented fast pursuit.
Hunter spotted the vehicle again, an older model Ford pickup with oversized tires, still coming their way. It was a good seven or eight hundred yards behind them, but made much faster time than the two did on foot. She turned and said to Adan, “We need to speed up.”
They moved into a dog trot, a ground-eating, shuffling run that Apaches used in the nineteenth century to cover a hundred miles a day, and glided over the broken ground. Adan kept up, but he showed the strain on his face.
The sharp snap of a supersonic round passing close and the plume of dust from the bullet strike showed thirty feet in front of them. Two seconds later, the distant boom of the report reached their ears. 
Hunter sprinted ahead as Adan ran beside her. She said, “Cut into that arroyo up there.” She was also shocked at how close the man came to hitting them from that distance. He’s good, she thought, and that frightened her.
They cut into the three-foot-deep arroyo and Hunter dropped down to crouch as she continued along the cut. Adan labored with his breathing. “I can’t go much farther, Hunter.”
“A little farther, okay?”
He nodded, saving his breath.
Another bullet hit far from them, so Hunter relaxed but kept up the pace. They were still some thirty or more miles from the border and any help, and that made her stomach weak with dread.
The arroyo deepened to five feet, so the two runners raced upright, going quicker and breathing easier than before. When the arroyo split, Hunter took the left, and took the next left off of that. She stopped and caught her breath as Adan collapsed on the sandy arroyo floor. When their breathing slowed, she listened.
The pickup was still coming. She found some sage growing at the edge of the cut, and raised her head behind it to peek at their back trail. The truck was two hundred yards, maybe a bit more, behind them. The driver had already cut the distance by over half. She saw the scoped rifle out of the passenger side window as well. They had a shooter, a tracker, and a vehicle. Hunter swallowed, and her mouth was dry.
She watched the pickup wallow across several small washes, and Hunter saw two men in it. One was the shooter, he was obvious. The other was the driver and the tracker. She figured that out when they stopped and the driver got out to check for sign. The shooter took his rifle, a scoped, bolt action Remington, Hunter thought, and scanned the area through the scope. When the tracker signaled for him to return to the pickup, he lowered the big bore rifle and hopped inside.
Adan touched her shoulder, “I know them. They work for Winston Hart, on his big ranch.”
“Who are they?”
“The one with the rifle is Anselmo Ancira. The driver is Ben Zambrano.”
Hunter pointed at the healed scar on his face, “Did they do that to you?”
“Ancira did. Zambrano is nicer. Not nice, but nicer than Anselmo.”
Adan saw Hunter’s nostrils widen and her eyes take on a hard look when he told her about who hit him. She said, “Okay, then.”
Adan said, “We cannot outrun the men in the pickup, can we?”
“No, but I have an idea. Are you game?”
“Por supuesto, of course.”
She told him her plan, and he smiled.
**
Ben Zambrano slapped the steering wheel, “These two are causing me some major grief!”
“They’re like damn jackrabbits, cutting this way and that way, then disappearing and reappearing someplace else. I can’t even get a bead on them,” Anselmo said.
“I’m calling for some help.” He lifted the mike from the fifteen-watt two-way radio and called, reaching the ranch. He sent their coordinates and told them to send a couple more guys, armed. They said two men were on their way with AK-47s, be there asap. 
Ben saw the boy rise up in sagebrush a hundred yards ahead of them and take off running across a flat area. He floored the gas and they pursued him across a patch of washboard and hardpan, then through a thick copse of creosote bushes, where he dropped out of sight like jumping into a well.
Ben slowed and drove to the point where they last saw him, and stopped parallel to a small wash. He got out, leaving the truck running, and found where the tracks showed in the sandy bottom. “I’m gonna follow them for a while.”
Anselmo nodded, took his rifle and walked to a nearby high point to check the area.
Hunter rolled out of the sage patch twenty yards to the side of the pickup and hurried to the vehicle, sliding into the driver’s seat without a sound. She glanced at the two men and, with her heart beating as fast as a hummingbird’s, pulled the shift into D and shot out of there.
Ben looked back over his shoulder and shouted, “Hey! Hey!”
Anselmo turned, brought up the rifle and shot.
Hunter felt the bullet hit the passenger door with a hard, metallic sound and it entered the cab to smash the two-way radio into several pieces. She cut the wheel and took a sliding turn around a hill no more than six feet tall, but that was enough. A final, futile bullet whined overhead, and she was in the clear.
Adan raced out of a second arroyo as she approached, and Hunter slid the pickup sideways to him. He hopped into the passenger’s seat before it stopped while Hunter gunned the motor and they sped away, leaving a rooster tail of dust behind them.
Hunter felt an enormous sense of relief as they drove toward the border. Adan wore a goofy grin and giggled. He said, “We did it.”
“You did a good job.”
They drove across the country, being careful to dodge potholes or rocks large enough to tear out the transmission, until Hunter spotted a primitive road on her left. They took it and made better time, but she was still careful, watching for anything that might slow their progress.
She said to Adan, “Look around in here, see if there’s any water or something to eat.”
He opened the glove compartment and pulled out two sticks of jerky, but there wasn’t any water in the pickup. She said, “Let’s hold those until we get some water. There’s a lot of pepper on them.”
Adan nodded. They continued, now close enough to the border to see the massive mountain ranges in the Big Bend and Mexico. They were getting closer, she could feel it. She wondered what Ben and Anselmo were doing now that they were afoot. The thought made her smile.
The smile faded when, in the rearview mirror she spotted a lone finger of dust in the air some miles to their rear. She continued at her pace, but kept an eye on the dust trail. It wasn’t long before she knew for certain it was coming fast for them. She said, “We’ve got company.”
“Adan jerked his head to look, “Are you sure it is the same men?”
“No, but they are coming very fast, and straight for us. There were two turns on this road back there and they passed them both by. We can’t afford to think they aren’t the bad guys.” She drove as fast as she dared, sliding around several turns, with the pickup throwing rooster tails of dust and gravel on each one. Her mind raced, which way to go? Where can I cross? Will they kill us before we make it to Texas?
She thought of the border areas she knew, and made a decision that would put them in a slim window of safety, if she didn’t slip.
Cutting left, she abandoned the primitive road and shot across the creosote flat, through a three-strand barbed wire fence with the breaking wire making sounds like strumming an out-of-tune guitar, then onto a ranch road going northeast.
Adan said, “You’re speeding up.”
“They’re gaining.”
“Go faster, then.”
She did.
After ten minutes, with the pursuers falling back to several hundred yards behind them, Adan said, “I recognize some of this.”
“I’m trying to get close to Lajitas to cross through the river.”
“In this pickup?”
“We’re gonna try. We won’t have time to do it any other way.”
Adan though for a bit, “You can jump it, like in the movies.”
Hunter grinned, “You know a spot?”
“Downriver, a quarter mile below Comanche Creek where it enters the Rio Bravo. There are small bluffs at the river’s edge that are ten, twelve feet high. You can jump there and maybe get all the way across.”
She grinned, “Maybe?”
Adan said, “Even if we don’t, we will hit in the water close to the Texas side.”
“Where they can shoot at us.”
He said, “We can swim fast and find safety in Texas.”
“It’s the best idea you’ve had all day.”
Adan grinned this time, “All day?”
She ruffled his dark hair with a hand, then focused on the road, what there was of one.




Chapter 17

Raymond and Joaquin rode the rumbling, ancient dozer from the church into La Linda as fast as it could go. Raymond had a death grip on the frame as the older man worked the levers and gears, sliding them onto the main street and down a block to the open doors of an abandoned warehouse. He pulled into it and cut the motor. The sudden silence was eerie.
“I’ve got that old suburban, you want.” Joaquin said.
“I need to find Hunter.”
“You’re not going to catch them from behind. You need to get ahead of ‘em and wait.”
Raymond was so anxious that his jaws ached from the tension.
“If she’s as resourceful as you say, she’ll get back to you.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
Joaquin rubbed his chin, “That means she’s dead. That kid, too.”
Raymond knew it was true.
“If that happens, and god forbid that it does, come back here and look me up. We’ll go hunting.” Joaquin’s eyes showed he wasn’t talking about animals.
Raymond thought for a minute, “Okay, I’ll borrow your car.”
Joaquin went to an old cabinet on the wall, opened it and returned with a set of keys on a twisted piece of bailing wire. “She’s full, and she’ll go a long way, if that’s what you need, and I’ll tell you right now, it’s a long road either way you go, to Presidio, or Del Rio.”
“Thanks. I believe I’ll head to Presidio and wait for her on the Texas side of the river. I can get some more help on that side, too.”
Joaquin nodded, “Sounds good.”
“What do I do with your car? How do I get it back to you?”
“Leave it at the El Soldado Restaurant in Ojinaga. Give the keys to the owner. I’ll pick it up next time I’m there.” He pulled an old Colt Government Model 1911 from his belt and handed it to Raymond. “It’s loaded, with one in the pipe.”
“Thank you.”
“De nada, amigo. Vaya con Dios.”
Two hours later, Raymond drove the long route to Presidio. He figured it was still hours to go before he reached the border at the international bridge there. His thoughts stayed on Hunter, enough so that he caught himself rubbing his lips with a finger. 
He drove the road for four more hours without seeing another vehicle, and when he was sixty miles from Presidio, he spotted the roadblock. They weren’t police, or law enforcement of any kind. What Raymond saw was four hard-looking men armed with AKs, standing behind the Dodge Rams parked crossways on the road, their front bumpers touching in the center of it.
Raymond slowed as he approached them, and his heart thudded as if it were suddenly twice as heavy in his chest. He put his Glock in his left hand, hiding the weapon between the door and his thigh. He wasn’t as good a shot with his left, but he didn’t have another choice if things went south.
He stopped far enough from the vehicles that he could spin out and evade them to either side if need be. One of the men, a fat one with a pink face came to his vehicle, carrying an AK in one hand. Raymond felt the sweat on his pistol grip.
He said, in English, “Who are you?”
“John Sanchez. I’m from Odessa, looking around down here.”
“For what? This is no place to be, it is dangerous.”
“I didn’t know.”
He looked at Raymond a good minute without speaking, then said, “You from Odessa, uh?”
“Yes.”
“I got some friends there, maybe you know them. Johnny Sanchez, Pancho Islas.”
“Nope, don’t know them.”
“Where did you go to school up there?”
“Odessa High.”
“Not Permian?”
“Nope.”
“What’s the school mascot?”
“Bronchos, spelled with an h. Only one in the country spelled that way.”
The man smiled, “That’s right.”
He thought some more, looked in the back, then motioned to the others to separate the heavy-duty pickups so Raymond could get through. He put his hand on Raymond’s open window sill, “Don’t come down here like this again, you understand?”
“Yes, I do.”
The man motioned him forward, and Raymond drove between the pickups while beads of sweat trickled down his temples.
He began to see traffic, and houses in the distance as he approached Ojinaga from the southeast. The town seemed busy, and he slowed as he passed through on the main road to the Port of Entry.
Raymond spotted one of the men he knew there, and timed his approach so he got that one at the bridge. If he was caught with a pistol, they would put him under the jail, and his career would be shot. He slid the weapon under his thigh and smiled.
Raymond drove up slowly, smiling and giving a small hand wave of acknowledgement. The man recognized Raymond, smiled and waved him through. That brought a huge sigh of relief as he went to the U.S. side and presented his passport and visited with the men he knew there. Still, it was stressful. He mumbled to himself, “I’ll need a couple of shots of whiskey tonight.”
He turned for the River Road to drive to Lajitas and Terlingua, thinking, and hoping, that Hunter would show up there, or at least be in the vicinity and could call him. He said a small prayer for her as he passed Fort Leaton and the area where Hunter’s father had been murdered.
He’d looked up the incident report on it, because Hunter didn’t like to talk about such things when she first got to Marfa as a trainee. She had opened up to him later, when they became good friends. Her father had been ambushed, shot in the back with a shotgun in the days before Border Patrol Agents began wearing bullet proof vests. It wasn’t enough for the killers, who then shot him ten more times up close, and cut him to pieces with machetes. They’d found a photo of Hunter as an eight-year-old child in his wallet, and pinned it to his chest by burying the blade of a hunting knife through it.
Once when Hunter opened up, she told him that it caused an ocean of grief that she wasn’t sure she could ever get across. He’d been surprised by her openness, but she continued to talk to him after that and they grew very close. He knew Hunter considered him her best friend, and he valued it, treasured the feeling. Several friends kidded him about being her protector.
He didn’t correct them, but he knew that the young woman he was so close to need no protector. She was fearless, smart, and incredibly tough, even though she was not big or tall. She was funny, too, very witty with a dry sense of humor, and the thought of her lost or dead in Mexico sent a pang in his heart. He worried about losing Hunter. If he did, that ocean of grief might be there for him to cross. He focused and took his thoughts to more optimistic visions of her showing up.
He called Carlo Diaz and told him. Carlo was already in Terlingua, so Raymond headed that direction. On the way, he called several of his Border Patrol friends and told them, knowing they would spread the word unofficially to other Agents. They might drift down this way, he thought, even if they were assigned to other locations. It would be good to have them around, many of them combat veterans from the recent wars, and excellent in the field and in tough situations.
Raymond was out of the official picture since he was still suspended, but that was the beauty of “unofficial.” These Agents would also be here in that capacity, for him and for Hunter. It made his heart swell to think of it. These were his brothers and sisters in a way it was hard to explain to civilians. Military people understood, he knew that. Because he was also former military, being a Ranger during Operation Iraqi Freedom.
When he arrived in Terlingua, it was like he’d gone back in time and ridden into the signing area for Roosevelt’s Rough Riders. There were three men in western hats and boots wearing pistols and carrying rifles, and sitting on the porch of the Starlight Theater was Raymond’s friend, Sam Kinney, and another two armed men, one dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and military boots. The other man looked like someone off of an old Vietnam war documentary, wearing camouflage gear. Both men carried M-40 Sniper rifles. Two women stood near as they talked to the men. They were also armed, and Raymond recognized the female Agents, Lynne, from Sierra Blanca, and Norma, from Del Rio. Both good friends of Hunter.  Raymond nodded, for this was shaping up to be what was needed this day. He headed toward Sam.
Sam ran his hands over the stock of a Browning Automatic Rifle, called a BAR, made in the 1940s and in fine condition. He knocked off the flour-like layer of recent dust as it rested on his lap, with a cardboard box beside him with twenty magazines of twenty-round 30-06 bullets in each of them. He picked up a faded green bandolier made of canvas, and slid the individual magazines in each pouch. Four hundred rounds of 30-06 bullets fired at full auto, now that would wreak havoc if a firefight began, Raymond thought. He remembered that the BAR helped make the mad-dog killers Bonnie and Clyde terminal.
Some tourists walked by, wide-eyed at the many guns around. Sam smiled and said, “I hope you enjoy your stay here.”
Another tourist walked up to Sam. He was a big guy, built like a power lifter, and not tall, but with black hair and a good smile, and a beautiful woman on his arm that Sam heard the man call, “Cass.” The big man said, “Is there trouble coming?”
“We hope not,” Sam said. “You and your fine lady just enjoy yourselves. If there’s any trouble, it won’t reach you or anybody else up here.”
The man walked to Sam and stuck out his hand, “I’m Mitch, and if you need any help, I’ll be around.”
“Thank you, Mitch. Tell the bartender your first rounds are on me. Name’s Sam Kinney. Where are you and the lady from?”
“Sabinal.”
“Down by Uvalde? I know it, know a couple of people there. Kenneth Chapman, and Mike Colvin.”
“They’re friends. If you come down, look me up. I’ll buy you a cup of coffee, or a cup of whatever you want. We have a bar in town now.”
“Progress is wonderful.”
“It is that.” Mitch and Cass nodded and walked into the bar.
Raymond came over to stand beside Sam and glanced down at the rifle, now wiped clean of dust by Sam’s hands. “That might come in handy when Hunter gets close.”
“You’re assuming she’s still alive.”
“Until I know for certain she’s not, I’ll keep on believing she’s coming.”
“Well, she does have more lives than a cat. I like that lady, you know.”
Raymond looked at the other armed men, “There’s a lot of I like Hunter going on around here. They might as well be wearing campaign buttons saying it, you know, I like Ike.”
“You’re not old enough to remember that.”
“I’m not, but I used to read old magazines in the library, Life and Look. Great photos, too.”
“Oh hell, fellas, we have a reader among us.”
Raymond put his hand on Sam’s shoulder, “There’s two of us right here.” He motioned for the others to gather around. “Time to plan out how we’re gonna work this.”
“The Deputy said he’d play rover on the roads behind us as close backup, and if something happens he can get there fast,” Sam said.
One of the ranchers named Oscar, a man of about fifty and sun baked as hard as the county around him said, “For my two cents, with the thin number of people we have, we need to spread out on this side of the river and watch, but be close enough to bring help when we see her.”
Raymond liked it that he said, when we see her. “Anybody have disagreements with Oscar’s plan?” No one did.
One of the others said, “Find some high points, boys and girls.”
Norma said, “You want, a few of us could slip across to the other side, be waiting a little closer to cover her.”
The man in the Hawaiian shirt said, “We can cover out to three-quarters of a mile from this side. So, if you go, you’ll need to be farther than that.”
Norma said, “We’ll think about it.”
“Let us know. Hey, Norma, didn’t we dance together the last time I was in Del Rio?”
Norma smiled, “You bet. I shined your belt buckle real nice on the slow ones.”
He nodded in remembrance, “Fine times.”
She winked, “That buckle’s getting a little tarnished, I’m noticing. Might be time to polish it up again.”
“Oh, I believe so. Between you and Hunter, you can wear a guy out dancing.”
Raymond listened to the group talk among themselves a bit longer, then turned his mind to Hunter. He wondered where she was right now.




Chapter 18

Hunter figured they were about twenty miles due south of the Rio Grande, and on a bone-jarring trail through a ranch pasture of boulders, potholes, washes and draws that caused her vision to blur for a moment when she hit them too fast. Her upper back and neck were as tight as iron rods from driving and steering, and from the two arrows of dust showing behind them. Two vehicles coming like racecars toward her and Adan.
When she spotted another trail of dust in the sky, coming toward them from the west, she knew these men came for blood. Adan was large-eyed as he watched the vehicles behind them. He said, “Do you have any plans?”
“I’m thinking.”
“Maybe you can think fast? They are approaching muy rápido, very fast, all of them.”
She thought of the country in her head and mentally pictured it like a topographic map. There was a desperate route she could take, and she was sure about most of it. There were other parts of the map she thought might stop them, or crash them.
Adan talked as if he read her mind. “We must take your path, even if it is peligroso. We have no other choice.”
“Okay, pull your seat belt tight.” Man, she liked this kid.
Hunter waited until they were passing the low line of rocky hills and ridges on the east side of the pasture, then turned a hard right behind the last one and gunned the engine.
It surprised the pursuers. That allowed Hunter to put some ground between them as she rocketed across the flatter areas and bounced crazily over the others. Several shallow washouts crossed their path and when the front wheels hit them, it tossed the pickup into the air, nose down at a fifty-degree angle. The impact coming down knocked the air out of Adan and made Hunter yelp when they hit.
The pickup landed on all four wheels in a cloud of dust and flying debris to continue across the almost barren landscape, going east and south into even more desolate, rugged terrain. She looked far ahead to try and figure out the route to take, and glanced back to see the first pickup come around the hill after her.
They were too close. She pushed the pedal down and sent their pickup flying across the flats, the wheels bouncing every five seconds or so into the air to come down hard and keep going. She spotted something odd in the distance, a dark spot in the direction she drove. On a hunch, she swung slightly to the left and made a long slender banana-shaped turn back on the original path, but beyond the dark area.
The move allowed the pursuing pickup and men to close the gap, and the driver, realizing he could drive straight and be right on Hunter’s bumper, accelerated.
Hunter watched in the mirror as he hit the dark spot, which was an area of dead, rotten brush and sand nestled in a hard-sided ditch. The pickup flew into the air as if a bomb exploded underneath it, somersaulting the vehicle frontward, end over end. A man flew out of the passenger side when the door snapped open. He slapped hard into a pile of boulders and didn’t move.
The pickup finally landed upside down before sliding hard into another boulder and crumpling like an accordian to half its size. Adan said, “The driver is dead. I see his top half hanging out of a hole in the windshield.”
“What about the other two trucks?”
“One is stopping at the wreck, the other is coming on, but far behind us.”
“Let’s see if we can’t lose them.” She drove into a more undulating terrain, with many small hills and ridges, and more vegetation, including ocotillo, cactus and cedar, with some mesquite as well. She maneuvered through it, often turning sharp left or sharp right, and it seemed to pay off. Two hours later, there was no pursuit.
She slowed a bit, but not much, and worked her way across the country, occasionally finding primitive roads, but more often than not, she followed game trails.
One game trail led to a more improved road, and from that, an hour later, to an even better road. Hunter stayed on it, and they began to see evidence of cattle and large ranches.
They came to a small village of about twenty homes, with the small sign naming it Providencia, and Hunter talked to one wary woman on the street near a small store who said it was cartel country, and everyone was either afraid, or employed by the bad ones. Hunter told her they had no money, but were in need. The woman gave them two cokes and a package of cheese crackers. She also gave vague directions to a pass through the mountains that would lead to the Rio Grande. When Hunter asked her exactly where on the Rio Grande, the woman shrugged and said she had never been through the pass.
Hunter took the road. They drove through the mountains and down the decline to the far area. Hunter thought they were somewhere below the old Woodson’s fishing camp, but she wasn’t exactly sure where. She continued on the road for want of another plan, and it turned more west and north, creeping closer to the river border. 
She spotted several green fields of peppers in the distance that signaled water, and felt her heart buoyed by the sight. Hunter knew that would be the small village of Benito Juarez, and beyond it on the other side of the border was the Castolón Road and Cottonwood Campground situated close to the river.
The road had been recently re-graded with a maintainer, so was smooth compared to the rough pasture roads. She made good time and drove to a location a quarter-mile west of the campground. The campground was located behind and above the thick brush-line on the riverbank and showed the leafy canopies of the cottonwoods that gave the location its name.
Adan suddenly yelled, “They’re here!” It startled Hunter, and she jerked her head around to see the gunmen in the pickup fifty yards behind them. It was Ben Zambrano and Anselmo Ancira, coming fast.
She cut the steering wheel to do a fast turn and speed down to the river bank, where sand and fine gravel spun from under her rear tires. She wallowed a bit, but the pickup lined out with her steering.
A bullet hit the left front fender and bounced off, leaving a finger-long groove of shiny metal. She glanced back, and saw the men coming at a reckless speed, closing the gap.
Hunter’s eyes moved to the path, the river, the opposite bank, and behind her, all in rapid succession as she thought about her next move, which depended on the one place on the river bank she watched come into view.
“Hold on,” She said. She worked the brakes as she cut the wheel to send the pickup into the jade green river, sending up a spray of water. The pickup floated forward and downstream, steadily but slowly sinking. Hunter kept the wheels spinning for whatever traction they could do to push the vehicle across the narrow river.
The men behind her hit the water too fast and at too pitched an angle, sending their pickup on its side and rolling over so the wheels were up and the cab down as it floated into the water and began sinking. Adan and Hunter spotted one man’s hand break the surface as he struggled to reach air before the hand went under with the sinking vehicle.
Adan watched the upturned pickup sink lower and lower, finally disappearing when it floated down to the deeper hole of water.
Hunter turned the steering to use the floating vehicle’s wheels as crude rudders, and they approached the Texas river bank. The left front wheel slid onto a submerged sand bar and moved the pickup in slow motion, like a small anchor, swinging the vehicle around so that both front wheels were on the sandbar.
As the truck sank lower, the rear wheels contacted the wet sand, and Hunter worked the gas in slight, feathery pulses, easing the vehicle forward out of the water. It seemed to Adan like it took ten minutes, but he knew in reality it was only a minute or two.
Hunter pressed the gas pedal as lightly as possible, and the pickup crawled out of the water and silt, moving up onto the bank like an old alligator coming up to sun. When she was up far enough that she felt secure, Hunter pushed the gas and they drove out of the Cottonwood Campground so fast the pickup cleared the ground for a few feet as they shot over the metal cattle-guard in the road.
Adan said, “I saw another vehicle down by the river.”
“On the Mexican side?”
“Yes, it looked like it was going to cross to our side.”
“What kind was it?”
“I think it was a Suburban.”
“Did you see how many were in it?”
“I couldn’t, but there was a rifle pointing out of the passenger window. It had a scope.”
Hunter’s lips thinned. “Okay, we’re going to go fast.” She hit the gas and they sped along the road, in minutes they were passing the turnoff to the Santa Elena Overlook, and a short time later passed by Luna’s Jacal. In the rearview mirror, far back, was an SUV. “What color was the Suburban?”
“It was black.”
Hunter nodded. The one coming behind them was black. She pushed the pickup, even though the gas gauge needle rested on E. When they reached the juncture with highway 118, She took the hard left directly in front of an RV approaching from the right, so close Hunter saw the woman’s silent, open-mouthed scream through their windshield.
The wheels chirped as the pickup slid sideways until they caught, then she raced ahead on the paved road, going for the Study Butte area. She checked the rearview and didn’t see the black SUV, and thought, maybe she put some distance between them.
Hunter felt the pickup lurch, and felt sure she was out of gas. Just ahead was the Alon gas station, and she coasted into it to stop at the pumps. No one else was gassing up, but she looked at the store and saw Carlo Diaz and Sam Kinney standing beside Sam’s pickup, parked to face out, looking at her in disbelief.
She grinned, and Adan said, “I can gas it up if you want.”
Hunter said, “Thanks. I’ll get some money from them and be right back.”
She hugged both men, and borrowed Sam’s credit card. She trotted back to the pump and slid the card in the slot, starting the pump. Adan worked the nozzle and pushed it in the tank opening as she headed toward her two friends.
Carlo said to her, “We were all worried sick about you.”
“I’m sorry, things were a little hectic.”
Sam said, “Just glad you’re all right, and that kid, too.”
“Is Raymond around?”
“He’s with a dozen of your friends who are down here looking for you. Norma and Lynne are with them.”
“I’ll apologize to everybody.”
A sudden roar of an approaching engine snapped her head toward the pumps and Adan. He dropped the nozzle and ran towards Hunter as the black SUV slid to a sideways stop and two men with rifles poured out of it. One snapped a shot at Adan and the bullet grazed his arm, causing the boy to cry out.
Before she could react, Carlo and Sam opened up on the black vehicle. Carlo worked the shotgun as fast as he could pump the slide, and Sam cut lose with the big BAR, which seemed to materialize from nowhere, sending a full magazine of heavy bullets into the men, followed instantly with another full magazine.
Two men fell to the ground near the Suburban as windows blew out and holes appeared in the side. Other men inside it yelled in pain and alarm, but bullets continued to come at Sam and Carlo, and many aimed futilely at Adan, who hid behind the suburban’s engine block.
Heavy rounds from a large-caliber weapon hit Sam’s pickup and blew glass out of the store windows behind them.
Hunter ran towards Adan, who was down on his knees holding his bloody arm. The black vehicle spun in a tight turn around the pumps, still firing out of the windows.
Adan panicked and sprinted toward the store. One of the men driving the black vehicle sped up, and circled to come on the boy as Sam continued to rain bullets on them. When he drove close to Adan, he opened his door and snatched the boy from the ground like he weighed nothing.
The Suburban spun gravel and was gone up the road beyond the gas station.
Hunter stood there.
Sam’s pickup was shot to pieces, with oil running from underneath and three tires flat. Carlo had bits of glass, like shrapnel, stuck in his face. 
She went to him and picked them out with her fingers. He said, “That jalopy of yours at the pump still run?”
“Unless it was hit, I think so.”
“Get on their trail. Sam and I will catch up. We’ll bring Raymond and the others, too.”
Hunter kissed him on the undamaged cheek, then she gave Sam a quick hug. As she turned to leave, he handed her his Colt Government Model .45. “Noticed you don’t have your usual jewelry on you today.”
“Thanks.”
“Go get that boy.”
Carlo gave her a shoo motion with his hand as he talked on his cell. As she drove away, Carlo called out, “We’re all coming, find him and call us.”
Hunter checked the gauge, saw Adan had managed to put a quarter tank’s worth of gas in before the bad guys arrived. It would be enough, she would make it enough. She pushed the battered pickup to its limit, with the loose front fenders rattling and the shimmying wheels so out of alignment from the rough roads they made her hands vibrate on the wheel. She noticed in the rearview mirror that some dark smoke issued from the tailpipe, so there was engine trouble, too.
After she was out of sight, Sam said, “Dammit, I forgot to give her my phone.”
Carlo said, “So did I.”
She drove in the direction they last went, up highway 118, and she had a hunch she knew where. She kept watch in the distance for any sign of them or the black Suburban. She passed the Christmas Mountains on her right ten minutes later and, just ahead saw the faint dimness of dust in the air. Slowing, she followed the dust trail in the air, laid out like a ghostly finger pointing into the distance. It hovered directly over the road that led to the Hart Ranch Headquarters. She stopped at the gate, and found it locked.
Hunter backed up and turned to the side, then paralleled the fence to where it crossed a four-foot-deep arroyo. She turned the pickup into it and drove under the wire, scraping the windshield and roof with screeching sounds that made her grit her teeth until she was through. Driving out of the arroyo took a bit of maneuvering. She used the front of the vehicle to cave in the walls so she could reverse gear, then go forward again and drive up the fresh pile of dirt and gravel to come out on top beside the road and inside the ranch fence.
Thinking about what might be ahead made her nervous. They had the weapons to take her out at eight or nine hundred yards, and probably the shooters to do it, too. She had Sam Kinney’s .45 pistol, which she had never shot.
She turned off the main road on a rough ranch trail and hoped it would take her through the hills to the back of the mansion, all without being seen. The trick was not to stir up dust, because they would see it and know it wasn’t theirs, so the drive was slow, and that ate at Hunter’s nerves.
Right before driving behind a small ridgeline, she saw a dust trail far back behind her, on the main ranch road. She stopped and watched. It boiled up a heavy cloud of dust behind it, evidence of the speed it was going. “Oh man,” she said to herself. Bad men in front of her and behind her, and a twelve-year-old boy in the middle of it all, like a fawn surrounded by wolves.
There wasn’t any time to lose. She sped up, bouncing across terrain and brush before coming finally to the last slope. She didn’t hesitate and drove down it, straight toward the great white mansion.
Sliding the pickup so the passenger’s side stopped only six inches from the perimeter wall around the backyard let Hunter hopped out from behind the steering wheel, and climbed up on the roof, then over to the top of the wall and down into the large yard.
She hurried to the back door and slipped inside the home just as a barrage of gunfire began in the front of the house.




Chapter 19

Raymond and Norma stopped in front of the mansion and exited as RL and another man stepped from inside the home and said, “Turn around and leave. Now.”
Raymond stepped clear of the driver’s door to show the BAR. Norma rounded the front of the vehicle with a shotgun, which she racked.
The man with RL jerked in reaction, raising his AR-15.
Raymond and Norma opened fire before the man squeezed the trigger. The explosive boomboomboomboomboom of the BAR echoed through the house as both men fell backward to hit the door and slide down to the floor.
Norma said, “Wait a sec,” and she slid three rounds of buckshot into the shotgun. Raymond hadn’t heard her fire. “Let’s go,” she said.
They pushed open the doors and entered, ready for anything and looking for Hunter and Adan.
Ellis stepped from a room with Winston. Ellis also held Adan to his chest by holding a forearm across the boy’s throat. Winston said, “This little bastard has caused us all some grief. If you’ll leave, we can forget this.”
“Where’s Hunter?”
“Don’t know. Don’t care. Leave.”
Mike Hart emerged from another room and he looked ready to cry. “Everybody, please stop. Please. Ellis, let that boy go.”
Ellis said, “Screw you, Mike.”
Winston said, “Go back in your room, Michael. You’re in the way.”
“Dad, I–”
“Get away, you worthless shit!” Winston yelled.
Mike blinked, and he stepped back as Ellis said, “You’re no help, Mike. Get lost. This is serious stuff here.”
Raymond looked at Norma, then back at the men with the boy. “Let Adan go.”
Ellis said, “No can do. He can’t have a claim to the Hart fortune, no way.”
Winston said, “Because he’s Mexican.” Winston looked at Raymond and a tiny smile showed, “You understand that, of course.”
A voice came from behind them, “He’s a Hart, you sonofabitch.” It was Hunter.
Mike turned and looked at her. “He’s what?”
“That boy is your nephew, Mike. He’s Vincent’s son.”
Mike’s eyes widened.
Hunter said, “Adan, show him.”
The boy pulled out the photo and the marriage certificate from his pocket, holding it out to Mike.
Ellis slapped his arm down so hard it sounded like a pistol firing. The papers hit the floor and Adan yelped in pain.
Mike jumped beside Adan and knelt to pick up the photo and documents. He glared at his father and Ellis as he did.
Mike read them, and studied the photo. He said, “This is Vincent’s marriage document and a photo of him and his wife.” He looked hard at his father, “Did you know about this?”
“It means nothing.”
“Uh-huh. It does to me.”
Ellis said, “It doesn’t mean this boy is related.”
Hunter moved on silent feet and stopped five feet behind Mike Hart so she was out of the path of fire if Raymond and Norma started shooting, and the position left her with a clear shot at Ellis. The .45, was in her hand, safety off, and finger on the trigger. She was so ready. Hunter said, “We did a DNA test on him. You should check it out before you mouth off, Ellis.”
Mike said, “Let the boy go, Ellis.”
“Not on your life.”
Mike turned to his father, “Dad, make him turn the boy loose.”
Winston said, “That Mexican is going to disappear. He’s no relation to us.” He studied Mike, “And you’re a huge disappointment to me, Michael, siding with him over us.”
Anguish and growing anger showed on Mike’s face, “I’m not siding with anyone. But I do want to know the truth, and the whole story. Vincent was my brother, and I loved him.”
Ellis said, “Boo-hoo. Poor little rich boy loved his brother. Too bad, you worthless piece of shit.” He moved closer to Winston.
Before anyone else could talk, Winston said to his son, “You are, you know. A piece of shit. We’re related by blood, and I wish we weren’t. Even so, you are nothing in this home, in this family. Ellis is more of a son to me than you.”
Hunter saw Mike Hart’s shoulders sag.
Raymond thought he had had about enough of the talking, especially with Adan still being held. He raised the BAR and sighted on Ellis’ face, right between the eyes. “Let the boy go.” They weren’t fifteen feet apart.
Norma moved several steps to the side, “Mister, he means it. Let the boy go.”
Winston stepped in front of Raymond. “Here now, there is no need for weapons.”
Ellis shoved Winston from behind and the elderly man fell into Raymond, sending them both falling to the floor. Norma raced to help Raymond as Ellis spun fast, swinging Adan’s feet off the floor while still holding him by his neck.
Hunter tried to duck but was struck by Adan’s legs. She also went sprawling on the floor as Ellis sprinted away, still using Adan as a shield.
Mike Hart reached down to help Hunter from the floor and said, “We have to get him!”
Hunter asked Raymond and Norma, “You two all right?”
“Go get that guy.” Norma said, and tossed Hunter her phone. “For the light,” she said. They wrestled with Winston, as Hunter and Mike departed. Winston proved to be surprisingly strong.
Hunter and Mike trotted down the hall to the open door where Ellis had entered. It was the room where the big fans pushed air from the caves into the home. The grate over the fans had been flung open, and the fans turned off. Hunter saw a set of footprints going into the cave.
Mike said, “There’s no exit from these.”
“The air has to come from somewhere.”
“I guess so.”
Hunter touched his shoulder, “Before we go in there, I want to tell you something.”
He told Mike about finding Vincent’s skeleton in the mine, and the message Vincent left. He also handed him the skeleton’s finger. “That’ll be DNA proof.”
Mike held it a moment, then put it in his pocket. “I’ll protect Adan.”
“He’s your nephew. I hope you do.”
They went deeper into the cave, stopping where it forked. Hunter couldn’t find any tracks in either tunnel on the rock floor.
“We’ve got to split up.”
“Okay. I’ll go down the right. You okay with that?”
Mike nodded and took the left tunnel, soon disappearing in the dark as the light on his phone faded.
Hunter took the right tunnel at a fast jog, until the floor and walls roughened, then she slowed to keep from breaking an ankle.
Ten minutes later, she saw a pile of rubble by the right-hand wall. Slowing to look at the pile of stones showed the wall where the stones came from. A mine entrance had been dug into the cave. When she spotted the portion of a footprint, Hunter didn’t hesitate and entered the mine.
A bullet smashed into the wall by her face and sprayed her with stinging fragments. The report echoed down the mine and cave as it reverberated several times before fading.
Ellis called out from the mine, “I won’t miss again! Go back!”
“Let me have Adan, and I will!”
“He’s my insurance.”
“He’s slowing you down. You know you can’t get out of here.”
“Don’t count on it.”
“We have people in the entrance, and more coming.”
Ellis was silent for a moment, then said, “Screw you.”
Just as Mike came up behind her, Hunter charged into the mine. He followed close on her heels as she used her phone for light.
A shot whizzed down the mine toward them, but missed.
Hunter made several sharp zigzags. She spotted Ellis standing near a bucket-sized growth of bright red cinnabar crystals, the crystals level with his head and half-hiding him. Adan crouched on the floor, hands over his ears. She raced toward Ellis, sprinting at her top speed.
Ellis kicked Adan forward so he hit on his stomach. He hid his head behind the crystals, then took a quick peek.
Hunter shot on the run.
The heavy .45 bullet smashed into the red crystals and exploded them like a small bomb.
Ellis yelled and clutched at his face as Mike raced by Hunter to Adan, catching him under the arms to jerk him from Ellis and spinning them both against the far wall, out of the line of fire.
Hunter stood with the pistol down at her side and said, “Ellis, drop your pistol.” She shined her phone flashlight on his face from twenty feet. He looked like a bizarre science fiction monster, with red crystals embedded in his face, reflecting crimson light the color of blood. Running down his face between the crystals was real blood, flowing in rivulets to his neck.
When he turned his face to her, she gave a start, for his eyes were filled with cinnabar crystals. Ellis was blind.
She said again, “Drop it.”
He made an animal-like scream and brought his pistol up toward her. Hunter almost fired as Mike leapt at Ellis, striking him in the head with a rock the size of a softball. The two men went down in a tangled heap.
Hunter walked to them, as did Adan. He helped Mike to his feet, and all of them looked down at Ellis. She checked for a pulse, but there was none. She rose and said, “Let’s get out of here. We can tell the Deputy outside. I’m getting claustrophobic in here.”
They walked out together, and saw Winston in handcuffs, flanked by Raymond and Norma. Carlo Diaz, the deputy was there and they told him the story, all of it. He recorded a lot of it before saying, “Why don’t all of you come by the office tomorrow and we can get it down pat.”
Norma stood beside Hunter, and Raymond walked out with Carlo and Winston. Mike and Adan were the last to leave the home. He said, “It’s going to take a bit of getting used to, but I would like for you to stay with me.”
“Here?”
“Not here. I don’t really like this place. I have a place in Alpine, up on the hill. You want to do that?”
“I would like it very much.”
“Okay, then. Let’s get out of here.”
Adan said, “May I call you Uncle Mike?”
Mike Hart’s eyes glistened as he said, “You bet.”
Hunter watched them leave as Norma stood beside her and said, “I could use a drink after that, how about you? Lynne’s game, too.”
Hunter put her arm over Norma’s shoulders, “I’m buying.”
Carlo said, “Nope, I’ve got this one.”
Norma said, “That’ll get you a dance with me. Maybe two or three.”
Raymond asked Hunter as they walked from the mansion, “What do you think will happen now?”
“With Adan?”
“Yeah.”
“I think he’ll be fine. So will Mike Hart.”
“You okay?”
Hunter was silent for a moment as her mind replayed images of Dario’s smiling face. She wiped her eyes and said, “I will be. Give me a little time.”
-The End-
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