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Prologue

 


 


Terry Mahoney’s
shaved head was covered with a sheen of sweat from the morning
Phoenix heat. He walked into Steven Potter’s office, closed the
door, then slouched in a wooden guest chair across from Potter’s
antique pine desk.

“We need to
talk about our partnership.”

“Yes, we do. We
can’t ship the crap you’ve been acquiring to my customers. I’ve
spent twenty-five years cultivating a well-respected business. Your
stupidity is ruining my reputation and putting my whole business at
risk.”

“Listen Potter,
you’re making more money than you’ve ever seen in your life, and
you haven’t had to lift a finger. How is that a problem?”

Steve threw his
hands up in exasperation. “I’ve done some research. You’ve been
running scams across the Southwest for years, then ducking out
before the house of cards collapses. You don’t grasp the value of a
long-term business reputation. The only reason your current scam is
working is because you’re putting my letterhead on your bills. As
soon as my customers get wise, you’ll be out of here and I’ll be
sitting with a worthless business, a storeroom full of inventory,
and no one to buy it.”

“Sell off your
inventory now and retire.”

“No! I’ve got a
steady cash flow, I’ve got a mortgage, a business loan, a wife, an
employee, and, if you go away, I’ve got another fifteen or twenty
years of business. At the end of that, my loans will be paid off,
I’ll sell the business then, and I’ll have a comfortable
retirement.”

“I’m not going
away,” Mahoney sat up in the chair and pulled out a pack of
cigarettes.

“If you have to
smoke, please take your filthy cigarettes outside.”

Mahoney pulled
out a lighter and lit the cigarette, blowing the first puff of
smoke toward Potter’s face. “You seem to think you’re calling the
shots.”

“It’s my damned
business! Of course, I’m calling the shots!”

“You became the
junior partner the day I put the first Potter Antiquities invoice
into a box of illegal pottery and shipped it. You might’ve had a
shot at stepping away if you’d torn up the first check I paid you,
but you’re into this up to your eyeballs and in the eyes of the law
you’re just as guilty as me.” Mahoney pulled an Aztec bowl across
Potter’s desk and ground out his cigarette.

“Jesus!” Potter
snatched the bowl away from Mahoney and carefully wiped the
interior with a tissue.

“I guess you’ve
got a couple options.” Mahoney reveled in Potter’s discomfort as he
watched the bowl being set out of his reach. “We can go on as we
are, knowing that at some point we’ll both have to disappear or
face prison time, or you can sell me the business and walk away
now. I’ll keep it going until I see the handwriting on the wall,
and then I’ll be gone.”

“How will that
work?” Potter asked. “What are you offering to pay? Are you going
to assume the loans on the building and keep operating?”

“The loans must
be in the name of the business, so I’ll have my people make the
payments.”

“Maybe you’ll
make the payments until you skip town. When you stop paying the
loans it all comes back to me because my name is registered as the
owner.”

“Just go away,
Steve. You’ve got the money I’ve been paying you. Put a for sale
sign on your house and disappear. Maybe you can hang around long
enough to collect the equity out of your house, but I wouldn’t wait
too long. Go to California, outside the reach of the Arizona cops.
If you’re not comfortable with that, go further, to Chicago or
Kansas City. Start a new life. Live off your cash.”

“How does that
help?” Potter asked. “In addition to the Mexican crap you’ve been
passing off as antiques, I assume you’ve been buying antiquities
recovered from Federal lands and shipping them across the United
States and Canada with false papers. Those are Federal crimes!”

“So go to the
Caribbean, Argentina, or Panama. Your money will last a long time
anywhere in South America. Do your homework. Figure out which
countries don’t have extradition and get the hell out of here!”

“I can’t just
pack up like a thief and run.” Potter ran his hand through his
hair. “I’m an upstanding member of this community.”

“You make it
sound like you’ve got options, Steve. You don’t. You’re complicit
in the crimes. You’ve benefited financially from the sales.”
Mahoney shook another cigarette from the pack. “My lawyer will have
the sale papers ready for your signature in a couple days.”

“Get out. Just
go away.” Potter walked to the door and held it open.

“I’ve got a
couple guys working a new site. I think you should look at it.”
Mahoney said as he walked past. “They’ll pick you up tomorrow
morning.”

“I’m not going
anywhere with ‘your guys.’”

“Hey, it’s a
legal dig on private land near Flagstaff. It’ll put your mind at
ease about the provenance of the stuff I’ll be shipping until we
close the sale.”

When Mahoney
left, Potter closed the door and dialed his wife. A recorder in his
drawer started up when the phone started ringing. “Pack a bag.
We’ll be going away for a few days…”

Mahoney flashed
a smile at Potter’s assistant as he walked past her desk. He pulled
out his cellphone as he walked to his car and pushed a speed dial
number. A silky woman’s voice answered.

“Tell the Stick
Man Potter’s not going to play ball. I told him we’d send a couple
guys around tomorrow to show him a dig they’re working on near
Flagstaff. After they take care of Potter, I’ll console the widow
and make sure the business continues.”


Chapter 1

 


 


The transaction
was swift, hidden by the voices and jostling teens waiting for
their burgers and fries. Tom Tsosie palmed the small envelope
discreetly handed to him by a man wearing a nondescript gray
t-shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, and dark glasses and left through the
side door of the Flagstaff fast food emporium. He moved to a trendy
coffee shop decorated with Wild West memorabilia further down the
street. He sat on a stool at the counter’s end under a dusty saddle
that probably looked like something off a horse to most people but
the broken stirrup and dried leather told Tom it was one of the
pieces of junk rescued from his friend Jake’s abandoned barn. Jake
had told Tom he’d sold it to “decorators” hired by the out-of-town
coffee-shop owners, and he’d been almost embarrassed to accept the
hundred fifty dollars they’d paid him for the saddle. Spurred on by
the saddle money, he’d sold rusty gold-panning pans and kerosene
lanterns with cracked chimneys, all dug from the accumulated trash
in a ravine behind his barn. The other half of the furnishings were
abandoned crap the decorator had pulled out of ghost towns or
ranches with collapsed barns.

“Coffee with
cream,” Tom said to the teenage waitress with black hair and a
pierced eyebrow as she tried to move quickly past him. She gave him
a look of mild disdain before turning to fill the order. He was
unsure if her disdain was due to prejudice toward his Navajo
features, or from the fact that his menu choice would only cost two
dollars versus a pricier latte or mocha. On the other hand, Tom
knew the owner was happy to have “a real Indian” giving the place a
bit of Western panache.

When the
waitress brought his coffee, he set five dollars on the counter and
told her to keep the change. That brought a curious look, but
neither a smile nor thanks.

After stirring
a dollop of cream and a packet of sugar into his coffee, he
casually scanned the room. Satisfied that no one was paying him
undue attention, Tom tore open the envelope he’d slipped from his
pants pocket. Three items fell onto the scarred wooden countertop:
a note, a small black figurine, and a worn brass key.

Tom fingered
the figurine for a second—Kokopelli, the symbol of mischief and
fertility. Found in ancient Anasazi petroglyphs and in modern Zuni,
Hopi, and Navajo art, the hump-backed, flute-playing figure was
known throughout Southwest mythology. Modern single women shied
away from the figure because of its fertility connection, mythical
or not. Others just avoided the symbolism of mischief, which
usually meant that someone was about to fall upon bad luck. This
figurine particularly was part of someone’s bad luck.

The small key
was attached to a plastic tag with a logo from one of the many
companies offering tourists backcountry Jeep rides. He knew it was
for one of the small lockers offered by the outfitter to store
purses and other bags, which saved space in the Jeeps for paying
riders. The tag was for locker B13 and Tom knew his payoff would be
in that locker once the job was completed.

He slipped the
key and figurine back into his pocket and read the message. All his
jobs were illegal and some troubled him. Others were just busywork
that involved minimal risk, usually in the dark, and often many
miles away from the nearest human. This message, however, was very
direct and very troublesome. “Steven Potter has become a problem.
Walnut Canyon is the answer.”

Tom tore the
note into tiny scraps and stuffed them into the empty sugar packet.
He drank the remnants of his coffee and pondered what he’d need for
the job. The prime requirement was a car that could be wiped clean
and dumped after the job was done. The other was convincing Elmer
the reward justified the risk. At least it was summer; not many
people would be at Walnut Canyon during the heat of the day. Or so
he told himself, anyway.


Chapter 2

 


 


We were up at
7:00 a.m., Mountain Standard Time, which meant that my cousin El
and her husband Todd had slept in until 9:00 a.m. Central Daylight
Time. The state of Arizona doesn’t change to Daylight Saving Time,
which always makes it difficult for me to figure out how many hours
Flagstaff’s time is different from everywhere else.

I set a carton
of skim milk next to a bag of bulk granola cereal that looked
healthy in the bin at Whole Foods. It was my best attempt at
impressing my cousins with my new low-fat diet and it meant I had
to forgo my usual fried eggs and bacon with a side of toast
dripping butter.

By the time my
visitors made it to the kitchen, coffee was gurgling into the
carafe. Both El and Todd were dressed in jogging clothes and
carried their Nikes. Despite repeated encouragement, they couldn’t
allow themselves to wear their shoes inside my townhouse. They were
setting out for a morning run while I was munching on what tasted
like honey-covered horse feed with skim milk.

“Do you want to
go running with us, Doug?” El asked while tying her shoelaces.

I slid the
half-gallon of milk back into the refrigerator. “I haven’t run in
years. But I’ll walk with you down to the trailhead by the golf
course.”

El gave my
slight paunch a furtive glance, a reminder that I had not retained
the physique I’d had when I came home from Iraq. But I didn’t feel
guilty enough to run . . . and wouldn’t unless someone wielding a
gun was chasing me.

Five minutes
later I slipped quarters into the newspaper vending machine as El
and Todd jogged down the pine bark covered path. The trail skirted
the golf course and was usually inhabited by a few deer and
raccoons. I walked the quarter mile back to my townhouse, feeling a
bit proud of my half-mile walk, and read the paper over fresh
coffee.

They were back,
sweaty and hot, in about half an hour.

“Great trail,
Doug,” El said. “We spooked a deer and saw a couple of jays pecking
at a road-kill rabbit. Beautiful golf course too, but there was
hardly anyone playing.”

I folded the
paper and set it on the table. “It’s too hot. The locals prefer to
golf in the spring and fall. We leave it for the tourists during
the summer.”

I found two
matching SPPD mugs in the cupboard and poured coffee. They were one
of the few items left from my years as a St. Paul cop. They’d
survived the move so I kept them. El disappeared into the guest
bathroom with her cup and Todd plopped down at the table with a
towel draped around his neck. He opened the front section of the
paper and sipped from the steaming mug.

“It’s really
nice of you to host us. El said you were the closest of her
cousins, like a big brother. Her mother took her to one of your
high school football games when she was in grade school. You
intercepted a pass and returned it for a touchdown. She was really
impressed because the whole stadium stood up and cheered for you. I
think she had a crush on you.”

“She caught the
highlight of my football career. I dropped so many passes that the
coach made me carry a deflated football to all my classes one
day.”

“You gave her
the incentive to start running and join the track team. Did you
know she still holds the school record for girls’ hundred-yard
dash?”

“No, I didn’t
know that. By the time she was in high school I was a cop, and with
all the rotating shifts I didn’t make it to many family events.
Then I went to Iraq, I got married, and drifted even further from
the family. I knew she was a runner, but I didn’t realize how
successful she’d been.”

“Didn’t you
used to run? I mean, all cops have to stay in shape.” Todd sipped
his coffee and waited for my answer as he flipped through the pages
of the paper. Fitness people can’t understand the average guy who
doesn’t like to get sweated up every morning before breakfast, but
it was a second reminder about the stomach protruding over my
belt.

“I can’t
anymore. That’s why I got a medical pension from the St. Paul
Police.” I topped off my coffee and sat down. “Do you remember that
burglary suspect I ran down about a year before I retired?”

Todd nodded his
head. “Vaguely.” The expression on his face said he really
didn’t.

“He kicked me
in the knee. At the time I felt something pop. I thought he’d
broken my leg. We struggled around on the ground until my partner
caught up and pinned him. I couldn’t walk, so they took me to the
hospital in an ambulance. X-rays showed it wasn’t broken, but an
MRI showed the posterior cruciate ligament was torn. Three
orthopedic surgeons looked at it, but only one had ever done a PCL
repair on anyone but a professional athlete, and since the tear
wasn’t complete and my knee could be kept stable with regular
exercise, he recommended against surgery.”

Todd frowned.
“But they do lots of PCL repairs on football players.”

“Yeah, but they
only have a twenty-five percent success rate and that’s after a
year of intensive therapy. The doctor and I discussed my situation
and he suggested that if I was willing to give up contact sports
plus softball, tennis, skiing, and basketball, I’d be fine as long
as I kept my quads in shape to stabilize the knee. The department
was nervous about it, and I was going to be steered into a job in
IT. I just couldn’t see myself as a techie desk jockey, so I met
with a tax accountant who convinced me I could live on the medical
pension that amounts to sixty percent of my police salary and the
investments left after the divorce.”

Todd pointed to
an article on the front page, a signal that he was bored listening
to me talk about me. “This says the border patrol is running
intensive patrols in an effort to crack down on illegal aliens. I
thought that was more of an issue in California and Texas.”

“It’s not an
issue here in Flagstaff. Most of them get caught in southern
Arizona or get a ride north. There may be a few here working as
casual laborers, but not many.”

“Arizona
doesn’t have the drug cartels working across the border like
Texas?” Todd asked.

“I’m sure drugs
are coming across the border here, too. In 2006, the U.S. made it
hard to get the raw ingredients for meth by putting the
decongestants behind pharmacy counters and limiting the quantity
each patient can purchase. Mexican meth has flourished because
decongestants aren’t regulated there and enforcement of meth
operations is lax because the cops are afraid of, or paid off by,
the cartels.”

El emerged from
the bathroom with her hair wrapped in a towel. She was wearing a
pair of boxer shorts below her Mickey Mouse t-shirt. She toweled
her hair dry and smiled. “I feel just a little queasy and it’s hard
to catch my breath. What’s the altitude here?”

“Flagstaff is
about 6,500 feet,” I replied. “You’re used to a thousand feet in
the Twin Cities. It’ll take you about a week to fully adjust. Your
being in shape helps with the transition. On the other hand, if you
keep running here, you’ll blow them away in the Twin Cites
Marathon.” El grinned and flexed her biceps.

“What possessed
you guys to come here during the summer anyway? Most Minnesotans
come to Arizona to escape from winter.”

El cocked her
head. “You’ve been begging us to visit since you left St. Paul. Now
you don’t want us?” She put on her best fake pout.

“It’s not that
I don’t want you. But people usually avoid Arizona summers.”

Todd set aside
a newspaper section. “I’ve always wanted to see the Grand Canyon
and it’s cold and snowy a lot of times in the winter. We discussed
it and decided your offer of hospitality was too good to pass up.”
He gestured toward the pile of brochures El had stacked on the
table.

“We had no clue
there was so much to see here,” El finished off the carafe of
coffee, then spread one of the tri-fold brochures atop the table.
“When Mom and Dad hear about all the things there are to do here,
I’ll bet they make a reservation for your spare bedroom, too.”

“How are they
doing?”

“They still
spend the summers at their lake house and winters in their Fort
Myers condo. They’re never home and impossible to nail down for
events. I guess you’d say they’re enjoying retirement.”

“I’m happy for
them. Your family was like the Cleavers on Leave It To Beaver.
Everyone was always smiling and polite.” I got up and started
another pot of coffee.

“Now that you
mention it, there always seemed to be a lot of drama at your house.
Your mom and dad used to get into fights over the stupidest things.
Like the time Uncle Bob thought he was eating slices of sausage
until Aunt Betty told him it was head cheese. He could’ve quietly
spit it into his napkin, but instead he started sputtering and
gagging.” El’s expression softened. “How long has it been since
your dad passed away?”

“Over twenty
years now. It was really hard on Mom for a couple years, but now
she seems to have a new life with new friends and she’s on the go
all the time. We used to talk Sunday evenings, but that doesn’t
happen much anymore.”

“Say!” Todd put
a finger into the air. “Maybe your mother can come down with El’s
parents when they visit.”

I’d just taken
a sip of coffee and Todd’s comments sent it down my trachea instead
of my esophagus. I started coughing and spit coffee all over the
newspaper.

“More drama.”
El shook her head.

“No! I
swallowed wrong!”

“You could’ve
just said that you’d prefer to have your mother visit separately so
you could have some quality time alone together.”

“No, no. That’s
not it at all. I choked,” I said between coughing fits. “I’m just
not sure Mom would be happy here.”

“She wouldn’t
be happy here, or you wouldn’t be happy with her here?” El
asked.

“Some of each.
She lost her mental filter when Dad died. Now she likes to critique
my life. I’ve made peace with my decisions and I don’t need her
dredging up painful old memories or criticizing the path I’ve
chosen.”

Todd wisely
grabbed the pile of brochures and spread the biggest one on the
table. “Here are all the locations we’ve considered visiting.”

“I thought we’d
start with Walnut Canyon National Monument,” I suggested as I
cleaned up coffee spray. “It’s spectacular, and it’s familiar
territory where I can be a knowledgeable tour guide.” In fact, I’d
taken a job as a seasonal ranger for the Flagstaff area attractions
including Walnut Canyon, Sunset Canyon, and the Wupatki Grasslands.
The entire contingent of rangers and staff for the Flagstaff Park
Service office amounted to nine full-time people. The rangers
conducted educational programs and tried to keep the tourists from
hurting themselves. In four years, the biggest emergency I’d
encountered was a search for a guy when we found his pickup
abandoned in the parking lot after closing. We called in every
ranger and searched for him half the night thinking he was lying
injured on a trail. He showed up the next morning with jumper
cables for his dead battery just as we were going to call in
helicopters for aerial searches.

Beyond that, my
job involved helping overheated people up the 240 steps from the
bottom of Walnut Canyon and selling books and trinkets in the gift
shop. Occasionally I delivered water and encouragement to hikers. I
once helped the EMTs carry a litter to the visitor center at the
top of the canyon when a hiker sprained an ankle, but I generally
left the heavy lifting to the younger rangers.

 


* * *

 


After breakfast
I turned my aging Isuzu Rodeo east, toward Walnut Canyon,
traversing an old non-public dirt road that took a half hour off
the official route. I showed my Park Service ID to the energetic
young seasonal ranger in the booth and let Todd pay for two adult
admissions. Then we drove the mile-long driveway to the parking
lot.

Todd and El
looked through the exhibits in the visitor center while I talked to
the ranger behind the information desk. I found a postcard showing
a nearby archeological excavation and was tempted to send it to
Sherry, my ex-wife, who is now an adjunct professor of archeology
at the University of Minnesota, with a note saying, “Too bad you
divorced me or you could be here.” I decided not to poke a sleeping
bear.

The visitor
center was mostly empty when we started down the long stretch of
steps to the canyon housing the Sinagua ruins. I looked back as we
turned the first switchback and the only other people on the trail
were three guys who’d come in behind us. They looked furtive and
something about them made my skin prickle just like when I’d been a
St. Paul cop following a carload of kids high on drugs. My
prickling skin had preceded dozens of car or foot chases.

I suspected the
guys had something to hide. One of the three was gesturing
emphatically to the other two. But it was my day off and I wasn’t
about to hassle visitors just having an argument. They weren’t
bothering anyone and as long as they weren’t throwing punches, I
wasn’t going to intervene.

Todd, El, and I
continued down the rock steps carved into the hillside below the
visitor center. A switchback corner had an informational tablet
warning, “There are 240 steps from this point to the bottom of the
canyon.” Unsaid was the intuitive information that there were an
equal number of uphill steps on the return trip when the hikers
were tired, hot, and often dehydrated.

Todd looked at
me. “Are you up to it?” El frowned, not understanding. Todd
explained, “Doug’s got a torn PCL.”

El nodded. In
the world of runners, everyone understood the jargon of knee and
ankle injuries. All runners suffer through a variety of lower leg
injuries from trips, falls, potholes or wear and tear in their
efforts to keep their hearts healthy.

“Sure,” I
replied. “I ride my bike most every day and my knee is stable.
Walking stairs is just fine.” I started out ahead of them just to
reinforce how fine I was, but in my mind I was asking myself if I
was being smart or not. The “down” steps were more difficult on my
knee than the “up” steps, so I figured if my knee unexpectedly quit
while we were going down, I’d wait for them on their return trip.
In addition to the long set of steps, the temperature was a
concern; it was already over eighty degrees and rising rapidly when
we left the visitor center. Each of us had a half-liter of water
and I thought that would be enough. The long walk, heat, and low
humidity sometimes surprised even experienced hikers.

I went into
tour guide mode. “Walnut Canyon, like the Grand Canyon, was carved
from the limestone of the Colorado Plateau. Walnut Creek cut
through the Permian limestone exposing the Toroweap Formation and
the Coconino Sandstone. The Sinagua used the naturally eroded
limestone alcoves as living spaces. The canyon floor has several
species of walnut trees, for which the canyon is named.” I recited
the natural history, having read the trail signs a couple hundred
times.

We meandered
down the stone steps, catching glimpses of open alcoves and walls
built into the gaps between the limestone layers across the canyon.
At every switchback a plaque gave details about the lifestyle of
the Sinagua Indians, their agricultural practices, or highlighted
some of the natural history of the canyon. Stops also offered a
brief respite from the climb, giving us a chance to study the
massive stone spire that loomed in the center of the circular
canyon. More houses were carved into the same layers of limestone
as the dwellings around the canyon perimeter.

We were
standing at a switchback where a 2007 rock slide had cleared an
opening in the trees. I yelled to be heard above the howling wind
as I continued with my tour guide spiel.

El shot some
photos and was changing lenses with the camera bag open at her feet
when several small rocks bounced off a ledge next to her. “What the
hell?”

A body
cartwheeled through the opening above us. It bounced off a rock
outcropping ten feet away, making a sickening sound like a melon
dropped on the floor. I leaned over the railing, but it was already
out of sight. A jacket fluttered past, the arms flailing like a
wounded bird in the hot, swirling updraft rising from the canyon
floor. It flew over the railing from a switchback above us and
tangled itself in a creosote bush at our feet.

I raced up the
steps with Todd close behind. He grabbed me at the first
switchback. “Why…not . . . down?” He gulped in air through his
gasps, pointing in the direction the body had fallen. “He’ll need
first aid.”

I shook my
head. “He’s already dead.” I caught my breath and raced on. At the
railing about fifty vertical feet above where we’d stood, the soil
and stones next to the trail showed evidence of a struggle. Beyond
the railing, near the edge of the cliff, I saw a pair of
glasses.

Above us, I
caught a glimpse of two of the men I’d seen in the visitor center a
few minutes earlier. They were years younger than me, moving fast,
and apparently conditioned to the altitude. I glanced down to make
sure El was out of danger. She was stuffing gear into her camera
bag.

I grabbed
Todd’s shirt and pushed. “Follow them.”

I doubled over
with my hands on my knees, the hot air searing the lining of my
lungs. The wind roared past, covering the sound of El’s approach.
She crested the steps as I tried to get my second wind. She was
puffing heavily and her huge camera bag was slapping her hip. Her
t-shirt clung to her sweaty sports bra in a way that might have
been embarrassing, except for the look of terror on her face.

To my surprise,
her terror was directed at me, making me wonder just how bad I
looked.

“Are you okay?”
she asked, gripping my arm as she pulled a pink plastic water
bottle from her fanny pack. She flipped up the spout and handed it
to me.

“Just catching
. . . my breath . . .” I tried to straighten up, to look more in
control, but I opted for taking a big drink of her water, and then
I bent over again as pain shot into my right side.

She adjusted
the camera bag and put her hands on her hips as she took deep,
regular breaths. “Where’s Todd?” She gestured for me to pass the
water back. She squirted a stream into her mouth and put the bottle
back in her pack.

I stood up
again, having partially recovered, and started for the steps as I
pointed up. She was immediately behind me as I bounded up the first
few steps, two at a time. As I rounded the next switchback, I heard
the distinctive pop of a gun firing. The report echoed off the
canyon walls in the screaming desert wind, followed by a
ricochet.

“Oh God!” I
bounded on, rejuvenated by a shot of adrenaline. “I shouldn’t have
sent Todd.” El’s footsteps rang out behind me as I slowed to taking
one step at a time. I briefly thought about the pistol locked away
inside my townhouse. I hadn’t thought about it in months.

After what
seemed like an eternity we crested the last switchback and could
see the visitor center. I hadn’t seen any blood on the trail. I
hadn’t seen Todd, either. I forged on until the blessed cool of the
air-conditioned visitor center swept over me as I pushed the glass
doors open.

El reached me
just inside the door. “Did I hear a gunshot?” She struggled with
her camera bag. “Where’s Todd?” She was a picture of panic.

My breath still
came in gasps as I forged ahead, ignoring her questions. The center
was empty except for a young woman dressed in a gray and green park
ranger’s uniform with a small gold badge pinned above her left
breast pocket. She sat on a stool behind the cash register near the
entrance door, quietly reading a Twilight series novel. She had
given me a polite nod when I’d been through earlier and now looked
up in surprise as I stumbled to the counter covered in sweat. I
grimaced as another pain stabbed my side. El’s face was still
filled with questions as I addressed the ranger. Her name tag
identified her as Stacy.

“The two men .
. .” I gasped. “Did they run through here?”

Stacy, who had
seen me in uniform a couple times, looked at me like I was from
Mars. “What?”

“Two men. One
muscular with dark hair and jeans. The other kinda scraggly. Did
they run through here?”

“About two
minutes ago. They seemed to be in a hurry. A guy ran through just
after them.”

“Dial 911,” I
said, holding my side. “Tell the dispatcher there’s been a murder
at Walnut Canyon.”


Chapter 3

 


 


Todd burst back
through the doors. Stacy still hadn’t picked up the phone so I
reached across the desk and grabbed her arm. She looked at me in
surprise, followed quickly by indignation.

“Stacy, call
911. Now.”

“To hell with
this.” El took out her cellphone and punched in 911.

Todd flopped
his arms on the glass countertop and lay his head on them. Sweat
streamed from his face, dripped on the glass, and plastered his
shirt to his chest. He raised up and put his hands on his knees.
“Light blue Lincoln,” he gasped. “License G-R-A-M-P-S.”

I caught a
breath again, but the stitch of pain in my side made me wonder if I
was dying. I hadn’t felt anything like it since the first week of
high school football practice. “Stacy, listen. My name is Doug, I’m
a seasonal ranger and a retired cop. A man’s just been murdered in
the canyon. The guys who just ran out threw him off the cliff and
shot at my cousin.” I put my hand on Todd’s shoulder. “You need to
notify the superintendent in Flagstaff and the sheriff’s
department.”

In the
background I heard El, facing away from us, quietly answering
questions for the 911 operator.

Stacy finally
began to understand the situation. “My supervisor’s in the back.
I’ll get him.” She disappeared through a door behind the
counter.

She returned
with Brad Peck, a young skinny guy in a ranger’s uniform. He looked
like a thirty-something hippie with a ponytail that hung over his
collar. Technically, he was my supervisor, too, but his usual focus
was more on the rangers conducting educational programs and he hung
out with the seasonal rangers who lived in the Park Service housing
just off the entrance road. I wasn’t much fun, so the young rangers
had little to do with me socially. That was fine with me.

He didn’t
recognize me and clearly didn’t appreciate the disruption to his
smoothly flowing day. “What’s the matter?”

“Two guys threw
a third guy over the cliff,” I summarized.

Brad shook his
head. “God, I hate that.” He turned to Stacy. “Call out the
recovery squad.” She disappeared into the back.

He turned back
to us and put on his best bureaucratic smile. “Where did this guy
fall?”

I leaned over
the counter so far that Brad backed up to maintain his personal
space. “He didn’t fall. He was unconscious or dead before he went
over the railing.”

Brad continued
to smile. “The Park Service loses a few folks a year. It’s not
murder—they’re just accidents. It’s tragic, but not murder. I’m
sure that’s the case here.”

I slid my
police credentials and Park Service badge across the counter.
“He’s. Dead.” I spoke very clearly and succinctly.

Brad picked up
my ID and continued to talk as he read it. “Doug Fletcher, right.”
Now he recognized me. “What makes you believe he’s dead?”

“The splat of
his body hitting rocks, for one thing. Second, I’ve seen jumpers.
They scream and flail, like they’re trying to catch the air. This
guy was a rag doll—he didn’t make a noise.” I snatched my wallet
back from Brad and shoved it in my pocket. “He was unconscious when
he hit the rocks near us, and his head cracked like a watermelon.
There’s no way he’s alive.”

A voice
crackled over the radio behind the counter. There was obvious pain
in it. “I need . . . ambulance . . . hurt bad.”

Brad spun and
grabbed a portable radio mounted under the counter. He pressed the
transmit button so hard I thought he was going to break the radio.
“Ed, what happened?”

There was no
response. “Ed . . . Ed!”

“Sonofabitch!”
Brad slammed the radio onto the counter, cracking the glass. He
grabbed the mike from a different radio from under the counter and
switched channels rapidly. “Coconino dispatch, this is Walnut
Canyon Visitor Center.” He waited anxiously for someone to
answer.

“Dispatch. Go
ahead Walnut Canyon.”

His face
lightened. “This is Ranger Peck at the Walnut Canyon Visitor
Center. I’ve got a ranger down and an injured visitor. Send an
ambulance.”

I grabbed the
mike out of his hand. “Put out an APB, two males, armed and
dangerous, blue Lincoln, Arizona plates G-R-A-M-P-S. Updates to
follow when available.” I handed the mike back to him. He didn’t
appreciate my initiative and I didn’t care, so I figured that made
us even.

“Ten-four,
Walnut Canyon. We just got a cell call reporting a hiker injury.
Deputies and rescue units are already responding.”

Stacy came from
the back. “I’ve got Ray and Bill coming with rescue equipment.
Anything else?”

Brad reached in
his pocket and threw her a ring of keys. “Get to the entrance. Ed’s
hurt.”

She caught the
keys and headed to the door.

“There’s a
first aid kit in the pickup,” Peck shouted after her.

“I’ll go with
you.” I yelled back over my shoulder. “Todd, you and El stay here
and show them where the guy went over.”

Stacy raced the
white pickup to the front gate. She didn’t have the high-speed
driving skills of a cop, but she did a passable job on the winding
road.

“What did Ed
say? Is he okay?” Stacy asked.

She focused
intently on the road, grasping the steering wheel so hard her
knuckles were white. Perspiration darkened the armpits of her gray
uniform shirt. The speedometer showed eighty-five on a road with a
speed limit of twenty-five and the truck tires howled like banshees
when she navigated the curves. I guessed she was no more than
twenty-one years old and knew for a fact she was scared as hell. My
instinct said she was in the throes of the “tunnel vision” cops and
military people experience in combat. I needed her to ease back a
bit before she did something we’d both regret, like rolling the
pickup or hitting a tree.

“Just that he’s
hurt and to call an ambulance. He’s probably okay. He had enough
strength to call on the radio.” All that was a lie, of course. I
knew nothing more than she did, but it seemed to reassure her. Her
knuckles went from white to pink on the steering wheel. I hoped her
relaxation would increase our chances of arriving at the gate
alive. The rangers’ hut at the entrance loomed ahead as we rounded
a curve.

She slammed on
the brakes and skidded to a stop next to the hut. From the
passenger’s seat I could see blood in the road and splinters of
wood spread over thirty yards past the hut, the apparent result of
the Lincoln crashing through the gate.

“Sonofabitch.
Get the first aid kit.”

She pulled the
first aid kit from behind the seat as I ran to the hut. Inside, the
young ranger lay on the floor clutching his hip. His head rested
against a wall of the tiny building. His face was ashen and his
eyes were closed. His green uniform pants were soaked with blood
and his breath came in short gasps. A piece of pink bone protruded
through his pants.

I put a finger
on his neck to take a pulse and his eyes popped open. “Who are
you?”

“Doug Fletcher.
What happened?” He closed his eyes and grimaced. His heart rate was
so fast I had a hard time counting the beats. His face told me
shock was setting in.

“Light blue
Lincoln. They were driving like a hundred miles an hour. I tried to
flag ‘em, but they didn’t slow down . . .clipped my leg.” He drew a
deep breath and grimaced as a wave of pain swept over him. As I
knelt to look at his injury, his breathing stopped and he vomited
violently on my foot.

Stacy was
standing at the door. It was obvious she had no idea what to do.
She disappeared from the door and I heard sounds of retching.

I looked up
when she returned. She wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her uniform
shirt, her complexion almost as gray as Ed. She needed distraction.
“He’s going to be okay. He has a broken leg, and he’s in shock. It
could be a lot worse. Call it in to the ambulance so they know what
to expect.”

She looked
reassured and set the first aid kit down next to my knee. She was
happy to have direction and went back to the truck and the radio.
Ed’s wound was seeping, not spurting, so I knew there wasn’t much I
could do until Ed got to a hospital with a good trauma surgeon. I
wondered if Flagstaff had one on staff.


Chapter 4

 


 


The Arizona
State Patrol arrived and blocked the driveway past the entrance
hut. The trooper checked on me, apparently felt I had the first aid
situation under control and returned to his cruiser. It was half an
hour later when the Flagstaff paramedics wheeled the gurney
carrying Ed into the ambulance. Jill Rickowski, the Flagstaff Park
Service Superintendent, arrived in a white Suburban with red and
blue lights flashing. After taking in the scene her face looked as
gray as Ed’s. As the ambulance pulled away she surveyed the guard
shack.

“It appears you
were the first responder.” She took in my bloody hands, pants, and
the vomit on my shoes. “So who are you?” She backed up and wrinkled
her nose.

I peeled the
surgical gloves off my hands and dropped them in the shack, then
handed her my wallet with the SPPD I.D. “I’m Doug Fletcher, a
retired cop. I work for you as a seasonal ranger but I’m off today,
which is why I’m out of uniform.”

“What a way to
start the day.” She looked at my wallet, then pushed back her
Smokey Bear hat. I’d seen Jill on two previous occasions and I had
been impressed with her professionalism. Anyone who’s ever worn a
uniform knows there are leaders who command respect due to their
appearance, charisma, and demeanor. She was only about five-foot
eight-inches tall, but her lean frame, serious expression,
spit-polished look, and military bearing made her seem taller. This
morning Jill was a deflated version of the confident woman I’d
previously seen.

She watched as
Stacy turned away a carful of visitors. With surprising
assertiveness, Stacy shrugged off the driver’s displeasure and
directed them to make a U-turn in front of the guard shack. Past
the guard shack the Arizona State Patrol’s car blocked the
driveway.

The roles were
perfect. Stacy was a ranger trained to be a helpful guide. The
Arizona Highway Patrol is a remnant of the Arizona Rangers, from a
time when there was no such thing as a call for backup, when their
personal survival often relied on their ability to look like the
meanest son of a bitch alive in any situation. The “shoot first,
ask questions later” era was long past, but the few highway patrol
officers I’d met didn’t seem like they’d be concerned about a grand
jury indictment if they decided to fire a gun. I thought a jury of
their Arizona peers would prefer tough enforcement over the pleas
of a lawyer from the ACLU offering arguments about the terrible
childhood of the victim and legal nuances of recent federal court
decisions.

Jill invited me
into the Suburban, slipping my wallet into her pocket. She
carefully placed her hat in the backseat. She mopped her brow with
her forearm, started the engine, and we waited for the cool air to
flow out of the vents.

“No one saw the
Lincoln. The Arizona Highway Patrol had a car on I-40 about thirty
miles east of us and the Flagstaff P.D. monitored the freeway going
west. The sheriff’s department had cars on several back roads, but
the Lincoln never showed anywhere.”

She slipped the
Suburban into drive and proceeded slowly to the visitor center,
rolling down her window when we got to the Arizona Highway
Patrolman. “Thanks, Harry. We’re clear here.”

The stone-faced
ranger cracked a smile and tipped his hat. “Anytime, Jill.”

“The Lincoln
was stolen from Phoenix.” Jill said as she drove to the visitor
center. “If they went north or west for a while before turning
south, we would’ve missed them. There are about five hundred miles
of dirt roads north of I-40 on the Navajo Reservation and then Utah
beyond that. My bet is they went north.”

I stared out
the front window and thought out loud. “Is there any law
enforcement up that way to spot them?”

“If they
crossed the Wupatki National Park, there’s a chance a ranger may
have seen them, but their most likely contact would’ve been with
the Navajo Nation Police. They’re spread mighty thin. There are
even fewer Navajo Nation Police Officers per square mile than the
nine full-time rangers who cover the three Flagstaff-area national
monuments. There’s a lot of barren land where you could dump a car
. . . and a lot of folks that might see a blue Lincoln as a
windfall. They’d strip it and sell off the parts. Someone might
find the remnants of the abandoned car a few years from now but
chances are they’d never report it.”

“You’re
thinking it was someone from the reservation?”

“Stacy said one
of the guys who ran through the visitor center looked Navajo. Have
you got another theory?”

“I hadn’t given
it much thought. I guess it seems odd that someone from the
reservation would bring someone inside a national monument to kill
them when they’ve got a reservation covering half of Arizona where
there isn’t a witness within a hundred miles.”

Jill looked
perplexed. “Why would they come here?”

“Maybe to send
a message.” I shrugged. “Someone wanted the body found. Maybe they
wanted to prove how bad they are, or maybe it’s a reminder to keep
their minions in line.”

I let that
thought dangle as we parked. “Did your crew bring up the body?”

Jill shook her
head. “One of my rangers spotted the victim from the trail. I have
two guys climbing down to assess the best route for the recovery,
but we’ll need help from the county rescue squad. It’ll be a couple
of hours before we get enough people here to make the recovery.
It’s all bull work to retrieve a body from the bottom and it’ll be
slow in this heat.”

When we parked
at the visitor center she left the motor running and turned to me.
“Are you really a cop?” She took my laminated SPPD ID out of her
pocket and inspected it closely.

“I retired from
the St. Paul Police Department. Now I live in Flagstaff and work
here as a seasonal ranger.” I wondered where she was going with the
questions. I suspected I was going to get some kind of
reprimand.

We sat in
silence for a few seconds before she returned the wallet to me.
“This is a Federal case. The U. S. Park Service will have to
investigate, but I usually depend on the Coconino Sheriff’s
Department for assistance. Crimes on Federal lands are often
handled by the FBI, but it’s their option to choose whether they
want to get involved. Their closest office is in Phoenix and they
usually don’t want to send an agent if we can find local resources
to investigate the crime.”

She was
obviously contemplating something as we sat in silence. “I need to
get your address and phone number.”

“I’m one of
your rangers. You have my life story in a file.” My dealings with
Federal law enforcement agents was limited, but generally negative.
They wanted information and then the accolades. The local cops got
the grunt work and weren’t mentioned at the press conference after
the crime was solved.

She turned off
the ignition, retrieved her Smokey Bear hat, and carefully adjusted
it on her head. We walked toward the visitor center in silence that
I took as anger. “Are you interested in a full-time job?” She asked
as she opened the door.

I stopped and
stared at her. “What?” I thought I’d misheard her.

She walked into
the visitor’s center, took off her hat, and spun it nervously in
her hands. “Like I said, the Park Service has official jurisdiction
in any crimes committed here. We’ve had the sheriff’s department in
on a couple of minor things and they’re okay to work with. When
we’ve called in the FBI . . .”

I clenched my
eyes shut. “Let me guess. When you called the FBI they either
declined the case, or ran everything and made you all feel like a
bunch of idiots. They probably took all kinds of information and
never gave you a clue what was going on. Right?”

She looked
surprised. “Right. I mean . . . they apparently do a good job, but
it’s taken out of our control.” She splayed her hands in a show of
frustration. “Most of the time our crimes are petty and they
rightfully choose not to get involved.”

I picked up a
scrap of paper from the floor as I considered her question. “I’m
retired because I have a bum knee.” It was an easy cop-out and
didn’t really answer the question.

I quickly
assessed my interest in doing anything beyond working in the
visitor’s center a few hours a week, sitting in my house, biking
around the golf course, and reading the paper. I’d tried
socializing but the park rangers were all too young, and I didn’t
like the bar flies who were hanging around the few pubs I’d
visited. I cancelled the gym membership after I realized I couldn’t
make myself go there routinely—I didn’t want to mindlessly pump
away on a piece of equipment—and the women I’d met there were
either militant about their exercise routine or unwilling to put up
with an overweight guy with a receding hairline.

My stomach
started to churn at the thought of taking a full-time job again.
Lots of my friends had retired to jobs as security guards at Twin
Cities firms like Honeywell or Medtronic. I was sure I didn’t want
to take that route, although being a part-time park ranger wasn’t
much of a step away from sitting behind a desk and inspecting
corporate IDs all day.

Jill led me to
Brad’s office and knocked on the door. “Please take Doug’s
statement, then interview his cousins.”

Brad spun his
chair and logged onto the computer. After a few seconds a screen
popped up with the Park Service Logo. Brad quickly went to a menu
and pulled down an icon that opened a form. He filled in the
location, date, and time. “Let’s start with your full name and
birthdate.”

“Is this is
going to bring down a shitstorm?”

“This goes into
the main Park Service database. Every incident in a National Park
or Monument gets logged here and there is a hierarchy of
notifications. For a death on Park Service property, I think
everyone up to, and including, the Secretary of the Interior get
notified. I can’t imagine that the big guys read the reports, but
you can bet they know which parks have the most total incidents and
the number of incidents per thousand visitors.”

“And they act
on that accordingly?”

He shrugged. “I
wouldn’t know. I’m sure every ‘Aw shit’ erases a couple hundred
‘Attaboys.’ Now, let’s get this form filled out.”

When I was
done, I found El and Todd and brought them to Brad’s office so he
could take their statements. I was sitting on a bench in the lobby
with my head in my hands when Jill sat down beside me.

“I just talked
with the rangers doing the recovery. The body got hung up on some
shrubbery on a near vertical surface and it took them nearly half
an hour to get the right gear to climb down. They confirmed that
the victim is dead. The Coconino County Rescue Squad is here to
help with the recovery.” She paused, apparently considering her
words. “I’m serious about the job offer.”

“I’m collecting
a medical pension. I’d never pass an employment physical.”

“What was your
injury?”

“I tore my
right PCL during a burglary arrest.”

“You’re walking
without a limp.”

“I bike and do
a few exercises. That seems to keep my knee solid enough for the
work I do around here.”

“The job I’m
offering you doesn’t involve running, tackling, or wrestling. I
need you to run an investigation,” Jill paused. “There’s a doctor
in Flagstaff who’ll get you through a physical. We had a
Congressman who wanted one of his cronies hired. The guy was a
wreck . . . We got him in and he worked here long enough to collect
a Federal pension.” She looked at me hopefully. When I didn’t
respond she added, “I’ve got an opening for a law enforcement
ranger that was going to be filled by a college student who just
wrapped up her B.A. in criminology. She backed out to take a job
with the county sheriff. She was going to replace one of my
full-time rangers who took a position in Mississippi last winter.
He’d been handling any investigative work that came up.”

“I guess I
don’t understand what you’re asking. Are you looking for a seasonal
law enforcement ranger or a permanent investigator?”

Her face
softened slightly and a hint of a smile appeared at one corner of
her mouth. Her face was creased from years of working in the sun,
her hair, tied in a ponytail, was more brown than gray. I thought
she might’ve passed 50 but I really couldn’t determine her age.
Until that moment I’d never seen her with anything but a stiff,
professional persona. There was a sudden openness and softness in
her body language that made her seem younger.

“There are
several categories of rangers,” she explained. “I need a law
enforcement ranger who can patrol the roads and campgrounds, but I
also need that person to be our investigator and liaison with the
other law enforcement agencies. You talk like a cop, you step in
and take control when it’s required. Your St. Paul ID says you were
a detective and that you’re firing range qualified. Even if you
can’t run, I’d much rather see you carrying a gun and talking to
other agencies than turning this investigation over to someone
fresh out of a college criminology program, green as grass, who
might be competent to carry a gun, and who’s never participated in
an investigation, much less led one.”

I shook my
head. “My cousin and her husband are in town for a week of vacation
. . . I promised to play tour guide.”

She stared off
at Brad’s door. Although the words were muffled we could hear El’s
distinctive voice. “Look, I’m stuck. If I could find a qualified
candidate, it’d be at least a month, and probably more, before they
could relocate here and start working.

“I’ll give you
a Park Service vehicle. Let your cousin have your car to run around
and you can spend the evenings with them.” She looked back at me,
her eyes pleading. “In a day I can have pages of applicants and not
one person who knows shit about running a criminal investigation.
They’re all forestry, biology, and environmental science majors. I
need somebody who’s experienced, knows what questions to ask, and
who’s not going to get railroaded by the other agencies. You carry
yourself like a cop and you take charge. You’re what I need.”

“Listen, give
me a night to think about it. I’ll call you in the morning.
okay?”

She smiled and
we stood and shook hands. “Doug, before you leave I’d like you to
fill out an online application so we have something formal showing
you were on a list of candidates, just in case you decide to
accept.”

She set me at a
desk with a computer linked to the online Park Service application
site. While I entered personal information, still not sure I was
interested in the offer, I could hear Jill on the phone around the
corner. She was already vetting me with the St. Paul Police. I
overheard her say, “Uh huh,” a few times, and twice she laughed out
loud. Apparently she’d found someone who actually knew me, which
meant I was getting verbally roasted, or she may have found someone
who thought I’d been an okay guy. With the application entered, I
rounded the corner as she was hanging up the phone. She had a smile
on her face. “Is it true that the last time you qualified on the
pistol range, you shot a smiley face on a silhouette at seven
yards?”

I grimaced. “I
can explain. I mean, I was already pensioned off and it didn’t
really matter how I shot, as long as I was putting holes inside the
silhouette on the paper. So, I had some fun with it.”

“It was a
quick-fire test. You had ten seconds to fire seven shots.”

I shrugged and
she smiled, shaking her head.

“You were a
homicide detective. Tell me about some of the cases you were
pursuing before you retired.”

I gave her a
few highlights of my more memorable—to me, at least—cases.

“You blew out a
knee after a foot chase. Correct?”

“On a burglary
call, yes. It’s not much of a problem. I keep it stable by riding
my bike a few miles a week.”

“I spoke with
Captain Baker.” Her smile made me nervous because he knew where the
skeletons are buried.

“What did Toby
have to say?”

“Toby said you
were an okay guy. Better than that, he said he’d take you back in a
heartbeat if you wanted the job, that you were a hell of a cop and
should buy him a beer next time you’re in town.”

El and Todd
came out of Brad’s office. Jill handed me a business card. “My
personal cell number’s written on the back. Use it when you’ve made
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