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Chapter 1


George Strait spewed forth from the jukebox: “By transcendental meditation I go there each night.” Matt had traveled that way himself, many times, and now here he was, in a honky-tonk across from the bus stop in Los Rios, Texas. The smell of cigarettes and stale beer was familiar, comforting. It was just like all the other bars he had been to since mustering out of the army.



To say he’d had trouble readjusting to life stateside was an understatement. Like many veterans, he’d found it difficult to leave the war behind. Fighting in the mountains of Afghanistan had been tough, and yet not doing that anymore, he was finding, was just as hard. He lifted his beer and tilted his head back to drain the last few drops of golden forgetfulness from the can. The barmaid appeared at his side and asked if she could get him another.


He smiled at her, nodded his head, and said, “Why not?”


She smiled and turned slowly toward the bar to be sure he got an accommodating view of her rear end, which was tightly encased in jeans. In addition to the jeans, she was wearing a halter top. The two garments were separated by four inches of skin tanned to bronze perfection.


She looked back over her shoulder with a pout on her lips and said, “I’d drink one with you if you want company.”

He smiled. “Maybe later.”


She gave him a disappointed look as she turned, then slowly undulated across the floor so that her pert ass moved back and forth, sending a clear message: This is what you’re missing, cowboy.



As she reached the counter, Lon, the bartender, a big man with a nasty scar running the length of his right cheek, turned and placed another can of beer on her tray and whispered, “Leave him alone!” He was not happy with her come-on to this drifter who had arrived a couple of hours ago and had been quietly drinking beer at the table in the corner, looking out the window at the western sky.



Earlier that afternoon, Lon had watched the bus arrive at exactly 3:16 p.m., as it did every Tuesday and Saturday. It came through Los Rios two times a week and stopped directly across from the bar to pick up waiting passengers or, once in a blue moon, drop one off. Very few people came to Los Rios. Today when the bus pulled away, he saw this man standing there. Why he had gotten off the bus, Lon had no idea. Standing there, the guy had seemed to be waiting for the Texas dust kicked up by the departing bus to settle back on the ground before he decided which way to go. He was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, boots, and a Stetson. An army duffle bag rested beside his right boot like an obedient dog.



Lon saw the stranger look up at the Lon’s Place sign above the door, but still he just stood there. Finally, a minute or so later, he picked up the duffle bag and slung it across his shoulder, walked across the road, and entered the bar. He had been sitting at that corner table with his back to the wall ever since. At one point he had taken a cell phone out of his pocket, checked it, and realized he did not have a signal. This part of Texas was remote, and cell reception was spotty at best. Did this man have some purpose for coming to Los Rios, or was he just a drifter passing through town?


The barmaid set the beer down in front of the man, turned, and walked slowly across the floor to the jukebox. She dropped a quarter in the slot and punched buttons, making music selections.

Matt looked at the watch on his wrist; it was army issue and, in addition to telling perfect time, it felt like an old friend. It had gone through hell with him. They had parachuted out of planes and rappelled down cliffs together, endured numerous firefights, mortar strikes, and even a few bar fights, and it still kept perfect time.


After a moment, he got up and walked to the bar, nodding to the bartender who nodded back. “Would you happen to know Johnny Etheridge?” Matt asked him.


The bartender’s eyes sharpened when he mentioned Johnny’s name. He looked at the stranger and asked, “Who wants to know?”


The girl walked across the small dance floor, placed her hand on Matt’s arm, and said, “I know Johnny.” Then she asked, “Do you want to dance?”



The bartender’s eyes darted back and forth between the drifter and the girl. Fixing Matt with a stony stare, he asked, “Who are you?”


“Johnny and I were in the same unit in the army.”

The bartender looked at him for a few seconds, then said, “I’ll ask around.”

The girl looked up, surprised, saying, “But, Lon!”

Lon cut his eyes at her with a clear warning. He turned back to Matt and said, “Have a seat and I’ll see what I can do.”

Matt returned to the corner table and resumed his vigil of watching the Texas sky, which was now beginning to darken as night approached. He watched the bartender, Lon, the girl had called him, pick up the phone behind the bar and punch in a number.

The girl came over and sat at the table. “So, you and Johnny were in the war together?”

He nodded but continued to watch the bartender, who was now talking in hushed tones on the phone, saying a few words, then turning and looking at Matt again; he knew he was being described.


Lon hung up and motioned for the girl to come over. They exchanged a few words, and he placed a new beer on her tray.


She returned to the table with the beer. “It’s on the house. Just stay put.” Then she added, in a whisper, “People are coming.”


She hadn’t said, “Johnny is coming.” She’d said, People are coming. Shit.



He and Johnny had been assigned to the same recon unit. Matt was a new lieutenant straight out of infantry officer candidate school (OCS) and jump school, where he had met Johnny, who had been assigned as radio-telephone operator (RTO). They lived, ate, slept, and fought together for the following year and managed to stay alive, which was no small feat considering infantry lieutenants and RTOs had the highest casualty rates in wartime.



They had quickly discovered that war was not grand and glorious but deadly. One minute you were talking about home to a teammate, smiling and feeling good. The next moment that man was dead, lying there as the last drops of blood drained from his body while you attempted frantically to stop the flow with an Ace bandage. A life gone forever.


He shook his head. Best not think those thoughts. Leave them in the recesses of the mind, when he could.


After Afghanistan, Matt had been in the Cumberland Mountains in southeast Tennessee, where he went to try and put his life back together. He had transferred from active duty to the Tennessee National Guard, where he did special assignments flying the Adjutant General or the Governor when needed. On the family farm he lived quietly, feeding cattle, mending fences, and doing the chores required to keep things running.



That was where he was when Johnny’s message caught up with him. A postcard with one word written on the back: Rawhide. “Rawhide” was the password you yelled when you were caught outside your own lines and knew the enemy was zeroing in on you, a one-word message that meant you needed help, pronto. The return address on the card was Los Rios, Texas.



Johnny had talked often about Los Rios while they were in Afghanistan. His grandparents lived there, and while he had grown up in Freeport, a little farther north along the Gulf Coast, his parents had sent him to Los Rios during the summers to work on the family ranch. Then, when his parents were killed in an automobile accident, Johnny and his sister had moved to the Bar E.



Matt remembered how vividly Johnny had described it: the Texas sky full of stars at night that seemed so close you could reach out and grab a handful, the sweet smell of bluebells in the spring, coyotes barking at night, and the waves washing up on the beach along the Gulf of Mexico. The way he talked about Los Rios made it sound like paradise. Johnny had always been a romantic, and when he was drinking, he usually sang songs about Texas. The troops had nicknamed him the South Texas Poet.



Now, back in the present, Matt glanced through the window and observed a Bronco slowly passing by. It was the third time in the last hour the vehicle with “Los Rios Police” and large stars painted on both doors had rolled by. The windows were tinted, so he couldn’t see inside, but he’d had enough experience with local law enforcement to know he was being checked out.



By nine o’clock the town appeared deserted. The Bronco pulled to a stop in front of the bar and a large fat man got out and came in. At the same time, the back door to the bar opened and two deputies entered, one a very large, menacing man with gauze wrapped around his head covering one eye.



The man entering through the front door stopped, looked at Matt, then at the bartender, and said, “Evening, Lon.”


“Chief,” the bartender replied.

One of the deputies grabbed the barmaid by the waist and pulled her close, saying, “Rita Ann, you look damn good tonight.”

“James Earl! You quit that now, you hear?” she said as she tried to pull away, her face in a frown, but he was not letting go.

The man at the front door said, “James Earl, we’re not here for that.” The deputy immediately turned the barmaid loose.


The chief walked over to the table where Matt was sitting. “Evening,” he said. Then, without being asked, he sat down and stared at Matt for a full minute before saying, “I’m Chief Lattermere. We like to know who comes and goes in our town, so why don’t you tell me a little about yourself.”


Matt sat quietly considering the question. “I’m Captain Matthew Ferguson, US Army, currently serving with the Tennessee National Guard.”

The chief turned his eyes, which Matt thought were too close together, up to the ceiling while he thought, then back to Matt. He said, “You got any ID?”


Both deputies had moved to the table and positioned themselves on either side of him, hands on the pistols in the holsters that were attached to large gun belts. They looked like something out of a Hollywood Western, and Matt wondered if they’d ever shot a man. Probably not. Small-town thugs like them were good for roughing up drunks but not much else.



Matt looked the chief in the eye and said, “I’m going to reach in my back pocket for my wallet. That’s all.” He did not want to give them any reason to say he had reached for a weapon. And they didn’t need to know there was a Winchester twelve-gauge pump shotgun and two boxes of double-aught buckshot in the duffle bag against the wall behind him, the gun broken down for travel and the bag secured by an army-issue lock.



He slowly reached his right hand into his rear pocket and extracted his wallet. He then removed his Tennessee driver’s license and the National Guard ID card and slowly pushed them across the table to the chief, who picked up both cards and examined them.



One of the policemen took his wallet without asking, looked through it, and said, “About three hundred dollars and a Master Card, Chief.”



The chief said, “Give it back to him. He’ll need it when Judge Tomorrow gets through with him.”


So, this was it. He’d been in Los Rios for less than six hours and was going to jail.

The chief stood up and said, “Stand up. You’re under arrest.”

The two deputies reached down and each took an arm, pulling Matt to his feet and bending his arms behind him.


He felt the metal of the cuffs on his wrists. “What are the charges?” he asked.


“Well, you’re not indigent having all that money, but I think you’re loitering. That sound about right, Lon?”


The bartender was smiling, watching what was taking place. “Yeah, that’s right, Chief. He’s a drifter. He got off the bus and has been loitering ever since.” Lon had not been happy with the interest Rita Ann had shown in the drifter. This would even the score. He smiled at Rita Ann and again said, “Loitering,” laughing quietly to himself.



Matt looked at Rita Ann and could see concern in her eyes, but he also saw fear. She was afraid of these people and probably had every right to be. These were small-town thugs who operated on both sides of the law and made up the rules as they went along. They knew who to push around and who not to. These were the worst kind of humans hiding behind badges and taking advantage of the weak and defenseless. He was sure they had little, if any, actual law-enforcement training. They’d be better described as knee-breakers or enforcers than police officers.


“Put him in the car,” the chief said as he turned and walked back to the bar.


As Matt was ushered out the door, he could see the chief and Lon with their heads close together talking in quiet tones. He also saw Rita Ann and noted she looked even more worried than before. She held her hands together and looked at him, without anything to do or say that could remotely help. She could only worry and wish for his sake he’d never gotten off that bus. Even though that wasn’t much, he did appreciate it.



As he sat in the back seat of the Bronco, he had a good view through the window into the bar and watched as the chief and Lon finished their conversation. Lon turned, picked up the phone, and put it down on the bar in front of the chief, who dialed a number and then had a brief conversation.


When he finished talking, the chief came out of the bar, looked at one of the deputies, and said, “Get his duffle bag.” He got in the front seat behind the steering wheel and waited as the deputy put the bag in the rear of the Bronco.


“This is your lucky day, drifter,” the chief muttered to Matt without turning to look at him.


He started the Bronco, and one of the deputies said through the open window, “Do you want us to come with you? We could have some fun.” His eyes darted back and forth between Matt and the chief. The guy wouldn’t be the first Matt had met who delighted in beating men who were handcuffed or otherwise incapacitated.

“No,” the chief said. He put the Bronco in gear, turned the vehicle west, and gunned the engine.


When they drove past a building with a sign that read Los Rios Police and kept going out of town, the chief didn’t say a word and neither did Matt. So he wasn’t going to jail, at least not that night, but where was this clown taking him?



About fifteen minutes later, and twenty miles down the road, they came to the intersection with State Highway 6. A highway sign said King County, the next county to the southwest of Clay, where Los Rios was.


The chief stopped the Bronco, got out of the vehicle, and opened the door next to Matt. “Get out.”

The chief went to the rear of the car and extracted the duffle bag. He dropped it on the ground at Matt’s feet. “Turn around,” he said.

Matt did as he was told and felt the chief removing the cuffs from his wrists. Once his hands were free, he rubbed his wrists to get the circulation going again.


“Drifter,” the chief said, “this here is Highway Six. Runs all the way to San Antone. There’s not a lot of traffic this far south. A few truckers travel this road at night but most people wait until daylight. I strongly suggest you flag down somebody and let them take you as far as they can.” He fixed Matt with his eyes and said, “Don’t never come back to Los Rios, you understand?”



He returned to the driver’s seat of the Bronco. Through the window he said, “If you get hungry there’s lots of rattlers out here. Taste like chicken, you know.” Then his face contorted into what he must have thought was a smile but was more like a grimace revealing dirty tobacco-stained teeth. He made a U-turn and accelerated toward Los Rios.



The south Texas landscape, bathed in moonlight, was bleak with little or no vegetation that he could see. He looked up at the sky filled with stars and the moon hanging low. So this was what Johnny had talked about so often. He reached inside his right boot, peeled back the duct tape at the top, and took out a hidden key. He unlocked the duffle bag and pulled out the three parts of the shotgun, connected them, then snapped it shut. He then retrieved five rounds of buckshot from one of the boxes in the bag and loaded the gun, four in the tube and one in the chamber.



The knee breakers were not above driving out here to “have some fun,” regardless of what the chief had said, and Matt wasn’t in the mood to be a punching bag for a couple of rednecks. He found a spot a few yards into the barren landscape off the highway shoulder and put down the duffle bag. He sat, then lay back on it, propping the shotgun on the bag beside him. This was not unlike being on ambush in the Sandbox, except this time he was alone. Johnny wasn’t there to swap out, staying alert while Matt slept, then sleeping while Matt stood guard. Matt had thought that part of his life was over when he was discharged from the active army, but here he was again, lying on the ground with a loaded gun beside him.



As he lay there, he considered what he had learned. Los Rios was a corrupt little town. The chief ran it but clearly took orders from someone more powerful, probably the person he’d spoken to on the phone. The barmaid knew Johnny and had shown genuine concern for Matt’s plight. So far, that was about it. Apparently, Johnny was on the other side of whatever was going on.


Johnny was a moral, upstanding citizen who would never be mixed up with scum like the ones who had just rousted him from the fair town of Los Rios. He smiled at the thought. Those boys who had just pushed him around considered themselves bad, but they had no idea what bad really was. His next move was to find Johnny.


Matt heard a vehicle engine but saw no headlights. Whoever was driving was running dark and approaching from the south, not from Los Rios. Who traveled this road at night with no lights on? The border wasn’t far south, and he knew there were plenty of illegal activities in the area: drugs, human trafficking, women brought in against their will to work in brothels servicing others who came for work. The coyotes, as the transporters were called, ran a cross-border trade, bringing people and drugs up from Mexico, then using the money to buy weapons to take back. They could sell them for three or four times the price they had paid in the States. A sweet deal for the bad guys, making money both ways. Not so sweet for the young women, who were promised jobs but forced into prostitution.



He rolled the duffle bag and positioned the gun so it pointed toward the approaching vehicle. The truck stopped about fifty yards short of the road junction, and someone stepped out, standing quietly beside it. Even in the moonlight at that distance, Matt recognized the man. He had seen that shadowy figure many times in the night on the other side of the world.


Matt smiled as the man whispered, “LT? LT?”

LT was short for lieutenant, the way the members of the recon platoon had always referred to him.

Matt stood and said, “What took you so long, Trooper?” Troop or Trooper was short for paratrooper, a salutation used among members of the U.S. Army’s elite Airborne Corps as a sign of respect.

Johnny walked toward him. “I knew you would come, LT. I knew it!”


Chapter 2

Johnny turned the truck around and headed back the way he’d come, running with no lights.

“We need to stay dark,” he said. “Lights can be seen from a long way off at night, and the people you run into out here are not always friendly. Texas has changed, LT. It’s not like it used to be.”

Johnny drove slowly through pasturelands. They came across cattle in small groups, occasionally with a solitary bull guarding the desolate countryside. When they reached the Gulf Coast at the southern end of the county, he turned north, driving slowly up the coastline.


With the moon high overhead providing light, Matt could see the waters of the Gulf of Mexico. The waves broke into whitecaps as they approached the shore. The sound and the smell of the ocean had always been magical to him. This experience awakened something inside the soul, an intimate sense of belonging to a greater power that stretched back across eons to that time when precursors to humanity crawled or washed up on the shores and beaches to begin life as mammals.



After following the coast for some time, they finally reached the ranch a little after one o’clock in the morning. As they approached the gate, an armed guard stepped into the road, shining a flashlight toward the truck.



Satisfied that the driver was Johnny, the guard turned off the light and said, “Uneventful trip, Johnny?” It was a statement and a question at the same time.


“No problems, Clem,” Johnny replied.


Inside the ranch house, a very tall, stately woman was waiting in the drawing room. Matt noticed the pistol on the table beside the chair where she was sitting. It looked like an old Navy Colt.


“Probably a lot of stories behind that one,” Matt thought.

The woman rose to greet them.


Johnny said, “Martha, I would like you to meet Matt Ferguson, my army friend who saved my life on more than one occasion.”


The lady extended her hand and said, “I’m Martha Etheridge, Matt, Johnny’s grandmother. Welcome to Bar E. I have heard so much about you I feel as though I know you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”


She had a warm smile, straight white teeth, and snowy white hair. Not gray, but white. Matt guessed she stood at least six feet. She was striking, elegant, and gracious, a lovely lady.



Matt had heard of her before. While they were in Afghanistan, Johnny had often told him stories about his old Texas family who had arrived with the first European immigrants in the early 1800s. The family had been prominent in Texas and instrumental in the state’s growth and development. They fought the Mexican Army in both wars as well as the Comanches and Comancheros. Johnny’s great-great grandfather had died in Goliad at the hands of Santa Anna’s army as they marched toward the Alamo. Later, his great-grandfather and great-uncles had taken part in the defeat of the Mexican Army and capture of Santa Anna at San Jacinto. The family had survived many challenges, and their descendants were still here to talk about it.



They were peaceful, but it was unwise to provoke them, even now. They would give you the shirts off their backs, but do not steal from them. It was a simple but strong creed that they had lived by for generations, and it worked.


After a few pleasantries, Mrs. Etheridge noted it was late and excused herself.


Johnny saw Matt to his room and said, “Get some shut-eye and we’ll talk in the morning. I’ll bring you up to speed on what’s happening.”



Matt wanted to know why he was here, but after the day he’d had he was willing to wait and eager to sleep. He shed his boots, jeans, and T-shirt and peeled off his socks. He’d gotten out of the habit of wearing underwear. During combat none of the soldiers had worn it because when wet it never dried and caused irritating skin rashes. He had not been comfortable in underwear since training.


Matt woke, instantly alert as always. It was a peculiarity of his. He never woke up slowly, taking time to rub his eyes, yawn, stretch, and come awake. No, as soon as his eyes opened, he was completely alert, assessing his surroundings, making mental notes and searching for any information that could be of use. It was a soldier’s mentality, an integral part of him as he fought for his life and the lives of his fellow soldiers.


The light pouring through the window indicated it was well past dawn, his normal roll-out time, and he heard voices outside. Matt was quickly on his feet, moving to the window. He peered through the small opening between the shade and the windowsill to get a view of outside.



It had been too dark last night to notice much about the ranch when he and Johnny arrived. Now, while watching from the window, Matt’s mind drifted briefly to what Johnny had told him on the drive: Rita Ann had called to report what had happened in Los Rios. The local police, as Johnny explained, were neither inventive nor restrained. The junction of Highway 6 and the county road that ran to Los Rios was their usual dumping ground for people arrested and then released from the town jail. The justice of the peace would first strip their wallets in exchange for “freedom.” Then one of the deputies would drive them to the junction, rough them up to make sure the message stuck, and leave them in the Texas dust, hoping they could hitch a ride out of the hellhole.



Shaking the thought off, Matt refocused on the scene below. There were several people in the courtyard outside his window. He recognized Mrs. Etheridge, and standing behind her were several men he assumed must be ranch hands. They had the weathered look of men who made their living riding the range year after year. None of them were smiling, and all were holding rifles.



Opposite them stood another group: a short, rotund man, a tall gray-headed man, probably a lawyer, Matt thought, by the look of him, and the Los Rios police chief. The short man was doing most of the talking, occasionally throwing his hands in the air to make a point. Matt could hear some words, but most he could not make out. By the look on everyone’s face, however, this was not a friendly visit.



The door to his room opened quietly, and he turned to see Johnny holding a finger to his lips and motioning for Matt to come with him. Matt jerked on his jeans, shirt, and boots, then followed Johnny down the hallway toward the back of the house. In the kitchen, an old hooked rug had been pulled back to reveal a trapdoor, which stood open. Johnny motioned for him to go down the ladder.



Matt was standing with his feet on the rungs, half in the door and half out, when Johnny handed him a pistol. It was the old 1911 A1 .45 caliber sidearm Johnny had carried in Afghanistan. He whispered, “Probably won’t need this, but just in case.”



Matt descended the ladder as the trapdoor closed above him. Once his feet felt solid ground, he stepped back. The little cellar was pitch black and smelled musky and damp. He bent down, reached into his left boot, and near the top found the piece of duct tape. He stood up with a book of matches in his hand. When he struck one, the flare revealed a small room with an old wooden table and two chairs. On the table was a candle, which Matt lit.



“And there was light!” he thought. He sat at the table and studied his surroundings. The room was approximately ten by ten, with earthen walls and floor like the safe rooms he’d read about in frontier houses, places built to hide the women and children during bad times. Even back then, people understood the need for refuge. If the house were set afire and burned, or this close to the gulf a hurricane or tornado swept through, the occupants would have had a chance. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. There was always something you needed to hide from.



Down here, the voices from outside reached him only faintly. Matt caught fragments of the conversation in the courtyard above. A man’s voice said, “Harboring a fugitive is a serious crime.”



Then the police chief added, “If he’s here, you better tell us. This is a dangerous man, Miss Martha. We can’t have people like that in our county.”



Martha replied calmly, “I appreciate you all dropping by to keep us informed. Now, we have work to do. You know, this is still a working ranch.”



“Yes, ma’am, Miss Martha,” the police chief said. “It’s been that way for more than a hundred years, I know. We hope you’ll be able to keep it.”



Matt didn’t like the sound of that. Was he hinting at legal trouble? A threat? He heard truck and car doors slamming, engines roaring to life, and wheels spinning on gravel, the sounds fading into the distance.


A moment later the trapdoor opened.


“It’s alright now,” Johnny said. “Come on up. Looks like they figured you didn’t go away like they ordered, and now they’re just trying to find you and make sure you leave.”



By the time Matt rejoined the household upstairs, the morning had settled into something resembling normal. Breakfast was served in the formal dining room. The furniture was massive and old: a large table made of oak with eight high-backed chairs around it. A sideboard stood against one wall and a large china cabinet against another.



Portraits of four women, two each, hung on opposing walls. These were the matriarchs of Johnny’s family, dating back to the early 1800s when Maria Louisa Matice, the only daughter of an old established Tejano family, who had been in Texas forever, as Johnny liked to say, had married Johnny’s grandfather four times removed when he arrived from Tennessee. Maria’s father had granted him five hundred acres as a dowry, and over the ensuing generations that tract had grown to five thousand acres. The property was second only to the King Ranch in acreage.



Although cattle remained the primary economic driver, the Etheridge ranch had long since diversified. Three producing oil wells dotted the property, and along the shoreline sat a small fishing village inhabited by South Vietnamese families who had escaped their country after the American withdrawal in 1973. Johnny’s family had lobbied to bring several of those families to Texas and then helped them establish a shrimping operation. The refugees were intelligent and industrious, and by their second year they were already turning a profit.



Their success, however, had not come without conflict. The shrimping fleet based in Galveston resented the new competition, and there had even been gun battles over shrimping waters. But the hostility eased with time. The Vietnamese were tough, many were former soldiers, and they could hold their own against the good ole boys. Eventually, they became a strong economic force, buying homes and property and branching into other businesses. People joked that they owned every cleaners and nail salon in South Texas. Through it all, they never forgot the Etheridge family’s support during those early, uncertain years.



Seated at the table with Matt and Johnny were the ranch foreman, Rafael Caldera; the family attorney, Richard Lewis; the family banker, Mason Hicks; and Captain Luis Escobar of the Texas National Guard, a cousin and boyhood friend of Johnny’s. Luis and Johnny had entered Texas A&M in 1999, both on ROTC scholarships and members of the famed Aggie Corps. Johnny had left college and enlisted in the Army in 2001, following the terrorist attacks in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania. Luis had remained in college, graduated, and been commissioned as a second lieutenant. After a tour of duty in Iraq, where he was in the unit that captured Saddam Hussein, Luis had joined the Texas National Guard and now commanded the local guard unit in Kenedy County.



A moment later, Martha Etheridge entered the room, and the men immediately got to their feet. There was a chorus of “Good morning, Miss Martha,” as Johnny stood behind his grandmother’s chair to seat her. Kitchen staff, under the supervision of Conchita Gonzalas, brought in bowls and plates of food, eggs, grits, refried beans, ham, biscuits, and sliced tomatoes, and poured hot steaming coffee into china cups. Polite conversation followed as everyone helped themselves. All of the food had been produced on the ranch for five generations, and Miss Martha saw no reason to change the tradition. To her, it was good to be self-sufficient.



The meal also carried with it the weight of history. Her father had nearly lost the ranch to the banks during the Great Depression, but everyone on the ranch had worked together and saved it. In those lean years, there was little money for food, let alone for cattle, so the fences were taken down to let the herd roam free as in the old days. These cows were a hardy breed, surviving on sparse range vegetation and reproducing in large numbers. During WWII, South Texas was suddenly awash with cattle, and the military’s demand for beef turned into an economic boon. By the time the war ended, the family coffers were full.



It was during those years that the Etheridges ventured into the oil business, adding another source of strength to the ranch. But the prosperity came at a cost: the dead boys. Each son of the county who went to war and never returned was flown home in a coffin under a draped flag and buried in the ranch cemetery. In 1954, the State of Texas granted the site official status as a State Veterans Cemetery. From then on, it became the final resting place not only for the fallen of WWII, but also for those lost in Korea, Vietnam, and now Afghanistan and Iraq. Patriotism and tradition ran deep on the Bar E Ranch.



As the meal wound down, the rhythm of ranch life reasserted itself. Staff cleared away the plates and refilled the cups with more steaming coffee. This breakfast, with representatives of the family’s many interests, had long doubled as a business meeting. For decades it had been held on the first Monday of each month, rain or shine. The reports began in order, as they always did.



Rafael Caldera spoke first, giving the foreman’s report before excusing himself. Next, the banker delivered his update on the family bank, established after WWII and now headquartered in Houston. His words carried good news: all indicators pointed to increased economic activity and profitability. The lawyer followed with questions, received satisfactory answers, and then departed as well. The oil wells continued to produce steadily, and while beef prices rose and fell, the ranch itself was on a modest incline toward growth and profitability well into the next decade. Each generation had faced its own trials, and, thus far, had met them.



Martha and her husband, Claude Etheridge, had assumed control of the ranch in the 1970s after her father’s death. They, too, had seen challenges, but they had kept the Bar E intact. Now, as breakfast concluded, Martha stood, and the three remaining men immediately rose with her.



She excused herself, saying, “I believe you gentlemen have further business to discuss.”



When she left the room, the tone shifted from formality to purpose. Johnny turned to Luis and asked, “Well?”


Luis answered, “It’s all set up. When will they arrive?”

Matt looked at Johnny with a question in his eyes. Johnny smiled and explained, “LT, when I sent the Rawhide message to you, I also mailed out several more to the members of our platoon I could find addresses for. So far, I’ve received replies from eight others. You’re about to have a reunion.”

Johnny turned back to Luis. “What about status for the LT, Luis?”


Luis reached into his shirt pocket and produced a set of orders. “These assign Captain Matthew Ferguson to the Texas National Guard as a liaison officer between the Tennessee and Texas Adjutant Generals.”



Johnny looked at Matt and said, “You and I are on our way to state headquarters in Austin. I have a clerk standing by to in-process you, and then all you’ll need is a Texas driver’s license.”



Matt smiled, imagining Colonel McRay’s face when he heard about this. McRay, his boss in the Tennessee National Guard, ran the aviation facility in Smyrna where the state’s helicopters were housed and maintained. Matt had attended flight school in 2005, graduated at the top of his class, and swapped his Infantry Crossed Rifles for a flight helmet, becoming a U.S. Army aviator. In 2006, he returned to Afghanistan, flying command-and-control missions with special operations units into Waziristan and Pakistan, missions that remained classified. When he separated from active duty in 2010, he had been reassigned to the Tennessee National Guard, but the Army hadn’t let go easily. They wanted to keep tabs on him because, in the words of an unnamed Pentagon official who had called McRay, “He has a unique skill set that we may need again.” Matt had arrived in Smyrna with a set of orders and a note that read: Handle with kid gloves.


With this latest turn of events, he could hear McRay say, “What the hell has Ferguson got himself into now?”

He was no longer able to wait for Johnny to fill him in. He looked over at him and said, “Catch me up on what’s happening.”


Johnny took a deep breath and said, “As I am sure you gathered from the meeting, the Bar E appears to be in trouble. Like most ranches that relied on the cattle business, these are difficult times, but we aren’t in as bad shape as we are perceived to be. I’ll explain the financial situation later. For now, there are forces in play that are trying to take the ranch from us. The political winds have shifted in Texas and our old allies in Austin no longer hold the power. We are holding on until some changes can be made. This new crowd operates on both sides of the law, they won’t last, but it will take time and effort to move them out. They have money, lots of it, and, as you know, money is the mother’s milk of politics. So far, we have identified two of our adversaries: OPEC, which is responsible for the current spike in gas prices, and the Calenda Drug Cartel.”


“But why the Bar E when you have only three producing wells? That doesn’t exactly make you a threat to international oil pricing!”


“True,” Johnny said, “but three hundred would raise some flags. In 1960 the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was founded with five members in Baghdad. Saudi Arabia is the kingpin of this unholy alliance of people who don’t like each other very much, and they like us even less. As everybody knows, power and money make strange bedfellows. At last count, eight other oil countries have joined OPEC, and this alliance controls the price of oil. By doing so they also exert tremendous political pressure to achieve their objectives. Oil is now their weapon of choice. It’s a different approach, but, used properly, it’s just as deadly as bombing: they can bring the world to its economic knees.”



Matt mulled this over in his mind, then said, “Our politicians would never allow that to happen.”



“They already have,” Johnny said. “Some of our own politicians not only allowed it, they enabled OPEC to gain control. The entire concept was hatched in the backrooms of D.C. Think about it: the decision was made to opt for a nationwide interstate highway system allowing Americans to use individual transportation in lieu of mass transit, like trains. The old railroad barons fought it like crazy but, in the end, lost. The big oil companies worldwide got on board along with the Detroit automakers, all analyzing massive profits for themselves in the future. By controlling the price of oil, they can dictate the price of gas at the pump. And let’s not forget heating oil in the winter, no one wants to see little gray-haired ladies freezing in New England in January.



“They also see vast opportunities for control of research and development of alternative fuels like wind and solar. By seizing R&D they’ll be able to control the energy market for the foreseeable future. OPEC will control the world by controlling the energy market. They have world-class economists working overtime to determine exactly how much money Mr. and Mrs. America can spend monthly to keep their Fords and Chevys running.



“You know, LT, we Americans are an independent lot and our automobiles are an extension of that independence. In addition to that, everything’s now being delivered by trucks, not trains. Eighteen-wheelers are running all over America taking products to the marketplace, and the price they are paying for diesel is passed on directly to the consumers by increasing the cost of the products they deliver.



“After OPEC started, when everyone was concentrating on Vietnam, they moved into Houston and bought interest in banks. They put money into Texas wherever they could find a place to put it, including Austin. Our current lieutenant governor and several key members of the state legislature belong to OPEC. They are bought and paid for just like you’d buy a new Stetson.



“Now, back to the Bar E. We only have three producing wells, that’s true, but we’ve got two hundred and ninety-seven more ready to go. They were drilled and capped by Halliburton in the early sixties when oil exploration was booming and before Congress prohibited exporting domestic oil. There are nine other ranches in this area, as well, with drilled wells that have been capped but have been ready to go since the sixties. The number of wells totals over a thousand. And the producers in west Texas and Oklahoma are on board and waiting for our move. Our ancestors worked this land. Their children were born, raised, lived, and died here, leaving the next generation to carry on. We’re not about to let a bunch of money vultures and politicians take it from us.



“Our geologist tells us that the oil dome we tapped into extends into the gulf. They don’t know the exact amount of oil reserves in the gulf, but they think there’s more there than anywhere else in the world. We have more oil reserves than OPEC. Aramco is the cartel member that holds a thirty-year lease on all the wells in this area, the producing ones and the capped ones. They are not our friends. Those leases are set to expire in two months and control of the wells returns to us, unless Aramco renews them. If they do not renew the leases, the wells revert back to the BAR E. We plan to stop them from renewing the leases.”


“Under the terms of the existing lease, OPEC could move crews onto the Bar E and the other ranches with capped wells leased to them. These crews would act as though they were preparing to pump and ship oil, but what they would actually do is provide a beachhead for the drug cartels and another gateway into the United States.”


Johnny paused, then continued, “Those capped wells could be producing in ninety days if we gain control. Oil in that amount, that close to the refineries in Louisiana, would be a significant market factor. The coalition we’re trying to put together could affect international oil pricing and bring political pressure to bear on these bastards who are set to economically rape the average American. We would need government action to reverse the decision against exporting oil, but we have forces in Washington that’ll help us.


“But this is where it gets murky. The Calenda Cartel has been moving drugs across the border. You’ll find out more when you’re briefed in Austin. The drug lords have also made great profits selling their products to unscrupulous operatives in this country. California is inundated with cocaine. These bastards are selling to school children as young as eighth-graders. They call it ‘developing their next client base.’ Kids are hooked before they get to high school. In order to feed their addiction, the dealers require them to bring in more clients, who then also become addicted. Our best estimates are that the cartel has amassed more than a billion dollars, and it does them no good sitting in boxes in the basements of their haciendas in Colombia and in the mountains of Mexico.


“The best place to invest those dollars is America, so they are coming with their ill-gotten gains to buy a piece of our homeland. If the drug kingpins could gain control of a property the size of the Bar E, with more than twenty miles of Texas coastline, they would have twenty miles more of unfettered access to move drugs into the states.



“Our friends in Houston told us there have been meetings between OPEC lawyers and operatives of the Calenda Cartel. If that alliance were to happen, it’s not just the Bar E that would be in trouble. The entire nation would be in jeopardy. He pointed to history: you’ve seen the video of the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago, the riots, anarchists in the streets, police with clubs and dogs beating protesters in the head? Chaos and panic all over the place. The rest of the world was stunned. Our weak national underbelly was exposed, and our enemies jumped at the chance to see how this weakness could be exploited against us.



“Again, back to the Bar E,” he said. “The current, quote-unquote ‘financial strain’ the Bar E is experiencing is one of our own making. During the past year we’ve sold thousands of cattle and extensive property holdings in Dallas, Memphis, Houston, and New Orleans. We’ve been putting together a war chest in preparation for the battle for the oil leases. All that money is off the books, so we look like a financial basket case, but, in fact, we’re still very solvent. That being said, even with the amount of money we have available it would be very difficult to fight OPEC or the drug cartels. Hopefully that won’t happen. Under the terms of the existing lease OPEC can renew without bidding and, if they do not renew, the wells revert back to the BAR E.



“Secrecy and timing are critical if our plans are going to work. What we have in our favor is that America is mad! The price of gas at the pump has been hiked to the point that it’s affecting every household, and OPEC has gotten very effective at controlling it. They drive it to the breaking point, then when Congress eventually prepares to do something, they back off and lower prices to take the heat off. So the trend continues to increase the cost of gas and take bread off the table in average-income homes across the country. Things like this have been done before, but never on this scale.



“Think about it. In the latter part of the 1800s and the first part of this century it was coal. That was our primary source of energy. The miners who went down into those dark holes worked, ate, and slept; everything was done at the mine site. They were paid onsite with company currency and spent their wages in the company store. The mine owners controlled everything. That outrage was conducted on a local scale in relatively small communities. The one we are facing now is global. On the drug front, that curse is hitting home now, as well. Drugs have moved out of the ghetto and into suburbia and middle- and upper-class America. They have the money, but what we do have, or can have, working on our side is public sentiment. The destruction of the cartels is our ultimate goal. Since the drug cartels operate outside the law so will we. The oil cartels are a different matter. Since the oil leases expire this summer the best chance we have is stopping them from renewing the leases.



“That’s where you come in, LT. A few people are aware of your many exploits while flying special ops in the war. One of the guys you’ll meet in Austin is an old pilot that knew you over there. He says you operated without regard for laws, Army regulations, or any other constraints. I believe he said you were ‘results oriented’ and ‘not one to be bound by or stopped by regulatory or political hurdles.’ We may have a need for that skill set if this gets any nastier.”



Chapter 3


A new person joined them for breakfast the next morning. When Matt entered the dining room, he immediately noticed the man sitting beside Miss Martha. The man stood and extended his hand, engulfing Matt’s like a catcher’s mitt. He was tall—somewhere between six-six and six-eight—and probably weighed two hundred fifty pounds, though he was not fat. His hair was completely white, like Martha’s. His face bore the weathered skin of someone who had ridden the range through many winters, with cold winds whipping around him, and had endured countless hot Texas summers beneath the burning sun. His age was hard to guess, but Matt thought at least sixty, maybe more.


Martha said, “Captain Ferguson, I would like you to meet one of my oldest and dearest friends, Captain Luke Bowie of the Texas Rangers. Luke, this is Johnny’s friend from the war.”


Johnny entered the room just then, and a big smile crossed his face as soon as he saw the ranger. “Luke, I knew you’d come,” he said warmly.



Luke put his arms around Johnny like a father would a son. After the embrace, they both sat down, the comfortable familiarity between them filling the room with quiet warmth.



Breakfast passed with an air of respect and curiosity. When they finished, Martha turned toward Matt and said, “Matt, Captain Bowie is here to escort you to Austin and make introductions. We’ll all sleep easier knowing you’re in his care.” She stood, and the men immediately got to their feet.


Reaching up, she put her arms around the ranger and said, “Luke, thank you so much for helping us in this matter.”


The ranger smiled down at her. “You knew I wouldn’t have it any other way, Martha. It’s always something—or should I say someone. After the war between the states, it was the carpetbaggers. Then the railroad barons. The Depression got a lot of us. Then WWII wiped out entire family lines. Now it’s the Middle Eastern oil sheiks and the South American drug lords, along with crooked politicians and their cronies.”



They smiled at each other as a look of understanding passed between them.



Luke Bowie was a direct descendant of the legendary frontiersman and famed defender of the Alamo, Jim Bowie. As such, Luke was considered Texas royalty, afforded a special place and respect within the state’s social and political circles. He had been asked to run for governor by both parties but had always declined to enter politics. The only post Luke had ever accepted was that of a Texas Ranger. He had commanded the Rangers for fifteen years before stepping down in favor of a younger man he had handpicked as his replacement. Now, he worked directly for the governor and answered only to him.


Known for his bravery—having been awarded the Silver Star during the Vietnam War—and for his unshakable honesty, Luke was one of those rare men who seemed larger than life.

As Matt listened and observed, a growing sense of reassurance settled over him. The number of players in this operation was increasing, and he liked that the tall ranger was now on the Bar E side.


Just then, the sound of engines rumbled outside. Matt heard vehicles driving up to the house, breaking the quiet morning rhythm.


Moments later, the Bar E foreman came in through the kitchen and said, “Miss Martha, they’re back.”

Martha, who was now standing at the window watching the men getting out of their vehicles, replied calmly, “Thank you, Rafael.” She gathered herself, straightened her posture, and walked out onto the porch, her presence both commanding and composed. Johnny followed close behind.


Outside, a group of men approached the porch—among them the Los Rios police chief, his two rough-looking deputies, and the Right Reverend Earl Tomorrow, who was acting as a justice of the peace. The chief called out, “Morning, Miss Martha,” and started up the steps onto the porch.


Martha Etheridge’s expression hardened. “That’s far enough, Chief,” she said evenly.

The chief paused, his right foot resting on the first step. “Now, Miss Martha, you know this is my jurisdiction, and I have the right to go where I want to.”

“Chief,” Martha replied, her voice cool but firm, “this is Bar E land, and I believe your jurisdiction ends at the Los Rios city limits.”


The door behind her opened, and the atmosphere shifted instantly. The chief’s eyes widened in surprise, which quickly turned to apprehension—and then to fear.


He stuttered, “Why… Captain Bowie… it’s a pleasure to see you, sir.”

Luke Bowie stood in the doorway, silent for a full minute. His commanding presence said more than words could. He looked first at the chief, then at the deputies, who nervously shuffled their feet and dropped their eyes.


Finally, his gaze shifted to the preacher, who lifted his hat respectfully and said, “Captain.”


Bowie’s eyes returned to the chief. “Lattermere, what the hell are you doing out here?”


“Now, Captain,” the chief muttered, struggling for composure, “as a law… enforcement officer in this… county, it is my duty to protect the people. And we have information a dangerous man is out here at the Bar E. We just wanted… uh… to be sure Miss Martha was alright.”



“I’m just fine, Chief,” Martha said, her tone leaving no room for argument. “So you can take your crew and go now.”



Lattermere swallowed hard, then seemed to summon what little courage he had left. “We need to… search the premises,” he stammered.



Bowie’s expression darkened. “Lattermere, if I come down off this porch…” He stopped there, but the meaning was clear—this would end immediately if pushed further.


The chief backed away quickly, saying, “Captain, no need for that. Your presence here is enough to ensure her safety.” The deputies didn’t wait for him—they had already climbed into their truck, engines running. So much for loyalty to their boss.

The Reverend Earl, sensing he would be next, raised both hands in the air as he backed away, saying, “Peace be to God! Oh, yes, peace be to God.”


Bowie’s voice cut through the morning air. “If you have any business with the Bar E, you come through me, Lattermere. Do you understand?”


Chief Lattermere nodded rapidly, sidestepping to his Bronco where the Reverend Earl was already seated stiffly in the passenger seat. Within seconds, both vehicles were roaring off down the road, leaving behind only the dust and the quiet authority of Luke Bowie standing on the porch.

***


The drive to Austin provided plenty of time for Luke Bowie to get acquainted with Matt. Luke handled the wheel of his black Chevy Suburban with practiced ease, its Texas license plate marked simply with the number 2—the governor’s vehicle carried 1.



Though Bowie didn’t volunteer much about himself, he spent most of the trip asking Matt questions. By the time they reached the state capitol, Bowie seemed satisfied that he knew everything pertinent about Matt Ferguson. As the city skyline came into view, the conversation shifted naturally from introductions to the mission ahead.



“Captain,” Luke began, his tone turning more serious, “Texas is undergoing a scourge the likes of which I’ve never seen before. The 1960s ushered in the drug culture in America, and it’s only gotten worse since then. We’re being infiltrated with illicit drugs brought in by the cartels—cocaine, crystal meth, and fentanyl. The routes they use come through Central America and Mexico.”



He glanced briefly at Matt, then continued. “There’s a drug kingpin in Colombia—name’s Alejandro Rojas. They call him El Tigre. He’s ruthless, and from what we’ve gleaned from field reports, he likes to kill. The feds are focused on Florida and southern California, but with the limited funding Congress has provided, their resources are stretched thin. Meanwhile, Texas has the longest contiguous border between the U.S. and Mexico—over 1,200 miles—and that’s where Escobar and his organization are moving their drugs north.”



Bowie’s voice grew heavier as he went on. “The Mexican cartels, which are subordinate to the Colombian cartel, have expanded their trade into human trafficking—selling young girls into prostitution and slavery. That side of their operation has exploded and now generates enormous revenue. These girls are also used as mules to carry drugs across the border. The governor wants it stopped. We’ve secured some logistical and intelligence support from Washington, along with a bit of additional funding, but manpower—that’s where we’re short.”



He looked directly at Matt. “That’s where you come in. We can’t use state forces—it would be too easy to trace back to the governor. Senator Whitworth, our friend in Washington, has arranged the federal support but has no boots on the ground. Johnny Etheridge was at the senator’s house for dinner one night when the senator mentioned the problem.”


Luke allowed a faint smile. “If you don’t already know, you’ll find out soon that the senator and Johnny have a special relationship. In fact, the senator hopes Johnny will soon be his son-in-law. Alice, the senator’s daughter, is a beautiful and capable attorney with some experience handling smaller drug cases in the area. She and Johnny seem to adore each other. The Bar E’s history goes back to the founding of Texas, and the Etheridge family’s influence in this state is second to none.”

“When Johnny heard that the governor and senator were looking for the right people to handle this mission,” Luke added, “he said, ‘I know just the guys you need.’”


The Suburban rolled smoothly up the long drive toward the governor’s mansion. Moments later, they were ushered into the office of Governor James Griffin.



Governor Griffin rose from behind his desk and came around to greet them. He shook Matt’s hand warmly and said, “Captain, it’s a pleasure to meet you and to welcome you to our great state of Texas.”


“Thank you, sir,” Matt replied. “It’s an honor to be here. I hope I can be of help.”


The governor scratched behind one ear, smiling. “I think you’re just what the doctor—or in this case, Miss Martha—ordered. By the way, I have a message from a Colonel McRay back in Tennessee. Let’s see…” He picked up a note from his desk. “Ah, here it is. He says, and I quote, ‘If you need anything, call—and get yourself back here in one piece when this is over! We have fish to catch.’”


Matt couldn’t help but smile. Colonel Mac loved to fly-fish on the Elk River and often took Matt along, whether or not Matt wanted to go.

“I’ve told our adjutant general you get anything you need,” the governor continued, then looked to Bowie. “Has he met Jim yet?”

“Next stop, Governor,” Bowie replied. “I wanted you to see him first.”


“Good,” Griffin said with a nod. “Matt—mind if I call you Matt? I’m a first-name sort of guy.”


“Certainly, Governor.”


Matt immediately saw why this man had been elected twice in landslide victories. He was easygoing and personable—the kind of leader who made you feel like you’d known him for years within five minutes of shaking his hand.
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