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On a cool morning about four miles north of the border in southeast Arizona, Dale Crowley lay on a ridge peering through hooded binoculars. He was studying a narrow, rocky dirt road some two hundred feet below the ridgeline. But he paid particular attention to a gap in the vegetation to the east. There the road disappeared over a sharp rise. 

A high-pitched squeal sounded in the distance. 

Quietly, he said, “Here they come.” 

To his left, Border Patrol Captain Levi Engle said, “Where?”

“East. Wait for it.”

A moment later, a faded green semi-truck pulling an eighty foot trailer groaned up over the hill. 

The captain said, “Okay. Got ‘em. Looks like an old beat-to-hell International.” With his right hand, he reached back and gestured.

Four other men rose from under the shade of a camouflaged cargo net shelter and moved into positions they’d chosen earlier. The three Border Patrol agents carried M-16s. The other man, Santa Cruz County Deputy Sheriff Leon “Buck” Slocum, carried a mint-condition military M-14. 

Border Patrol Agents Ramon Garcia and Lawrence McNulty took up positions on the captain’s left. Agent Simeon Rice and Deputy Sheriff Slocum moved into positions on Crowley’s right.

The tractor trailer moved another hundred yards or so, then slowed. As the brakes whined, the driver pulled off the south side of the narrow dirt road almost directly below them. A cloud of dust billowed up and over the trailer.

Crowley said, “Well hell, that ain’t good. I was hoping for more of an angle. Gonna be hard to get the drop on ‘em if they spot us and duck behind that trailer.”

The captain nodded. Quietly, he said, “Hey, it is what it is.”

* * *
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Two weeks earlier, the captain and two friends, Arizona Ranger Dale Crowley and PIMA County Deputy Sheriff Leon Slocum, were enjoying a weekly ritual in the Hogshead Saloon in Tubac. It gave them a chance to talk shop with like minds in a quiet environment. Usually they had a few beers, shot a game or two of pool, and went home. 

But that day was different. It was more of a meeting, albeit one that was not only unofficial, but clandestine.

Tall and lean at 6’2” and 210 pounds, Dale stopped just inside the door to let his eyes adjust to the dim light. His dark brown hair was trimmed conservatively, the sideburns running to the middle of each ear. His brown eyes were set deep under a weathered brow, framing his aquiline nose. A well-groomed moustache draped over each corner of his mouth

He was dressed in his usual uniform. His white long-sleeve shirt was tucked into Wrangler jeans behind a wide, brown leather belt. He had removed his badge and slipped it into his right front jeans pocket. His round-toed, brown leather boots were polished but dusty, and his pinch-front silver belly Stetson was tipped back slightly on his head. 

The long, narrow bar lay along the wall opposite him. To his left was an old-fashioned juke box, complete with a collection of oldies on 45 rpm records. And it wasn’t just for show. A dime still bought a customer a single tune, or he could insert a quarter for three. 

Beyond the jukebox on the left was the entrance to the bathrooms.

To the right, a row of booths nestled along the front wall. They stretched away to the corner, then along the far wall and the back wall, enclosing on three sides what used to be the dance floor. 

Past the far end of the bar, the room opened up. Most of that area was filled with neat round tables and modest wooden chairs. In the space between the tables and the row of booths against the back wall, two eight-foot coin-operated pool tables sat at an angle to the booths.

It was only late afternoon. Two men were seated on opposite sides of one booth about halfway along the front wall. Five others were seated at two tables, two at one and three at the other. 

After a moment, Dale spotted the captain. He was seated and waving one hand in the back corner booth, facing the room. Usually he was still in his green Border Patrol uniform when he came in. The corner was dark, but it looked like he was in a suit. Light grey trousers and a jacket, at least. And his black leather boots.

Those boots always reminded Dale of the New Mexico State Storm Trooper who stopped him for speeding near Lordsburg early one morning. 

* * *

[image: image]


Dale had been in the field on loan to New Mexico for six days and he was anxious to get home. 

The officer—the kid, he looked every bit of twelve years old—was sitting in his car in plain sight near the Steins exit. 

But Dale didn’t see him until he flashed past. When the lights came on in the rear-view mirror, Dale let off the gas and eventually slowed to a stop. 

The young officer got out of his car, closed the door and approached Dale’s window.

“Morning, Officer.”

“How are you today, sir? License and registration?”

Dale passed them to him. “Oh, I’m good. Yourself?”

“Actually, I’m better now. Goin’ off duty in about a half-hour. What’s the badge?”

“Arizona Ranger. So you stationed back in Lordsburg?”

“Deming.”

Dale nodded. “Ah. So you’ve still got a ride left.”

“Yes sir. But I’ve had a real peaceful shift. Well, up until a minute ago. And then here you came, lighting up my VasCar.” And the kid actually grinned. “You might say I’ve been waiting for you all night.”

Dale looked him right in the eyes and grinned. “Well sir, now I got here just as fast as I could.”

The young officer burst out laughing. He handed Dale’s license and registration back through the window. “Best one I’ve heard in awhile. You have a good day, sir.” He was still chuckling as he turned and headed toward his cruiser.

* * *
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Dale waved back, then walked to the bar. “Hey, Slim.”

The short, heavyset man behind the bar, Taylor “Slim” O’Dell, looked up as he dried a glass. He bobbed his bald head and grinned. “Hey, Dale. How’s it hangin’?” He stacked the glass on another one to his right, then flopped the bar towel over his white t-shirt. A thick white linen apron was tied around his waist.

“‘Bout the same. Just barely. Gimme a Negra Modelo, would you? And another Bud for Levi?”

“Sure thing.” He turned away to open the door on the beer cooler behind him.

Dale said, “I don’t guess Buck’s been in yet has he?”

“Nah, but you’re a little early aren’t you?” Slim turned around, the bottled beers in hand. “Not that you law dogs are on any particular kind of schedule.” He grinned as he set the beers on the bar. “That’ll be—”

A light flashed as the front door opened behind Dale, then slammed shut.

Slim leaned to one side to glance past Dale, his belly pressing against the bar. He gestured with his chin. “Speak of the devil. You mean that buck?” 

Slocum stopped next to Dale and put one boot on the rail at the base of the bar. He wore a tan vest over his white shirt, which was tucked into his tan uniform trousers. His boots and belt were brown. His silver belly Stetson was similar to Dale’s, but with a rancher crown. He was the same height as Dale at 6’2”, but considerably heavier, with a round face. 

His blue eyes twinkled as he slapped Dale on the back. “What buck? Who’s gonna do what with a buck?” 

Dale looked at him and grinned, then turned back to Slim. “And gimme a Coors Light for this knot head.” 

Slim nodded, then turned away to get the third beer. 

Buck looked at Dale. “Bein’ awful free with my money, ain’t you?”

“Why? You buyin’?”

Buck nodded. “Pretty sure it’s my turn.”

A moment later, Slim turned back and set Buck’s Coors Light on the bar. He wiped the condensation off the bottle, then flopped the bar towel over his shoulder again and leaned on the bar. “Tab or cash, gentlemen?”

Buck picked up his beer and took a swig. “Aw hell, put ‘em on my tab. But if I leave without payin’ now, just remember I’d rather owe it to you than beat you out of it.”

Slim grinned and nodded. “Deal. Besides, I’m in your will, right?”

“What will? Hell, I ain’t gonna die.”

Dale picked up his beer and the captain’s and looked at Buck. “Levi’s over there in the back corner. Shall we?”

Buck glanced back at Slim. “Later days.”

Slim gestured with his chin. “See you in a bit.”

When the two men reached the corner booth, Dale set the captain’s beer in front of him, then slid onto the bench seat facing him.

Buck had grabbed a chair from a nearby table on the way by. He set it at the end of the booth, then sat down and looked at the captain. “So what’s up, Levi?”

The captain leaned forward. He glanced at Dale, then Buck. Quietly, he said, “Okay, first, nothing I say here can go beyond this table.”

Buck grinned. “Well, too late. My ol’ lady knows I’m here. ‘Course she just figures we’re up to our normal debauchery.”

The captain didn’t grin. “Seriously. I called you boys here for a reason. It’s strictly coincidence that it’s on our normal day.”

Buck’s grin vanished. “Sure, Levi.”

Dale frowned. “So what is going on, Levi?”  

The captain hesitated. He finished his first beer and set the empty toward the back of the table, then wrapped his hand around the new bottle. “A few months ago, some’a my agents northwest of Nogales—” 

Buck said, “In those mountains down there? Man, that’s some rugged duty right there.”

The captain glanced at him and nodded. “Anyway, they started reporting heavier than usual activity. I mean, they didn’t come in or anything. Just in their normal reports.”

Dale said, “What kind of activity?”

Levi shrugged. “Just the usual. Bad guys running guns, drugs and people. And that’s all I noticed at first. You know. We usually get three or four major groups of people a month. But as the reports kept coming in, I started noticing a trend. 

“The people-smuggling was picking up quite a bit. Well, that was a pain in the ass. What with the catch-and-release going on, it costs me people to detain ‘em, process ‘em, and then load ‘em on a bus and drive ‘em home. So the more we catch, the more people and time it costs, and all for nothing really.”

Dale nodded and took a sip of his beer.

“The drug-smuggling stayed about the same, but again with about the same effect. We intercepted a lot of drugs, but we only caught two of the smugglers. The others dropped the drugs and beat feet back to Mexico.”

Buck said, “Sounds like business as usual. But you know the game, Levi. Ain’t nothin’ you can really do except—” 

Levi nodded. “I do. And that’s all fine and well. But I also noticed pretty much a spike in the gun-smuggling end of things.”

Dale frowned. “Going out? More of the DOJ’s silly human tricks?”

Levi shook his head. “Coming in.”

Buck said, “Coming in? That don’t make sense.”

Levi said, “Wait for it. You been noticin’ more Mac-10s on the street?”

“Not really. But I’m not up in the big city.” 

“Well, if you get someone at the home office to pull some reports, I’ll bet you’ll notice. And that’s what happened down here. 

“I started noticing more and more reports of apparent gun runners. Almost by accident, since the reports come in piecemeal from the whole sector. But once I started noticing, I also started compiling some figures. Among all my agents, they were spotting several gun runners every week.”

Dale leaned forward. “Every week?”

Levi nodded. “And at the same time, we were being flooded with illegals that we had to process. So there’s no telling how many runners were getting through without even being spotted.”

He sat back and took a drink of his beer. “So four days ago I put everything together in a nice neat package and sent it up the line with a proposal. Since we’re basically being baby sitters on the illegals until we let ‘em go, I asked to use fewer men on that so I could commit more agents to the field. ‘Course that would slow the processing, maybe inconvenience the illegals for an extra few days before they got a free ride back to the border. But I was thinkin’ then maybe we could stem the tide of the gun runners a little bit.”

Buck grinned. “I’ll bet that made way too much sense.”

“Yeah, well, plus I figured I wouldn’t even get an answer for a month or so. That’s how long it usually takes when you send up a special request. But the response came quick, and it came in two parts.

“First, I got a phone call from the regional director up in Oklahoma City. On the same day. I sent the package by courier, but she couldn’t have had it more than an hour before she called me. 

“Since the numbers of illegals in my sector ‘seemed to be’ rising, she said, I would assign more men to detention and processing, not fewer.” He took a drink of his beer. “Then she actually said, and I quote, ‘This is a direct order. Do you understand?’

“I said something like ‘Sure, no problem,’ you know, wondering why she felt the need to remind me it was a direct order. 

“Then she said, and I’m quoting here too, ‘Captain, I’m afraid I have to require a precise answer. Now, do you understand that you are to assign an appropriate number of agents to detention and processing as necessary depending on the number of illegals being picked up in your sector?’ 

“Well, I thought that was really weird. But I gave her the robotic response she was looking for. Sort of. What I actually said was, ‘Yes ma’am, I, Captain Levi Engle of the US Border Patrol, understand that you, Major Denise Benson, have ordered me to assign a commensurate number of agents to the detention and processing of illegals that we pick up in my sector.’”

He took a swig of his beer. “Well, I was bein’ a smartass, see. But she just said, ‘Thank you, Captain’ and hung up.”

Buck took a swig of beer and said, “I’ll bet she was recording you.”

Levi narrowed his eyelids. “Oh, y’think?”

Dale shook his head. “Doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“No, me either. But get this. Like I said, usually I’d have to wait around a month for an answer. But not this time. Not only did the regional director respond by phone on the same day, but two days later I got a registered letter from the DOJ in Washington.”

Buck’s eyebrows arched. “You’re shittin’ me!”

Levi shook his head. “No sir, not an ounce. Now think about that. They hadn’t even received the package yet. I’m guessing the major briefed them via email or something. Either that or someone above her did. But the letter. In part, it read, and again, this is a direct quote, ‘As regards the increase in activity having to do with firearms along the southern border in Santa Cruz and Pima Counties in Arizona, you are hereby ordered to stand down. You will take no action.” 

Dale frowned. “Are you kidding me? They put that in writing?”

The captain fished in the inside pocket of his jacket and produced the letter. He unfolded it and laid it on the table. “Here. See for yourself. I read it three times. I’m gonna put the damn thing in a safe-deposit box tomorrow morning.”

Dale picked up the letter and scanned it. 

Buck leaned over to look past Dale’s shoulder. 

Dale shook his head. “I’ll be damned.”

“Yeah,” the captain said. “Straight from the DOJ. In a registered letter. I had to sign a receipt for it. And that’s for guns coming into the country.”

Buck said, “What the hell are these people thinking?”

Levi said, “Well, I think we all have about the same opinion on that. Hard to think at all when you got shit in your ears from having your head up your ass for so long. What I’m wonderin’ is what the hell they’re actually doin’. 

“I mean, shippin’ guns south so they can track ‘em and all that— Well, that was wrong too, but in some ways at least it almost made sense. But bringin’ guns into the country? And doin’ that while they’re gettin’ everybody stirred up over the Second Amendment and all that? Now that’s on a whole other level.” 

He reached across and tapped the back of the letter with his index finger. “Anyway, that bit about how I’m supposed to ‘stand down’ really annoyed me. That’s the same order that general in Turkey got from the State Department about Benghazi when he let ‘em know he was gonna put boots on the ground and was a half-hour from wheels-up on a C-130. Seems to me when the big boys wanna get dirty, they don’t want any official witnesses.”

Dale had known Levi for over twenty years. He laid the letter on the table. “So what’re you gonna do?”

Levi tipped his beer and took a drink. Then he set the bottle on the table and grinned. “Well, first, like the good little trooper that I am, I’m going to follow the major’s ‘direct order’ to the letter.”

Buck’s eyebrows arched. “You are?”

Levi nodded. “Effective this morning, my men are not to detain any illegal aliens who are not directly involved in any criminal activity other than unlawful entry into the country. Then I’m going to assign a commensurate number of agents to the detention and processing of illegals that we do pick up. Which, once the current batch is gone, will be zero.”

Dale laughed. “There’s the Levi I know and love.” He took a drink of his beer.

“Letter of the law. I’m nothing if not law abiding. But the other part is a little more complicated.” 

He picked up the letter from the DOJ. “Three days after I got this damn letter—” He folded it and carefully put it back into his coat pocket. “I got a phone call from a friend of mine in Mexico. He had some very interesting and very specific information about a tractor-trailer full of guns headed north.”

Buck said, “A trailer full?”

Levi nodded. “Yep. Time, date, place—the whole nine yards.” He sat back in the booth and put up both hands. “‘Course, you gotta remember now, I was officially ordered to stand down.”

He took another swig of his beer. “Problem is—and you might think this is a personality flaw—I just don’t like bein’ told not to do my job. It’s annoying. So effective today at—” He stopped and looked at his watch. “Not quite an hour ago—3 p.m.—I’m on a two-week official leave of absence. And that’s where you guys come in.” 

He took a long drink of his beer, then set the bottle down and grinned. “How would you boys like to go camping?”

* * * * * * *
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When the dust had blown past the truck, seven figures came out of the mesquites on the other side of the road. All were wearing khaki pants, khaki boots and long-sleeved shirts. All were wearing camouflage khaki boonie hats atop black masks that had been pulled down over their heads. Six of them were carrying M-16s. The other one was carrying what looked like a scoped deer rifle. 

“Look at that,” the captain said. “I thought all these guys carried Mac-10s or M-16s or something. That looks like a regular deer rifle. Maybe a .308 or a .30-06.” 

Dale nodded. “I’m bettin’ it’s a .30-06.”

As a dig at Buck Slocum, the captain said, “Maybe he’s looking to join the sheriff’s department up at Santa Cruz county.” He laughed quietly.

Buck continued to sight over his M-14. “It ain’t ever jammed on me, an’ it ain’t ever let me down.”

Dale said, “Your contact said this was a shipment of guns, right?”

The captain nodded. “That’s what he said. Why?”

“Those guys are all wearing ski masks. Like they don’t wanna be identified.”

“That is weird, isn’t it?”

The man with the rifle walked to the edge of the road and stopped. 

The other six men fell into a loose semblance of a military formation on the road, facing the man with the rifle. 

He seemed to not notice they were there. 

He looked up at the ridge on which Crowley and the others lay. He turned his head slowly from left to right, then back, scanning. After a moment, he brought the rifle up to his shoulder and scanned the ridge again, this time through the scope.

After a few moments, the men on the road were fidgeting. 

Finally the man with the rifle brought it down to his side. He glared at the men for a moment, as if annoyed that they had interrupted his personal reconnaissance. 

He glanced up at the ridge again, then spoke with the others quietly. He was animated, gesturing a few times with his free hand. Twice he swept his arm in a wide arc toward the ridge and said something about the hills being alive with rodents. 

The captain lowered his binoculars and glanced at Dale. “Ol’ boy likes makin’ speeches, doesn’t he?”

Dale nodded, still looking through his binoculars. “Something about him’s familiar.”

Buck said, “Wonder if he’s ever been plugged by a rat?”  

Finally the man finished his pep talk. He raised the rifle and gestured urgently with it toward the truck. He looked as if he were issuing an order.  

Dale said, “Anybody make out what he said?”

For a moment, nobody answered. Then some ten feet to Dale’s right, Slocum turned his head. “He told ‘em to unload the pigs, I think. But I’m not sure. I guess we’ll find out.” He settled his cheek on the buttstock of the M-14 again.

The other six men broke ranks and ran to the back of the trailer. 

One of them slung his M-16 over his right shoulder and grabbed the locking mechanism at the bottom of the doors. He flung the left door open.  

Another grabbed the right door and tugged it open. It swung wide.

As the two men at the back of the truck barked harsh orders, the other men backed up, their rifles leveled at the trailer.

A moment later, a short, round, middle-aged man in a white or off-white linen suit made his way to the back edge of the trailer. He sat down, his legs dangling toward the bumper. He said, “Are you letting us go now? But you can’t strand us out here. We’ll never—”

Dale frowned. “Let us go? Are these people hostages?”

The Mexican near the left side of the door yelled at the man in the suit and gestured roughly with his M-16. 

The man quickly pushed off the bed of the trailer. He landed on his feet, but overbalanced and fell forward onto his hands and knees.

One of the Mexican men in the group of four rushed forward and grabbed the man’s arm, lifting him and hustling him around to the south side of the trailer.

The captain said, “Oh damn. I’m not likin’ the looks of this.”

One by one, eight more people climbed or clambered down out of the trailer. 

The first three were women. 

One looked like a business woman. She was middle-aged and dressed in a blue pant suit with a short jacket over a white blouse. Her hair was cut short. It fit her head like a helmet. She made her way to the back of the trailer. There she crouched and offered her hand to one of the guards near the door. Plainly, she said, “Help me down, please.”

The Mexican man looked up at her, then looked at his friend and laughed. 

Then he turned back to her and reached up for her hand. 

She put her hand in his and took a step, and at that moment he pulled hard.

She landed face-down in the dirt of the roadway and looked up sputtering. “What? Why did you—”

But he kicked her hard on the left hip and gestured with his chin toward the other side of the road. 

She scrambled toward the far side of the road on all fours, finally regaining her feet just before she disappeared around the side of the trailer.

The other two women, having seen what happened to the first, didn’t even make eye contact with the men at the back of the trailer. They turned to face inside and climbed down as best they could. Both appeared to be secretaries or personal assistants. Both looked to be in their early twenties. 

The first, a redhead with shoulder-length hair, wore a dress with white and silver vertical lines, black high heel shoes and a wide black belt. The toe of her high heel slipped on the bumper and she scraped her shin badly. Still, she said nothing but hurried around to the other side of the trailer. 

The other woman was in a blue, beltless skirt, a yellow blouse and pumps. Her hair was brown and luxurious, falling to the bottom of her shoulder blades. As she made her way down from the trailer, the guards were laughing and whistling as they watched her bottom. She too raced around the side of the trailer. 

Of the five men who remained, all were in their twenties, with the exception of one. He might have been thirty-five. All wore conservative haircuts and business suits in varying shades of grey. None of the men said anything as they hopped or climbed down and moved around behind the trailer.

The man with the rifle looked up at the ridge again, then shook his head. He walked to the guard near the left door and handed him the rifle. 

He took the man’s M-16 and gestured toward the trailer. 

As if someone was shooting at them, all six men, including the one who was carrying the other man’s rifle, quickly clambered into the trailer.

The captain frowned. “What in the hell is goin’ on?”

Quietly, Dale said, “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

Buck said, “I’ve got him, Captain. Gimme the word and I’ll drop him like a bad habit.”

The captain said, “I wish I could.”

Dale said, “Easy, Buck. No need to go to prison over the likes of that asshole.” 

“Yeah, I know. But damn I want him.”

Dale was still focused on the man below. The guy was too familiar. Something about the way he moved or— something. He couldn’t quite put his mind on it, but he was certain he knew the guy. 

Take off that damn mask. Take the damn thing off.

And as if he’d read Dale’s mind the man backed up to the far corner of the trailer, reached up under his chin, and pulled the mask straight up and off.

Dale breathed. “Son of a bitch.”

“You know him?”

Dale nodded. “Manuel Vallejo. The Butcher of Nogales.”

Buck said, “Butcher? Damn. What’d he do down there?”

“Nothin’. That’s where he’s from. Lemme borrow that popgun, would you?”

The captain said, “Now hold on, Dale. Just hold on. Nothin’ I’d like better, but the same rules apply. No matter what he did before, he ain’t done nothin’ yet today.”

Dale nodded. “The ‘yet’ is what has me worried. He’s gonna kill those people, Levi. And we both know it.”

Simeon Rice, the youngest of the Border Patrol agents at about twenty-one, said, “Really? You think so?”  

Dale said, “He sees himself as some kind of modern-day Pancho Villa.”

Quietly, Ramon Garcia said, “He wouldn’t make a pimple on Villa’s ass.”

Dale looked at him. “No, he wouldn’t.” He turned back to Levi. “We’ve had dealings with this guy for about six years. I’ll bet Buck’s heard of him.”
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