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      When I wrote “A Vulture Waits” for Fiction River I created a private detective of sorts, although Guillermo prefers to call himself a fixer.

      It made sense to me that the city of Phoenix would make a great setting for a hardboiled or noir crime story with its desert landscape, harsh sun and suffocating heat. I wasn’t prepared for how powerful the creation of Guillermo Tavarez would be. I’ve been capturing glimpses of his world in short stories, and I’m sure there will be novels in the future.

      In this collection, you’ll find two stories in his world, the opening story, “A Vulture Waits,” and the closing one, “The Devil Is In The Dust.”  In between them you’ll find other crime stories, gritty and somewhat dark.

      I always say I like my mystery stories the way I like my coffee, beer, and chocolate: dark, dark, dark. I hope you like the dark. If you have any trepidation, remember, there is always light behind the night.
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            A Vulture Waits

          

          A Guillermo Tavarez story

        

      

    

    
      In Phoenix, Guillermo mused, the heat wraps around you day and night, like a heated cloak that relishes the anticipation of suffocating you. The heat radiated off the brick in the darkened doorway. It was after eight o'clock and way past dark. The street here was still, with the cars parked along the curb like coffins. Far away, sirens pierced the night, like an angel's cry.

      The doorway belonged to a vacant store front in downtown, not far from The Ice House. The Ice House used to supply the Phoenix area with ice a hundred years ago, but now it was a historical building for art galleries and college performances. Many of the cars parked on the street belonged to college students from ASU, here, in Phoenix, to take in a play this very evening that took up The Ice House's entire three floors.

      Two blocks down from there, Guillermo heard the sound system screeching. It sounded more like a haunted house at Halloween than anything else.

      His white, Econoline van was parked in front of the doorway. Down the street, between him and The Ice House, was the VFW.

      He smelled the cigar smoke on John Wallace as he walked past. Guillermo preferred the smell of marijuana. Cigars smelled like burning leaves and burning money.

      Coincidentally, the smell reminded him of his mother's husband, a lawyer, originally from Cuba, but here in Phoenix Arizona via Miami Florida. His name was Fernando Perez and although he was a good man and wanted to be a father figure to him, Guillermo was much too old for another father. Fernando would never be his father. Perhaps he could be a friend or confidant as he'd supplied Guillermo with reason he stood in this darkened doorway.

      John Wallace's footsteps pounded a steady rhythm on the walkway. Guillermo also caught a whiff of cheap beer. Wallace had just spent two hours drinking in the VFW and now he walked steady and sure of himself to his SUV parked four spaces down. He wouldn't make it that far.

      He lifted the chloroform rag from his pocket and descended on Wallace.

      

      Guillermo "The Bear" Tavarez was a detective, fixer, a fijador. He got the nickname "The Bear" from his large frame. Tattoos spread up thick arms, wrap around his shoulders, and around his neck. He's first generation born in America, his parents originally from Mexico. His mother had come to America before his father. His father never made it.

      Guillermo knew about the vacant property out on Cholla Road from a previous case. He'd found a lost fourteen year old boy huddled inside on the cracked kitchen linoleum. Looked like there was an inch of dirt and dust on that floor. Yet the boy lay facing the cold stove in a fetal position. He was dirty and unconscious, but alive. A syringe lay on top of the filthy floor shiny and clean like a coin at the bottom of a fountain.

      There wasn't another livable dwelling for at least two miles.

      He put John Wallace in that same kitchen and tied him to a chair. The dilapidated house smelled like rot and the dust tickled the inside of the nose. As for Guillermo, he wore an old pair of hiking boots ready for the trash after he was done. Guillermo also wore a dust mask, and long sleeves and a turtleneck to hide the tattoos. He was decked out in black in a room lit up by one Maglite he held in his gloved hand.

      Things died out in the desert all the time and nobody knew about them. Trapped by a predator and then eaten, or collapse from thirst and have the vultures come in and pick at the flesh. Wallace would be one of those things. He'd die out here—in this house yes, but he'd rot yards from here under the sky—and the sun would dry out his flesh, bleach his bones, and obliterate him to dust.

      It would be a fitting death. Guillermo's father died crossing the Mexico/Arizona border when this pendejo or one like him took potshots at illegals entering the country. He was shot in the head and left to rot in the desert.

      It had been one hundred and thirteen degrees earlier in the day and now, after ten o' clock, the heat belonged to the darkness. The house, it's plaster and wood, was stifling from the heat. Guillermo breathed heavily behind the dust mask, his upper lip thick with sweat. The heat pressed against his chest and the sweat soaking into his shirt and pants felt like lead.

      He paced the kitchen, waiting for Wallace to regain consciousness. From the kitchen counter below the boarded up window, to the doorway into the abyss that was the pitch-black living room, and back again. His footsteps creaked on the floor each time he walked over a spot two feet from the doorway. He tapped the Maglite in his left hand, the spot of light bouncing as it streaked over a wall with fist-sized holes down the length of it. Someone had been angry here, someone had taken that anger out on the wall. Guillermo felt his nerves tightening, a ratcheting, and sweat running down his neck couldn't soothe him.

      This man tied to the chair might be the man who murdered his father. The uncertainty of that fact filled him with tension. The holes in the wall simply reminded Guillermo of his own anger like a mirror held up to his face.

      As he paced, his heart racing—he could hear it in his ears—and his blood boiling, he paid attention to his breathing and took stock in what he knew.

      Wallace, an electrician by trade, belonged to a group of men who liked to take excursions down to the border of Mexico and shoot at illegal immigrants from entering the U.S. This fact had been obtained by Fernando. He'd been defending one of those men on unrelated assault charges, but during the police investigation a video had turned up showing the group of them out hunting.

      It was the first time Guillermo had seen his father in motion, running with a large group of others, at least a half dozen of them children. His father wore a pea green jacket and a baseball cap. The cameraman caught the group climbing a slope of sand and rock. Of course, Guillermo recognized his father's face--the thick mustache and furrowed brow--from the pictures that still adorn the walls of his mother's home. In the video, his father's focus was on reaching out and pulling the last few stragglers up the slope. He knelt on one knee to do it, shouting prisa, if Guillermo read his lips correctly.

      The shooting, unfortunately, was not shown. The date stamped on the video, however, was the same day his father and two others were found murdered in the desert.

      John Wallace was caught on the video, along with two other armed men.  Guillermo's focus on Wallace had to do with several seconds of the video where the man stuck the barrel of the gun outside the moving Suburban. He leveled the rifle and peered through the scope. Wallace was dressed in desert fatigues like the rest of them and baseball cap on backwards, the wind whipping a the gray hair over his ears. Then Wallace said, "We have our targets."

      And that's where the video ended. And when Guillermo's hunt began.

      As he moved through the house, dust motes swirled in the beam of the Maglite. The dust washed before his eyes. The dust coated him like a second skin. The interior of the van would have to be cleaned after tonight.

      How sure did he have to be that Wallace had been the shooter to avenge his father's death? If not Wallace, the man had been sitting next to actual shooter. Either he was the one or knew the name of the one who did. In that case, would he be able to get the name out of him?

      "Who are you?" Wallace asked. "Smells like something died in here. Where the hell are we?"

      There wasn't an ounce of fear quivering in his voice. Guillermo threw the light at his face. He squinted, his nose wrinkled in disdain. He blinked at the light and turned his gaze to the floor.

      "You like shooting people crossing the border," Guillermo said. He kept his voice neutral as he had no problem sounding like an English-speaking American, being first generation born in this country. He stepped across the floor, the kitchen shaking with each step, and stood in front of him, the beam of light centered on Wallace's face. In the light, the man looked pale and sick.

      "The illegals? They're just spics. What are they to you?"

      Guillermo removed his iPhone from his back pocket. The video had been copied and downloaded to his phone.  He brought it up and pressed play. Then he shoved the screen into Wallace's face.

      The video started with the men laughing within the confines of the Suburban's cab.

      "What the hell's this?" His eyes widened as he focused on the screen. His brow tensed, furrows appearing, then relaxed again.

      "Watch."

      As the video played, Wallace displayed a tick at his left eye. Sweat beaded on his forehead and ran trails down the side of his face.

      On the video, when Wallace says, "We have our targets," Guillermo removed the iPhone and moved the Maglite closer to his face.

      "Who shot them?" Guillermo asked.

      Wallace closed his eyes and raised his chin. He shook his head, as if to clear it, and said, "You obviously think you know, so cut the shit show, pal. You got everybody else tied up in the dark here? Because I haven't heard a peep from anyone."

      "You're all guilty," Guillermo said. "Every single one of you in that video."

      "Look, are you some kind of spic vigilante? Those fuckers come across the border illegally."

      Guillermo shoved the Maglite into Wallace's nose and the man's head rocked back.

      Wallace turned his head and said, "Hey, where did you get that footage, anyway?"

      That was something he would not reveal. With the light trained on Wallace, he ran the video back to best possible footage of his father and paused it. Then he shoved the screen back into Wallace's face.

      "Who shot that man?"

      "It could have been any one of us!"
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