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He heard the giggling before the snowball hit. It had been meant for his shoulder, but he'd turned at the sound and she'd thrown a bit high, so it caught him just below the left eye. A brief sting of pain from a shard of ice she couldn't have known was in there rose on his cheek.

She turned, still giggling, and ran away. Black hair trailed out behind her, flashing iridescent hues of deep purple and blue in sunlight from above and reflected from snow that lay like a blanket upon the earth.

He smiled.

She stopped after a few yards and turned. Saw that he was neither pursuing nor packing a snowball of his own to throw in retaliation, but rather was standing still, his hand to his cheek. A look of concern crossed her features, and she walked back to his side.

Closer, he could see her thick black hair better, how the light played among the strands as if gently caressing them. He could see her fine features. Her ivory skin, smooth, fresh, and clean, so pristine that faint tracery veins could be seen just beneath the surface. Her eyes so green that when they fixed upon his, his face flushed, heart fluttering in a way his nine-year-old mind didn't understand. At times, when she was this close to him, it was hard to breathe.

"I'm sorry," she said, noting the red mark rising on his cheek. Her voice, always pleasant to his ears, comforted him. She leaned in and brushed the spot with her lips, the innocent butterfly kiss of a child, offered as apology, meant only to soothe.

Had any other girl save his mother done so he'd have pushed her away, angrily wiped the spot with the heel of his hand, perhaps retching as he did so. Instead, he blushed furiously as heat bloomed in his belly and rose to his face. He felt a dopey grin break out on his face but was powerless to stop it.

"C'mon," she said, her face as scarlet as his own, and took his hand. Though they both wore mittens against the cold, the skin of his palm tingled. The pain in his cheek was forgotten.

They ran. Together. After a few steps the cold air cooled their faces and feelings neither of them were old enough to comprehend receded until they were just children again, laughing and playing, voices rising in the afternoon sunshine that smiled down upon them from a cloudless blue sky, bathing them in pure, clean energy as if it knew something of their future together. 

As if it were somehow sentient and understood the meaning of destiny.
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The Incident at Boone’s
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When the three heavily armed men in clown masks came through the front entrance and all the shooting started, Robyn Carr knew she’d been concerned about the wrong man.

Her first thought, when he’d stepped up to the counter at Boone’s Family Restaurant and Dairy Mart forty minutes earlier was that he was cute for an older guy. He had blonde hair, going grey at the temples, shorn short on the sides but longer on top and parted in the middle. Robyn immediately thought of the lead actor on NCIS, a popular crime show her mother watched. Like that character, his eyes were a dusty shade of blue, earnest and expressive, the kind of eyes a girl could lose herself in. He was tall, six-two or three Robyn guessed, and the brown leather bomber jacket he wore, unzipped despite the late November chill, didn’t do much to mask the fact that he was solidly built. Hunky, her mother would say, and Robyn agreed. Had he been twenty years younger, closer to her seventeen years instead of forty, she'd have flirted with him heavily. Still, he was pretty cute, so she pasted on her best Gallup, New Mexico smile before greeting him. 

“Welcome to Boone’s,” she said. “How can I help you today?”

“I’ll have the Chocolate Overdose, please,” he said. “Large.”

Robyn smiled. The Chocolate Overdose, a chocolate shake with chocolate syrup, chocolate chips and chocolate fudge brownie bits mixed in, was Boone’s best-selling shake. The treat was more a sundae than a shake, so thick that it had to be eaten with a spoon. It was also a personal favorite of Robyn’s.

“Anything else today, sir?”

“That’ll be all, thank you.” 

His voice was soft but clear. Soothing, but with an edge of quiet sadness. A voice, Robyn thought, as she exchanged a receipt and four pennies for his five and two ones, unlike the high and loud voices of boys her age, boisterous and full of false bravado. As she moved away to fill the order, she thought that she wouldn’t mind listening to a voice like that at length. She stuck a long plastic spoon in the finished shake and returned to the counter where the man waited patiently. She offered him another award-winning smile and handed the treat over.

“Here you are, sir. Have a great evening.”

“Thank you,” he said. Then: “You keep your head down.”

Robyn thought it an odd thing to say but had heard stranger in the year that she’d worked for Boone’s. “Will do,” she said, giving those cool blue eyes another study.

He gazed back earnestly, said: “I hope so,” then moved into the dining area and took a seat at a small table near the side entrance.

Robyn thought that an even stranger response but brushed the thought aside and moved on to other customers. An elderly woman with her grandson, both of whom wanted double dipped chocolate cones. An attractive cheerleader from her school that she had a nodding acquaintance with, who ordered a double cheeseburger, fries, and a strawberry shake. That’s no good for your figure, sweetie, Robin thought a bit cattily, but filled the order without a word. Two construction workers. A family of four. And still more customers coming through the automatic doors that fronted the restaurant.

It was nearing six o’clock in the evening. Shortly, Boone’s would be brimming with activity. As local merchants and banks closed for the day, dozens of workers would be looking for an easy alternative to cooking dinner. The dining room would rapidly fill with tired parents, loud and cranky children, and groups of teenagers who were more interested in hanging out with their friends than eating at home with their families. The drive-through would fill with those in a hurry to get home, or on their way to the movie theater, or just back to their second shift job after their dinner break.

Robyn was clearing a table in the dining room, a long rectangular area at the front of the business with floor to ceiling windows and comfortable seating for fifty-four—though it was common for there to be more than seventy people jammed into the two rows of booths or the tables meant for two lining the periphery. The open arrangement of the dining area was designed to let in light, promote a happy dining experience, and allow passers-by to see the diners enjoying their meals, hopefully drawing them into the cheerful atmosphere as well.

To the right of the main entrance was the Dairy Mart. Much like a small grocery or convenience store, lowboys, tall freezers, and coolers lined the four aisles of goods. At the back of the restaurant was the kitchen, drive through window, and a small manager’s office. These things Robyn knew, but didn’t think about as she removed burger wrappers, drink cups, and fry containers from a table where several teens had neglected to clean up after themselves and deposit their trash in one of the large containers conveniently located near each of the restaurants two exits.

She hadn’t thought of the man with the cool blue eyes since he’d seated himself at the far end of the dining room more than thirty minutes ago, and was mildly surprised to see that he was still there. He was looking past her, towards the sliding doors at the front entrance. Then he looked to the right, out the windows, scanning the parking lot. His shake was gone, the cup likely thrown in the trash receptacle to his left. So why was he still there? And what was he looking for? 

Was he waiting for someone? A girlfriend, perhaps? 

Robyn decided that was it. A guy like that had to have plenty of interested female friends. Maybe a whole harem of them with his easy on the eyes looks and that silky, easy on the ears voice. She knelt down to pick up a ketchup pack before someone stepped on it and she’d have to mop up the mess, looked past the legs of other patrons in the three-quarters full dining room, and froze when she saw the gun.

It was in a holster under his left arm, the retention snap open, the weapon hanging free. The design of his jacket had concealed the bulge that might have been noticeable earlier. Robyn knew little about handguns beyond the fact that they were deadly, but this one was big. Huge, like the ones she’d seen Clint Eastwood carrying in those old cop movies her dad and Grandpa liked to watch. Her eyes seemed to zoom in on the weapon, like a perceptual camera trick she’d seen on TV. She briefly looked up at the man’s face. He was again scanning the parking lot and didn’t seem to have noticed her looking. 

Robyn stood, the ketchup pack forgotten, collected the tray of debris from the table, and crossed to the trash bin at the front entrance. She walked as casually as she could with her heart trip-hammering in her chest and adrenaline surging through her veins. She crossed behind the counter, past Robert and Frank, the twin brother fry-cooks on duty, behind the other two counter girls—Emily, a shy and quiet girl of eighteen with straight brown hair put up in a bun, and Stacia, a twenty-two-year-old single mother with smooth, mocha skin and long hair that she kept in tight single braids that brushed her shoulders as she walked. 

Robyn crossed to the manager’s office. Eric Franklin, an obese and sweaty man with flame red hair who was a little too touchy feely for Robyn’s taste was seated at the lone, cluttered desk wedged into the tight space, talking on the telephone.

“I think we have a problem,” Robyn began but was silenced by the single finger her manager held in the air, signaling her to wait. She mentally added arrogant to the list of things she didn’t particularly like about the man.

She waited impatiently, shifting her balance from foot to foot and casting surreptitious glances back towards the dining area. Finally, Eric re-cradled the phone and looked up at her. 

“Yes,” he said, as if tolerating a great intrusion.

“I think we have a problem in the dining room. There’s a man out there...he’s just been sitting out there for a half-hour—”

The manager raised his hand to stop her again. “A lot of people like to relax after a meal, Robyn.”  He wiped a bit of cookie or cracker from his stained shirt and sighed.

“He didn’t order a meal,” Robyn continued. “Just a shake. But that’s not the point. He’s watching the windows and he has—"

The hand went up again. He added an eye roll. “He’s probably waiting for someone. Look, I don’t have time for this. Our evening rush is minutes away and we’re already busy—”

Robyn fumed. The eye roll had done it. Never mind his micro-managing every little thing anyone did. Never mind his overly inflated ego or his tendency to interrupt every time someone spoke to him, as if he knew what they were going to say before they did. Never mind the shoulder touch that tended to linger too long and had turned into light caresses down her side, straying too close to her breast and ending way too close to her rear end over the last few months. Never mind those things and more. He had rolled his eyes at her. As if she were a stupid child and he endured her presence only because his job required it.

“Listen to me, dammit!” she hissed, startling him to silence. “He has a gun.”

Unaccustomed to having voices raised at him, albeit as quietly as Robyn had just done, a flash of anger crossed Franklin’s face like a reflection of sunlight over the water’s surface. He smoothed his shirt over his protruding belly again, blew out a breath, and said: “I hardly think your tone is appropriate.”

“Did you hear me?” Robyn said with some urgency. “He has a gun.”

The tension that was rising in the office must have been palpable because Stacia joined her at the door and looked on querulously.

“That’s hardly cause for panic, Ms. Carr,” Eric said. Robyn noted, without surprise, that his demeanor had gone from shocked to authoritative and arrogant in less than two seconds. “New Mexico is an open carry state. Our patrons have the right to carry firearms.”

“What’s this about a gun?” Stacia asked.

Robyn ignored her. “He’s not carrying it,” she said to her manager. “It’s out in the open, like he’s ready to use it.”

“Oh, hell no,” Stacia said and pushed past Robyn into the office. “Mr. Franklin, you have to call the police! I ain’t about to be killed up in here!”

“Killed?” Emily cried from behind Robyn. She too had heard the alarm in Robyn’s voice and, abandoning the customers waiting in line to be served, had drifted closer to the office door. Her single utterance was loud enough to be heard by several of the customers and concerned murmuring broke out immediately.

“Ladies, please,” Eric pleaded. He extricated himself from behind the desk causing the trio to back out of the office. “Go back to work. I’m sure there’s nothing to be concerned about.”

That’s when the automatic doors whooshed open and a customer at the back of the line gasped. Robyn turned towards the sound and saw the clowns.

***
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CLOWN NUMBER ONE, WITH green hair, a maniacal toothy grin, and a red nose that was cracked in places as if the mask had been left out in the sun too long, opened fire before the doors fully opened. His first two rounds shattered glass, then lodged harmlessly in a trigonometry book in the backpack of a high school senior. The third round hit the steel frame and spanged back in the direction it came from, narrowly missing the purple coif of clown number two. Neither clown noticed. 

The remaining rounds drilled solidly into the shoulder blades and spine of a meaty woman with two small children in tow. The woman, instantly dead, tottered forward and fell into the patrons ahead of her, effectively shielding the children from the rounds fired by clown number two. Those rounds chewed up more of the woman’s back, her neck, and the top of her skull before plowing through the neck and skull of the high school student whose backpack had saved him moments before.

Then the screaming started.

The mass of patrons surged forward, scared sheep blindly fleeing the butcher. There was nowhere to go in that direction. An elderly man at the front was pushed violently against the stainless-steel counter. A grimace of pain blossomed across his face as several of his ribs snapped. His six-year-old grandson was pushed downwards by the weight of the throng, a panicked expression on his face. He disappeared below the edge of the counter like a slowly sinking ship and was trampled underfoot.

More gunfire erupted at the back of the line—long, loud bursts that sent slugs careening through flesh and bone, ricocheting off tile and stainless-steel fixtures. Clown number three, with huge red eyes, a green nose, and a garishly pink tongue lolling between rows of urine-colored teeth, stepped between clowns one and two as they reloaded. He opened up on the crowd with twin automatics. More blood and gore flew.

Robyn watched all this in horror, frozen, like a deer in high beams. Mere seconds had passed but she saw the carnage with pure clarity, as if time itself had slowed or she were outside of it, observing with a keen eye. Marty Whitehorse, a regular she knew from the bank, was pushing and yelling at people to Get down! before a slug entered the base of his neck and exited through his right eye. A woman she didn’t know, wearing a pea coat and knitted cap, wiped what was left of Marty’s eye from her cheek before taking two slugs in the shoulder and another through her throat.

“Get your ass down, girl!” She heard Stacia yell and felt hands pushing on her shoulder. Then Stacia was gone, her perfect braids flying out behind her before she collapsed to the floor.

To her left, Eric Franklin was holding his throat. Blood spurted between his fingers, and he turned a circle making Gaa...Gaa...Gaa sounds. The noise stopped when three rounds punched through his chest. He hit the floor with a meaty thud.

Then she was hit from the side as Emily, her face a bloody, sodden hole, fell into her legs. Robyn went down in a heap and time snapped back into place as neatly as a rubber band. 

She looked towards the side door of the restaurant, the only ready means of escape. The clowns were still at the front of the restaurant, pouring fire into the patrons crouched and screaming there. None of them had focused on the dining room yet, where diners still sat in stunned silence before their meals or were diving beneath the tables, as if those thin laminate surfaces would offer shelter from a hail of angry, buzzing bullets. She was calculating her chances of making it to the door, wondering how many patrons she could usher out with her, when the door was pulled open from the outside and clown number four entered. 

He had red eyes with white spirals, cracked yellow latex skin and a pursed, ruby red mouth. He carried a nasty looking automatic rifle with an extended clip that he pointed at a large family seated at a table directly in front of him. A woman at the table screamed. A man tried to shield three girls and a boy, all under the age of ten, with his body. Robyn couldn’t see the clown grin beneath his mask but knew that he did. The tight, gleeful grin of a cartoon villain bent on revenge. Robyn, unable to tear her eyes from a sight her soul demanded she not see, watched his finger tighten on the trigger of his rifle.

The man with the dusty blue eyes appeared at the clown’s side, tucked his gun under the clown’s jaw, and pulled the trigger twice. The latex mask poofed out at the temple with the first round. The tile wall splattered with blood, brain, and gore with the second. The clown dropped like a brightly colored sack of broken eggs.

Clown number two either saw or sensed that something was amiss in the dining room. He turned towards the diners and sprayed bullets at chest height, above the patrons seated or huddled there. The man in the bomber jacket fired back once, hitting the clown above the bridge of the nose. Purple nylon mixed with blood flew from the clown’s mask as he fell, spattering the shoulder and mask of clown number three.

Clown three said: “Hey.” He nudged clown one and they both looked down at clown two as blood poured from the back of his mask and mingled with a pool of blood already spreading there.

The man with the blonde going grey hair hadn’t stopped with his third shot. Hadn’t ducked for cover or run for the door. He strode towards the two clowns, his expression intent, unwavering. He stepped past booths with patrons huddled beneath, past crying women and sobbing children, over the sprawled body of a woman clutching her pocketbook. He appeared to Robyn to be a man with a cause. A soldier on a mission. An avenging angel.

The two clowns looked in his direction simultaneously. Though she couldn’t see it, she could imagine their eyes widening at the sight of death coming for them. They raised their weapons but neither got off a shot. Clown three took the first slug in the chest and slid down the wall leaving a trail of blood in his wake. Clown one loosed his hold on his rifle and backed up a step, putting his hands in the air.

“Hey, man—wait.”

Anything else he might have had to say was cut off by the second slug as it passed between the latex teeth of his mask and obliterated his lower jaw and tongue before exiting his spine. The body dropped to the floor, an evil marionette whose strings had been cut by an uncaring puppeteer.

The man turned towards the counter, stepping over bodies, the weeping and moaning wounded, and puddles of gore. He approached Robyn.

“No!” she cried, crossing her arms over her head. He slipped his gun back into the shoulder holster and crouched beside her, taking her wrists gently in his hands.

“Are you alright?” he asked in that soothing, sadness-tinged voice she remembered from before. “Were you hit?” 

Robyn lowered her arms slowly, considering those dusty, cool blue eyes. The man had just killed four people. Quickly, efficiently, and without missing a shot. She should see a stone-cold killer in those eyes, but instead saw only concern. For her.

“I...I’m fine,” she managed. Then ran a hand over herself to make sure.

He stood her up and she turned, looking for her own blood mixed with the blood of others on her uniform, using her senses to search for pain. There was none.

The man offered her a quiet, small smile, and despite the carnage around her, she returned it. “I told you to keep your head down,” he said, and she seized on those eyes again with her own. 

Why did you come here? Why did you save us? Why this concern for me?

“These people need help.” She looked around, startled to see that many of the patrons she assumed dead were moving. Sobbing, clutching at injuries. The twins, sensing the slaughter was over, had come out from the kitchen and were moving among the wounded, helping them.

In the distance, she heard sirens.

The man moved away in the direction of the side door.

“Wait,” Robyn said. She was uncertain what to say. Thank you seemed insufficient. Instead, she asked: “Who are you?”

“I’m nobody,” he responded. Then disappeared into the night.
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Arianna
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Christmas had come early to downtown Gallup.

Or so one would’ve thought given all the flashing red, blue, and yellow lights from the thirty-four and counting emergency response vehicles pulled up around Boone's Family Restaurant and Dairy Mart. 

Ambulances arrived empty and departed with as many victims as they could safely carry, waved past police cruisers blocking the usually busy street. Cruisers belonging to New Mexico state troopers, McKinley County Sheriff’s deputies, and the Gallup Police Department, were parked helter-skelter across sidewalks and entrances, doors hanging open, engines still running. In a town known to have the highest crime rate in the state, typically exceeding that of every other town of similar size in the nation, this was an unusually vicious crime that drew every available law enforcement unit within earshot of a radio.

Thirty-eight-year-old Arianna Price, known as Ari to her friends and closest co-workers, but as Special Agent Price of the FBI to everyone else, wound a black SUV she'd drawn from the Albuquerque motor pool three hours earlier between news vans and other media outlet vehicles. She halted at the upraised hand of one of three officers manning the barricades a half block from Boone's. As one of them approached her vehicle, Price rolled down her window and flipped open her wallet displaying her credentials.

"Go ahead, Ma'am," the officer said and waved at another officer near the blue and white painted sawhorses blocking the road.

"We can all go home now," the second officer muttered to the third, not bothering to hide the scorn in his voice as the SUV passed and he replaced the barricade. "The Feebs have arrived."

Price wound the SUV past cruisers and ambulances, more police, and a coroner's van laden with three zippered black vinyl bags. Finding nowhere to park along the curb near the restaurant she stopped the vehicle mid-street and shut it off. She exited and strode towards the entrance, dodging two coroner's assistants guiding a gurney with a fourth body bag, this one much smaller than the rest, towards the van.

"Christ," the larger of the two men handling the gurney muttered. "What a fucking mess."

"Wasting little kids," The second shook his head. "What the hell is wrong with the world?"

"Oh, the world would be a wonderful place all right," the first replied. "If it wasn't for all the people in it." 

Price ignored the exchange, stepped over a depleted med kit on the sidewalk, and entered the restaurant through the side door. She spotted a body on its side near the door, an assault rifle near one outstretched hand. White latex and gaudy hair covered a head resting in a pool of blood. A uniformed officer stood watch to the right of the body. Price flashed her ID and he nodded. She surveyed the rest of the scene, taking in the dining area. Chairs knocked over, a side table overturned, booths and the floor littered with half eaten burgers, chicken strips, melted milk shakes of every flavor, uneaten fries turning greasy and cold under the glare of fluorescent lighting. 

Halfway up the aisle on her left the blood began. While the flooring in this part of the building was relatively clear, the area near the registers was spattered in crimson. Puddles and pools of red, mixed with dropped food, ketchup packets, and straws. Coats, hats, bookbags, wallets, cash, and handbags, all resting in slicks of blood, stamped with bloody footprints. 

Near the front counter, sitting upright as if casually removed and dropped on the floor, was a child's tennis shoe. Arianna could make out the Keds logo on the side. A once white sock, now solid red, peeked from the top of the shoe. The sight of that tiny shoe sent a shudder down her spine.

It appeared the civilian casualties had already been removed from the scene, the dead to the medical examiner's office, the wounded to hospitals. All that was left now were the bodies of the perpetrators and the investigators on the scene.

Two uniformed officers stood near the registers in quiet conversation, heads bent, their hands resting on the butts of their weapons. They looked up in unison as she walked down the aisle towards them, careful not to step on any debris or blood in her path. She again flashed her ID and they returned to their half-whispered discussion. 

Technicians with CSU emblazoned on the back of their vests were bent over the counters or kneeling on the floor, swabbing and collecting evidence, measuring impact marks and calculating trajectories. One looked up from a baseball cap she was carefully holding in one nitrile gloved hand. The left side of the cap was torn away, and the tech was having a difficult time getting it into an evidence bag. The twenty-something with blonde hair peeking out from under her cap nodded when she saw Price's ID, then tilted her head towards the front entrance.

A quartet of detectives in black and grey suits stood there, voices low as they conferred with a native American woman. A fifth man in a dark blue jumpsuit examined three clown masked corpses. The temporal lobe of whomever had been wearing the baseball cap the CSU tech was handling slipped out of the cap and onto the floor with a splat. The tech muttered "Shit" under her breath as Arianna headed for the front entrance.

Diedre Goldenfeather, a full-blooded member of the Navajo Nation, was fifty-seven years old and nearing retirement on the night of what the media would later dub the Boone's Family Massacre. She looked up, taking in the approaching African American woman, the dark pantsuit and matching Burberry trench coat she wore, and immediately marked her as a federal agent.

"Arianna Price," the woman said, holding forth an open credentials’ wallet. "FBI," she added needlessly.

"Agent Price," Captain Goldenfeather extricated herself from her detectives and the coroner, a Native American man in his late thirties. 

"Captain Diedre Goldenfeather." She shook Price's hand, then dropped it and moved in closer. "I wasn't aware that anyone had called the Bureau in on this."

"No one has," Price responded. Her legal authority here was tenuous at best, as the captain would obviously know.

State and local cases could not be investigated by the FBI unless formally requested by that jurisdiction, or unless extraordinary circumstances existed. While an argument could possibly be made for the latter, the former had yet to occur. If it ever would. She was in danger of crossing a line here. One that could impede her own investigation. Offending this woman, who had no doubt faced tougher circumstances and discrimination to attain her position than Ari herself had, would do little to help her cause.

Sensing that Captain Goldenfeather was as intuitive as she was proud, and would value blunt honesty over prevarication, she came directly to the point.

"I'm not here in any official capacity.” Arianna said. “I was passing through Albuquerque from D.C. on another case when I heard radio chatter about an unidentified gunman who fled the scene after the shooting. I believe my case and yours might be related and would like to be read in on what you have so far to determine if I'm right. I have no intention of assuming control of your investigation, or disputing jurisdiction in the name of the FBI."

Goldenfeather frowned and backed away from Price, her eyes narrowing. She tilted her head to one side. After a moment's hesitation, she nodded, then smiled.

"You're a Profiler, aren't you?" Goldenfeather asked. "One of the FBI's mind readers?"

"I'm with the Behavioral Analysis Unit, yes," Price answered. “But we don’t read minds. We're trained to analyze the facts and statistics of violent offenses to link offenders to crimes through their behavior. Intuition plays a big role in that. How did you know?"

"You read me the second I introduced myself. Knew that trying to bullshit me wasn't going to work and got right to your point. You knew I’d respect and respond to that rather than any of those manipulation techniques they teach you at Quantico. The same techniques all these white assholes around here try, instead of just being open and honest. As if an old Navajo woman is too stupid to tell the difference.

"What you call intuition," Goldenfeather continued, "my grandmother called a sixth sense. I have a fair amount of it myself. It's telling me there's something off here, but that you're on the level about not interfering with my case. So, I'm going to help you out even though I have no legal requirement to do so."

"Thank you," Arianna said, relieved.

Goldenfeather waved the younger woman over to the entrance and Price followed.

"Gentlemen," Goldenfeather interrupted an exchange between the coroner and the homicide detectives. "This is Agent Price of the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit. In the spirit of inter-agency cooperation, she's going to observe our crime scene,"—she eyed Price meaningfully at this— “and maybe ask a few questions to determine if this case falls under the FBI's definition of domestic terrorism."

After the obligatory round of hand shaking and "Good evening, ma'am's," the coroner bent back to the masked corpses.

"As I said before," the coroner, crouching on the balls of his feet to avoid both the gore and the plethora of expended shell casing littering the floor, said, "the shots that killed our perpetrators were extremely well placed. Each round was instantly fatal, though fired from a distance, as evidenced by the lack of stippling or gunpowder on any of the deceased."

"Witness statements place him on the far side of the dining room when the shooting started," one of the detectives said with something like admiration. "Said he took all four of them in under ten seconds, one shot apiece, except for laughing boy over there at the other door. He popped him twice at point blank range."

"Yes, well," the coroner responded, "I haven't examined that one yet so I can't confirm those statements. As for these three, the witnesses seem to have it right."

"Have you attempted to identify the bodies?" Price asked.

"I was just getting to that," the coroner said. He inserted a finger under the neckline of clown number three's mask, simultaneously pulling up and away on the protruding pink tongue.  Long, straight black hair concealed under the mask fell away revealing youthful, Native American features.

The tallest of the three detectives said, "Fuck me. It's Nathan Winter." His face reddened and he looked at Price. "Excuse me, ma'am," he said. She waved his concern away.

Diedre Goldenfeather sighed. "Which means the other three are likely his brothers; Paul, Jacob, and Went."

"Went?" Arianna asked.

"Short for Wentworth," Diedre explained. “They live on the rez. They’ve been arrested several times for narcotics, possession of illegal weapons, and various and sundry other charges. Paul, the oldest, was questioned in the rape and murder of his girlfriend last year, but there wasn’t enough evidence to arrest him. Nathan there," she said, pointing at the youth slumped against the doorframe with a sizable hole in his chest, "was the youngest. Just fifteen. I'd hoped he wouldn't fall in with his brothers. But blood is blood, and to the Navajo Nation that means everything."

The coroner shifted his position and removed the mask of clown number two. Despite the wreckage of the lower jaw, the face could be recognized by the detectives and Captain Goldenfeather as Went Winter. His eyes were wide open, conveying shock and surprise.

"There goes the domestic terrorism angle, ma'am," the shortest detective said. Price noticed he had a bit of mustard on his tie. "Unless you count petty thieves and junkies as terrorists. These four have been assholes all their lives. Drunk one day, high on pot or meth the next. They probably got good and ripped and decided to light up the town old west style. I doubt they counted on Charles Bronson showing up at their little party and fucking up their plans, though."

"You said there were witnesses?" Price asked.

Diedre Goldenfeather replied: "We have several, but most of the people here were too busy trying to get out of the line of fire or too panicked to give us much detail about what happened. We have a seventeen-year-old cashier who interacted with the unknown gunman before all the shooting started, but I’m not sure she’ll be much help. I have her outside in a cruiser if you'd like to speak with her."

"I would," Price said.

"I thought you might." Goldenfeather led her back towards the side entrance while the coroner spoke with two of his assistants back from loading the last civilian body into the van.

"These three are ready to go," Price heard him say. "Zip them in and have them ready for the return of the second van." Then he and the detectives moved off to examine the fourth shooter.

"You're not interested in this scene at all, are you?" Goldenfeather asked Price as they pushed through the door and into the carnival lit night beyond. "You’re interested in the unknown shooter. The unsub, as you’d call him."

"He may be a factor in my case," Arianna said, walking towards a McKinley County Sheriff’s cruiser parked nearby. The rear door was open. The young woman in the back seat looked unkept and frightened. A uniformed officer stood nearby.

Diedre Goldenfeather placed her hand on Price's shoulder, halting her. She looked around, making certain no one was within earshot, then spoke quietly but firmly. "Cut the shit, Agent. I may be the small-town Captain of a podunk southwest police force, but like I said, I have a good sense of intuition myself. 

"I've had dealings with the BAU. This is the most violent city in all of America. FBI, NSA, Homeland—you're all the same. You travel in packs, like hungry coyotes. Never alone. You're off book here. Rogue. So, tell me what your interest in this unsub is or our spirit of cooperation ends with me making a phone call to Washington."

Price eyed the older woman with respect bordering on fondness. She'd seen how she handled her detectives, casually explaining the presence of an outsider in a way her subordinates would accept while allaying any concerns of FBI interference. All without lying—though the absolute truth may have been tarnished a bit. She'd also guessed Price's real purpose here was to investigate their vigilante and see if he was the man she was searching for. And that she was, indeed, part of no official investigation. 

Perhaps her grandmother was right, Price thought, wondering. Maybe she does have a sixth sense of sorts.

"Have you ever considered applying with the FBI?" Price asked her. "The BAU could use more people with your skillset."

"Child." Goldenfeather smiled a weary and knowing smile. "You're a black woman in a position of authority in white man's world, so you have some concept of what it took for me to get where I am today. I’m too old and too tired to go through that all over again. Washington, D.C. may serve you well, but my people are here, within a hundred miles of where we're standing, and this is where I'm needed. Not only to serve them, but to keep them from getting their foolish asses shot off by some drunken bilagáana with race issues."

Arianna smiled at the Navajo word for white man.

"Now," Goldenfeather continued, "tell me what you're after here or get back in your vehicle and away from my crime scene."

"We—" Arianna began, then corrected herself. "I—don't have a name for him. No identity, no address, no social, no work or military history. There's no evidence whatsoever that he exists other than eyewitness testimony. He appears during acts of violence, kills the perpetrators, then vanishes before authorities can get to the scene and detain him. What I do have is a description. It's always the same. White male. Medium build. Late thirties to early forties, with greying blonde hair cut short on the sides and grey-blue eyes that are commonly described as piercing. He's soft-spoken and well-mannered. At least until the violence begins. I've heard the word charming more than once."

Diedre Goldenfeather's eyes widened almost imperceptibly. "That's the very description I got from the witnesses I’ve interviewed. One lied. Said it was a Navajo man in his twenties. But I knew she was lying and ferreted out the truth. Another used the word sensual, but I think she meant sexy. Told me she lied to protect the man who'd saved her life, and the lives of so many others." 

"I've heard both words used to describe him," Arianna replied. "But he's also extremely violent, well-armed, and very skilled with a wide variety of weapons. He once killed an escaped sex offender who'd evaded law enforcement for months with a coffee table book. Arizona Landscapes, if I remember correctly. Crushed the man's throat with the spine after beating him senseless with it, then vanished from a Phoenix hotel crawling with SWAT teams who'd been closing in on the fugitive."

"You're searching for a vigilante," Goldenfeather said. "The same vigilante, it seems, that ended the violence here. Okay, I understand that. But why go off book and risk your career? Why not call in the resources of your team? Make it official?"

"I've tried that. We searched for hard evidence of his existence for three years. We came up with nothing but anecdotal descriptions time and time again. No fingerprints. No DNA. Nothing. After forty months of investigation the Deputy Director ordered the investigation closed. I've been running it myself, on the side, for almost ten years."

"Thirteen years?" Goldenfeather said, astonished. "Then your vigilante was in his mid-twenties when you began."

"No, he wasn't," Arianna said. “His description was the same then as it is now. I've traced similar acts, by a man with the same description, back over twenty years. I'm not even sure if he's a man at all anymore. He seems to be more of a phantom."

Diedre Goldenfeather stared thoughtfully into Arianna’s eyes for a moment, seeking deceit or madness, Arianna wasn’t sure which. She then motioned towards the McKinley County Sheriff’s cruiser.

The girl was seated in the rear passenger seat, a blanket loosely wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair, tidy and pulled back earlier, now hung loose in clumps around her ears. Dark circles brooded under her eyes and hectic patches of red had appeared on her cheeks as if she’d overdone her makeup.

Chief Goldenfeather sent the young patrolman watching over the girl away before making introductions:

“Robyn, this is Special Agent Price of the FBI. If you’re up to it, she’d like to ask you some questions.”

Robyn stared vacantly at the seatback in front of her, then gestured to the empty half of the seat. Arianna climbed in beside her while Chief Goldenfeather remained outside the vehicle, but not out of earshot.

“Can you tell me about it, Robyn?” Arianna asked softly, thinking the girl—just a child, really—had to be in shock. Her mind would be a tidal pool of emotion for weeks and months to come. Surges of horror followed by crests of sorrow, undercut with eddies and currents of anger and fear
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