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            Prologue

         
         
            July 2022

         

         For RV nomads from all over the country, Charles Milton was always something of an enigma. There was nothing about him that
            stood out. He was unassuming enough—someone you could walk past on a sidewalk and never have him register. His rig, a Thor
            Omni BT36, wasn’t one of the showier ones in the RV parks he frequented. And yes, although the vehicle he towed behind it
            happened to be a Lexus, his 350 GS sedan was also seven years old. Although he wasn’t a flashy dresser, his Dockers and cotton
            Polo shirts were a lot more conservative than the Bermuda shorts and Hawaiian shirts favored by most of his neighbors.
         

         
         He seemed fit enough and carried almost no extra weight on his lean body. His close-cropped silver hair and wire-framed glasses
            gave him an intellectual appearance, but he never seemed to put on airs on that score. He was pleasant enough—always greeting
            people with a friendly wave and a casual “How’s it going?” Occasionally he’d invite people over to have a beer or share a
            smoke under his RV’s roll-out awning. Female visitors often admired the pair of gaily painted maracas that was front and center
            on his small, fold-up patio table.
         

         
         “They came from a street fair in Guaymus,” he’d tell anyone who inquired about their origin while giving the instruments a satisfying rattle, which usually was enough to allay their curiosity. Of course, Charlie had never been to Guaymus, and he didn’t know if the town even had a street fair, but it seemed plausible enough, and since he always told the story the same way, no one ever questioned it. 

         
         Occasional visitors aside, however, Charlie mostly kept to himself, not suspiciously so, but as though he preferred his own
            company to palling around with others. Nonetheless, if someone in the park needed a hand with getting their various antennas
            deployed or stored away, he was always glad to help out.
         

         
         Of course, his very separateness gave rise to a good deal of speculation. Some suspected that he was a retired spy. Others
            thought he must have been a small-town banker or accountant although there was never any hint as to the location of that small
            town. His vehicles both carried South Dakota license plates. Had anyone studied his driver’s license, they would have noticed
            that his listed home address was in Yankton, SD. But when South Dakota ex-pats gathered to discuss their good old days of
            growing up on a farm, or visiting Rapid City for the first time, or stopping off at Wall Drug on the way to Mt. Rushmore,
            or fishing on Big Stone Lake, or having a 4-H bull win a blue ribbon at the state fair in Huron, Charlie’s participation was
            limited to nods, grins, and chuckles. The assumption became that although he officially listed South Dakota as his place of
            residence, he probably did so for similar reasons lots of other people were doing the same thing these days—to save on taxes.
         

         
         When RV womenfolk got together over coffee, Charlie’s name came up often enough because they couldn’t figure him out. Over
            time, several widows had targeted him; after all, he was a good-looking guy for his age and seemed to be fairly well fixed
            financially. But none of those relationships panned out. It wasn’t a matter of whether or not they were his type, Charlie
            simply wasn’t interested. That gave rise to another whole kind of gossip. He didn’t wear a ring, so clearly he wasn’t married.
            If there had been a previous wife or even more than one along the way, he never mentioned them. Was he one of what Garrison
            Keillor used to refer to as “Norwegian bachelor farmers”?
         

         
         A lot of those guys were just naturally shy people who didn’t like to mingle while others were closeted gays who didn’t care to go through the complex process of “coming out.” They were happy to stay where they were and be who they were. But one woman in particular, Helen Snowdon from Aberdeen, who considered herself far more worldly than her compatriots, insisted that Charlie couldn’t possibly be gay—he just wasn’t “limp-wristed enough.” Had Helen’s grandchildren heard her say that out loud, they would have been scandalized. 

         
         The one thing they all knew for sure about Charlie was that he loved rodeos. Other than wearing a Stetson, he didn’t dress
            like a cowboy or act like a cowboy, so that was a bit puzzling. While most snowbirds followed the weather in their migrations,
            Charlie followed rodeos from city to city and region to region. He attended professional competitions and collegiate ones,
            too. Since he never discussed having any kids or grandkids who might be participating, that was also mystifying. Nonetheless,
            when rodeos came to town, he was right there day after day, sitting in the bleachers, watching.
         

         
         And that was how things stood in the RV ranks for a very long time. Then on an April day when mug shots of Charlie’s face
            were suddenly on TV newscasts all over the country, no one was more surprised than his former friends and neighbors. They
            all recognized Charlie’s face all right, but not his name—Ronald J. Addison. But the thing none of them could believe was
            that the stories were true. How was it possible that such an unassuming, totally forgettable man—someone they had all known
            on a first-name basis—had just been unmasked as a serial killer?
         

         
         Initially all of Charlie’s former friends and associates were in complete denial. Surely law enforcement was mistaken. How
            could someone so ordinary be so evil? But when the grieving families of his six victims looked at that same mug shot they
            saw someone else entirely—they saw the devil incarnate, and they all wanted him dead.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Tucson, Arizona

            Saturday, February 16, 2019

         

         At Tucson’s Buckeroo Bar and Grill, the Fiesta de Los Vaqueros was in full swing. That was hardly surprising since it was
            the closest watering hole to the rodeo grounds. It was a divey kind of place where waitresses cooked customers’ steaks more
            or less to order on a well-worn indoor grill positioned just inside the front door. The bar came complete with bad lighting
            and peanut shells scattered on the sticky surface of a grimy floor. There were plenty of rodeo fans crowding the place, but
            a goodly number of the guests that night were rodeo participants—bull and bronco riders, the guys who looked after the livestock,
            groomers, and even a rodeo clown or two.
         

         
         Since the Tucson Rodeo was only a few miles down the road from Charlie Milton’s current RV park north of town, just off I-10
            at Ina Road, he could hardly turn up his nose at that, and naturally he stopped by the Buckeroo afterward. Anywhere people
            were prepared to let their hair down and party hearty was a happy hunting ground for him. They made it easy for him to settle
            in on a stool with his camera bag casually placed on the bar next to him, while he kept an eye out for whatever sweet young
            thing might catch his fancy. Once he spotted a likely prospect, the next task at hand was finding a way to cut her out of
            the herd.
         

         
         Tonight he waited around until he was able to grab the stool at the very end of the bar. He wasn’t here for casual conversation, and being next to the wall halved the risk of his being caught up in some drunk’s idle chitchat. Once settled in, he ordered a small pitcher of sangria. He knew from experience that he could sip on that all night long without getting tipsy, because unlike most of the Buckeroo’s other patrons that evening, Charles Milton had no intention of getting drunk. And now, with his camouflage camera bag on display, he settled in to see what opportunities might present themselves. 

         
         Charlie’s BA, from Harvard no less, was in psychology, and he considered himself to be a keen observer of people. He studied
            them from afar, watching for what made them tick—for what might make them vulnerable and/or available. He always focused on
            young women because, generally speaking, young also meant stupid. Good-looking was fine as far as it went, but he especially
            liked them young and trusting.
         

         
         When a waitress came around, he ordered a medium-rare steak and a baked potato. Steaks at the Buckeroo were somewhat problematic.
            Since each waitress was responsible for grilling her customers’ steaks, and since some waitresses were better at that than
            others, it was a crapshoot whether or not your indifferently prepared Buckeroo rib eye would come to the table as ordered.
            Of course that wasn’t a problem for Charlie. He hadn’t come to the establishment looking for fine dining any more than he
            had come in search of engaging conversation. He had a different kind of red meat in mind.
         

         
         Eight o’clock that evening found Charlie still at the bar, eating his tough, overdone steak, working away at his pitcher of sangria, and still keeping an eye out for likely prospects. The first one was a shapely young blonde who was obviously an out-of-towner. While the locals were all wearing long pants topped by sweaters and/or jackets, Blondie was decked out in a pair of very short shorts and an equally skimpy top. In honor of the rodeo, she wore a pair of rhinestone-studded cowboy boots. From the way she tossed her mane of long platinum hair and the up-close-and-personal manner in which she interacted with the guys gathered around the two pool tables, Charlie soon realized she was a pro in search of a john. 

         
         Most of the time, Charlie chose to avoid prostitutes, although on occasion he’d had to settle for what was readily available.
            Generally speaking, whores were too damned worldly-wise, and he had learned from experience that someone like Blondie might
            have a switchblade tucked inside one of those fancy boots and a pimp standing guard outside. Charlie couldn’t fault the woman
            on her looks, but he preferred his potential victims to be on the innocent side and most definitely unarmed. Besides, whores
            expected to have sex, and sex just wasn’t his thing.
         

         
         As time passed, Charlie began to worry that his evening at the Buckeroo was going to be a bust. Couples came and went. He
            observed their interactions although they held no real interest for him. One couple in particular engaged in a hell of an
            argument, which ended with the woman tossing her full glass of beer right in the poor guy’s face. After that, she got up and
            stalked out. Had Charlie been less experienced, he might have been tempted to get up and go after her, but he didn’t—and a
            good thing, too. Less than a minute after their altercation, the guy involved paid his tab and hurried out of the room, hot
            on her trail. Had Charlie opted to target her, he would have had to deal with her boyfriend as well.
         

         
         Then, just as he was about to give up and head home, three new arrivals entered. As soon as Charlie saw them he thought, That’s more like it. They were young—old enough to get past the security guard checking IDs at the door, or maybe they just had top-drawer fake
            IDs. They were in high spirits and out on the town with no male escorts in sight. All three were good-looking, with shapely
            bodies decked out in proper rodeo attire—western shirts, tight jeans, and cowboy boots—none of which sported a single rhinestone.
            All three had long, jet-black hair. Judging by that and by the stunning pieces of silver and turquoise jewelry they wore,
            Charlie pegged them as Indians. If prostitutes were at the bottom of his list of favorite candidates, Native American women
            were at the top.
         

         
         When young women of color disappeared, and most especially those from Indian reservations, there was a good chance they would never resurface. For one thing, the various law enforcement agencies involved spent so much time bickering about who was supposed to handle the case, that investigations generally went cold before they ever started. As far as Charlie Milton was concerned, unsolved missing persons investigations were just what the doctor ordered. 

         
         Fortunately for Charlie, the new arrivals settled into a booth that was only one table away from his perch at the bar. That
            made it possible for him to keep them under observation without it being obvious. He had no intention of interacting with
            them—of buying them a drink or challenging them to a game of pool. That would be too blatant, and Charlie had no doubt the
            room was well equipped with video surveillance.
         

         
         Soon after the trio placed their beverage order, what showed up was a pitcher of beer and two chilled glasses. Two of the
            girls shared that while the third settled for what appeared to be a soda of some kind—Coca-Cola, most likely—accompanied by
            a slice of lime. Charlie spent some time evaluating what it might mean that two of the girls were drinking and one wasn’t.
            Was she the designated driver?
         

         
         Shortly after eight the music fired up—a three-man band complete with a drummer, a piano player, and a guitar player who also
            fancied himself a singer. At that point a few of the guys from the pool table migrated over to the booth and struck up a conversation
            with the girls. Two of them—the beer drinkers—accepted invitations to dance and left the booth with their newly designated
            partners. As for the girl with the soda? She stayed put, passing on every invitation with a firm shake of her head. When her
            friends returned to the booth and shot glasses appeared on the table—compliments of the pool players turned dancers—the beer
            drinkers washed theirs down with relish while the girl with the soda pushed hers aside. And the longer her companions danced
            and drank and carried on, the more unhappy Soda Girl became.
         

         
         Charlie remained where he was, keeping the goings-on in the girls’ booth under discreet observation. Clearly the three were having a difference of opinion. Soda Girl kept looking at her watch and seemed impatient to leave. Each time one of her gal pals returned to the booth, an animated discussion ensued. Once the dancer resumed dancing, Soda Girl would purse her lips and shake her head. She was obviously impatient to leave while her friends were busy having too much fun. Realizing the situation would soon come to a head, Charlie called for his tab, which he paid in cash. Then, without a glance back toward his target, he left the bar. As far as police investigations are concerned, people who leave bars after victims are far more likely to be considered suspects than individuals who depart earlier. 

         
         When Charlie had arrived at the Buckeroo, the parking lot had been virtually empty. Nonetheless, he had parked on the far
            perimeter. Parking on the fringes of a property greatly enhanced the possibility that his Lexus would be well beyond the range
            of the Buckeroo’s surveillance cameras.
         

         
         Once outside the bar, Charlie walked purposefully to his vehicle and drove it away, leaving the lot but not going far. Two
            blocks away, he executed a quick U-turn, parked on the shoulder of the street in front of what appeared to be a defunct car
            wash, and spent the next few minutes ditching his customary Stetson and retrieving some essential equipment from the camera
            bag—a black hoodie, a pair of latex gloves, and a pair of high-powered night-vision goggles. His weapon of choice was a fully
            loaded syringe, which he tucked into the hoodie’s right-hand pocket. The hypodermic was filled with xylazine, a horse tranquilizer,
            which he’d purchased for cash from a local feedstore two weeks earlier. After donning the hoodie and the gloves, a now fully
            equipped Charlie headed back toward the far edge of the Buckeroo’s parking lot where he took a seat on the battle-scarred
            bench of a trash-littered bus stop. From there, the magnification in his night-vision goggles gave him a clear view of the
            area surrounding the bar’s front door.
         

         
         As if on cue, Soda Girl emerged a few minutes later. She had arrived at the bar with friends, but she was leaving alone. Charlie fully expected her to head for a vehicle, and he hoped he’d have time enough to retrieve the Lexus and follow. Instead, Soda Girl threaded her way through rows of parked cars, walking straight in his direction. From the glow illuminating her face, he suspected she was using her cell phone. It seemed likely she was in the process of summoning either a cab or an Uber. He hoped she wasn’t calling a friend for a lift. That might cause complications. 

         
         As she came closer, seemingly oblivious to Charlie’s presence and the danger he posed, his heart rate ramped up. He glanced
            anxiously back at the bar entrance. A few people remained clustered around the door, smoking and talking. No one else appeared
            to be leaving right then. At that precise moment, traffic on South Sixth was blessedly light, but he understood that once
            he launched his attack, it would have to be quick, brutal, and absolutely silent.
         

         
         Soda Girl emerged from the unpaved parking lot and stepped determinedly onto the sidewalk as though fully prepared to hoof
            it back to wherever she was going. At that point Charlie pushed his goggles up under his hood, leaned back on the bench, closed
            his eyes, and pretended to be asleep, counting on the sound of her boots on the sidewalk to keep him apprised of her movements.
            He remained where he was, seemingly out cold, until she passed by. Then, after one last check for oncoming traffic, he hurtled
            after her.
         

         
         He closed the distance between them in two quick steps. She never saw it coming. There was no time for her to cry out in alarm
            or even raise her hands to fend him off. After slamming his left hand over her mouth, Charlie landed a powerful closed-fist
            blow just over her right ear. Temporarily stunned, she crumpled toward the ground. By the time she landed, he’d managed to
            wrest the syringe out of his pocket and plunge the needle into the bare flesh at the back of her neck. Then he hefted her
            limp body into his arms and bodily carried her back to the waiting Lexus where he opened the trunk with the punch of a button.
         

         
         As Charlie lowered Soda Girl into the trunk, she began to stir. In preparation for that eventuality, he had left strips of duct tape hanging on the interior surface of the trunk door, ready and waiting to be deployed at a moment’s notice. Before his victim could scream, he slapped one of the shorter strips of tape over her mouth. Then, overpowering her struggles, he used the longer ones to bind her hands and feet. 

         
         Once, when Charlie had still been a novice at this game, he’d made the nearly fatal mistake of binding his captive’s arms
            in front of her rather than behind with nearly disastrous consequences, and that was a mistake he hadn’t repeated. Once Soda
            Girl was fully restrained, he returned the hoodie and glasses to the camera bag. It took a few moments for him to locate her
            cell phone and tuck that into the pocket of his jeans.
         

         
         After closing the trunk lid, Charlie returned to the bus stop. Without the aid of the goggles, he was unable to make out any
            details of the smokers still gathered around the Buckeroo’s front entrance, but none of them exhibited any alarm or seemed
            to be moving in his direction. Using the flashlight on his own phone, Charlie searched the sidewalk until he located the plastic
            lid that had covered the needle on the loaded hypodermic.
         

         
         That was one thing Charlie knew for sure—the whole trick to surviving in this business was following one cardinal rule: Don’t
            leave behind any incriminating evidence. Once in his car, he headed straight for the nearest entrance to I-19. Somewhere between
            Tucson and Green Valley, while still wearing his latex gloves, he rolled down the passenger window of the speeding Lexus and
            tossed his victim’s telephone out onto the pavement. If and when someone bothered to go looking for her phone, that’s the
            last place it would ping, on the shoulder of the southbound lanes of I-19, presumably in a vehicle headed for Nogales. At
            the next available exit, Charlie left the freeway, crossed over the traffic lanes, and headed north.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Tucson, Arizona

            Sunday, February 17, 2019

         

         When last call came at the Buckeroo Bar and Grill that night and with Rosa Rios nowhere to be found, Amanda Lewis and Evangeline
            Rodriguez were pissed—in every sense of the word. They were both more than slightly drunk, and they were mad as hell that
            their friend Rosa had taken off by herself without so much as a word to either one of them.
         

         
         Yes, Rosa wasn’t drinking these days and they were, but did she have to be so mean about it? Back in the old days at Fort
            Thomas High, the three of them had called themselves the Three Musketeers. Considering they were all San Carlos Apaches and
            girls to boot, that was pretty hilarious, but at the time, they’d been inseparable and had done everything together. That
            ended in the spring of their senior year when Rosa had shown up drunk at school. The night before there had been a big party
            in the desert outside Bylas. Rosa had stayed later than almost everyone else, and she’d still been inebriated the next morning
            when Thomas, her then-boyfriend, had dropped her off at school. He and his friends thought it was a big joke, but Mr. Winston,
            the school principal, had other ideas.
         

         
         Matthew Winston was a hard-ass if ever there was one. He didn’t give a damn that this was the first of May and just weeks prior to Rosa’s scheduled graduation. Rather than give her a suspension, he expelled her that very day and sent her home. Rosa’s widowed mother, Ida Rios, had tried appealing the principal’s decision to the school board, but they had backed Winston instead. Two weeks before graduation, Rosa filled a backpack with her worldly goods and left town. For the next three and a half years she seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth. No one on the San Carlos heard a word from her. Over time, all of them, including Rosa’s mother, concluded she was dead. Then, a little over a month ago, an overjoyed Ida had called both Amanda and Vangie at work to tell them that she had just heard from Rosa who was alive and well and living in Tucson. 

         
         By then Rosa’s friends had gone on with their lives. Amanda had moved in with her longtime boyfriend, Jacob. They lived in
            Fort Thomas where she worked as a clerk for the BIA. Vangie, who lived at home with her mother and younger siblings, was a
            teacher’s aide at Mt. Turnbull Elementary in Bylas. According to Ida, Rosa had straightened out her life. She had gone through
            treatment. She was now clean and sober and working at a Taco Bell. Once Ida passed along Rosa’s phone number, Amanda and Vangie
            hatched a plan to go visit her.
         

         
         Back in the day, Rosa had been a talented barrel racer who had expected to go far on the rodeo circuit. That whole future
            had evaporated when her trailered horse, a pinto named War Paint, had been involved in a horrific traffic accident on the
            way home from a junior rodeo event and had had to be put down. The terrible loss of her beloved mount took the competitive
            wind out of Rosa’s sails, and she never barrel raced again. But back when rodeos had been a regular occurrence in their lives,
            the three girls had attended them together—with Rosa as the performer and Amanda and Vangie as her cheering section. And that
            was why, with the Tucson Rodeo coming up only weeks after Rosa resurfaced, they decided to have their reunion there and then.
         

         
         Jacob, Amanda’s boyfriend, hadn’t been thrilled at the prospect of her being away for a whole weekend. He remembered all too well the scandal that had surrounded Rosa’s abrupt departure from Fort Thomas High. He didn’t really believe that Rosa’s drinking days were over, and he was a little worried about Amanda’s drinking, too. Eventually, however, he had grudgingly agreed. When Amanda and Vangie finally set off for Tucson, they did so with Amanda behind the wheel of Jacob’s shiny Toyota Tundra. 

         
         Their visit hadn’t lived up to expectations. For one thing, Rosa’s tiny studio apartment on South Fourth wasn’t big enough
            for all of them. Amanda and Vangie had had to cough up money for a hotel room. And much to their dismay, Rosa wasn’t at all
            the high-spirited, take-no-prisoners girl she used to be. She was serious now—seriously serious. She was going to Pima Community
            College with the expectation that she’d transfer over to the University of Arizona in the fall. She had a job at a nearby
            Taco Bell where she earned enough to pay for food and rent, but not enough for her to own and operate a vehicle. And although
            the hours at her job were flexible enough for her to attend classes, when it came to Rodeo Weekend, she was only able to get
            Saturday off. So that evening, as they headed out, Rosa made it clear that if the others wanted to drink, that was fine, but
            she wouldn’t be joining them, not in drinking, or, as it turned out, in dancing, either.
         

         
         When Amanda and Vangie finally left the bar that night, they looked around for Rosa. Since Amanda had left the truck unlocked,
            they assumed they’d find her sleeping in the pickup, but no such luck. They tried calling her phone. No answer. In fact not
            only was there no answer, the call went straight to voice mail. More than a little worried about being picked up on a DUI,
            Amanda nonetheless drove to Rosa’s apartment. When they knocked on the door and she didn’t answer, they assumed that either
            she wasn’t home or else didn’t want to have anything to do with them. Finally they gave up and went to their hotel.
         

         
         That had taken the blush off Amanda and Vangie’s getaway weekend. They had expected it to be a fun time for all three of them, and without Rosa, there wasn’t much point. By noon the next day, still unable to connect with Rosa, Amanda and Vangie gave up and went back to the San Carlos. On the way they talked about what they should do—tell Ida Rios or not? In the end, they decided that telling was the only option. 

         
         “Back so soon?” a mystified Ida asked when they turned up on her doorstep. “I thought you were going to stay the whole weekend.”

         
         That’s when they explained what had happened.

         
         “You’ve tried calling her again today?” Ida asked, when Amanda finished telling the story.

         
         “Our calls go straight to voice mail,” Vangie replied.

         
         “Did you contact the police to report her missing?”

         
         Amanda shook her head. “We thought she just got mad because we were drinking and having fun and she wasn’t.”

         
         At that point, Ida picked up her own phone. Amanda and Evangeline sat there while Ida Rios called the Tucson PD. All they
            heard was Ida’s side of the conversation, and it didn’t last long.
         

         
         “My daughter Rosa’s gone missing,” Ida reported. “She went out with some friends in Tucson last night. They went to a place
            called the Buckeroo, drinking and dancing. When the bar closed, they couldn’t find Rosa anywhere, and she isn’t answering
            her phone. I know it hasn’t been that long, but . . .” Ida fell silent, and a long pause followed. “So that’s what I’m supposed
            to do—wait forty-eight hours and then call you back? But what if—”
         

         
         Whoever was on the other end of the line must have cut Ida off in midsentence. Because another long period of silence followed.

         
         “Well, I suppose something like this did happen once before,” Ida resumed at last. “She ran off when she was a senior in high
            school, and we didn’t hear from her for a long time, but back then she’d had some trouble at school and—” Once again, Ida
            was interrupted by someone on the other end of the line. “All right,” she agreed finally, “if I haven’t heard from her by
            then, I’ll call back.”
         

         
         Amanda and Vangie looked at Ida expectantly, but she shook her head. “After,” she said, biting her lip. “I’ll have to call
            them later. Tomorrow, he said. Today is too soon.”
         

         
         Amanda and Vangie left Ida’s house then, but as they climbed back into the pickup and closed the doors, a black cloud of dread filled the cab around them. At that point, although neither of them said anything aloud, they both knew that their friend Rosa Rios was gone, and this time they doubted she’d be coming back. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            San Simon, Arizona

            Tuesday, April 16, 2019, 6:00 a.m.

         

         When Maureen Huddleston came into the kitchen at six o’clock that Tuesday morning expecting to start the coffee, she was surprised
            to see that the Mr. Coffee was almost done dripping, and her husband, Jack, was working away at the kitchen counter. After
            all, her spouse of some thirty-odd years wasn’t exactly the domestic type.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she asked.

         
         “Making a couple of sandwiches,” he answered.

         
         “For the kids?”

         
         “No, for me,” he said. “I’m gonna take Waldo and go check the fences.”

         
         Maureen took a critical gander at his sandwich workmanship while she poured her own coffee. His end product consisted of white
            bread, Miracle Whip, salsa, ketchup, and bologna, without a single shred of lettuce. Had she been in charge, she would have
            added lettuce and fresh tomato slices to the mix, but these were his sandwiches and his choices.
         

         
         “Why not use the ATV?” Maureen asked. “Wouldn’t that be faster?”

         
         Jack’s shoulders stiffened. “I’m too old for all this crap,” he said. “Sometimes a man needs a little peace and quiet.”

         
         Maureen understood exactly what “crap” he had in mind. Months earlier, when their daughter, Doreen, and her latest and by far most-worthless boyfriend had been picked up on drug smuggling charges with all three of their kids in the back seat of their soon-to-be-impounded vehicle, Child Protective Services had come calling. Of course Maureen and Jack said yes, they’d take the kids. What else could they say? But now, at ages fifty-three and fifty-eight, respectively, she and Jack were back to raising kids—ages six, eight, and ten—with all that entailed—feeding them, clothing them, making sure they brushed their teeth, getting them out the door in time to catch the school bus, overseeing homework, and keeping track of after-school activities. It was way more than either of them had bargained for. 

         
         “You’re not the only one who could use some peace and quiet you know,” she told him. “Maybe I should go check out the fences
            while you get the kids ready for school.”
         

         
         Jack turned to face her. “Look,” he said, sagging against the kitchen sink, “I know I’m the weakest link, and you’re not far
            short of sainthood, but if you look at the results, I wasn’t such a hotshot at fatherhood the first time around, and I doubt
            I’m going to be any better at it now.”
         

         
         “You did the best you could,” she assured him. “We both did. Dory made her own bad choices.”

         
         “And we’re the ones reaping the consequences.”

         
         “Since Dory’s in jail, she’s suffering some consequences, too,” Maureen said. “Besides, where would our grandkids be if we
            hadn’t stepped up?”
         

         
         “Exactly,” Jack told her, “which is why I’m going to take my sandwiches and my horse and spend the day trying to get my head
            screwed on straight.”
         

         
         “You do that,” she said, giving him a forgiving peck on the cheek in passing. “In the meantime, I’m going to go wake the galloping
            herd so they can get dressed while I make breakfast.”
         

         
         Half an hour later, Jack and Waldo headed out. Huddleston Ranch was a family-owned operation, and Jack was the third generation to run it. The place, located halfway between Bowie and San Simon, included 650 deeded acres and another 400 of federal leased land. 

         
         Ten of those acres were devoted to Maureen’s truck farm where she grew fruits and vegetables that she sold at area famers’
            markets throughout the spring and summer. Another two hundred irrigated acres were used to grow alfalfa. The rest was devoted
            to pastureland where Jack ran a herd of grass-fed beef. The truck garden was a cash-only business and the source of a good
            portion of their annual income. Jack couldn’t help but wonder how that would work this year when school let out for the summer
            and Maureen was stuck watching three kids as well as doing her gardening.
         

         
         Jack realized that Maureen understood his checking fences was nothing more than an excuse. He was pretty sure the fences were
            just fine, but he really needed to get away. As he left the house, barn, and garden behind, Jack simply gave Waldo his head
            and let him go where he pleased while Jack wrestled with the disaster their daughter’s life had become and wondered what he
            could have done differently to bring about a better outcome.
         

         
         Waldo plodded along, happy to be out and about and moving with no real purpose or direction. When they came to the first fence,
            the horse stopped and waited for Jack to dismount and open the gate before they moved on into the leased part of the ranch.
            Once inside, Jack turned Waldo’s head to the left and east to where his property was bordered by Wood Canyon Road, although
            calling that rough dirt track a road was being far too generous.
         

         
         Heading south again, still following the fence line, they came to a spot where a clump of mesquite had grown up next to the
            fence. Rather than plow through the thorny barrier, Waldo veered around it. In the clearing behind the mesquite Jack spotted
            the charred remains of a fire. Serious drought conditions had persisted throughout the Southwest for years, and Jack was instantly
            incensed. Who the hell would start a fire out here in this dry grassland? What were they thinking? What if they had started
            a brush fire? If that had happened, everything Jack owned might well have gone up in flames.
         

         
         Pulling Waldo to a stop, Jack dismounted. Only when he examined the ashes more closely did he see a charred rib bone protruding from the ash. His first thought was that someone had set fire to one of his calves, but a closer examination told him otherwise. What he was looking at was a rib bone, all right, but a distinctly human one, which was confirmed by the item he spotted next—a human skull complete with several teeth still attached to the lower jaw. 

         
         Feeling half sick, Jack wrestled his cell phone out of his pocket. A year or so ago, he wouldn’t have had a signal out here,
            but over the past few months an additional cell tower had been built along I-10 between Bowie and San Simon. With shaking
            hands, he struggled to punch in the number.
         

         
         “Nine one one, what are you reporting?”

         
         “I just found a dead body,” Jack managed. “It looks like someone’s been burned to death.”

         
         “What is your location?”

         
         “A couple miles south of I-10 between Bowie and San Simon, just off Wood Canyon Road.”

         
         “And your name, sir?”

         
         “Huddleston,” he said, “Jack Huddleston. I was riding my fence line this morning and just now found it.”

         
         “Are there any vehicles nearby?”

         
         “No, the body’s lying out in the open all by itself with no sign of anyone else.”

         
         “Please stay on the line, sir,” the woman said. “There’s a Cochise County Sheriff’s Department deputy currently in your area.
            I’ll dispatch him to your location as soon as possible.”
         

         
         The 911 operator may have directed Jack to stay on the line, but he wasn’t someone who always did as he was told. He hung
            up and called Maureen. He needed to tell her what was going on before a string of cop cars came roaring past the house. Fortunately,
            it was late enough in the day that the school bus had already picked up the kids. His calling home on his cell was unusual
            enough that Maureen was already on high alert the moment she answered.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she demanded. “Are you all right? Is Waldo?”

         
         “We’re both fine,” Jack assured her, “but somebody isn’t. I just found a dead body.”

         
         “A dead body?” she echoed in dismay. “Are you sure?”

         
         “I’m sure.”

         
         “On our property?”

         
         “Yes, just inside the fence line along Wood Canyon Road. I already called the cops. A deputy’s on his way.”

         
         “That’s awful. How long has the body been there? Who can it be?”

         
         “No idea,” Jack told her. “That’s probably the first thing the cops will need to figure out.”

         
         “Do you want me to come there?”

         
         “No, better not,” he said. “The fewer people around a crime scene, the better.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Bisbee, Arizona

            Tuesday, April 16, 2019, 8:00 a.m.

         

         Sheriff Joanna Brady sat at her desk in the Cochise County Justice Center and stared at the front page of that day’s Bisbee Bee in utter disbelief. Front and center was a bylined article from her least favorite reporter, Marliss Shackleford. The headline
            read:
         

         
         
            Mismanagement Issues

            Plague Sheriff’s Department

         

         Positioned next to the article to bolster that claim was a photo of the front door to her office’s public lobby with a County
            Health Department citation slapped on the glass declaring the place to be a public health hazard. On Saturday at noon her
            weekend off had been interrupted by a panicked call from her jail commander telling her that cells were filling up with sewage,
            forcing Joanna to spend the remainder of the weekend dealing with a problem that turned out to be a literal shitstorm.
         

         
         Jail inmates had been immediately evacuated to a collection of hastily procured tents that had been erected in the jail’s exercise yard, while a squad of plumbers—all delighted to be working weekend overtime—had been summoned to clear up the problem. What they discovered had left Joanna seething. When she learned the blockage had been caused by dozens of towels being flushed down inmates’ toilets, Joanna and her investigators went to work, studying surveillance footage. 

         
         They soon discovered that flushing had occurred in several different cells almost simultaneously, late on Friday night. One
            by one the inmates involved had been summoned for interviews, and eventually several of them caved. It turned out the scheme
            had been dreamed up by a fairly new and now disgruntled jail guard who had taken exception to his first ever annual employee
            review.
         

         
         When he came to work that afternoon, Joanna had confronted him with what his cohorts had said. Once he admitted it, he had
            been fired on the spot, but Joanna’s whole weekend had been shot. She had spent hours rehousing inmates, overseeing the plumbers,
            and making arrangements for a certified biohazard crew to come in and do a thorough cleaning of all the affected areas—one
            of which happened to be the kitchen. Until that area had been remediated, she also needed to make arrangements for inmate
            food to be brought in from outside suppliers.
         

         
         Summoned from home, Joanna had been on duty dealing with that complicated mess for the remainder of the weekend. By the time
            she arrived in the office on Monday morning, she was already exhausted, and finding that Health Hazard citation taped to the
            door had added insult to injury. Now, a day later, Marliss’s piece piled on more. Gritting her teeth, Joanna forced herself
            to read the whole thing. The article mentioned that part of the plumbing issue over the weekend had been caused deliberately,
            but the underlying message was that negligence on the part of administration was also responsible. In other words, Sheriff
            Brady herself had contributed to the problem by not properly maintaining the Justice Center’s aging infrastructure, including
            its plumbing.
         

         
         Joanna’s first instinct was to get Marliss Shackleford on the line and give her a piece of her mind. That’s when her phone
            rang.
         

         
         “Sheriff Brady,” Joanna answered.

         
         “Good morning, Sheriff,” Tica Romero, the department’s daytime dispatcher told her. “We’ve got a reported dead body found on Huddleston Ranch between Bowie and San Simon. Deputy Creighton was just finishing a traffic stop south of Willcox, but he’s en route to the scene.” 

         
         “Natural causes?” Joanna asked hopefully.

         
         “Sounds like a homicide,” Tica replied. “Jack Huddleston, the guy who called it in, said it looked like the victim had been
            incinerated and could’ve been there for some time.”
         

         
         These days, Joanna kept a daily duty roster on a sheet of paper next to her computer. “Looks like Detectives Howell and Raymond
            are next up,” she said.
         

         
         Deb Howell was a longtime detective at this point. Recently promoted Garth Raymond was still a newbie.

         
         “I’ll let them know, along with the CSIs,” Tica said.

         
         “And also Doc Baldwin?”

         
         Kendra Baldwin was Cochise County’s resident ME.

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Tica said. “After the bullpen, she’s next on my list.”

         
         “You might also give Marianne Maculyea a call,” Joanna added. “The guy who found the body may be in need of some emotional
            support.”
         

         
         Reverend Marianne Maculyea was not only Joanna’s pastor, she was also her best friend. In addition, she served as the Cochise
            County Sheriff’s Department chaplain.
         

         
         “Tell everyone I’m on my way.”

         
         Years earlier, Joanna had been married to her first husband, Deputy Andy Brady, who had been in the process of running for the office of sheriff against his boss. Shortly before the election, Andy had been murdered, shot dead by a drug cartel hit man. In the aftermath of her husband’s death, Joanna had been persuaded to run for office in his stead even though she herself had never been involved in law enforcement. Once she won, most people had assumed she’d be little more than a figurehead. Instead, she had sent herself through police academy training and learned how to be a professional law enforcement officer. From the start she had considered it part of her duty as sheriff to personally visit the scene of every homicide that occurred inside her jurisdiction. Now well into her third term in office, she still did. 

         
         Pushing away from her desk and all its attendant paperwork, she walked as far as the door leading to the reception area where
            her secretary, Kristin Gregovich, held sway, accompanied by Spike, the department’s now retired K-9, who was sleeping peacefully
            on a dog bed stationed next to her desk.
         

         
         “Homicide up by San Simon,” Joanna announced.

         
         “You’re going?” Kristin asked.

         
         Joanna nodded. “No idea when I’ll be back.”

         
         She left via her office’s back door, one that opened directly on her reserved parking place. Even though the victim may have
            been deceased for some time, Joanna used lights and sirens to get there. San Simon was located in the far northeastern corner
            of Joanna’s jurisdiction. At posted speeds the trip would have taken more than two hours. With lights and sirens, she arrived
            in just under an hour and a half.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Sells, Arizona

            Friday, April 1, 2022, 7:00 a.m.

         

         They say it happened long ago that the Spirit of Goodness, I’itoi, was out walking with Tash—the Sun. I’itoi looked back and
               saw that a man and woman were following them.

         
         I’itoi waited for the man and woman and showed them which way Sun would travel. He explained to them that some of the paths
               traveled by Sun made things hot while others made them cold.

         
         All that day the man and woman traveled with I’itoi and Tash. At the end of the day, I’itoi told the man and woman that they
               must always live among the Desert People, the Tohono O’odham, and watch them to make sure Sun didn’t make things too hot or
               too cold. Since this did not seem to be very hard work, the man and woman agreed.

         
         This man and woman happened to have four sons. The two older ones always played together and never had anything to do with
               the younger ones except to tease them and pick on them. The mother had to watch all the time to keep the two little ones from
               being hurt. As the years passed, the children became more and more quarrelsome. Eventually the mother died, and the father
               had no peace in his house because of all the quarreling.

         
         By now there were many people on Earth, and they began complaining. Some thought there was too much sun and not enough rain.
               Others said that every day was too much like the other days.

         
         The four brothers heard all the people talking, and they began planning how they would change things once it came time for them to take their father’s place.

         
          

         Dan Pardee sat on the foot of the bed, watching his wife, Lani, weave her hair into a long silver braid, which she then pinned
            in a circle at the back of her head. He loved watching her do that and always had. When they’d first met and married, Dr.
            Lani Walker-Pardee’s shoulder-length hair had been jet black. She was only in her late thirties now, but two years of doing
            hand-to-hand combat with Covid at the Sells Indian Hospital in Sells, Arizona, had taken its toll. Initially she’d tried to
            hold off the encroaching gray by dying her hair, but then Madeline Juan, the town’s sole beautician, had fallen victim to
            Covid. Once her shop closed, Lani’s all-black hair had gone completely gray.
         

         
         She was good-natured about it. She sometimes jokingly referred to herself as “Old White-Haired Woman,” the hero of the family’s
            favorite Tohono O’odham legend, but Dan knew it bothered her even if she pretended it didn’t. Truth be told, these days touches
            of gray were appearing at Dan’s own temples. He had seen the commercials about men retouching their hair. Some other time
            he might have been tempted to give one of those products a try, but out of loyalty to Lani, he hadn’t succumbed.
         

         
         “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she said, quietly catching his eye in the reflection of the bathroom mirror.

         
         “I do, too,” he agreed, “but Rosa Rios has been dead for three years. Now that her remains have finally been identified, I
            need to talk to the officers who investigated the crime scene. Once I do that, I’ll need to go to Bylas and see the victim’s
            mother. I want to be the one who delivers the news.”
         

         
         “You’re a fed these days, you know,” Lani reminded him as she finished with her hair. “What makes you think whoever’s in charge
            down in Bisbee will bother giving you the time of day?”
         

         
         “There is that,” Dan agreed thoughtfully.

         
         While Lani headed for the kitchen to make breakfast, Dan climbed into the shower where he continued to consider the problem under a stream of hot water. Unfortunately there was a good deal of truth in what Lani had implied. In his current position Dan Pardee really was a fed—a field officer for a newly formed branch of the US government called the Missing and Murdered Indigenous People Task Force, or MIP, for short. The agency had been created at the direction of the Department of the Interior secretary. Its main purpose was to investigate and put right how law enforcement agencies all over the country had dealt with both solved and unsolved cases involving the deaths and disappearances of Native American victims. 

         
         Everyone seemed to agree that this was a problem long in need of being addressed, but MIP was the first-ever broad-based,
            systematic attempt by the federal government to actually do so. To come to grips with the extent of the issue, law enforcement
            agencies throughout the country had been asked to provide information on all applicable cases. At that point MIP investigators,
            dubbed “field officers,” would then examine the submitted materials and take whatever course of action they deemed necessary.
            As a consequence, MIP arrived on the scene as a fully operational cold case unit operating on a massive scale. Current and
            former law enforcement officers of Indigenous descent were encouraged to apply to be field officers, and Dan Pardee had been
            among the first to submit an application.
         

         
         For years he had worked with the Shadow Wolves, a Border Patrol unit made up entirely of Native American officers who patrolled
            the challenging stretch of international border inside the boundaries of the Tohono O’odham Nation. It was rough, desolate
            terrain where the Shadow Wolves, all of them experienced trackers and often patrolling on horseback, attempted to control
            illegal border crossings. Some of the crossers were ordinary migrants in search of the American dream, but others were armed
            and dangerous criminals engaged in various cartel-sponsored smuggling operations.
         

         
         Smugglers of both drugs and people had little regard for human life. Their so-called mules, the people who traveled the burning desert carrying drug- or cash-laden backpacks, were totally expendable and were often abandoned to die of heat and dehydration. The same thing happened to many of the hopeful migrants who, after forking over exorbitant fees for being transported to the US, were left to die in the unrelenting desert. More often than not, the Shadow Wolves, while dodging bullets from cartel-paid snipers, ended up supplying emergency medical care to migrants who otherwise would have perished. 

         
         Initially, Dan had been gung-ho about working with the Shadow Wolves, but over time he had lost heart. For one thing, while
            the never-ending stream of human suffering continued, no one in government seemed the least bit interested in doing anything
            about it. And while the officers struggled to make ends meet on their less than generous salaries, they had almost daily encounters
            with the vast amounts of money changing hands along the porous Mexican border. More than once they had found what they presumed
            to be a backpack filled with illegal drugs only to discover it was stuffed with bundles of hard cold cash.
         

         
         A number of years earlier, one of the Shadow Wolves, a man named Henry Rojas, had fallen victim to the temptation posed by
            all that money and had become involved in a scheme transporting blood diamonds into the States. Henry’s participation had
            ultimately resulted in the deaths of three young brothers from the reservation, but his involvement hadn’t come to light until
            after Henry himself had been found shot to death by the woman running the illicit operation.
         

         
         Henry, someone widely respected on the reservation, had been Dan’s immediate supervisor. His unexpected fall from grace had hit everyone hard. From that moment on, Dan’s participation in the Shadow Wolves had turned into a job rather than a mission. When a chance for him to jump ship had come along, he had done so. He was one of the first of the sixty or so MIP field officers to sign on. Each was assigned to work cases from a particular area. As one of the first hirees, he’d had his choice of location, and Dan had opted to handle Arizona, a decision that allowed him to accept the job without disrupting Lani’s already well-established career path with the Tohono O’odham Nation. 

         
         MIP had officially opened for business in January of 2022. At first cases had barely trickled in. Some agencies and jurisdictions
            had responded immediately. Others had been much slower on the trigger. However, now with the threat of the loss of federal
            funding hanging over their heads, previously reluctant agencies were beginning to comply, and Dan’s trickle of cases was fast
            becoming a flood. He happened to know that the Cochise County Sheriff’s Department had been one of the last of his agencies
            to comply. That suggested Dan’s arrival on the scene was likely to be less than welcome.
         

         
         By the time he entered the kitchen, he’d made up his mind about how to handle the situation. “I’ll stop by Brian’s office
            on my way to Bisbee,” he told Lani. “I expect he’ll be able to give me a hint about the lay of the land down south.”
         

         
         The Brian in question was the newly elected Pima County sheriff, Brian Fellows. In what Lani sometimes referred to as her
            “duct-taped-together family,” Brian was someone who, without being a real blood relation, was nonetheless considered to be
            not only Dan’s brother-in-law but also his kids’, Micah and Angie’s, beloved uncle.
         

         
         “Good idea,” Lani said. “He’ll set you straight.” After a pause, she added, “Do you think you’ll be back tonight?”

         
         Dan shrugged. “That depends on what goes on in Bisbee. I’m pretty sure I’ll head for Bylas directly from there. I may or may
            not end up staying over. What about you?”
         

         
         “As soon as I get off work, the kids and I will head into town to Mom’s,” Lani answered. “I’ve asked Lucy to heat the pool.
            That way, the kids can swim, Lucy can have a break, and I’ll . . .”
         

         
         Lani’s voice drifted away into silence, and Dan understood why. He barely remembered his own mother. Lani’s mother, Diana
            Ladd Walker, was still alive, but increasingly frail and in need of care.
         

         
         Lucy Rojas, Diana’s hired caretaker, was actually the widow of that disgraced Shadow Wolf, Henry. At the time of her husband’s death, Lucy had been a nurse at the hospital in Sells, but once Henry was gone, overcome with shame, Lucy had left the reservation; however, she and Lani had remained in touch. For a time Lucy had worked at Kino Community Hospital in Tucson, but once the Covid burden was more than she could handle, Lani had asked if she would consider becoming Diana’s caretaker. Lucy had accepted the position and now occupied the part of the Walker/Ladd household where Lani’s beloved but long-departed godmother, Rita Antone, had once lived. 

         
         Lani was standing at the kitchen stove with her back to Dan. He crossed the room and put his arm around her waist.

         
         “Gotcha,” he said quietly. “Every moment you can spend with your mom right now is precious.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         
            Tucson, Arizona

            Friday, April 1, 2022, 9:00 a.m.

         

         Pima County Sheriff Brian Fellows sat at his desk and breathed in the peace and quiet. When former Sheriff Jack Abernathy
            had resigned while under investigation by the FBI on federal corruption charges, Brian Fellows had decided to take a run at
            the office himself. He’d been elected in a blowout, leading his nearest competitor by a ten-point margin.
         

         
         Brian was hardly a newcomer to law enforcement—he’d practically cut his teeth on it. The idol of his life had been his stepbrothers’
            father, Brandon Walker, a man who had previously occupied this very office. Brian’s mother, Janie, had been Brandon’s first
            wife. When he had shipped out to Nam, although she was already the mother of two boys, she hadn’t exactly kept the home fires
            burning while her husband was gone. In fact, she was pregnant with Brian before her Brandon returned from overseas. Since
            the number of months involved didn’t exactly measure up in the paternity department, a divorce soon followed.
         

         
         Brian’s first memories of Brandon had been when he came by the house to pick up his own sons, Quentin and Tommy, to take them on noncustodial parental weekend outings. Brian didn’t know how many weekends he had stood there, brokenhearted, watching the three of them drive off to wherever they were going. Then one day, something magic had happened. Brandon had gotten out of the car, walked back up the sidewalk, and asked Brian if he wanted to come along. Boy, did he ever! And from then on, if Brandon took Quentin and Tommy for a ride, Brian went, too. 

         
         Naturally, his stepbrothers had hated Brian’s guts. Then something else wonderful happened. Brandon married a woman named
            Diana Ladd, a widow with a son of her own. Diana’s Davy and Brian became such close friends that they could just as well have
            been brothers. Later, when Brandon and Diana adopted a little girl they named Lani, Brian had regarded her as his “little
            sis.”
         

         
         Considering Brian’s very real case of hero worship for Sheriff Brandon Walker, it was hardly surprising that he had gone into
            law enforcement, joining the Pima County Sheriff’s Department while Brandon still was at the helm. Brian had stayed on first
            as a deputy and later as a detective long after Brandon was voted out of office despite the fact that Bill Forsythe, the next
            sheriff, had made Brian’s life as miserable as possible.
         

         
         Forsythe had still been sheriff when, assigned to work without backup, Brian had gotten caught up in a carjacking that had
            evolved first into a high-speed chase and eventually a freeway wreck. The carjacked woman and her baby, having managed to
            escape from their vehicle, had suddenly found themselves in the path of another speeding vehicle. Brian had succeeded in pushing
            them out of the way, thus saving their lives but at great cost to himself.
         

         
         After the incident he had spent months first in the hospital and later in rehab. When it was made clear that he’d never walk
            again, he thought his life was over. But then his wonderful wife, Kath, had given him a swift and much-needed kick in the
            butt. “Are you going to use that wheelchair as an excuse to be a bump on a log for the rest of your life,” she had demanded,
            “or are you going to do something about it?”
         

         
         Brian had chosen the latter. He had gone back to school and earned a master’s degree in public administration from the University of Arizona. That degree combined with his previous experience in law enforcement had landed him a job as assistant chief of police in Tucson, and that was what he had been doing when Forsythe retired. For a moment, Brian had considered standing for election, but he had let the urge pass, and Jack Abernathy, a guy Brian had regarded as a worm, was elected sheriff. Two years later, under FBI investigation on police corruption charges, Abernathy had been forced to resign. That was more temptation than Brian could resist. He had run and won handily. Brian’s only regret was that Brandon Walker was gone by then and didn’t live to see it. The old guy had passed away months earlier, succumbing not to Covid, but to a massive stroke. 

         
         A special election had been held in November 2021, and Brian had been sworn into office in early January. His office at the
            sheriff’s department came equipped with a private restroom, but no one had anticipated that at some point in time the duly
            elected sheriff would also be a paraplegic. He soon discovered that the facilities reserved for his private use were anything
            but handicapped accessible. Correcting the situation had been the start of a three-month ordeal during which his office was
            in a constant state of construction. It may have been a county building, but numerous permits had to be obtained, posted,
            and signed off on. Brian’s attempts to do his new job had been complicated by the steady parade of plumbers, electricians,
            carpenters, drywall installers, and painters meandering through his office. Today at last, the job was finished. Earlier that
            morning the final inspection had been signed off on, and Brian was relishing a few moments without disruption. That’s when
            his phone rang.
         

         
         “There’s a man out here asking to see you,” Donna announced. Donna Loper had been secretary to four different Pima County
            sheriffs so far, starting with Brandon Walker. Brian expected she would probably outlast him as well. He wished, for the hundredth
            time, that she’d be kind enough to mention the waiting guest’s name when she made those cryptic notifications, but that would
            have required teaching a very old dog a new trick.
         

         
         “Fair enough,” Brian said. “Send him in.”

         
         Since standing wasn’t an option, Sheriff Fellows generally rolled his chair around the
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