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Cooper Boone hunkered down in the sand, sage, and scrub of west Texas. The canopy of stars stretching above in the clear, midnight sky put the words of a song in his head. “Big and bright, the stars at night, deep in the heart of Texas.” He sang the tune under his breath while he resisted the urge to scratch a spot in the middle of his back—the spot that way too often in his life as a Texas Ranger felt like a target was painted there.

Below the ridge line, he followed the path a pair of headlights cut through the badlands. One of Valdez’s drug mules. He’d bet a month’s salary on it. He noted the time and location in his battered moleskin notebook. Not that it would help. Valdez was made of Teflon—at least as far as law enforcement was concerned. Or so it seemed. DEA and the rest of the alphabet Feds didn’t appear concerned. Hell, he couldn’t get his own chain of command interested in pursuing this scumbag.

White headlights turned to the red twinkle of taillights as the four-wheel drive vehicle chugged past below him headed north. Ten minutes later, the lights winked out as the SUV dipped over the horizon. He pushed to his feet and dusted himself off. His horse nickered in the darkness and with sure-footed determination, he walked straight to the animal, checked the girth on the saddle, gathered the reins, and mounted.

He glanced to the east. That shining orb still hung in the sky about twenty degrees above the horizon. Coop had watched that star for almost a month now. Each night, it seemed bigger and brighter. And if he didn’t know better, he’d swear it moved, tracking across the sky as if headed someplace special. That spot between his shoulder blades itched again. If he wasn’t positive that he was alone out here, he’d bet real money someone watched.

With bowed shoulders, he turned his horse toward civilization. Cell phone reception was a joke out here and even his police radio was hit or miss. Out here, a man better be able to take care of himself. Out here, a man could die and no one would know his fate for years—if ever. His horse whickered and tossed his head, pulling at the reins. Coop glanced over his shoulder and damned if that star didn’t look even closer. He remembered wishing on the brightest star in the sky when he was a kid and on a whim, he said, “Ya know, I sure could use some help down here, if anybody up there is listenin’.”

The horse blew air out from between his lips and it sure sounded like a Bronx raspberry.

“What? You readin’ my mind now, boy?”

Astro tossed his head up and down in a darn fine parody of a human nod.

“Well, what do you think it is then?”

The horse changed gait, moving from a trot to a smooth canter. Cooper might be a backslidin’ Baptist boy from the boonies but even he knew Christmas wasn’t far away. And damned if his hand didn’t automatically reach for the handle of his pistol, that spot on his back burning now. He didn’t believe in the second coming or the end of the world that had been predicted. Ancient Mayans? Doomsday calendars? Wasn’t gonna happen.

Even so, he was more than happy to see lights on the horizon. Nowhere, Texas was a wide spot on the road. It had a truck stop, a honky-tonk, a convenience store, and the Tastee Queen, a walk-in or drive-thru fast-food place. Most importantly, he could get coffee. Astro picked up speed as if he, too, wanted to be out of the badlands and back in even this outpost of civilization. If legends were to be believed, Nowhere was founded when a family’s truck broke down back during the Dust Bowl era of the Thirties. The wife said, “That’s it. We are stuck in the middle of nowhere and I ain’t goin’ a foot farther.” At least part of the story was right. Folks out here were truly stuck in the middle of Nowhere.

Cooper rode through the drive-thru of the Tastee Queen. The girl at the window was much too chipper to suit him. She handed him his giant coffee—black—with a bright smile and a big “Howdy! That’ll be three dollars.”

In the parking lot of the truck stop, he urged Astro up to a silver pole with a blue sign bathed in the desultory blue light provided by the solar panel at the top of the pole. “Call From Horse” the sign said, with the payphone at the perfect height for a man on horseback. Coop grabbed the receiver, punched zero and then a series of numbers. A voice rumbled on the other end and the electronic voice of the computer-generated operator asked about accepting a collect call.

“Take the call, Boerne.”

“Cooper? Damn, dude. Yeah, I’ll accept the call.” After a series of mechanical clicks and hums, the operator disconnected and Boerne Henderson continued. “Where the hell you been, Coop? I’ve been calling all over for you.”

“Greeley had me out chasin’ illegals.”

“You catch any?”

The derisive snort erupted before Coop could stop it. “Hell no. The brass in Austin knew this was a wild goose chase when they assigned it. They sent me to the one spot on the whole border that isn’t overrun. What did you find out about the report I filed on Valdez?”

The other man’s voice huffed from the earpiece, which sounded suspiciously like a sigh. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

“Dammit, Beau. I’ve been sitting on a horse for the last three days chasin’ dust devils. I saw three rattlers, a jack rabbit, and a horny toad. Until tonight. I haven’t had a whole lot to occupy my mind but that report. Now what did the Austin suits have to say?”

“You don’t have enough evidence.”

“I can add one more sighting from tonight but that won’t mean jack shit to them, will it? What the hell is Major Greeley and the rest waiting for, Boerne? Do they want engraved invitations? You know as well as I do that along with the illegals, Valdez is running some major quantities of drugs and guns in here and then sending money back over the border.”

“Calm down, Cooper. I told you I was working on it. If nothing else, I’ll bump it over to the DEA and ATF. Maybe they’ll pick up the ball.”

“Yeah, right. And maybe Texas Tech will win the national championship this year.”

“Hey!” Boerne interrupted. “It could happen.”

Coop’s derisive snort said it all. “Even if they could, I need some back up out here, Boerne. Either you figure out how to get me some, or I will.”

“Is that a threat, Boone?” Boerne’s voice went tight and hard.

Coop didn’t miss the change from his first to his last name but bulled ahead anyway. “That’s up to you.” He hung up the phone before either of them could say something to regret. He clicked his tongue to the horse and with a twitch of the reins, guided the animal toward the cluster of cars and pickups. At the very back of the lot, a big Ford truck with a horse trailer attached waited for his arrival, the emblem on the door more powerful than any alarm system. The logo, a five-pointed star in a circle with the words “Department of Public Safety – Texas Ranger” displayed on the doors, and the trailer labeled “Property of the Texas Rangers” glared as bright as the neon flashing in the windows of the honky-tonk across the lot. Music, punctuated with loud and raucous voices, drifted through the air. He loaded the horse then climbed wearily into the driver’s seat.

The eastern horizon glowed with a faint pearlescent pink as Cooper pulled out of the truck stop and headed west. Behind him, a shooting star blazed across the horizon and disappeared behind the convenience store sign with its brightly lit words: Texaco Star Mart.

The pavement thrummed beneath the tires of the crew-cab pickup as the mechanical horses in the diesel engine ate up the miles. The sky looked like it had been painted with watercolors by the time Cooper slowed to turn onto a side road which was little more than a one-lane dirt track full of washboards and ruts. Like a dim lighthouse, one small light beckoned about half a mile up the road. In a swirl of dust, the pickup stopped in what masqueraded as a yard in front of a squat, adobe house. Coop cut the engine, climbed out, and unloaded the horse from the trailer.

“Got time for coffee and grub?” A voice rasped from the shadows of the rickety porch.

“You cookin’?”

“Who else would do it?”

“As long as it’s not beans. I’ve been eatin’ beans for three days now.”

“Huevos rancheros to go with the beans.” For a brief moment, a slash of light illuminated the wall as a shadowed silhouette passed through. The light disappeared.

Cooper walked the horse around the back of the house to a small corral and shed. Unsaddled, with fresh water, hay and grain in the feed bucket, the horse ignored his rider. Coop’s steps dragged as he trudged back to the house. The scent of mesquite and beef hit his nose and he paused to sniff appreciatively. He pushed open the door and stepped inside. The furnishings and the man who lived there looked as aged and weather worn as the exterior of the house.

Cash Munro, his face etched by time and the elements turned from the old iron stove and plunked two metal plates down on the scarred wooden table. Thick steaks surrounded by huevos rancheros and tortillas swamped the plates. Coop sat down a half-second behind the old man and neither spoke as they cut, chewed, and wolfed down breakfast.

Using a tortilla to sop up the last of the steak juice on his plate, Cash finally pushed his plate away, and wiped his mouth. “Captain Henderson called here lookin’ for ya.”

Cooper nodded, his mouth too full of steak to answer. He swallowed hard and coughed. Clearing his throat, he finally spoke. “Yeah. I already talked to him.”

Reaching for the coffee pot, Cash topped off the mugs with hot liquid and raised one brow to show he was waiting for more.

“The brass in Austin says there’s not enough evidence. Boerne said he’d try to get the Feds involved.”

Cash snorted and looked like he wanted to spit on the floor. “Hell, in my day, the boys in Austin took it real personal when the Feds horned in. We did things the way we wanted and the them fellers just got in the way. Now they’re invitin’ ’em in? Damnation.”

His expression reflecting his hang-dog feelings, Coop said, “Austin ain’t like the old days, Cash. We got us a bunch of politicians and bureaucrats running the Rangers now.”

“Politics been the ruin of many a good man. It’s a sad day when a ranger can’t do his job for trippin’ over the paper pushers. What’cha aim to do now, son?”

“I don’t know. Guess I’ll think on it awhile. Valdez has that old hacienda fortified like it was Fort Knox. It’d take more than a company of rangers to storm the place.”

Cash rolled his eyes. “Hell, that scum’s probably got more gold than Fort Knox.” He sipped his coffee for a minute while he cogitated the situation. “You know what I think, Cooper? My ol’ daddy used to tell me if the front door is locked, find the back gate.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Cash stood up and clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll figure it out. I cooked. You wash.”
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After sleeping the day way, Cooper finally headed into Del Rio just before sundown. The highway looked like a black ribbon before it was swallowed by the setting sun. He nudged Cash’s advice this way and that. If an all-out frontal assault was out of the question, maybe there was a back gate somewhere. Despite several cups of the old man’s strong coffee, he still felt like his brain was wrapped in cotton batting. He was tired and concentrating too much on his thoughts so didn’t notice the headlights catching up to him until a dark SUV swerved into the next lane and pulled up beside him.
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