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Read the other Novels in the
Jack Sloan Border Wars Trilogy
by Larry Seeley:


Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves
The Bridge of the Americas (coming in June 2013)









What the critics say about
Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves:


The SantaFean: Larry Seeley, a budding novelist stuck out in the middle of nowhere in a tiny New Mexico canyon, has one vivid imagination. I ordered a copy…because I liked the sound of the title. Little did I realize that I would be spending my entire Friday night and Saturday afternoon stuck in a chair while biting my nails and waiting for the last shoe to drop. When are we going to have another Jack Sloan novel? I want it NOW!


Glenda Bixler, Reviewers Roundup: Would you like to meet a really cool dude?…Jack Sloan [in]…Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves…this book is fun to read, exciting, romantic in a way-cool, different way! It is unique with a style of writing that is thoroughly enjoyable—sorta laid-back, yet get up and MOVE!…a must-read. Larry Seeley is a new author, but I’m already anxiously awaiting the sequel. You’ll be sorry if you miss this one! I loved it!


Stephen Tremp:…I highly recommend Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves. It’s not…for your kids. But if you enjoy a great story of murder, revenge, and redemption with terrific character development, you’ll love this book. A Great Read!


Susi Perry: Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves by Larry Seeley is a great read…very entertaining…looking forward to the sequel. Action builds until you can’t put it down!


Betty Gelean, Reviewer for Nightreader, Vancouver, BC:… action… identities/characters, plotting, good guys and bad guys, each trying to out-think the other. I rarely set it down.


Redda Booky for the San Luis Obispo Book Review: I loved this book. Great adventure, mystery and setting. The characters come alive. The story is intricately woven and held my interest. Larry Seeley is the next James Lee Burke. Can’t wait for the second book!


Brandon Christiansen:… story line…is excellent. It keeps you guessing…It is so great, it could be a movie. I can’t wait for the second book to come out! Involved and intrigued.


E. Scanlon: Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves by Larry Seeley; He is one of those rare writers of an intriguing story that gets you involved and makes you want to travel the road of Jack Sloan. I found it hard to put it down. Slick, well-written, and fast-paced.


Steve Godofsky:… It’s not often I feel a book is a real page-turner for me but Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves got me. 340 pages went down in 2 reading sessions…and left me wishing there was more. And I hope from Mr. Seeley, there is! Jack Sloan’s #1 fan.


Niecy Strong:…intriguing, captivating and totally engrossing. As I read the book, I find myself thinking what a great movie it would make. The characters are well-developed, the descriptions of the scenery are descriptive but not laborious and lengthy. Jack Sloan is smart, heroic, vulnerable and decisive. I want more Jack Sloan. Jack Sloan Rocks!


Dirty Frank, Manassas Review:…an instant con-classic. I want to be Jack Sloan. From beginning to end the cast of seedy characters keeps your guts tied in knots and wanting more. Fast paced and well written. Jack Sloan needs to make another appearance… and soon.


Raine, New Zealand Book Reviews:…a thrilling novel…talk about sitting on the edge of your seat…romance, drugs, alcohol, violence and murder. All the elements are there, including a showdown at the end…if you enjoy a good thriller, read this book. Congratulations Larry Seeley.


Sara Howard, author of Apollo Engineer on the Saturn V: A story set in the southwest. This involves Indian Casinos and some really bad guys. Everybody shoots or kills everybody else. Every character is a thief, murderer or a bad guy. The women are truly tramps. If you like foul language, sexual scenes and murder on a grand scale, this book is for you.


Marty Shaw for Reader Views:…a wild ride… providing an intensity that makes the book a definite page-turner. …compelling and realistic characters, combined with a tightly woven plot, had me reading as fast as I could…fans of action, mystery, and suspense will not regret reading Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves, and just might see me standing in line with them when the sequel, 17 Degrees North, comes out.


 


And what do critics say about 17 Degrees North?


Stephen Tremp:I love the Jack Sloan character, who I liken to Jack Reacher from the Lee Child series…steel in his back and velvet in his heart…not a book to buy for your kids. But if you like gritty straight up action, relentless killers, and well developed characters, then 17 Degrees North and Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves are books I highly recommend. Download them both and read them in order. Thanks Larry for the second book and I hope there is a third one soon!


S.P. Washburn, to the Washington Post: I thoroughly enjoy Larry’s books. A great read, from the characters to the landscape, keeps you turning page after page!


Kay Hoffman, to the Lexington Herald-Reader: …a new adventure— even more gripping and more thrilling…the reader is taken on a wild journey between Juarez and Northern New Mexico that is fraught with danger… a book that’s a lot of fun to read because Jack and Darlene do things most of us would flee from. Go Jack. I can’t wait to read the next book in his trilogy. A Supersonic E-Ticket Thrillride.


pinky mo, Goodreads, Firstreads, May 2012: This book isn’t just a page turner—it grabs you by the throat with both hands and hurls you through the pages at over 100 MPH. This is one E-Ticket ride that you won’t want to pass up! …relevant to our times…scary…a classic story of good versus evil…This book is not for the faint of heart…evil people do evil things, and the only way to stop them sometimes is to take them out…my advice to all of you is buy the book, you can’t go wrong, it’s worth every penny and second you’ll spend on it. Happy Reading!


Linda Hedrik, Peachy’s Ya-Ya and Sweet Potato Book Club: I couldn’t put it down… strong women characters, and main character Jack Sloan is tough but with his tender side—just like a real person. The pace is fast and even…from one character to the next seamlessly, each part segueing well. I look forward to more from Mr. Seeley, and more about Jack Sloan. It was a riveting book and I thoroughly enjoyed it.


Vashti Watston, Guest Reviewer for the Miami Herald: A great sequel! The characters are colorful and the storyline is exciting. Perfect follow-up to Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves. It’s got it all and is a perfect summer read.


Redda Booky, San Luis Obispo Reviews: Larry Seeley, in his stunningly crafted second shoot-’em-up, 17 Degrees North, brings Jack Sloan back with a vengeance.. Jack’s love of justice and loyalty to his wife and friends counterpoint his brushes with no-good, murderous Ponzi schemers, Mexican cartel heavies, and crooked government officials in a tapestry of love, betrayal and murder. I couldn’t put this book down. Could not recommend it more highly.


Glenda A Bixler “Glenda” (Pennsylvania)The Vine Voice: [Larry] Seeley has his own style of writing that I have come to appreciate… [he] has done it again! A thriller that keeps the suspense high and the action ongoing! Jack is a James Bond type, but more laid-back… Darlene is the perfect cool lady that not only stands behind her man, but gets along side of him when the fighting and shooting starts!… characters alone are worth getting to know.


 


And now, introducing the third novel in the
Jack Sloan Border Wars Trilogy,
The Bridge of the Americas:


A young girl is murdered on a dark highway during the winter of 1995. Fifteen years later, the crime sets in motion a string of events provoking carnage and mayhem. Jack Sloan and his wife, Darlene, are caught in the middle, and it’s up to them to find a way out.


The Bridge of the Americas is the primary artery connecting Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, Texas. When El Lobe, a notorious cartel enforcer, crosses it in 2010, he lights the fuse. For five years he has operated as a mole for U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Now, one of his cartel buddies has dropped a dime, and El Lobo, Harper Prescott, must flee for his life and the safety of his beautiful companion, Rosa Lara.
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17 Degrees, 3 Minutes North


The latitude of the border that separates Juarez, Mexico
from El Paso, Texas is 34 Degrees North—
17 Degrees for each city—
two cities that share the same soul.
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PART 1


Jack Sloan




Pancho was a bandit boy, horse as fast as polished steel, Wore his gun outside his belt, for all the honest world to feel. Pancho met his fate you know, on a desert in New Mexico, No one heard his dying words,


Ah, but that’s the way it goes.*


*Pancho and Lefty by Townes Van Zandt (1972)












CHAPTER 1


The Assassin


“Make the first shot count and get out,” were his employer’s instructions. For insurance, he loaded the rifle’s magazine to capacity with twenty rounds. One shot or not, no way the target survives. He guaranteed his work and hated to make refunds.


He ran his fingers down the top of the SIG SG 550-1 Sniper rifle. A thing of beauty, it had set him back fifteen grand, fifty percent more than retail, but U.S. law banned its sale to anybody except cops or military. He checked the settings on the Kahles ZFM 10X range-finding scope attached to the top of the weapon. Four hundred yards—a difficult but not impossible shot for a marksman with his skill. He locked the collapsible bipod barrel support into place, eased it onto the flat rock in front of him, and adjusted the rifle stock to his shoulder. The bullets, .223 seventy-five grain Hornady TAP rounds, would speed to the target at twenty-eight hundred feet per second. Impact would be brutal.


The decision to make the kill here had surprised him. He knew the territory, but not the precise topography. The direction the target would come from had dictated his shooting platform.


The hazy day made the landscape jump. Heat rose off the mesa fronting the Jemez Mountains and reminded him of Baghdad. He’d told the army psychiatrist about his father, but the jerk said it didn’t excuse him wasting civilians and booted him on a mental. He missed Special Ops, but he’d earn more today than he could in twenty years in the service.




He used the scope to scan the horizon. The mark came into view a mile or more off. Damn the sun, it had popped from behind a cloud and cut into his field of fire. The shadow might throw him off, and thunderheads moving in from the west could ball things up. Flexibility, he reminded himself. In this business, a shooter’s most vital attribute. His skin felt cool and contained. No perspiration and no nerves, even after he took the precaution of donning the rain slicker poncho that he’d pulled from his backpack.


He checked out the landscape and spotted a suitable vantage point about thirty degrees to the right. A towering rock formation would deflect the sun and the rain, if and when it came. He cradled the rifle in his arms and duck-walked to the site.


He felt no wind, but through the scope he saw tumbleweeds skittering down the valley a few hundred yards away. A faint breeze struck his cheek. He knew the seasonal monsoons reared up without warning in this part of New Mexico. The small caliber rounds and the muzzle velocity of his rifle would mitigate much of a storm’s effect, but he might need to make a windage adjustment. Thunder shook the sky and he realized he could take his shots without fear of detection if he timed them with the lightning bolts. He counted to himself after the next one. “One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand…” There, that’s it. Strike, wait three seconds, kaboom.


The new ambush site suited him. He found a solid platform for the rifle’s tripod, and the field of fire looked good. No, not good, excellent. His target drew to within a half mile, and he commenced to sight in the weapon. The Kahles scope accounted for bullet drop once he dialed in the range and estimated wind affect. It made his job easy.


The storm struck with a fury. The sun disappeared and the sky went black. He pulled the extended poncho over his head. It covered the rifle scope so that only the front lens protruded. The cowling around the glass protected it from the rain.


Patience. Deep, slow breaths, and don’t get excited. He’d done this dozens of times, but the rush still came. He ached to hear the explosion and feel the recoil and watch through the scope when the target’s head exploded.


Lightning. One thousand one, one thousand two… Closer now, the count quicker. He watched while the range less-ened. Drops of scattered rain grew into large wet spots on his fatigues. Five hundred yards. Closing faster than expected. A bullet nestled in the chamber, and the gun’s firing pin sat poised to strike. The wind howled and tried to lift him from the ground, but the outcropping protected him from the brunt of the storm.


Four-ten, four-five, four-one. He squeezed the double-action trigger and the gun came alive in his hands. He watched in fascination when the target’s head turned to gravy and the bright crimson spray, magnified through his scope, mushroomed into a cloud. The target flew backwards, propelled by the violent rearward thrust of the bullet that destroyed his skull.


He packed the rifle and scope into a compact carrying case, picked up his spent ordinance, and scanned the ground for anything that might remain to mark his presence. Tracks, but electrician’s tape concealed the tread, and his boots would burn in a wood stove before nightfall. Satisfied, he bent his head into the storm and began to walk in the direction of the blacktop two miles distant where a car waited for him.


He thought of the driver and felt an erection push against his pants. He would lie inside of her and whisper the details of the kill into her ear. He fantasized about her response, and his steps quickened.










CHAPTER 2



Jack


Sapphire pulled against the reins and shied right. My six-year old mare didn’t like the steep incline, or the wind whipping up from the Jemez Mountains. Dark thunderheads roiled over the peaks, and I knew we were in for a blow. So did the horse.


Still a couple of miles to the barn. We picked our way down the ridge toward the wide arroyo below. Rivulets would morph into churning rapids when the runoff from the storm hit. The day felt warm, even at this altitude, and my shirt stuck to my back. I smelled rain and saw it sweep hard across the mesa that jutted between the mountains and our property. Sharp thunderclaps followed each brilliant lightning bolt that fractured the sky.


A bright flash a couple of hundred yards off made Sapphire buck hard and almost throw me. I decided to dismount and lead her. I untied the blanket from the back of the saddle and wrapped it over her ears and secured it under her jaw. It covered most of her eyes, but she could still see. She followed without resistance when I pulled on the reins. We walked toward the tame creek a short distance away.


Clouds wiped out the sun, and rain pounded us. It drummed on the saddle, and frequent thunder shook the ground. Sapphire jerked, and I adjusted the blanket. Her ears went back, but she quieted, and let me lead her. A mini-torrent swirled at the top of my boots, and Sapphire lifted each hoof like she was walking on sheep shit.


I glanced at the large canvas bag that I’d tied on her rump where I normally stored the blanket and poncho. It looked like a mail sack, but without the markings or logo. I wanted to kick myself when I thought about how I’d found it on the ridge and decided to take it. Who hid it there, and why didn’t I leave it for the next passerby?


Our normal riding route took us through a switchback to get from the top to the bottom of Pojoaque Ridge. When we descended on today’s ride, I’d noticed boot prints crossing the trail and leading directly down. Out of curiosity, I urged Sapphire to tackle the slope. She had stumbled and dislodged a stone. The small rockslide revealed the rear third of a bag sticking from the dirt, and I dug out the rest.


A small suitcase lock protected the zipper, but I took out my Ka-bar knife and easily pried it open. The cash stuffed inside caused me to wince. This wasn’t your mama’s laundry.


Whoever stashed it would come back. Had I made a terrible mistake by bringing the problem home? I could unpack it right now and let it drift with the current down to the Rio Grande, but one of the neighbors might see it and get curious. Easy to backtrack and find the trail I left on today’s ride, rain or no rain.


I couldn’t turn it in to the police. My name might still spark a live wire in the FBI’s database. And even though the cops hadn’t come looking for me, and I suspected the firestorm surrounding the Sacramento fiasco had died down, I didn’t want to rekindle it. Maybe I could talk to my friend with the Sheriff’s Department. He knew how to keep his mouth shut, and he might come up with a few bright ideas. Brief flashes of what it felt like to be pursued by the law gave me butterflies. No way could I go back to living like that, and no way did I want to endanger my wife and home.


I crossed the arroyo, remounted, and approached the narrow road that led through a small valley to my house. The rain lashed my face, but in the distance I made out two dark smudges hurtling toward me—my half-German Shepherd dogs, Jem and Atticus—like messengers from Zeus. Jem pulled away from his slower sidekick. Behind them, a bedraggled figure in a sou’wester and high boots trudged along the trail. Jem came to a large puddle about twenty feet in front of me, leapt it in one bound, and skidded to a halt in front of Sapphire. She put her nose down and nuzzled him. Atticus, the imperturbable one, trotted up and gave Sapphire a big lick on the face.


My wife, Darlene, straggled in last, wiping water from her brow. Strands of red hair stuck out from her rain hat.


“We went for a walk. The storm hit, but the boys must have heard you and Sapphire because they took off like rockets.”


I smiled at her and turned my head toward a faint buzzing noise when a hard object smashed into the middle of my forehead. I felt myself thrown backwards off the horse, flashing lights playing on the inside of my eyelids, then nothing.










CHAPTER 3



Lights Out




Do the dead dream?





The blasts from two shotguns echoed through the pitch-black night. I heard the buzz of pellets over my head when I hit the ground, and a warm trickle flowed from my scalp across my right cheek. Muzzle flashes showed the direction of the shots.


I lifted my head and wriggled my chest into the earth, then propped my Glock with both hands, aiming for the pinpoints of light, and squeezed off a full clip. Grunts told me they struck home. I reloaded and stood.


I ran in the general direction of the shooters. Two large shapes loomed in my path. I stopped, aimed, and put five into the taller one on the right, but it didn’t faze him. He grinned and kept coming. The rest of the clip went into his head, but by now, he was two feet in front of me with no signs of damage. One clip left. I jammed it home and emptied it into the zombies who had begun to wrap their arms around me.


Someone shouted my name, and I looked down. I lay on a slab and could see the yellow toe tag secured by a wire. “Sloan, Jack, Male, Caucasian.” Then I felt hands on my face and the person was no longer shouting.


“Jack, Jack. Wake up.”


A soft voice.


“Where am I?”


“The hospital. Thank god, you’re awake. We were so worried.”




Darlene stood next to me, her face and voice raw. I looked up and saw a fluorescent light and an IV filled with an opaque fluid. The trail of tubes led to my right arm where a needle rested in a vein.


“Why?”


“You and Sapphire had just crossed the river when a branch blew off a tree and hit you.”


“When?” My throat felt parched, my voice squeaky.


“Two days ago. You’ve been out ever since. The doctor says you have a concussion.


“The bag. A mail pouch. Where is it?”


“In the barn with your saddle and other gear. Who cares?”


“Sapphire?”


“In her stall with oats and water. I knew you’d be pissed if I didn’t take care of her first. I drove myself to the hospital.”


“Who’s taking care of the other animals?”


“Ray Green, the guy down the road.”


I nodded, but it hurt.


“When can I go home?” I said.


“You just woke up after being unconscious for forty-eight hours, and you want to leave? Are you crazy?”


I saw a flash of anger illuminate her exhausted-looking face.


“I have to get home. Call the doctor, and ask him. Please?”


She threw her hands in the air, stomped from the room, and turned right. I reckoned she was headed for the nurses’ station. I hoped so. I needed to take care of what I’d found, and to do that, I had to get home.


***


Two days later, I sat at my project table surrounded by guns. I still had a headache and the abrasions on my forehead itched. Darlene came in from the office she used for working on her romance novels.


“Jack, what in the hell are you doing?”


I’d received the requisite sympathy for the past couple days, but Darlene was pissed. She’d wanted me to stay another day in the hospital. I knew her well enough to let her fume and not start an argument.


“They need cleaning,” I said. “Look at this barrel.” I held the spotless unit up for her to see, knowing she wouldn’t bother to look.


“You cleaned them last week, cowboy.”


I pretended not to hear the worry in her voice. The ‘cowboy’ reference was an inside joke and meant to be light-hearted, but I sensed the tension that roiled beneath the surface.


“You need to start practice-shooting again,” I said.


I saw the tiny twitch of her head. She hadn’t handled her gun since the night she used it to defend herself. She didn’t answer, only turned and headed toward the stairs leading to the downstairs pool area. I remained at the rough work table and concentrated on my task. Nice going, Jack, maybe you can come up with another way to irritate her.


I thought about the hospital dream. It wasn’t the first time. Darlene and I had both seen a therapist after the attack on our rancho three years ago. He said it was PTSD, a common reaction to what we’d gone through. Mine showed itself in regular nightmares where I fired my weapon with no effect. No matter what I did, I couldn’t stop the people who shot at us. After a year, the images faded, and I felt normal—at least my version of it. Darlene claimed the same results, but I know that Abraham, the man she’d killed, still haunted her.


The ghosts never left me, but I didn’t talk about it, and neither did she. Maybe a mistake. I’m living testament to the burden of guilt that settles on a moral person who’s committed an immoral act. Taking a life, no matter the circumstance, transcends a person’s boundaries and changes one forever. So it must be with Darlene.










CHAPTER 4



Darlene


Darlene walked in front as we headed toward the barn and the inevitable encounter with my folly. I’d put it off despite her curiosity. Her mood had improved since yesterday, but I still felt a chill wind blowing from that direction.


I watched, and it struck me again how fortunate it was that we’d found each other. She tolerated my excesses, and those were legendary—at least among people who knew me. I’d stopped drinking for a while, but now felt safe in taking an occasional sip. A psychiatrist friend told me that booze and anxiety have a way of finding each other. The tranquil life I led today let me do a lot of things I couldn’t have done a few years ago. More reasons to forget the treasure I’d unearthed.


I talked to Sapphire while I wiped and brushed her down, then fed her oats and filled her watering trough. I dawdled and stalled until I thought it had become obvious to Darlene. Sooner or later, I had to deal with the problem.


I reluctantly picked up the satchel to carry it to the house. Darlene and the dogs followed. I dropped it on the mud room floor, and Atticus, the bigger of the two, took the handle in his teeth and started to drag it to one of his favorite burying grounds. Jem, the speedy one, snatched it and pulled the other way. It must have weighed more than either dog, but that sort of thing didn’t deter those two when they sensed adventure.


“Come on, you guys, bring it here.” My first laugh in a few days.


For once, they obeyed. Both sat, tongues hanging out, looking like they expected a treat for being so good.




“Let’s get to it, Jack. I’ve been awfully patient.” Darlene rubbed Atticus behind the ears and motioned with her head. She started to stride toward the back of the house.


“Tranquillo, Corazön. Give me a minute.” I wanted to collect my thoughts.


A moment later, I put my arm around her, and we walked to the kitchen table. I massaged the spot between her shoulders.


“Sapphire stumbled and started a small rock slide. I found this stuffed into a crevice that opened up.” I unsnapped the catch on the canvas bag and hefted it. Fifty pounds?


“Come on, Jack. Show me.”


“Check it out.” I turned it over, and the contents spewed across the table.


“My God.” Darlene didn’t often gasp, but she half-stood in her seat. “How much is there?”


“These are packs of ten grand each.” I picked up several wrapped bundles and let them fall through my hands to the pile on the table.


Darlene stretched over and touched it. “I’ve never seen so much money.”


“You start on your side, and we’ll see what’s here.”


I made piles of ten packets, one hundred thousand dollars each. Darlene did the same.


“I count eleven stacks—one million, one hundred thousand.” I glanced at her side.


“Fourteen over here. That’s two and a half million dollars. It’s a fortune.” She opened her blue eyes wide and held her hands to her head.


“And a world of trouble,” I said.


“Why? Finders-keepers.”


“The sack is new.” I picked it up and showed it to her. “No more than a day or two outdoors when I found it. It was stashed there for a reason, and whoever did it will come back. We need to find out who and why.”


“We don’t have to find out anything. Call Will and turn it over to the cops.”




Will Cowdry worked for the Santa Fe County Sheriff’s Department, and we counted him among our close friends.


“I’ll talk to him off the record, but I can’t turn it in. For all we know, I’m still in law enforcement’s ‘most wanted’ database. If I hand it over, and my name comes up, I could go to jail. I wish to god I hadn’t picked this up.”


“Why haven’t you ever asked Will to run your name? Find out once and for all.”


“Because if I’m listed, a flag could pop and make them wonder why he’s looking at me. It’s not worth the risk.”


“Sorry, sweetie. I know.” She reached across the table and stroked my hand. “But it’s an awful lot of money.” She flicked her eyes at the stacks on the table.


She smiled and the small lines on her cheekbones crinkled. Except for those, her complexion reminded me of porcelain-skinned Englishwomen you see in bodice-ripper movies.


Normal curiosity had compelled me to pick up and examine the satchel. I have many vices, but keeping another person’s money never entered the equation. It reminded me of the old lawyer joke—an elderly woman who drops off a three-hundred-dollar cash retainer at her attorney’s each week, puts three thousand dollars into the envelope by mistake. The lawyer is later faced with an ethical dilemma—should he tell his partners?


Two and a half million dollars abandoned in the wilds of New Mexico intrigued me. It meant trouble, and the person who put it there wasn’t going to walk away and forget it. If he or she came peaceably, I’d hand it over—its origin wasn’t my concern. Let the cops or whomever deal with it, only keep Darlene and me on the sidelines.










CHAPTER 5



Will Cowdry


I broke down my weapon of choice—a Glock 21. The .45 caliber Winchester parabellum bullets loaded in its fifteen-round clip would stop anything within range, and I never knew it to misfire. The same piece I’d used on the thugs with shotguns. In my dreams, the bullets were ineffective, but I’d seen what they could do for real, and it gave me pause.


Darlene’s gun sat on the table. A Baby Glock, model 27. The ten-shot clip made it lighter than mine, but the stopping power was legendary, and I knew cops who swore by it. A Glock lightweight .357 magnum Pocket Rocket with an ankle holster and two shotguns completed my arsenal.


The first, a sawed-off, pistol-grip Remington twenty-gauge, could be concealed under a raincoat. The second, a Mossberg Special Purpose, boasted a nine-round shot capacity. Double-ought twelve-gauge ammo could take apart a vehicle at twenty feet. It didn’t sound like much, but it represented a formidable collection in the hands of a person who knew how to use them, and I fit the category.


The boxes of shells stacked next to the weaponry offered further comfort. The main switch to the property security system hung on the wall about fifteen feet from where I worked. The marketers called it the most sophisticated protection a homeowner could purchase. We stopped turning it on a while back, after the shock of what had gone down succumbed to the erosions of time and memory. In much the same way we endure the loss of someone close, our minds help us rationalize other devastating traumas.




I considered myself one of the good guys, but I’d gotten in so much trouble during my short sojourn on earth that I could smell it coming, and ever since I picked up that satchel, its stench burned my nostrils. I pored over the internet, but found no mention of a big heist or missing money. That meant it was connected in ways I didn’t want to know about. I couldn’t quite bring myself to burn the cash in the fireplace. I knew too many people who would sell their grandmothers for that kind of dough, and aside from my desire for action, I wanted to do the right thing. Maybe Will would have answers.


***


Later that evening, we poured ourselves a couple of Absoluts on ice and sat in front of a muted television. CNN played the day’s news, but neither of us was interested in the rest of the world. Darlene stood.


“Where are you headed?”


“I need a smoke, and I promised myself I wouldn’t do it in the house. I’ll go to the porch.”


“I’ll go with you.” I snatched an ashtray off the kitchen counter.


Stars hung in the sky, brighter in the Land of Enchantment than most places. The altitude and thinner ozone layer give them a special brilliance.


“Seeing all that money was a turn-on, but after what you said and everything else that’s gone down, I’m worried.” She lit her Marlboro Light and fidgeted with the matches. “I know you, and you’re not going to let it go without trying to trace it, are you?”


A breeze rustled in the cottonwoods and blew her hair across her face. She wiped it back and gave me one of her looks.


“I’ll find out what I can from Will and the internet, but I promise to give it up.” I raised my right hand. “I swear.”


“Do it, Jack. We have a good life here. Don’t fuck it up.” She crushed a half-smoked Marlboro in the ashtray.




I reached out to touch her arm, but she’d already moved inside.


***


The next day, I stopped by the Sheriff’s Department off Route 14. I went inside and asked the receptionist if Deputy Cowdry was available. Before she could answer, Will burst through the inner door.


“Jack! Where you been keepin’ yourself, you old Irishman?” He hugged me until he squeezed my breath out.


We both stood close to the same height, but at two thirty-five I had him by forty pounds, and I used the extra weight to untangle myself.


“Good to see you too, Will,” I managed.


Will reminded me of Clint Eastwood in the spaghetti westerns. I’d once told him what I thought, and he responded by saying I looked like Rooster Cogburn, only seedier. Will wore his gun belt slung low on his hip, and non-issue cowboy boots added to the picture. It didn’t stop with appearances. Normally taciturn, Darlene and I found him honest and forthright, and unafraid to speak his mind. A man you could count on in a pinch or a gunfight.


He dragged me by the arm through the door and into his office.


“Have a seat, pardner. You want coffee? Water?”


I said water would be good.


While he was gone, I studied the spartan office. Plain desk, small bookcase, Wanted posters, and a couple of framed landscape photos tacked to the wall, plus piles of paper in every corner. The Sherriff’s Department didn’t overspend on dècor.


After we covered old friends and old times, I asked him if he knew anything about a large sum of missing money which caused him to break his stoic demeanor to the extent he raised his eyebrows. He said he didn’t know much, but the Feds were investigating a big-time kidnapping case. He showed me a bulletin that cautioned law officers to keep an eye out for two and a half million ransom dollars they couldn’t account for. My stomach tightened, but I kept my face expressionless.


“I figure you’ll tell me why you want to know about a pile of missing money when you’re ready,” he said. “But if there’s something bothering you, best spill it now and let me help—if I can.”


“I’d rather not say, Will. Don’t worry. If what I’m thinking comes to anything, I’ll bring it to you. Let’s leave it there, if you don’t mind.”


“You’re a real piece of work, Jack. Good thing I trust you like I do.” He shrugged and smiled. “But don’t do anything you’ll regret.”


“Any ideas?” I said.


“I’ll call a cop I know in Juarez. See if he’s heard anything. Carlos Santiago—a good guy.”


“Thanks, Will. I’ll check in later.”


A reflection in the glass of the Taos ski area photo hanging behind his desk caught my attention. When I turned, Elias Hernandez, Will’s boss, was entering his office across the hall. Maybe he’d been listening.


***


When Will phoned later in the day, he wanted to talk about the conversation that took place after my visit. I asked him to meet me that evening at Sheila’s, the downtown tequila bar that Darlene, Tommy Crowfoot, and I owned. Consuela, our live-in housekeeper, cooked there three nights a week, and Will loved her grub. We sat at a corner table out of other patrons’ earshot. Tommy worked a busy bar and couldn’t join us.


“Elias came into my office, Jack. He asked about your business with the Sheriff’s Department.” Will cocked his elbows on the table and interlaced his fingers.


“What did you tell him?”


“‘Passin’ time, Elias’—but I know he didn’t buy it. Hernandez is a major asshole, and he don’t like you,” Will said.




“Anything else?” My curiosity itched.


“He said he knew somethin’ went down before with me and you that I never told him about, and I better not be usin’ departmental resources to help you. He said my ass would be in a big sling if that were the case. I told him I knew who I worked for.”


“I don’t want to get you in trouble with your boss.” I said.


“The guy’s a cretin, Jack. I watched him try to tug his gun belt up over that sagging gut for the hundredth time this week. He makes me sick. I asked him why he had such a hard-on for you.”


“And?”


“He said he didn’t like you, or your snooty bitch wife. He believes you and Darlene think you’re better’n him.”


“He has that right.”


“Hah.” Will slapped the table, almost spilling his ice tea. “That’s when he tol’ me he knew somethin’ was up three years ago and we never let him in on it.”


I heard a note of genuine concern creep into Will’s voice.


“He said he’s gonna keep an eye on you and me and see what’s cookin’. I tol’ him, ‘You do that, Elias, and if you find anything, let me know.’”


Now, I laughed. “How’d he take to that, Will?”


“Said I was gettin’ smart-ass with him. Said I think I’m untouchable because my old man’s a Commissioner.” Will pushed back his chair and stood, stuck out his stomach, and did his Elias impersonation: “You’re an employee of the county, and your job description says you take orders from the duly-elected Sheriff. Understand?” Will wiped his finger across the bottom of his nose.


“You think he was coked-up?”


“Coke or meth, but I’m not goin’ there. I played the good ol’ boy. I tol’ him, ‘You’re the boss, and you know damn well I don’t use my dad to get favors’—and that’s the truth, Jack. What I wanted to say was, ‘Maybe you need another hit of coke, you moron’, but I held my tongue.”


The waitress brought our food. Fajitas for Will and my usual, Consuela’s chimichangas—the best in the world. She refilled our ice teas and smiled shyly at me.




“We don’t see you much anymore, Mr. Sloan,” she said.


“I need to come by more often. Easy to forget what a fine place it is. Sorry, but I forgot your name?”


“Lucinda. I’m Tommy’s oldest daughter.”


Christ, what an idiot I am. My partner Tommy’s girl, and I didn’t remember her. It reinforced my thought that Darlene and I needed to get out of the house and pay attention to our old friends. It was hard to explain our hermit-like existence. We had wiped out the rest of the world and settled into a cocoon. I wouldn’t call it fear—I chalked it up to caution. Killers stalking you change your perspective, and even though they were gone, the impact of those days remained.


“Of course, Lucinda. You’re so pretty, and you’ve grown so much. Good to see you.” She left the table, and I turned back to Will.


“Smooth, Jack.” He smiled at me.


I shrugged and held out my hands, palms up.


“What’s the upshot with Hernandez?” I said.


“Watch your butt. Elias might be a dork and a tweaker, but he ain’t stupid. He’ll try to jam you up.” Will’s expression turned serious.


“Any idea how?”


“There’s lots of ways, Jack. Don’t forget, he’s the Sheriff. Even if you and I know what a jerk he is, he was elected by a majority of the people, and they’ll take his word over yours. Lay low and don’t stick your nose into this money thing. That’s my advice.”
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