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  Chapter 1




  Under the clandestine cover of a dark, moonless sky, whispers of secret plans coming through the thin doors and propped-open windows changed the mood of the old, clapboard building. Young Luis Beltran was less than easy about his business tonight, and he fought fiercely to waylay his fear. With the will of a much older man, he reached down to find the courage to press on with his commitment to a new, brighter future. His decision to enter the illegal but wildly profitable commerce which ran through Old Naco’s veins was deeply seeded in the determination of a young man who knew the businesses conducted inside the old clapboard building, the Hotel California in his native village of Naco, Mexico.




  “This is my time to make some money! It can’t be that hard. I’ve seen many people who mule drug bundles across the border,” Luis mumbled aloud. “The money’s worth the risk. The others were no braver or smarter than I.”




  The low-lying structure seemed to have ciento de puertas, a hundred doors that muffled interior voices. The wailing babies and cries of desperate people trying to escape the confines of a hapless Mexican border economy crept through the cracks in the thin walls and broken windows stuffed with rags and cardboard. In spite of his dogged will to press on, the apprehension that wretched the skimpy contents of his stomach left his mouth dry and his young heart pounding.




  “Cuarto, Una cuarenta dos,” room one-forty-two, he mouthed as he read the room numbers on the old green door exteriors. Por favor, Dios. Please God, let me find it and let them be there, he prayed.




  Luis hugged the outside wall, scraping curled paint peels from the building with his back as he came upon another darkened corner. He brushed his shoulder and leaned forward to see around a turn in the alleyway.




  There it is. Room one-forty-two, he said to himself.




  A sigh of relief left his lips, betraying the need for self-confidence that he fought so hard to maintain.




  Luis stepped up on the small, unlit stoop of door one-forty-two. He tapped, one—two—three times. He waited and listened for a response from within.




  Not certain that his arrival was known by those within, he took the door knob in his hand and began turning it. Suddenly, it turned in his grip and the door knob was pulled from his hand. The door began to swing open and then halted as the chain attached to the inside stopped it.




  “Who is it?” the voice from the other side asked.




  “Luis Beltran.”




  The door closed. The chain rattled against the inside of the door once again, and then it opened, slowly. An arm reached through the narrow gap, holding what looked like an old pillow case in the dim light




  “Póngalo sobre su cabeza,” the faceless voice demanded. Luis placed the cotton case over his head and pulled it down to his shoulders, as instructed.




  “This thing stinks,” he mumbled. The weight of an arm suddenly collapsed on his shoulder. A hand grabbed the front of his hoodie, stripped him of his bed roll and jerked him across the threshold. He stumbled, then was pulled upright as he made three shuffled strides into the room.




  “I cannot see,” Luis mumbled, nervously.




  “Cállate! Shut up,” it commanded.




  I don’t like this, Luis said to himself. I can’t see.




  “You are too young for this job,” the voice said. “How old are you?”




  “I’m eighteen,” Luis lied. “I can carry as much as anyone,” he dared boast.




  “We will see about that,” the man answered. “I have a bundle that you must deliver. It is your responsibility, and only yours,” the raspy voice continued. “You will deliver it to El Lobo on Route 191 at Wilcox, Arizona. You will wait outside, with the others.”




  Others... Luis started to ask. What others?




  “Do not lose this bundle, or leave it behind. I say that you are too young to carry this load. If you fail to deliver the bundle as I am sure that you will, you will be hunted down,” the man continued emphatically. “If you take this bundle it is your responsibility.”




  The full weight of the marijuana bundle dropped onto Luis’ slim shoulders. The package extended down his back, to his hips, like a back-pack. Luis started to adjust the weight, but the door opened. He was spun around and shoved forward.




  “You will now join the others.”




  Someone jerked the pillow case from his head and pressed his bed-roll into his chest as he was pushed back over the threshold.




  Luis’ eyes came open. He waited for them to adjust to the dark. He saw three other boys standing with a middle-aged man. They stood out of the way in the shadow of the building. Luis didn’t recognize any of them. They were all strangers, but he could easily see that they were older than he was, as the man inside had told him. Hoping to avoid further doubt or criticism, Luis stood on his toes trying to measure up to the others.




  The boys carried packs on their backs, like his. They squirmed, as Luis watched, trying to adjust their loads. Each drug bundle was fashioned into a backpack-like package equipped with a sling.




  This pack must be twenty to twenty-five kilos.




  The older man took Luis’s bedroll from his arms. He pulled a tee-shirt from it, rolled it and placed it between Luis’s shoulder and the strap. The others watched. They relieved their own burden by padding the strap as had been done with Luis’.




  “Let’s go,” the man instructed. “We have no time to lose. Do not speak, and do not fall behind. If you do, one of the others will take your pack from you, and you will not be paid the five thousand dollars you were promised. Stay together! Hug the wall and keep your mouths shut!”




  As they approached another corner of the building, their progress was held up. A door came open. Six people were pushed onto the stoop and instructed to fall to the back of Luis’ line.




  Luis watched as a man, three women and two young girls joined in line behind him. They were not toting a roughly wrapped bundle like his. Luis’ thoughts returned to his own concerns. He was more anxious about keeping up with the leader than he was thinking about others’ problems.




  The group pressed together as they were led around a final corner of the building, and off into the dark streets of the north side of Old Naco. Dogs began barking, adding to the alarm and producing chills down Luis’ spine. The man, who Luis knew was called a coyote, a man paid to guide drug-carriers, mules, across the border, raised his hand and the group came to a stop. They kneeled near a building on Frontage Street. The coyote looked up and down the deserted boulevard, east and west.




  Luis saw that they were directly across the wide, dirt road from the border wall. He knew this location well. Two of the four lanes of the avenue fed the border-crossing lanes leaving Naco during the rush of early morning and late evening. The other two led into Naco’s market district.




  Luis recalled watching the border traffic as did all children of Naco. It was a matter of common knowledge that there were more lanes leaving Mexico than there were entering. Luis let that pass from his mind and settled on the line ahead of him.




  The coyote led them across four lanes; each followed instinctively, stooping forward to make themselves as undetectable from the view of the border station as possible. Once they’d crossed they were instructed to kneel and wait.




  Stooped over, Luis relieved some of the weight on his back by leaning against a large stone. He looked up and down the border fence. Only a stray dog crossed his view and broke the emptiness of predawn Naco. It came from the shadows and sauntered across the avenue, without any of the concerns that were reflected on the faces up and down Luis’ line. It disappeared into the cover of night. Everyone else’s mind returned to the reality of their own danger.




  The lights around the border crossing gate-house were prominent in the distance. It was a common sight for Luis and his friends, often playing and looking for means to make a few pesos around border traffic. He’d tried shining shoes and selling trinkets in the traffic lanes approaching the outbound Mexican check point. He’d determined long ago that hawking cold bottles of water was the most productive way to make money, but even that wasn’t enough to help his mother and sister to keep food in their home or put clothes on their backs.




  There was always interesting activity around the border gate house. The drama of people trying to sneak something out of Naco, past the border guards, was a constant source of entertainment. People like Luis and his street crowd watched and benefited from the mistakes of others as they worked on schemes to gain advantage from lapses in crossing procedures or in selecting guards who turned their heads to violations.




  This isn’t so bad, Luis thought of the heavy pack on his back. I can do this like the others.




  As the group waited for a signal from the coyote, Luis reflected back, remembering the times when he and his friends had played the Naco border version of the Cops and Robbers Game. They called it Mule and Coyote, a popular pastime for borderland street kids. Border activities were a constant spectacle, and their play mirrored the reality of the world in which they lived.




  Now, I am playing it for real, Luis thought. I’m the mule and this bundle of drugs will bring the money that I need to pay a coyote to get Mother and my sister across the border later. One time, carrying this bundle of marijuana will be all that I will need to pay the coyote to sneak Mother and Rosa across the border.




  The coyote snapped his fingers to draw attention. He moved the group quietly, one mule following behind the other, along the fence, avoiding the glaring lights of the border station.




  The coyote stopped once again. He moved his hand in a downward motion signaling the group to halt. Luis could see that they were near the seam in the fence where the old wall was being replaced with the new, higher one. Luis remained low to the gravel surface, waiting anxiously for the coyote’s signal to move on.




  Without speaking, the first of the boys moved forward. The coyote let him climb on his back and shoulders. The boy threw his pack over the fence and jumped down beside the coyote. A corner of the fence was held back as the boy stooped and slipped through the opening. Luis picked up his pack and stayed close to the ground, waiting, as the others followed obediently.




  That boy has done this before, Luis told himself about the young man in front of the line. He knows what he’s supposed to do without being told.




  Luis followed, then the man, women and girls shuffled through the opening. When they were through, the group was led off to the edge of the sparse brush, fifty meters from the fence.




  I made it. Luis smiled. I made it.




  They were held in place while a man approached from hiding in the shadows at the edge of the brush. He spoke to the coyote before he motioned for the people behind Luis to join him. He spoke briefly and led them off into the shadows.




  I hope they make it, Luis thought, as he watched them escape into the night. Someday that will be my mother, sister and me. We’ll make it to Tucson, and then further north. We might even go all of the way to Chicago. Mother would like that, and Rosa could find a job anywhere. All that she ever has to do is act modest and blink her eyes.




  Luis and his group headed north, toward Bisbee, following close behind their coyote.




  There’s little ground cover to hide under, Luis observed, nervously. There’s no time to linger. It’s time to move on.




  Chapter 2




  The era of allowing people to come and go across the border in our little Arizona border town has long gone by, thought Sheriff Peter Helm. Today, border procedures are no longer just a formality. There’s good reason to question everyone before we let them cross from Mexico to the U.S., even though almost everyone is bilingual in Douglas/Agua Prieta. Most business transactions are conducted in Spanish, and most of us have people of mixed heritage in our families, including my own.




  Peter’s late wife carried the blood of the Hispanic people of this region. She was killed while returning home from a visit with her family in Old Naco. Peter was all too familiar with the drug violence that had claimed the innocent life of his wife to the street hostility that held his native region of Arizona in its thoughtless grasp.




  Helena had left their two sons in Peter’s care, and he knew that his time-stingy profession had not been what was needed for his boys. But, like other generations of borderland ranchers, they were tempered by life in the harsh Arizona desert. They moved off to school at The University of Texas, El Paso, UTEP.




  Peter Helm was sheriff of Cochise County, on the Arizona border with Sonora, Mexico. As a native-born son of Cochise County, Peter knew the people of this region well and had witnessed the deadly changes that had transformed the area.




  I’ve crossed the border routinely to send a deputy to Agua Pietra every day to exchange prisoners, help the Feds return illegal immigrants or meeting with the police chiefs of Naco and Agua Pietra, Sheriff Helm knew. I just don’t go over for dinner or for personal reasons like I used to. Few Douglas natives do, these days. It’s just too dangerous. It’s become anything but a formality. The cross-border community’s now involved in a borderland war with drug cartels competing for the astounding profits of moving drugs, people and guns between the Sonora State of Mexico and Arizona.




  Today, Peter drove his county SUV across the border into Agua Prieta along with deputies Jose Garza and Maria Arredondo, on his way to speak to Agua Prieta’s Mayor, Jaime Salazar.




  “When did Mayor Salazar call this time?” Peter asked.




  “This morning, first thing,” Maria said. “He complained that this time the Feds released another dozen illegals at the crossing who’d been rounded up in Tucson. He even used the Spanish word for dumped, botado, to emphasize his disgust with the practice.”




  “Oh. How colorful,” Peter said. “Do we know if his accusation is true, or is he digging up stories from the past, again?”




  “Oh, it’s true enough, sheriff. I saw the Border Patrol SUV myself, late yesterday. They had a load. It looked like Smithson from Tucson again,” Jose said.




  “Well, we’ll have to see what Salazar has for us, and take it from there,” Peter said.




  The county vehicle was waved through by the U.S. post and crossed the border into Douglas’s sister city, Agua Pietra. The guard at the Agua Pietra side of the border looked in to glance at the sheriff and deputies. He dismissively waved them through.




  Moments later, they entered the lot at the municipal offices and parked the car. The guard at the door checked the visitor’s IDs and let them through.




  “I wonder how long this stuffed suit will make us wait this time,” Jose said.




  “Keep it down. We’ve been through this with him before. Nothing makes me think that it will be any different this time,” Peter whispered. “I need to be able to say that we met with him about his concerns. Let’s get that done and get the hell out of here.”




  Ten minutes later, Peter said, “This man is annoying as hell!”




  A door opened and a woman approached.




  “Señor Mayor Salazar will see you now,” she said.




  As the three passed through the portal to Salazar’s rather sumptuous office, they met the Mayor standing behind his desk. “Gentlemen, Ms. Arredondo, please come in,” he said. “I must inform you that the Governor of the Sonora State is quite distressed with the continuing incidents of illegals being dumped at the border crossing. He’s told me that last evening another twelve illegals were left to cross into Agua Prieta.”




  “Wait a moment, Mayor. Are you telling me that the governor of Sonora called you to tell you about people being dropped off at the entrance to your city? How would he know that?” Peter asked, emphasizing the word your.




  “It is the truth, Sheriff Helm,” the Mayor insisted.




  “No—it is not the truth. The truth is that your own police told you about the people last evening, but you would rather pass the issue up-line and place the problem in his lap. If it is Governor Escobar who is doing the complaining, I would be happy to provide the names of people in Arizona State Government who he might be interested in discussing it with. Why don’t we quit the nonsense and speak to each other about the issues we have been charged with controlling in our own offices,” Peter Helm shouted.




  “I do not understand,” the Mayor began.




  I know that the Mayor’s avoiding the truth. It’s all an unfortunate part of dealing with officials on this side of the border, the sheriff was forced to recognize, once again.




  “Well, let me help you out,” Sheriff Helm began. “Last year over two million immigrants jumped over the fence between here and Naco, and entered the U.S. illegally. Most were caught and returned to the nearest legal entry point in Arizona, which is here in Agua Prieta.”




  “That is true,” Salazar said.




  “What is it that I am supposed to tell the immigration boys? What is it that you and the governor would like them to do with your people? They’re your people who are trying to enter illegally. You do understand that?” Sheriff Helm asked, finally giving in to the temptation to assert the obvious to the Mayor.




  “We don’t care, frankly what you do with these people. Our protocol is to return them safely to their country once we have documented their illegal crossing,” the sheriff explained.




  “But, this causes crime in our fair city,” the Mayor retorted.




  “Fair city?” the sheriff objected, and his voice rose as he continued. “Agua Prieta is a hovel for illegal immigrants, drug traffickers, human traffickers and every kind of crook, criminal and piece of shit that Mexico has to offer. “I’m tired of you griping about the way others run their offices when your own is akin to a city dump at Cochise County’s back door.”




  “As for Cochise County, I will be happy to let you know when a deputy has a drop off to make, but I can’t control what the federal boys do,” the sheriff pointed out.




  “We are a city of a hundred and thirty thousand people, Sheriff Helm, and we only ask that you advise us when you leave immigrants at the crossing,” Salazar said.




  “I already said that we’ll be happy to oblige, Mayor Salazar, but I have a much bigger problem. My deputies tell me that your office is training Mexican nationals how to cross the border without being caught. If they cross successfully, they will most likely stay in the U.S., and you can be rid of them. Isn’t that your intention?” the sheriff asked.




  “Further, I understand that many people request court hearings, asking for safe asylum. All that does is clog the judicial system for people who really have a problem, and need assistance,” Helm went on.




  “In fact, your people are advertising on local radio and television, ‘free legal advice’ concerning getting across,” Maria chimed in.




  “Our policy is to let people know their legal rights. That is all,” Salazar claimed.




  “They are your people, Mayor, not ours,” Maria said.




  “You are one of our people, Ms. Arredondo. Are you not?”




  “Oh, no you don’t. That’s cheap, even for you, Mayor. My family came to America three generations ago and became naturalized citizens,” Maria said. “You are as responsible as anyone for the problem with human smuggling in the Sonora State,” Maria continued.




  The sheriff took Maria’s hand and gently tugged to encourage her from going any further with her attack on the Mayor. She peeled her hand away from his hold and struck it across the Mayor’s face. “You are the problem here, no one else,” she yelled.




  “We’ll keep in touch, Mayor,” Helm said. They left the Mayor’s office and made their way to the parking lot.




  “He’s the problem,” Maria insisted.




  “I know, but we need to hold off accusing him until we have proof of his involvement, Time will come when we’ll have the goods on Salazar. He has to be receiving payoffs from the Sinaloa Cartel or the Juarez Cartel. Maybe even both,” the sheriff said. “His time will come,” he repeated.




  Sheriff Helm handed two dollars to the boy standing next to the cruiser for watching over it. The boy looked at the two singles and then looked up at sheriff, complaining about the paltry payment he’d received.




  And they say unemployment is so high here in Agua Pietra. As I see it, everyone’s figured out how to skim money in some way, the sheriff mused.




  The sheriff, Deputies Garza and Arredondo left the lot and turned toward the border. As usual, the streets were full of people selling Chicklets and all types of souvenirs, pain relievers and every other kind of commodity, but the most blatant attempt at commerce seen while Sheriff Helm and his deputies waited in the exit toll queue were young women who carried step stools, rags and buckets of water to clean windshields. The young woman leaning across Sheriff Helm’s windshield intentionally brushed her top across the wet surface with her tee-shirt. Little of her bosom was left to the imagination for those looking through the windshield.




  The sheriff handed the young woman a dollar. She took her bucket and stool to the next car. The windshield is still wet and muddy, the sheriff noticed. The water adds to the ever present clay dust and grime making visibility worse than it was before she sprawled across the hood.




  “Do you hear that gunfire?” Peter asked.




  “I sure do,” Jose said. “It’s more common every day. Did you get the report about a young woman who was shot by an errant bullet, coming through the checkpoint, yesterday?” Jose asked.




  “No, I didn’t,” Peter said.




  “She’d crossed over on her way to her house cleaning job. A stray round must have traversed the check points and struck her in the back. Thankfully, she had her woven basket slung over her shoulder. The bullet struck something in her basket and ricocheted harmlessly through the side of her arm,” Jose explained.




  “Who has night shift tonight, Locker and Jennings?” the sheriff asked Maria




  “Yes, them plus Suarez and Flores,” Maria said.




  Chapter 3




  Peter waited for the evening shift deputies to arrive at the court house office in Bisbee. He called them to the squad briefing room and began giving them a briefing before the beginning of their shift.




  “It looks like a normal shift coming your way this evening,” Helm began. “Mayor Salazar continues to complain about illegals being returned from the North by the federal boys from Tucson. I told him that we’d make a go at advising him of any that we generate from the county office. I think that his problem’s with the INS deputies, not us.”




  “We’ve not returned that many ourselves, have we?” Sheriff Helm asked.




  “Just three from night-before-last,” Suarez said, “and we called the city before we dropped them off.”




  “That’s fine. Let’s cooperate where we can. It’s not that much trouble, and a little effort on our part could save us a lot of criticism later,” the sheriff said.




  “Number two, from my list is finding where the Agua Pietra people are using to pass through the fence. We know that there are escorts who charge for their services in providing intel to those trying to get across, illegally. I would like to be able to stick that bit of feedback up Salazar’s pompous backside,” he continued.




  “Okay. Be safe out there,” he finished.




  The sheriff returned to his house in town after the briefing. He lived in a neighborhood in Douglas, a few blocks from the border gate between Douglas and Agua Pietra. It was a small, two-bedroom bungalow that he bought after his wife, Helena, was killed three years earlier.




  They’d raised their two sons on Peter’s father’s ranch. It had been much quieter and a much better place for boys to roam, and kept them away from much of the violence that spills across the border into Douglas neighborhoods. With Helena gone and the boys off to college, Sheriff Helm found it much more convenient to live in town, even though the office and circuit court was in the county seat in Bisbee.




  The current problems of the region were the ongoing struggles for territory and rights to traffic drugs, weapons and people between the local Sinoloa Cartel, and the ever-expanding Juarez cartel that had their sights on the region to the west of Ciudad Juarez. Gunfights were routine these days in Agua Prieta with some spilling across the border into the streets of Douglas. The sister cities had become drastically more violent in the last two years.




  Lately, most of the action in the county was occurring in Douglas or in nearby Naco, which had become one of the worst border crossings in modern times. Naco had a tarnished history of violence associated with trafficking drugs, returning import of guns and cash as well as illegal crossings.




  Bisbee’s a quirky little town with more personality than a hundred Douglas’s, Sheriff Helm always said. He left most of Bisbee’s issues with Deputy Maria Arredondo.




  She has more tolerance for some of the shenanigans coming out of Bisbee. She lives in Bisbee and runs the office for me. I miss her, Helm mused over his recollection of Maria and the life that they shared these days.




  I could be about three inches from being caught in a work-place harassment scandal, Peter mused. The local papers would have a big time with a story like that. I don’t need that kind of exposure.




  Because of the potential for trouble, Maria and he kept their relationship to themselves. There were probably a few of his deputies who might know more than they should, but they were loyal for the most part. He figured as long as he treated Maria like the other deputies, they may let the issue be.




  Maria had been the woman in his life since about two years after Helena was killed.




  He fell asleep on the couch after a couple glasses of scotch, watching football. He was awakened with calls for assistance from Deputy Flores.




  “Call for assistance, Naco crossing,” the radio squelched.




  Peter jerked his pants up, left his shirt hanging out, slipped on his boots, and grabbed his pistol belt from the back of the chair by the door.




  “What’s your twenty?” Helm radioed Flores.




  “Naco gate, sheriff,” Flores returned.




  There wasn’t a real road between Douglas and Naco. The only choice, outside of going up route 80 toward Bisbee and then directly south to Naco, was to drive on the border-road along the border fence.




  That would take more time, Peter thought.




  “What’s our situation, Flores?” Peter radioed.




  “Suarez and I are pinned down by automatic-weapons fire. I’m at the gate and the Sinaloa gang appears to have some of the Juarez cartel sicarios caught coming back across from Bisbee,” Flores returned.




  “Maria Arredondo. Deputy Maria Arredondo,” Peter radioed, trying to raise Maria.




  “Deputy Arredondo. Go ahead, sheriff,” she answered.




  “Have you heard the radio traffic from Suarez and Flores?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir. I’m five minutes away,” Maria answered.




  What the hell would I do without her? Peter asked himself.




  “Flores, is your twenty in Old Naco, or on the Arizona side of the border?” she asked.




  “Old Naco. We came in to serve a summons and fled out the south side door when the shooting began. Sinaloa has the gate house and are holding hostages inside,” Flores said.




  “I’ll meet Arredondo on the north-side. Hold the radio traffic if at all possible,” Peter called.




  I hope that I’m not be too far behind Maria’s arrival on the north side of the crossing. She’s alone, Peter worried.




  Peter drove hard along the border-road, mulling over the situation in Naco as he bumped along. The dips and curves of the unpaved path to Naco tossed his weapons in the trunk of the car as he tried driving faster than he knew he should. His weapons and ammo hit the inside of the trunk lid every time the car landed from one of the launches and landing that the rough road put him through.




  Half way between Douglas and Naco, Peter came across two Border Patrol agents. They were sitting in their green truck, parked on a hill, looking out over the border fence. Peter saw the vehicle in time to swerve and avoid a collision. He looked in the mirror and saw the agents pull behind him, then switched his radio to their frequency, assured they’d call.




  “Sheriff, Border Patrol,” the radio squelched.




  “Sheriff Helm,” Peter returned. “Naco gate house under siege. Juarez and local cartel factions exchanging fire. Two deputies pinned down in cross fire. Responding to a call for help.”




  “We’ll call for assist, see if we can get air-support and a couple of border agents who might be in the area. Switch your deputies to my channel when you arrive, over,” he said.




  “Ten-four,” Peter answered, and switched his radio back to the county frequency.




  Peter drove like hell-wouldn’t-have-it for the rest of the way to Naco. The green truck was on his trail trying to maintain a separation from his rear bumper, slowing and speeding as they navigated the trail behind him.




  Peter rolled down his window and waved his arm for the border agents to take the lead.




  “Damn it! Come on!” he mumbled, and waved once more, his building impatience on display. At wits end, he finally drove off to the right side of the trail to allow the agents to pass by.




  Peter pulled in behind, following as closely as mechanically possible. The agent hit his brake and Peter’s car dove its nose in the dirt. “What the hell?” he mumbled. Peter’s patience had long departed. He wanted, badly, to get to his deputies.




  The border agents stopped. Peter watched a small group of illegal immigrants jump from the side of the trail and run uphill.




  No time to mess with them, now, Peter knew. He didn’t bother to call them in as he knew that the border agents had surely seen them and taken action. He was focused on rescuing his deputies in Naco.




  Hopefully we can distract attention from Flores and Suarez long enough for them to find cover. Finally, Peter came over the last rise before Naco. The exchange of gunfire filled the air, and Peter’s heart with adrenalin. He rushed to the small structure that served as the border crossing gate. Maria’s car was parked, emergency lights turning. Peter jumped from the cruiser and dropped next to her. The Border Patrol followed.




  The unmistakable sound of an approaching helicopter’s rotors coming from the east drew their attention. The search lights illuminated the final rise and reset on the small group huddled with Peter.




  “Where are Flores and Suarez?” Peter asked Maria.




  “They are next to the wall, the other side of the gate-house,” she said. “The Sinaloa group is there,” she pointed, “and the Juarez bunch is over there, on the north side.”




  “So, Suarez and Flores are on the Mexican side of the border?” Peter asked.




  “Yes,” Maria said.




  “Not good,” Peter said. “We’re going to play hell trying to get them out of there. The Sinaloa are between us.”




  The Border Patrol agents rose from their position and began to move toward the Juarez faction, lying low behind the north facing wall. Automatic weapons fire forced the agents down. Peter recognized the report of the AK-47 assault rifles that the locals called cuerno de la cabra, horn of the goat.




  Rounds whizzed over Peter and Maria.




  “Those rounds are coming from the west of us,” one of the agents called. “We’ll see if we can move to their north side and catch them in a cross-fire if you two want to stay here,” he said. “We’ll see if the chopper can light up their position and expose them out into the open where you can get a clean shot at them.”




  “That works for me,” Peter replied. “Send them my way.”




  The agents worked their tactic and forced them from cover. Peter saw the agents cross over the road from Bisbee and settle into a position north of the Juarez group. The chopper lights came to life. The Juarez cartel rose to escape, exposing them to the border agents. The agents took them down with minimum fire.




  Two raised their hands over their heads and were cuffed and left with an agent from the chopper.




  Peter and Maria had full access from the north side of the gate house. The Border Patrol moved in. They followed to the gate house and took position along the outside wall. They had the Sinaloa bunch pinned inside the gate house with Flores and Suarez on the south side.




  “Sinaloa has hostages inside the building. Getting them out safely’s going to be tricky,” a border agent called over the radio.




  They returned to take positions alongside Maria and Peter. One of the agents drew a smoke grenade from his pack. He held it out for Maria and Peter to see what he was doing and then tossed it through the broken glass. He followed it with a flash-bang grenade. They covered the north exit and Maria and Peter took a position across the driveway’s half-wall on the south.




  The sound of glass breaking followed by erupting gun fire came from the small structure. The smoke grenade went off. The flash followed. Voices screaming came from inside followed by another crashing widow. An armed man jumped through the window on the south side of the building.




  Deputy Suarez saw the Sinaloa trying to escape, and rose to fire. In a short burst from an auto-pistol, he was cut down. Peter watched him drop behind the wall. He was sure he was dead before he hit the ground.




  “Damn it!” Peter yelled. “There are more Sinaloas to the south, behind Suarez. Keep down.”




  Peter, Maria and the agents held their fire. Three gang members from the building disappeared. They ran off into the dark of the night and the streets of Naco.




  We’ll never catch them there, Peter knew.




  The Border Patrol agents crashed through the north door. They leveled their side-arms at the few remaining occupants inside and took control of the scene.




  “Cease fire!” a radio called.




  Peter placed his hand on Maria’s shoulder when she started to rise. “Stay down a minute. Let’s let them mop up this mess first,” he said. “These border clashes are their responsibility and they’re trained to handle the uncertainties that crop up.”




  “Does Suarez have local family?” Peter asked.




  “No. I think they’re in Juarez and El Paso,” she answered. “I’ll call for an ambulance.”




  When The Border Patrol came out of the south door of the gate-house, Maria and Peter met it. Peter walked over to Suarez and kneeled to his side. Suarez had a wound on the side of his head.




  “We walked right into gunfire when the Juarez bunch came through the gate house and were met by the Sinaloas from the south side,” Flores said. “We didn’t get a chance to even serve our papers. We got pushed out through the south exit, sheriff.”




  “I know,” Peter said, “but you don’t have flack-vests on. I’ve told you guys before to have them on when you step out of the cruiser. Those car doors will not stop a round from an AK-47.”




  “I know, sheriff,” Flores said. Peter placed his hand on his shoulder as they stared down at Flores’ partner.




  Lessons learned the hard way seemed to be our motto these days, Peter thought.




  The ambulance showed up about fifteen minutes later. Suarez was loaded onto a stretcher and taken away to Bisbee.




  “Come stay with me tonight,” Maria said.




  Peter didn’t answer. She knew that he’d follow her home to Bisbee.




  Chapter 4




  Peter followed the ambulance back to Bisbee. Suarez was taken into the emergency Copper Queen hospital and registered at the morgue. Peter left his cruiser at the hospital and rode with Maria to her house on a hill looking down on the old town center.




  Peter undressed and stepped into the shower and let the hot water pour over his violently throbbing head. He heard the shower door open and felt Maria press against his backside. She began rubbing Peter’s neck and pressed her face into his back.




  “I’ve told Flores and Suarez a hundred times to wear their flack-vests while on duty—” Peter whispered.




  “I know,” Maria interrupted. “You can’t be with us every moment, Peter.”




  “I feel overwhelmed by trying to cover this God-forsaken county,” he said. “I try to cover Douglas on my own while you’re up here. That leaves the rest of the deputies to chase between Bisbee and Naco, and it’s still not enough,” he went on.




  “We all know we’re stretched tightly,” Maria said. “But there’s nothing we can do but stay close and watch over each other. Come on. Let’s get in the hot tub. I’ll fix you a drink.”




  Maria wrapped a towel around Peter’s waist and pushed him toward the back deck. Maria’s tub, a birthday present from Peter, selfishly, sat on the back deck, looking down on the old village square.




  I must admit that I was thinking about Maria and me, naked in a hot tub when I had the tub installed for her. What better thing to buy a beautiful woman than a hot tub? Even stressed as he was, he recalled thinking just that when he purchased the hot tub and had it installed.




  Peter sat down in the steam-clouded hot water and began watching the lights twinkling in the false peace of the night in the southern Arizona desert.




  It only looks peaceful, he reflected. The desert’s crawling with bandits, drug traffickers and human smugglers coming and going. If I had a mind to I could light up the activities of a hundred of them with a night flare. Perhaps another day.




  He leaned back, anticipating a sip of his scotch.




  Peter heard the back door screen swish shut and slam closed, followed by footsteps coming from behind.




  I do hope this is Maria, and not some gun-wielding gangster, he thought. I’m not getting up to look around, that’s for sure. My aching back!




  Maria placed a crystal glass loaded to the top with ice and Glen Morangie eighteen-year-old Scotch.




  “Ah, yes, I have two of my weaknesses surrounding me. A beautiful woman, completely out of uniform thankfully, and a Waterford crystal glass of fine scotch,” Peter said.




  Maria dropped her towel and swung her leg over the side of the tub. She sat still, as Peter took in the view of his lover and companion silhouetted in the late evening moon. The moonlight outlined the details of her form.




  Good God, she’s beautiful. I wouldn’t want to face this brutal county without her.




  She dropped down into the tub and leaned against the side with her left hand extended, anticipating the hot water. She held the glass of Sauza and lime in her right hand, balancing it as she moved carefully on her knees across the tub. She sat across Peter’s lap. Her left hand extended around his back while she held her glass in her extended grasp. She leaned into Peter’s chest and laid her head against his shoulder. Maria placed several kisses on the nape of his neck while he held his head back and took in her loving assault.




  Reward comes finally to an old cowboy, he mused.




  Peter and Maria sat for several minutes in the support of their embrace. Peter’s left arm held her close, against his chest in a position that they’d used since they spent their first night together.




  Maria spilled some of her iced drink into their laps.




  “Burr!” Peter moaned. He retrieved the ice cube and held it against her belly. He watched the reflex of her tight abdominal muscles reacting to the touch of ice against her hot skin.




  Peter reached for the ice. He held it in his hand and rubbed it against Maria’s belly.




  “Look out, old timer. Don’t start something that you can’t finish,” she jested.




  “Old Timer?” Peter objected.




  “Yeah, old timer. You’re old fashioned,” she said. “You still carry the Smith and Wesson .357 revolver when you’re being shot at with every kind of automatic weapon known to mankind. Who’s to know?” She laughed.




  “I feel safe with that big-old heavy .357 in my belt. If the action gets heavy, I have an AR-15, and a 12-gauge in the trunk,” Peter said defensively. “If you’re good, you only need a few shots from a .357. I like the sound of it.




  “As for the other…preference,” Peter began, reflecting on a recent conversation about modern day nude models. “I like what looks best on you, and you look good the way you are. I like my girl just like my coffee, dark and hot,” he teased.




  Peter put his glass down and filled his hand with Mara’s breast. He thumbed the broad, dark nipple and watched her face, raised upward, and her eyes closed, enjoying the moment of intimacy.




  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “And I love you the way you are.”




  “I know,” she said, and laid her head back on his chest. “And you still like Miracle Whip on your bologna sandwich. I know.”




  “I am consistent,” Peter said. “I haven’t changed in the forty-five years of my life. I may be boringly predictable, but you’ll always know where to find me.”




  Maria lifted her head and kissed his throat. She returned her head to his chest. “I know,” she whispered. “Let me help you with those aching muscles.”




  “They aren’t that old!” Peter objected once again.




  Maria’s hand began to work on the knots in Peter’s neck. She knew what he needed and began to bring him relief.




  Chapter 5




  Peter knew he’d face the most difficult part of his job in Bisbee the following morning, but not before Maria fixed him his favorite breakfast dish with her great salsa.




  Peter called Deputy Suarez’s sister from the contact number listed in his file. She lived in El Paso. Peter told her of her brother’s passing.




  “He knew it was coming,” she said.




  “How did he know?” Peter asked.




  “Pretty easy. You keep fighting people who have superior weapons, and they’re going to take you down some time or another. It’s like taking a knife to a gun fight.”




  There was little Peter could say other than, “I’m sorry for your loss.”




  Peter made arrangements for the remains to be returned to El Paso. Deputy Suarez was only twenty-seven. He’d been a Marine, and served in Iraq and Afghanistan. Peter enjoyed having veterans on his deputy force, but some of them returning from multiple missions to Iraq and Afghanistan had a strange sense of defeatism under fire.




  “I’ve been fired at, lots of times,” Peter recalled Suarez telling him. “Living in Cochise County and working as a sheriff’s deputy’s like the constant pressure soldiers face in Iraq and Afghanistan. In other wars, soldiers faced the enemy and then stepped back from the violence and recuperated in relative peace. In Iraq and Afghanistan there’s never a time to let your defenses down. The pressure’s constant and unrelenting, just like border towns in Arizona. No one will ever escape the violence brought on by this drug war and it’ll eventually get to everyone.”




  Peter recalled the accuracy of Deputy Suarez’s assessment of recent times in borderland Arizona.




  I’ve been out of the Corps for fifteen years, and I’m not so sure that my time in the first gulf war was as treacherous as Suarez’s description of Iraq, he remembered.




  It reminded Peter of a saying he recalled from his days in the Corps. Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without result.




  Between the end of the day shift and the beginning of the afternoon, Sheriff Helm called a short meeting in the squad room.




  “We lost one of our own, last night,” he began. “Let’s not let his tragic death go without meaning. It is getting worse by the month. The forces from Juarez are pouncing on the local Sinaloa cartel, and they are planning on taking over Sinaloa territory. Let there be no mistake, we are in a battle zone, people.




  “One other thing. It’s doubtful that Suarez’s flack vest would have saved his life. Nonetheless, he was in battle without it,” Peter said with authority. “You must have your vest on at all times. Put it on, get used to it. It may save your life someday. For you male officers, you wouldn’t play baseball without a cup in your pants. Don’t go into a gunfight without your vests.”




  “Do we know who in the Sinaloa gang was involved last night?” Deputy Locker asked.




  “Not for sure, but we may assume Guzman was leading them. This was a major set up, probably intended to confiscate the cash that the Juarez faction went across the border to retrieve. Villareal and Zambada were probably there as well. The names of the cartels facing us across the border will constantly change as they compete for drug-running and people-smuggling profits near us. It really doesn’t matter. They’re going to change as they fight it out. They’re all in this deep enough to ignore the danger they bring to themselves and their own people,” Peter said. “Be aware! Wear your vests and watch each other’s backsides.”




  “Who’s on tonight?” Peter asked.




  “Flores is on administrative after last night’s shooting. That leaves us with Jennings and Garza,” Maria said.




  “I’ll take the shift with Jim,” Peter said.




  Peter watched Jim Locker turn toward Jennings and make a gesture.




  We’ll see how tough it is riding with me tonight.




  Peter took the right seat in Locker’s assigned SUV as they headed toward the border crossing at Naco. It was a short distance of about six miles from Bisbee. They approached the gate house at Naco fifteen minutes later.




  “What’s the plan, sheriff?” Locker asked.




  “I think we need to stay put for a minute or two. The Border Patrol boys have the run of the border operation, and we need to stay out of their way as much as possible. I’m not happy about my deputies getting into gunfights over border issues. That’s not our concern, and we’re not equipped to battle these thugs.”




  “How’s that, sheriff?” Locker asked.




  “I don’t have the resources to battle with drug cartels and still have deputies to patrol the rest of the county. That’s why,” Peter said, impatiently. “We shouldn’t have gotten ourselves into that gun fight at the border station last night. The feds should have to defend the border, not sheriff’s deputies. We lost a good man last night because we got ourselves too close to fed’s responsibilities. We should have called in the feds and laid low until they arrived.”




  “Then, what are we doing sitting here?” Locker asked.




  “Because, smart-ass, I want to see what traffic is coming into Cochise County,” Peter answered. “I have seen enough. Let’s go.”




  “Where to, sheriff?” Locker asked.




  “Why don’t you pretend that I’m not in the seat next to you, and do what you would normally do on your shift.”




  Silence.




  Chapter 6




  Peter and Deputy Locker drove toward Douglas.




  “Stop here a minute,” Peter said. “I want to take a look at how the replacement fence project’s coming along.”




  Peter got out of the cruiser, stood on the rise along the side of road and looked east toward Douglas.




  The new fence was supposed to be higher and have a better base. That much is obvious, Peter thought. Looks like they’ve accomplished that, at least.




  “Sheriff,” Peter heard Locker call. Peter walked to Locker’s side of the SUV.




  “Look at the crowd.”




  In the low light, Peter saw what Locker was pointing at. There was a group of Mexican nationals crouching near the junction where the old fencing met the new wall installation.




  “Looks like they’re trying to figure out if the construction’s opened an opportunity for them,” Locker said.




  “Let’s call it in to the Border Patrol,” Peter said.




  Locker called on the Border Patrol frequency. “Cochise County to Border Patrol.” And again, “Cochise County to Border Patrol.”




  “Border Patrol, Cochise County,” the radio squawked in response.




  “Nationals near your new construction. Looks like they are testing the site where old wall meets new construction,” Locker reported.




  “Ten-four, County. We’re fifty yards to your north, keeping an eye on them. I have them in sight.”




  “Ten-four,” Locker said.




  Peter and Locker got back into the cruiser and drove away from the fence.




  There’s an obvious difference between the old fence and the new wall. The material’s completely different, and the new bollard wall’s eighteen feet high, versus the shorter fence that’s been in place for several years, Peter thought. I wish we had more interface with the feds on their plans and operations. I’ve no idea what they’re doing other than what I can see with my own eyes.




  They saw the Border Patrol truck on the horizon, sitting in the dark. Locker parked the SUV near a ravine where they could no longer be seen by the crowd near the wall.




  Peter and Deputy Locker got out of the cruiser to walk up the hill to the Border Patrol truck. As they approached the vehicle, Peter recognized agents Hector Gomez and Jose Perez. Peter placed his elbows on the window opening on Hector Gomez’s side of the truck. Peter reached in and shook their hands.




  “Sheriff,” Gomez said.




  “Hector, Jose—how are you tonight?” Peter asked. “How are those kids, Hector?”




  “Growing like weeds, sheriff,” Hector answered.




  “How about you, Jose?” Peter asked.




  “Trying to keep the faith, sheriff. We haven’t seen much of you lately,” Jose said.




  “Well, I’ve been spending most of my time near Douglas, and leaving Bisbee to Deputy Sergeant Arredondo, and her deputies,” Peter answered. “It keeps us spread thin.”




  “How is Maria, anyway?” Hector asked.




  Peter looked at Hector and twisted his head toward Deputy Locker and winked.




  Hector smiled and nodded in understanding of Peter’s reluctance to speak of Maria in Deputy Locker’s presence.




  “Deputy Arredondo’s doing fine,” Peter said. “She pretty much runs the Bisbee office for me.”




  “What about you boys?” Peter said, changing the subject.




  “Keeping an eye on the wall,” Jose said. “We’ve been watching nearly every evening to see if the contractors have left an opening where the new meets the old.”




  “What have you seen? Is there a problem?” Peter asked.




  “Not that we can see, so far. The word is that the coyotes have put an urgency to getting people across while they can. It seems that people sense that the old wall was easy to violate, but they’re unsure about the replacement, so they’re taking no risks at being too late. They fear that the new one will be a lot harder to get through,” Gomez said. “We’ve been watching every night and there certainly is change brewing.”




  “Maybe the new construction’s already filled in the places that had previously been found easy to come across,” Peter said.




  “Why don’t the son-of-a-bitches stay in their own damn country?” Locker blurted.




  Peter stood from the border patrol truck, and turned to Locker. “Why didn’t your people stay in their own damn country, Locker?” Peter said.




  “That was different…then,” Locker stuttered.




  Peter shook his head and returned his attention to Gomez and Perez.




  “There’s no doubt about that, sheriff. We had a pretty good fix on the locations where they previously came across. Most of those have been taken away and there’s no way they’ve had time to dig new tunnels or damage this wall enough to get through. Yet,” Perez said.




  “Do you think they’ll figure out a way to breach this new wall?” Peter asked.




  “Where there’s a will, there’s a way to get it done. Might as well say, ‘where there’s a wall, there’s a way’,” Gomez joked.




  “Well, you guys take care,” Peter replied.




  “I was going to ask you, sheriff, about the firefight you and your deputies got involved in the other night at Naco,” Gomez said.




  “Well, there really isn’t much more to say. Flores and Suarez were delivering a summons in Naco when a faction of the Juarez gang attempted to re-enter Mexico with cash, apparently when they were attacked by a group from Sinaloa. Flores and Suarez were caught between the two groups,” Peter began. “We suspect, but don’t really know for sure, that Sinaloa knew that Juarez group crossed earlier in the day and laid in wait for them to return,” Peter continued. “In any case, when Juarez attempted to re-enter, Sinaloa opened fire on them. We don’t know if Juarez took the cash and guns or not.”
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