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Coyote Crossing

By

Phil Baechler

 


‘Los coyotes corren; en el
día, en la noche. Mira — allí estan: corriendo, siempre
corriendo…’

 


 



Chapter One

 


Raging flash flood waters from the Arizona
monsoon thunderstorms aboveground swirled violently as they drained
through the Grand Tunnel buried deep below Nogales, Arizona. Or it
could still be Nogales, Sonora, if they hadn’t waded under the
border yet. The water swirled around Tina’s knees, much deeper than
she had expected. She inched forward through the dark tunnel,
counting every step.

Slips and stumbles in the mud counted as half
steps and they were rapidly adding up. She and Blanco’s grandmother
Luz had waded close to a mile now through the darkness. Where was
the rest of her group? Tina had stayed behind to help the
struggling Luz as the others disappeared into the darkness
ahead.

Tina’s flashlight had quit working after the
third dunking, and her hand was getting tired from Luz’ clinging
grip. The old woman had slipped and pulled her under the muck close
to a dozen times by now, leaving her gritty and spitting
fishy-tasting slime. Luz had lost her flashlight on the first
tumble.

Tina was almost positive they had crossed the
invisible line that separated Mexico from the gringo side. Several
groups of “coyotes” who had led their refugee bands through the
huge culverts in the past few days had destroyed the lights, sirens
and any other deterrents the American Migra had put up along
the subterranean gauntlet. El Grande was just that: a tunnel
big enough to drive a Humvee through…if its engine could run
underwater without stalling in the torrent that poured through the
underground culverts from the late summer rainstorms.

Tina slid her right hand along the slippery
wall, her back scraping the wet cement, her left hand gripping Luz’
clinging fingers. Ahead, a couple dozen compatriots had left them
behind and vanished through the maze of culverts, drainage lids and
vents that led aboveground to American soil. José had been the
point man, the lead coyote guide charged with getting this flock of
cruzeros to the waiting van or pickup truck that would take
them to a safe house where they would hide out before the next leg
of the trip north. Tina had been carrying the “greenback pack,”
stuffed with half a million dollars to guarantee safe passage north
for Antonio Blanco and his family. That was a lot of cash, but
Blanco was a big fish in the Colombian cartels, moving north before
a bullet caught up with him. When Blanco’s mother Luz had begun to
struggle, Tina had passed the bag to José and stayed behind with
her.

“Casi alli”, she told Luz. Almost
there, although it was impossible to tell in the darkness, their
flashlights swept away after one of the many slips on the slippery
bottom, made even more treacherous by the currents sweeping in from
all directions through side tunnels. At least the muddy water had
diluted the sewage that usually trickled through the system, making
the smell tolerable. The maze of pipes under the border crossing
between Mexico and the U.S. was more than a century old and
virtually impossible to police. Drugs, immigrants all followed the
same trail the Spaniards followed north: the tide of waters that
created the Santa Cruz River as it flowed into the Gila. You can’t
stop Mother Nature, Tina thought.

At every vortex that marked a discharge from
the side tunnels, she waited, ears keened for the border agents
—la Migra— that often hid in the side passages to capture
cruzeros — the border crossers. Members of the Border
Patrol. My erstwhile co-workers. If some of them could see
me now: underground, under cover, under water…tracking a killer
among them.

But that was the last thing she wanted to
happen. This was working “internal affairs” at its worst, swamping
her way through a sewage drain to infiltrate the gangs that ran the
corrupt billion dollar smuggling traffic in drugs, desperate job
seekers, and worse, weapons of terror. Somewhere in that viper’s
nest, her predecessor had been murdered. For many reasons, Tina had
a score to settle, so that made it personal.

Luz slipped, pulling her under. Tina’s leg
scraped across a shard of metal from a gate torn apart by monsoon
currents. They were definitely in Arizona now — every year the
Americans rebuilt the metal grating only to have the debris-laden
storm waters knock it down. She fought to keep her head above
water, struggled to pull Luz back to a shallower part of the
drainage. This was supposed to be Tina’s big chance: help José get
the batch of cruzeros across to prove herself, move up the
pecking order and into the next level of trust—a narco crossing
and eventually into the cartel’s inner circle where the money men
called the shots.

It had become a billion dollar business,
relatives in Phoenix willing to shell out more than $1000 apiece
for safe arrival of their loved ones. The cash on delivery was a
new trend, intended to keep the cruzeros from becoming easy
targets for robbers on their way north. The downside was that rival
coyotes, or polleros in Spanish, now hijacked entire
truckloads of illegals at gunpoint, often with fatal results.

Tina hated the irony of the United States’
enforcement efforts. How dare these people want to mow our lawns
and clean our kitchens? But policy wasn’t her job. Enforcement was.
It was often dangerous; make that always dangerous when you were
working incognito alongside murderous thugs.

Just as she got Luz pulled over closer to the
edge, the culvert bottom dropped off at a steep angle and pitched
them into a cavernous catch basin. Tina remembered this junction
from the map of the culvert complex. They had to bear right to get
to stay in the storm drainage and avoid being swept to the left and
ending up in the sewage system.

She pulled on Luz’s arm: “Derecha! Vamos a la derecha!”

Other shouts followed hers: “Parate!
Migra! Manos arriba!” The orders and sudden lights came from
their right.

Shit.

Luz broke free from Tina’s grip, tried to
turn up-current, but tumbled back and was yanked onto a maintenance
ledge along the tunnel wall by one of the uniformed figures
emerging from the gloom. Luz screamed and Tina reached for her, but
instead felt her own arm wrenched as dark uniforms pulled them into
a side channel. Pushed them forward around a bend. Lights from
aboveground blinded them now and they were pushed up the metal
rungs of a ladder, through a drainage grate and onto a sandy ditch
bank.

“Those other dipshits shouldn’t have been so
worried about los mujeres,” one of the agents laughed. “If
they’d kept their mouths shut, these twats probably would have
washed downstream all the way to the pecan orchards and got
away.”

Tina swallowed her anger, forcing herself to
ignore the crude English that she shouldn’t be able to
understand. As far as these assholes were concerned, she was
Valentina Corazón from Quetzaltenango, Guatemala.

Above the banking Tina could see the roof of
a Border Patrol bus lit by the glare of portable spotlights.
Standard operating procedure. Movable checkpoints, every night and
day—a constantly shifting maze of checkpoints and personnel.
Someplace in that maze lurked a killer in uniform and it was Tina’s
job to track him.

Luz was covered in mud, the left leg of her
pants torn, her white hair brown with dirt. Tina, stronger, more
alert, helped steer Luz along, giving no hint that she understood
the English being shouted at them as they were herded up the ridge
to the bus, its windows blacked out by reflective panels.

“Andales, mujeres—stand over here by
the bus.” Luz was shivering now and Tina put her arms over her
shoulders. There were two Border Patrol agents with them now, and
one stood guard with a shotgun while the other bound their hands in
front of them with plastic handcuff ties. Standard operating
procedure.

Then the agent who had finished binding their
wrists pulled off his helmet and Tina had to fight back a gasp of
recognition. The redheaded bastard! She was sure it was him, but
the last time she had seen him it had been months before and
through binoculars.

He came closer, looking at her, then across
to Luz, then back at her. Taking a glance over his shoulder he
called out to his partner: “This scrawny old one ain’t much to look
at, but I sure wouldn’t mind getting my hands on this tall
Aztec-looking bitch.”

As he turned back to her with a leer, Tina
fought back any recognition that she understood what he was saying.
Spanish, she was only supposed to know Spanish. “Su nombre,
mujer?” Coming closer, his red hair looked strangely orange in
the halogen glare. She wouldn’t need to know English to understand
his body language—her cringe spoke for itself. “Maybe I better
check her for identification.”

His eyes were riveted on her breasts,
outlined starkly by her clinging, damp blouse and the harsh
lights.

Tina looked away from him and, in Spanish,
warned Luz: “Whatever happens, try to go home. Get out of here. Go
back to Guatemala or Colombia. Don’t trust the polleros
again. Comprende?”

Luz nodded numbly, water from her hair
dripping into her eyes. Tina looked back to the redhead as he
finished “frisking” her front pants pockets, ignoring the passport
stuffed there, and started working his fingertips up her ribs,
under the round weight of her breasts, up the center seam of her
blouse. As his eyes joined his fingertips on the top button, Tina
struck like a sidewinder, pounding her forehead into his nose. A
shotgun blast ripped the night, over their heads, but a few pellets
rattled the edge of the bus roof.

“Bitch!” the redhead screamed, his left hand
going to his nose, the right swinging around against the side of
Tina’s head, sending her spinning toward the dirt and darkness.

“What the hell’s going on back here?”
Footsteps, a rush of voices, pushing, “Quit dickin’ around and get
them loaded on the bus!”

Tina floated, battling the current again,
swimming against the black tide of unconsciousness as she felt
herself dumped into a seat on the bus. Luz was a couple of rows
ahead, looking back with a mixture of fear and concern. An older
woman sat beside Tina, looking sadly at the plastic binding her own
wrists. As Tina gave up fighting to stay awake, the redheaded
bastard floated into her memory, back at the border in Naco when it
all began… was it the same guy?
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Chapter Two

 


It had started the previous spring — prime
smuggling season as fruit, vegetables and lettuce from Mexico
rolled northward by the truckload  — in Naco, Arizona, the
epitome of what news reports would call a “dusty border town.” A
flurry of interest would occasionally blow through when the
neo-Nazi “militias” did their sporadic charade of “border
protection,” drug murders in Mexico hit double digits, or, worse, a
U.S. agent was killed near the “fence.”

On that late spring afternoon, Tina had
perched in a second floor bedroom, peering through the curtain
slats at the 1930s-era Santa Fe style border station two blocks
away. The antique building that housed the Port of Entry, with its
flat roof and wooden beams protruding from the stucco façade, could
have passed for a parody of a drive-thru taco stand were it not for
the coiled razor wire fence on either side and the rotating
pedestrian gate in the walkway.

Occasional Americans heading south in their
motor homes rumbled over the grade crossing to follow the Rio
Sonora road to Hermosillo. They got hardly a glance on the Mexican
side: vehicle, insurance and identity papers wouldn’t be checked
until they got a couple dozen miles down the highway south of
Nogales.

Tina got up from her chair, stretched, rubbed
her eyes to relieve the strain of peering through the binoculars.
The floor creaked underneath her. The ancient stucco-over-frame
house that served as the surveillance point would have turned to
paper maché in a wetter climate. It was no beauty, but the window
looked out past an alley and over a boarded-up trailer straight at
the border crossing. Downstairs, the rickety garage door shielded
her gleaming new 1999 BMW R1100S motorcycle from prying eyes.

She looked over at her dark purple motorcycle
helmet and the leather jacket on the side of the unused bed, next
to the telephone on the nightstand. Tonight, the crossing was
supposed to be tonight. The code had come yesterday to the control
center in Tucson. Tina didn’t know who had sent the message from
across the border, or how it had been delivered. That wasn’t her
job.

She went back to the window and continued her
surveillance. The code had been specific: Mixed into the
alpha-numeric camouflage were the key symbols  — “T-D-N”…it
would be a truck, crossing at either Douglas or Naco.

Would the crossing be here? This was the hard
part, the waiting. She had drawn the shift at Naco, an undercover
agent watching sworn law enforcement officers of her own
government. Who watches the watchers?

In this case, two Border Patrol agents
staffed the truck crossing. One had a German Shepherd on a
leash.

It made sense for smugglers to target the
smaller stations at Naco and Douglas. With all the contentiousness
about border issues, increased enforcement in California and Texas
had pushed much of the illegal traffic to Arizona.

The crossing at Nogales was huge, more than a
thousand trucks a day rolling through the latest in high-tech
screening, a regular showcase of tax dollars at work. That left the
quieter ports at Naco and Douglas as the easiest holes in the
sieve.

A van with a mom and two kids rolled up to
the border, the woman waving to one of the gate agents. He looked
at his partner, who was standing in the middle of the single lane
holding the dog’s leash. The dog handler gave a short nod. The
woman slid into the passenger seat as her husband hopped in,
fastened his seat belt and made a deft U-turn.

Shift change. Tina was on alert, sensing the
thin staffing and fading light. The remaining agent walked the dog
over to the corner of the building and looped its leash over a
faucet handle. The dog lapped some water from the bowl under the
faucet, then plopped down against the stucco wall and looked at his
handler, who pulled a cell phone out of a back pocket and punched a
dial preset.

Tina adjusted the focus on her binoculars but
couldn’t make out what he was saying. As a linguist, she had
learned to read lips as a hobby. Having grown up bouncing back and
forth between her father’s office in Washington, DC, his law firm
in Phoenix and their ancestral homeland on the Navajo reservation,
she had had no shortage of subjects to practice on. Her mother,
Michelle, would make it a game at embassy parties, whispering to
her in Vietnamese to guess where a particular person was from just
by watching their lips move.

The phone slipped back into the agent’s
pocket and he stepped into the guard shack and tapped a few keys on
the computer. Just then, she heard the rumble of a semi rolling up
from the right. She lowered the binoculars. Even from this distance
she could see the cornucopia of tomatoes, fruit and vegetables
painted on the side of the trailer. She also heard the first “beep”
from the earpiece in her helmet. This was it. Whoever had sent the
coded message had also planted a radio transmitter someplace on the
truck. Tina’s job was to track it.

She focused on the cab. The driver handed a
clipboard down to the agent, his dark blue uniform almost black in
the fading light. The agent flipped a couple pages, looked up at
the driver, gave him back the clipboard, waved him through. As the
truck pulled away, the agent stuffed something into his back
pocket. Tina knew it wasn’t the phone.

Bastard, she thought. The dog was too far
away to smell anything on the truck, no paperwork had been left
behind, and as the semi rolled slowly away up the hill toward
Bisbee, Tina saw two cars roll into the parking lot with the night
shift agents. She turned away from the window, grabbed the phone on
the nightstand and punched in a code that would signal over the
secure landline that she had made contact. She would be keeping
radio silence on this trip — unless it was a “Mayday.” Too many
signals had been intercepted lately. Trust was in short supply.

She slipped into the motorcycle jacket and
zipped it up —a custom tailored Vanson that gave her torso what
aerodynamics could be afforded via tucks and zippers. The leather
was a purple so dark as to look black, especially at night. The
pants matched and she was all business tonight —the chaps and vest
for summer riding were stashed in her apartment in Tucson waiting
for her next “recreational” ride. Lady linguist in leather…what the
heck, she liked a little alliteration. She piled her shoulder
length black hair on top of her head, stretched an elastic around
it, buckled her helmet and slipped on her gloves as she took the
stairs two at a time down to the garage.

The BMW fired right up and Tina let it warm
in the driveway while she locked the garage behind her. Chances are
she’d never be back, and there was nothing in the house worth
stealing, but the house was “safe” and would be ready for the next
ops person who needed it.

As she swung her leg over the BMW, she patted
the slim, extremely sharp knife tucked into her boot. She had
carried it in her Burkha during her first undercover mission:
Kuwait, Desert Storm. Guns had come and gone, but she had always
kept the knife. Great-Grandfather Victor Toledo had made it in the
shop aboard ship when he served as a Code Talker in World War II.
The story that had passed with the knife down the generations told
of a Kamikaze plane that had hit their ship, and that after the
fire was put out, Great-Grandfather had found a stub of samurai
sword twisted in the rubble. Tina could still see a Japanese
character on the blade whenever she sharpened it. As she rolled up
to the corner and made the turn toward the border station, she
found herself wondering for the first time if she was getting too
old for this “Jane Bond” stuff. She’d be 33 as the century rolled
over on the odometer.

She accelerated up the street toward the
border station and checked the GPS screen on her handlebars. The
locator blip from the truck blinked slowly on the map, about two
miles up the road, about the effective range of the tracking
beacon. It wasn’t going to outrun her BMW. She had nicknamed it
Black Eagle, and it could fly: 150 horsepower, with a fairing and
windscreen for high-speed touring, yet enough suspension travel to
survive the desert detours that seemed to come with the job. The
twin panniers in back packed enough gear to survive a week,
including her standard issue SIG P228. The pistol was ready, and
she was an expert shot, but in her more than a decade-and-a-half of
military and government service she had yet to shoot anyone.

The knife, though, had been a silent friend
on a couple of occasions. The memories were there, but she didn’t
dwell on them. In a way it was an irony: Words and their camouflage
had been at the root of her family’s heritage as Code Talkers. Her
great-grandfather Victor Toledo and grandfather Nez had both joined
the Marines and served together under Admiral Nimitz. Words and
their minute shadings had led to her father Chester Toledo’s career
as a lawyer and diplomat, after his tour as a Marine in Vietnam.
Mama Michelle had been a girl of 17 working as a translator in the
U.S. embassy in Saigon when Papa met her. Words had led Tina into
cryptology and military intelligence, the Marines and Kuwait. She
knew names in more than twenty languages for just about everything,
had named her motorcycle Black Eagle, and yet the knife was
simply…the knife.
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Chapter Three

 


The window frame thumped Tina awake as the
busload of prisoners went over a bump.

“Esta bien?” the woman to her left
asked. Tina felt the forehead over her left eye: tender and
swollen, but she could see. She hoped the redhead bastard’s nose
was thoroughly broken. The bus looked full to her. The seven
members of the Blanco family had been part of a group of 30 that
José and she had started with. Other seats were filled with tired
looking faces she didn’t recognize.

The movement of the bus was making Tina a
little dizzy, but she forced a smile.

“Yo vivo,” she told her seatmate,
making sure to use the slightly thick-sounding tongue she had
picked up in Guatemala. She knew it would sound authentic:
Grandmother Estrella had insisted on adding Spanish and the Tohono
O’odham dialect to the family’s native Navajo. Fascinated by the
many species of words, much like some people become ornithologists,
Tina grew up as a “wordwatcher” instead of a birdwatcher. She had
collected her own Native American Athapascan, Hopic and Uto-Aztecan
dialects of Navajo, Apache, Yaqui, Hopi and the Tohono O’odham of
her grandmother’s scattered people, as well as the Spanish of
grandmother Estrella’s padre Seferino.

From her mother Michelle had come French and
Vietnamese. And from her father Chester, ever the attorney and
diplomat, precise English, which she increasing found to be the
most inscrutable of all, a treacherous tongue subject to
manipulation, obfuscation and shading. A language made for
liars.

In addition to speaking, she’d learned to
listen, both to the words and to the accent and inflection. Not to
mention the silences. She’d learned in Kuwait that silence from a
woman was not unexpected. Silence aided invisibility. Survival
depended on it.

Tina reached over and squeezed the woman’s
hand, “Yo vivo.”

She closed her eyes, leaned against the bus
window and tried to picture the redhead again—tonight in Nogales.
Had it been the same guy she had seen waving the truck through the
border checkpoint months ago in Naco? She couldn’t be sure. Through
the binoculars, she had been watching the whole scene, not yet
aware of who the players would be. Then, the truck had gotten the
“free pass” across the border and she had launched Black Eagle and
set off in pursuit. The only clear glimpse of the redhead was
through the window of the guard shack as she had rolled out of Naco
after the truck…
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…Up the ridge to Bisbee, keeping the semi in
range on the GPS screen. Tina knew the Eagle would have no trouble
chasing the truck and that the radio transmitter planted on it
would be good for at least 48 hours, but she wanted to stay close
enough for visual contact in case it made any stops or picked up
passengers. She toggled the control button on her left handlebar
and watched her monitor’s dropdown screen that showed the listing
of radio frequencies available for scanning. The wireless
headphones in her helmet were quiet so far. She would be listening
for clues in the ether around the truck as well as tracking its
movements.

All systems go. The last item she checked was
her own locator beacon. Now that she was moving, she used the touch
screen on the control panel and set it to “ping” every 15 minutes:
a tiny blip that would tell the control center where she was.
Funny, she had no idea where the control center was actually
located. All she had to know was to stick with the truck.

She caught up with the semi as it downshifted
to crawl toward the top of the grade going into Bisbee. She
intended to catch it as it dropped into the roundabout, a circular
traffic loop in a huge mile-wide bowl atop the ridge. The bowl was
emblematic of the rocky scars left by a century of copper mining.
The whole landscape was spiky, jagged rocks blasted by dynamite and
unsoftened by time, erosion and the lush vegetation that thrived
elsewhere in the Sonoran highland. Tina had always loved this part
of the desert. The shrubbery and cacti, especially the noble
Saguaros reaching toward the sky, were a Garden of Eden compared to
the windswept Navajoland.

She crested the ridge and spotted the truck
entering the loop below, rocky roads spiraling out in four
directions. She pictured years of ore trucks hauling tons of rocks
through the merry-go-round, ant-like drones to the scoop shovels
that dug the Lavender Pit deep into the earth. She turned right at
the top of the bowl and looked down at the circle as the semi
curved west. As it approached the turnoff to Bisbee, she rolled
down the grade toward the roundabout, but when she reached the
bottom of the grade, she spotted the truck continuing around the
circle back towards her. Shit, was Vegetable Man making a whole
loop…checking to see if he was being followed? She was already
turning into the circle, so she goosed the throttle, stayed ahead
of the truck, took the first exit from the roundabout straight up
the hill toward the east.

Back at plateau level, she rolled past a
scattering of classic houses that used to hold mine workers but
were now in big demand from retirees. Along the north side of the
highway she pulled into somebody’s nostalgic dream: An antique
trailer court with classic Airstream campers clustered around a
1950s replica diner. It was so last century, but history was a big
hook for tourists in this part of Arizona.

She checked the locator screen, verified the
semi had indeed made a double loop and continued into Bisbee. She
turned the BMW around and set out in pursuit. Through the
roundabout she resisted the temptation to lean the bike over and
goose the throttle for a high-G loop. The truck driver’s
unpredictable maneuver had her on edge. Nothing but business
tonight. The turnoff to the “historic” section of Bisbee cut under
an ancient railroad bridge and opened into a granite valley
bordered by the huge pit of the copper mine on the left. She could
see the truck just ahead, climbing another grade up out of
town.

The sun was on the horizon ahead and darkness
filled the Lavender Pit. Deep it was, she couldn’t recall how deep,
but she had looked over the edge many times to the foul water that
accumulated at the bottom. The first time she had stopped, on a
“girl trip” with some old high school friends from Phoenix when she
was on summer break later from studying at Annapolis, she had
bought a chunk of Bisbee Blue turquoise to take back to her
Grandfather Nez. Now the lights that made the sides of the pit glow
blue and green at night were clicking on, but she sped past beauty,
hardly glanced at the old downtown lined with ornate brick
buildings left from the boom days of gold and copper.

The highway crawled underground through a
quarter mile long tunnel out of the valley, and Tina rolled out
into the plains that stretched for miles, lit with the fading
orange glow trapped in scattered clouds. She drove up close enough
behind the truck to see that one of the running lights on the top
of the trailer was burned out, giving it a gap-toothed look like a
row of corn with a kernel missing.

That also meant the driver could see her. If
he had, in fact, been expecting a tail, he may have taken note of
her and the motorcycle back at the roundabout. Tina decided the
best thing to do was to hide in plain sight by disappearing in
front of him. Visibility was forever in the clear night air, so she
goosed the BMW up to 100 mph and flashed her lights as she blew by
him. She hit 120 as the truck’s lights shrank to a speck in her
mirrors. She eased off the throttle, alert but tense. Night was
closing in now, but her day was just starting. Hozho, stay
focused.

Five miles later, the road crested a slight
rise and she spotted a ranch road that disappeared into a brushy
arroyo. Tina pulled off the highway, killed her lights and spun a
U-turn behind a huge mesquite. She flipped up her visor, pulled the
binoculars from the left pannier, and watched the truck roll past,
followed by a Mercedes that was close, waiting for a place to pass.
She waited for two more cars to go by, then got in the saddle and
pulled back onto the highway behind a van. The running lights of
the semi were faintly visible ahead and she counted on the van to
shield her single headlight. The tracker target was right on the
edge of her screen. Okay, just enough leash.

There was a fork a few miles ahead and Tina
knew Vegetable Man could either continue straight on through
Tombstone to Benson and the Interstate, or turn left toward Sierra
Vista and the army post at Fort Huachuca. She was betting on the
Interstate.

She guessed wrong. As she rolled past the
sign marking the junction, she saw the semi swinging left,
bypassing the straight shot to Interstate 10. Had he been radioed a
warning about one of the roving customs checkpoints set up south of
Tombstone to collect traffic from both Douglas and Naco? It was
entirely possible he had been warned. The smugglers had gotten
extremely sophisticated with their own communications and, worse,
at tapping into what U.S. authorities were doing. Hence Tina’s
radio silence, both receiving and transmitting. Secure
communication was vital. Great-Grandfather Victor Toledo and
Grandfather Nez had proven that among the Code Talkers of WWII.

Tina had no idea as to where the enforcement
checkpoint was set up tonight, but this road wasn’t a direct route
to anywhere. Complicating matters, the other cars behind the truck
had all continued north, so she would be forced to drop back and
play cat and mouse to stay out of sight in the truck’s mirrors. She
eased off on Black Eagle’s throttle, kept an eye in her mirror for
another car or van to help screen her, saw none, finally settled
into a rhythm up and over the rolling terrain. The truck’s running
lights with the blank spot were clearly visible and there was
absolutely no other traffic out here, so she switched off her
headlight and flew west through the darkness. The screen on her
handlebars glowed blue and she scrolled through the functions as
the highway divider lines flashed by rhythmically on the left edge
of her visor. When the setting for the ping came up, she reset it
to ten-minute intervals, smiling with a touch of pride as she
remembered writing that particular algorithm herself.

The electronics stuffed into her fairing
would power a small office and had cost more than the bike itself.
Tina had bought the BMW, but had the U.S. taxpayers to thank for
the navigation and communications gear that snaked through the
streamlined pod tipped by the darkened headlight.

A dozen miles and up ahead she saw the glow
of Sierra Vista and the blinking light of the airfield at Fort
Huachuca. She’d actually had a training assignment at the Army
post, the latest in electronic surveillance and targeting, before
shipping out to Kuwait. She’d gotten plenty of ribbing during the
classes, ostensibly because she was a Marine, nothing to do with
gender, of course. She’d nodded and kept her mouth shut, but had
let her quickness speak during the hand-to-hand combat
refresher.

That assignment was also when she wrote the
ping program and helped the electronic techs stuff together a small
surprise package she had personally delivered for Saddam Hussein.
About the size of poker chip, each beacon would chirp on a rotating
frequency every thirty seconds for about 48 hours, sending an
electronic “kick me” signal to the smart bombs that had headlined
the evening news as they rained down on Kuwait from the F-14
Tomcats.

Even smart bombs could use a little help.
Tina’s favorite flourishing touch to the design had been the
two-sided color scheme of the casing, giving her a range of sand
tones that helped the discs blend in wherever she stuck them during
her clandestine strolls through Kuwait City.

Vegetable Man’s truck had started slowing
down as it approached town, so Tina pulled over to the roadside and
let its gap grow. Radio from the air traffic control at the army
post was audible so she blocked that frequency, setting the
receiver to scan only for police band, CB and direct transmission
inside the tight radius she was keeping on her quarry.

Lights back on, she tweaked Black Eagle’s
throttle and closed the gap on the semi, relieved to blend in with
the traffic from the scattered tract housing and trailer parks that
seemed to be the modern camp followers of every military base she’d
seen. Four lanes now, and she idled slowly, ignoring another
motorcyclist who came alongside, gunned his Harley, then
accelerated away when she gave no sign of wanting to play.

The road curved north through strip malls,
fast food and pawnshops. As “civilization” thinned, she could see
her the semi up ahead, turning right into a truck stop. What the
heck was this? A stop was totally off any script she could have
anticipated. Diesel was cheap in Mexico, so fuel couldn’t be an
issue. Aside from the broken light, the truck looked and sounded
brand new. It had to be a planned stop — she just didn’t know the
plan.

Half a block up on the left was a taco joint
and a mini-mart with a pay phone. Tina parked on the back side, the
motorcycle out of view from the truck stop. Putting her helmet over
the GPS screen, she pulled a remote earphone out of a zippered
pocket on her jacket and tucked it into her left ear. She grabbed
her helmet, picked up a car/truck tabloid from the “free” rack
outside the door, went in and ordered a small horchata, sat
looking out the window over the newspaper propped against her
helmet.

She savored the rich cinnamon of the
horchata — it was good, not too sweet — and tried to figure
out what was going on with her prey. The semi had pulled close to
another truck in the diagonal pull-throughs, the broken running
light above Vegetable Man’s rear door clearly visible, but the rest
of the trailer hiding behind the other rig. The girl at the taco
counter had her back to the dining area, chatting with the kid in
the food prep area. Tina took another sip, turned the pages of the
usual “Must Sell!” motor home and camper ads, and spotted another
vehicle joining the party across the street.

It was an SUV, looked like an Expedition, but
this was no soccer mom, boat-towing rig with dressy chrome. It was
black, and not shiny, either. The big tires weren’t for show and
had the mud to prove it. A couple of serious looking radio antennas
perched on the roof alongside a light bar. As it pulled around the
two semis, Tina failed to spot a license and was out of her chair,
dumping the empty cup and crumpled newspaper in the bin on her way
out the door, holding it open for an older couple coming in from
the parking lot.

She pulled her helmet on and grabbed the
binoculars. Slipping behind the taco place, her black leather
blended into an overgrown hedge of oleanders. She quickly noted the
licenses of the two semis into memory, but all she could see of the
SUV was one tire under the front of the cabs. It had pulled around
in front of the two bigger trucks, out of the line of sight from
the rest of the truck stop. She refocused the binoculars at ground
level under the trucks: nothing but feet, two pair with jeans and
scuffed cowboy boots. The third pair looked like combat boots and
desert camouflage fatigues, but in the dark it was hard to be sure.
If it was camo, it was working up to design specs.

The feet scattered and one pair came around
and climbed into the front truck. The SUV rolled away, as did the
truck in front. Not my truck.

The truck in front had obscured the one she
was following, which now rolled through the truck stop and pulled
slowly into traffic, heading north again. Tina came out from behind
the taco restaurant, dumped some coins into the pay phone and
dialed the contact number, which would ring once but no voice would
answer. She quickly gave her code, location and status, noting
especially the rendezvous with the SUV and the second semi. As she
hung up and got back on Black Eagle, she wondered what she had just
seen.

The two trucks had been parked like two peas
in a pod for about ten minutes. Cargo drop-off or pickup? Or maybe
an exchange? The nearness of Fort Huachuca and the glimpse of the
combat boots made her wonder if some of Uncle Sam’s weaponry had
been involved. It wouldn’t be the first time the drugs for guns
swap had been done.

But the SUV driver had only been there for
less than five minutes. Tina’s guess was that he had been the money
part of the equation. Money was small, light, extremely valuable.
The way it lent itself to corruption made her view it as
obscene.

She rewound her assumptions: Camo Man wasn’t
necessarily military, despite being smack in the middle of an Army
town. He could be a neo-Nazi, part of a drug gang, or even, worst
of all, a bent Border Patrol agent. It wasn’t out of the question
that a rotten apple from some other agency could be in on a shady
deal. The temptation of easy money could tempt an agent from the
Drug Enforcement Administration or even Alcohol, Tobacco and
Firearms, who would be interested in Tina’s pursuit if her hunch
that weapons were involved proved out.

Arizona also had a headache as state and
local law enforcement was increasingly involved because of
high-speed chases that led to crashes and bodies scattered along
the roadside. An even more disturbing trend was shootouts between
rival coyotes as they hijacked loads of drugs or immigrants at
gunpoint. They weren’t just waving the guns either; blasts of
automatic fire from AK-47s had added to the death toll. It was
turning into a chaotic war and the governor had threatened to bill
the federal government for the state’s escalating costs in
enforcement and humanitarian care.

Those were just a few of the pieces in a
puzzle and Tina hadn’t even found an edge piece to put on the
table. Vegetable Man’s truck rolled ahead of her now, bound for the
interstate. And then where: Tucson, Phoenix, Albuquerque, El Paso?
And what was its cargo? More miles lay ahead before answers would
become clear. She settled into the saddle, knowing that even with
full tanks, the semi couldn’t outlast Black Eagle’s range. Like a
lone goose heading north she followed.

 


****

 



Chapter Four

 


Tina woke again as the bus lurched to a halt.
She peered out the window – halogen lights, another checkpoint near
Tubac. A few more tired looking cruceros were loaded onto
the bus, bottles of water passed out. Tina sipped, a little dizzy,
harder to see out of her left eye now. The woman said her daughter
in Phoenix was trying to get her into the country. “We used to go
up north every summer, follow the fruit harvest, then go back to
Mexico in the winter. Now it is so difficult to get in, nobody
risks going back and getting stranded.”

She dabbed Tina’s eye with water. Tina
thanked her, then fell back asleep.

But not for long. The bus was rolling to a
stop on a ranch road. No lights or checkpoint this time, just a
plain white van parked on the shoulder. The bus door opened and a
tall guy in a Border Patrol uniform came in, walked up the aisle to
the fifth row and stared menacingly at the captives. Tina saw José
stand up in the first row, walk down the steps with Señor Blanco
trailing close behind, and hand the backpack of cash to the driver
of the van. It was the redhead. Standing in front of the van was a
scowling Carlos Cabrera, holding an Uzi.

Carlos! That S.O.B. of Mexican mob boss Juan
de Ochenta. She had been double crossed.

The rest of the Blanco family quickly filed
out the front of the bus and loaded into the van. Tina could see
Blanco himself urging Luz into the van and heard her shouting,
“Donde esta Tina?” The answer came from Carlos as the van’s
doors closed: “Her work is done.”

The guy in the aisle did an about-face and
got into the passenger side of the van. As the bus rolled away, the
van made a U-turn and headed into the darkness. The whole transfer
had taken less than three minutes, leaving weeks of planning to
collapse into uncertainty. Tina slumped into darkness.

She dreamed she was dizzy, but when she tried
to hold onto her head to keep it from spinning, it came off in her
hands, spun around and was shouting at her: “Quien es? Who
are you? How many names do you have?”

“What’s your name? Su nombre, por
favor!” A guy in uniform asking her.

She took a deep breath, hoping for
consciousness to clear. She stretched her plastic-tied hands to her
front pocket and pulled out the waterlogged passport Papa had given
her at the start of the mission. “Valentina Corazón.
Quetzaltenango, Guatemala.”

Another deep breath and she fought the
dizziness, tried to focus as the guy helped her to her feet. The
bus was empty now and the guy helping her didn’t seem quite as
pushy as the rest of the uniforms had been. At the bottom step
another uniform, a woman this time. Tina turned her head against
the swirling and managed to step onto the pavement, saw razor wire,
a double gate, Wackenhut buses, more lights. The pair herded her
into a warehouse lit by buzzing halogen lamps. Steered her over to
one corner and put her in a chair at the medic table.

“What happened to her?” Another woman. She
checked the numbered tag on Tina’s plastic wrist cuffs and typed
into a laptop. “The report says she slipped in the tunnel and hit
her head on the cement.” The desk woman flashed a light in Tina’s
eyes. “Have her sit over here for observation for awhile.”

Tina bobbed in and out of consciousness,
heard buses roll in, out, a constant flow of detainees processed
then shunted to detention centers or repatriation. As her
consciousness cleared, she realized the shotgun blast in Nogales
would trigger a report of “shot fired,” most likely blowing her
cover….or at least putting it to a severe test. Would her mission
be accidentally blown by her own former agency?

 


****

 



Chapter Five

 


That night it had started, blackness ruled
the desert north of Fort Huachuca as Tina piloted Black Eagle. The
SUV-truck rendezvous she had just witnessed put her on hyper-alert.
The risk of being spotted by the truck was even more dangerous now
that she knew there were other potential players in the mix.

She had about a half hour of two-lane country
road ahead before Vegetable Man connected with Interstate 10. She
lagged back, keeping the semi just on the edge of both visual
contact and the range of the radio tag.

Black Eagle rolled smoothly and she took
advantage of the lull to scan the radio traffic, especially any
signals from the truck that might get picked up on her directional
antenna. It was targeted to pick up cellular phone signals, too,
but so far there had been not a peep from the truck. She knew it
was there, though. In addition to the locator blip on her screen,
she had a radar readout that showed him rolling at a conservative
67 m.p.h. She scanned again. 

Nothing. The whole rendezvous with the other
truck and the SUV cowboy had been done in radio silence, too. The
flip side of that silence was that if she had been spotted, she
might monitor a message from the truck to whoever else might join
the party.

A scattering of motor home lights on the left
marked the campground at Karchner Cavern. Tina sniffed the night
air and caught a whiff of bat guano from the massive underground
cave. The limestone ridge above the cave loomed as a jagged black
horizon against the scattering of stars. This trace of the natural
world made her a bit nostalgic, knowing she would have to brace
herself for the chaos of interstate traffic.

As the lights of traffic on I-10 began to
glow up ahead, she felt a bit like she was following a salmon
upstream to spawn. There could be rapids and shoals, but she was
ready.

At the junction, the truck rolled past the
fuel plazas and burger joints before turning onto the ramp heading
west towards Tucson. Tina rolled to a halt at the most convenient
pay phone, called in the code and status update. Less than a minute
had ticked off the digital readout on Black Eagle’s console by the
time she was back on the bike.

Tina knew these roads as well as her
ancestors had known the trails and valleys that criss-crossed
Navajoland. When she turned sixteen she had talked Papa into
getting her a little Honda scooter for her birthday to use when
they were in Washington, DC. He had resisted, but her mother
reminded him that she had toured the streets of Hanoi on just such
a machine when he met her during his tour in Vietnam.

Since Papa split his time between his offices
in Washington and Phoenix, it was easier the following year, but
not by much, to talk him into getting her a dirt bike for Arizona.
Then after Annapolis and her Kuwait stint in the Marines, she had
jumped at the chance to get an assignment back home in Arizona
working with the Inspector General on thorny issues setting up
internal investigations of the Border Patrol.

Tina had earned a reputation for tackling
assignments across the map and getting things resolved quickly.
Black Eagle had been from the sand dunes of Yuma in the southwest
corner of Arizona, up to Window Rock and the Four Corners. From Las
Vegas southeastward through Hatch, Las Cruces and Ruidoso, New
Mexico, as far as El Paso.

This stretch of I-10 to Tucson started with a
long slow climb out of the valley up from Benson, a pocket of rural
stagnation that had yet to benefit, or suffer, from the suburban
boom that had bloated Tucson and Phoenix. Why move to the desert if
you’re just going to turn it into Los Angeles without an ocean?

Even at half-throttle she caught Vegetable
Man’s truck before it made the top of the grade. Rather than play
the traffic tango, she rolled off the freeway at each exit, waited
for the truck to get ahead, then rejoined the parade. Most of the
exits were junctions to nowhere, platted in President Eisenhower’s
era, at almost regular five-mile intervals, marking rail spurs or
ranch roads that had zero traffic.

About 30 miles later the freeway curved
northwest around the Rincon Mountains and the glow from Tucson lit
the sky in the distance. Tina stayed closer now. Traffic was
heavier and she had no trouble ducking behind station wagons, vans
and joyriders while keeping the truck in sight. Caution kept her
looking in her mirrors, too, in case she spotted anything
resembling that SUV from the earlier rendezvous.

There was plenty of radio chatter in her
headphones, so she turned the volume down just a bit, listening for
anything out of the ordinary. The missing running light on the
trailer made the truck easy to spot, so Tina keyed on that as they
rolled past the junction with I-19. This dumped traffic coming
northward from Mexico into the mix and the road widened to five
lanes.

Following the Vegetable Man through Tucson
had its own challenges. The perennially crowded stretch of I-10 was
swarming with late dregs of rush-hour traffic. The truck rolled
along several cars ahead of her. Zigging through the lanes now,
Tina spent half her time watching the truck, the other half
avoiding street racers weaving through traffic.

The lights of downtown Tucson glowed on the
right and to the left, the painted “A” rock pile on “A” Mountain
loomed out of the darkness. Tina’s senses buzzed at full alert now,
smelling food, smokers, diesel fumes, her ears pounded by the
stereo thumps of street racers weaving through traffic. Keeping
track of the truck kept her focused, as did the intensity of flying
through this sea of vehicles on Black Eagle. She had no worries
about her abilities to handle the bike, but the
watching-out-for-idiots factor kept her fingertips tingling on the
handlebars.

After a half hour of suburbia, the perennial
construction crunch slowed traffic as it funneled back to two
lanes. Ike couldn’t have known that building all these freeways
would spur a forty-year economic boom that would backfire and clog
them with traffic.

Marana in the darkness, a half-moon outlining
Picacho Peak ahead on the left. The small farm town a link to her
family’s past. Victor and Nez had trained here with the Army Signal
Corps in the early days of the Code Talkers. It had been the idea
of Preston Johnson and when he had started recruiting on the
reservation, Victor had been a natural leader to build the first
volunteers around. When oil had been discovered in the 1920s,
Victor worked with the oil drilling companies to bring as many jobs
as possible to native Navajos and make sure some of the proceeds
went to fund schools and health facilities on the reservation.
Victor’s reputation for fairness regardless of traditional clan
ties made him respected as a naat’ áanii  or local
headman. When the first Navajo Council formed in 1923, Victor
became an acknowledged leader among Four Corners men.

Nez had been born in 1926 and attended one of
those schools built with the oil money. His English skills were as
important to the Code Talker program as the native language. Victor
had insisted on taking his young son with him when the military men
came and began recruiting of the secret program.

When the first trainees showed up in Marana,
Victor was the oldest and Nez was the youngest. Victor had made it
clear that he would not be crossing any ocean without taking his
son along with him. The code language and alphabet was laboriously
drafted from Navajo words.

Nez had shown early aptitude for electronics
and radio technology. The math and English skills he had learned at
the Navajo school made him a natural fit with the other young
trainees from farms and towns around America who were streaming
through the desert outpost. Then, before they had shipped off to
California for Marine training, Nez had gone on a weekend pass with
his father and some other recruits to visit Tucson and the San
Xavier del Bac Mission.

Nez had spotted Estrella at one of the food
stands that lined the dusty parking lot between the white dome of
the mission and the trail that led uphill to a shrine atop a rocky
mound. Estrella had only been 13 years old, but when Nez saw her
standing under the shade ramada, he had walked up and stood tall
but silent in front of her. She, already used to a flood of young
Army trainees, chewed him out in Spanish. He had no idea what she
was saying, but when she laughed, then handed him a piece of fry
bread, he smiled back. The universal language. She spoke a mix of
Tohono O’odham and Spanish, which connected poorly with his Navajo
and English. Fortunately, they were both fluent in smiles.

Two years later, after the war and now fluent
in Spanish he picked up from his shipboard mates, Nez came back to
Tucson and began to court Estrella while he attended the University
of Arizona on the GI Bill. From then and there the path of Tina’s
family’s history had branched out to include Washington, New York,
Vietnam, Kuwait ... the world.

This memory was pushed out by the smell of
ostrich guano — a tourist trap at the base of the twin spires of
Picacho Peak that sold giant eggs and feed pellets to gullible
souls who had never had the chance to get their fingers bitten by
an ostrich.

Picacho Peak was itself a misnomer, since
“picacho” was Spanish for peak. Grandfather Nez had told her
stories about how during the war a radio wire stretched between the
two spires. The rite of passage was that on their first solo
flights the young pilots would steer their AT-6s under the
wire.

Traffic volume was still heavy even though it
was almost midnight. The trucks came out at night, trying to avoid
traffic on the long haul from California to Florida and parts in
between. Vegetable Man’s semi had been moving with the flow,
keeping to a conservative 65 mph. Traffic was still too thick to
open it up to 75, the actual speed limit.

A row of derelict motels marked the junction
at Eloy that branched east toward the Arizona State Prison at
Florence. Tina lagged back, her caution rewarded when she saw the
truck exit without signaling. She killed her light, rolled slowly
off the shoulder of the interstate and came to a complete stop when
she saw that the truck had done the same on the apron of the ramp
ahead. She reached behind to the left pannier, flipped open the lid
and took a look with the binoculars.

No other vehicles joining the truck. Nothing
from the radio scan. Was Vegetable Man going to head for Florence?
There was nothing out there but cotton fields, the prison and a
scattering of small towns populated by agricultural and prison
workers.

The truck started rolling again, easily
visible in the flat landscape crisscrossed by farm roads and
irrigation canals. Tina followed, headlight off. More than ever,
she watched her mirrors and the side roads. The truck began what
seemed to be a random series of right and left turns, meandering
through the fields.

A few bolls of unpicked cotton shone under
the half moon and linty streaks of fluff lined the dirt berms
around the fields — the famous Pima cotton renowned for its
softness. Cotton warehouses alternated with pecan orchards, forlorn
groups of trailers with dirt yards and random palm trees stuck
hopefully into the ground decades ago, but now looming in the night
like scarecrows with sombreros.

A mile had passed without a turn. West now,
back towards Casa Grande she guessed. The freeway split there,
Interstate 8 branched west to San Diego, while I-10 continued north
to merge into the Phoenix snarl. From Phoenix, it could continue
north into Utah, or more likely head for Las Vegas or west to Los
Angeles.

Again, she guessed wrong. The truck pulled
into one of the huge truck stops at the junction, idled slowly
through the vast expanse of parking lots that rimmed the fuel
plazas, restaurants and maintenance garages. Tina circled the
perimeter, swerving to avoid a couple of miniskirt-clad floozies
who obviously wouldn’t be driving a semi in those spike heels.
Vegetable Man completed half an orbit of the huge parking lot and
circled back behind the main cluster of buildings.

Along the back fence, he headed for a
sparsely populated stretch of asphalt, targeting a vacant spot in a
line of four other rigs.

The shell game again, this time nestled among
the four other trucks: two pairs facing east with a narrow space in
between. As her quarry squeezed into the gap between the other
trucks, Tina boosted her transponder to the level two warning
transmission with the ping now at one-minute intervals.

Vegetable Man climbed down from the cab, his
face invisible below the brim of a baseball cap. He disappeared
between the trailers. Tina watched: Five trucks, jammed together
side by side, the lights across the top a glowing band broken only
by the missing light on the target semi. The four trailers already
in the nest appeared to be plain vanilla white. Tina cut through a
gap that connected the truck plaza to a pancake house to her right,
keeping the parked quintet in sight as she rolled to a stop. She
pulled off her helmet and slipped a black balaclava over her head,
assessed the situation and again ducked into a pay phone. This time
she ended the coded call with “alphabet soup” letting dispatch know
she would be switching to verbal radio contact using a 26-key
variable coding — an algorithm she had written herself and figured
would be unobtrusive considering the amount of CB and cell phone
traffic in the busy junction.

She considered watching from a table inside
the pancake house, but there were too many truckers inside and she
wanted to avoid any unwanted interaction that could distract her
from surveillance. There was no way a woman in tight leather
motorcycle gear could sit quietly in this place. She chose to stay
in the phone booth, receiver to her ear, pretending to look at the
phone book every few minutes.

An hour passed before Tina saw feet suddenly
jump down between the trailers. The two outermost trucks slowly
peeled off either side and rumbled nose to tail up the on ramp
toward Phoenix. Tina wished she could have gotten closer and tagged
them with tracking beacons, but it was too risky in the well-lit
parking lot. Her focus had to stay with her truck, despite the
obvious mission creep.

“Two for you, Phoenix,” was all she allowed
herself, the voice-activated microphone sending her alert into the
radiosphere, casting the two trucks’ fate to the reserves she knew
lurked in the night. She kick-started Black Eagle and checked the
monitor. A couple minutes later the other two semis on either side
of Vegetable Man followed suit, rolling nose to tail up the ramp.
Again, she sent the alert: “Two more, Phoenix.”

Only one truck remained.

What the hell? The lurid mural of vegetables
had disappeared from her truck. It was now an unmarked white just
like its cohorts. Peel-off camouflage. A shell game if ever there
was one. Tina stared at the missing running light to reassure
herself that it was the same trailer. Vegetable Man slowly rolled
away and took the fork toward Gila Bend and San Diego, now in a
plain vanilla package. Tina toggled the coded warning, set the
alarm system to level three and rolled out of the parking lot in
slow pursuit.

Destination, unknown. Cargo, ditto. Aside
from another gas plaza at Gila Bend, there was nothing on the road
ahead for 150 miles until Yuma, tucked into the expanse of sand
dunes where the Colorado River marked the border with
California.

Tina rolled smoothly for a half hour and
sorted through a personal brainstorm of possible ideas to explain
the semi shell game. None made any sense. What had started out
looking like a straight up incoming drug shipment had made enough
stops and contacts now to turn the permutations of possibility into
a puzzle that gnawed at her. Tina loved puzzles, but this one was
all variables with no known clues except two: the illegal border
crossing and the tip that had originated inside Mexico sent by her
unknown compatriot.

This was a flatter, bleaker desert that
rolled past in the darkness. Bleak enough that it had been given to
the Tohono O’odham for their reservation. Other chunks, such as the
Barry M. Goldwater Air Force Range, were reserved as wide open
areas where jets could scream through the air, fire machine guns,
rockets and drop bombs. Poor Barry, she thought, he deserved
better. When she had been a little girl, she had been certain
Goldwater was a photographer. His photos kept showing up in Arizona
Highways, and Papa had a signed photo of the Grand Canyon by Barry
in the Washington, DC office.

Tonight no jets screamed overhead. Not much
traffic, either. It was a long way to Yuma and farther still to San
Diego. The infrequent off ramps bore only mile numbers now instead
of names, appeared out of the darkness, then vanished when her
light rolled by.

Past Gila Bend, the smattering of Central
Arizona subdivisions melted away and patchy clouds moved in to
cloak the moon. A few gusts of wind. The darkness of a desert night
became absolute. Tina stayed as far back from the truck as she
could while still keeping it in sight. She switched off her light
and the concrete roadway of the interstate became a ribbon of dull
silver under the bruised purple of the scattered clouds. They could
just as well be on the dark side of the moon now, and she focused
on staying within the limit of visual contact.

A good thing, too, as the truck suddenly
rolled slower, coasting onto an exit ramp. Tina downshifted through
the gears and coasted to the shoulder. The truck turned left under
the freeway, crossed and started heading back east on the frontage
road. She followed, leaving plenty of cushion, keeping a sharp eye
for potholes in the cracked asphalt. It wasn’t really a frontage
road, she realized. More of an unmaintained access road that curved
away from the highway and headed south toward the bombing range.
There was nothing out there but tumbleweeds and an occasional
abandoned landing strip from Luke Air Force Base and the legacy of
training hops in the WWII AT-6s. The truck rolled up to the
perimeter fence. Tina grabbed her binoculars in time to see
Vegetable Man slide open a should-have-been-locked gate, pull the
truck through the fence and push the gate back closed.

This is it. Tina clicked all of her
electronic friends to their highest settings and signaled for
backup: “Off the grid.”

A recon flight should be in the air at this
stage, a hot chopper watching from a safe range. She slipped the
binocular strap over her shoulder to keep them handy, rode Black
Eagle up to the gate and let herself into restricted federal
property. A hell of a place to do a drug deal in the middle of the
night…or was there more to it than that?

The road through the desert was dirt now,
sloping south for miles before a flat dry lake stretched toward the
jagged black spine of mountains poking at the starry sky. Lights
off, Tina coasted carefully through sandy patches where the road
dipped through arroyos. After the first fishtail, she flipped her
visor up for better visibility and savored the sweet smell of
creosote bushes that always reminded her of desert rain.

No rain tonight; visibility endless but
mottled in the cloud shadows, the night colors elusive as water in
the desert. Reflected moonbeams made the grey-green spiky
vegetation seem to float out to either side of the road. A small
plane flew east overhead, following the flight path from San Diego
or keeping an eye on her? She watched it long enough to make sure
it continued on toward Casa Grande. Ahead, the truck was barely
visible, but she couldn’t risk getting closer and being spotted at
this stage.

The arroyos marked the gradual slope of a
ridge that bottomed out ahead where the truck was turning left and
heading along the flat perimeter of the dry lake. Tina decided to
go overland, traversing the rolling ridges and arroyos.

Black Eagle warmed to the task, tires chewing
up the sand and rocks, spitting them out as traction, suspension
soaking up the bumps. No grazing was allowed on the gunnery range,
but wild critters had left a skein of trails across the rocky
ridgelines. The challenge for Tina was to pick the best line, dodge
rocks, and watch out for overhanging mesquite and palo verde
branches. Rabbits and javelinas were short, so they would scoot
along at ground level, not bothered by the branches that could
sweep her off her saddle.

All the while keeping the truck in view. It
turned directly south now toward a scattering of wrecked buildings,
reminiscent of a ghost town, but actually some vintage Quonset huts
whose days as hangars were done. A wooden tower with no windows
stood silent sentinal for the derelict airfield. Tina pulled behind
a mesquite tree, turned Black Eagle’s engine off and peered through
her binoculars as silence reinforced the lunar desolation.

The truck pulled up to one of the decrepit
hangars, the door sliding open as it neared, no squeak, freshly
maintained. Vegetable Man was expected. No lights were visible
inside the Quonset as the door rolled shut. She fought the urge to
sneak closer — the expanse of desert and cracked concrete was
simply too open for her to cross.

She remounted her motorcycle without starting
it, coasted down the last of the sloping ridge in neutral, and laid
it down along the side of an arroyo. A few waist high creosote
bushes marked the transition from the sandy wash bottom to the
hard-packed dry lake and battered taxiway. Tina crept toward them
and whispered into her microphone: “Package delivery.”

This final alert would bring her backup
chopper into range and she hoped the microphone hadn’t picked up
the nervous edge in her voice. She crawled down the winding wash,
her dark purple leather blending into the moon shadows, and settled
in behind one of the bushes. The caliche of the dry lake bed beyond
the abandoned buildings glowed a ghostly tan where the scattered
moonbeams scraped across it, as if the remnants of the heat waves
that rose up during the day had been stored and were now pulsing
beneath the surface, rising up into the night like the burrowing
creatures who came out into the darkness to feed and frolic.

Minutes crawled by; a few glimmers of
moonlight danced along the edges of the slow moving clouds. She
couldn’t hear anything from the hangar, so Vegetable Man must have
turned his engine off. Usually she found silence to be restful, but
this silence was as dangerous as a rattlesnake that had stopped
shaking its tail. She adjusted the focus of the binoculars, but
there was no hint of light around the hangar door. From the corner
of her left eye she caught a movement and swung the binoculars
around and up to the tower, but saw only shadows between the cracks
of the walls. She panned left to right, examining each crack for a
silhouette, but couldn’t be sure.

An engine cranked over, not a diesel, drawing
her focus back to the hangar. From the far end of the hut, another
black SUV rolled out and circled slowly to the right along the
perimeter of the flatland, painting the darkness with light from a
spotlight. Tina flattened to ground, toggled the emergency radio
button on the chin strap of her helmet: “Welcoming committee.”
There was no need for radio silence now.

She was invisible now, but even purple-black
leather would show up in that damn spotlight. She rolled slowly
back from the creosote bush just as a shot from above ricocheted
off a rock near where her helmet had just been. Shit, the sentinal
in the tower must have an infrared scope! She ran back up the
arroyo, crouching low to keep the shoulder of dirt between herself
and the sniper. “Shots fired,” she hollered into the mike, no need
for code now. “What’s your range?” If the chopper was nearby, it
would be getting a hot welcome. She listened for a reply but heard
only the roar of sudden acceleration from the SUV and a barrage of
gunfire from the tower. Another shot splintered a branch on a Palo
Verde ahead of her, but the guy was obviously shooting blind
now.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/78421
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





tmp_0413ef9399fe6915eb5cc8d760d83568_FINcLp_html_100bfbe0.jpg





