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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Nate McCoy sat tall in his blue Freightliner cab, no place in the world he'd rather be.
 
   The big rig throbbed with the idle of the truck's mighty five-hundred-horsepower engine, which provided juice to the soft interior lights, the purring heater, his dash-mounted laptop computer and his sixteen-speaker stereo, currently set on a Waylon Jennings marathon. All around him, rumbling semis filled the acres of blacktop around the Albuquerque Truck Terminal, but Nate's sleeper cab was one in a million, customized to his own tastes, from its heated leather seats to its chrome wheels to its Christmas-tree array of red and amber running lights.
 
   Nate was pumped for his red-eye run across the empty desert, with decent weather predicted along Interstate 40 all the way to Los Angeles. His truck was gassed up and ready to go. His belly was full of chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes and biscuits from the Terminal Café, topped off with a pot of coffee and a shot of Jack Daniels from the flask he kept under the seat.
 
   He felt like the King of the Highway. The only thing missing was female companionship. The king needed a queen, for a little while, before he hit the road.
 
   Then he spotted the young woman walking unsteadily toward him in high-heeled boots. The parking lot was a minefield of potholes and cracked asphalt, but she managed to weave her way through the midnight shadows between the rows of idling trucks, which were lined up nose to tail like snoring circus elephants.
 
   Nate got a better look at her as she passed under one of the thirty-foot-tall security lights spaced around the parking lot. No question she was a working girl, what the truckers call a "lot lizard." Above the knee-high boots, she wore black stockings and a snug pink miniskirt that barely covered the subject. Cold enough on this January night that her breath fogged the air, but her fake-fur jacket was unzipped to show off her pushed-up cleavage. Her blond hair fell to her shoulders in waves that fluttered in the ceaseless New Mexico wind.
 
   She was a tall girl and a bit stout by modern standards, but Nate liked his women meaty. His wife, Flora Mae, was a chunky woman nearly six feet tall, strong enough to chop wood for four hours straight and still wear him out in bed afterward. Nate never worried about leaving Flora Mae home alone on their farm in the Ozarks. The woman could take care of herself.
 
   But Flora Mae couldn't take care of Nate's needs, not from nine hundred miles away. As the hooker reached his truck, he muted the music and rolled down his window.
 
   "Hey there, darling," he called to her. "You lost?"
 
   She squinted up at him, her face spreading into a lipstick smile.
 
   "I must be. And it's freezing out here. If only I had a warm place to sit for a minute and get my bearings."
 
   Nate cackled.
 
   "Why don't you come up here into my nice warm cab? We'll get you straightened out in no time."
 
   Laughing, she sashayed around the front of the truck, her muscular thighs glowing red and orange as she passed the fender lights. Nate felt himself getting a boner already.
 
   He leaned across the cab to pop open the passenger-side door. The hooker tucked her leather handbag under her arm like a football and nimbly climbed the four steps to the sleeper cab. Nate thinking: She probably gets a lot of practice, climbing in and out of trucks.
 
   She slammed the door shut and took a deep breath. 
 
   "Whew. Nice to be out of that cold wind for a second."
 
   She leaned back against the leather-upholstered door, looking him over, both hands on the shoulder bag in her lap. She had big blue eyes and eyelashes so long and spidery, they had to be fake. She was older than he'd thought at first. Thirty, maybe thirty-two. Still twenty years younger than Flora Mae.
 
   He tried to see up her stretchy pink miniskirt, but she kept her knees together. For the moment.
 
   "You want a drink or something?"
 
   "Business before pleasure, slugger," she said, smiling. "Do you have cash on you?"
 
   "Sure. How much?"
 
   "For a hundred dollars, I'll rock your world."
 
   Nate laughed. "How can I turn down a deal like that?"
 
   He dipped his fingers into the pocket of his plaid shirt and pulled out a roll of bills. He counted off five twenties, then put the rest back and snapped the pocket shut. As he went to hand her the money, he saw that the hooker was studying the double-barreled shotgun holstered in a leather loop on the back of his seat.
 
   "That's quite a gun," she said.
 
   "That there's my pride and joy. Sawed off the barrels and stock myself, then carved that feather pattern into the butt to give it a good grip."
 
   "It's pretty, in its way."
 
   She reached toward the shotgun, but he said, "Don't touch it, darling. I keep it loaded at all times."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Truckers can't be too careful. We sometimes carry millions of dollars' worth of merchandise in these trailers. Lots of hijackers out there who'd gladly take it off our hands."
 
   "I know what you mean," she said somberly. "A man's got to protect himself."
 
   "That's right, sugar."
 
   She opened her leather bag and tucked the money inside. Digging around in the purse, she said, "Speaking of protection . . ."
 
   "Aw, come on," he said. "Do we have to use a rubber? For a hundred bucks, I oughta get to ride bareback."
 
   Her hand came out of the purse, but it wasn't holding a condom. He at first mistook the black metal cylinder for a lipstick. But it was fatter than that and it had a red button on the top. She pointed the thing at him and pushed the button and sprayed burning pain directly into his eyes.
 
   Nate howled in agony and clapped his hands over his sopping face. He was blinded by the searing pain, literally seeing red, choking and gasping and sobbing and clawing at his own eyes.
 
   What the hell? Why did she do that? He'd given her the money—
 
   Then it hit him. This was no ordinary hooker. He was being hijacked, right here in the truck stop parking lot.
 
   To hell with that. Even blinded, Nate knew how to protect what was his. Crying and cursing her for the bitch she was, he turned in his seat, fumbling for his handy sawed-off shotgun.
 
   Too late. The hooker jammed the twin barrels of the shotgun into the side of Nate's neck, an unmistakable figure-eight of cold steel against his skin.
 
   "Aw, Jesus," he moaned.
 
   "Don't move," she said. "And shut the fuck up."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Her heart pounded and her hand shook, but Jackie Nolan kept the double-barreled shotgun pressed against the trucker's fleshy neck.
 
   She pulled a liter-sized bottle from her shoulder bag and used her teeth to twist off the cap. She gave the plastic bottle a quick squeeze, splashing water over the sputtering trucker's tear-streaked face.
 
   "This is the only thing that will help that pepper spray," she said. "Wash out your eyes. Keep blinking."
 
   He reached out for more, and she jabbed the shotgun harder against his neck, making him gasp.
 
   "I'll give you the rest of this water," she said. "After you get out of the truck."
 
   "I can't fuckin' see."
 
   "Feel your way down the steps."
 
   The driver dragged his shirt sleeve across his face, which was already puffing up in red splotches from the pepper spray.
 
   "You're stealing my goddamned truck?"
 
   "You can get out alive or dead," she said. "I don't much care either way."
 
   He fumbled for the handle and popped open the door.
 
   "If you yell for help," she said, "I'll shoot you where you stand."
 
   The trucker went out the door butt-first and clambered blindly down the clanging steel steps. As soon as he reached the ground, she tossed the water bottle to him. It hit him in the chest and he juggled it for a second, water splashing out, glinting in the light from the security halogens. He got both hands on the slippery bottle and poured more water into his eyes, his head tipped back, steam rising from his gaping mouth.
 
   A sheepskin vest was tucked behind the driver's seat. After she slid behind the wheel, Jackie tossed it down to him.
 
   "Put that on before you freeze."
 
   She slammed the door shut before he could argue.
 
   The Freightliner was only five years old, but it didn't have an automatic transmission like most modern trucks. Jackie hitched up her tight skirt so she could manage the clutch easier. She shifted the truck into first gear and it lurched forward, Jackie spinning the steering wheel so the Freightliner's long hood would clear the truck parked in front of her.
 
   Checking her mirrors, she saw the damp trucker fumble a phone from his pants pocket, already trying to blindly call the cops.
 
   "Shit."
 
   She floored it, shifting twice more as the truck roared across the parking lot to the exit, barely pausing as she rolled onto University Boulevard. This late on a Monday night, there was little traffic around the truck terminal, and Jackie had all four lanes to swing the truck wide. She hit a traffic light just as it was turning yellow, and was northbound on Interstate 25 within a minute, running through the gears as she got the seventy-thousand-pound rig up to speed.
 
   She drove for a couple of miles, watching her mirrors, her heart still hammering. This was the seventh truck she'd stolen in the four months since she began hijacking them, but it was the first time she'd dealt directly with a driver. The other times, she'd slipped into unoccupied trucks that had been left running, driving away before anyone realized what was happening. But she'd had no luck with that technique tonight, and that trucker had practically asked to be hijacked. The pig. 
 
   Only an independent driver would invest so much in his custom cab, which meant he likely used the laptop computer on the dashboard for all his communications with dispatchers. She touched the space bar and the screen lit up. Sure enough, it was logged into the nationwide Qualcomm system used to monitor truckers' locations and drive times. She unplugged the laptop and ripped it from its Velcro straps.
 
   No cars around her at the moment. Jackie opened the window and cold air flowed inside, blowing strands of the blond wig across her face. She hurled the laptop out the window like a Frisbee, heard it clatter to pieces on the asphalt behind her.
 
   She rolled up the window, then pulled off the wig and dropped it onto the passenger seat next to the sawed-off shotgun with its fancy carved stock. The truck and its cargo were spoken for, but Jackie intended to keep that shotgun for herself.
 
   Her short hair was damp with sweat and she fluffed it with her fingers between shifting gears. One hand always on the wheel, just as her daddy taught her.
 
   She got off the freeway at the next exit. Shifting all the way down, she chugged the rig through sharp left turns, dipping under the interstate and back up the ramp to go the opposite direction. A dozen miles south, a twenty-minute drive, and she could put the truck and trailer safely out of sight at Duke City Truck Salvage.
 
   Fighting nerves, she forced herself to stick to the slow lane all the way south to the Rio Bravo Boulevard exit. Still no sign of anyone following her. She drove downhill to Broadway, where she hit another light green and turned south onto the empty four-lane.
 
   South Broadway was lined by salvage yards and auto repair shops and you-pull-it parts lots, all dark this time of night, except for security lights that stood on poles here and there.
 
   One such light stood over the concrete-block office that fronted Duke City Truck Salvage. The office was painted white, so it glowed under the halogen light, its two front windows like the empty eyes of a skull.
 
   Behind the office loomed a prefab garage with three work bays. Another security light stood on a pole next to the twenty-foot-tall garage, partially illuminating a three-acre gravel lot full of semis in various states of undress and disrepair. The lot was surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with coils of glinting razor wire.
 
   Jackie pulled the Freightliner into the narrow paved lot that separated Duke City Truck Salvage's office from the shoulder of the road. She killed the lights and sat still for a second, catching her breath as the truck idled in the dark.
 
   She dug a Mini-Mag flashlight out of her purse and used it to look around the sleeping compartment behind the cab. It was a messy nest of porn magazines and dirty clothes and twisted sheets. Struggling against her tight clothes, she checked under the dash and under the seats. No sign of a transponder or a GPS or any other tracking device. She figured the trucker had used his laptop for all that.
 
   Jackie hated to go back out into the freezing wind, but she knew she wasn't in the clear yet. She zipped up her jacket and climbed down to the asphalt, wobbling on the unfamiliar heels as she went around the trailer, checking the wheel wells and the undercarriage. Sure enough, on the right side of the trailer near the hitch she found an anonymous gray cylinder the size of a can of soup. A transponder. Whoever shipped the cargo inside the trailer wanted to keep track of it as it made its way across the country.
 
   She used the butt of the steel flashlight to crack open the plastic case. The square transmitter inside was wired into the power supply that fed the trailer's rear lights. The wires were coated with plastic, so she didn't even need pliers. She grabbed hold with two fingers and yanked them loose.
 
   Jackie went to the front gate of the chain-link fence that surrounded the gravel lot and used a key to open the padlock. The gate was set on wheels, and she rolled it all the way open to make way for the big rig.
 
   She was shivering as she climbed up into the cab of the idling truck. She cranked up the heater, then turned on the lights and wrestled the gearshift into reverse. Still no headlights in sight in either direction, so Jackie backed the rig out onto Broadway far enough that she could swing wide into the open gate.
 
   She drove the rig into the lot and parked it in front of the garage. She went through the cab once more, finding the driver's paperwork and some extra shotgun shells under his seat. She stuffed the wig and the papers and the shells in her purse, then climbed down to the ground, carefully holding the shotgun in one hand, pointed at the sky.
 
   Jackie used her flashlight as she crossed the gravel lot to the gate and her waiting car. The salvage yard was creepy at night, a silent cemetery of dismembered trucks.
 
   The loaded shotgun was a comfort.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Howard Bell got to work early Tuesday morning, but Jackie was already there, the lights burning in the small office that fronted Duke City Truck Salvage. Through the tall windows, he could see her standing with her arms crossed, glaring at the coffeemaker, as if that would make it perk faster.
 
   Howard watched her from behind the wheel of his idling gray Mercedes-Benz sedan. He hated to get out of the car and face the howling wind, his mortal enemy. He lived in fear of losing his expensive hairpiece in an unguarded moment, and often pictured his curly black toupee skipping across the desert like a tumbleweed.
 
   The office was a white concrete cube with a yellow-and-black sign standing on its flat roof. The entire office – Jackie's reception desk, the rows of filing cabinets along the walls, even Howard's cluttered desk in the rear – was visible through the two front windows. He thought such openness was good for appearances. Nothing nefarious going on here, Officer.
 
   Anybody else pulling into the parking lot, seeing Jackie in there, would probably mistake her for a man. She kept her light-brown hair cut short, and she wore jeans and a blue chambray shirt with the sleeves cuffed to her elbows. She had a nice rack, but the loose shirt pretty much hid the fact. 
 
   Howard had hinted before that she might dress in a more feminine manner for work, give the place some class, but she always laughed him off. She mostly did paperwork in the office, but hardly a day went by that she wasn't climbing into semis or moving them around the lot out back. Not exactly a job for a frilly dress.
 
   Too bad, though. Jackie could be a good-looking woman, if she made half an effort, but she couldn't be bothered. She wasn't looking for a husband at Duke City Truck Salvage, she always said, she was looking for a paycheck.
 
   Howard knew she'd been married once, right out of high school, and the marriage had lasted only a couple of years. He suspected her ex must've been some special kind of asshole, bad enough to make her swear off matrimony forever. It had taken three painful, expensive divorces to teach Howard that lesson. Now, at forty, he was happily alone, but he sometimes caught himself looking at Jackie. The way her pink tongue worked in the corner of her mouth when she was concentrating. The curve of her hip as she bent to get a folder from a file drawer.
 
   Once in a while, a customer would flirt with her, loud and bawdy as only truckers can be. Jackie always cut them off at the knees. Howard once asked her to at least be nice about the rejections, in the spirit of good customer relations. She'd told him to go fuck himself. 
 
   Sometimes, he'd like to tell her—
 
   Jackie turned to the windows, looking annoyed that he was sitting there in his car, staring at her. Howard felt caught.
 
   He cut off the engine and slid out from behind the wheel, one hand holding his toupee in place against the snatching wind. He wore a wool coat buttoned to his chin, but the icy wind sliced through his brown slacks, propelling him indoors.
 
   "Whew!" he said once the glass door closed behind him. "It's colder than a prostitute's heart out there this morning."
 
   Jackie rolled her eyes.
 
   Howard patted his toupee to make sure it was where it belonged, then he peeled off his coat and hung it on a coat tree near the door. He took the long way around, squeezing between Jackie's desk and a row of file cabinets, rather than get too close to her.
 
   By the time he made it to the worn swivel chair behind his cluttered desk, Jackie had two steaming cups of coffee poured. He thanked her as she handed him one, then held it in both hands to warm them, breathing the steam. He took a sip and found the coffee scalding and bitter. She knew he took two sugars in his coffee, but she thought it was making him fat, so she regularly "forgot" to add any. He swallowed and managed a smile.
 
   Jackie sat in a chair across from him, her Doc Martens boots propped on the front edge of his desk.
 
   "You're here early," he said.
 
   "I boosted a rig from the Albuquerque Truck Terminal last night," she said. "Five-year-old custom Freightliner sleeper in excellent condition. It's parked out back."
 
   "What's the load?"
 
   Frowning, Jackie said, "I don't like that part. Couldn't sleep all night, thinking about it. According to the manifest, the trailer originated in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. It's full of cigarettes."
 
   Howard's heart fluttered at the news.
 
   "But that's great," he said. "They're worth a fortune. I know a guy at one of the Indian pueblos who'll take 'em for fifteen bucks a carton, no questions asked—"
 
   "Don't tell me," she said. "I don't want to know. Just move the truck and the cargo and get me my cut as quick as you can."
 
   "You having money troubles again?"
 
   "Mom's nursing care is killing me," she said. "I'm overdue on their payment for the month."
 
   "Man, they're bleeding you dry." He hesitated a moment, then added, "Need an advance?"
 
   "Just move the merchandise and get me my money. I want it finished, so I don't have to think about all the people those cigarettes will kill."
 
   "Come on, Jackie. The cigarettes were bound for the market anyway."
 
   She shrugged and looked away. 
 
   He said nothing more, but he knew what she was thinking: Nineteen months earlier, a lifetime of cigarette smoking killed Jackie's father, a jovial long-haul driver named Chuck Nolan. It had been an ugly, expensive death, and Jackie was still paying off stray medical bills. 
 
   Worse, Chuck's death had left her alone to care for her mother, Marge, who had some kind of early-onset dementia. Howard had met Marge a few times and she seemed pleasant enough, if sort of addled. Caring for the woman ate up all of Jackie's money and free time. She'd moved into Marge's house with her, and paid to have a nurse there whenever she was away. 
 
   Howard had urged her to put the poor lady in a nursing home, but Jackie refused. Nursing homes were for old people, she'd said, and Marge was barely sixty. The longer she could stay in familiar surroundings, Jackie felt, the longer Marge might hold onto what little grasp on reality she had left.
 
   Sad to say, but the situation worked to Howard's advantage. The more Jackie needed money, the more she was willing to take risks. He had a big one to propose to her this morning. He wished she were in a better mood.
 
   They sipped coffee in silence for a minute, then Howard fished a slip of paper out of the pocket of his white shirt and handed it to her.
 
   "What's this?"
 
   "Another boost. From the same place you hit last night."
 
   "That's no good. As soon as the cops hear about those cigarettes, the feds will swarm that truck stop."
 
   "The feds?"
 
   "Haven't you heard of the ATF? Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms."
 
   "No worries," Howard said. "This new truck is supposed to be there by this evening. You'll be in and out before any feds notice."
 
   "Get out of here."
 
   "It's a one-night-only proposition. You don't want to take the job, I can call somebody else."
 
   "Who? Haley? He's an idiot. He makes noise. He'd lead the cops right back here, and we'd be in the shit."
 
   "You want it done quietly," he said, "then you should do it yourself. It's a simple boost. An older white Peterbilt pulling a plain gray trailer. The license plate number is written on that paper. The truck's not registered with any company and has no radio tracking. But it's due in Albuquerque tonight."
 
   "What's the cargo? Drugs?"
 
   "I wouldn't do that to you."
 
   "Must be something illegal if it's off everybody's radar."
 
   "I'm told that it's not," Howard said.
 
   "Who told you that?"
 
   "The client."
 
   "And you know this client?"
 
   "It's Santiago."
 
   "The one in Mexico? The one you've never met?"
 
   Howard shrugged. "We do everything by phone, so what? He's never failed to come through with payment. And I've sent a lot of trucks his way over the years."
 
   "You ever think there's a reason he won't come into this country to do business? Like he's mixed up with the drug cartels?"
 
   "I don't worry about it. This is the 21st century, Jackie. There's no reason to meet face to face. People sit on beaches and run million-dollar companies from their laptops."
 
   "Yet here we are," she said, getting to her feet, "in an industrial zone in Albuquerque, with a lovely view of a wrecking yard. Where's our beach, Howard? When do we get our just rewards?"
 
   "You want the job or not?"
 
   She stared down at him, her fists on her hips.
 
   He leaned toward her, his voice low and conspiratorial, though there was no one else around. "I'll pay twice your usual fee. Twenty percent of the take."
 
   "Twice as much," she said. "For a mystery truck. And you don't know what it's carrying."
 
   "Santiago promised me it isn't drugs or people."
 
   "People?"
 
   "So I have his word that it's not the worst things," Howard said. "Beyond that, who gives a shit?"
 
   "Easy for you to say. I'll be the one driving the rig."
 
   "Not very far." He smiled at her. "Come on, Jackie. You said you needed the money."
 
   She sighed and looked away for a second, staring out the window. Then she stuffed the slip of paper into her pocket.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan took off early that afternoon, driving her eight-year-old Toyota across town to the stucco house she shared with her mother. Jackie still couldn't think of the house as "home." When she was growing up, the family had lived in a red-brick bungalow on a shady street not far from the University of New Mexico. Marge and Chuck moved to this place, their "dream home," after Jackie was out on her own.
 
   The three-bedroom house was a twenty-minute drive from work, way up in the Northeast Heights in a subdivision with curving streets. During the day, the neighborhood was mostly empty, everyone at work, busily earning enough money to pay for their big beige houses. At night, the residents stayed indoors or in their walled back yards, the only trace of them the occasional whiff of cookout smoke.
 
   In the past few years, because of a seemingly endless drought, most of the lawns had been converted to gray gravel, making the neighborhood even more bleak and unfriendly. All the charm of a penitentiary, Jackie often thought, but without the noisy cellmates.
 
   Inside, the décor reflected Marge's lifetime sensibilities: Delicate antique tables and graceful Queen Anne armchairs and framed landscapes on all the walls. Too old-fashioned for Jackie's tastes, too much like a museum, but she kept the pictures and vases and ceramic figurines in their traditional places, hoping the familiarity would help her mother stay tethered.
 
   As Jackie closed the front door, Rose Moore came out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a white dishtowel. Rose was Jackie's favorite nurse, the only one who seemed to have any sort of connection with Marge. Funny, because Marge always had been something of a bigot. Now she spent much of her time with a plump African-American nurse who wore purple scrubs to work. Jackie was regularly mortified when her mother referred to Rose as "that nice colored lady." Rose laughed it off every time, but it was the stuff of nightmares for Jackie.
 
   "How is she?"
 
   Rose smiled, but there was sadness in her big brown eyes. 
 
   "She ate her lunch, but she's been sitting in the den ever since, staring out the window. I talked to her, but she acts like she can't hear me."
 
   "Maybe she can't. I wonder sometimes."
 
   Rose shrugged. "Hard to know. Go see about her. I'll gather my stuff."
 
   "Thanks, Rose. Hey, any chance you could sit with her later tonight?"
 
   "Sure. The Lobos are playing on TV tonight, so my husband will be watching basketball. Might as well pick up some overtime."
 
   "That would be great. I've got to do something for work, and it'll probably take two or three hours."
 
   "You'll pay cash?"
 
   That brought Jackie up short. "Of course. Why do you ask?"
 
   Rose looked at the floor. "Sorry to bring it up, but my boss told me I had to mention it. You're late on your monthly payment to the nursing service."
 
   "I know," Jackie said. "I talked to my boss today and the money's on the way. I'll catch it up in a day or two."
 
   Rose smiled. She had a warm, bright smile that always set Jackie at ease. "I figured it was something like that."
 
   "I've got cash for tonight. Right here."
 
   She handed over the hundred bucks the driver of the cigarette truck had paid when she posed as a hooker.
 
   "You don't have to pay in advance, Jackie. I'm sorry I brought it up—"
 
   "Take the cash. So you don't have to go to the bank and cash a check."
 
   "Right," Rose said, clearly relieved at having a polite way out. "That would save me a trip to the bank. Okay, I'll make an early supper for Lester and come back. Will six o'clock be soon enough?"
 
   "That would be perfect. See you then."
 
   Rose went to the kitchen to gather her things, and Jackie went to the sunny den, which looked out at the back yard, with its flagstone patio and its perimeter of evergreen shrubs. A leafless mulberry tree in the middle of the yellow lawn had three bird feeders hanging from its branches. Even in January, birds flitted around the feeders, chirping and bickering.
 
   Marge sat facing the tall windows, but Jackie was never sure whether she was watching the birds or just staring blindly. Her mom slipped in and out of lucidity without warning, and it took her longer to come back each time. Jackie often lay awake at night, wondering what she'd do when that last flicker of sanity died. How would she handle her mother's care then?
 
   Marge, looking skinny and frail in her wingback chair, turned her head to see who'd come into the room. Her face split into a smile at the sight of her daughter.
 
   "Hello, Jackie."
 
   Every time Marge called her by name, Jackie thrilled at being recognized, but she also wondered whether it would be the last time. Hers was the only name Marge could recall these days.
 
   "Hi, Mom. How are you feeling today?"
 
   "Fine." Marge turned back to the window. She seemed to be watching the sparrows that hopped around on the patio.
 
   "Those birds sure are busy," Jackie said, but got no response. 
 
   The nurse called good-bye as she went out the front door and Jackie answered, but Marge didn't seem to hear. She sat very straight in her chair, still the perfect picture of posture that she'd tried to teach Jackie when she was a girl. 
 
   Marge's left hand clutched the ruffled hem of her loose housedress. That hand tended to blindly grasp whatever was nearby, usually the hem of her dress or blouse. Grasping and releasing, over and over. Jackie tried to outfit her with clothes that had ruffles or fringe or velvet around the edges. The physical stimulation in that busy, crabbed hand had to be good for her, right?
 
   Once, in a moment of rare clarity, Marge had laughed at her own veined hand as it clutched at the fringe edging her blouse. She'd looked right at Jackie, the old twinkle in her blue eyes, and said, "This must be my lunatic fringe." 
 
   They'd laughed together for a full minute before Marge's mirth died and she'd gone back to staring. That, Jackie thought now, might've been the best minute since I moved in here fourteen months ago. And it might be the best one we'll ever get.
 
   Jackie went into the guest room to change into her slippers. She would put the Doc Martens back on before she went to the truck stop, but she could pad around the house in comfort for a couple of hours, doing chores and looking after her mother.
 
   As she came back into the den, she was surprised to find Marge standing by the windows, her hand against the glass.
 
   "Going somewhere, Mom?"
 
   "The window is cold."
 
   "Yes, it's cold outside. It's the middle of January."
 
   "Those little birds must be freezing."
 
   "They're okay. They've got feathers to keep them warm."
 
   Marge shook her head slightly, frowning. Then she lost focus, staring blankly out at the yard.
 
   "Feathers," she said, her mouth twisted, as if the word tasted bad.
 
   Jackie waited for a minute, but there was nothing more. Finally, she grasped her mother's arm and gently steered her back to her chair. 
 
   Marge sat and arranged her dress around her knees, her left hand busily working at the hem, clutching and letting go, then clutching again, as if that was all that was holding her in the world, her last connection.
 
   "Hold on tight, Mom," Jackie whispered in her ear. "For as long as you can."
 
   Marge's worried expression didn't change as she stared out at the sunny yard.
 
   "I'll be right here beside you," Jackie said, patting her mother's shoulder. "Always."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Nate McCoy made the most of his newfound notoriety. He loitered around the Terminal Café all day, telling the story of the hijacking to anyone who'd listen. Sympathetic truckers bought him breakfast and lunch, and a flirty waitress brought him a slice of hot apple pie with vanilla ice cream, on the house. Nate might've lost his livelihood and something of his dignity, getting outwitted by a lone female hijacker, but he was staying well-fed.
 
   His eyes felt better, too, though the men's room mirror showed they still were puffy and bloodshot. Man, he'd heard a lot about pepper spray over the years, but none of the horror stories had come close to the actual fact. Eyeballs roasting on an open fire, that's what it felt like at the time.
 
   He still had blurry moments, but he'd washed out his eyes two dozen times and his vision was getting back to normal. He'd be ready to hit the road again in a day or two, if he could pick up a truck somewhere. It would likely be weeks, maybe months, before the theft investigation and various insurance claims were sorted out. Nate couldn't stand to go that long without a ride. He had to keep the money flowing back home to Flora Mae.
 
   He examined himself in the mirror. Other than his red eyes, he looked pretty good. He could use a shave, but his clothes were still clean enough to get by, and they didn't reek too badly of pepper spray. The rest of his wardrobe had been in the truck, so he'd have to spring for some new clothes in the next day or two. More money down the drain. Already, he was paying for a room in a cheap motel up the street, and people wouldn't keep treating him to meals forever. He needed to get those jerkwad insurance adjustors to—
 
   The men's room door banged open and a beefy young driver named Jorge came hurrying inside, unzipping his baggy jeans as he made a beeline for the urinals.
 
   "Hey, there you are," Jorge said as he passed. "There's a guy in the coffee shop looking for you."
 
   "A guy?"
 
   "Some kind of a federal agent."
 
   Nate's stomach flipped, though he knew he'd done nothing wrong. He was the victim of this crime. Still, the words "federal agent" were enough to spook a man.
 
   "What kind of agent?"
 
   "I dunno," Jorge said over his shoulder from the urinal. "Long as he's not Immigration, he don't worry me."
 
   "Come on, man," Nate said. "You're an American citizen."
 
   "Sure, but take away the papers in my wallet and what am I? Just another dirty Mexican to be thrown to the ground and deported. That's the way those guys think."
 
   "Jesus Christ."
 
   "They would deport him, too."
 
   Jorge laughed, but Nate was too busy pulling himself together. He adjusted his mesh-back cap, marched out the door and went around the corner to the café to face this federal agent.
 
   As opposed to the brightly lit exterior of the truck stop, which was done in patriotic red, white and blue, the Terminal Café was decorated in muted earth tones, with red-brick floors and maroon upholstery everywhere. Still looked like a Denny's, but Nate was starting to feel at home here.
 
   The federal agent was sitting in the booth where Nate had been holding court, in the section clearly labeled "Professional Drivers Only." He was another stocky Hispanic guy, around thirty, not much older than Jorge. Ever since he passed fifty a few years earlier, Nate felt like men younger than him were running the world.
 
   The agent saw Nate coming and smiled. He had square white teeth like a horse, and eyes as black and impenetrable as onyx. He wore thick-soled loafers and black slacks and a navy-blue windbreaker with a gold badge embroidered on the breast. His coarse black hair was cut close to his head, and he looked trim and fit and healthy. Everything Nate was not.
 
   Nate sucked in his belly and hitched up his jeans as he reached the booth.
 
   "I'm told you're looking for me."
 
   "Nate McCoy?"
 
   "That's right."
 
   "My name's Romeo Sandoval. Hope you don't mind that I waited here in your booth. I thought we could talk over coffee."
 
   "Man, I've already talked to the local cops and the county mounties and the state police."
 
   "Good." The agent showed his big teeth. "You've got the story polished by now. This shouldn't take long at all."
 
   Nate slid into the booth opposite the young man. Now that he was closer, he could read the words stitched around the badge embroidered on Sandoval's jacket. "Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives."
 
   "Ah," Nate said. "This is about the cigarettes."
 
   "That's right."
 
   "She hijacked my whole rig! Don't my truck count for more than those cigarettes?"
 
   The agent leaned back in his seat. "'She?'"
 
   "That's right, dammit. I was hijacked by a woman. She used pepper spray on me. Look at my eyes!"
 
   "I thought you'd been weeping over your loss."
 
   That pulled Nate up short.
 
   "That supposed to be a joke? 'Cause I gotta tell you, I fail to see the humor in getting hijacked. I coulda been killed!"
 
   "By pepper spray?"
 
   "She held a shotgun to my neck!"
 
   "Ah, a firearm. You hadn't mentioned that part."
 
   "It was my own damned gun. Once I was blinded, she took it and used it against me. Made me climb down out of my rig. I'm standing there, pouring water in my flaming eyeballs, and she drives away, pretty as you please."
 
   "She drove the rig herself?"
 
   "Isn't that what I said?"
 
   "Hmm. You don't see that so much. A woman driving a big rig."
 
   "Where the hell you been?" Nate said. "We're living in the future, son. I see women drivers all the time."
 
   "Yeah, but women still make up only four or five percent of truck drivers nationwide."
 
   "Seems like more than that to me."
 
   "You notice 'em, that's all. They stand out from the guys who look just like you."
 
   Nate glanced around the coffee shop at several other plump, middle-aged white men dressed just as he was – ball cap and plaid shirt and baggy jeans and suspenders. The trucker's uniform.
 
   "How did this woman get up into your cab anyway?"
 
   "Who said she did?"
 
   "She didn't pepper spray you from the ground, did she?"
 
   "Naw," he admitted, "I let her in. Shoulda known better, but she said she was lost and cold. I told her she could warm up for a few minutes."
 
   "Christian charity, huh?"
 
   Nate frowned at him.
 
   "How was this woman dressed?"
 
   "What difference does that make?"
 
   "You said she was cold. Didn't she have a jacket?"
 
   "Yeah, but she was wearing a miniskirt. The wind was whistling out there."
 
   "So she was dressed like a hooker."
 
   "I never said that. I don't judge people. She was cold and it was warm in the truck. That's all I've got to say about it."
 
   "Do you know whether the local police got security video from the truck stop? Maybe you could ID her."
 
   "The APD detectives said the video didn't show anything useful. All the cameras are arranged around the terminal building, and I was parked way over there behind some other trucks."
 
   "Funny that she was walking around over there, if she wasn't a working girl."
 
   Nate kept his mouth shut for a change. Sandoval waited him out for a full minute, then finally said, "So she took your shotgun."
 
   "That's right."
 
   "You carry a long gun in your truck? Not a pistol?"
 
   "It's a shorter version," Nate said carefully. "Sawed it off myself. Eighteen inches. Just within the limits the law allows."
 
   "Uh-huh."
 
   "I've carried it for years. I always figured, if you're getting hijacked, you don't have time to aim and all. A shotgun has that nice spread. You can shoot with your eyes closed and still come out on top."
 
   "Unless someone takes it away from you and sticks it in your neck."
 
   "Yeah," Nate said glumly. "There's that."
 
   Sandoval let him stew for a moment, then said, "You're not planning to leave town right away, are you?"
 
   "Where am I gonna go? That woman took everything I own. I'm hoping to catch a contract ride, but I've been too busy talking to cops to make any phone calls."
 
   "All right," Sandoval said. "We can wrap this up. Let me ask you one more thing: Did the hijacker mention the cigarettes?"
 
   "Say what?"
 
   "Did she say or do anything to indicate she knew what you were hauling?"
 
   "No, but—"
 
   "Nothing on the outside of the truck to show it was full of cigarettes?"
 
   "Hell, no. Plain gray trailer. The factory locks the load, and it doesn't get opened until it reaches its final destination."
 
   "So the question is," Sandoval said, "was she stealing the cigarettes or was she stealing a random truck?"
 
   Nate shook his head.
 
   "You still don't get it. It doesn't matter what she was after. She took the whole damned thing."
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   It was just past eight o'clock that night when the white Peterbilt finally rumbled into the parking lot at the Albuquerque Truck Terminal. 
 
   Jackie Nolan sat in her Toyota, parked in the shadows near the entrance on the north end of the truck stop. She'd been there for an hour, checking makes and license plates as one truck after another pulled into the parking lot, siphoned off the crossroads where Interstate 40 meets Interstate 25, in a bird's nest of ramps right in the center of town. 
 
   Dinner time for the truckers, many of whom would spend the night sleeping in their idling rigs. Dozens of trucks already were lined up in neat clusters, organized around yellow concrete curbs that divided up the parking lot and kept the civilian vehicles out of the way of the professional drivers. Security lights stood on white poles every forty feet or so, looking like exclamation marks in the winter dark.
 
   As she watched, the Peterbilt drove past the line of light poles and pulled into a row of trucks a hundred feet away. 
 
   Jackie got out of the car and slung the strap of an Army-green duffel bag over her shoulder. She was dressed in denim and Doc Martens and a down-filled black coat, topped off with a plain black baseball cap. Striding along with her bag slung over her shoulder, she could easily pass for just another driver, calling it a night.
 
   The cold air felt fresh after an hour in the car, but it reeked of diesel and exhaust fumes and the aroma of hot grease wafting from the brightly lit café that faced University Boulevard. The diner's windows were partly steamed over, but she could see the place was jammed. Lots of coming and going at the attached convenience store, too. Jackie stuck to the shadowy perimeter of the parking lot.
 
   The icy wind was partly blocked once she was among the towering trucks, but she still was shivering. She kept her head down, walking quickly. 
 
   Two truckers stood by the rear wheels of a refrigerated trailer, one of them whacking at a tire with a "thumper," a hammer with a two-foot-long wooden handle. Most truckers carried such tools for checking tires, and many of them kept them within reach in their cabs. Jackie always checked for thumpers as well as guns when she was sizing up a truck to steal. She didn't want to be blindsided by some fat-ass driver who got lucky. These two didn't even look up as she passed.
 
   She found the Peterbilt just as its driver was climbing down from the cab. Jackie stepped into the shadow of a semi and watched as he ambled toward the bright lights of the Terminal Café. He was a lanky African-American man with a big gray mustache and a fringed leather jacket. Most notably, he wore a ten-gallon cowboy hat made of pearl-gray felt. With the hat and the fancy boots, he was nearly seven feet tall.
 
   Jackie waited until the cowboy clumped out of sight, then she crossed to the Peterbilt and climbed up to the cab. The door was locked, but he'd left the rig idling, so all she needed was to get inside. She unzipped the duffel enough to slip a hand inside. Careful not to touch the trigger of the sawed-off shotgun, she felt around until she came up with her Slim Jim, a twenty-inch-long strip of flat, flexible metal with a hook on one end. She pulled it out and closed the bag. She slid the Slim Jim down the outside of the window and into the driver's door. She felt around until the hook caught the mechanism inside, then she gave a yank and the door unlocked.
 
   Jackie opened the door and tossed the Slim Jim inside, then unslung the duffel bag and lifted it into the cab as well. As she started to duck inside, a voice came from behind her.
 
   "Hey!"
 
   Jackie swung into the cab and closed the door just as the man yelled, "Hey!" again.
 
   She checked the side mirror and saw a beer-bellied trucker in a battered cap and a sheepskin vest trotting alongside the trailer. As he got closer, she recognized his face and let out a moan. It was the trucker from the night before, the one she'd pepper-sprayed. He was shouting his lungs out now, trying to alert the other truckers to a thief in their midst.
 
   Of all the bad luck. What was he even doing here twenty-four hours after losing his rig?
 
   Jackie buckled herself into the driver's seat and shifted the truck into gear and steered away from the yelling trucker. A couple of other drivers had appeared between rigs now, craning their necks as that idiot kept shouting.
 
   Engines cranked up nearby, alarming Jackie. The last thing she was wanted was to be chased by a convoy of angry truckers in eighteen-wheelers. No way that could end well.
 
   She barely slowed as she reached the driveway that spilled onto University Boulevard. Going south this time, she caught a red light at Menaul, but it changed before she got completely stopped. She found a gear and blew through the intersection, the heavy trailer bouncing loudly over the uneven pavement.
 
   She checked her mirrors and found two sets of truck headlights running through the intersection, gaining on her. One was pulling a trailer, but the other was a bobtail, a truck with nothing hitched to it. She stood no chance of outrunning a truck with no load, so she'd have to take other action. She unzipped the duffel that sat in the passenger seat.
 
   They hit more green lights as they passed under Interstate 40. The last light, at a frontage road, turned red just as Jackie got there, and she laid on her horn, but didn't slow. Her pursuers ran through the red light, too, other vehicles baying like hounds at the intrusion.
 
   In her mirrors, she could see that the tractor-trailer rig had moved into the right lane behind her. The bobtail was in the fast lane, closing in a hurry.
 
   She couldn't let them box her in.
 
   University curved as it climbed a steep hill past office buildings and a boarded-up strip joint. She fed the Peterbilt more gas, but it was doing all it could on the long, curving climb.
 
   As the bobtail pulled alongside her on the left, she could see it was a Freightliner like the one she'd taken the night before. A giant Tonka toy of a truck with a long hood and a shiny grille taller than a man. 
 
   In the light from his dashboard, the driver of the Freightliner appeared to be a bushy beard topped with a plaid flannel hat, the kind with earflaps. The passenger was a young man with a shaved head. His rubbery lips were flapping at her, as if she could hear anything over the roar of the engines and the howl of the wind.
 
   Cold air blasted into the cab as Jackie rolled down her window. She switched hands on the big steering wheel and slipped her right hand into the open duffel.
 
   Baldy was rolling down his window, too, wincing at the wind and yelling at her to pull over.
 
   Jackie lifted the shotgun out of the bag and pointed it at him. His eyes went as wide as hubcaps and he screamed, "Stop! Stop!" to the beard behind the wheel. The Freightliner's tires shrieked as the driver hit the brakes.
 
   She reached the gun out the window and pulled the trigger anyway. The shotgun blast spattered the hood with pellets and sparks. The roar of the sawed-off was deafening, and it kicked so hard, the barrels rapped against the frame at the top of the window. Jackie weaved a little before she got the Peterbilt straightened out again.
 
   Both pursuing trucks fell back, giving her room now that they knew she had a gun. The shotgun couldn't stop a truck, but it could sure fuck up the paint job. The two pursuing trucks drove side by side behind her, their high-beams blinding in her mirrors.
 
   As long as they kept her in sight, she was screwed. They could summon the cops, maybe even get a roadblock set up ahead. She needed to shake her pursuers long enough to stop somewhere and change the license plates on the truck. She had extra plates and a power screwdriver in her duffel bag, but she needed time. She needed to get out of sight.
 
   Topping the hill, they flew past dark office buildings and empty parking lots. Jackie could see that the light up ahead at Indian School Road was red, but a right-turn arrow was green. The intersection was busy with traffic, and she stood a good chance of crashing into somebody, but she had to risk it.
 
   She swerved right onto Indian School at the last second, downshifting and using the engine brake against the heavy rig's momentum. Whatever she was hauling, there was no question the trailer was full. She felt like the weight was pushing the truck harder than she could brake against it.
 
   She got lucky at the intersection. Indian School had emptied of traffic, and she could use the whole wide four-lane road to make her turn. The truck juttered across the potholed pavement, its front bumper just missing the concrete planters surrounding a corner gas station.
 
   Behind her, horns honked and tires shrieked as her pursuers reached the red light. If there were crashes, she couldn't hear them. But no headlights chased her as she zoomed away.
 
   Indian School became Odelia Street as it went west over Interstate 25, then downhill past Albuquerque High School and through the old Martineztown neighborhood. Jackie zoomed down the hill as fast as she dared, checking her mirrors the whole time. She was still clear by the time she reached the warehouse zone where Odelia dead-ends into North Broadway. She drove straight across, into the paved parking lanes that wind among the low brick warehouses. She turned into a space between two buildings and killed the lights.
 
   Jackie waited in the cab a few minutes to make sure she was still in the clear, then she got out into the cold and hurried to the back of the idling truck. Her power screwdriver had a little flashlight built into it, and she made quick work of the screws holding the license-plate bracket. Then she replaced the plates on the truck and the trailer with plates she'd borrowed from a similar semi parked at the salvage yard.
 
   Sirens wailed nearby. How long before a patrol car poked among the warehouses, looking for her? She couldn't stay here.
 
   By the time she was back in the truck, getting warm, she'd made a decision. No need to take the rig all the way to Duke City Truck Salvage this time of night, not while the truckers and the cops were combing the area. She knew a place nearby that would be safe.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Tex Russell couldn't believe his eyes. The well-lit space where he'd left his rig was empty as a hobo's pockets. A half-dozen truckers stood around the empty spot, hunched in their jackets, their breaths fogging the air as they muttered among themselves.
 
   "Hey, fellas," Tex said evenly, though his heart pounded in his chest. "What's going on?"
 
   The truckers all turned to look at Tex. They were white men, fat and sullen and suspicious, but Tex had learned long ago to look past men's skins. Look at their eyes. Look inside their heads. That's where the bad stuff starts. Tex had encountered a lot of psychos and hot-shits during his three decades serving in the United States Army. The dangerous ones always gave themselves away.
 
   A whiskery man in a sheepskin vest said, "Somebody stole a rig that was parked here."
 
   "White Peterbilt?" Tex drawled.
 
   "That's right."
 
   "Plain gray trailer?"
 
   Nods all around.
 
   "Well, hell, boys." Tex gave them his standard-issue cowboy grin. "That's my truck."
 
   "What?" one exclaimed. Another started jabbering about having seen Tex walk away from the rig in question, now that you mention it; he recognized the cowboy hat. They crowded around Tex, all talking at once.
 
   Now that Tex was one of them, and a victim besides, they were suddenly sympathetic, shaking his hand and pounding him on the back and assuring him that the police were on the way.
 
   The pot-bellied man in the sheepskin vest introduced himself as Nate McCoy and told Tex that he'd been ripped off the night before in this very parking lot.
 
   "Is that right?" Tex said, but his mind was busy with other things, mostly how to escape these well-wishers before the police rolled up and asked him for ID.
 
   "Yup," McCoy said. "Was a woman stole my rig. I think the same bitch took yours."
 
   That got Tex's attention. "Say what, brother?"
 
   "A woman. I was yelling at her the whole time, but she used a Slim Jim on the door and climbed into your rig and drove away. Cool as can be."
 
   "You recognized her?"
 
   "Well, she didn't have the blond wig tonight, but I'm pretty sure it was the same woman."
 
   "I'll be damned," Tex said.
 
   "A couple of trucks went after her. Told us on the CB that she was dressed like a man, but they were sure she was a woman."
 
   "What happened to them?"
 
   "Aw, hell, they lost her, over toward downtown. They're still looking around over there, but she slipped through their fingers."
 
   "That's too bad." Tex looked down at his lizard-skin boots for a moment, then back up at the other truckers. "Good thing that rig was leased."
 
   That got them to smiling and nodding.
 
   "And I took out the full insurance package," Tex said. "Only loss to me, really, is my time."
 
   "That counts for a lot," said McCoy. "I've been stranded here since last night. The cops and the insurance people screw around, taking their good sweet time. Meanwhile, the clock's ticking, and I'm not making a cent."
 
   "I hear you," Tex said.
 
   "Maybe we'll get the cops' attention now that there's been back-to-back thefts," McCoy said.
 
   "We'll make sure of it," Tex told him. He looked around at the others, then unleashed a heavy sigh. "Well, I'd better go call the dispatcher and tell 'em what happened to their load."
 
   "There's a call nobody ever wants to make," one of the other truckers said.
 
   Another offered his cell phone, but Tex told them he'd go make his calls inside where it was warm. Another round of hand-shaking and sympathizing, then he strode away, the heels of his cowboy boots thudding against the cracked asphalt.
 
   Soon as he reached the front of the line of the trucks, he veered left to get out of their sight and away from the lights of terminal building. He needed to find a place to hide until the police had come and gone. Someplace out of the cold.
 
   "Motherfucker!" he said under his breath as he hurried away. "The colonel's gonna kill me."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan drove carefully through downtown Albuquerque, stopping for yellow lights and minding the speed limit. A semi growling around the streets at 10 p.m. might be enough to interest passing cops; she didn't want to give them any reason to stop her.
 
   She only had to go about half a mile, as the crow flies, but because the railroad tracks were in the way, she had to drive south to Mountain Road, then west across the tracks, then north again on First Street, adding another mile or two of exposure.
 
   An industrial zone clung to the narrow strip of territory between First and the railroad tracks. Near where the tracks crossed under I-40 sat an oversized garage that her late father had owned for years. Chuck Nolan hadn't believed in taking his rumbling big rig into their quiet neighborhood when he returned from the road. He always parked it here, then drove home in something more suitable. Since his death, Jackie kept meaning to have the property appraised, but that was one more chore she never got around to because she was busy with her mother. Or at least that's what she told herself. It was easier (and certainly more exciting) to make extra money lifting semis from truck stops than to face all the end-of-life decisions tied up in her mother's ownership of the property.
 
   For now, Jackie was glad she'd kept her dad's garage. Gave her a place to park this mystery rig while she checked out the cargo. 
 
   The garage was seventy feet long by twenty feet wide by twenty feet tall, made of wood framing and metal sheeting. Most of the screws holding it together had rusted over the years, streaking the white exterior with brown tears. The building had sixteen-foot-tall roll-up doors on each end so you could drive through without a lot of back and forthing. Next to the garage, a two-hundred-gallon diesel tank stood on six-foot-tall steel legs. Jackie had always thought the rusty steel tank looked like a spider, its spigot and refueling hose where its mouth should be.
 
   The one-acre lot was surrounded by a six-foot-tall chain-link fence with gates on either end. A single security light on a pole glowed over each of the padlocked gates, which opened into the short side streets that dead-ended at the railroad tracks. The nearby commercial buildings were shut up tight for the night, security bars over their dark windows. 
 
   Jackie sat in the idling truck for a full minute, watching her mirrors, but saw no one. She climbed down from the truck to unlock the gate.
 
   Winter-dead weeds poked up from the gravel, crunching underfoot as she rolled the gate out of the way. Leaving the truck where it was, she hurried to the garage and opened the roll-up door.
 
   Her father's last long-haul cab, a thirty-year-old Kenworth with rounded fenders and a red paint job faded to pink, was parked in the garage. Jackie needed to move it out of the way to make room for the stolen rig. She climbed up into the cab and cranked the engine, holding her breath against the cigarette-smoke stench that permeated everything inside. She hadn't started the truck in weeks, and the cold engine coughed and sputtered, but finally caught. She moved the truck outside without turning on its headlights and parked it next to the diesel tank.
 
   She trotted back to the idling Peterbilt, her breath fogging the air. Up into the cab, then she drove the heavy rig into the garage. As soon as the truck and trailer were completely inside, she killed the lights and turned off the throbbing engine. She sat in the looming silence for a minute, catching her breath.
 
   Close call back there. She would've been caught red-handed, too, would've gone straight to jail. What would Rose Moore have done if Jackie had never come home to tend to Mom? Turn Marge over to the authorities? Jackie shuddered at the thought.
 
   She steered her mind away from the what-ifs, and got back to the question of what's in that trailer.
 
   Jackie climbed down from the cab in the dark. The concrete floor was so cold, she could feel it through the soles of her boots.
 
   She closed the roll-up door before turning on the cage lights that ran along the spine of the ceiling. A wooden workbench lined one wall, but otherwise the unheated garage was an empty concrete pad and four blank walls, its wooden beams and rafters faded to a uniform gray. Above the workbench, some of her father's tools still hung in place on a pegboard, including a set of bolt cutters – exactly what she needed at the moment.
 
   She carried the heavy cutters around to the back of the trailer, and made quick work of the lock on the doors. Jackie set the tool aside and swung open the doors, letting light spill inside the trailer.
 
   Wooden crates and steel canisters filled the trailer from wall to wall to a height of about six feet. The neatly stacked wood crates had handles made of short lengths of white rope. The smaller boxes were made of steel painted olive green. All of the containers were printed with stenciled black letters saying "U.S. Army" and "This Side Up" and "Military Ordnance."
 
   According to the stenciled labels, the long boxes each held four M4 rifles and the steel canisters were full of ammunition. She took a pry bar from the pegboard, then climbed up onto the edge of the trailer, peering inside. She had to stand on tiptoes, but it appeared that the entire trailer was packed tightly with boxes of weapons and ammo.
 
   "Good Christ," she whispered.
 
   Jackie grabbed a rope handle and slid one of the wooden boxes from the top. The crate was four feet long and two feet wide. It weighed about forty pounds, and Jackie stooped over to lower it to the floor before she climbed down herself.
 
   Now that she had room to work, she pried the top of the box open and peeled back the packing material inside. An M4 automatic rifle lay inside the wrapping, looking black and oily and deadly, an efficient weapon stripped to the essentials of polymer and steel, the entire gun shorter than a yardstick. She'd never seen one up-close before, but it was familiar from war-zone footage from Afghanistan and Iraq. It was the rifle all the desert-camo boys used in combat, a lightweight weapon that could spray hot lead like a fire hose.
 
   She peeled back the wrapping to make sure more rifles were underneath, but didn't actually touch the guns.
 
   The aroma of gun oil reached her nostrils, so strong it made her retch. She closed the lid and squatted there another moment, her fingers resting on the box while her mind did the math.
 
   Four rifles in each of these boxes, which added up to five or six hundred in this unregistered trailer. And plenty of ammo to go with them. She pulled down one of the heavy ammunition boxes and popped it open. It was filled with pointy brass-colored bullets. She slipped one into her shirt pocket.
 
   The guns and ammo almost certainly were stolen. Probably a whole mess of Army and Homeland Security investigators chasing around the country, trying to find this stuff. 
 
   Jackie needed to get rid of this cargo as quickly as possible, but that presented its own problems. Howard had said the load was destined for his contact in Mexico, which meant the guns likely were going to one of the drug cartels. Guns were hard to come by in Mexico; the only legal sales were from a government store in the capital. But there never seemed to be a shortage of weapons. 
 
   She had followed the headlines as the turf war south of the border resulted in slaughters and crazy shootouts. Whole towns changed hands in a never-ending struggle for dominance over the drug routes into the United States. The desert was scarred with mass graves. 
 
   If these hundreds of guns and thousands of bullets reached Mexico, how many more lives would be snuffed out?
 
   Jackie whacked the side of her fist against the wooden lid to make sure it was closed tight. Then she got to her feet and turned out the lights in the garage.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Howard Bell started Wednesday morning in a bad mood. His mother, who lived in a condo across town, woke him with a phone call, badgering him about some article she'd read in the newspaper. Something about "pear-shaped" men being more at risk for blood-pressure problems or something. Howard hadn't gotten the real gist of it because he'd fixated on the term "pear-shaped." He vaguely remembered promising his mother that he'd get more exercise. What he'd really like to do was exercise his legs, kicking the ass of whatever fool medical researcher came up with "pear-shaped."
 
   The day had dawned cloudy and murky, unusual for Albuquerque, even in winter, and the gray skies contributed to Howard's sour mood. By the time he pulled into the parking lot in front of Duke City Truck Salvage, he felt sure his day couldn't get any worse.
 
   The front windows were dark and there was no sign of Jackie's car. Damn it, Howard thought, I'll have to make the fucking coffee, too.
 
   As he got out of his warm Mercedes, the wind snatched at his hairpiece and nearly got it this time. He clamped both hands on his head as he hurried to the front door, then kept one hand planted up there while he fumbled with his keys. Once inside, he shut the door and turned up the heat and went to the men's room to check on his curly toupee. Crooked, but easily fixed. Whew.
 
   Once he was well-groomed (if still pear-shaped), he went back into the office and hung his coat on the usual rack. The heater was roaring now, and the office was more comfortable. He turned on all the lights.
 
   He'd just gotten the coffeemaker started when an aged white Peterbilt rumbled into the front parking lot. Truck, but no trailer. When it turned out to be Jackie who got out of the truck to open the gate into the fenced yard, he got a chill that made him shiver all over. 
 
   Where was the trailer?
 
   By the time Jackie came into the office, Howard had composed himself. He sat in his swivel chair behind his disorderly desk, hands folded before him, waiting for her, while the aroma of brewing coffee filled the room.
 
   "Good morning. I got that truck last night."
 
   "I see that. Where's the trailer?"
 
   "In a minute," she said. "Let me have some coffee first. I was up late."
 
   He sat very still while she went to the coffeemaker and poured them each a cup. She had a green duffel bag slung over her shoulder and she had to keep shifting the bag out of the way as she poured and stirred.
 
   Howard gave her a tight smile as she set the steaming cup in front of him. She sat in the visitor's chair, facing him, the long bag in her lap. He waited, his lips pressed together, until she'd had a sip of her precious coffee.
 
   "Where's that blue Freightliner I brought you yesterday?"
 
   "Gone," he said. "I had a buyer in Phoenix just waiting for a rig like that."
 
   "And the cigarettes?"
 
   "Sold 'em to one of the Indian tribes."
 
   "You work fast."
 
   "I don't want hot stuff sitting around here any longer than necessary."
 
   Jackie nodded and took another sip of her coffee. Making Howard wait. He was getting steamed.
 
   "Why are you asking me these questions, Jackie? You've never cared about the cargos before. Why the sudden interest?"
 
   "Do you know what that Peterbilt was hauling?"
 
   He didn't answer her. He knew full well that the trailer had been full of firearms of some sort. Santiago had indicated that much. But Howard had hoped Jackie wouldn't look inside the trailer. 
 
   "Guns, Howard. Hundreds of automatic rifles and the ammunition to go with them."
 
   He shifted in his chair, but before he could respond, she dug into the pocket of her denim shirt and pulled out a shiny bullet. Held it up for him to see. It was a brassy, pointy thing, nearly as long as her finger.
 
   "Look at that, Howard. Imagine what that bullet could do to a person. And there are thousands of rounds in that truck."
 
   "I don't see how this is any of your business," he said. "So the trailer's full of guns and bullets. So what?"
 
   "The crates have 'U.S. Army' stenciled all over them," she said. "Are they stolen?"
 
   "Jeez, I don't know, Jackie. You think?"
 
   "You send me to pick up a truckload of hot guns, stolen from the government, and you don't tell me first?"
 
   "I didn't know for sure," he said. "Santiago said something about being careful with the load—"
 
   "Don't lie to me, Howard."
 
   "Okay, okay. Some Army guy in El Paso told Santiago about the stolen shipment, how the guns were being delivered to a buyer in Albuquerque. So I thought—"
 
   Jackie leaned forward to interrupt.
 
   "You thought we'd rip somebody off, and hand those guns over to your pal in the Mexican cartel."
 
   "I simply don't see what difference it makes—"
 
   "They're guns, Howard. They kill people. That's all they're good for."
 
   "Not our problem," he said. "We hand over that shipment and take our money and never look back."
 
   "I can't do that."
 
   "Come on, Jackie. Where's that trailer?"
 
   "In a safe place. But that can change."
 
   "Are you threatening me? After all I've done for you?"
 
   "This is bigger than me and you and money," she said. "It's about innocent lives being saved."
 
   Howard took a deep breath, striving for patience, but anger washed over him.
 
   "If a bunch of Mexicans want to shoot each other, what do we care? It's population control."
 
   She gripped the wooden arms of her chair and squeezed. Howard was impressed by the ropy muscles in her forearms. No wonder she could wrestle an eighteen-wheeler around city streets. Her father had taught his only daughter to drive a big rig while most kids her age were learning to ride bicycles, and she had the muscles to show for a lifetime of driving. She definitely was too tough to be bullied by a pear-shaped middle-aged man. Howard needed to get hold of himself. Tamp down the hot panic rising within him. Try to reason with her.
 
   "Look," he said after a moment. "This simply isn't our call. I promised that shipment to Santiago. If we don't deliver, we make people unhappy. People who don't respond well to disappointment."
 
   "Too bad for them."
 
   "Too bad for us, Jackie. These people won't just say, 'Never mind. No sale. See you around.' They'll come after those guns and they'll take them and nobody will get paid. How is that better?"
 
   She shifted the duffel bag in her lap. Now that it was no longer suspended from its strap, Howard could see the shape within its canvas confines, could see how the tips of the object poked at the ends of the bag. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled.
 
   "Jesus Christ, Jackie. Did you bring one of those guns here with you?"
 
   "What? No." 
 
   "What's in that bag?"
 
   "A sawed-off shotgun I took off that trucker night before last. I didn't know who might be here with you."
 
   Howard rocked back in his swivel chair, smiling at her.
 
   "That's kinda ironic, isn't it?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "You won't hand over those guns to the Mexicans because you're so big-hearted, so worried about who might get killed. But you'll happily use a scattergun yourself."
 
   "Just for protection," she said. "There's a difference between self-defense and mass murder."
 
   "Not to the people getting shot. Dead is dead."
 
   "I haven't shot anybody, Howard. I want to fix it so the guns in that truck never shoot anyone, either."
 
   "But that's what guns are for. If you boosted a load of toilets, would you insist that they be used as flower pots?"
 
   She scowled at him.
 
   "You're not changing my mind, Howard. I'll hand those guns over to the cops before I let them go to Santiago."
 
   "Better keep the cops out of it," he said. "Once they start investigating, they won't stop with this one shipment. They'll uncover the other heists. You'd be looking at hard time, Jackie."
 
   She didn't flinch.
 
   "What about your mother? Who's going to take care of her if you're in prison?"
 
   "Low blow, Howard."
 
   "Maybe so. But it's a consideration, right? If we want everybody to come out of this unharmed and unjailed, able to meet our responsibilities, the only answer is to sell that load to the intended customer."
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "Do I have to remind you who's the boss here?" he said. "Without me, you've got no job, no income."
 
   "Really, Howard? You're threatening to fire me? Do you think that's going to change my mind?"
 
   He shook his head. "I don't want to fire you. But if you don't hand over those guns, there won't be any jobs at Duke City Truck Salvage. Because there's no company without me. And if we stiff those Mexicans, there's a good chance they'll kill me. Is that what you want, Jackie?"
 
   She stood and slung the strap of the duffel bag over her shoulder.
 
   "I've already done the math, Howard. Put your life up against the hundreds of potential deaths in that truck. Still think you come first?"
 
   Howard thinking: Damned right I do.
 
   "I understand where you're coming from, Jackie, but it's not just my life you're risking. It's your own as well. If I can't give the Mexicans what they want, they'll track down the person who can."
 
   "Then it's a good thing I've got this shotgun."
 
   She turned toward the front door.
 
   "Jackie, wait! You can't just walk out on me."
 
   "Watch me."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval had just pulled into his parking spot downtown when his cell phone rang. The parking slots reserved for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives were perks that came with having office space in Albuquerque Plaza, the tallest building in New Mexico at twenty-two stories. Reception was always iffy in the underground garage, but Romeo answered the phone anyway. He was in no hurry to face a ten-hour shift full of paperwork and fluorescent light.
 
   "Sandoval."
 
   A crackle, then a man's voice. "Hey, this here is Nate McCoy."
 
   It took Romeo a second to place the name. The driver of the stolen cigarette truck.
 
   "Yes, Mr. McCoy. Something new?"
 
   "I'd say so. You haven't heard?"
 
   Romeo sighed. Couldn't the man just get on with it?
 
   "Heard what?"
 
   "That woman stole another truck here last night."
 
   "At the same truck stop?"
 
   "That's right. I seen her with my own two eyes, climbing up into the cab of a white Peterbilt. I yelled after her, but she just slammed the door and drove away."
 
   "You're sure it's the same woman?"
 
   "She was dressed like a man, but I knew it was her."
 
   "Two nights in a row. That's ballsy."
 
   "I know!" McCoy said. "That's what we were saying here in the café."
 
   "And you're sure it was her."
 
   "Goddamn, I done said it twice. I'd know her anywhere."
 
   "Your vision's okay now?"
 
   "My eyelids are still puffy as a toad's, but I can see fine. I'm telling you, it was her."
 
   Romeo was starting to feel a grudging admiration for this woman, this truck hijacker. She had guts, that was for sure.
 
   "What about the load? Was it cigarettes again?"
 
   "That's the weird part," McCoy said. "Nobody knows."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "The driver took off after she stole his truck. Near as we can tell, he didn't even call the cops to report it missing."
 
   "That is strange. Did you see him yourself?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. I told him I recognized that woman, but he didn't seem particularly interested. Said he'd leased the rig and it was all up to the insurance company now."
 
   "And then?"
 
   "Then he said he was going to the terminal to make some calls and he vanished. Nobody around here has seen him since."
 
   "Is he somebody you know?"
 
   "I never seen him before. But he's a hard man to overlook."
 
   "How so?"
 
   "Real tall black man dressed up like a Hollywood cowboy, complete with a fringed leather coat and a ten-gallon hat? We don't see that look much around the truck stop."
 
   "So what happened to him?"
 
   "Beats the hell out of me."
 
   "And why would he run off? Makes me wonder if he had some kind of illegal load."
 
   "That's what I've been thinking."
 
   Romeo thanked McCoy for the tip. Static crackled over the line, but he heard the trucker say he'd keep watch over the truck stop.
 
   "You're still there?"
 
   "I'm staying at one of those motels across the street, but I'm kind of hanging out here at the truck stop until I can figure out what to do next. Hell, it would be hard to leave anyway, what with all the excitement around here. I can hardly wait to see what happens tonight."
 
   Romeo told him he'd come to the truck terminal later, and they could talk in person.
 
   "Maybe you can introduce me to some of the others who saw this woman."
 
   "I'm the only one who got a really good look at her."
 
   Romeo wondered about that. Coincidence? This trucker seemed awfully eager to steer the investigation a certain direction. Could he be covering up something?
 
   Another burst of static, loud enough that Romeo held the phone out from his ear. When it was done, he said into the phone, "Hello? Hello?"
 
   But McCoy was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan took a cab to the truck stop in the center of Albuquerque, where she'd left her car the night before. She told the driver to let her out at the convenience store and waited until he drove away before she hiked across the windy parking lot, the duffel bag slung over her shoulder.
 
   No one seemed to be watching, but her heart drummed as she slipped behind the wheel. Always the possibility that someone had gotten curious about the parked car in the wake of the hijackings, but she sped away with no one behind her.
 
   She drove surface streets for six miles to her mother's neighborhood in the sprawling Northeast Heights, stop-and-go traffic the whole way. By the time she arrived, she was exhausted.
 
   Still alert enough, however, to check the curving street before she got out of the car. Once she was sure she was in the clear, she climbed out of the Toyota, duffel bag in hand.
 
   She hated to take the shotgun into the house. She was always careful to keep anything hazardous away from her mother's reach, and she'd never brought a gun into the house before. But now it felt more dangerous to be without one.
 
   The day-shift nurse, a stringy white woman with a sour face, was only too happy to be told she could go home early. She grabbed up her purse and her coat and scurried out the door, as if she feared Jackie might change her mind.
 
   Jackie stashed the duffel bag in a coat closet near the front door. Out of sight, but handy if she needed it.
 
   Marge was in the den, in her favorite chair, her gray hair brushed, her hand clutching at the hem of her pink housedress. The day nurse did a thorough job, but she didn't talk to Marge the way Rose Moore always did. Jackie tried to keep up the chatter when she was home with her mother, hopeful that each word might fire neurons inside her head, might keep the internal electricity crackling for a few more days.
 
   "Hi, Mom. How are you doing?"
 
   Marge didn't turn her head, didn't respond in any way. Jackie touched her shoulder, but still got no reaction. Her mother sat perfectly still, except for that clutching hand. Jackie went around in front of her and leaned down into her face until they were practically nose to nose. Marge blinked a few times, but there was no spark of recognition in her eyes. She didn't even jump when Jackie's cell phone suddenly rang.
 
   Jackie fished the phone out of her pocket and looked at the readout: "Howard." She let it ring until it went to voicemail. She had nothing more to say to Howard Bell today.
 
   She leaned down toward her mother and tried again. "It's me, Mom. It's Jackie."
 
   Nothing. Nobody home.
 
   Marge's lost expression made Jackie feel like crying. She turned away, saying, "How are the birds today, Mom?"
 
   The usual sparrows and finches hopped around the flagstone patio, along with a couple of head-bobbing pigeons, but Marge didn't seem to see them. Her gaze was as distant and opaque as the clouds streaking the sky.
 
   Sighing, Jackie went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. The teabags were in the same ceramic canister where they'd been kept since she was a child. It was shaped like a fat green barrel cactus, red flowers on the lid, and its glazed surface was pitted in a couple of places from long-ago spills.
 
   Jackie remembered her mother making tea in the kitchen of their old house, with its linoleum floors and sunny windows. Jackie would sit at the dining table, dutifully doing her homework, while her mother puttered around the kitchen, spouting platitudes and advice. Marge was always so together when Jackie was young, so in control of the household while Chuck was away on the road, often for weeks at a time.
 
   The old Marge would've pounced on Jackie's current problems, offering solutions and suggestions. She would've happily devised rationalizations to divert blame away from her daughter and come up with strategies to extricate her from this mess. But Marge was no help now.
 
   Once the tea was ready, Jackie carried her steaming cup into the den. Her mother still sat in the chair where she'd left her, nothing moving except for that ever-clutching hand.
 
   Jackie sat in a matching chair, sipping her tea and watching the busy birds through the windows. She didn't answer when Howard called again a few minutes later. She tried to sit as still as her mother, enjoying a moment of repose before facing her troubles again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Howard Bell slammed the receiver down on his old-fashioned desk phone. The main reason he kept the heavy black phone was for just such moments of frustration and the satisfying catharsis of loudly hanging it up.
 
   He'd dialed Jackie's phone every few minutes for the past hour, and he'd yet to get an answer. He picked up his pen and resumed his anxious doodling. His desk blotter was covered in her name, "Jackie" scrawled over and over, bolder and more frenzied as each minute passed.
 
   Howard was getting desperate. He was past due on the scheduled phone call to his contact in Mexico. Anything short of good news was likely to piss off Santiago. Be bad enough if he got upset and cut off the business that provided a steady flow into Howard's overseas bank account. Be much worse if Santiago sent some cholo to teach Howard a painful lesson.
 
   Goddamn Jackie and her crisis of conscience. Howard felt he could talk some sense into her, given another chance, and get her to hand over those guns. But not as long as she refused to answer her phone.
 
   Without her, he had nothing. That trailer could be anywhere. She could've parked it on a city street or left it in a parking lot somewhere or stashed it out in the desert. No transmitter on the trailer. No way to find it without Jackie.
 
   Howard pulled a handkerchief out of the pocket of his pants and patted his sweaty forehead. It wasn't that warm in the office, but the thick toupee made it feel like he was wearing an oven mitt on his head. A wonder he hadn't baked his brain by now. He put the handkerchief away. Took a deep breath and blew it out.
 
   He needed to call Santiago. He needed to buy some time. Which meant he'd need to lie his ass off. No small task, but Howard felt he was up to the job. Lying was what he did best.
 
   He unlocked his desk drawer and got out the cell phone he used solely for calls to Santiago. Every few months, the Mexican mailed a fresh one, programmed with only one number. Howard turned on the phone and pushed the button to make the call.
 
   The phone rang twice before a loud click, then a familiar gruff voice came over the line, "Hola?"
 
   "Good morning, Señor." Howard knew better than to say names over this line. Besides, Santiago already knew who was calling.
 
   "I hope it is a good morning," Santiago said in his lightly accented English. "I've been waiting for your news."
 
   "Sorry I didn't call sooner. We were up late on this one."
 
   "But everything is as it should be with that shipment?"
 
   "Absolutely. We, um, stashed it at a remote location. You know, to make sure we didn't have anyone on our tail."
 
   A pause.
 
   "How remote?" Santiago said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "The shipment is still there in Albuquerque?"
 
   "Oh, sure. I didn't mean remote like far away. Just not here at the salvage yard."
 
   "Ah. It is a fine distinction."
 
   "English is a tricky language."
 
   "Yes," Santiago said. "Tricky."
 
   Howard tried a jovial laugh, but it came out squeaky. Sounded like somebody stepped on a hamster. He cleared his throat and said, "We're ready to deliver that load whenever and wherever you want, but it's safe where it is, so there's no hurry. That's all I'm trying to say."
 
   "Ah, I see. No, no. We would never ask you to hold that shipment for long. I have someone flying there now to take it off your hands."
 
   "Oh, really?" Howard squeaked.
 
   "Our private jet out of Chihuahua City. Should land in Albuquerque in an hour."
 
   "Wow," Howard said. "Guess you were pretty confident we'd succeed last night."
 
   "You've never failed us before."
 
   Howard brushed the back of his hand across his forehead. It came away glistening with perspiration.
 
   "My man wanted to fly up to the States anyway," Santiago said. "He likes to buy his suits up there. And his girlfriend, ai-yi, she is like a fashion model with her jewelry and her leather clothes."
 
   "Tell them to go shopping then. Take their time. Whenever they're done, we'll hook up and I'll take them to that shipment—"
 
   "Oh, no. We believe in business before pleasure. My man will come to see you first."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "This man is called El Gűero. Do you know this word? 'The blond one.' His people came here from Germany between the wars. He looks very gringo, but he does not speak much English. His girlfriend, Rita, she talks enough for both of them."
 
   Santiago paused, as if waiting for a laugh, but Howard wouldn't risk making that hamster sound again.
 
   "They will meet you at your office," Santiago said, "and conduct the transaction. Our driver will take the truck away. You will get paid. And El Gűero and Rita will be free to go to their stylish American stores."
 
   "Okay," Howard managed again, though he felt as if his head might explode any second. "I'll stand by."
 
   "Good. We will talk soon, my friend."
 
   The call clicked to dial tone. Howard dropped the phone on his desk and buried his face in his hands.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Estes Duvernay frowned at the slovenly young man behind the rental car counter. The company-issued purple blazer fit the kid all wrong, emphasizing his rounded shoulders and bulging belly. He had hooded eyes and a slack jaw and the baffled expression of a stunned ox. He stared at the computer screen as if he'd never seen one before, occasionally clicking a few keys.
 
   Behind him a wall of glass separated the counter area from the manager's office. No one occupied the desk in the office and the lights were off. No help there.
 
   In the windows, Estes could see his reflection frowning back. He was a direct contrast in every way to the kid behind the counter. He stood ramrod straight and his stomach was flat and his crisp khaki shirt fit him perfectly. His steel-gray hair was clipped to a precise half-inch all over, while the rental car kid looked to be wearing a black feather duster on his head.
 
   "Excuse me," Estes said. "Is there some problem?"
 
   "Just waiting on the computer, sir."
 
   "You sure it's the computer? Maybe it's the operator. Because I have to tell you, son, I've seen people move faster than you underwater."
 
   That got the slob's attention. He looked at Estes and said, "Excuse me?" 
 
   "What's your name, son?"
 
   "Teddy." The guy pointed at the name badge pinned to his rumpled blazer.
 
   "Okay, Teddy. Tell me. Are you new at this job?"
 
   "No, sir. I've been here four years."
 
   "Four years."
 
   "That's right."
 
   "And would you say you've gotten slower or faster at the job during those four years?"
 
   "I dunno. About the same, I guess."
 
   "About the same. Is that what you want, Teddy? You want to be about the same? Never improving?"
 
   "Sir, I—"
 
   "How old are you, Teddy?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You heard me."
 
   "I'm twenty-nine."
 
   "Twenty-nine. That's exactly half my age, Teddy. Now look at me and look at yourself. What do you see?"
 
   "Look, Mister—" Teddy checked the screen. "—Duvernay, I don't know what—"
 
   "Colonel, if you don't mind."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "I haven't been retired from the Army that long," Estes said. "I still prefer to be called Colonel Duvernay."
 
   "Okay, Colonel, um, I've got your car here—"
 
   "You're twenty-nine years old, Teddy, and you're wearing a purple sports coat like someone in a sideshow and you're moving at half-speed all day. Is that how you want to go through life, son? Just sitting there on auto-pilot all day, eating Fritos and staring at your cell phone like a schoolgirl?"
 
   Teddy sat up straighter. "I do my job, sir."
 
   "Well, do it faster, Teddy. Show some spirit. Act like you give an ever-loving shit. Maybe you'll find some ambition."
 
   Teddy seemed like he wanted to argue, but he pressed his lips together and looked away. Customer's always right.
 
   Estes sometimes boggled at how inefficiently the civilian world worked and how poorly people did their jobs. In the Army, poor performance gets punished. Excellence gets rewarded. Things seemed a lot more haphazard out here among the general population.
 
   Teddy hit another button and the printer beside his computer started coughing up the rental contract, one rat-a-tat line at a time.
 
   "Let me ask you something, Teddy. How many push-ups can you do?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Push-ups. You're familiar with the term, right? Exercise?"
 
   Teddy went sullen again. "Sure."
 
   "How many can you do? And not sissy push-ups either. Military style."
 
   "I dunno. It's been a while."
 
   "I do one hundred push-ups every morning," Estes said. "First thing out of bed. Before I've even had my coffee. You know what that does for me?"
 
   Teddy shrugged.
 
   "It energizes me for the rest of the day. I start off feeling fit and ready to tackle the day ahead. Compare that to how you feel when you wake up in the morning."
 
   Estes smiled at him, thinking how he'd like to get Teddy into basic training for a few days. Show him what push-ups are all about. Teach him some self-respect.
 
   The printer stopped and Teddy ever so slowly tore the page free along its perforation. Then he carefully went through the document, marking all the places the customer needed to initial or sign. Estes scrawled on all the indicated spaces, still trying to hurry this along. Teddy, meanwhile, sullenly spewed the company boilerplate about returning the car and gassing it up and checking it for damage.
 
   Their transaction finally completed, Este snatched the keys from Teddy's hand. He leaned across the counter to whisper to him.
 
   "Challenge yourself, Teddy. Be better than you are."
 
   Then he turned on his heel and marched away, his flight bag rolling along behind him like a faithful dog.
 
   Outside, the cloud cover was breaking up, and sunbeams streamed down on the city. Estes pulled his aviator-style sunglasses out of his flapped shirt pocket and slid them onto his face.
 
   The central location for all the auto rental franchises was a short bus ride south of the airport, up on the edge of a mesa overlooking Albuquerque. To the north, he could see the dozen office towers of downtown, stubby fingers jutting up from endless sprawl. The glittering Rio Grande meandered through the city, all elbows and knees as it flowed south.
 
   Estes turned away from the view and searched for his rental car. It was a four-door sedan, as requested, a plain white Ford, and he opened the trunk and set his bag inside. He unzipped the bag and pulled out a lightweight jacket made of a gray microfiber that resisted wrinkles. He slipped the jacket on, then dug around in the bottom of his bag until he came up with a plastic bag containing a disassembled .45-caliber pistol and a clip full of bullets. He looked around the parking lot, but no one was watching. He quickly assembled the gun and slid the clip into the butt and racked a bullet into the chamber. Then he set the safety and tucked the gun into his belt in the back.
 
   Bringing the pistol had meant checking his bag, but it had been worth the hassle of waiting at baggage claim. He didn't want to waste time scrambling around Albuquerque in search of a firearm, and he sure as hell wouldn't go unarmed to his planned business meeting with a couple of crazy skinheads.
 
   Estes got behind the wheel and put on his seat belt and adjusted his mirrors. Once everything was in order and the engine was warming, he fished his phone from his other shirt pocket and pushed three buttons on the keypad.
 
   He held the phone to ear and listened to it ring. On the fourth ring, Tex Russell finally picked up.
 
   "Where are you?" Estes said without preamble. "I thought you were meeting me at the airport."
 
   "That was the plan, Colonel," Tex drawled. "You're right about that. But there's been a hitch with that shipment."
 
   "A hitch? What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "Better if we don't talk about it over the phone, Colonel."
 
   Estes started to argue, but Tex was right. Estes should see the man in person.
 
   "So, again I ask," he said tightly, "where are you?"
 
   "Room Fourteen at the Roadrunner Motel on Candelaria, a few blocks from the Albuquerque Truck Terminal."
 
   "What are you doing in a motel?"
 
   "Kinda got stuck here, sir. That's part of the hitch."
 
   Through clenched teeth, Estes said, "I've got a car. Stay right there until I arrive."
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   Estes thumbed off the phone and put it away. Then he put the car into gear and pulled out of the parking lot. He navigated his way to Interstate 25, following green-and-white highway signs. Soon he was in the flow of freeway traffic, headed into the center of the city. Only then he did allow himself to mull over what Tex had said.
 
   A hitch. How was that possible? Estes had this operation so carefully planned, from the guns' quiet disappearance at Fort Bliss to the handoff in Albuquerque. His customer, skinhead leader Clyde Rawls, was already on his way here to take delivery of those guns. He wouldn't respond well to a delay; Clyde was the excitable type. Estes might have to sweeten the deal to keep him happy, but the thought made him wince. Every extra expense cut into his planned retirement.
 
   He'd already been robbed of his retirement fund once. He'd been heavily invested in the stock market when it crashed in '08. Scrambling to get what was left of his money out of the market and into something safer, he'd invested in a Palm Springs golf resort, which promptly went into bankruptcy.
 
   He still had his Army pension and his Social Security, but he was sitting on a mountain of debt, and none of it added up to the drinks-on-the-beach retirement he'd pictured through thirty years of serving his country.
 
   He'd had to scramble to set up a better send-off from the Army, working with a couple of insiders in the quartermaster's office to divert the truckload of firearms. He'd used the last of his retirement savings to pay off those guys, knowing he'd make it all back when he sold the guns. Everything was riding on this sale.
 
   Estes didn't know what this "hitch" might be, but he did know that he would make this deal happen, through sheer force of will, if nothing else. And he'd live happily ever after.
 
   Or there would be hell to pay.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Tex Russell sniffed at the dusty curtains as he peered out the window of his room at the Roadrunner Motel. The room was all the way at the back of the Roadrunner, and he couldn't see the truck terminal three blocks to the south because another cheap motel stood in the way. But by standing near the window, Tex could see his motel's entire parking lot. No sign yet of Colonel Duvernay.
 
   The Roadrunner Motel had definitely seen better days. The thin carpet was so uniformly gray with ground-in dust, he couldn't tell its original color. The once-white walls had yellowed like a smoker's teeth. The bed was gut-sprung and the toilet had an internal leak that sang all night long. Everything seemed coated in years of grime.
 
   Tex felt pretty grimy himself. All his toiletries and spare clothes had been in that Peterbilt. He'd taken a shower and cleaned his teeth with his index finger when he got up this morning, but his clothes smelled of perspiration and his boots were dusty from his night-time trek to this motel. He was a man who took great pride in his personal appearance, and he hated for the Colonel to see him unshaven and smelly. The Colonel had always been such a stickler for detail when they served together in the Army, the kind of officer who'd discipline a soldier for a scuffed boot or a loose button. Tex had always been careful to never be on the receiving end of Colonel Duvernay's fury. Now, he was in a position to experience it first-hand.
 
   No way, no how, should Tex be blamed for the loss of that truck and trailer. A man's got to take a dump, right? He'd left the truck idling to keep the heater running, but he'd been very careful to lock the doors and he'd come straight back from the men's room. But by then the truck was already gone.
 
   Tex had spent much of the night marveling at how quickly everything had gone to hell. One minute, he's sitting pretty, drive nearly done, a quick thirty grand nearly in his hands. The next minute, he's running through the dark and cold, trying to put some distance between himself and those inquisitive truckers.
 
   Retreat had been the only answer. Report to the Colonel. Let him sort out what to do next. Colonel Duvernay had a real genius for strategy. No better time to put it into action. Maybe he could figure out a way to track down those guns.
 
   A white sedan slowed on Candelaria in front of the Roadrunner and turned into the parking lot, blinker going. The car eased toward the back of the potholed lot, and Tex squinted to make out Colonel Duvernay behind the wheel. The car parked in front of Room Fourteen, and the engine died with a cough.
 
   Tex thought the Colonel probably couldn't see him here beside the window, a dark man in a darker shadow, and he watched as Duvernay got out of the car and pocketed his keys and straightened the creases of his khaki pants. Still odd to see the Colonel in civilian clothes after so many years in uniform together.
 
   One glance around the parking lot, then the Colonel marched to the door of Tex's room and rapped on it twice with his knuckles.
 
   Tex took a deep breath. Time to face the music.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   When the motel room door opened, Estes Duvernay greeted Tex Russell with a firm, "Sergeant."
 
   "Colonel. Please come in, sir."
 
   He stepped inside and Tex shut the door behind him. Estes noted the way Tex looked him up and down, but he knew his hip-length gray jacket covered the .45-caliber Colt stuck in the back of his waistband. And Tex would never have the nerve to try to frisk a superior officer.
 
   "Jesus," Estes said as he looked around the seedy motel room. "How did you end up in this shithole?"
 
   "It's kind of a long story," Tex said. "You want to sit?"
 
   The only chair in the room was rickety-looking item of fake wood and smashed green padding. Estes sat on it gently, and it held his weight. Tex sat on the end of the bed, facing him.
 
   Tex's cowboy hat was on the dresser, and Estes noticed that Tex was losing his salt-and-pepper hair. Thin enough on top that Estes could see his scalp shining through. No wonder he wore that hat all the time.
 
   Estes had a lifelong reputation as a good listener. Even as a child, he had a way of looking at the speaker, his own face on full alert as he absorbed every detail. He tuned in fully now, as Tex described his bathroom break at the truck stop and the disappearance of the gun shipment.
 
   "I wasn't gone longer than ten minutes," he said. "Everything was locked up tight, but this woman used a Slim Jim and let herself into the cab."
 
   Estes cocked an eyebrow at him.
 
   "How do you know that? I thought you were in the shitter."
 
   "I was. This other driver saw her breaking in, and he told me about it when I got back to the parking lot."
 
   "He didn't try to stop her?"
 
   "He said he yelled at her, but it was too late. She drove away before he could do anything about it."
 
   "And he told you all this when you got back to the scene?"
 
   "That's right. Said he'd been ripped off the night before by the same woman."
 
   "Is that so? You get his name?"
 
   "Nate McCoy."
 
   "And the other drivers?"
 
   "I didn't get their names. There were four or five of them standing around there, and I was trying to make my exit."
 
   "They all got a good look at you?"
 
   "I suppose," Tex said cautiously. "It was pretty dark in that parking lot, though. I doubt if they could recognize me."
 
   "Hm-mm." Estes nodded, thinking: Tex just became a liability. "Then you came over here on foot?"
 
   "Yeah, and I made sure nobody followed me."
 
   "And when you checked in here? You used your own name?"
 
   "Had no choice about that," Tex said. "I had my wallet, but everything else was in that truck. I figured, long as I stayed out of sight, I'd be okay until you could come get me."
 
   "I see."
 
   Estes shifted on the rickety chair. The pistol was digging into his back, but he didn't want to reach for it. Not yet.
 
   "So you just hunkered down," he said. "Didn't bother to pursue that shipment?"
 
   "How was I supposed to do that, Colonel? It was long gone by the time I knew about it, and I didn't have a vehicle—"
 
   "You think this Nate McCoy might know more?"
 
   "Maybe, but I kinda doubt it. All those drivers seemed sorta mystified by the notion that a woman would steal a truck."
 
   Estes turned that over in his mind for a minute, then he said, "You think it's random? That she was just stealing whatever truck was available?"
 
   Tex shrugged his narrow shoulders.
 
   "Or," Estes said, "did you let someone get on your tail somewhere along the way? Don't you think it's more likely that the hijacker was waiting for you to stop somewhere?"
 
   "I considered that," Tex said, "but the fact that she hijacked that other truck the night before would seem to indicate she was already here in Albuquerque."
 
   "Maybe she was waiting for you."
 
   "And what?" Tex said. "She stole McCoy's truck for practice?"
 
   Estes considered that a second, then said, "I think I need to talk to McCoy myself."
 
   "Good luck finding him. I'm not going over there to point him out. Sorry, Colonel. But it's too risky."
 
   "No, you're right," Estes said. "You're a pretty easy man to spot. We don't want people asking a lot of questions about you."
 
   Tex smiled and seemed to relax all over, as if he'd passed through the other side of the colonel's ire and was now safe. He was wrong about that.
 
   Estes pulled the .45 out of his belt. He pointed it right between Tex's wide brown eyes.
 
   "Hey, Colonel, what the hell?"
 
   "You screwed up," Estes said. "I can't let incompetence go unpunished."
 
   "But I'm the victim here—"
 
   Estes squeezed the trigger and the gun bucked in his hand. The bullet smashed through the middle of Tex's forehead and blew out the back of his head in a red gush that spattered the wall. He fell backward onto the bed, his legs splayed, cowboy  boots pointed at the ceiling.
 
   "No," Estes said. "Now you're the victim."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan steered her father's precious Chevrolet El Camino through stop-and-go traffic, occasionally glancing over at her mother, who sat very straight in the passenger seat. Jackie knew some of the sights and sounds must be getting through to Marge, but she showed no sign. Perfectly still except for her hand clasping at the hem of her wool coat.
 
   Even when Marge was checked out like this, Jackie could move her around, get her to walk while holding onto her arm, get her to help as Jackie put her in the car. So Jackie knew her mother was seeing things and her muscles worked well enough to walk. But if Jackie let go of her, Marge was likely to fall or wander off. She was fine riding in a car, so far. But how long before Jackie couldn't move her anymore? How long before Marge couldn't move at all? Every high-priced specialist they visited made a different prediction about how fast her dementia would progress, but it all boiled down to the same answer: Each case was different and your guess is as good as mine. Nobody, however, predicted that dementia that struck this early – Marge was only sixty – would be anything other than fatal.
 
   The only question, really, was how long Marge could stay in contact with the world; the rest would be a matter of systems shutting down. Jackie did all she could to keep her mother from slipping away, but it was a fight she could only lose.
 
   Jackie sighed as she caught another red light. A jacked-up Dodge Charger, sleekly black like the El Camino, rumbled up beside her in the left-turn lane, its stereo pounding with rap-song bass. She glanced over, saw the driver was a thirty-year-old Hispanic guy with slicked-back hair and wraparound sunglasses. Thick neck. The kind of musclehead who'd say "bro" a lot.
 
   He gave her a big smile and a thumbs-up. Then he reached to turn down the thumping music.
 
   Aw, shit.
 
   She looked away, but when she glanced back his window was humming down and he was twirling a finger to show she should roll hers down, too. Jackie checked Marge, but she still was staring straight ahead.
 
   Jackie cranked the window down two inches.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Hey," he called. "I love your car."
 
   "It's not mine. It belongs to my Dad."
 
   "You know if he's looking to sell it?"
 
   Albuquerque was a town full of car nuts. Jackie got this kind of thing every time she took the El Camino out of her mom's garage. She wasn't thrilled about driving such a noticeable vehicle today, but her own car seemed riskier.
 
   "Never," she said. "He bought it new in 1974. Before I was born. He was a truck driver, and everybody kidded him about how even his car was a truck."
 
   "He's kept it in great shape over the years."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   The guy smiled. He had great teeth and he knew it. "You look to be in pretty great shape yourself."
 
   Jackie sighed. Another asshole. She raised her middle finger just as the light went to green, and punched the accelerator, zooming away. She checked her mirror to make sure the he didn't follow her, then looked over at Marge. If her mother had registered the conversation, she gave no sign of it.
 
   They went another eight blocks, then Jackie steered the El Camino onto the side street where she'd left the guns in Chuck's garage. When she stopped at the gate of the fenced lot, she looked over at her mother, wondering if Marge would recognize her late husband's familiar old truck or the rust-streaked garage. But Marge showed no sign of knowing the place.
 
   Jackie got out and opened the padlock and rolled the wide gate out of the way, its wheels crunching on the gravel. Then she got back in the El Camino and drove across the lot to a shady spot beside the diesel tank that stood on six-foot-tall steel legs next to the garage.
 
   She hated to leave Marge in the car alone, but it was nice and warm in there and Marge didn't seem to know the difference at the moment.
 
   Jackie killed the engine and got out. She reached behind the seat for the green duffel bag with the shotgun inside. Didn't seem to be anyone around, but she wanted to be armed when she went inside the garage. Just in case.
 
   "I'll be right back, Mom."
 
   Nothing.
 
   Jackie gently shut the door, then hurried around the corner to the garage door. She unlocked another padlock there, readied the shotgun, then rolled up the overhead door. No one was inside, and the trailer was just as she'd left it. She climbed up onto the back bumper and swung open the tall door. Nothing seemed disturbed. Boxes of ammo and M4 rifles, stacked six feet deep.
 
   She grabbed the rope-handle of a box on the top row and gave it a tug. The box slid out, and Jackie got under it to take its weight as she freed it from the stack. Using the handle, she gently lowered the forty-pound box to the concrete floor. Then she grabbed the next box.
 
   Fifteen minutes of this and she was puffing and sweating, but she'd moved enough boxes around that she'd gotten an inventory of sorts, confirming that the trailer was fully loaded with U.S. Army ordnance. About six hundred automatic rifles, with four boxes of bullets for each.
 
   Jackie climbed down from the trailer to the concrete floor, where a half-dozen wooden crates now stood around like Stonehenge. She thought about putting them back, but what was the point? She didn't plan to move this trailer anytime soon.
 
   The guns should remain safe here. As far as she could remember, she'd never mentioned this property to Howard, and everything was in her mother's name now that Chuck was gone.
 
   She rolled down the garage door and locked it up and went back around the corner to the El Camino, the duffel slung over her shoulder. Marge was right where she left her.
 
   Jackie walked around the perimeter of the gravel lot, checking the weedy ground along the chain-link fence. No footprints, no sign anyone had been inside since she'd put the guns here. 
 
   So far, so good.
 
   As she was walking back to the El Camino, her phone rang inside her jacket pocket. She checked the readout. "Howard." For maybe the twentieth time. Sighing, Jackie punched the button to answer.
 
   "What do you want, Howard?"
 
   "Jackie! Finally, you answer me! I've been so, um, worried about you."
 
   "Don't bullshit me, Howard."
 
   "You went out of here in such a huff," he said. "Before we could work something out."
 
   "There's not much to work out, unless you know some way to give these guns back to the Army without getting us both thrown in prison."
 
   "Give 'em back? Come on, Jackie. You know that's not possible."
 
   "But we can't send them to Mexico, either."
 
   "Why not? My customer pays good money—"
 
   "We've covered this, Howard. I'm not going to spend the rest of my life seeing dead Mexicans on the TV news and wondering if it's my fault."
 
   "What about me? When you see me dead on TV, that'll be okay?"
 
   "Nobody's going to kill you, Howard."
 
   "I talked to Santiago. He's not happy about the delay. He's sending a couple of people, including a guy named El Gűero."
 
   Howard pronounced it "where-o," but Jackie spoke enough Spanish to recognize the word.
 
   "The Blond?"
 
   "Apparently, he's a tough customer. And he'll expect me to hand over that shipment as soon as he gets here."
 
   "Guess he'll be disappointed."
 
   "What do you think he'll do to me if I don't have what he wants?"
 
   "If you're scared, call the cops."
 
   "Come on, Jackie."
 
   "Then get out of town."
 
   "And make them hunt for me? That would just piss them off."
 
   "I don't see what else you can do. Either tell 'em the guns are gone, or disappear yourself. Or both."
 
   "They'll find me. They'll kill me."
 
   "Don't be melodramatic, Howard."
 
   "It's true! My life is on the line here."
 
   Jackie tipped her head over to make her neck crack. Howard was giving her a pain.
 
   "Just tell me where the guns are," he said. "That's all you have to do. We'll take it from there, and you never have to know another thing about it."
 
   "Not gonna happen."
 
   "Please!"
 
   "Bye, Howard."
 
   She pushed the button to disconnect, then put the phone in her pocket. Almost immediately, it started ringing again. Jackie turned the ringer off and put it away again. She could feel it buzzing in her pocket like an angry hornet, but that was easier to ignore.
 
   She opened the door of the El Camino and looked inside.
 
   "You doing okay, Mom?"
 
   Marge didn't respond.
 
   Jackie got behind the wheel. "You ready to go home?"
 
   Nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Clyde Rawls stared out the tinted window of the Hummer at the passing human detritus. Bums and winos and junkies littered the sidewalk near a bus stop. All of them various shades of brown and black, baked by the relentless New Mexico sun until their skin took on the sheen of glazed pottery. They were bundled up against the cold weather in their grimy hoodies and hats and woolen rags, and Clyde could only imagine how they must smell.
 
   Some might look at these street people with pity, but to Clyde they were living proof of everything he believed. They were lesser beings, these mud people, with none of the ambition and ingenuity and drive that distinguished the white race. The purity of the Aryan bloodline is the only thing that might save the world from itself, Clyde believed. Otherwise, the whole world would eventually resemble the mutts and misfits on this sidewalk.
 
   His driver, Daryl Stewart, stopped for a red light, and a blubbery woman of indeterminate age shuffled through the crosswalk in front of them. She wore plastic shower shoes, green sweatpants, a purple jacket and a bright orange knit hat that stood tall above a face carved into a permanent scowl.
 
   "Whoa, look at that one!" Daryl hooted beside him. "I didn't know the circus was in town." 
 
   Daryl laughed at his own joke, loud enough for both of them, which was just as well. These people depressed Clyde. They were reminders that these were the last days before the End of Civilization. And he still had so much to do.
 
   Clyde had first learned about the coming race war during a stint in prison for forgery. He was young and impressionable, and the tough guys of the Aryan Brotherhood offered him protection from the other gangs that ran the cellblocks. He soon embraced the philosophy, but not the group itself. The Aryan Brotherhood was well-established, with its own hierarchy, and there was no way an undersized man like Clyde Rawls could ever climb that ladder.
 
   Instead, he started his own, similar group, the Anglo Brotherhood. Clyde and his thirty or so followers removed themselves from civilization before it could collapse into anarchy and apocalypse. They lived off the grid in the mountains of western New Mexico, in a fenced compound of solar-powered cabins and barns and greenhouses on forty hilly acres Clyde had inherited from his grandmother. They raised most of their own food, patrolled the perimeter day and night, and avoided interaction with their neighbors.
 
   Most of the time, Clyde was kept so busy building his little kingdom, he was able to block out the rest of the world and its problems. But a drive through Albuquerque was a good reminder that the end was nigh.
 
   The light changed and Daryl stomped the accelerator and they roared away from the intersection. Clyde had repeatedly asked him to avoid such jackrabbit starts. The Hummer already gulped gasoline like it was drunk on the stuff.
 
   He glanced over at Daryl, but didn't scold him about his driving. The boy was excited about this rare visit to the big city, and Clyde didn't want to ruin it for him.
 
   Daryl had been with Clyde for three years now, longer than most members of the Anglo Brotherhood, which suffered a lot of turnover because some chickenshits were too soft for the off-the-grid lifestyle. They needed flush toilets and telephones and soda pop and TV.
 
   Daryl simply showed up one day at Clyde's compound, a slab-muscled kid with steel-toed boots and an empty head. Which suited Clyde, who had plenty of his own dogma to pour in there. Three years later, no one was more loyal than Daryl. He made a perfect bodyguard. He was well over six feet tall and weighed close to three hundred pounds. Just the sight of him was enough to deter anyone who might be tempted to fuck with Clyde Rawls.
 
   Clyde did what he could to project the proper Aryan menace, but it was tougher at five-foot-six and one-hundred-forty pounds. He wore his head shaved, of course. His big brown mustache walrused down over his mouth. His sinewy arms were littered with black tattoos that told the story of his hatred, and he had a swastika on one side of his neck and SS lightning bolts on the other.
 
   Most of that was show, of course. The only thing the Nazis got right, as far as he was concerned, was the supremacy of the white race. Otherwise, the Thousand-Year Reich was a seven-year flop. But as a symbol, it was hard to beat a swastika when it came to telling people to back the fuck off.
 
   If someone still didn't get the message, Clyde could flash the Luger that he always carried on his person. The German pistol, so familiar from war movies, was extremely persuasive. He hardly ever had to fire it.
 
   The Luger was one of only a handful of guns at the Anglo Brotherhood compound. Most of the members were convicted felons, so they couldn't buy guns through legal means. They made do with a motley collection of pistols and shotguns and hunting rifles, but that was about to change. The automatic weapons they were scheduled to buy today would give the Brotherhood the most firepower of anyone in the region, including law enforcement. Clyde would finally have the well-equipped army he'd always dreamed of. He'd be unstoppable.
 
   They went another mile before Daryl finally thought to ask, "Where we going anyway?"
 
   "I want to check out the hotel. Make sure they haven't set up some sort of trap."
 
   Daryl let the Hummer slow a little.
 
   "I thought you had this deal all set up," he said. "You think it's a trap?"
 
   "I didn't say that—"
 
   "Who? The feds? ATF?"
 
   "Calm down, Daryl. I didn't say it was a trap. I said I wanted to check it out. We'll take a walk around and make sure everything's cool."
 
   "But you think everything's okay?"
 
   "We'll see," Clyde said. "I don't trust Army guys, usually, but this retired colonel seems to be motivated by only money. Greed's much better than trust. Trust wavers. People betray you. But greed's always there."
 
   Daryl nodded eagerly, as usual, but Clyde wondered how much of his life advice was wasted. Deep thoughts seemed to bounce right off Daryl's thick skull.
 
   "You'll want to get in the left lane," Clyde said. "We're turning soon."
 
   Daryl turned on his blinker and looked back over his shoulder, checking traffic.
 
   "Your other left."
 
   Daryl blushed and said, "Oh. Right."
 
   He changed the blinker and let the gray Hummer drift into the left lane, ignoring the honking protests of motorists who had to stand on their brakes to miss the oversized vehicle.
 
   Clyde sighed. The sooner they got out of Albuquerque, the better.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Nate McCoy's ears were still burning from the phone call as he returned to his booth at the Terminal Cafe. A water pipe at his home had burst in the Missouri cold, and his wife Flora Mae had been forced to call a plumber to the tune of six hundred bucks they couldn't afford. She'd had some choice words about Nate sitting around a truck stop in sunny New Mexico, drinking coffee and jawing with his pals, while she was saving the farm.
 
   What the hell was he supposed to do? The insurance company wouldn't declare his truck unrecoverable until it had been missing for eighteen days. Only then would the adjustor cut him a check, which probably wouldn't cover the cost of replacement.
 
   Nate didn't want a check. He wanted his own goddamned truck back, with all its amenities intact. He kept talking to people at the truck stop, telling them his woes and asking for help in finding his rig. One or two had offered theories that he was pursuing, but he didn't know if—
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by a man stepping up to the dish-littered booth where Nate was practically living these days. Nate had to lean back to look up at the man's face, which was square-jawed and serious.
 
   "Nate McCoy?"
 
   "That's right."
 
   "My name's Duvernay. Might I have a word?"
 
   "Sure," Nate said. "Have a seat."
 
   Duvernay moved a stack of newspapers out of the way and slid into the booth opposite him. The man had great posture, stiff as a goddamned board, which told Nate he was no truck driver. His gray hair was cut close to his scalp, and he wore a dark car coat over crisp khaki clothes. 
 
   Nate felt wrinkled and soiled in comparison. He ran a hand over his scratchy three-day-old beard.
 
   "The waitress pointed you out when I asked," Duvernay said. "I understand your truck was hijacked the other night."
 
   "That's right," Nate said. "A woman pepper-sprayed me in the face and drove out of here with my truck and a whole trailer full of cigarettes."
 
   "Damn."
 
   "I know! See how red and puffy my face is? That's from the pepper spray. Wonder I wasn't blinded."
 
   Duvernay nodded, but he seemed to have no time for sympathy.
 
   "The same woman stole another truck last night?"
 
   "That's right. I saw her climb up into the cab of this white Peterbilt. I recognized her right away."
 
   "In the dark?"
 
   "Plenty of lights out there in the parking lot and on all the rigs. I knew it was her, even though she was dressed like a man and wearing a ball cap."
 
   "You must have sharp eyes."
 
   "I guess so," Nate said. "Thirty years behind the wheel of a big rig."
 
   "Ever been hijacked before?'
 
   "Never. I carry a sawed-off shotgun in the cab with me for just such an eventuality. But when it finally came, I was too blinded to shoot anybody."
 
   "So she got your shotgun, too?"
 
   "That part really stings. I'd had that gun for years."
 
   A silver-haired waitress stopped by the table. She wore a full complement of rosy makeup and long false eyelashes. The effect was diminished by the reading glasses perched on the end of her ample nose.
 
   Duvernay ordered black coffee. When she shuffled away to get it, Nate said, "What's your interest in what happened to my truck?"
 
   "It's really the second truck that I want to know about," Duvernay said. "Did you see which direction she went when she drove away?"
 
   "South. A couple of the boys chased her after I raised the alarm, but they lost her over by Albuquerque High."
 
   "I see."
 
   "Tell me again," Nate said. "Who are you?"
 
   The man kept his voice low as he said, "Colonel Estes Duvernay, U.S. Army."
 
   "What's the Army's interest in all this?"
 
   "The cargo in the second truck belonged to the Army. I've been sent here to investigate."
 
   "How come you're not in uniform?"
 
   "I'm undercover."
 
   Nate squinted at him. "I gotta tell you, it ain't much of a disguise. I had you pegged for a military man right away."
 
   "Is that so?"
 
   "It's the posture. You look like you're marching, even when you're sitting still."
 
   Duvernay smiled without showing any teeth. "It's all right if people know the Army's interested in that cargo. Maybe the thieves will give it back."
 
   Nate laughed. "That ain't likely!"
 
   Again, the thin smile. As if smiling were something new to Duvernay, like his crisp civilian clothes, and he was testing it out.
 
   "What happens to trucks that get stolen around here?" he asked. "They go to Mexico?"
 
   "That's what they tell me," Nate said. "It's less than three hundred miles to the border. And most of the country down there is empty desert. All you need is a gravel road and balls enough to get past the Border Patrol."
 
   "Is that right?"
 
   "So I'm told," Nate said. "I don't go any farther south than I-10, not ever. And I only use I-10 during the worst of the winter. Closer you get to Mexico, the better your chances of trouble."
 
   Duvernay nodded.
 
   "I don't mean that in a racist way," Nate said. "It's just an economic reality. There's always a market for big trucks south of the border."
 
   Another nod, but Nate didn't need any prompting.
 
   "I was talking to a guy here this morning. Local guy, knows everybody. He said there's a salvage place here in Albuquerque that does a steady business with Mexico."
 
   "Illegal business?"
 
   "Nobody said that. I'm sure most of it's on the up-and-up, or the cops would be all over it. But say you're regularly selling trucks to Mexico. Wouldn't it be nice to slip a few hot ones into the mix? That's pure profit right there."
 
   "What about the cargo of these stolen trucks?" Duvernay asked. "Does that merchandise go to Mexico, too?"
 
   "I don't rightly know," Nate said. "Most shipments would be easy enough to sell here in the good ole U.S. of A. People are always looking for a bargain, especially one they can turn for a quick profit. Those cigarettes that got stolen off me? You can probably buy 'em on any street corner in Albuquerque by now."
 
   "This salvage business," Duvernay said when Nate took a breath, "do you know what it's called?"
 
   "Duke City Truck Salvage. It's way out on the south end of town somewhere."
 
   "Have you contacted them?"
 
   "Naw, that's up to the insurance people. I don't want to get caught in the middle myself."
 
   "I can see that."
 
   "Besides, I don't have any real evidence that they're involved. We're talking about truck-stop chitchat here, not a clue."
 
   Nate got a good laugh out of that, but humor seemed beyond Duvernay's grasp. Some people were just humorless like that. Nate always felt sorry for them. If you can't laugh at life—
 
   "Worth checking out, I guess."
 
   "Maybe to you," Nate said. "I'm happy to sit right here and have another slice of pie."
 
   "I was thinking you'd want to come with me," Duvernay said. "Maybe you'd spot your truck."
 
   The way the colonel said it sounded more like a command than an invitation. It made Nate nervous.
 
   "I'll stay here," he said. "Let me know if you have any luck."
 
   Duvernay frowned, as if not accustomed to people telling him no. Just when it looked as if he'd formed an argument, they got interrupted by yet another man approaching the booth. He was dressed in jeans and sneakers and a navy blue windbreaker.
 
   "Look here," Nate said. "Here's somebody else who's interested in those stolen trucks. This is Agent Sandoval with the ATF."
 
   Duvernay stood and nodded at the agent, but he didn't offer to shake hands.
 
   "Who's this?" Sandoval said, but Nate was done making introductions. They could take it themselves from here.
 
   "Colonel Estes Duvernay. U.S. Army."
 
   "The Army's interested in these thefts?"
 
   "In the second one," Duvernay said. "The cargo originated at Fort Bliss."
 
   "Is that right? What kind of cargo?"
 
   "Sorry." Duvernay smiled thinly. "That's classified."
 
   "Even from the ATF?"
 
   "Afraid so."
 
   A cloud passed over Sandoval's dark features. 
 
   "You know that truck wasn't registered anywhere, right?"
 
   "That's what I'm told," Duvernay said. "We're investigating that, too."
 
   "Maybe we ought to be working together," the agent said, "so we don't stumble over each other's feet."
 
   "I'm sure you've got it well in hand," Duvernay said. "I'm just following up a few things for my commanding officer."
 
   He turned to Nate. "Thanks for your time. I'll let you know if I hear anything."
 
   Duvernay marched away, across the diner and out the front door. Sandoval slid into his place in the booth, clearly annoyed by the colonel's high-handedness.
 
   "Did that guy give you a card or show you any ID?" he asked.
 
   "No."
 
   "You just took his word that he was an Army investigator?"
 
   "Had no reason to doubt him."
 
   Sandoval took a deep breath and blew it out, calming himself. Then he said, "I have a few more questions."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Howard Bell tried to focus on the papers on his desk, but he kept glancing up at the office door every minute or two. His hands were sweaty. Every time a tool clanged in the garage out back, he nearly jumped out of his skin.
 
   He wasn't making much progress on the paperwork. Jackie usually handled the title transfers and shipping manifests and other documents, keeping everything orderly and up to date. If he couldn't resolve this split with her, he'd be forced to find and train a new assistant. Assuming he wasn't too dead to stay in business.
 
   Howard checked the parking lot again, but the only car out there was his gray Mercedes-Benz. The cloud cover had broken up, and a sunbeam bounced off the car's windshield, throwing its glare through the office's tall windows. He cupped one hand along his brow to shield his eyes as he tried to focus on the proof-of-insurance form on his desk. The words seemed to swim before his eyes. 
 
   His mind kept going to El Gűero, who could arrive any minute. What could Howard tell him? Was there any way he could buy some time?
 
   The stress was too much to bear. His head ached and his stomach gurgled and sweat tickled his face. By the time the light blue Ford bumped into the lot, two people inside, it was almost a relief. 
 
   The driver's door opened and a man got out from behind the wheel. He was a medium-sized guy, late twenties, dressed in a light gray suit and a black crewneck shirt. Little gold chain around his neck. Big gold watch on his wrist. Tiny black wraparound sunglasses that rode his movie-star cheekbones.
 
   As if all that style weren't enough, there was his hair. Dark blond on the sides where it was short around his ears, but sun-bleached to a lighter blond on top, where it swept back from his perfect forehead. As Howard watched, the wind lifted the longer hair on top and dropped it again, and every strand fell back into place all by itself.
 
   Motherfucker.
 
   This guy, this Mexican, gets hair like that, while Howard was shiny-bald at twenty, stuck wearing a dead poodle on his head for the rest of his life. Absolute proof that life is never, ever fair.
 
   El Gűero buttoned his close-fitting jacket as he stepped around the front of the car. Every movement perfectly poised, every step just so, a man at ease with the world around him. Howard wondered what that must feel like. He'd been a plump stumblebum his whole life. To be graceful like that, if only for one day—
 
   The passenger door popped open and El Gűero swung it out of the way for his girlfriend.
 
   First thing Howard saw was her shoe as it touched ground beneath the open door. Black spike heel and a black leather upper laced tight around her arched foot. 
 
   Then a hand appeared above the door, perfectly manicured, tipped in crimson. El Gűero lightly grasped the hand and steadied her as she stood. In the heels, she was nearly as tall as him.
 
   If El Gűero was golden sunshine, his girlfriend was midnight. Tight black jacket over a minimal skirt and fishnet hose in the same shade. Her black hair was pinned back from her face. More great cheekbones, as if they came out of the same catalog, and lipstick in the darkest red. A diamond stud glittered in one nostril, and Howard was pretty sure the black eyebrows that arched so perfectly above her big sunglasses were painted on from scratch. 
 
   Her face twisted with distaste as she looked around the potholed parking lot and Howard's rundown place of business. He sighed. Same distaste he felt every morning when he arrived at work.
 
   He got up from his desk as they came through the glass door, wiping his sweaty palm on his pants in anticipation of a handshake. But neither of them came close enough for that. They stopped just inside the door, looking around, noses in the air, both still wearing their black sunglasses.
 
   The woman was the first to speak.
 
   "You are the owner? Howard Bell?"
 
   Howard swallowed heavily and nodded.
 
   "We bring greetings from Señor Santiago."
 
   Howard wasn't exactly sure how to respond. He clasped his hands in front of him and said, "Thank you very much."
 
   "My name is Rita Gutierrez. And this is my lover, El Gűero."
 
   Howard's face felt hot. He nodded and smiled and tried to generally look unthreatening.
 
   "Nice to meet you, I'm sure."
 
   El Gűero said nothing. Because of the narrow black sunglasses, Howard couldn't be sure the slick young man was even looking his way.
 
   "He understands English," Rita said, "but he doesn't like to speak it. He finds it an inelegant language."
 
   Howard felt himself bristle a little, which was ridiculous. He was now a defender of his native language? He gave a shit?
 
   "We are alone here?" Rita said.
 
   "Some guys are working in the garage, but they can't hear anything we say in here."
 
   "Good," she said. "We are here to meet our driver and take away a truck. Everything is ready?"
 
   "Um. Not exactly."
 
   Rita's black eyebrows rose even higher.
 
   "I hate to be the bearer of bad news," Howard said, and truer words were never spoken, "but the shipment has been, uh, temporarily mislaid."
 
   El Gűero said something in Spanish, very quick and snappish.
 
   "He wants to know what you're talking about," Rita said. "How can you lose forty thousand pounds of merchandise?"
 
   "It's not lost, exactly. One of my employees brought in the truck, but she stashed the trailer somewhere."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Howard cringed. "She looked inside the trailer and saw what she was hauling. She got upset about it."
 
   Rita's scowl deepened. "She wants more money?"
 
   "No, that's not it. She's having an outbreak of conscience."
 
   Rita's expression didn't change, and Howard could tell she wasn't getting it.
 
   "She thinks innocent people will get killed with those guns. I tried to tell her that was none of our business—"
 
   "The first thing you have said so far," Rita interrupted, "that makes any sense."
 
   He shrugged.
 
   "I tried to persuade her, but she was upset. And she had this sawed-off shotgun—"
 
   Again, a quick bark in Spanish from El Gűero. Howard glanced over and saw that El Gűero had unbuttoned his jacket and spread it open, enough to expose the butt of a shiny pistol stuffed in his belt.
 
   "Hey, now—"
 
   "He says he isn't afraid of a shotgun."
 
   "I figured it was something like that. But I'm not the one who—"
 
   "This woman has stolen trucks before?" Rita asked.
 
   "Once in a while, she boosts a truck for me and I ship it down to Señor Santiago. We do the paperwork so it looks like we chopped it up for parts, but we really get someone to drive it down—"
 
   "Where is she now?"
 
   "I don't know. I keep trying to call her on the phone—"
 
   Another rat-a-tat burst of Spanish from El Gűero.
 
   "You have this woman's address?" Rita translated.
 
   "What? Oh, sure. But do you think that's a good idea? Going to her house?"
 
   "Give us the address."
 
   Howard didn't like that proposal. If they took the shipment from Jackie without him, Señor Santiago would have no reason to pay.
 
   "Look," he said, "let me go with you. Let me talk to her first. Maybe I can get her to see the light."
 
   "What light?"
 
   "You know, get her to come around. Give us what we want."
 
   "You can do that?"
 
   "I can try."
 
   El Gűero said something else. Howard understood a little Spanish, but he was unable to pick up a word of this guy's rapid-fire speech.
 
   "He says you can come with us," Rita said. "You can talk to this woman. But if she won't listen, we'll take over."
 
   She smiled for the first time. It gave Howard a chill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval leaned into the doorway of the motel room without stepping inside. This wasn't his crime scene, and he wouldn't risk contaminating anything. Besides, he could see everything he needed to see from here.
 
   The dead man was flat on his back, lying diagonally across the bed, the pointed toes of his cowboy boots aimed at the ceiling. His Western-yoke shirt had pulled loose from his jeans, exposing his flat brown belly. The large-caliber bullet had penetrated just above his eyebrows, leaving a red crater where his forehead should be. Romeo couldn't see the back of the man's head, but he guessed there wasn't much left. Most of it seemed to be splattered on the far wall.
 
   "Damn," Romeo said as he stepped away from the door. "There's one poor bastard who saw it coming."
 
   "Yep," said Bill Naughton. "I expect he was looking right down the barrel."
 
   Naughton was an Albuquerque Police Department homicide detective, a lean, taciturn veteran with a square jaw and narrow eyes. They'd worked together a few times over the years, and Romeo trusted him. Naughton lived on a small ranch east of the Sandia Mountains and commuted into the city to sort its dead. He was in his ranch clothes today – scuffed cowboy boots, Wrangler jeans, a plaid shirt, a brown jacket, a battered Denver Broncos cap – so he looked like every other male (and many of the females) in rural New Mexico. Only differences were that he had a badge on his shirt and a Glock on his hip.
 
   "Think that's your truck driver?"
 
   "Must be," Romeo said. "A sixty-year-old African-American cowboy? How many you got in this town?"
 
   "First one I've seen," Naughton said. "Think the Indians got him?"
 
   Romeo ignored that. "What's he doing in the Roadrunner Motel? He took off after his truck was stolen, but he only made it this far?"
 
   "No wheels," Naughton said. "The truck thief left him on foot."
 
   "It's as easy to rent a car as it is to rent a motel room," Romeo said. "He must've been waiting on someone. He called somebody to come give him a ride."
 
   "Except they didn't give him a ride," Naughton said. "They gave him a bullet in the face."
 
   "But why? Because he got hijacked? That seems harsh."
 
   "Crime is a ruthless business. You make a mistake, you get punished."
 
   They studied the pavement for a minute, mulling that over, then Naughton said, "Maybe he was the only connection between that truck and whoever shot him. Somebody got rid of the weak link in the chain."
 
   "Could be," Romeo said. "You got an ID on him yet?"
 
   "Driver's license says his name is Avery Russell. An address in El Paso."
 
   "Not a commercial driver's license?"
 
   "Nope. Regular Texas license. But he also had a military ID in his wallet. Sergeant Avery Russell apparently got out of the Army fairly recently. The ID expired two years ago."
 
   "Fort Bliss?"
 
   "Must be," Naughton said.
 
   Romeo thought about the man he'd met earlier, the stiff-necked one who'd identified himself as being with the Army. He asked Naughton if an Army investigator named Duvernay had contacted APD.
 
   "If he did, I never heard about it."
 
   "He said he was investigating the theft of this guy's truck." Romeo pointed back into the motel room with his thumb. "Said the Army had an interest in the cargo."
 
   "What kind of cargo?"
 
   "Classified."
 
   "Of course."
 
   Another silence while they studied their shoes.
 
   "The motel clerk said he saw a white car drive out of the parking lot right after he heard the shot. Four-door sedan. Could be an Army car."
 
   Romeo nodded. "I'll run over to the truck stop and see if Duvernay's still around, see what's he driving. And I'll call the Army and check him out."
 
   "All right," Naughton said. "I've got to wait here for the Medical Examiner's van. Make sure Mr. Russell gets a proper send-off to his autopsy."
 
   "This one should be easy for the ME to figure out. A single bullet to the brain."
 
   "He's not officially dead until the ME says he is," Naughton said. "That's job security right there."
 
   Romeo nodded and started to turn away.
 
   "Call me if you get anything," Naughton said.
 
   "Will do."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan tilted the mini-blinds so she could better see the light blue sedan that had pulled into the driveway of her mother's house. Brand-new Ford, blackwall tires, plain wheels. Likely a rental.
 
   Sunshine glared on the windshield, but she could see the outlines of two people in the front seat. Then the back door opened, and Howard Bell climbed out into the wind, holding onto his hairpiece. He wore no jacket over his white shirt, and he hurried to the front door. The other two stayed in the car. 
 
   Jackie turned away from the window and trotted down the hall to her mother's bedroom. She opened the door a crack and looked inside, but Marge was right where she'd left her, lying on the bed fully clothed, staring unblinkingly at the white ceiling. Jackie pulled the door to, and hurried back to the foyer, arriving just as Howard rang the doorbell.
 
   The shotgun was still inside the duffel bag in the coat closet near the front door. Jackie bent over and unzipped the bag. Pulled out the gun just as Howard rang the bell a second time.
 
   She checked the peephole to make sure it was still only Howard at the door. He was alone on the porch, dancing in place and puffing his cheeks against the cold. She turned the knob and stepped out of sight behind the door as it swung open. She didn't answer when Howard said, "Jackie?"
 
   As he stepped through the door, she met him with the shotgun, pressing the barrels against the side of his soft belly.
 
   "Be still, Howard."
 
   "Whoa! Hey." He raised his hands to shoulder height, bumping his elbow against the open door. "Hey, Jackie. Point that somewhere else. Please."
 
   "Who's in the car, Howard?"
 
   "Jackie, please. I'm pissing myself here."
 
   "I pull this trigger, it'll be the last time you take a piss. So you'd better enjoy it."
 
   "Jesus, what's wrong with you?"
 
   "Who's in the car?"
 
   "The guy Santiago sent. El Gűero."
 
   Jackie gave him a nudge with the shotgun.
 
   "And the guy's girlfriend, Rita. They've come to the States to go shopping. And, oh, by the way, while they're here, they thought they'd pick up that shipment of automatic rifles."
 
   "Are they armed?"
 
   "What do you think?"
 
   Jackie leaned to her right to get a better look out the door. The couple still sat in the front seats. The engine was running.
 
   "Come on, Jackie," Howard said. "Put the shotgun away."
 
   "You brought armed killers to my home. I should pull the trigger and blow your guts all over the yard."
 
   "You're scaring me."
 
   "Good."
 
   Howard's face flushed. 
 
   "What am I supposed to do here?" he said. "I stay here, you'll shoot me. I go back to the car, they'll shoot me."
 
   "Maybe you'd better make a run for it."
 
   "You're kidding, right? When was the last time you saw me run anywhere? I'd keel over dead before I made it to the end of the block."
 
   "You should take better care of yourself."
 
   "Now you tell me."
 
   Still no movement from the light blue sedan. But Jackie knew she didn't have much longer.
 
   "Take a step backward, Howard."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Out onto the porch."
 
   "One step?"
 
   "That's right."
 
   He did it, very carefully placing one foot out the front door.
 
   "Now the other foot."
 
   "Come on, Jackie."
 
   "Do it."
 
   He stepped back with his other foot. As soon as he was clear of the doorway, Jackie slammed the door in his face.
 
   She locked the deadbolt. 
 
   Then she turned and ran down the hall.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   El Gűero grunted when he saw the door slam shut. The fat man, Howard Bell, rocked back on his heels as the door closed within an inch of his nose.
 
   Rita said, "Cabron."
 
   They climbed out of the car into the chill breeze. El Gűero glanced around the quiet neighborhood as they crossed a wedge of winter-yellow lawn to the front porch.
 
   Howard Bell still stood frozen on the porch, hands in the air.
 
   "What happened?" Rita demanded.
 
   He lowered his hands and turned to face them.
 
   "She pulled that sawed-off shotgun on me. Then she slammed the door."
 
   El Gűero pushed the fat man out of the way. He pressed his ear to the front door and listened, but could hear nothing from inside. He tried the knob, but the wooden door was locked. He shoved against it, but could tell immediately that this was no way to get inside.
 
   He waved Rita and Howard out of the way as he went to the large windows that looked out over the front porch. El Gűero slipped the pistol out of his waistband and used it like a hammer to break a pane of glass. He looked through the hole, but could see no movement inside. Just a standard American living room with matching brocade furniture and hardwood floors and a black flat-screen TV and a few flowery area rugs.
 
   He reached through the hole and unlocked the window, then forced it open with his fingertips.
 
   To Rita, in Spanish, he said, "Watch him."
 
   In answer, she slipped her hand inside her black handbag, where she always carried her straight razor.
 
   Gun in hand, El Gűero ducked through the open window, touching down inside as lightly as a cat. In one stride, he was on the nearest throw rug, without making the hardwood floor creak.
 
   He stood still, listening, but heard no movement in the house.
 
   Outside, Howard Bell started to say something, but Rita shushed him.
 
   El Gűero tiptoed across the living room, looking into open doorways – kitchen, dining room, hallway – and finding no one. The four doors opening off the hall, presumably bedrooms and bath, were all closed. He'd have to check them one by one.
 
   He went to the first door, the only sound the merest creaking of the floor as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He listened at the door for a moment, heard nothing, tried the knob. It turned.
 
   He went into the room gun first, but there was no one inside.
 
   A small bedroom, made even smaller because one end of it was full of moving cartons stacked to the ceiling. The boxes bore bold black writing from a marker pen, and El Gűero quickly deciphered some of the words. "Summer Clothes." "Dishes." "Books." The closet was full of clothes and more cardboard boxes. No one under the narrow bed. A swivel chair was tucked neatly under a small desk against one wall. A laptop computer and a few books sat on the desk.
 
   El Gűero stepped back into the empty hall. He was headed to the next closed door when he heard a throaty mechanical humming, accompanied by a steady rattle, coming from the far end of the house. Took him only a second to recognize the sound as a garage door opening.
 
   He ran the length of the house, through the kitchen to the solid door that led into the garage. Deadbolted. No key.
 
   Cursing, he ran back to the living room, slipping on a throw rug and nearly falling before he reached the front door. He unlocked the door and found Howard Bell right where he'd left him on the porch. The fat man's mouth gaped and his cheeks were bright red.
 
   Rita was in the yard, stranded by indecision halfway between the porch and the driveway.
 
   The driveway was wide enough for two cars, and the rental car blocked only one of the garage doors. The other one had rolled up and a mint 1970s El Camino, shiny black, was backing out the open door. A stout, short-haired woman about his age was behind the wheel. In the passenger seat was an older woman with gray hair. She smiled brightly as the El Camino bumped into the street.
 
   El Gűero raised his pistol as they roared away, but it was too late. He put the gun away and turned to Rita.
 
   "I couldn't stop her," she said. "I thought about running in front of her car, but I think she would've run over me."
 
   El Gűero glanced around the quiet neighborhood. No one seemed to have noticed the commotion at the house.
 
   He and Rita turned toward Howard, who still stood on the porch, wringing his hands. They continued in Spanish, speaking low.
 
   "What do you think?" Rita said. "Did he warn her?"
 
   "You think he did?"
 
   "We couldn't hear what he said to her," she said. "No reason to trust him."
 
   "Look at him. He is too frightened to betray us."
 
   They studied him for a minute.
 
   "Do we take him with us?" she asked.
 
   "We don't need him anymore."
 
   She looked around, smiling. "Here?"
 
   "This place is as good as any."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan checked the El Camino's rear-view every few seconds, but so far no one was on her trail.
 
   "You doing okay, Mom?"
 
   Marge stared straight ahead, but her mouth was working. "I'm fine, dear. But you should slow down."
 
   She pointed at a sign at the curb that said, "Slow Children at Play."
 
   Jackie let off the accelerator a little. 
 
   "They should keep the slow children out of the street," Marge said.
 
   Jackie glanced over at her. Was she slipping again? But she saw the old twinkle in Marge's blue eyes. Then her mother laughed brightly, her voice like the chiming of a bell, Jackie's favorite sound in the whole world.
 
   What the hell, Jackie laughed, too. Here we are, she thought, on the run from Mexican cartel killers over a cache of stolen Army guns. We've got an illegal sawed-off shotgun rattling behind the seat, we can't go home, and at least one of us isn't in her right mind. Why not laugh about it?
 
   Next time she looked over at her, Marge had gone somber again. Looked to be concentrating on something.
 
   "Turn left up here, Jackie."
 
   "Why, Mom?"
 
   "That's the way to my hairdresser."
 
   "We're not going to your salon today, Mom."
 
   "No?"
 
   "We've got other errands to run."
 
   "All right."
 
   Marge stared out at the passing scenery, her left hand busy with her hem.
 
   Was that what it took to bring her around, Jackie wondered, a shot of adrenaline? She thought back to the moments after she'd slammed the front door in Howard's face. Marge had already been on her feet by the time Jackie reached her bedroom, so she'd known something was up. When Jackie grabbed her arm and hustled her to the garage, she'd come willingly, walking faster than Jackie had seen her go in months. As if she'd sensed the urgency.
 
   Maybe, Jackie thought, I've got to put her in situations where she gets a jolt to the nervous system. If that's what it would take to bring her back to herself, Jackie was perfectly willing to ride roller-coasters and tilt-a-whirls with her mom for the rest of her days. But she suspected Howard and friends would provide plenty of thrills in the near term.
 
   For now, she wanted to put Marge someplace safe. Jackie needed to be mobile, fast on her feet, and she couldn't drag her mother around while Marge flickered in and out like an old TV. Jackie couldn't even go to the cops, because it would mean handing Marge over to some nameless social worker until the situation was resolved. Last thing her mother needed.
 
   Get Mom out of the equation, and Jackie could handle things, one way or the other. But where could Marge go? They had no family here in Albuquerque, no friends willing to care for Marge while her only child was otherwise occupied. Hospitals wouldn't take her for an overnight stay; aside from her mind, she was completely healthy.
 
   Jackie pulled into the half-full parking lot of a Smith's supermarket to use her phone.
 
   "Why are we here?" Marge said abruptly.
 
   "Just making a phone call, Mom. I don't want to drive while I'm talking on the phone."
 
   "No, you shouldn't do that."
 
   Jackie steered the El Camino into a slot between a tall pickup truck and a van. Not hidden exactly, but better than nothing. She got her phone out of her pocket and scrolled through the numbers until she found the one she was seeking.
 
   "Hello? Who's calling?" Rose Moore's voice was guarded, as if she thought the unfamiliar number might be a telemarketer.
 
   "Rose, this is Jackie Nolan. I'm really sorry to bother you at home, but I'm hoping you can help me out."
 
   "What's the matter?" the nurse asked.
 
   "It's Mom. I've got a little emergency at the house, and I can't have her underfoot while I'm sorting it out."
 
   "What kind of emergency?"
 
   "I really can't get into it now, Rose. What I need is a place to put Mom for a few hours. Is it possible I could bring her there?"
 
   "To my home?"
 
   "I know it's over the line," Jackie said quickly. "I would never ask if it weren't an emergency. If you could just look after her for a little while, I'll pay double your usual rate."
 
   A pause while Rose decided. Jackie tried to think of something else to say, one more thing that might tip the scales, but Rose had already reached the correct conclusion on her own.
 
   "Bring her over," she said. "She can have dinner with Lester and me. I've got more spaghetti here than we can eat anyway."
 
   "Oh, thank you, Rose."
 
   "We're on Solano, just south of Coal. Do you know where that is?"
 
   "Ridgecrest?"
 
   Rose laughed. "On the edge of Ridgecrest. I can see the fancy houses from where I live. Through my wrought-iron security bars."
 
   "Sounds like safe haven to me. I can have Mom there in fifteen minutes."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The western sky was a winter watercolor of pastels – pink and orange and yellow – and Special Agent Romeo Sandoval took a moment to enjoy the sunset. He was usually still inside his office at this time of day, driving home in darkness during the winter months. If nothing else, the truck thefts had gotten Romeo away from his desk.
 
   He'd spent the past hour roaming among the trucks parked on the acres of asphalt that surround the Albuquerque Truck Terminal, asking drivers what they knew about the thefts. He'd come up empty until he ran into Jorge Gonzales, a guy about Romeo's age, one of the new generation of truckers. Jorge dressed in baggy clothes and a backward ball cap and chunky sneakers with the laces hanging loose. He looked as if he should be driving a low-rider, not a tractor-trailer, but Romeo found him lovingly wiping Armor-All onto the giant tires of his bright green Kenworth.
 
   They chatted about the thefts, but Jorge couldn't offer anything Romeo hadn't already heard.
 
   "Everybody around here been talking about it?"
 
   "You know how it is at truck stops," Jorge said. "Something's the big topic for three or four hours, but it disappears as soon as the drivers get on their way. New batch of drivers arrive and start new rumors."
 
   "It's a gossip mill."
 
   "Thousands of trucks pass through Albuquerque every day." 
 
   "That's a lot of rumors to keep up with."
 
   "We need something to keep us busy while we drive."
 
   "Everybody on the CB radios?"
 
   Jorge laughed before he caught himself. "Not so much anymore, bro. The old guys still use 'em, but when I want to talk to somebody? I use Skype."
 
   "So what's the new rumor?"
 
   "I don't know, man. I've been busy. I'm about to hit the road."
 
   "Anybody around here talking about an Army colonel name of Duvernay?"
 
   Jorge claimed he hadn't encountered Duvernay, but Romeo saw something shifty in his eyes as he said it. He started to pursue it, but Jorge said, "Look, bro, I gotta get going. Why don't you go inside and talk to Nate McCoy? He might have something for you."
 
   "He's still hanging around the diner?"
 
   "He's in there with a pen and a notebook, collecting clues on who stole his truck."
 
   "Aw, shit."
 
   "No, check it out, man. He might be onto something. That place, Duke City Truck Salvage? I've heard rumors about them for years."
 
   "What kind of rumors?"
 
   "A connection to Mexico," Jorge said. "Lots of vehicles move south on the back roads of our state, right? You can sell 'em for more down there, and people aren't so picky about the paperwork."
 
   Romeo nodded.
 
   "Only thing the Mexicans like better than American pickups," Jorge said, "are big trucks like these. They're hard to come by down there and expensive as hell if you buy them new. A custom rig like mine? You could get a hundred grand for it south of border. In cash."
 
   "Damn," Romeo said. "What do they cost new?"
 
   "Depends on how much you customize," Jorge said. "But a sleeper cab like this will run a hundred and sixty thousand. You run often enough to make a living, and the truck will wear out just about the time you get the loan paid off."
 
   They laughed together, then Jorge climbed up to his cab and opened the door.
 
   "Go talk to Nate," he said.
 
   He swung into the seat and closed the door. As Romeo turned to walk away, the engine of the big rig rumbled to life.
 
   The sun was gone behind the horizon now, though the undersides of clouds were still licked by fire. The halogen security lights that stood on white poles around the parking lot flickered to life as Romeo crossed the open asphalt to the Terminal Café.
 
   It was steamy and warm inside the diner, and Romeo paused inside the door to thaw out for a second. The place was noisy with conversation and clinking tableware. Blue-uniformed waitresses bustled among the tables, trying to keep up, and three truckers waited their turn at the cash register.
 
   Romeo sidled past them, noting the looks that the gold badge on his windbreaker drew, the way other people quickly looked away when he caught them staring.
 
   He found Nate McCoy at the same booth as before. Nate appeared to be wearing the same clothes. Was the man living in the café now? From the looks of him, he hadn't slept in a while, and he certainly hadn't showered or shaved. The table was littered with napkins and coffee mugs and crumpled wads of paper from the legal pad where Nate was furiously scribbling.
 
   Romeo sighed. The last thing he needed in his life was an amateur sleuth with time on his hands, getting in the way, tainting evidence.
 
   "Mr. McCoy," he said as he slid into the booth opposite him.
 
   McCoy looked up from his writing, and it took him a second to focus on Romeo. Then he said, "Good. I was hoping you'd stop by."
 
   "You have something for me?" Romeo said cautiously.
 
   "I do. If you'd called me back after our last call dropped out, you'd have this information by now."
 
   Romeo let that go. "What information would that be?"
 
   "I've talked to three different truckers who live around here." McCoy looked around to see who might be listening, then leaned toward Romeo to speak in a whisper. "They all say that the place to take stolen trucks is this salvage dealer I was trying to tell you about."
 
   "Duke City Truck Salvage," Romeo said.
 
   That pulled McCoy up short. "You been hearing about them, too?"
 
   "I saw Jorge outside," Romeo said. "He told me. You got anything more than rumors?"
 
   McCoy frowned, then said, "If you know about Duke City Truck Salvage, why don't you go over there and see what you can turn up?"
 
   Romeo bristled on the inside, but he didn't let it show.
 
   "I'm working on it," he said. "Looks like you've got a lot of notes there. Do they all point to this salvage place?"
 
   McCoy looked at the scribbles on the tablet as if they were new to him.
 
   "I'm exploring every avenue," he said. "I've got to get my truck back."
 
   "Don't you think it's too late for that? It's probably in Mexico by now."
 
   "I sure as hell hope not," McCoy said. "My wife is already threatening to leave me over this mess. If I don't get home to her soon, with my rig intact, she's gonna take up with that plumber who's been hanging around the house."
 
   Romeo didn't want to hear about McCoy's domestic woes. He switched tactics.
 
   "Do you know a trucker named Avery Russell?" he asked. "Tall African-American man about sixty years old. Big mustache?"
 
   "Sounds like the guy who got his Peterbilt stolen by that woman. Cowboy hat?"
 
   "Not when I saw him," Romeo said. "He had a big hole in his head where someone shot him."
 
   McCoy reflexively tried to jump up, succeeding only in banging his thighs against the underside of the table.
 
   "Holy Jesus!" he said, too loud. "Somebody killed him?"
 
   "Right over there at the Roadrunner Motel."
 
   "Is that what those police cars were about earlier?"
 
   Romeo nodded.
 
   "I saw the flashing lights. Why would somebody kill him? What does that mean?"
 
   "We don't know yet," Romeo said. "Maybe somebody was trying to keep him quiet."
 
   "A bullet to the head will sure do that."
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   McCoy gaped, struck by a thought. After a second, he pulled himself together and said, "Do you think I'm in any danger?"
 
   "I doubt that," Romeo said. "Not sitting here in a well-lit café. But don't go poking sticks into any holes. Not unless you're ready to find a rattler."
 
   McCoy gulped and set down his pen.
 
   "One more thing," Romeo said. "Has that Army colonel stopped by again? Have you seen him around?"
 
   McCoy shook his head.
 
   "If you run into him, give me a call. I need to talk to him."
 
   Romeo slid out of the booth and stood. Looking down at McCoy's whiskery face, he said, "You be careful now."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Elms lined the curbs of Solano Avenue, their branches naked this time of year. Most of the tidy houses had lawns out front, too, as if the people along this block hadn't heard about the drought.
 
   Rose Moore's front yard consisted of two perfect squares of well-tended sod – yellow and dormant this time of year – divided by a concrete sidewalk that led to a low front porch bracketed by two evergreens shaped like gumdrops. The porch light was on, illuminating the address scrolled on the gray stucco beside the front door and the burglar bars over the windows.
 
   "Here we are," Jackie said.
 
   Her mother, in the passenger seat beside her, hadn't said anything in a few minutes, and Jackie had assumed that she'd checked out again. But now Marge said, "What is this place?"
 
   "This is where Rose Moore lives. Your favorite nurse?"
 
   "The colored one?"
 
   Jackie winced. Every fucking time.
 
   "Yes, Mom."
 
   "What are we doing at her house?"
 
   "You don't remember? She invited you over for dinner tonight."
 
   "She did?"
 
   "She and husband are in there, waiting for you to come eat with them. You're having spaghetti."
 
   "Yum."
 
   "I know you love it."
 
   Jackie got out of the El Camino and walked around to her mother's door. She helped her out of the car and held onto her elbow as they walked up the sidewalk to the porch.
 
   "Whose house is this again?"
 
   "Rose Moore. And her husband."
 
   "Oh, that's right. Spaghetti."
 
   As Jackie rang the bell, Marge said, "We should've brought a bottle of wine."
 
   "You can't drink wine, Mom. Your medication?"
 
   "Not for me. For a hostess gift."
 
   The door opened just as Marge spoke, and Rose Moore stood there, beaming at what she'd heard.
 
   "No gifts necessary, Mrs. Nolan," she said. "Just the pleasure of your company."
 
   Marge let Rose lead her through the tidy living room to the dining table, where dinner already waited. Rose's husband, a big-boned man with thinning gray hair, was seated at one end of the table. He wore a warm-up suit in gray and cherry red, the colors of the University of New Mexico Lobos. He waved and smiled, but Jackie hung back, making no move to introduce herself.
 
   After getting Marge seated at the table, Rose returned to Jackie so they could whisper together.
 
   "She seems good tonight," Jackie said. "You shouldn't have any problem. I'll be back in a few hours."
 
   Rose reached out and touched Jackie's arm. "You want to tell me about this emergency of yours?"
 
   Jackie tried to smile at her. "I can probably get it solved in the time it would take to explain."
 
   Rose nodded and didn't ask any more questions. She turned back to the dining room, saying, "Let's eat!"
 
   Jackie slipped out without saying good-bye.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   The hand that wields the crowbar rules the world, Estes Duvernay thought with a smile. He'd purchased a nice heavy one at a hardware store on his way to Duke City Truck Salvage, and it was coming in handy now. He put more pressure on the crowbar, and the door cracked at the latch, then popped open, throwing splinters and shreds of wood.
 
   Estes paused, listening. No bells, no sirens. Could it be that Duke City Truck Salvage didn't even have a burglar alarm on its back door?
 
   He'd already prowled the entire lot out back without encountering any more security than the chain-link fence that surrounded the place. The bare-bones garage definitely didn't have an alarm system. Maybe the owner figured there was no reason to alarm the office, either. Not much of value here other than the trucks. And big trucks weren't exactly a cash business.
 
   The office had windows that faced the street, so Estes couldn't turn on the overhead lights. He was careful moving around with his flashlight, but still found no sign of a burglar alarm. What kind of skinflint pays for no security at all?
 
   Headlights zipped past outside, throwing light into the office for a second, making him freeze in place. The car kept going, and he began looking over the papers stacked on the nearest desk. Shipping manifests, bills of sale, title transfers, insurance documents, none of them referring to the aged white Peterbilt he'd found at the back of the lot, parked between two newer, larger trucks. Estes was beginning to believe the locked Peterbilt was indeed the truck lost by the late Tex Russell.
 
   So where's the trailer full of guns?
 
   No sign of it on the property. Nothing in the office, so far, to indicate where the trailer might have been stashed.
 
   Estes moved to the next desk, which had a nameplate that said "Howard Bell, CEO & President." Stacks of paper crowded the edges of the large desk, threatening to slither off into the floor with the slightest disturbance. The desk also had a black phone, the heavy plastic kind with push buttons on the front. Estes had thought Army bases were the only places where such landline phones were still used.
 
   What really caught his attention, though, was the desk blotter, barely recognizable as an oversized calendar for the month of January. The tear-away page was covered with squiggles and doodles and cryptic numbers. Overlaying all the other scribbles was a single name, written over and over, big and small, in black ink. Some versions of the name were scrawled in jagged, exaggerated letters, as if written in anger.
 
   Jackie, Jackie, Jackie. 
 
   Didn't take much of a detective to figure out that the "Jackie" was likely the usual occupant of the neater desk, where a brass-and-wood nameplate said "Jackie Nolan."
 
   Could be a woman's name. Could very well be the woman who stole the guns from the truck stop. But why would her accomplice write her name like this, over and over?
 
   Maybe they had a falling-out of some sort. Then Howard Bell would have reason to call her multiple times while he sat here at his desk, scribbling her name, getting increasingly vexed when he couldn't reach her.
 
   Estes went to a row of filing cabinets that lined one wall, pressing against them as another car passed outside and headlight glow filled the office for a moment. Then he used his flashlight to check tabs, thumbing his way through the alphabet. No file labeled "Jackie Nolan," but there was a "Payroll" file and, sure enough, it contained payment and tax records for a Jacqueline Marie Nolan. Estes took a recent document that included her Northeast Heights address.
 
   Worth checking out after dinner.
 
   Estes folded the paper and put it in his pocket. If he couldn't turn up anything on the guns tonight, he'd come back here in the morning. Ask Howard Bell some questions about Jackie Nolan and that Peterbilt out back.
 
   The big Colt nudged his back where it was tucked into his waistband, as if reminding him of its availability. He'd replaced the bullet that he'd put in Tex Russell's head. The gun was cocked and locked.
 
   He'd get answers, one way or the other.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   It was fully dark by the time Jackie Nolan returned to her mother's neighborhood off Wyoming Boulevard in the Northeast Heights. She slowed the El Camino to a crawl as she reached the house, but there was no sign of Howard or the cartel's people or anyone else.
 
   The porch light was off, but she could see the broken window right in front. She needed to secure that window and eat something and get more clothes for Marge and herself, but she feared that someone still waited inside, that they'd set a trap for her.
 
   She steered the El Camino into the empty driveway and killed the headlights. She left the engine running as she got out and retrieved the shotgun from behind the seat. Then she got back in the car and sat there a full five minutes, ready to zoom away at any sign of movement in the house.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Finally, she got out and walked up to the front door, keys in one hand, the sawed-off shotgun in the other, held close to her hip as she stepped up onto the shadowy porch.
 
   Not a sound from inside.
 
   She peeked through the broken pane in the front window, but there were no lights on in the living room, and she couldn't see anything but the vague shapes of shadowy furniture.
 
   Jackie unlocked the front door and pushed it open, shotgun at the ready. She realized she was silhouetted in the door and quickly stepped aside, still on the porch, listening. When nothing came, she slipped inside, the shotgun held in both hands at waist height, perfect for cutting a man in half.
 
   A blob of shadow squatted just inside the front door, where no furniture should be. Jackie gasped, but caught herself before she pulled the trigger. The blob was man-sized, but too short, and it didn't move or make a sound. As her eyes adjusted, she could see it was a fat man sitting in a chair.
 
   She took a second to listen, but heard no movement anywhere in the house. With the shotgun still pointed at the sitting man, she flicked on the nearest light switch, which turned on lights recessed in the high foyer ceiling. They shined directly down into the broad, blood-spattered face of Howard Bell.
 
   Howard sat in the rolling chair from the desk in Jackie's bedroom, his hands tied behind him with a length of brown extension cord. The swivel chair was cranked as tall as it would go, and Howard's black loafers didn't quite touch the ground. His toupee was missing and his bald head was tipped all the way over backward. A blood-soaked dishtowel was stuffed in his mouth. His eyes were wide open.
 
   His throat had been slit from ear to ear, a narrow red gouge that still seeped. His arms and shoulders were covered with smaller cuts, each a blossom of red on his white shirt. The front of his shirt was soaked with dark blood all the way to his lap.
 
   Jackie swallowed against the bile that rose in her throat. She couldn't afford to stand around puking. There was too much to do.
 
   First, she went to the front window and closed the curtains. She made sure the door was locked, then she went from room to room and into the garage, turning on lights, checking under beds and in closets with the shotgun. Only when she was absolutely certain that she was alone in the house did she go back for a closer look at the late Howard Bell.
 
   By then, she was over the initial shock, and she'd begun to wonder why the Mexicans had killed him in such a brutal fashion. Howard was no hero; anything they would've asked him, he would've blabbed immediately. But they'd clearly tortured him, trying to get him to reveal the one thing he did not know – the location of that shipment of Army guns.
 
   She wondered for a second why they'd tied him to the office chair from her bedroom rather than to a chair from the dining room, which was closer. Then she got a mental image she knew she'd never be able to erase: Howard in the swivel chair, spinning around, faster and faster, while one of them touched him with a razor or very sharp knife. That would explain the little cuts all over him. Not just torture. They'd made a game of it. 
 
   Once they were sure they'd gotten everything he knew, they'd finished the job rather than leave behind a witness. She pictured El Gűero stepping up behind Howard, reaching around his fat neck, then dancing away as the blood spurted all over Marge's favorite throw rug.
 
   Jackie was hit by another wave of nausea, but she fought it off. Touching the chair rather than Howard, she rolled him off the six-foot-long braided rug, one end of which was sopping with blood. Jackie peeled the rug up from the floor and wrapped it clumsily around Howard so she wouldn't have to look at him. He looked like a teepee on wheels. She held the rug in place while she rolled the body through the kitchen and into the garage. She parked Howard just inside the roll-up door, then hurried back through the house to where she'd left the sawed-off shotgun in the living room.
 
   Jackie knew she was violating all sorts of laws about tampering with crime scenes, but she couldn't have the police finding Howard here. The house was Jackie's mainstay. Her mother soon would need round-the-clock care, and Jackie's only option would be selling this house and using the proceeds on nursing homes and, eventually, hospice. She couldn't have the house tainted by a murder, not in today's shaky real estate market.
 
   She went to the kitchen for spray cleaner and paper towels and rubber gloves. With the shotgun always within reach, she quickly cleaned the spatters of blood off the walls and baseboards and did the best she could with the floor. The floorboards directly under Howard were soaked with his blood, and she knew she'd have to replace them eventually. For the moment, she used a different throw rug to cover the stain.
 
   Jackie bagged up the bloody paper towels and gloves and left the trash bag in the garage with Howard. Then she went back through the house, turning out the lights.
 
   She carried the shotgun onto the front porch, braced for someone to jump out of the shadows. But the neighborhood remained as quiet as a cemetery.
 
   Jackie locked up the house and hurried to the El Camino. She tucked the shotgun behind the seat, then got behind the wheel and turned the vehicle around, backing up so its tailgate faced the garage door. She got out of the car and let down the tailgate before keying in the code that would make the garage door rumble upward. 
 
   Jackie ducked under the garage door as soon as it rolled high enough. Lights came on automatically in the garage whenever the doors opened, but there was no one around to see her heft the rolling chair and its rug-draped cargo into the bed of the El Camino. She tossed the trash bag in next to Howard, and hit the button to close the garage door. 
 
   Wham-bam, over and done in under a minute.
 
   She waited beside the car for a moment, listening. The dark neighborhood was deathly quiet, as usual. 
 
   She tucked the rug tighter around Howard's body, wedging the ends under him so it wouldn't blow away. Then she grunted against his weight, pushing him out of the way so she could close the tailgate.
 
   One last look around the neighborhood, then she got behind the wheel and got the hell out of there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez was dappled with the fat man's blood. Each time she'd cut him, while he was spinning in that chair, another fresh spurt had spattered her. A hot shower of blood.
 
   Fun at the time, but it presented certain problems when it came to checking into a nice hotel. El Gűero opted instead for a motel near the freeway, one where every room had an outside door. They waited until there was no one in sight, then she scurried inside while El Gűero brought their bags from the trunk.
 
   Before he'd finished shutting the door, she was kicking off her shoes and peeling off her damp clothes. She was a voluptuous woman, round and firm, and her skin seemed to spring free of the constraining garments.
 
   El Gűero took off his jacket, but he moved more deliberately.
 
   "The blood," he said. "You need a shower."
 
   "I want you first."
 
   "Not in the bed. The blood—"
 
   "In the shower then."
 
   She turned away before he could argue, shaking her naked ass at him as she went into the small bathroom.
 
   Rita turned on the tap in the tub. While she waited for the water to get hot, she looked at herself in the mirror over the sink. She had blood in her hair and across her forehead. Spatters of it on her neck and down her cleavage. She smeared the blood around with both hands, painting her face and neck and breasts, smiling at herself the whole time.
 
   When the room got steamy, she adjusted the water and got into the shower. She held out her hands to the hot water and watched as the blood washed away. Then she stepped under the flow, her eyes closed and her head tipped back, letting the water pour over her.
 
   The first notice that El Gűero had crept into the shower was the tip of his hard cock nudging her lower back. She laughed and turned to him, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him under the shower. His body was lean and tawny and taut, nearly hairless, a pleasure to hold. When he kissed her deeply, a thrill ran through her belly.
 
   The blood was washed away, only a few pink droplets speckling the tub, but the animal heat generated by the prolonged torture of Howard Bell still burned within them. El Gűero clutched her ass in both hands and lifted her up, pressing her back against the cold tile as the water sprayed over their heads. She shuddered as he shoved his cock up into her.
 
   She wrapped her legs tightly around his hips, and El Gűero moved slowly, pushing her, squeezing her against the tile wall. She felt impaled there, a butterfly pinned to a cold white page.
 
   Her eyes closed, Rita remembered the fat man spinning in the chair, spraying blood round and round like a lawn sprinkler, his eyes wide as he screamed into the folded towel. After a while, they hadn't even asked him questions anymore. Just spun him round and round, cutting and cutting, the blood spraying everywhere.
 
   Rita came so hard it seemed to rock her very bones. She screamed with pleasure as El Gűero grunted against her. Once, twice, three times, each plunging penetration an earthquake within her, then he groaned, too.
 
   He pressed her against the wall, grinding his pelvis into hers as he spasmed, and Rita came again. Softer this time, an aftershock, but still enough to make her moan and buck against him.
 
   He held her there another minute, both of them gasping and shuddering, until the spraying water began to lose its heat. Then he set her down and stepped away, pushing his wet hair back out of his beautiful face. She cut off the water and stood perfectly still, watching him as he stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel. 
 
   Moments like these, in the afterglow of passion and blood-letting, were the only times Rita ever saw him smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan steered the El Camino onto a narrow gravel maintenance road that ran alongside the Embudo Canyon Arroyo. The arroyo is part of a network of concrete-lined channels that carry rainwater and snowmelt from the mountains through the city to the Rio Grande, which always needs the water.
 
   During the summer monsoon season, flash floods in the arroyos can wash away the unwary, the water roaring down from the mountains even when no rain is falling overhead. Local news shows regularly feature tense video of rescue workers with ropes and helmets, fighting the raging brown water, as they try to save some idiot who ignored the posted warnings.
 
   Most of the year, though, the concrete-lined drainage canals sit dry and empty, serving as hangouts for skateboarders and graffiti taggers and the homeless. In a pinch, an arroyo would do as a place to dump a body.
 
   Jackie stopped the car, then carefully backed it up at an angle so the tailgate hung over the brink of the concrete canyon. She cut the headlights and sat in the dark awhile, listening, making sure no one was around, then she got out and lowered the tailgate and climbed into the bed of the El Camino. She sat with her back pressed against the cab and the back windshield. She put both feet against the rug-wrapped bundle.
 
   "Sorry, Howard," she whispered.
 
   She pushed with her legs, sliding his body off into the darkness. Rug, chair and all.
 
   She winced at the thud and clatter as the chair tumbled to the bottom of the concrete ditch, but no porch lights came on nearby, no one came outside to check on the noise. People who live next to an arroyo, she figured, must be accustomed to odd noises in the night.
 
   Jackie tossed the trash bag full of bloody paper towels into the arroyo, too, then got behind the wheel and slowly drove away from there, leaving her headlights off for the first hundred feet or so. Then she turned on the lights and sped up, soon bouncing onto a residential street and zooming away.
 
   A clock seemed to be ticking loudly inside her head, every minute that passed another minute that her mother was left in a strange home with people she didn't know well. Jackie needed to pick up Marge as soon as possible, but then what? She couldn't take her home, not with Howard's killers on the loose.
 
   She stopped at a convenience store and bought two toothbrushes and toothpaste and a couple of bottles of water. Just enough to get them through a night at a motel. That would give Jackie some time to sort out her situation. Beyond a night or two, she'd have a problem. Her credit card was nearly maxed out already.
 
   She fed five dollars into the meter of a drive-through car wash behind the convenience store and eased the El Camino into the maw of the machine. Normally, she'd never expose her father's prized car to harsh detergents and beating brushes, but tonight was a special case. The rug seemed to have kept most of Howard's blood off the truck, but a thorough washing was better than taking a chance.
 
   While water drummed against the El Camino, Jackie turned on the interior light and checked her wallet. She still had enough cash to pay Rose Moore for looking after her mother tonight, but not much more.
 
   She had been counting on her cut from the two truck thefts, but she'd never see it now, not with Howard dead. She wondered briefly what would happen to his business, whether anyone in his family would want to keep it up and running. Should she warn them that Howard had made enemies at the end? Enemies who weren't likely appeased by his death, who wouldn't stop until they got those Army rifles?
 
   Jackie thought again about simply handing over the trailer full of guns. She could go to the office and find the special phone Howard used to call Santiago. Just leave a message telling them where to find the trailer. Then bug out, staying away from Albuquerque until she was sure the threat was over.
 
   She felt overwhelmed for a moment, all her bottled-up emotions roiling within her: The shock over Howard's brutal death. The terror over the narrow getaway at her mother's house. The fear whittling away at her resolve.
 
   A gritty lump rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. She would not cry. No time for that. Still too much to do tonight.
 
   She turned south onto Wyoming Boulevard, zipping along past parking lots and strip malls and fast-food joints. She'd be at Rose Moore's house in ten minutes. Pick up Marge and take her to some cheap motel. Her mother wouldn't be happy in more unfamiliar surroundings, but there was no choice in the matter tonight.
 
   Tomorrow, in the light of day, Jackie could go back to the house and get Marge's medications and some fresh clothes and toiletries and whatever else they'd need until they could go home again.
 
   But tonight she just wanted a safe place to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Clyde Rawls downed another expensive whiskey from the hotel room minibar, the burn in his throat making him cough a little. He'd already gone through several tiny bottles, as well as a couple of beers, while he and Daryl sat around their room, waiting to hear from that Army colonel.
 
   The double-bed room was on the ninth floor of a high-rise hotel that stood like a tombstone next to the Big I interchange. The room was nicer than what they were used to at the Anglo Brotherhood encampment, but it had a view of exit ramps and freeway traffic and the all-night lights of a truck stop. Clyde was in his sock feet, and he could feel the carpeted floor vibrating from the rumble of passing traffic and idling big rigs.
 
   Life in the city. Never a truly quiet moment.
 
   "I need another drink," he said as he turned away from the window. "This waiting is driving me crazy."
 
   "Sure we can't go out?" Daryl was drunk in front of the silent TV, watching race cars go round and round a track. He was splayed in the hotel armchair like a starfish, his limbs limp, his white tank top stretched tight over his slabs of muscle. "I hate to miss out on the nightlife while I'm here in Albuquerque."
 
   Clyde snorted. The boy could be such a dumbass sometimes.
 
   "Did you bring a turtleneck with you?"
 
   "Did I what?"
 
   "You think you can just walk into a nightclub with those swastikas tattooed on your neck? Fuckin' bouncers will turn you away faster than an ugly sister."
 
   Daryl sat up straighter. His eyes were bleary, but his face flushed in outrage.
 
   "That's discrimination!"
 
   Clyde laughed. "That's the way it is out here in this so-called civilization. Everybody's all for freedom of speech until you disagree with them. Wear a swastika and you're automatically considered a threat to the public order."
 
   Daryl frowned.
 
   "Wear two, and you might as well be Satan himself."
 
   The kid liked that. His frown turned upside down and he nodded his big bald head.
 
   "That's why we get the tats," Clyde said. "To show people we're serious about our beliefs. It's a sacrifice we make, a ritual, just like people who get baptized."
 
   "I got baptized when I was nine," Daryl said. "In an actual river."
 
   "Really? What happened when the preacher ducked you under? Did you see God?"
 
   "I got water up my nose. Came up sputtering and coughing."
 
   Clyde laughed.
 
   "Wasn't funny at the time. The ceremony was supposed to be dignified and all. And there I was, hacking like the preacher had tried to drown me."
 
   "What did the preacher do?"
 
   "He made some little joke about it, I didn't really hear, and everybody sort of laughed politely. I was so embarrassed."
 
   "Damn."
 
   "I went back to this little tent they were using for a changing room and sat on a stool there by myself while other people got their turns in the river. I couldn't understand why God had let me choke up like that in front of everybody. I was doing this for Him, and it was like He laughed right in my face."
 
   Clyde wasn't laughing now. "Tough thing for a kid to face."
 
   "My faith was shaken before it ever got any traction. Things kind of went downhill after that, too. My folks got divorced later that same year, and we had to move to a different school, one fulla niggers and spics. It sucked."
 
   One beer left in the minibar. Clyde handed it to Daryl, who popped it open and took a deep, eye-watering gulp.
 
   Clyde cracked open the last miniature of Jack Daniels. They were out of ice, so he didn't bother with his smudged glass. He sipped the whiskey right out of the little bottle. Warm all the way down.
 
   "You were left adrift," he said to Daryl. "Aimless."
 
   "That's right."
 
   "You were still that way when you showed up on my doorstep. Searching for something to believe in, something that was missing from your life. A purpose."
 
   Daryl's wide face split into a smile. "I found it, too. My life, my real life, began the first time I ever shook your hand."
 
   Clyde felt a bubble of emotion well up within him, a fondness for his loyal lieutenant. Such an unfamiliar sensation, he had to shrug it off.
 
   "I believe you're drunk."
 
   "I believe you're right." Daryl laughed. "We can't go out and get drunk, so we brought the nightlife in here."
 
   "Safer that way," Clyde said. "This city's crawling with cops who would love nothing better than to hassle people like us."
 
   "More discrimination."
 
   "Aw, hell, who cares? That's like whining because the sheep won't let us into their flock. And you know what becomes of sheep."
 
   "Mutton," Daryl muttered.
 
   "That's right. After they're fleeced."
 
   "And the sheep have no idea what's coming."
 
   "Until it's too damned late."
 
   Daryl nodded his big head. He always beamed when Clyde got revved up like this. Always Clyde's most appreciative audience, first to clap, last to leave.
 
   If only he had a whole army of willing Daryls, Clyde often thought, he could carve out his own empire. A breakaway nation with secure borders, a safe haven for the white man. Then Clyde would be the bouncer at the velvet rope, saying who enters and who gets turned away to face the depredations of a collapsing society. While the outer world was reduced to rubble, Clyde's selected whites would breed inside the Anglo Brotherhood nation, busily multiplying while keeping the bloodlines pure. No mutts, no misfits. Only superior beings such as himself.
 
   It was such a clear vision, it sometimes overwhelmed him. Always just beyond his reach.
 
   "That's why these guns are so important, Daryl. They're a new beginning for us, a way to fence out the sheep while we wolves flourish."
 
   "Until we begin to expand our territory," Daryl said. "Then we can—"
 
   Someone knocked on the door.
 
   "Ah." Clyde got to his feet. "That must be Duvernay. About damned time."
 
   He stumbled as he crossed to the door in his sock feet.
 
   "You all right there?" Daryl said.
 
   "I'm fine. Just not used to walking on carpet."
 
   Truth was Clyde felt dizzy drunk. He swiped at his walrus mustache with the back of his hand, then leaned close to the door to peer through the peephole. A stern-looking man in khaki clothes and a gray jacket stared back at him. He had short, steel-gray hair and pale blue eyes and a jaw like a granite monument to manhood. He looked like a high-school principal dressed in the janitor's clothes.
 
   Clyde slipped the Luger out of his belt.
 
   "Hey," Daryl said, but Clyde shushed him.
 
   "Just stay there in your chair, you big drunk."
 
   He grinned to show Daryl he was only kidding, then he tucked the Luger behind his hip and opened the door a few inches.
 
   "Duvernay?"
 
   "That's right."
 
   "I've been calling you for hours."
 
   "I know. I finally had to turn off my phone."
 
   "Say what?"
 
   "Am I coming in, or do we have this conversation in the hall?"
 
   Clyde opened the door wide, showing Duvernay the Luger as he did so. He gestured with the pistol for the colonel to enter.
 
   "Put that thing away," Duvernay said. "Right now."
 
   "You don't tell me what to do with my own gun—"
 
   "Put it away or I walk away and you never see me again."
 
   "Jesus, why are you so—"
 
   "You're drunk," Duvernay said. "I can smell it on you from here. Drunken men should not handle firearms."
 
   His tone was so reasonable, Clyde could think of no argument. He shrugged and tucked the Luger back into his belt.
 
   "Okay now?"
 
   Duvernay's expression didn't change, but he did come inside the room and close the door behind him.
 
   "This here's Daryl. He's my second-in-command."
 
   Daryl waved from his armchair, but made no effort to sit up straighter.
 
   Duvernay gestured at the little bottles lined up on the dresser. "You boys have been ripping through that minibar."
 
   "Nothing else to do," Clyde said. "You said wait here for your call, then you went incommunicado."
 
   Clyde stumbled over that last word, but his meaning was clear enough.
 
   "Sorry for the delay," the colonel said. "There's been a slight hitch in the delivery."
 
   Duvernay still stood just inside the door, ramrod straight as he delivered the bad news. "The shipment is here in Albuquerque, but it's not quite in my possession."
 
   Clyde blinked a couple of times, trying to focus. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
 
   "A hitch, like I said. I thought I'd have the shipment in hand by now, but I'm waiting on a call."
 
   "Well, how long are we supposed to wait here, cooped up in this fucking hotel room?"
 
   Duvernay stiffened slightly, but maintained his stoic demeanor. He seemed like the most solid thing in the room. Certainly more solid than Clyde, who felt swimmy from the booze.
 
   "This is a very nice hotel room," the colonel said. "Nicer than your usual accommodations in the mountains, I'm sure."
 
   Daryl hooted his approval, which didn't help matters. Clyde kept his drunken scowl aimed at Duvernay.
 
   "Why don't you boys order up some supper? You could use some food on your stomachs."
 
   "I guess I know what I—"
 
   "Anything you like," Duvernay said. "On me. I'll settle up with the front desk on my way out. The room's on me, too."
 
   "Well, now," Clyde said, "that's different. We don't mind the delay so much if somebody else is picking up the tab."
 
   "My pleasure."
 
   "Yeah," Daryl said, "that's mighty white of you."
 
   Clyde didn't think it was possible for Duvernay to get any stiffer, but the man did a perfect imitation of an ironing board as he said, "Excuse me?"
 
   "Ignore him," Clyde said. "He's drunk."
 
   "No, he brings up something that needs to be said. I don't believe in white supremacy. I think people of all colors are stupid pieces of shit until proven otherwise. That includes you two. I don't want to hear your dogma and I don't care about your politics. We're strictly doing business. Clear?"
 
   "Why sure—"
 
   "I decided to sell you this shipment for one reason only. You were the highest bidder."
 
   "That's the American way," Daryl said.
 
   "Damned straight it is. This little hitch changes nothing, except I pay the tab for your overnight stay."
 
   "As you should," Clyde said.
 
   Duvernay smiled without showing any teeth. 
 
   "I hope to have your merchandise in hand sometime tomorrow morning. I'll call you when it's ready and tell you where you can pick it up."
 
   "All right."
 
   "Do you have the cash?"
 
   "Right there in the closet," Daryl said.
 
   Clyde gave his lieutenant a drop-dead look, but Daryl didn't seem to be registering subtle messages at the moment.
 
   "I told him," Clyde said to Duvernay, "to stay away from the tequila. It don't play nice with the other liquors. But he didn't listen."
 
   Duvernay took two steps to the closet and opened the louvered door. The overstuffed blue flight bag stood on the floor where they'd left it. 
 
   "Not very secure," he said.
 
   "Long as we're here watching it, that's not a problem," Clyde said.
 
   "I suppose that's true." He paused, looking at the floor for a moment, then back up at Clyde. "Order some room service and have a good night's sleep. I'll be in touch in the morning."
 
   "We'll be waiting," Clyde said.
 
   Duvernay went out the door without looking back. As soon as it shut behind him, Clyde hissed at Daryl, "Why'd you say the money was in the closet?"
 
   "Ain't that where you put it?"
 
   "Yeah, but he didn't need to know that. What if he comes back here, trying to steal that money?"
 
   "We'll shoot him in the head," Daryl said.
 
   "We've got to sleep sometime. He might think it's easier to take the cash in the middle of the night than it is to deliver those guns as promised."
 
   "He said the guns are in a trailer somewhere."
 
   "Yeah," Clyde said, "but he didn't seem to know where. And we're right here, sitting ducks, with the Anglo Brotherhood's entire treasury in that suitcase."
 
   Daryl finally straightened in the armchair, which creaked with the effort of holding him up.
 
   "What are you saying, Clyde?"
 
   "I'm saying we'd better order some coffee with that dinner. It's gonna be a long night."
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan woke the next morning with a sunbeam in her eyes and her mother's arm draped across her chest. Marge snored softly, as she had most of the night while Jackie lay awake, worrying. She'd taken some comfort in those regular breaths, a metronome of Mom.
 
   She hated to wake her now, but Jackie had a lot to do today, and she needed to get started. She eased Marge's arm out of the way, then climbed out of bed and padded to the bathroom of the motel room, finding her way by a shaft of daylight spearing between the curtains.
 
   "Jackie?"
 
   "It's okay, Mom. I'm right here."
 
   Marge sighed and settled back onto her pillow. Once she was still, Jackie went into the bathroom and peed and brushed her teeth and ran wet fingers through her short hair. By the time she came back out, Marge was sitting on the side of the bed, looking bewildered.
 
   "I don't know where I am, Jackie. I don't know this place."
 
   "It's a motel room, Mom. We checked in last night."
 
   "What are we doing in a motel?"
 
   Marge's hand clutched at the bedspread, faster and faster as she got agitated.
 
   "Take it easy, Mom. We're only going to be here a few minutes, then I'm going to take you to see Rose again."
 
   "Rose?"
 
   "The nurse? You ate spaghetti at her house last night?"
 
   "I don't know what you mean."
 
   Jackie sighed and tried to summon patience. "I've got some things to do this morning. Rose is going to look after you while I'm busy."
 
   "I want to go home."
 
   Jackie had known this was coming. She'd cooked up a plan during the night, and she launched into it now.
 
   "We can't go home," she said. "Don't you remember? The termites?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "We've got termites under the house."
 
   "Oh, no!"
 
   Jackie winced. She hated lying to her mother.
 
   "It's all right. They're going to gas the whole house and get rid of them. But we can't go home until they're finished."
 
   "I don't like it."
 
   "I know."
 
   Jackie grasped Marge's arm and helped her up, then guided her into the bathroom and showed her the new toothbrush. Marge seemed to know what to do with it, so Jackie stepped out of the tiny bathroom. She left the bathroom door open, though, so she could hear her mother running the water and flushing.
 
   Jackie pulled on her clothes and boots, then shook out Marge's dress so it was ready for her when she emerged from the bathroom. She slipped the dress over Marge's head and pulled it down into place, then held her coat open for her to slip in her arms.
 
   "No coffee?"
 
   "We'll pick up some at a drive-through."
 
   Marge nodded. Jackie zipped up her own jacket and they went out into the morning cold. The sun had cleared the snow-frosted Sandia Mountains already, and the cloudless sky was turquoise blue. A winter breeze was blowing, though, and it nipped at their cheeks as they crossed the motel parking lot to the El Camino.
 
   "Jackie?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "When did we get termites?"
 
   "I don't know, Mom. They didn't tell me when they moved in. I just know the bug man says it has to be done."
 
   "How long until we can go home?"
 
   "Couple of days. But I'm going by there this morning to get some more clothes and stuff before they start."
 
   "Termites?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   Marge shook her head, worrying over the fiction, making Jackie feel worse.
 
   She got her mother situated in the passenger seat, then got behind the wheel and keyed the ignition. The El Camino started right up, as always.
 
   After they were under way, Jackie said, "Mom?"
 
   No answer. Marge was staring straight ahead, watching the traffic, but Jackie was sure she could hear her.
 
   "I hate to do this," she continued, "but I'm going to need to use your charge card today, okay?"
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "Your credit card? I've got to pay the bug guy to get rid of the termites."
 
   Nothing from Marge.
 
   Jackie said, "I'll take that as a 'yes.'"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   ATFE Agent Romeo Sandoval sat in his federal Ford in the parking lot of a South Broadway wrecking yard, directly across from Duke City Truck Salvage. The Crown Vic's heater was running and he had his jacket buttoned up to his neck, but he still felt chilled.
 
   Romeo had never liked winter. He knew Albuquerque's climate was mild by most standards, but that whistling wind could slice you up. He didn't know how people survived in snowy climes like New England. When he saw people shoveling waist-deep snow on the TV news, he always thought: Why the hell do they live like that? Why don't they move? But then, he supposed lots of them would move to Albuquerque, and it was already too crowded for his tastes.
 
   He checked his wristwatch. Duke City Truck Salvage should've opened fifteen minutes ago, according to the sign on the door, but no one had shown up yet. Anyplace else, you might figure something was wrong, but New Mexicans tend to be casual about time. He decided to give them another five minutes before he ventured out into the cold wind.
 
   Romeo knew he was probably wasting his time. One trucker told another trucker that he'd heard something about Duke City Truck Salvage. That's about as circumstantial as it gets. But he wouldn't be doing a thorough job unless he checked it out. And Romeo was nothing if not thorough.
 
   Besides, he didn't have any other avenues to pursue. Those two trucks had vanished into the night. The dead cowboy in the motel room might have been the driver of one, but so far nobody had reported him missing. Something strange was going on at that truck stop, something beyond mere theft, but Romeo couldn't seem to grasp hold of a thread that led anywhere.
 
   Which left him here on South Broadway, staring at a salvage business which likely had no connection to the stolen trucks. But why hadn't they opened this morning?
 
   Sighing, he cut off the engine and climbed out into the morning chill. A truck roared past as he tried to cross the wide street, throwing swirls of cold, gritty air in its wake. Romeo loped across the road to the front of Duke City Truck Salvage. Cupping his hands to his face, he peered through the tall windows, but he could see no one in the dark office.
 
   He walked around the corner of the building to the driveway that led to the two-acre lot out back. The lot was full of semis of various sizes and makes, parked cheek to jowl, as well as a few other vehicles, but nobody was moving among them. The three doors in the oversized garage were closed tight.
 
   The chain-link gate was the kind on wheels. It was secured by a padlock and a thick chain, but there was room for Romeo to squeeze through. He walked around the lot for several minutes, and no one emerged from the buildings to challenge him. It was a little eerie.
 
   Only one vehicle matched the descriptions of the stolen trucks, a twenty-year-old Peterbilt that was parked between two larger rigs toward the back of the lot. Romeo climbed up to the cab, but the door was locked. He peered in the window, but there was nothing inside to indicate this was the truck stolen from the dead cowboy. It looked, in fact, as if the interior had been wiped down recently.
 
   Romeo hopped down to the ground and made another circuit of the lot, blowing into his cold hands as he walked. Still nobody around, and nothing else here that would seem to point to the truck-stop thefts. He'd given up and was headed for his car when he noticed a back door to the office, right next to where it connected to the garage. The jamb beside the doorknob was splintered.
 
   Hand on his service weapon, Romeo approached the solid-looking door. It was pushed shut, but not latched. He eased it open a few inches and looked inside. He could see all the way through the office to the sunny front windows. Nobody home.
 
   He shut the broken door and squeezed out through the gate again. He rounded the corner of the building just as a woman was unlocking the front door of the office.
 
   She was dressed like a man, in jeans and boots and denim jacket, and her hair was short as a man's, too, but she was unmistakably a woman. Romeo sized her up as being around thirty-two, a couple of years older than him. Five-foot-nine, maybe a hundred sixty pounds. Full in the breast and in the hip. Not a delicate flower, but not fat, either. Pretty close to the description of the truck thief. He wondered what she'd look like in a blond wig.
 
   She jumped when she saw him there.
 
   "Sorry," he said, smiling at her. "Didn't mean to startle you. I've been waiting for you guys to open."
 
   "Oh," she said. "We're not really open today. I'm just here to pick up some papers for my boss. He's home sick."
 
   "The boss is sick, so the whole place shuts down?"
 
   "Weird, I know, but Mr. Bell runs everything personally. You might try back tomorrow."
 
   She still had her hand on the doorknob. The door was open an inch, but she didn't seem inclined to enter until she was certain he was going away. 
 
   Time to identify himself. He handed over his business card with its embossed logo of an ATFE badge.
 
   "You might be able to help me," he said. "If I could have a moment of your time. I'm Agent Romeo Sandoval, and I'm looking for some missing trucks."
 
   "Romeo? Really?"
 
   "My mother wanted me to be a lover, not a fighter." His standard line. "My father was a boxer before he settled down, and she didn't want me following in those footsteps."
 
   "She thought being named Romeo would keep you out of fights?"
 
   "I know, right? I spent my whole childhood in fistfights. 'Wherefore art thou, Romeo?' Bap!"
 
   That made her laugh, but she still didn't open the door.
 
   "What's your name?"
 
   "Jackie. Jackie Nolan."
 
   "It's cold out here, Jackie. Couldn't we talk inside?"
 
   "I don't know what we would talk about." She looked at the business card again, then tucked it in her shirt pocket. "I'm just a secretary."
 
   "A secretary who wears boots to work?"
 
   "I told you, we're closed. I'm not dressed for work."
 
   "How do you usually dress?"
 
   She looked down at her mannish clothes and back up at him. "Usually, I wear a tutu."
 
   "Sorry I missed that."
 
   "Come back another day."
 
   "Afraid I can't do that. Somebody broke into your office. We need to report it to the local police."
 
   "Broke in?"
 
   "The back door's been jimmied. I peeked in, but I didn't see anyone inside."
 
   She took a step back from the door, as if it suddenly represented danger.
 
   "Let me go in first," he offered.
 
   He pulled the Glock from its hip holster and held it pointed at the floor as he went through the door. He checked under the desks and in a closet-sized bathroom, but there was still no sign of anyone here.
 
   "Okay," he called to her. "All clear."
 
   She flicked on the lights as she came inside. Romeo holstered his weapon and looked around the place. Couple of desks, one bigger than the other, both covered in haphazard piles of paper. Chairs, phones, filing cabinets, the usual. A calendar on the wall featuring an airbrushed photo of a big red Kenworth cab.
 
   "Jesus," she muttered. "Look at my desk."
 
   "Wasn't like this yesterday?"
 
   "I wasn't here yesterday. Someone must've gone searching through the files for something. Or maybe it was Howard."
 
   "Howard is the owner."
 
   "Howard is a pig," she said. "I spend half my workweek cleaning up behind him."
 
   "This would be Howard Bell?"
 
   "That's right. He ransacks my files, then goes home sick. Guess who gets to clean up the mess?"
 
   He smiled at her.
 
   "Say the burglars did this, not Howard. What could they have been hunting for?"
 
   "Beats me," she said. "Nothing here of value. Just lots of paper." 
 
   "Would those papers include the documents for that old white Peterbilt out back?"
 
   Romeo thought she twitched, but she controlled herself immediately. Nerves of steel, this woman. Could she be nervy enough to hijack semi trucks?
 
   She didn't look up at him, too busy frowning at the heaps of paper.
 
   "You know which truck I mean?" he said. "White Peterbilt all the way in the back, between a couple of Freightliners."
 
   "Mister, I know every truck in that lot. See this paperwork? That's all I do all day, process these trucks. They come in, they need paperwork. They sell, they need different paperwork. Buyer wants a warranty, that's a whole 'nother set of documents."
 
   "I get the picture," he said. "But you could lay hands on the documents for that particular truck?"
 
   "Usually, I'd say yes, but look at this mess."
 
   From the set of her jaw, she clearly was steamed about the disorder. But he still felt she was being very careful with her answers. Time to throw the change-up.
 
   "How long has that Peterbilt been on the lot? Do you recall?"
 
   "We've had it six months, maybe seven. It needed a bunch of work when it came in here. The mechanics have it up and running now, but so far no buyers."
 
   "Six months," he said, nodding. "Any of the other trucks new? Arrive the last couple of days?"
 
   "Not that I know of, but I wasn't here yesterday. Howard could've taken a trade-in or something."
 
   "Can you check? Maybe give me a call when you find the paperwork on that Peterbilt?"
 
   "Sure. Why are you so interested in that truck?"
 
   "Can't say." 
 
   He smiled.
 
   She frowned.
 
   She went to the front door and held it open for him to leave. He took his time crossing the small office, still looking around, as if some clue would jump out from hiding.
 
   When they were face to face, he said, "Aren't you forgetting something?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You were here to get some papers for your boss, remember?"
 
   "I told you, my filing system is completely screwed up. He can come down here and find his own damn papers."
 
   He stepped out into the chill breeze and zipped up his jacket while she came outside and locked the door.
 
   "You're not going to report the break-in?"
 
   "Not my problem," she said.
 
   "Kind of a hard case, aren't you?"
 
   "It's this job. My boss drives me crazy."
 
   "What about other people? Do they drive you crazy, too?"
 
   She looked at him sharply, then her face softened and returned his smile. "Most of them. You?"
 
   "Nearly all of them." He grinned wider. "You seem okay, though."
 
   "That's what you think. I'm a mess."
 
   "Aren't we all?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan couldn't believe she was still talking to this guy. Soon as he identified himself as a fed, she should've scooted out of here and gone straight to the nearest lawyer's office. Instead, she's chatting him up, asking about his name, playing cute. With a federal agent.
 
   She turned toward the El Camino, and he followed right along, practically shoulder to shoulder with her. Trucks and cars zipped past on the street, adding their noise to the whoosh of the winter wind. He had to speak up when he said, "You know how to drive those big rigs yourself?"
 
   "I know how they work, if that's what you mean. But I don't have a license to drive them."
 
   "Don't you ever want to climb behind the wheel? Take one for a spin?"
 
   She stopped. So did he. She turned to face him.
 
   "Are you perhaps a little insane, Agent Sandoval?"
 
   "Please, call me Romeo."
 
   "I'm still having trouble with that."
 
   "You'll get used to it."
 
   Another flash of those white teeth. He had a killer smile and he knew how to use it. Dangerous as a snake.
 
   "I doubt I'll get the chance," she said. "But I'll call you if I locate those papers you want."
 
   "That's my cell phone on the card. So anytime, day or night."
 
   She wanted to tell him to not get his hopes up, but better to part friendly.
 
   "Nice car," he said as she opened the door.
 
   "It was my dad's," she said. "I'm just borrowing it."
 
   "El Camino. A classic. You could get a fortune for it if you sold it to one of those car club guys."
 
   "I told you, it's my dad's. Not for sale."
 
   He walked the length of the El Camino, looking it over. Jackie was awfully glad she'd taken it through that car wash.
 
   As she climbed behind the wheel, her mind flashed to the sawed-off shotgun in the duffel bag behind the seat. She quickly wiped away that thought before it could register on her face. She closed her door. No reason for Agent Sandoval to look inside the car. None at all.
 
   He leaned down, though, and motioned for her to roll down her window.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "You spend much time at the truck terminal?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Big truck stop? By the Big I?"
 
   "I know where it is. But why would I go over there?"
 
   "I don't know. I've been over there a lot lately, working on an investigation. I thought I might've seen you there."
 
   "Wasn't me," she said. "I don't remember the last time I was in that part of town."
 
   "Okay. Don't forget to give me a call. About those papers."
 
   "You bet."
 
   She cranked the engine and threw the El Camino into reverse. Backed around in an arc so she could see the traffic on South Broadway. She shot out into the street at the first gap, then glanced at her rear-view.
 
   Agent Romeo Sandoval was standing near the shoulder, hands on his hips, watching her go. She felt sure he was memorizing her license plate number.
 
   Her heart was racing, now that the worst of the danger was over, and she had to force herself to let up on the accelerator. Stick to the speed limit. Last thing she needed was the attention of some passing traffic cop.
 
   She checked the mirror again, and saw that Sandoval was trotting across the street toward a white Ford parked at the wrecking yard across from Duke City Truck Salvage. She lost sight of him when a big rig went past, but the white Ford didn't follow her.
 
   Doesn't need to, she thought. He's the federal government. A few clicks on a computer and he'd know everything about her, including her address. What if he showed up at the house? How would she explain the blood-stained floorboards just inside the front door?
 
   She remembered what she'd told her mother about the mythical termites. Really getting the place tented would make the house uninhabitable for a few days, keep anyone from going inside. It could buy her some time to get other things squared away.
 
   She checked her mirrors again. Still no white Ford behind her. She turned right at the first traffic light, headed toward Interstate 25. She'd zoom across town, do what she needed to do at the house, throw a fresh rug over the bloodstain. Then call every pest control company in the phone directory until she found one that could tent the house right away.
 
   Jackie felt a little better after she was on the freeway without any sign of being tailed. She had things to do, a checklist to accomplish, and that always made her feel more in control. She was happier when she was busy.
 
   Plus, staying busy might keep her mind off Agent Romeo Sandoval and his killer smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Estes Duvernay sat low in his seat, watching the government Ford drive away, headed south. As soon as Agent Sandoval disappeared from sight, Estes cranked up his rental car and took off after the woman in the El Camino. 
 
   She matched the description of the truck thief, right down to her boots. And she undoubtedly was the "Jackie Nolan" who shared the office with Howard Bell. My hunch is paying off, Estes thought. That woman could well be our hijacker. Otherwise, why would Agent Sandoval be so interested in her? From the moment he'd spotted the ATF agent poking around the salvage lot, Estes had felt he was on the right track.
 
   Fortunately, the shiny El Camino was a distinctive ride. He was able to follow from half a mile behind and never lose track of her as she drove up onto I-25. He stuck to the slow lane after he followed her onto the freeway, hanging back, but keeping the El Camino in sight.
 
   At the Big I interchange, she took the flyover ramp to eastbound I-40, and he stayed with her. Lots more traffic through here, so he closed the distance slightly. She stayed in the center lane. He stayed one lane to the right, ready if she suddenly veered to an exit.
 
   After a few miles, her blinker flashed, and she cut across lanes to get off at the Wyoming Boulevard exit, Estes a safe distance behind her. They went north. He followed the El Camino for miles, but almost lost it at the last second. He rounded a curve on a suburban street, and the El Camino suddenly was nowhere to be seen. He slowed and backtracked and finally spotted it parked in the driveway of a stucco house that looked pretty much like all the other ones in this neighborhood.
 
   Estes parked at the curb and sat looking at the house for a minute. He guessed its value at three hundred thousand dollars, something like that, certainly less than the worth of those missing guns. Didn't seem like the kind of home a skilled truck hijacker would choose, but maybe that was part of her cover.
 
   He got out into the wind and took a moment to hitch up his pants, which were weighed down by the .45 stuck in the back of his belt. He walked up the sidewalk to the driveway, passing close to the empty El Camino on his way to the front door.
 
   When he reached the porch, he saw that a pane in the front window was broken. That made him pause, wondering, but after a moment he stepped up to the front door and rang the doorbell. He waited a full minute, long enough that he was reaching for the bell again, when the door flew open and the woman pointed a sawed-off shotgun at his face.
 
   "Well, hello," he said, as close as he ever allowed himself to showing surprise. 
 
   Estes had faced down guns before. The secret was to not look at the gun, but at the eyes of the person holding it. That's where their intention shows, a split second before they pull the trigger. Sometimes, a split second is enough.
 
   "Jackie Nolan?"
 
   "That's right. Who the hell are you?"
 
   She was a fierce-looking woman, her brows crouching over her eyes, her lips pressed into a straight line.
 
   "You expecting trouble, Miss Nolan?"
 
   "Are you with the Mexicans?"
 
   "I assure you," he said, "I don't know anything about any Mexicans. I've come here alone and I mean you no harm."
 
   He glanced at the shotgun, then focused his attention back on her, trying not to smile.
 
   "What is that you have there, Jackie? A sawed-off, double-barreled Remington? Twenty gauge?"
 
   The shotgun didn't waver.
 
   "I hear," he said, "that a gun just like that one was stolen the other night from the Albuquerque Truck Terminal."
 
   She tensed slightly, but she didn't shoot him in the face. He felt encouraged to keep talking.
 
   "'Course it wasn't just the gun that was stolen, but an entire truck and trailer, including its load of valuable cigarettes. You'd think a trucker who carried a sawed-off like that one would know how to use it, but no, he lost the whole rig."
 
   She said nothing, just kept the gun pointed at his head. She was only a few inches shorter than him and the shotgun was practically up his nose. He could smell that it had been fired recently. That didn't make him feel any better about the current situation. Once a person pulls the trigger, he'd found, it's easier the next time.
 
   "I asked who you are," she said.
 
   "Colonel Estes Duvernay. U.S. Army investigator."
 
   "You got ID?"
 
   "In my hip pocket. Under this coat."
 
   "Never mind. Keep your hands where I can see 'em."
 
   He held his empty hands out from his body, and said, "Yes, ma'am."
 
   "Why is the Army ringing my doorbell?"
 
   "I was hoping for a friendly chat," he said, "but at this point I would settle for a peace treaty."
 
   "Not interested."
 
   "Why so scared, Miss Nolan?"
 
   "I'm scared of the mess you're going to make on my porch when I pull this trigger."
 
   "All right." He took a step backward, keeping his hands in plain sight. "Maybe this isn't a good time to talk."
 
   "Good guess."
 
   "Why don't you tell me where you put that shipment of weapons, and I'll be on my way."
 
   Not even a flinch.
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   "Maybe you'd prefer to deliver them yourself," he said. "I'm staying at the Plaza del Rey Inn, that one on the hill overlooking downtown, looks like it's made out of mud? Make that trailer show up there, and I mean today, and I can forget I ever saw you. We can both get on with our lives without anyone else getting hurt."
 
   "I'm telling you for the last time to get off my property."
 
   "Yes, ma'am. That's a fair warning, under the law. You'd be within your rights now to shoot me as a trespasser if I don't leave. Is that what you want?"
 
   She said nothing. Just closed one eye, sighting down the barrels, as if any aiming was necessary with a shotgun at this range. A twitch of her finger, and his head would be vaporized.
 
   "Okay, Annie Oakley, I'm going," he said. "Clearly, you want to do this hard way. I can come back with a search warrant from the federal magistrate."
 
   Still nothing. Estes turned away, but he couldn't help watching her over his shoulder. She stayed just inside the doorway, her aim steady on him as he walked to his car.
 
   As he climbed into the rental, he called out to her, "I'll be watching you."
 
   She kicked the door shut.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   Heart pounding, Jackie Nolan peeked through the gap between the drapes and the broken window. The man who'd identified himself as an Army colonel sat in the white sedan at the curb, openly watching the house.
 
   If he was from the Army, why hadn't he brought an entire battalion of guys in here to arrest her? Why didn't he call the local cops and have them do it? Was that what he was doing now, waiting on backup? Jackie needed only a few more minutes at the house, then she could split and find a new motel where she could hole up with her mother. If she hurried, she might get away before his reinforcements came. 
 
   She couldn't have Duvernay following her, though. She couldn't very well go out to the curb with the shotgun and run him off, either. She thought for a few seconds, then realized she had a better tool at hand. She pulled out her phone and dialed 911.
 
   "What is your emergency?" The operator was female, sounded older, made Jackie think of her mom. She knew just the thing to get her attention.
 
   "A sex pervert is parked on our street," Jackie said. "He's sitting in this white car, whacking off."
 
   "Right this minute?"
 
   "I can see him from my front window. It's disgusting!"
 
   "Give me your address, ma'am."
 
   Jackie gave the address of the house across the street, where she knew no one was home during the day.
 
   "We'll have a patrol car there as soon as possible."
 
   "Thank you," Jackie said. "There are children in this neighborhood!"
 
   "Yes, ma'am. Right away, ma'am."
 
   Jackie disconnected the call and checked the window one more time before hurrying about her business. She finished packing a flight bag of clothes and toiletries for her and her mother, then zipped it up and rolled it into the living room and left it by the front door.
 
   She checked the window. Duvernay was still in his car, watching the house. He must've spotted her silhouette in the window because he gave a little wave. Bastard.
 
   She put the shotgun in its duffel bag, zipped it up and left it by the suitcase.
 
   Jackie checked outside. He was still there.
 
   She went back to her room and traded the denim jacket she'd been wearing for a black leather car coat that was warmer and less mannish. Plus, it had nice deep pockets for her keys and wallet. No purse today. She needed to keep her hands free.
 
   By the time she got back to the living room window, a patrol car was pulling up behind Duvernay's car, its red lights flashing. Jackie picked up her bags and watched out the window. She waited until the cop was talking to Duvernay, then she scooted out the door.
 
   She went straight to the El Camino, not even looking over at the cop until she'd reached the car. The officer was a chunky Hispanic guy, all business, and he barely looked up at her, too busy examining Duvernay's driver's license.
 
   Jackie tossed the bags inside and got behind the wheel. She cranked up the engine and backed the El Camino out into the street. As she drove away, she could see in her rear-view that the cop was ordering Duvernay out of the car.
 
   She rolled down her window enough to snake out an arm, the cold air flooding in and feeling fresh on her face. As she turned the corner, she glanced at the mirror to make sure Duvernay was watching.
 
   She flipped him the bird.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval was on his third cup of scorched office coffee by the time he finally reached someone helpful in Personnel at Fort Bliss. He'd been bounced from one extension to another so many times, he felt as if he could've driven to El Paso by now. Every one of the Army clerks responded politely, but with all the enthusiasm of automatons. Romeo supposed they had plenty to do without some civilian investigator making work for them. He tried to keep it brief and businesslike when he finally reached a paper-pusher named Staff Sergeant Ron Stanton, who had a clipped Yankee accent.
 
   "Yes, sir," Stanton said. "I can confirm that Colonel Duvernay served here at Bliss, but he never worked in criminal investigations. He was more of an administrative type."
 
   "He's not stationed there anymore?"
 
   "I believe Colonel Duvernay has retired, sir."
 
   "Really? Any idea whether he still lives in the El Paso area?"
 
   "None. Retired officers don't report in to us."
 
   A little snarky, but Romeo let it go.
 
   "What about a retired sergeant named Avery Russell? Do you know anything about him?"
 
   "Tex Russell?"
 
   "Black guy with a big mustache, dresses like a cowboy?"
 
   "That's him. I'd forgotten his real first name. Everybody called him Tex. He was stationed here for years. I did the paperwork when he retired."
 
   "When was that?"
 
   "Two years ago? Something like that."
 
   "And was he an investigator?"
 
   "No, sir. He worked in the motor pool."
 
   "Truck driver?"
 
   "Among other things. Look, what's this about? I'm answering a lot of questions here, probably more than I should, considering these people are no longer active-duty."
 
   Romeo told him about the back-to-back truck thefts in Albuquerque and how Russell had turned up dead at a nearby motel.
 
   "Aw, that's too bad," Stanton said. "Tex seemed like a good guy. Finally got to enjoy retirement, then something like this happens."
 
   "No record of civilian employment for him? A mailing address, anything like that?"
 
   "No, sir."
 
   "What about Duvernay? Any way to reach him?"
 
   "Nothing I'm allowed to divulge, but if you've found Tex, the colonel is probably somewhere nearby. The two of them worked together for years."
 
   "There at Bliss?"
 
   "Duvernay was his commanding officer for several years."
 
   "That might explain why Duvernay was poking around the truck stop, asking questions about those stolen trucks."
 
   "I'm not really allowed to speculate on such things, sir."
 
   "Sorry," Romeo said. "I was thinking out loud. You've been very helpful, Sergeant. I appreciate it."
 
   "My pleasure, sir. I hope you're able to resolve this."
 
   "Me, too. I think I need to start with another conversation with Colonel Estes Duvernay."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
   "Pah!" spat Rita Gutierrez. "Look at this neighborhood! All this bland stucco! All this gravel!"
 
   El Gűero, behind the wheel of their rental car, snorted.
 
   "Why do people live this way?" she demanded. "They have all of Estados Unidos to choose from. They could live in a big city or in the mountains or by the ocean. But they choose this, this sameness as the place to spend their lives."
 
   El Gűero spun the steering wheel to the right, and they turned onto yet another Northeast Heights street lined with stucco houses, including the house where Jackie Nolan lived, the house where they'd left the dead man. No cop cars or yellow crime scene tape in front of the home, just a work crew with a white pickup truck. In the front yard, three workers were unrolling what looked like a thick tarp, broadly striped in yellow and blue.
 
   "What are they doing?"
 
   El Gűero shrugged, barely moving the shoulders of his expensive gray suit. His wraparound sunglasses completely hid his eyes.
 
   "You want me to go talk to them," Rita said.
 
   "No Ingles," he said with a smirk.
 
   She rolled her eyes at him and got out of the car. Once she was steady on her four-inch-high heels on the sidewalk, she shut the car door and paused a moment to tug at the bottom of her short jacket. It was black leather, like her skirt, her gloves and her shoulder bag. She strolled toward the workmen, letting them get a good look at her legs. By the time she reached them, all four men were staring at her.
 
   Happily for her, they were Mexican immigrants, and she didn't need Ingles. After a round of "buenos dias," she got right to the point, asking the men what they were doing at the house.
 
   "Termites," said the youngest of the four, who appeared to be the crew chief. He was a buff guy in his mid-twenties, in short sleeves despite the cold, black tattoos covering his arms. "We're tenting the house."
 
   "Ah," she said. "I'm supposed to meet someone here. Perhaps I have the wrong address. This is where Jackie Nolan lives?"
 
   The young guy went to the pickup truck, all smiles as the others got back to work. He lifted a clipboard off the dashboard and checked the attached paperwork.
 
   "That's not the name we have here," he said. "This is all being billed to the homeowner. Nolan, yes, but first name Marge. All we have is a phone number."
 
   Buff Boy was happy to write the number down for her. She thanked him and started to go back to the car where El Gűero waited, but she thought of one more thing.
 
   "Did you go in the house today?"
 
   "Si. We're required by law to check the premises before we fog a house. If people were sleeping or unconscious in there, we could kill them."
 
   "So there was nobody home?"
 
   "Of course not."
 
   No Jackie. No corpse.
 
   "Only the termites," she said.
 
   He smiled. "Only the termites."
 
   She thanked him for the phone number and went back to the car, taking her time, putting some sway in her hips. A little reward for the helpful workmen.
 
   Once she was back inside, El Gűero said, "Something?"
 
   "A phone number. They're putting a tent over the house and spraying it for termites. He said there is no one inside."
 
   "He didn't say anything about seeing crates full of guns in there?"
 
   She paused, then realized he was kidding her. With El Gűero's stony expression, it often was hard to tell.
 
   "No guns. No Jackie. And no mess from our earlier fun here."
 
   "Jackie must've cleaned it up."
 
   "She's smarter than we thought. We can't wait for her in her house. What do we do now?"
 
   "Call her," he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38
 
    
 
   When her phone rang, Jackie Nolan was on her way to Rose Moore's house to pick up her mother. She'd already received two messages from Rose, saying time was up.
 
   So when the phone rang, Jackie expected it to be Rose again. She parked the El Camino in front of a doughnut shop, dark and empty this time of day, and checked the number. Not Rose. Not a number recognized by her phone. The termite guys?
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Hola, Jackie."
 
   A woman's voice with a heavy Spanish accent. The "j" in "Jackie" pronounced like an "h." Jackie flashed back to playground fights over being called "Hacky" by her Latina classmates.
 
   "Who is this?"
 
   "You don' know me," the woman said. "I tried to meet you yesterday. At your house. But you drove away."
 
   The Mexicans from the drug cartel. Jackie gathered herself, trying not to think about what they'd done to Howard, there in the living room of her mother's home. The blade. The spinning chair.
 
   "We go to your house again today," the woman said. "We are there now. But you are not here. Where are you, Jackie?"
 
   "Nowhere you can find me. What do you want?"
 
   "The guns, Jackie. We want the guns. Give them to us, and you'll never hear from us again."
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   "Your boss told us everything, Jackie. How you took the truck. How you kept the cargo. Your name. Your address."
 
   "No longer at that address."
 
   "We can see that. But you are somewhere nearby. Your mother is sick, no?"
 
   Anger flooded Jackie's face with heat. That fucking Howard. He couldn't have held that much back?
 
   "You should go take care of your sick mother. Leave this nasty business with the guns to us."
 
   "As far as I'm concerned," Jackie said, "you are the nasty business. Nobody got hurt until you two showed up."
 
   "Your boss told us the guns would be ready. But when we got here? No guns. We were disappointed."
 
   "You didn't have to kill Howard."
 
   "You're next, Jackie, if you don't give us what we want. You and your poor mama."
 
   "She's got nothing to do with any of this."
 
   "So?"
 
   "So why use her to threaten me?"
 
   The caller paused for a moment, then said, "She is a person you love, Jackie. We will kill everyone you love, everyone, until we get what we want."
 
   Jackie's pulse pounded in her temples. If this woman and her slick boyfriend had been standing in front of her at this moment, she could easily have shot them both dead. She let herself savor the image of the shotgun barrels roaring, then pulled herself back to reality. The woman was trying to rile her, trying to get her to make a mistake. But Jackie saw a way to tip the conversation.
 
   "You're right," she said. "This has gotten too crazy for me. If I tell you who has the shipment, can you leave me out of it? Me and my mom?"
 
   "Someone else has the guns?"
 
   "Look," Jackie said, "I was just doing a job, okay? Howard says go boost a truck, and I go get it. I don't worry about the cargo. But those guns attracted other people, too."
 
   A pause. Sounded like the woman on the other end cupped the phone and talked to her companion in Spanish. Jackie took a deep breath, trying for calm.
 
   When the woman came back, she said, "Howard sold them to someone else?"
 
   "I didn't say that. I'm saying there were other interested parties. One of them got the guns, but never paid Howard. Or me."
 
   "Ah, si, you got nothing but trouble."
 
   "That's right."
 
   "If you tell us who has the guns, your trouble goes away."
 
   "Really? You'll leave me out of it?"
 
   "We don't care about you, Jackie. We only care about the guns. Like you say, we have a job to do. We get it done, we move on to the next job."
 
   Jackie shivered, and it wasn't cold in the car. She was unnerved by her own boldness.
 
   "The man you want is staying at the Plaza del Rey Inn," she said. "His name is Duvernay."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
   Clyde Rawls had a clanging hangover, not improved by the fact that he'd sat up most of the night, drinking coffee to stay awake. He was totally wired, still a little drunk, and his head pounded. His lieutenant, Daryl Stewart, was in worse shape. Clyde blamed the tequila. 
 
   Daryl hadn't spoken beyond mere grunts since they got up. Clyde, on the other hand, had plenty to say, most of it in the form of curses hailed down upon the name of Army Col. Estes Duvernay (retired).
 
   "That son of a bitch better not stand us up," he started in again. "Not twice in a row. That's a killing offense right there."
 
   He picked up his Luger from the top of the dresser and held it in his fist, pointed skyward, striking a pose. Mirrors everywhere in this goddamned hotel room, so he could see his reflection from two different directions. His shiny head and his big mustache suggested a larger man, as did the padded black jacket he wore over a black T-shirt. His snug jeans were cuffed just so above his battered combat boots. Dressed for action.
 
   Daryl's clothes were almost identical to Clyde's, but he managed to look sloppy and hungover. He held his head in his hands, scratching his scalp, and the scritch-scritch of his head whiskers was about to drive Clyde crazy.
 
   They'd had pancakes and orange juice and more coffee brought up an hour earlier, and the remains covered the hotel room desk. Clyde checked the carafe, but it was empty. Just as well. Any more caffeine, and he might burst into flames.
 
   Considering how jangly he felt, it was a good thing he'd put the pistol away before his phone rang. As it was, he jumped straight up in the air, then fumbled the phone when he tried to answer it. He glanced at Daryl, but his sidekick was still too sick to look up.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Duvernay here."
 
   "Well, it's about damned time! We've been waiting for hours to hear from you."
 
   "I told you I'd call as soon as I got things sorted. Here I am. Do you still want to do business, or do I take the merchandise to someone more reasonable?"
 
   Clyde seethed, but he was too thick-headed to come up with a decent retort. Instead, he said, "Let's get it over with."
 
   "All right. The trailer is in a truck lot way out on the west side of town. Near where Central Avenue meets I-40. Can you picture that?"
 
   "We drove right past it on our way into town."
 
   "Right. The lot is at the end of a little dead-end street called Vista Way. I'll be there in half an hour. Bring the money."
 
   Clyde didn't like Duvernay setting all the terms without any negotiation. He took a moment to form such an argument, then realized that the colonel already had hung up.
 
   "That son of a bitch."
 
   "Whut?" Daryl said.
 
   "Duvernay. He hung up on me."
 
   "No guns?"
 
   "He says he's got 'em, but they're over on the west side of town. He wants us to meet him there."
 
   "That sounds okay."
 
   "Yeah, but I don't like the way he said it. Here are the terms. No room for argument, you know?"
 
   "All business," Daryl said.
 
   "All asshole."
 
   "Same thing."
 
   Clyde dug around in his suitcase and came up with the .38-caliber revolver he'd stashed there before they left home. Normally, it made him nervous for Daryl to carry a gun. He could too easily picture Daryl getting excited and shooting him by mistake. But today, Clyde's only advantage was that he had numbers on his side. Better to have Duvernay outgunned as well.
 
   He handed the revolver to Daryl, who brightened at the sight of it. He checked the load, then snapped the cylinder closed and stuffed the gun in the pocket of his bomber jacket.
 
   "I think this will probably go fine," Clyde said, "but you keep that handy in case of dispute. Once we hand over that suitcase, we're gonna get the hell out of there before Duvernay can pull any shit. Got it?"
 
   "Sure, boss."
 
   "If there's shooting to be done, let me do it. I don't want you shooting me in the ass by mistake."
 
   Daryl grinned. "What if it's on purpose?"
 
   His laughter grated on Clyde's caffeine-ragged nerves, but he tried not to let it show.
 
   "Get that suitcase out of the closet, Daryl. It's time to get down to business."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval drove all over town, but he couldn't find Howard Bell.
 
   Bell's secretary, Jackie Nolan, had said her boss was home sick, but Romeo found no one home at his address. No one by that name had checked into any of the local hospitals. Romeo went all the way out South Broadway to Duke City Truck Salvage again, only to find that the office remained closed. A couple of mechanics were working in the garage out back, but they'd had no idea where Bell might be.
 
   Romeo returned to his office downtown with no evidence that Bell was even involved in the truck thefts. Only hearsay and a Peterbilt on his lot similar to one that was stolen. But Romeo couldn't stop thinking about Jackie Nolan and how well she fit the description of the thief. Tall, strong enough to handle a big rig, dressed like a man. Could she have boosted the trucks for Bell? If so, what had he done with them so quickly? Who was his customer? Where was Howard Bell? And, most of all, where could Romeo find Jackie Nolan?
 
   She'd been on his mind since they met, and not just because of her possible connection to the thefts. Romeo kept thinking of the contours of her face, the way her short hair curled around her delicate ears. More than once, he'd caught himself wondering about the curves underneath her mannish clothes. Been a while since Romeo thought that way about a woman. He dated, sure, but most of the woman he attracted seemed sort of insubstantial. Wispy girls whose major intellectual endeavor seemed to be monitoring how few calories they ate. Jackie Nolan seemed robust in comparison, solid, a woman who'd enjoy getting tangled up in the sheets—
 
   He shook his head to clear it.
 
   Jackie Nolan was a suspect. Period. Thinking about her in any other way distracted him from the main questions at hand, such as where were those trucks? And how did Duvernay fit in? 
 
   Maybe Duvernay and Russell had been working together to deliver that truck somewhere, and it got boosted before they had the chance. The stolen Peterbilt (possibly) made its way to Duke City Truck Salvage, but the trailer was missing. Which raised the biggest question of all: What had that truck been hauling? Must've been something pretty damned valuable, yet so far no one had reported it missing.
 
   What the hell, Romeo thought, have I stumbled into here?
 
   When he reached his desk, he found a single pink "WHILE YOU WERE OUT" note waiting for him. It said, "Holmes, APD" with a phone number. When he dialed the number, a man answered, "Homicide."
 
   Romeo sat down heavily. This couldn't be good news.
 
   "Is this Holmes?"
 
   "Detective Ernest Holmes."
 
   "Ah, right. Sorry. This is Agent Romeo Sandoval over at ATF. You left me a message?"
 
   "Right." Holmes had a gruff, weary voice. "You put out a BOLO on a Howard Bell? White male, forty years old?"
 
   "Right. I need to question him for a case I'm working on."
 
   "Yeah, no. That's not gonna happen. A jogger found his body in an arroyo this morning."
 
   "Howard Bell?"
 
   "We identified him from fingerprints. Somebody had taken his wallet. We assume it was the same person who cut his throat."
 
   "Jesus," Romeo blurted.
 
   "He was tied to a chair," Holmes said. "And wrapped up in a bloody rug. Whoever killed him worked him over pretty good first."
 
   "And this is the same Howard Bell who owns a truck salvage place on South Broadway?"
 
   "That's the one. You want to tell me why you're interested in him?"
 
   Romeo gave him a quick rundown of the truck thefts and the possible link to Tex Russell's murder, already being investigated by APD.
 
   "They're dropping like flies," Holmes said. "Any idea who's next?"
 
   Romeo paused a moment, then said, "There's a woman who works for Bell. Jackie Nolan. She fits the description of the thief, but I wasn't able to shake anything out of her when we talked. If somebody's bumping off everyone involved, she could be next."
 
   "Know where we can find her?"
 
   "I tried to trace her, but the address on her driver's license is an apartment downtown and she hasn't lived there in over a year. You want to put out the word?"
 
   "Will do."
 
   "Once we locate her, I need to talk to her again, face to face."
 
   "Let's hope she's able to talk," Holmes said.
 
   After they hung up, Romeo rocked back and forth in his swivel chair, thinking about Jackie Nolan and the late Howard Bell and a mystery cargo worth killing for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
   Estes Duvernay sat behind the wheel of the white rental car, waiting on Clyde Rawls and his hulking sidekick to arrive. They should've been here fifteen minutes ago, but he resisted the urge to call with further directions. Those two idiots would find him soon enough.
 
   The more he dealt with the leaders of the Anglo Brotherhood, the more Estes thought they were the perfect argument against white supremacy. A bunch of tattooed simpletons who wanted to play soldier in the woods while they waited for the end of the world. He thought an isolated New Mexico forest was a good place for them. Certainly, they were the very last people who should get their hands on a truckload of automatic weapons.
 
   The gravel lot where he waited was at the end of Vista Way, a street less than a block long with a great view of downtown and the towering Sandias in the distance. Two concrete-block buildings faced each other across Vista Way, but they were boarded up tight, their landlords' futile attempt to keep out the winos and bums who shuffled around this end of Central Avenue like zombies. Cheap old Route 66 motels and liquor stores clustered along Central here, attracting the homeless and the helpless and the hapless. Most area businesses and houses were surrounded by walls or chain-link fences topped with spirals of glittering barbed wire.
 
   Despite the obvious neighborhood decline, someone still used the fenced gravel lot to store a dozen twelve-wheel semi trailers. They were parked side by side in three rows of four, all pointed toward the gate, ready to be towed away by big trucks. Estes assumed the trailers were empty, but they were all locked up tight, shiny new padlocks on their doors.
 
   The gate had been padlocked, too, but he'd been able to pry loose one end of the rusty chain that held the gate closed. He'd rolled the gate out of the way and backed the rental car into the lot so he was facing the open gate and the street beyond.
 
   Since arriving in Albuquerque, Estes had spent most of his time waiting. Waiting on Clyde. Waiting on Tex. Waiting outside Duke City Truck Salvage. Waiting outside Jackie Nolan's house, until she pulled that little trick with the police. His pride still stung from the accusation that he was a "weenie-wagger." Good thing the cop had been a fellow Army veteran, one who'd listen to reason.
 
   Estes was tired of waiting. It was getting cold in the car. He wanted to get this thing finished.
 
   A dark gray Hummer with oversized tires and tinted windows turned off Central onto Vista Way. Had to be the skinheads, but where was their semi truck? Did they believe they could haul away a trailer-load of crated guns with that Hummer? Did they believe the shipment was here at all?
 
   Estes got out of the car, narrowing his eyes against the cold wind whistling across the lot. The big Hummer approached slowly. As it got closer, he saw two glowing bald heads through the windshield. 
 
   His customers.
 
   He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 
   The Hummer stopped fifteen feet away and the engine went quiet. The doors opened and Clyde Rawls and his bodyguard, Daryl, climbed down from the big vehicle. They were dressed nearly identically in black jackets and boots and cuffed jeans. Both looked bleary-eyed and haggard.
 
   "You boys have a rough night?" Estes said by way of greeting.
 
   "I don't know what you mean," Clyde snapped. "I'm fit as a fiddle."
 
   "Your friend looks ill."
 
   "He's fine."
 
   Daryl stood with his hands in the pockets of his jacket, his eyes narrowed to slits against the bright sunshine. 
 
   "We couldn't do this somewhere indoors?" Clyde said.
 
   "Shouldn't take long," Estes said. 
 
   He didn't move from his spot beside the car, and Clyde came right up to him, standing too close. Daryl hung back, staying near the Hummer's chrome grille.
 
   "Did you bring the money?" Estes said.
 
   "Of course we did," Clyde said. "It's in the Hummer. Where's the merchandise?"
 
   "The guns are in one of these trailers," Estes said. "Ready to go. You give me the money and I'll give you the key to the lock on the trailer. Getting it hauled away from here is your problem."
 
   "We can manage," Clyde said. "Don't you worry about that. But I want to see 'em first."
 
   "And I want to see the money."
 
   Clyde's face flushed behind his big brown mustache, but he said, "All right. Daryl, you want to bring out that suitcase?"
 
   He scowled at Estes, trying to look tough, while Daryl fetched the money from the back seat of the Hummer. Estes had encountered dozens of guys like Clyde during his three decades in the Army. Bristly little guys, trying too hard to compensate. Always one knee-jerk reaction away from getting their asses kicked. No wonder Clyde needed a bodyguard.
 
   Daryl lugged the soft-sided blue bag around the front of Hummer, but Clyde said, "That's close enough."
 
   Daryl stopped and stood the flight bag on its wheels in the gravel. The bag was stuffed full, and sort of teetered under its own weight.
 
   "Unzip that bag," Clyde said, "and show him what's inside."
 
   Daryl knelt and unzipped one corner of the bag's front flap. He folded the flap back to reveal two banded decks of hundred-dollar bills inside, then started to zip it closed again.
 
   "Let's see the rest," Estes said.
 
   "What?" Clyde said. "You don't believe it's all there?"
 
   "I like to see things with my own eyes."
 
   "I tell you what," Clyde said, "you can count that money before we go any further, but we got to do it indoors. This fucking wind is freezing. And I don't want my money blowing all over the mesa."
 
   "We can do it inside the car," Estes said.
 
   "That'll be fine. But first I want to see those rifles."
 
   Daryl still knelt beside the bag, fussing with the zipper, which had stuck an inch short of completely closed.
 
   "All right," Estes said. "This way."
 
   He turned toward the lined-up trailers, Clyde right on his heels.
 
   "I've got the key right here," Estes said as he snaked his hand under his jacket. The grip of the .45 was warm from being against his belly.
 
   He pulled the gun free and turned around in one smooth motion, so Clyde had time only to say, "Hey, now—"
 
   Estes pressed the muzzle against Clyde's chest and pulled the trigger twice, the big gun bucking in his hand. The bullets blew right through Clyde and out his back, along with gouts of blood and bits of fluffy padding from his jacket. Clyde fell backward, his mouth gaping.
 
   One of the flying bullets thunked into the bag full of money, knocking it from Daryl's hands. He leaped to his feet and dug at his jacket pocket, but he couldn't take his eyes off Estes, who was aiming the .45 at his face.
 
   Daryl raised his empty hands and said, "Wait, wait. I give up."
 
   "Sorry, son," Estes said. "But we're not taking any prisoners today."
 
   The gun barked, and half of Daryl's head disappeared in an explosion of red. He spun halfway around, already dead, before crumpling to the ground.
 
   Clyde writhed on his back, his mouth opening and closing under the big mustache as he gulped air.
 
   "You look like a goldfish," Estes said. "Why don't you die like a man?"
 
   Clyde's hand feebly clawed at his own pocket, trying to find his Luger. Estes stepped past him, headed for the suitcase, barely pausing as he fired the .45 into Clyde's forehead.
 
   The gunshots echoed around the windswept mesa and bounced off the boarded-up buildings. Even in this decaying neighborhood, somebody would be calling the cops already. Estes didn't have much time.
 
   The stray bullet had torn through a corner of the bag, but didn't seem to have damaged the contents. He lifted the heavy suitcase into the back seat of the rental car, then got behind the wheel.
 
   The Hummer blocked most of the driveway, but he squeezed the car past and bumped out into Vista Way. Within seconds, he was headed east on Central, going downhill toward the river and its fuzzy feather boa of winter-gray cottonwoods.
 
   He was easily a mile away from the gravel lot before he heard the first siren approaching.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan rarely ate fast food, and she hated serving it to her mother, but a drive-through was the only option when Marge was too bewildered to manage a regular restaurant. Jackie ordered burgers and fries and chocolate milkshakes for them both, then parked in a far corner of the Whataburger lot, backing the El Camino into a slot so they could make a quick getaway, if necessary.
 
   The lunch rush was over, but the drive-through still was busy. Jackie watched every car that passed by, though she felt sure she hadn't been followed after she picked up her mother from Rose Moore's house. She'd stopped there only long enough to collect Mom and to promise a worried Rose that everything was fine and she'd have her payment soon. They'd taken a meandering drive, Jackie checking her mirrors the whole time, before they ended up at this Whataburger.
 
   Marge wore a puffy blue coat over a pink housedress. Slippers on her feet. Jackie wished now that she had taken time to make her change into pants. Marge's bare legs meant they had to run the heater all the time.
 
   She'd spread out her mother's lunch on her lap, on top of a flattened-out sack. Marge picked at it with her right hand while her left hand busily clutched at the hem of her puffy coat. She chewed slowly and absently, staring straight ahead.
 
   Rose had said Marge had been checked out like this all day, probably because she'd spent so much time lately in unfamiliar surroundings. Marge needed her own home, the visual cues of its familiar furnishings and its sunny patio with its busy bird feeders. Home was the place where she did best, where it still seemed possible that she was in there.
 
   Here in the car, she was dull and lifeless and disconnected. Physically functioning, but mentally vacant. How was Jackie supposed to get through the next few dangerous days while towing Marge along?
 
   She'd sicced the Mexicans on Duvernay with the hope that they'd cancel each other out, or at least thin out the number of people who were after those guns. But even if they all ended up dead, her troubles wouldn't be over. The cartel would send more killers to search for the shipment of guns, and the trail would lead to Jackie. Every time.
 
   She wadded up the rest of her burger in its paper wrapping. She'd lost her appetite.
 
   Marge turned her head toward the crackling sound and her blue eyes met Jackie's. For a second, she seemed fully aware and completely composed. 
 
   She smiled sweetly and said, "I love French fries."
 
   "I do, too, Mom."
 
   The smile faded, and Marge stuffed two more fries into her mouth. As she slowly chewed, she slipped back into her fractured reverie.
 
   Jackie sighed as she watched her mother.
 
   Then her phone rang.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
   ATFE Agent Romeo Sandoval was certain he had the right Jackie Nolan. He recognized her voice in the cautious "Hello?"
 
   "Hi, Jackie. It's Romeo Sandoval. I've been looking all over for you."
 
   Nothing for a second, then she said, "How did you get this number?"
 
   "I'm with the federal government, Jackie. We know all the phone numbers."
 
   Silence.
 
   "You know what we don't know?" he said brightly. "We don't seem to have your address. The address on your driver's license is for this apartment downtown—"
 
   "I moved in with my mom," she said. "Fourteen months ago."
 
   "Ah, I see. You're supposed to let the Motor Vehicle Department know when you change your address."
 
   "I forgot. So arrest me."
 
   "I don't want to arrest you, Jackie. But I'm afraid I do have some bad news. Your boss is dead."
 
   Silence. Was she stunned by the news? Getting emotional? He wished he could see her face.
 
   "Howard?" she said finally.
 
   "That's right. Someone killed him."
 
   "Oh, no." 
 
   A little flat, in Romeo's opinion. Had she already known Howard Bell was dead?
 
   "That's too bad," she added.
 
   "You have any idea why?" he asked.
 
   "Why what?"
 
   "Why someone would want to kill Howard Bell."
 
   "I can't imagine," she said. "Howard was a pig, sure, but he was harmless. Where did this happen?"
 
   "Not clear," he said. "His body was found in the Northeast Heights. In an arroyo, tied to a chair."
 
   Another pause, then she said, "So you've ruled out suicide."
 
   "Unless he can cut his own throat from ear to ear."
 
   No response. He wished now that he'd waited. He should've delivered the news in person so he could've watched her reaction. She sure was cool on the phone.
 
   "Why would someone kill him like that?" he asked. "Was Howard mixed up in something illegal?"
 
   "No," she said. "Of course not."
 
   "You sound pretty sure."
 
   "I processed every piece of paper that moved through that office the past five years. I guess I'd know if he'd been up to something."
 
   "Maybe it had nothing to do with work."
 
   "That, I definitely wouldn't know," she said. "I never poked into Howard's private life. I keep my work life separate from my personal life."
 
   "I see."
 
   Nothing more was forthcoming, so he said, "You live with your mom, huh?"
 
   "She has health problems," Jackie said. "She needs constant care."
 
   "That's too bad. Who takes care of her when you're at work?"
 
   "Home nurses. For now. Eventually, she'll need more care than they can deliver. Then it'll be assisted living or hospice."
 
   "Sounds expensive."
 
   "It is. It's also none of your business."
 
   "All right," he said. "Let's get back to what is my business. You know a trucker named Avery Russell, goes by Tex?"
 
   "No. Was he a customer of ours?"
 
   "It appears he was the driver of the second truck that got boosted at the truck stop this week. Tall, rangy black guy? Cowboy hat?"
 
   "Never heard of him."
 
   "Well, you won't be making his acquaintance now. The police found him dead in a motel near the truck terminal. Shot once in the head."
 
   He listened hard, expecting a gasp, some kind of reaction. But he heard nothing but the crackling of background static on the line.
 
   Finally, she said, "You're just full of good news, aren't you?"
 
   "See, this is why I'm worried about you, Jackie. You don't seem to be taking this situation seriously. People are getting killed, and I think it has something to do with those stolen trucks."
 
   "I don't know anything about that," she said.
 
   "I did mention that both trucks were stolen by a woman, didn't I? She wore a wig the first time, but I have a witness who's pretty sure it was the same woman both times."
 
   "Well, don't look at me. I work at a desk all day."
 
   "People are hunting for that stolen truck," Romeo said. "And they seem to be killing anyone who knows about it. They might decide you're next."
 
   "Even if I have nothing to do with it?"
 
   "They killed Howard. You're the only woman who works for him. They might think you know more than you're letting on."
 
   "Are you actually accusing me of stealing a truck?"
 
   Two trucks, Romeo thought, but he said, "You seem like a law-abiding citizen to me. But these other guys, these killers, who knows what they'll think? Maybe we ought to get you and your mom to someplace safe, just in case."
 
   "No, thanks. We're doing fine on our own."
 
   "But it's dangerous your way. Why don't we talk face to face, and I'll show you what I—"
 
   A click. A hum.
 
   "Damn it."
 
   He hit redial and listened to it ring four times. She wasn't going to answer. He could get the phone traced, but he'd need a court order and—
 
   Voicemail came on, and he hung up. No sense in leaving a message. If she wanted to talk further, she knew how to find him.
 
   He wished he could say the same. Because he still didn't have a clue where to find Jackie Nolan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
   Estes Duvernay pulled into a parking slot near his ground-floor room at the Plaza del Rey Inn. The motel was an old Howard Johnson's done over in dark brown stucco, and Estes thought it looked like a three-layer cake made of mud. The hilltop motel had a nice view of downtown, though, and his ground-floor room's door opened directly to the parking lot for easy access. Estes made a practice of always thinking about potential ambushes and escape routes and contingency plans, everywhere he stayed. Strategy and tactics. That's what they taught in the Army.
 
   He checked his mirrors, but there was no one moving around the parking lot at the moment. He got out of the rented sedan and looked around again before unloading the heavy flight bag. Estes extended the handle and towed the bag to his room, the suitcase rolling along behind him.
 
   He checked both directions again while he unlocked the door to his room. No one on the sidewalk, and all the nearest vehicles appeared to be unoccupied. 
 
   So far, so good.
 
   Estes stepped through the doorway, tugging the bag over the threshold. Once he'd rolled it inside, he shut the door. Now he could relax a little. He peeled off his coat and threw it on the bed. Set the .45 on the dresser.
 
   He knelt on the carpet beside the bag and yanked at the balky zipper until it was completely undone, then he folded back the front flap to expose the contents.
 
   Beautiful. Banded decks of  American currency filled the entire suitcase. Hundreds and fifties and twenties.
 
   His hand trembled as he reached for a deck of hundreds. Good old Benjamin Franklin primly smiled up at him from the top bill. Estes riffled the edges of the deck and his good mood sank. The first two bills on top and bottom of the deck where legit hundred-dollar bills, but the middle was all blank white paper.
 
   "Goddammit."
 
   He thumbed through a dozen more decks, but they were all like that, mostly blank paper cut to the size of currency. The skinheads had planned all along to cheat him. He was glad he'd shot them and left their bodies where they fell. That was what those assholes deserved.
 
   Estes sat on the foot of the bed, staring down at the pile of paper spilling out of the bag at this feet. A cornucopia of disappointment.
 
   He could harvest a couple thousand dollars from the suitcase, enough to fund him for a while, but he still needed to recover those guns and get them sold. The guns were the only answer to his financial problems. There would be no shortage of new customers for such valuable cargo. But he had to find it first.
 
   He was jolted out of his thoughts when someone knocked on the door. Estes stood and grabbed the pistol from the top of the dresser. He went to the window beside the door and peeked between the curtains.
 
   A woman waited on the sidewalk outside his door. She was dressed all in black leather, and she had a matching black purse hanging from a shoulder strap. Heavy makeup. Stiletto heels. Fishnet hose. The very picture of a dominatrix.
 
   She rapped on the door again, impatience on her face.
 
   "Just a second!"
 
   Estes stepped over to the door, thinking he could get rid of her quickly. He unlatched the chain, then held the .45 behind his back as he turned the doorknob. As he swung open the door, he said, "Boy, do you have the wrong room."
 
   The woman in black had stepped to one side. A young blond guy in a gray suit and black wraparound sunglasses was squared up before the doorway, his right fist cocked back. Before Estes could react, that bony fist shot forward, hitting him squarely in the nose. His head snapped back from the blow and he did a little dance, dropping the .45 as he windmilled his arms, trying to maintain his balance. 
 
   A left caught him under the chin and he fell over backward. He got the sense that his assailants were flooding into his room after him, then the back of his head hit the floor and everything went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez watched eagerly as her boyfriend trussed up the unconscious man with electric cords cut from the motel lamps.
 
   El Gűero turned Duvernay on his side on the rust-colored carpet, between the foot of the bed and a knotty pine dresser that stood against the wall, so he could tie his hands behind him. The man's khaki clothes were askew, and his nose was bleeding, a red streak that bumped over his lips and dripped off his cheek. The suitcase with its strange cargo of money and cut paper sat just beyond his head.
 
   He stirred as El Gűero finished lashing his ankles together. Rita handed El Gűero the damp white washcloth, and he stuffed it into Duvernay's mouth as the man's eyes fluttered open.
 
   "Not a sound," Rita said, leaning over their captive. "You talk only when we tell you. If you shout, he will shoot you in the head."
 
   El Gűero must've tracked the English well enough. He had Estes' .45-caliber pistol in his belt and he pulled it out and pointed it at the ceiling as he racked a new bullet into the chamber with a dramatic snap.
 
   Duvernay's gaze went to him, then back to Rita. She liked that. He knew who was in charge here.
 
   "Sit up," she said.
 
   She stepped back to make room as he struggled up onto an elbow. When he finally reached a sitting position, she leaned forward and swiped her long nails across his forehead, leaving four red welts. He snapped his head back at the sudden pain, but didn't fall over.
 
   "You awake?" she said. "I have your attention?"
 
   Duvernay fixed on her, hatred in his icy blue eyes. His jaw muscles clenched, as if he were chewing on the damp rag that filled his mouth.
 
   She reached for the gag, saying, "Remember. Don't shout. Or he'll shoot you."
 
   Rita pulled the washcloth from Duvernay's mouth and used it to wipe off his chin. It came away spotted with blood. The sight of the red blotches made her smile. More to come.
 
   "Okay," she said brightly. "I will ask you questions now. You will answer in a soft voice or the towel goes back in your mouth. Understand?"
 
   He nodded, his jaw set so hard the muscles below his cheekbones twitched in rhythm.
 
   "The truckload of guns. Where is it?"
 
   "I don't know what you mean." His voice came out raspy and he coughed to clear his throat. "Did you say a truckload of guns?"
 
   Rita cut her eyes to El Gűero, who put away the gun and held out an open hand to her. He snapped his fingers once.
 
   "Ah," she said. "Momentito."
 
   She opened her black purse and reached inside. Came out with the ebony-handled straight razor. She watched Duvernay as she held it up. He kept his lips pressed together, his expression set, but his face flushed red.
 
   His eyes followed the razor as she handed it to her boyfriend. El Gűero flipped open the blade and let the light play off its shiny surface. He still wore his black sunglasses, but he seemed to be watching Duvernay, not the blade. The colonel, however, couldn't take his eyes off that razor.
 
   "Do you want to act stupid," she said to him, "or do we need to make you smarter?"
 
   Duvernay didn't answer. El Gűero leaned close to him and barely touched the sharp blade to his cheekbone. Duvernay flinched as a fine red line appeared on his pale skin.
 
   Rita laughed at the sight of the blood. "Does that smart?"
 
   El Gűero was busy making a matching mark on the opposite cheek. Duvernay grunted and jerked his head away. He breathed heavily through his nose, his lips clamped tight.
 
   "Now we try again," Rita said. "You know about the guns?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "Good. Do you know where they are?"
 
   "No." His eyes flicked to the blade in El Gűero's hand, then back to her. He talked faster. "Someone stole the rifles while they were parked at a truck stop here in Albuquerque."
 
   "When was this?"
 
   "Night before last. I've been trying to track down that shipment since then."
 
   "Do you know who stole it?"
 
   "I think so."
 
   He paused, swallowing. El Gűero leaned toward him with the razor and Duvernay said, "I'm pretty sure a local guy named Howard Bell was behind it. He had this woman steal the truck for him. Her name's Jackie Nolan."
 
   Rita looked at El Gűero, who cocked an eyebrow at her. For him and his stony face, that was practically riotous laughter.
 
   "Jackie Nolan?" Rita said. "But she's the one who sent us to you!"
 
   The stupefied look on Duvernay's face made her cackle.
 
   "Look at him," she said in Spanish to El Gűero. "His brain is going round and round, trying to understand what has happened."
 
   "He is slow in the head," El Gűero said.
 
   "Perhaps he hit his head too hard on the floor when he fell."
 
   "It was this." He made a fist, cocking his arm to show off his muscles straining against the sleeve of his trim-cut suit. "Boom, boom."
 
   "You should hit him again," she said. "See if you can bring him back to his senses."
 
   "No, we need him awake. To answer your questions."
 
   El Gűero waved the razor's blade through the air, carving a shiny figure-eight in front of Duvernay's face.
 
   "Hey," Rita said to the man on the floor. "You were telling us how Jackie Nolan stole the truck. Make me laugh some more."
 
   "Listen to me," Duvernay said, his voice raspy. "I arranged for those guns to come up from Fort Bliss."
 
   "Stolen?"
 
   He made a face. "Of course. I thought we all knew that much."
 
   El Gűero reached out with the razor and flicked the top of Duvernay's left ear. A sliver of flesh flew through the air and stuck to the dresser. A moment's hesitation, then blood poured from the wound, running down his neck.
 
   Duvernay didn't scream. He kept his teeth clenched together, so the sound that did escape was nothing more than a groan.
 
   "Mind your manners," El Gűero said in perfect English.
 
   Where had he picked up that expression? From American television? When he looked over at her, Rita nodded approvingly. The line was perfectly appropriate.
 
   He shrugged slightly, then turned back to Duvernay. In English, he said, "Understand?"
 
   Duvernay shifted on the floor, trying to get more comfortable with his hands trussed behind him. His khaki pants were hitched up where his ankles were tied, and Rita could see that the electric cords were so tight they were cutting into his skin. The sight gave her a little thrill in her belly. She glanced at El Gűero, hoping he'd read her mood and lop off some more ear, but he didn't seem to sense her excitement.
 
   Later, she told herself. Business first.
 
   "This truck with the Army guns went to a truck stop?"
 
   "As instructed," Duvernay said tightly. "I was supposed to tell the driver where to go from there."
 
   "On the phone."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Did he call you?"
 
   "Yes. After the truck was stolen. By a woman dressed in denim like a man."
 
   "Ah," Rita said. "And you think that was Jackie?"
 
   Duvernay nodded grimly.
 
   "I went to her house. She ran me off with a shotgun. A sawed-off, just like one stolen from a different truck the night before."
 
   Rita turned to El Gűero and caught him up in Spanish, but he seemed to be getting the gist.
 
   "You're sure it's the same shotgun?" Rita asked.
 
   "It's a pretty distinctive weapon," Duvernay said sourly. "And I got a real good look at it."
 
   The whole side of his neck was wet with blood now, and his khaki collar had begun to soak it up. The thin slices on his face leaked red down his cheeks, outlining the creases alongside his mouth.
 
   "Jackie's not home now," Rita said. "So where did she go?"
 
   "How would I know? Can't you understand? I'm the victim here. Those guns are mine, goddammit. They were stolen from me."
 
   Rita held up a taloned forefinger. "Wrong, señor. The guns are no longer yours. They belong to us, to our boss."
 
   "But I should get paid!"
 
   Rita laughed. "You got paid already. A suitcase full of paper. But you never had the Army guns in your possession. So you were cheating your customers, too, que no?"
 
   He said nothing. Seemed to be chewing his lips, biting back words. As if restraint would do him any good now.
 
   "You think Jackie has the guns?" Rita asked. "Is that it?"
 
   "Unless she's already gotten rid of them."
 
   He was doing his best to sit up straight and be brave, when he must know what's coming.
 
   "You don't know where the guns are?" she said. "If we cut you up, you won't tell us?"
 
   "Do your worst," he rasped. "I can't tell you because I honest to God don't know."
 
   "Well, then." Rita smiled at him. "We don't need you anymore."
 
   She snapped her fingers at El Gűero, but he didn't need the prodding. He was already stepping around behind Duvernay, razor in hand.
 
   "Wait a minute," Duvernay said, panic making his voice rise. "You can't kill me like this. I'm a goddamned veteran."
 
   El Gűero wrapped one hand around Duvernay's forehead, holding him steady, and reached under his chin with the razor.
 
   "I served my country!"
 
   "Your country?" Rita threw out her hands, gesturing around the motel room to indicate the wider world. "Estados Unidos? It is not our country, señor."
 
   El Gűero slashed the razor across the colonel's neck. Blood oozed down the front of Duvernay's shirt. He made a gurgling noise in his throat.
 
   El Gűero stepped back before the blood could get on his suit. He held up the bloody razor between two fingers, keeping it away from his body, and carried it into the bathroom.
 
   Rita stood watching Duvernay bleed out, his face going ghostly pale as his mouth opened and closed, trying to find air. His tied feet kicked a few times and he toppled over sideways, coming to rest bent awkwardly against the foot of the bed, his bloodied face mashed against the bedspread.
 
   El Gűero came out of the bathroom, drying the razor on a clean white towel. The big .45 still was stuck in his belt, weighing down the front of his pants. He didn't even glance down at the dead man.
 
   "Where to now?" 
 
   All business. Rita's desires would have to wait.
 
   "We must find Jackie Nolan," she said, "but I'm not sure where to look for her."
 
   He handed her the clean razor.
 
   "Don't worry," he said. "We will find her."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan used her mother's credit card to check into an aging Travelodge near Interstate 40 and Carlisle Boulevard. The swarthy clerk started to ask for ID, but he got one look at the vacant expression on Marge's slack-jawed face and let Jackie sign for her.
 
   She held onto her mother's arm as they went outside and slowly walked to the room's red door. Marge still moved well, but Jackie got the feeling that, if she let go of her arm, her mother would just keep going in a straight line until she went blindly out into traffic.
 
   Before checking in, Jackie had parked the El Camino behind the motel, out of sight from the street, but she still feared someone might spot that recognizable car. She had the duffel bag with the sawed-off shotgun slung over her shoulder, but what would she do if they were ambushed? Push Mom to the ground, unzip the duffel, drag out the gun? Too slow. Their only safe bet was to get indoors, out of sight, and hunker down for the night.
 
   The room was small and cheaply furnished, but it had two beds and the sight of them gave Jackie hope that she might get some sleep for a change. A single armchair sat against the wall next to the dresser and Jackie parked her mother in it, puffy coat and all.
 
   "Can you stay right here while I get the bags?" Jackie asked her.
 
   No response. Marge stared at the floor in front of her, her hand busy with her hem.
 
   Jackie turned up the heat in the room, then went out the door, still carrying the shotgun duffel.
 
   "Stay right there," she said to Marge before she shut the door.
 
   Jackie hurried around the motel to the parking lot where she'd left the El Camino. She saw a tall man in baggy jeans and a gray hoodie walking down the line of cars, but his back was to her and he didn't seem interested as she trotted across open asphalt to the car.
 
   The bags were right where she'd left them inside the El Camino, so that was a relief. She regularly heard about guests at Albuquerque motels getting ripped off by gangs of thieves who roamed the parking lots. She'd half-expected to find her window broken and the luggage gone, though it had only been a few minutes.
 
   She hung one bag on her shoulder opposite the duffel and carried the other by its handle in her left hand. Kept her right hand free in case of danger, but she knew she was kidding herself. If someone jumped her while she was loaded down with three bags, she wouldn't stand a chance.
 
   Jackie reached the sidewalk outside their room before she slowed her pace. Still quiet out here, the only sounds her puffing breath and the whine of passing freeway traffic.
 
   She unlocked the door to their room. She was glad to see that Marge was right where she'd left her.
 
   "Mom? You okay?"
 
   "Yes." Marge didn't look up, though. Something about the weave in the cheap gray carpet had her fascinated.
 
   Jackie lugged the bags to the closet and set them inside. She put the shotgun duffel up on the closet shelf, then took a deep breath, finally feeling like she could sit still for a moment.
 
   She sat on the foot of the bed, facing her mother.
 
   "Jackie?"
 
   "Yeah, Mom?"
 
   "What's that noise? That humming noise?"
 
   "That's just traffic. This motel's right by the freeway, remember?"
 
   "I don't like that noise," Marge said. "I don't like that at all."
 
   "It's just one night, Mom. We'll survive."
 
   Marge went back to her staring, but the worried expression didn't leave her face. Jackie felt bad, dragging her to unfamiliar places with unfamiliar noises, but she didn't have much choice at the moment.
 
   The peril of their situation washed over her again. What the hell was she going to do? As long as she possessed those Army rifles, she was a target. But how to get rid of them?
 
   She thought about calling Agent Romeo Sandoval at the ATF. She even took his card out of her shirt pocket and stared at it a while. It was awfully tempting to drop her problems into Sandoval's lap. He'd be only too happy to seize a big cache of stolen weapons, but would he let Jackie walk away?
 
   She wouldn't mind dropping into Romeo's lap herself. He was so handsome, polite, soft-spoken. Jackie imagined that he'd be gentle in bed, the kind of man who'd take his time.
 
   God, she thought, how long has it been? Nearly two years since her last relationship, a brief dalliance with a construction worker named Derek. He'd moved away to Amarillo, which had saved her from the anticipated awkward breakup. Derek had been a self-centered jock like her ex-husband. She already knew how that story turned out.
 
   Since her father's death nineteen months ago, Jackie hadn't had so much as a dinner date. Every minute was devoted to caring for Marge, driving her to doctors, making meals, taking care of the oversized house, shoveling through the never-ending avalanche of bills and medical paperwork. 
 
   She looked at her mother, still staring, still grasping at her hem. Getting arrested or even interrogated for an extended period would separate them, would leave Marge to the vagaries of the medical system or state care. She couldn't have that. No telling how many more lucid moments Marge might have. Jackie didn't want to miss any of them.
 
   Her phone trilled, the sudden noise making Marge jump. Jackie checked the readout, surprised to find herself hoping it was Agent Romeo Sandoval. But the readout said only, "Unknown Caller."
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Jackie?" The Mexican woman's thick accent, pronouncing the name "Hacky." "At last! We have been looking all over for you."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez and El Gűero were southbound in their rental car on Louisiana Boulevard, a ten-lane monstrosity designed to deliver shoppers to the Uptown shopping malls. Rita was itching to check out the swankest of those stores, but business first. This business had become increasingly complicated and messy.
 
   Apparently, it all came down to locating this shotgun-toting woman Jackie. She either had the Army weapons or she knew where they were. Rita had no doubt she could be forced to reveal their whereabouts, but how to find one woman in a city of half a million people? Especially when she didn't want to be found.
 
   It was El Gűero who'd thought of Eduardo, the skinny computer whiz who worked for the cartel in Vera Cruz. Eduardo regularly tracked down the cartel's enemies by triangulating their cell phone signals, even in rural Mexico. No reason he couldn't do the same in Albuquerque.
 
   Rita needed to keep Jackie talking for a minute or two to give Eduardo time to zero in. El Gűero, who was driving, had his cell phone up to his ear, with Eduardo on the other end of the line. Soon as he gave them a location, they could drive straight there.
 
   "Don't hang up, Jackie," Rita said. "We need to talk together. Muy importante, eh?"
 
   "I don't have anything to say to you."
 
   "Maybe you can listen then? I have things to tell you."
 
   A pause, then Jackie said, "Like what?"
 
   "There was a man you sent us to see," Rita said. "Duvernay? You know this man?"
 
   "We've met. It wasn't pleasant."
 
   "He won't be botherin' you no more," Rita said.
 
   She thought she heard a noise over the line, a sharp intake of breath, but she couldn't be sure. Jackie said nothing.
 
   "You still there?"
 
   "I heard you." Jackie's voice was flat, controlled. "But why are you telling me this?"
 
   "To show you we are very serious."
 
   "I get that. You kill people."
 
   "Shh, not on the phone, Jackie. Anyone could be listening."
 
   Rita smiled at El Gűero, who still had his phone to his ear, waiting for Eduardo's signal.
 
   "You have something we want, Jackie," Rita said. "If we don't get it, you won't like what happens next."
 
   Another pause. Rita could practically hear the seconds Eduardo needed ticking past in her head.
 
   She looked over at El Gűero again, just in time to see his mouth spread into a rare smile. He glanced over his shoulder, then veered right across three lanes of traffic, horns blaring in their wake, to make the westbound ramp onto Interstate 40.
 
   Ah, Rita thought, they've located her.
 
   "You still there, Jackie?"
 
   "I'm here. Did you think I'd run away scared?"
 
   "No, no. We can see you do not scare easily. There is no reason for anyone to be afraid. Just hand over that shipment, and we will go away. Poof!"
 
   "Why don't I believe that?"
 
   "You can trust me, Jackie." Rita winked at El Gűero. "We have no reason to hurt you. Or your mother."
 
   "Leave her out of it."
 
   "Sorry, Jackie, but you are putting other people in danger. Not just yourself. Look what happened to Duvernay. Because of you."
 
   "I didn't kill him."
 
   "No, but you told us where to find him. The rest was, um, natural."
 
   "Only to you."
 
   Rita sensed from the finality in her tone that Jackie was about to hang up. El Gűero still had his phone to his ear, following Eduardo's directions.
 
   "Last chance, Jackie. All you have to do is tell me an address where we can find that shipment. You never have to see us again."
 
   "Yeah, right."
 
   "Es verdad! We will not need you anymore, Jackie. You can walk away."
 
   No answer. Rita pressed the phone to her ear, trying to hear if Jackie was still there, but the call clicked to dial tone. She checked the phone's screen to make certain they were disconnected, then she said to El Gűero, "Did you get it?"
 
   He nodded, and flicked on the blinker to show he was taking the next exit.
 
   "Two minutes," he said.
 
   Rita opened her purse to put away the phone, and saw the razor waiting inside. The sight made her smile.
 
   Soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 48
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan sat on the foot of the bed, staring at the phone in her hand. Could the Mexicans trace her by that call? Probably. But well enough to pinpoint a room in a motel?
 
   She turned off the phone. Stared at it some more. Was that enough? She took the phone out of its case and removed its battery. Then she stashed the battery and the phone in separate pockets of her black leather car coat.
 
   She went into the bathroom and filled a glass with water and brought it to Marge, who took it and sipped without ever looking up.
 
   Jackie went over to the room's one window and peeked out between the drapes. Quite a view. A strip of asphalt littered with a few rusty cars that all looked unoccupied, a chain-link fence decorated with dry weeds, then a concrete-lined arroyo and the high-speed bustle of I-40.
 
   No sign of the cartel's people. No cops. No SWAT team of federal agents swooping down on her. Were they safe here? Could she relax and get some sleep?
 
   She looked at Marge, who held her water glass in both hands as she sipped from it. Even when in use in other ways, her left hand still twitched, as if it couldn't wait to get back to its main job of measuring her hems.
 
   Jackie felt sort of twitchy herself. Now that she'd briefly entertained the notion that the Mexicans might be tracing her phone, the motel room felt like a danger zone. No way could she sleep here tonight.
 
   "Hey, Mom?"
 
   Marge didn't look up. She'd finished the water, and her left hand had gone back to its busyness. She still wore the puffy coat, which must be stifling, but that was just as well. Turns out she'd need it.
 
   "Mom? I've decided I don't like this motel."
 
   Marge looked up at her. The blue eyes didn't seem to focus entirely, but she was listening.
 
   "It's like you said. That freeway noise is too much."
 
   Marge nodded.
 
   "I'm going to pull the car around to the door and get you," Jackie said. "We'll go somewhere quieter."
 
   Jackie took the glass from her mother and put it away in the bathroom. She slipped into her leather coat and zipped it up. Then she took the shotgun duffel down from the closet shelf and slung the strap over her shoulder. Keys in hand, she headed for the door. 
 
   "Okay, Mom. You sit right there until I get back."
 
   Jackie made the sure the door locked behind her, then she jogged around the building to the rear parking lot. The sun was low in the sky, streaking the clouds above with red and yellow and pale orange. The snow-dusted Sandia Mountains glowed pink, every cliff and crag in high relief.
 
   The El Camino was just as she left it. She put the duffel on the floorboard of the passenger side and got behind the wheel. The engine roared to life and she drove around to the freeway side of the motel. A space two doors down from their room was vacant, and Jackie pulled into it. An SUV on one side and a jacked-up pickup on the other, so it felt like she had driven into a narrow canyon. She didn't care for that sensation, but it was only for a minute.
 
   Jackie got out of the El Camino and checked the parking lot again before shutting the car door and locking it up with the shotgun inside. Two bags and Marge were plenty to shuttle back out here.
 
   She let herself into the room and found her mother right where she'd left her. Marge looked up at her, a stricken expression on her face and her eyes welling with tears.
 
   "Where did you go, Jackie?"
 
   "I went to move the car, Mom. I told you. Remember?"
 
   "I thought you left me here to die."
 
   "That's ridiculous, Mom. I wouldn't leave you here alone. And you're not dying."
 
   "We're all dying, Jackie, from the day we're born. Some are just going faster than others."
 
   "Wow, Mom, that's pretty bleak."
 
   Marge shrugged and went back to staring at the floor.
 
   "Well, nobody's dying tonight," Jackie said, trying to sound upbeat. "Not on my watch."
 
   She wasn't sure Marge heard her, though. Her mother stared hard at the carpet, as if there were some stain there only she could see.
 
   "Mom? We need to get going, okay?"
 
   Nothing.
 
   "Remember? We're going to a quieter place?"
 
   Jackie went to the closet and got their luggage. The bags hadn't even been opened, and for a second she felt ridiculous, leaving a perfectly good motel room as soon as they'd checked in. But she couldn't shake the feeling that the place had been compromised.
 
   It took some doing with the bags hanging on her, but she got Marge to her feet and turned toward the door. Jackie swung the door open wide. The orange sunset filled the doorway and threw its glow onto the sidewalk at their feet.
 
   Tires screeched in the parking lot, and Jackie looked past her mother to see a blue car stop behind the El Camino and its neighboring SUV. A man in sunglasses was behind the wheel. 
 
   El Gűero. He was looking right at her.
 
   Jackie's heart jolted in her chest. She grabbed for her mother, but she was too late. Marge saw the open door as an invitation, and she knew what she was supposed to do next. She walked straight out the door to the sidewalk. She might've made it into the parking lot, but Jackie lunged out the door and grabbed her arm.
 
   "Come back inside, Mom."
 
   But it was too late. The motel room door slammed shut behind them.
 
   El Gűero sprang from the car and hurried toward them on the sidewalk. The passenger door of the car flew open, too, and his girlfriend got out, all done up in black leather and red lipstick.
 
   "Hola, Jackie!" she called, waving, as if they were old friends. "It's me. Rita!"
 
   Jackie had no weapons, but the man wasn't much bigger than her. She got between him and Marge and dropped the suitcases, ready to put up her dukes.
 
   He stopped in his tracks and his mouth twitched, as if he'd almost smiled before he caught himself. He held up a finger to show her she should wait, then he unbuttoned the jacket of his light gray suit and opened it to show her the butt of a big black pistol jutting from his belt. He put the upraised finger to his lips.
 
   Jackie looked around the parking lot. No one to help. Dozens of motorists zooming past on the freeway, but none of them had reason to look over at the motel parking lot.
 
   The woman who called herself Rita joined them on the sidewalk, cutting off any chance of retreat.
 
   "Jackie, Jackie," she said in her accented English. "We have been looking all over for you. And here you are!"
 
   "Here I am. Now what?"
 
   "We need to talk. Let's go in our car."
 
   Jackie glanced at Marge, who stood stock still now, staring straight ahead at the sunset, as if unaware of the gun and the menace.
 
   "Not her," Jackie said. "We can leave her in the room."
 
   "Nonsense! We'll all go together."
 
   Jackie started to argue, but Rita slipped her hand into her black shoulder bag, as if going for a weapon, and Jackie clammed up. She stooped and picked up the bags.
 
   "You won't need those," Rita said. "Put them in your car for now."
 
   Jackie's heart jumped. The shotgun was in the El Camino. Maybe she'd get a chance to use it. She went to the passenger side of the car and saw the duffel through the window. So close. She dug in the pocket of her jeans for the keys, but Rita was right behind her.
 
   "Just put the bags in the back," she said.
 
   "Someone will steal 'em." 
 
   "Don't worry about that. Worry about what's important. Worry about your poor, sick mother."
 
   Jackie saw that El Gűero had hold of Marge's arm. He was leading her toward the blue car. Marge was putting up no resistance.
 
   "Okay, okay." Jackie hefted the bags into the bed of the El Camino, then hurried to catch up to her mother. She gently took Marge's arm away from the man and helped her into the back seat of the sedan. Once Jackie shut the door, she went around to the other back door, Rita right behind her, heels clacking on the pavement.
 
   Jackie turned to her and made one last plea: "You don't need my mom. Can't we leave her out of it?"
 
   A big, fake smile in return.
 
   "Get in the car, Jackie."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 49
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez turned in the passenger seat so she could watch the women in the back. The mother, who seemed to be out of her head, sat behind Rita, not moving except for one of her hands. No threat. Jackie was a different story. She was tall and muscular and angry, the kind of woman who'd put up a fight. 
 
   Rita could hardly wait.
 
   El Gűero steered them onto the wide boulevard, taking advantage of a break in the traffic to zoom across the southbound lanes. They hit green lights as they passed over the concrete canyon that contained the freeway, and soon were in a residential area. Carlisle, which had been so wide a few blocks before, narrowed to two lanes, lined by modest fifty-year-old houses.
 
   Finally, Jackie spoke. "My mother's getting worse. She needs to sit still somewhere."
 
   "She's sitting somewhere now," Rita said. "Right where I want her."
 
   She pulled the razor from her purse and flicked open the blade to show Jackie. The passing streetlights made the blade flash white.
 
   "Maybe," Rita said, "if you don't tell us what we want to know, I'll take it out on Mama. A cut here, a cut there. It might be good for her. Wake her up, bring her back to her senses."
 
   "Leave her alone."
 
   Rita glanced at El Gűero, but he was watching the road, letting her do the talking. She turned back to Jackie.
 
   "Tell us where we can find those guns, and I won't touch her. But if you think you can waste our time—"
 
   "I'll take you to the guns," Jackie said. "But only if we let her out first. Somewhere safe."
 
   Rita waved the razor in a little circle. "How 'bout I kill her now so you are not so distracted?"
 
   The addled woman didn't even look up at this threat.
 
   "You touch her and I give you nothing," Jackie said.
 
   Rita smiled at her. "We'll see about that. When we decide to make you talk, you will talk."
 
   "Maybe so," Jackie said. "Maybe I'm already dead. Maybe I deserve it because of the things I've done. But my mother didn't do anything wrong. Look at her. She's an innocent, lost in the world. There's no reason to hurt her."
 
   Rita studied Jackie by the light spilling into the car. Her jaw was set. A tough woman. They might need the mother for leverage.
 
   "I'm not saying another thing until you let her out of this car," Jackie said.
 
   Rita felt suddenly hot. She wanted to reach across to the back seat and slash the razor across Jackie's stubborn face.
 
   El Gűero must've read the change in mood because he grasped Rita's knee. When she looked over at him, he said in Spanish, "The guns are all that's important."
 
   Rita took a deep breath and regained her calm. 
 
   The street abruptly dipped downhill and up again, and they were out of the residential zone, stopped at a busy intersection surrounded by stores and streetlights and restaurants and pedestrians. The sign above the red light said "Central Avenue."
 
   "Jesus Christ," Rita said to El Gűero. "I thought you were taking us someplace quiet."
 
   "I did, too," he admitted.
 
   The street ahead went up a steep hill, and they could see houses at the top, their windows reflecting the fading orange sunlight. El Gűero turned on his headlights.
 
   "Up there somewhere," he said. "We'll find a dark street."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 50
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan thought about trying to attraction attention, but how to do it without getting somebody hurt? They'd driven into Nob Hill, a bustling zone of trendy restaurants and chic shops, but the pedestrians and other motorists were not looking their way.
 
   If she'd been alone in the car with these murderers, she might've tried to jump out while they were stopped at the intersection, make a run for it. But she couldn't abandon her mother in the car, and Marge couldn't bail out on her own.
 
   The light changed and traffic surged forward. They went past the Nob Hill Shopping Center and climbed the steep hill toward Lead and Coal Avenues, the busy streets everyone calls "the One-Ways."
 
   "I've got it," Jackie said. "Tell him to turn left at the second light. There's a house nearby where we can let Mom off."
 
   "Why should we do that?" Rita sneered.
 
   "Because if you don't, I'll never give you those guns. Never."
 
   Rita turned to the driver and spat out a stream of Spanish so rapid that Jackie didn't catch a word.
 
   They stopped at a red light that cast a crimson glow into the passenger compartment.
 
   El Gűero looked at Jackie in the mirror, sizing her up, and she gave him the same steely gaze she'd used on his partner. She had to convince them she was serious and immovable. Her mother's life depended on it.
 
   After a moment, he shrugged and turned his attention back to the red light. But he put on his left blinker.
 
   "It's only a few blocks from here," Jackie said.
 
   Rita stared at her, murder in her dark eyes, then the light changed and they turned onto Coal Avenue. The street went steeply downhill, and it took the surrounding neighborhood with it. Without those expensive hilltop views to feed them, the houses got smaller.
 
   "Turn right," Jackie said in plenty of time for the woman to translate.
 
   He steered onto Solano Avenue and stopped when Jackie told him to, right at the curb in front of Rose Moore's gray stucco house.
 
   "Her nurse lives there," Jackie said. "I'll just take her to the door."
 
   "No, no," Rita said. "You stay with us."
 
   "She can't make it on her own."
 
   "Not my problem. We brought you here. You're getting what you asked for. And that's all."
 
   "Okay." Jackie risked reaching for the door handle. "I'm just going to help her out of the car, then I'll get right back in."
 
   "If you try to run, he will shoot you. And your mother."
 
   "I understand that," Jackie said. "I'm not running. I'm taking you to that shipment of guns. I want this to be finished."
 
   Rita nodded curtly. Jackie eased out of the back seat and hurried around the trunk to Marge's door. She opened the door and took hold of her mother's arm.
 
   "Come on, Mom. You need to get out."
 
   Marge peered out the door past her. "Where are we?"
 
   "We're at Rose's house."
 
   "Rose?"
 
   "Your nurse?"
 
   Marge shook her head, not getting it.
 
   "That nice colored lady," Jackie said through clenched teeth.
 
   "Oh!"
 
   Jackie pulled Marge to her feet and stood close to her on the sidewalk, speaking directly into her face.
 
   "Walk right up to that door there and ring the bell. Okay, Mom?"
 
   "The bell?"
 
   "Straight up this sidewalk to the house. See the doorbell glowing?"
 
   "Are they home?"
 
   "Sure, Mom. The lights are on. See?"
 
   Jackie's voice was raspy. Her heart pounded and her eyes burned. Could Marge do this on her own? Was this the last time she'd ever talk to her mother?
 
   "Here you go, Mom," she managed. "Right this way."
 
   As they turned away from the car, Jackie fished Agent Romeo Sandoval's business card out of her shirt pocket. She tucked it into Marge's clutching hand, where it crumpled amid the fabric of her coat hem, quickly lost from sight.
 
   "Go, Mom."
 
   Marge walked toward Rose Moore's home without looking back.
 
   The car window hummed down, and Rita snapped at Jackie. "Get back in the car. Now."
 
   Jackie slid into the back seat. She closed the door, and the car immediately sped away. She turned in the seat, trying to see whether Marge made it to the front door, but her mother was only halfway there, taking small, careful steps.
 
   The car turned the corner and a house suddenly was in the way. Jackie couldn't see her mom. She wondered if she'd ever see her again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 51
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez watched Jackie as she lost sight of her ailing mother. Jackie's expression crumpled for a second, then she composed herself and faced forward, her jaw set.
 
   Rita's hands rested on the back of the seat, her fingers toying with the straight razor, the blade slipping in and out of view. Her left leg was cocked up on the console between the front seats and her skirt was hitched up. El Gűero's hand rested lightly on the inside of her thigh.
 
   His other hand spun the steering wheel, following Jackie's directions, which needed no translation. El Gűero knew his right from his left, even in English.
 
   The sun was entirely gone behind the western horizon, and all the cars were using their headlights. El Gűero finally removed his sunglasses and put them away inside his jacket.
 
   Soon they were on the One-Ways again, headed west.
 
   "Everywhere you go in this city," Rita said, "one red light after another."
 
   "We're going downtown," Jackie said. "Any other route would take half the night."
 
   "What is this place we are going to?"
 
   "It's just a fenced lot with a garage big enough for trucks. It was my father's."
 
   "Your father is dead?"
 
   Jackie nodded grimly.
 
   "Is that why your mother is sick in her head?"
 
   "No, that started before he died."
 
   "Ah. And you take care of her now?"
 
   Another nod.
 
   "That's good, Jackie. You are a good daughter."
 
   Jackie said nothing, but El Gűero gave Rita's thigh a squeeze. He seemed to be enjoying himself, ripping around this sprawling city with his woman and their captive, listening to them dance around each other in English.
 
   "Maybe," Rita said to Jackie, "if you help us tonight, we let you go back to her. You can take care of her the rest of her days."
 
   "I'd like to believe that," Jackie said. "But I'm prepared for the worst."
 
   Another squeeze, which gave Rita a thrill low in her belly. El Gűero liked the ones with spunk, the ones who would fight a little rather than just blubber and die. They could have a lot of fun with Jackie before they killed her.
 
   His hand crept farther up her thigh, finding the bare skin above the stocking. Rita's breath caught in her throat, but she smiled brightly at Jackie.
 
   "Would you like that, Jackie? Would you like to go home to Mama when this is over?"
 
   Nothing from the back seat. Jackie flickered in and out of view as they drove beneath streetlights. She sat perfectly still in the back seat, her hands on her knees. They were big, strong-looking hands with short, blunt nails. Nothing like Rita's own beautiful manicure. Everything about Jackie was square and blunt, where Rita was all curves. They were both women, but it was as if they were different species.
 
   "Your father drove trucks?" she asked Jackie. "Is that how you learned to do it?"
 
   "That's right."
 
   "Did he steal them, too?"
 
   "No." Jackie's eyes narrowed, as if she were offended by the idea. "He was a long-haul trucker."
 
   "So he taught you to drive," Rita said. "Who taught you to steal?"
 
   A pause. It was dark in the back seat at the moment, and Rita couldn't read her face.
 
   "I picked that up on my own," Jackie said. "I needed the money to pay for my mother's medical care. The whole thing sorta got out of control."
 
   Rita tilted the razor this way and that, trying to catch the passing light. Jackie stared at the blade.
 
   "I didn't know that truck was full of guns," she said. "If I had, I never would've boosted it in the first place."
 
   "That might've been the smart thing. But it's too late now."
 
   Jackie said nothing for maybe a minute. Rita waited her out, knowing she couldn't leave it there.
 
   "I never should've looked in that trailer, either," Jackie said finally. "If I'd simply delivered the truck, I could've been left out of this."
 
   "But you got cold feet," Rita said. "Is that the right expression? 'Cold feet?'"
 
   "My feet were fine," Jackie said. "Once I saw that load, I had to do something. I was trying to keep those guns out of the hands of people like you."
 
   El Gűero pinched the tender flesh inside Rita's thigh. She gasped, but Jackie didn't seem to notice.
 
   "Take the next right," Jackie said. "At the light after the railroad tracks. Then stay on Second Street for the next mile."
 
   Rita translated the directions to El Gűero.
 
   Jackie added, "We're almost there."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval was on his way home from work when his cell phone rang. He didn't recognize the number, but he was stopped at a red light anyway, so he thumbed the button to answer the call.
 
   "This is Sandoval."
 
   "Agent Romeo Sandoval?" A woman's voice.
 
   "Yeah, that's me. Who's this?"
 
   "My name is Rose Moore. I got your number off your business card."
 
   "Okay." The light changed and he hooked a right into a parking lot to get out of traffic. "What can I do for you, Ms. Moore?"
 
   "This will sound strange, but I think somebody's in trouble and she wanted me to call you and tell you about it."
 
   "What kind of trouble?"
 
   "I'm not real sure. This woman is a client of mine, Jackie Nolan?"
 
   That made Romeo sit up straight in his seat.
 
   "Yes," he said. "I know Jackie Nolan. In fact, I need to talk to her. Is she there with you?"
 
   "No. She dropped off her mother at my house."
 
   "Her mother?"
 
   "Her mother is named Marge. Very sweet lady, but she suffers from dementia and she's slowly slipping away. She has to have a home nurse on hand whenever Jackie's at work. I'm one of those nurses."
 
   "Uh-huh."
 
   "Couple of times lately, Jackie has asked me to look after Marge all of the sudden. At the last minute, you know?"
 
   "She's been real busy?"
 
   "Some kind of emergency," she said, "so she brought Marge here to my house. Against company rules, but she paid cash and what I do on my own time is my own business."
 
   "Yes, ma'am."
 
   Rose Moore took a breath. 
 
   "A little while ago, Jackie dropped her off at my house without asking me first. Just put her out at the curb."
 
   "That's not right."
 
   "No, sir. And it's not something Jackie would ever do. She takes good care of her mother. Even if it was another emergency, she would've at least brought her to the door. But Jackie jumped in the back seat of this car and they roared away, like somebody dumping a puppy they didn't want."
 
   "You saw her?"
 
   "I happened to be looking out the front window when that car pulled up," Rose Moore said. "Two people in the front. Jackie and her mom in the back. Jackie got out and put Marge out on the sidewalk. Then away they went, zoom."
 
   "Leaving you with Mom."
 
   "Right. I brought her in the house and took her coat off and sat her down. I was all ready to call Jackie and give her what-for, but I noticed that Marge was clutching something in her hand."
 
   "My business card," Romeo guessed.
 
   "That's right. Now why would she be holding onto your business card? The only thing I could think of was that Jackie was sending me a message to call you. So here I am."
 
   "You did the right thing, Ms. Moore. Sounds like Jackie might be mixed up with the wrong people."
 
   "That's what I was thinking."
 
   "Did you get a look at the others in the car?"
 
   "Not really. A man and a woman, I think, though I can't say for certain. And don't ask me what kind of car it was. They're all alike to me."
 
   "Could Jackie's mother tell you anything about the other people in the car?"
 
   "Oh, no." She lowered her voice. "She's not really coherent at the moment. She's quite upset."
 
   "Could I come over and talk with her, Ms. Moore?
 
   "You can try. But don't get your hopes up. She doesn't seem up to conversation tonight."
 
   "That's okay. You can show me where all this happened. Maybe we can make some sense of it."
 
   "I'm happy to help."
 
   "Give me your address. I'll be right there."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 53
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan was tempted to lead the two killers on a scenic tour of Albuquerque, but they'd figure out the runaround eventually, and would likely take it out on her. Besides, what was the point of buying time? Nobody was going to ride to her rescue. That crumpled business card she'd put in her mother's hand had been an impulse, a message in a bottle. Jackie was on her own with these two in the front seat, and the less time spent with them the better.
 
   El Gűero stopped the car just short of the gate in the chain-link fence. The headlights illuminated the shiny padlock and thick chain that held the gate closed.
 
   He turned to look at her, holding out his slender hand. "Key."
 
   Jackie dug her key ring out of the pocket and leaned over so she could see the keys in a shaft of light that spilled from the security light beside the gate. She sorted through the keys until she found the right one, then popped it off the ring and handed it over. He took the key, staring at her for a moment, as if he thought she might be tricking him in some way.
 
   He pulled the big black pistol from his belt and made a show of handing it to his girlfriend. Rita propped the heavy gun on the back of the seat, pointed right at Jackie's face. Her finger was on the trigger.
 
   Jackie sat very still.
 
   El Gűero got out of the car and unlocked the gate and rolled it out of the way. Headlight beams sliced through his legs, throwing shadows toward the tall garage and the long-legged diesel tank and her father's familiar old Kenworth.
 
   Once the gate was out of the way, he got back behind the wheel and let the car creep forward into the lot, gravel crackling under the tires. His girlfriend kept the gun pointed at Jackie, who found it hard not to watch that trigger finger.
 
   Again, El Gűero stopped just short of the entrance, using his headlights to illuminate the padlock and chain on the garage door.
 
   "Another key?"
 
   "I'll unlock it," Jackie said, opening the back door. "We can all get out here."
 
   The couple exchanged a look, eyebrows cocked, silently communicating about how to proceed. Rita handed the gun back to the blond man and he gestured for Jackie to go ahead.
 
   He kept the gun pointed at her as he slid out from behind the wheel. His girlfriend got out, too, teetering in her heels on the uneven footing. They stood over Jackie while she squatted to unlock the padlock, then stepped back when she rolled up the clattering door. Without waiting for permission, Jackie stepped inside and flicked on the lights.
 
   Everything was as she'd left it, the door of the trailer standing open to show its load of death. Several boxes of rifles sat on the concrete floor where she'd lowered them while assessing the shipment. Jackie showed them the one that she'd pried open, lifting off the lid to reveal the black automatic rifles inside.
 
   "Ah!" Rita said. "Go-o-ooal!"
 
   That made El Gűero smile. First time Jackie had seen any expression on his narrow face. He had pale blue eyes and perfect skin and his blond hair was just so. Jackie guessed that he spent a lot of time in front of a mirror.
 
   Rita was flushed with success, red lipstick smeared on her teeth as she beamed at him. Jackie noted the hunger in her dark eyes. She looked like she wanted to throw him to the ground and screw him then and there.
 
   Jackie still crouched by the open crate, watching them. She hated to disturb the moment, but she needed to get out of here alive.
 
   "Hey," she said. "I brought you to the guns, just as I said I would. Why don't you let me go now?"
 
   Rita smiled, but she shook her head. Jackie didn't like the gleam in her eyes. 
 
   "We made you no promises," she said smugly. "And we are not finished with you, Jackie."
 
   "That's what I thought you'd say." Jackie got to her feet. "When are we finished then?"
 
   "When I tell you. For now, you can pick up these boxes and put them back in the truck."
 
   "They're heavy."
 
   "So?"
 
   The couple stood together, whispering in Spanish, while Jackie heaved the crates up into the trailer. Rita made a phone call, but it was all in rapid Spanish as well and Jackie couldn't catch enough words to make sense of the conversation. By the time she finished loading the crates and closed the trailer door, they were ready for her.
 
   "I want to ask you about that truck outside," Rita said, "your father's truck."
 
   "What about it?"
 
   "Would it pull this trailer?"
 
   Jackie saw where this was going. She didn't like it, but it was better than them deciding they didn't need her anymore.
 
   "Sure," she said. "The truck's in good shape for its age."
 
   "And you can drive it, si?"
 
   Jackie nodded.
 
   "Then you will drive for us. Pull this trailer out of here."
 
   "And take it where?"
 
   "Just out of the city," Rita said. "We have a driver of our own to get it across the border. We'll arrange to meet him south of Albuquerque."
 
   "And then you'll let me go?"
 
   More smiles from the two Mexicans. A loaded look shared between them.
 
   "Sure," Rita said. "Why not?"
 
   Jackie didn't believe it, not for a second.
 
   "Do I get to keep Dad's truck? It's worth a lot, even as old as it is."
 
   The smile slid from Rita's face, and her painted-on brows met in the middle.
 
   "Is it worth more than your life?"
 
   Jackie took a deep breath before answering. "No, of course not."
 
   "Then don't push your luck."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 54
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez felt giddy as she climbed into the towering cab. She'd never ridden in a big rig before, and she'd eagerly volunteered when she and El Gűero were deciding how to get this load of weapons out of Albuquerque. She'd sensed El Gűero didn't want to ride with Jackie anyhow. He wanted to always be the one behind the wheel. The fact that Jackie could drive the enormous truck and he couldn't somehow wounded his pride. El Gűero might look like his fair-skinned German forebears, but he was a macho Mexican male, through and through.
 
   He'd even hesitated in handing over a pistol for Rita to use. He always wanted to be the one handling the firearms, too. But she couldn't control Jackie without one, so El Gűero had given her the smaller pistol, the shiny one he'd brought with him on the private jet. He kept Duvernay's big Army .45 for himself. 
 
   Nothing phallic about that, Rita mused.
 
   The smaller gun made more sense for her anyway, especially when she was climbing up into the cab in her pointy-toed shoes, her shoulder bag knocking around, in her way. She opened the door and hoisted herself inside.
 
   Jackie easily swung up into the cab, dropping into the seat behind the wheel as if she were born to drive these rigs. Rita sat against the passenger-side door, turned toward Jackie, the pistol pointed her way so she wouldn't get any ideas.
 
   The cab stank of ancient cigarette smoke, but the seat was comfortable. From up in the cab, Rita could see the whole gravel lot and the roofs of nearby buildings. 
 
   El Gűero waved both arms above his head as he backed up to the open garage door, getting into place, ready to direct them inside. All they needed to do was back up ten meters or so, in a curve, to line up the hitch of the truck with the front of the trailer.
 
   The engine rumbled to life when Jackie turned the key, and the seat beneath Rita vibrated as the truck settled into a throaty idle. Nice. She settled into the seat, holding the pistol with both hands.
 
   As Jackie shifted the truck into gear, Rita turned her head, checking the side mirror to see El Gűero behind them.
 
   Jackie popped the clutch, but the truck didn't go backward as Rita expected. It lurched forward a few feet and Jackie slammed the brakes.
 
   Rita wasn't braced for the sudden stop. She went flying off the seat and crashed into the steel dashboard, her shoulder taking most of the impact as she tumbled into the floorboard.
 
   Jackie popped the clutch and the truck jerked forward again. Rita's head cracked against the dash. Her vision blurred.
 
   Where was the gun? She'd lost the pistol when she fell off the seat. Where had it gone? She made it onto all fours, her face near the gearshift as she felt around under the seat, trying to find the pistol.
 
   Jackie cranked the steering wheel to the left as the truck surged forward, but she leaned away from the wheel long enough to swing a backhand fist at her passenger's face. The blow connected with her cheekbone, further stunning Rita, who fell back against the door.
 
   Jackie hit the brakes, throwing Rita around some more, then jammed the gearshift into reverse. The truck backed up rapidly, but for only a short distance.
 
   Rita saw what Jackie was doing. Turning around, so the truck would be pointed toward the open gate. Gun or no gun, Rita couldn't let that happen.
 
   She got a foot under her and pulled herself up onto the seat. Then she lunged across the cab, her nails like claws, going for Jackie's eyes. 
 
   Jackie swung her arm up to protect herself, and her elbow caught Rita squarely in the forehead. Lights popped inside her skull as Rita's head snapped back.
 
   She tumbled backward, slamming against the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 55
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan got both hands back on the wheel, but it was a second too late. The front bumper clipped one leg of the spidery diesel tank. The steel leg crumpled with a metallic shriek and the big rusty tank toppled over onto its side, squarely in front of the truck's headlights.
 
   "Shit!"
 
   The tank burst along a central seam as it hit the hard ground, sending rivets and shrapnel shooting into the air. A hundred gallons of diesel fuel geysered up from the crack, splashing everywhere, spilling toward the garage as it followed the slight contour of the lot.
 
   Jackie ever so gently eased off the clutch. The truck lurched forward as the gears caught, and she spun the wheel, trying to steer around the spreading diesel fuel.
 
   A thump to her right. She looked over to see a face appear in the passenger window. El Gűero. He'd leaped onto the truck while she was backing up, and now he'd reached the cab.
 
   His girlfriend still was stunned, all her weight leaning against the door, and she fell right out when he opened the door. He tried to catch her, tried to hang on, but nothing worked and they both fell away into the night.
 
   Jackie stomped the accelerator and the truck surged forward. The passenger door slammed shut as she wrenched the wheel to the left. Now the gate was straight ahead. Her escape route was clear.
 
   She hit the brakes.
 
   She couldn't leave it like this. Diesel spill or no, those guns were still intact inside the garage. The Mexican cartel would still end up with the rifles and the ammunition, and people still would be slaughtered.
 
   Jackie checked her mirrors. El Gűero was helping Rita to her feet in the red glow of the truck's tail lights. Jackie couldn't see their guns anywhere, but the woman still had her purse with that wicked razor inside. For a second, Jackie was tempted to back up, to run them down, but that would make her no better than a murderer herself.
 
   Instead, she reached for the one knob on the dashboard she'd never used before.
 
   She pushed in the cigarette lighter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 56
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez tasted blood. She turned her head away from El Gűero and spat on the ground. The air reeked of diesel fumes, burning her sinuses and making her feel even dizzier. El Gűero gripped her under the arm, holding her steady so she wouldn't topple off her tall shoes.
 
   Everything glowed red from the truck's bright tail lights. The towering garage, the broken diesel tank, the huge blot where the fuel soaked into the ground. The red lights reflected on the fuel that pooled against the wall of the garage, a hundred mirror images of the flaring brake lights—
 
   Wait. Why had the truck stopped?
 
   "Come on," El Gűero said to her. He was limping, but he held them both upright as they hurried away from the pool of diesel fuel. Rita stumbled along beside him, watching the rumbling truck over her shoulder.
 
   A tiny orange light flew from the window of the cab, arcing through the night air to the pool of fuel, instantly igniting it in a roar. Flames whooshed up the side of the garage, climbing the wall. The blaze was so instantly intense, it felt as if the very air around them had caught fire.
 
   Rita and El Gűero stumbled farther from the inferno, clutching at each other as the night filled with flickering firelight.
 
   The big truck roared away, bouncing out the open gate into the street.
 
   El Gűero stood Rita up on her high heels, hesitating just a moment to make sure she had her balance, then he scrambled back toward the flaming garage. She shouted behind him, but her words of alarm were swallowed up by the roar and crackle of the fire. He ducked low under the spiraling black smoke, going to the ground. He came up with the big black pistol in his hands, firing two booming rounds at the distant truck, which was turning onto First Street, getting away.
 
   El Gűero sprinted after the truck, then veered left once he'd cleared the lake of fire. Rita lost sight of him for a moment behind the thick black smoke, then she realized he was going for their rental car, which was parked perilously close to the far end of the garage.
 
   Orange smoke roiled out of the top of the building, illuminated from beneath by the roaring fire. Flames licked through the blackened metal siding as the fire climbed the building's wooden ribs. The whole garage would collapse into flames soon, and they had no way of moving those guns out of the way.
 
   Only then did it occur to her what would happen when the fire reached the ammunition inside the trailer. She turned and limped after El Gűero. 
 
   They needed to get out of here.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 57
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan checked her mirrors as the truck growled through gears, building speed on First Street. No sign of the Mexican couple's blue sedan behind her, but she could see the orange glow of the growing fire and its spiral of smoke lighting up the sky above winter-bare trees.
 
   She blew through a yellow light, someone honking at the intersection behind her, then let off the gas a little, bringing the bobtail truck closer to the speed limit. She rolled down her window, letting the rush of night air blow the stink of smoke and diesel fumes out of the cab. The cold slapped her cheek and froze her ear, but she needed the window open. She was trying to hear over the grumbling engine of the truck.
 
   There. A crackling, popping sound, like distant firecrackers. Getting louder. The fire had reached the trailer and was setting off the ammunition. Like most semi trailers, its deck was made of narrow oak planks, not much different from the polished hardwood floors in people's homes. Once the flames reached that hot-burning floor, it was as if the boxes of bullets had been tossed into a roaring campfire.
 
   She pictured the wooden crates catching fire, the polymer stocks of the rifles melting, the steel barrels warping into uselessness.
 
   Was it worth all the trouble and noise?
 
   A siren came to life nearby, which caused her heart to jump, then she saw it was a fire truck pulling out of a station two blocks ahead, red lights flashing. She downshifted and hit the brakes, slowing and making room as the fire truck roared past her.
 
   Jackie got her father's Kenworth up to speed again, checking her mirrors. Glowing smoke coiled up from the gravel lot, thick as a tornado. She prayed that none of the firefighters would get injured by the crackling bullets.
 
   Still no sign of the blue sedan. Had the Mexicans gotten caught in the fire? Jackie had to admit, she wouldn't feel too bad if it turned out they hadn't survived. She'd done what she had to do to rid the world of those weapons. They shouldn't have been standing so close when it happened.
 
   She shuddered as she remembered what they'd done to Howard. She was sure something even worse had awaited her if she hadn't made her move.
 
   Now that she'd survived, the worst thing, really, was that the fire would attract the attention of the authorities to her father's garage. It wouldn't be long before the police traced the ownership of the property to her mother, which would lead them right to Jackie.
 
   She had no faith they would believe her story, that destroying the rifles and ammo had been the only way to keep them out of the hands of the Mexican drug cartels. In her mind, she'd done something heroic. But the cops likely wouldn't see it the same way. They'd see arson, destruction of property, grand theft auto, maybe even murder.
 
   Jackie needed to get out of town before the police connected her to the truck thefts and the deaths and the fire. She needed to ditch this rumbling truck and pick up her Mom and get the hell out of Albuquerque.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 58
 
    
 
   Rita Gutierrez pressed the back of her hand to her nose, trying to keep out the stench of scorched paint. The front end of the rental car had bubbled and charred in the heat before El Gűero backed it away from the spreading fire, and it smelled terrible.
 
   They were going north, the way Jackie had gone, but they had no real hope of catching up to her. Mostly, they were putting distance between themselves and that inferno.
 
   Rita ached all over from her fall from the tall truck, especially her right shoulder and hip, which had taken the brunt of the landing on the gravelly ground. Her forehead throbbed from the cracking Jackie had given her, and she felt sure her face was bruising. Her hose were shredded at the knees and her shoes and leather clothes were smeared with dirt. She stank of diesel.
 
   "You okay?" El Gűero asked.
 
   "Nothing is broken. You?"
 
   "I'll live, but this suit is ruined."
 
   She looked over at him as they stopped for a red light. His face was streaked with black smudges, and he held his elbows close to his body, as if protecting injured ribs. His gray suit was dusty in places and muddy in others, and the shoulder of the jacket had been ripped open along the seam so that white padding peeked out. His blond hair was curled and crispy on the ends, where it had been licked by a flame.
 
   "Dios mio," she said. "It's a miracle you didn't go up in blazes."
 
   "It was a close one," he said. "But I had to get this car. Without it, we didn't stand a chance of getting away. We would've been arrested on the spot."
 
   Another fire truck flew past, siren screaming. Rita put her fingers in her ears until it was out of sight.
 
   So much noise. They'd expected a quiet little operation. Get in, pick up the guns, get them transported across the border. Do a little shopping and fly home. But Jackie Nolan had interfered. And now the guns were gone. Their bosses back in Mexico would be unhappy about the loss, but they'd be really unhappy about all the noise.
 
   "It's too bad Jackie got away."
 
   "No, it's okay," he said.
 
   "How can you say that?"
 
   He looked over at her, a smug smile on his smoke-smudged face.
 
   "I know where she's going."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 59
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan shifted the truck to its lowest gear to inch into the parking lot of the Travelodge. The motel had extra-large parking spaces out back for semis pulling trailers, but Jackie spotted two regular spots side by side and wedged her dad's Kenworth into the gap.
 
   The El Camino was right where she'd left it, two spaces from their motel room, and she could see from up in the cab that the luggage still sat in the bed. A pleasant surprise.
 
   Jackie locked up the Kenworth and climbed down from the cab. She hurried around to the driver's side of the El Camino, sorting through her keys to find the right one.
 
   She unlocked the car's door and bent down to look inside. The duffel bag sat in the floorboard, barely concealing the lines of the sawed-off shotgun. Jackie never would've thought she could be so happy to see a gun.
 
   Once behind the wheel of the El Camino, she cranked up the engine and listened to it purr, the General Motors power plant still doing the job after forty years of loving care. Jackie rolled down her window to let in the night air as she backed out of the parking space.
 
   A light blue car pulled into the parking lot, catching her in its headlight glare, and Jackie froze for a second, afraid that the Mexicans had caught up to her. But the car drove past, and she saw it was nothing like their rental car. Different make, different model.
 
   She took a deep breath and tried to get hold of herself. She needed to keep her wits about her, keep her nerve, just a little while longer. Then she and her mother would get free of the city, leaving their pursuers behind.
 
   Don't kid yourself, she thought, you'll never be entirely free now. The drug cartels don't just shrug and give up when somebody burns up a truckload of their valuable goods. They'd send people to hunt her, relentless people. And they'd keep sending them until they got the job done.
 
   Even if Jackie could land somewhere new under a new identity, she'd still be looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life. Had it been worth it, burning up those guns? In exchange for the lives she'd saved, had she surrendered her own future? Her mother's?
 
   Jackie shook her head to clear the dark thoughts. No time for that now. She needed to get to safety. Everything else was secondary.
 
   She wheeled the El Camino around in the parking lot and pointed it toward Carlisle. A last glance at her Dad's truck, which stood out like a big toe in a row of pinkies, then Jackie zoomed away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 60
 
    
 
   Special Agent Romeo Sandoval knelt before the frail-looking, gray-haired woman, smiling up into her worried face. He didn't think he was getting through to her, but he kept trying.
 
   "Mrs. Nolan? Who were those people in the car with Jackie? Do you know them?"
 
   She shook her head, but the movement was so subtle he couldn't be sure it wasn't a tremor of some kind. A shiver seemed to run through her occasionally, but he couldn't tell if that was fright or cold or some symptom of her decline.
 
   "You didn't know them?"
 
   Nothing. She seemed to be staring at his chest, even though he'd gotten down to her level. He couldn't get her to meet his gaze.
 
   Marge Nolan sat in a comfy chair in the living room of the Moore home. The chair's upholstery matched the rest of the tweedy, no-nonsense furniture in the room. The walls were covered in family photos going back generations, new babies and smiling graduates and beaming brides.
 
   Rose Moore stood in the arched doorway that led into her kitchen, wringing her hands. She was a plump African-American woman dressed in comfy blue scrubs and thick-soled nurse shoes. She had kind eyes, but Romeo could tell from the set of her mouth that she wished this trouble hadn't landed at her home.
 
   "Mrs. Nolan?" he tried again. "Mrs. Nolan? Do you know who was in the car with Jackie?"
 
   Nothing for a second, then she looked up at him, her blue eyes suddenly focused and sharp.
 
   "That woman had a straight razor," she said, clear as day. "Just like the one my father used to use."
 
   "What woman?"
 
   "You don't see those much anymore."
 
   Marge Nolan nodded, as if confirming what she'd said. Then she went back to staring blankly at his chest.
 
   "What woman, Mrs. Nolan? Was she in the car?"
 
   No response.
 
   "She had a straight razor?"
 
   "You don't see those much anymore," she repeated, her voice now a mumble. "No, you don't."
 
   Romeo glanced over at Rose Moore, but she was no help. She shook her head, nothing she could do, as they watched Marge slip away again.
 
    "Mrs. Nolan?" 
 
   Romeo was starting to feel desperate. He remembered what the APD detective, Holmes, had told him about the body of Howard Bell, how he'd been cut up all over before he died. Is that what Jackie was facing now?
 
   "Mrs. Nolan? Can you hear me? I need your help, Mrs. Nolan. I need to find Jackie. Do you know where she is?"
 
   Nothing.
 
   "Do you know where they were going in that car?"
 
   More nothing.
 
   Romeo reached out and grasped her clutching hand, the one that never stopped moving. It went still, but she didn't look up at him.
 
   "Mrs. Nolan? Marge?"
 
   It was as if she couldn't hear him at all. He let go of her hand, which went right back to its clutching. The hem of her housedress was wadded with wrinkles from her nonstop grasping. Romeo wondered what it meant. What did she think she was holding onto?
 
   "Mrs. Nolan?"
 
   Nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 61
 
    
 
   Jackie Nolan killed the El Camino's headlights as she turned onto Rose Moore's block of Solano Avenue. She pulled to the curb, letting the car idle as she surveyed the neighborhood. Streetlights at the corners lit the intersections, but the middle of the block was shadowy. No one out walking around on the sidewalks and no other cars moving. Vehicles filled every driveway and a few were parked on the street, but none of them resembled the blue rental.
 
   The only car that worried her was a white four-door Ford that looked government-issue. It was empty, parked squarely in front of the Moore home. She parked the El Camino behind it and turned off the engine.
 
   Jackie sat for a minute, her window down, listening to the neighborhood. Traffic whirred on the One-Ways, but otherwise she couldn't hear anything but the breeze rattling the limbs of the bare elms that lined the block.
 
   She wondered if Marge was even in the quiet house. She hadn't actually seen her go inside. Had Rose called the authorities? Jackie looked over the white Ford in front of her. It had a regular license plate, but it sure looked like an official car of some sort. For all she knew, the Moore home was teeming with social workers, but you couldn't tell it from out here.
 
   Only then did it occur to her that the car might belong to ATF Agent Romeo Sandoval. Had Mom delivered his business card to Rose? Had Rose called him? It had seemed like such a long shot at the time, but it was possible.
 
   If Agent Romeo was in there, that wasn't necessarily good news. Was he here to rescue her or arrest her?
 
   The neighborhood remained still and quiet, but Jackie was starting to feel edgy. She couldn't just sit here, wondering what was behind that closed front door. Time might be running out.
 
   Jackie leaned across the seat and lifted the duffel bag from the floorboard. She set it on the seat beside her and unzipped it, opening the gap wide so she could see the sawed-off shotgun gleaming inside. She lifted the gun out of the bag by its carved grip, felt its unbalanced weight in her wrist, which still ached from the last time she'd fired this double-barreled cannon.
 
   She got out of the car, gently closed the car door and hurried up the sidewalk to the Moore house, holding the shotgun pointed at the ground, close to her leg.
 
   As she neared the low porch, Jackie looked back over her shoulder, checking the empty street one last time. When she turned back, a man stood in her way. El Gűero, scorched and muddy and smoke-smeared, pointed his big black pistol at her face. He'd stepped out from behind one of the gumdrop-shaped evergreens that framed the low porch of the Moore home. His girlfriend stood behind the other bush, leaning against the wall under the porch light, smiling as she looked Jackie up and down.
 
   "Oh, look," she said in English. "She brought us a shotgun."
 
   Rita stepped up onto the five-inch-high concrete pad that served as the porch, teetering for a second in her heels, her stockings in shreds around her skinned-up legs. Then she was standing over Jackie, looking down at her as the porch light backlit her tumbled black hair. 
 
   His gun still pointing at Jackie's face, El Gűero leaned in and took the sawed-off away from her. He tucked the pistol into his belt and turned the shotgun to point at Jackie's stomach, which recoiled at the attention.
 
   "We knew we'd find you here," Rita said. "You had to come back for your mama. But we got here first."
 
   "I didn't see your car," Jackie said tightly. 
 
   "We parked on the next street. We wanted it to be a surprise."
 
   Jackie sure as hell had been surprised, but she said nothing.
 
   "So nice of these people to grow these bushes by their door," Rita said. "We should go inside and tell them."
 
   "What do you want with me?" Jackie said. "The guns are all burned up, right? I can't change that."
 
   "The guns are gone. And it's your fault. If we can't take the guns to our bosses, then we will take them your head instead. It's strictly business. You understand."
 
   Jackie said nothing.
 
   "But when we're done with you," Rita said, "we'll kill your mother as well."
 
   She smiled brightly.
 
   "For fun."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 62
 
    
 
   Inside the house, Agent Romeo Sandoval heard voices on the porch. He was still on his knees, trying to talk to Marge Nolan, and he looked over at Rose Moore. She shrugged and said, "I'm not expecting anyone."
 
   One of the voices, a woman's voice, suddenly grew louder, sounded like she was cursing. Marge turned her head to the sound and said, "Jackie?"
 
   Romeo got to his feet and went to the door, his hand on the Glock holstered on his hip. He yanked open the door and found Jackie standing on the sidewalk between a raven-haired woman and a slim, smudged man whose blond hair glowed under the porch light. They were dressed for nightclubbing, but they looked like they'd been in a car wreck, banged up and smoke-streaked, their clothes dusty and torn.
 
   Romeo registered all this in a flash before his eyes settled on the oily gleam of the sawed-off shotgun the man was pointing at Jackie's midsection.
 
   "What the hell?" Romeo blurted.
 
   The blond man pivoted, swinging the shotgun toward Romeo.
 
   No time to draw the Glock. Romeo slammed the door shut just as the shotgun roared. He dived to the side, but the wooden door absorbed the shot.
 
   As he rolled to his feet, Romeo clawed at the Glock in its holster, desperate to help Jackie.
 
   Another shot boomed outside.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 63
 
    
 
   The first shot was like a starter's pistol, spurring Jackie to action. She lunged at El Gűero, hitting him in the jaw with an overhand right that would've made her Dad proud.
 
   His blond head snapped to the side from the blow, and his finger automatically pulled the trigger, emptying the other barrel of the shotgun into the evergreen bush and the stucco wall next to the door, blowing dust and twigs and greenery everywhere.
 
   Jackie swung with her left, but missed his face completely. The punch turned her halfway around and left her vulnerable. El Gűero swatted at her with the smoking shotgun, cracking her across the head with the hot barrel.
 
   She went down hard, landing in a heap half on the concrete sidewalk, her back in the brittle grass. Her vision blurred for a second, but she very clearly saw El Gűero toss the empty shotgun into the yard. He lifted his damaged jacket out of the way and went for the black pistol tucked into his belt.
 
   Jackie kicked hard, her boot catching him behind the ankle and knocking his leg out from under him. He threw his hands out and wheeled his arms, trying to regain his balance, but he fell backward, landing on the lawn with a grunt.
 
   His girlfriend was still here somewhere.
 
   As Jackie tried to sit up, Rita set upon her, screeching and swinging the shiny razor at her face. Jackie fell backward as the razor whistled past the end of her nose.
 
   Flat on her back now, she kicked at Rita's legs, trying to take her down, but she danced nimbly away on her high heels. Laughing at the feeble attempt.
 
   Rita whipped the razor at Jackie's upraised feet, just clipping the toe of one boot and sending a sliver of its rubber sole flying through the air. Jackie rolled away in the dry grass, just as the front door of the house swung open again, spilling a shaft of light into the yard.
 
   Agent Romeo Sandoval was framed in the doorway, his eyes wide and his white teeth clenched. Rita wheeled toward him, swinging the razor, which flashed in the spilled light.
 
   A gun cracked, and red gore spouted from the woman's back. The impact of the bullet knocked her backward into the grass next to Jackie. Rita's eyes were rolled back in her head.
 
   Jackie looked back to the door and saw that Agent Sandoval held a black Glock. Smoke curled from the barrel.
 
   Another shot roared, but it came from Jackie's left.
 
   El Gűero was sitting up, his face twisted in fury, bits of winter-dry grass clinging to his charred clothes. He held the black .45 in both hands. His booming shot hit the agent in the left knee, knocking his leg out from under him. Agent Sandoval spun around and fell back into the house.
 
   Jackie rolled over twice, coming up on her knees next to El Gűero, who had paused to admire his handiwork. She punched him in the eye, then grabbed for his gun hand with both of hers, trying to wrest the weapon away.
 
   He pulled the trigger and the pistol fired skyward. The sudden heat and noise and the movement of the gun's slide all conspired to make Jackie lose her grip. She gave up on taking the gun and went for his eyes instead.
 
   El Gűero howled as her fingers raked his eyelids. Another shot whined off into the night. Jackie went for the gun hand again, grabbing his wrist this time, burying her short nails in his skin.
 
   He swatted at her with his free hand, but Jackie ducked her head and the blows mostly bounced off her shoulders. Still holding onto his wrist, she lunged forward, falling across his stomach with her full weight. The air woofed out of him, and she twisted the .45 from his grip.
 
   He bucked under her, arching his back, tossing her off. They were side by side in the dry grass. But Jackie had the gun now. 
 
   He lunged at her, howling in anger, going for her throat with both hands.
 
   She pulled the trigger. The .45 roared, blasting him sideways, blowing a hole through his chest and spraying blood across the dry lawn.
 
   Her breath coming hard, Jackie sat up and looked around. The blond man wasn't moving and neither was his girlfriend.
 
   Rose Moore was crouched in the doorway of the house, cinching a leather belt around Agent Sandoval's damaged leg. Jackie couldn't tell how badly he was hurt, but his foot was moving, so he wasn't dead.
 
   Above them, Jackie's mom stepped into view through the doorway. She stood rigidly, looking out into the yard at the carnage. But when she met Jackie's eyes, she relaxed all over and flashed her familiar old smile.
 
   "You're all right?"
 
   "I'm fine, Mom."
 
   "Good. Let's go home now."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 64
 
    
 
   Three days later, the door to Romeo Sandoval's hospital room eased open and Jackie Nolan peeked inside.
 
   "Hello," she said. "Is now a bad time for a visitor?"
 
   He tossed aside the month-old Sports Illustrated he'd been thumbing through. "Now would be a great time. I'm bored out of my skull."
 
   She carried her black jacket folded over her arm, and she wore a red cowl-necked blouse and a snug black skirt that reached to her knees. Flat shoes. He couldn't help but notice that she had nice legs.
 
   "Hey," he said, "I've never seen you like this before."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "You look like a girl."
 
   Jackie stuck her tongue out at him, but she came over to the bed and plunked down beside him. She set her coat and handbag aside and took his hand in both of hers.
 
   "How are you feeling?"
 
   "I feel fine," he said. "They're supposed to do the second surgery on my knee tomorrow, but for now all I can do is lie here and wait."
 
   "So it would be okay, health-wise, if I kissed you?"
 
   He felt his own eyebrows shoot up, like he might have to peel them off the ceiling. But he played it cool.
 
   "I'm told that kissing is particularly good for patient recovery."
 
   She leaned over him, still holding his hand in both of hers, and gently pressed her lips to his.
 
   Her lips were soft.
 
   She smelled like violets.
 
   When she pulled away, he said, "Wow. What was that for?"
 
   "For being my hero. For saving my life."
 
   "The way I hear it, you saved us all after I was shot in the knee. Wrestling the gun away from that guy—"
 
   She reached out and put a finger on his lips.
 
   "Don't talk about it. We don't have time to waste on that."
 
   He smiled at her. "You're in a hurry?"
 
   "I'm leaving," she said. "Taking Mom with me. The marshals have a place for us to stay."
 
   "Witness protection?"
 
   "Just a temporary thing," she said. "While we make sure nobody else is coming after us. I'm telling them everything I know about the cartel and Howard and Duvernay. Then Mom and I are planning to disappear."
 
   Romeo felt gut-punched. He swallowed and said, "And go where?"
 
   "I don't want to say. If nobody knows, the cartel won't have any reason to hurt people here, trying to find us."
 
   "You think they'll keep coming after you?"
 
   She sighed and looked away. When she looked back at him, she was trying to smile, but not completely succeeding.
 
   "I get the feeling," she said, "that the cartels take things personally. We killed a couple of their people and burned up a shipment of rifles. They'll remember us for a long time."
 
   "Let 'em come," Romeo said. "Soon as I'm back on my feet, I'll track down the sons of bitches and—"
 
   "Stop it. The marshals are waiting for me in the hall."
 
   She leaned in and kissed him again, longer this time, with more heat. He ran his fingers through her short hair, then she pulled away and reached for her coat.
 
   "I have to go," she said. "But I didn't want to leave without kissing you. I wanted to carry away the memory."
 
   "We can do it some more," he said. "I feel there's room for improvement. I'd like to really throw myself into the effort."
 
   She stood and shrugged into her coat. Then she picked up her purse and turned toward the door.
 
   "So long, Romeo."
 
   She stopped at the door and looked back at him. 
 
   "'Parting is such sweet sorrow.' Isn't that from 'Romeo and Juliet'?"
 
   "Yeah," he said glumly. "I've heard it all my life. But I never really knew what it meant until now."
 
   She graced him with another sweet, sad smile. Then Jackie Nolan went out the door.
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