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      I met my old friend Chloe Summers at the trailhead, just by the heavy chain that blocked off the trail with its rusted and bullet-riddled sign clearly stating TRAIL CLOSED and KEEP OUT.

      Humans lived in colonies on the moon as well as Mars, had two thriving space stations at Lagrange points with four more under construction, and routinely sent shuttles back and forth between all those locations. The technological leaps we’d made just in my lifetime were staggering, and many great minds assured us that the best was still yet to come.

      But in my hometown in western Texas on the fringes of the Chihuahuan Desert, shooting rifles at signs was still a favorite pastime. And I wish I could say it was just the kids.

      It was almost as if all the locals assumed the point of a sign was to be a target, not to convey information. I mean, if that sign had done its job, neither Chloe nor I would be there, about to hike out in the worst heat wave in meteorological history.

      I turned off the engine, then took a second to soak in one last breath of air-conditioned air. Then I opened the door of my cruiser and stepped out into the late afternoon Texas heat. It hit me like a physical blow, like my whole body had just been punched by the super-heated air. My lungs protested the dryness as much as the heat, and the first few breaths were borderline painful.

      But I adjusted. I may have spent the last decade working in other more urban police departments in cities much further north, but I had been born here. This place was still in my blood.

      Although I would argue that the summers had gotten a lot more brutal while I’d been away.

      Chloe wasn’t a park ranger, but she worked in the visitor’s center part-time, and was a regular on all the hiking trails. She was a petite woman, maybe a hundred and ten pounds sopping wet, but didn’t look like a child. She was hard to miss, even from a distance, and all the locals knew her well.

      She was already decked out in hiking gear, complete with a coating of reddish-gold desert dust. Some of that dirt was new, a light coating on her otherwise white shirt, but the dirt on her hiking boots had built up over years. She had her head down as she walked up to me, hands in her pockets, and I couldn’t see her face past the wide brim of her hat. But I could hear the tense anxiety in her voice as she said, “Hey, Lidia. I hoped it would be you that came when I called it in.”

      “It’s my day with the cruiser. But Foley and McCormick are waiting for permission from the park board to come in with a wagon,” I said.

      “Why wait? You know they’ll say yes,” Chloe said.

      “You know why. The wheels of bureaucracy may turn slowly, but they have to turn first,” I said.

      “Hey, remember when our town had three cruisers?” she said as she followed me to the back of the sheriff’s office’s only car.

      “It’s funny the things you can’t afford anymore when all your tax-paying citizens move up into space,” I said drily.

      “Or just go north,” she said.

      I let that comment pass. “How far in did you say you found him?” I asked her as I opened the cruiser’s trunk and pulled my cooling vest out of its cooler.

      “For the two of us in current conditions, it’s going to be about an hour’s walk,” she said. She examined my clothing choices without saying a word, lingering the longest on my still new-looking boots. But she nodded to herself, and I guessed she’d given me a pass. “I have enough water for both of us if you didn’t bring enough.”

      “This holds about two liters,” I said. I was putting my lightweight shirt over the bright blue vest, so I pointed at the bottle-carrying backpack with my elbow.

      Chloe frowned at it, then frowned even more fiercely up at the sky. The sun was working its way towards setting, although that would take it another four hours or so to achieve. The sky around it was cloudless, but had a smeary grayish blue hazy color that no one would ever photograph for a tourism brochure. It just made everything feel that much hotter.

      “I’ll bring three, just in case,” she said, and headed back to her own truck to adjust the contents of the backpack waiting for her on the open tailgate.

      “I can handle this, Chloe,” I said. “You don’t need to nanny me.”

      “It never hurts to be over-prepared,” she said as she shouldered her pack. She looked like a scrawny thing, and that pack was easily half her weight. But I had known her since grade school, and I had no doubts about what those thin little muscles could do. Plus, Chloe had no quit in her.

      “I don’t see anyone parked here but the two of us,” I pointed out as we passed the sign and chain and started up the first gentle slope of the desert trail. Chloe set the pace, but I could see her watching me closely to be sure I could keep up.

      I tightened the straps on my backpack so that it rode a little higher and matched her pace. Chloe wasn’t the only one who didn’t have any quit.

      “It’s possible he came in from one of the other trailheads, but this one is the closest. And I really don’t think he made it any farther,” Chloe said. “Well, you’ll see when we get to him.” Then she punched me hard in the arm and said, “Shuttle!”

      I rubbed at my biceps and looked up into the hazy blue sky. I could just make out the contrail of a shuttle as it passed overhead. It was too high up to be landing in Houston or taking off from New Mexico. I guessed it was a European shuttle just starting to enter the atmosphere.

      “Do kids here still do that?” I asked her. She shrugged and grinned sheepishly at me.

      After barely a quarter of an hour, Chloe made us both stop walking to drink water. There was no shade to be had anywhere, but we both had wide-brimmed hats.

      “How are you feeling?” Chloe asked between sips from her bottle. “Headache? Dizziness? Anything?”

      “I’m fine, Chloe,” I said. “You don’t have to coddle me. I spent two decades here before I went up north, you know.”

      “I’m not coddling you. This is just protocol,” she said. “And for the record, I’m not feeling any symptoms of heat exhaustion or heat stroke either. But don’t get cute and try powering through instead of telling me something’s up.”

      “No, I won’t,” I said.

      Chloe narrowed her eyes at me, but she knew me better than anyone. She knew when my voice dropped down to that register I was being completely sincere. She accepted my answer with a nod. Then we stowed our bottles and carried on with the hike.

      I had forgotten how beautiful the desert could be, even when it was so stinking hot that the animals were all tucked away out of sight. I could almost imagine we were on Mars, save for the sparse if sun-baked vegetation.

      But something else had caught my eye, a flash of reflected light just off the trail. “What’s that?” I asked.

      Chloe spared it barely a glance. “Beer can. That’s new. I’ll pick it up on our way back out.”

      “What do you mean, it’s new?” I asked.

      “Lidia, come on. You know this trail is my special place. That beer can, like this man’s body, wasn’t here yesterday.”

      “But the trail is closed,” I said.

      “It’s funny how a chain and a sign don’t really keep people off the trail,” Chloe said. “The park service does their best, but people take their own chances. If it makes you feel better, the beer drinkers usually come out after dark to look at the stars. That’s a safer time for rule breaking. And you have to admit, the view out here at night is phenomenal.”

      She didn’t have to rub it in. I remembered as well as she did the many nights we came out here after dark in high school. But it had only been Chloe who looked up at the sky, and it hadn’t been the stars that captivated her. It had been the moon, the place she had been meant to be born and raised on, before her mother’s accident had sent her back to Earth, both pregnant and in a coma. Chloe had a lot of disappointments in her life, and a lot of what-ifs she spent a little too much time speculating about.

      But, as usual, I didn’t say anything about that. I knew she never wanted advice from her friend with two living parents.

      The beer can wasn’t the only sign of people still using the closed trail, although when I started spotting the others after our second water break, I wished for more beer cans. Or better yet, traffic signs. Because without those, the things we started seeing riddled with bullets were small animals. Mostly lizards, but the occasional rock squirrels and desert cottontails.

      “All this blood looks pretty fresh, doesn’t it?” I said as we passed another rock sprinkled in reddish-brown spots. I could follow the trail to the body of the rabbit only a couple of meters away. “And this looks like more than a twenty-two.”

      “It’s messed up,” Chloe said, but didn’t really look at what I was pointing to. I decided not to press her. I was used to dealing with dead bodies in my line of work, and while I was sure Chloe had seen more than her share of dead rabbits, I was also sure that finding a dead man had probably bothered her more than she was willing to show.

      Still, the animal carnage was upsetting. What was wrong with people? Was it really just extreme heat and boredom?

      “He’s just past this hill,” Chloe said as we stopped a third time for water. “I hope you’re ready for this, because he’s a mess.”

      “I’ve seen dead bodies before, Chloe,” I told her. Not that I’d tell her any more about what I’d seen than that. It was enough that I had to live with some of it.

      “I guess. But his smell has to be unique,” she said. She put her bottle away, but the look on her face was still pensive. Then she said, “Do you remember in grade school when we made mummies out of chickens from the grocery store?”

      “Yeah,” I said. Chloe and I had been science partners, but Chloe had been so grossed out by all of it that I had done all the work. I well remembered the feel of that muscle tissue as it got more and more tough and leathery each time I had wiped away the old salt and packed the body again in the new.

      But I remembered the smell too. It hadn’t been anything like the smell of fried chicken. It had just smelled like a dry, dead thing.

      Five minutes later, when I was finally standing over the body, I had to agree. He smelled just like that chicken. If you had enough heat, you didn’t need salt to make a mummy, apparently.

      “Lidia, I think I’ve seen him enough. Do you mind if I just go
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