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      There are a lot of ways to die, some better than others. I think about this, more than I should, actually. Someone dies by your hand, or in my case, the slip of your foot, and you think about it. And I sure think about it as I stare at the corpse laid out in the desert south of Phoenix, Arizona.

      He's on his back, his hands are clutched to his mouth like some teenage dweeb at a horror movie, his eyes wide and staring up at the unforgiving sun. His grey suit is cheap and dirty and his dress shoes are badly in need of a shine. There is a ragged rip in his pants over his inner right thigh and traces of blood visible on the frayed cloth.

      He's got short brown hair and is maybe thirty years old. Whatever happened here, this is not a good way to die. Baking in the Arizona sun in the middle of nowhere. And the cheap suit and those shoes? God, I hope I die in my cowboy boots.

      I swallow hard and try to focus. I've got the beginnings of what is going to be an epic hangover and got a whopping three hours of sleep and haven't eaten in twelve hours. It feels like there are needles behind my eyes threatening to poke through and my tongue feels like sandpaper.

      There is never a good day to go see a corpse, but this is the worst day for me. An anniversary of sorts, and this guy reminds me of my best friend in high school, Tommy, who died twenty-five years ago. Today. By that aforementioned slip of my foot.

      Detective Trisha Sanchez is standing about six feet away staring at me. She's got her reflective sunglasses on, her limbs held slightly bent with coiled energy like she's about ready to pounce. I wouldn't be here if she hadn't called me at 7:00 a.m. over and over until I actually picked up, telling me she had a case for me and that I had to get to the police station by nine or no more consulting work with the Maricopa County Sheriff's Department.

      Helen Montana, the blond-haired medical examiner and my on-again off-again girlfriend, is next to me staring at the corpse too. Her blue eyes look haunted and she's got her arms wrapped around her chest.

      Something about this just isn't right.

      I mean, besides my hangover and the corpse reminding me of Tommy and this being the worst day of the year for me.

      The man has a sunburn but there is something else going on with his skin. It's wrinkled in a strange way like he's a third of the way to becoming a mummy. The position of his hands isn't natural, they should have fallen away when he passed out and long before he died.

      And the smell... well, you get that with most any stiff. It's that deep, dark, cloying scent of blood and flesh just starting to rot.

      There are three other sheriff's deputies here, searching the desert for evidence, but it is strangely quiet. I can hear the hum of the I-10, which runs from Phoenix to Tucson, in the distance, but that's the loudest sound.

      "Sanchez," I say, nodding toward the detective, my voice coming out a bit of a croak. "Mind tellin' me what I'm doing here, mate?"

      It is about ten o'clock in the morning and much too early for me to be up and for my brain to be functional at all, or for all the beer and whiskey I drank in the wee hours to be completely out of my system. But I've got my bowie knife strapped to my belt, my alligator-skin boots on, a bush hat on my head covering my unwashed sandy brown hair, and my B-movie quality Australian accent up and running.

      Yup, I look something like a really tall Crocodile Dundee and sound like it, even though I'm an Arizona boy. I've got a past that I do all of this to try to keep at bay, especially today of all days, and I've got to tell you that staring at the corpse and pondering the ways we die isn't helping at all. It's only years of talking this way that keeps the accent going.

      Sanchez smiles her patent-pending predatorial smile that shows off her white teeth and always reminds me of a shark. Way back when, we had a good working relationship before my drinking screwed up that stakeout I was helping out on. She nods at the corpse. "Ain't this weird enough for you?"

      "Plenty weird, I'll give ya that, but..." I look back at the stiff, a shudder running through my body. "Why do you need my help? This looks like straight-up, old-fashioned detective work, not somethin' ya need a private eye for."

      I didn't want the case. I do catch the weird cases, for sure, but I don't really like the gross ones, especially not today. I want to go buy more beer and keep drinking and get past this rather grim anniversary of mine with as few memories as possible.

      Seeing this guy's hands over his mouth, his unseeing eyes open to the sun, just makes it worse. The poor guy looks like his end was terrifying.

      Forget drinking, I'd settle for going to be a bouncer at the bar I work at or do one of the occasional handyman gigs I do, just trying to earn enough money to scrape by. I want to do anything but figure out why and how this poor guy died and who did it.

      "End of quarter," Sanchez says with her shark smile. She has on a crisp blue pantsuit with her long black hair pulled back in a ponytail so tight that you would think it would give her a headache. "My case load is a mile high and I've got the funds to pay you. I don't use them, I lose them." She shrugs her shoulders like that explains it, like she isn't tossing this one to me knowing I need the money, knowing that I still owe her from my screwup, and knowing I can't say no.

      She is torturing me, is what she is doing. She's a detective, and a good one at that, and although we've never talked directly about it, she knows all about my past, about the name I left behind. And I wouldn't be surprised if she knows the grim anniversary I am trying to hide from today.

      And it's clear that she is enjoying every minute of this.

      "Listen up," she says, raising her voice, the deputies roaming the desert stopping and looking at her. "Bright is taking lead on this. All data goes through him. Now I know he's no Einstein, but he's got a nose for this bizarre shit. Pretend he is me." There is some chuckling at that. I'm 6'5" and only 170 pounds and I tower over the petite woman.

      "I'm serious," she says, as if that needed to be emphasized. The woman is always serious. "Copy me on everything, but Conner Bright here is leading the investigation. Everyone got it?"

      None of the other deputies say "yes" or "uh huh", they all say, "Yes, ma'am."

      Sanchez stalks over to me, her wiry form looking more coiled with energy than usual. Something is going on with her. She wants me on this case for reasons other than torturing me.

      "Don't fuck this up," she says, a bright smile on her face. "And you run every move by me and you don't do anything dangerous without me." She pauses, looking me up and down, her eyes lingering on the bowie knife and the crocodile claw that hangs from around my neck, two buttons on my khaki short-sleeved shirt undone so it is clearly visible.

      "You can count on me," I say as cheerfully as possible.

      She purses her lips and shakes her head. "Don't fuck this up," she says again and then turns and leaves, and I'm left there with the corpse, my sometimes girlfriend medical examiner, and three deputies.

      And they're all looking at me.
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      I am a licensed private investigator, which means, for one thing, that I don't have any felony convictions.

      That death that occurred by my foot happened when I was drunk and sixteen. I ran over my best friend. We were fighting over a girl and he was standing in front of my old pickup and I was being an ass and revving the engine. My foot slipped off the clutch. He died. It was big news for Arizona.

      I did my time in the juvenile system and my record was sealed, so no felony conviction.

      I studied criminal justice at the community college after riding bulls in the rodeo and running from them as a rodeo clown beat me up enough so I thought I should find something else to do.

      I worked under another private investigator, my mentor Sal Wilson, for the requisite three years.

      I've worked a lot of cases. Plenty of the stupid "get picture of my spouse cheating" or "who keeps spray-painting graffiti on my garage door" cases, but plenty weird ones too.

      There was the old man skewered by what appeared to be a purple unicorn, or the apparent alien abduction, and there have even been a couple of murder cases.

      All of this is to say that I have training and experience, but I am, in no way, prepared for what Detective Sanchez just dumped in my lap. And her doing this is in some ways the bigger mystery. Something is up with her. Especially if she did this on a murder case and she did this with me.

      Helen Montana clears her throat and I realize that everyone is staring at me while I'm staring at Sanchez's car as it kicks up dust on the dirt road out of here.

      Helen is a big-boned woman with lovely blue eyes, a fabulous smile, and is right around forty, about the same age as me.

      She also has an unfortunate thing for cowboys. I don't just wear alligator-skin cowboy boots and an Australian bush hat, I've earned the cowboy moniker riding horses, getting bucked off bulls, and getting chased as a rodeo clown. And she thinks I'm really from Australia, which just adds to the mystique.

      I look around and smile. There are three deputies dressed in brown pants and tan short-sleeved shirts staring at me. A young woman with black hair by the name of Johnson. A young man with blond hair, Deputy Taylor. And a middle-aged man with a bulging belly, Deputy Clemons. The older guy has on a cowboy hat, but Taylor has on one of those Mountie hats with a gold emblem and cord around it that just makes me think of Dudley Do-Right.

      "Right," I say. "Let's keep sharp, mates. We've got three priorities right now. Find out who he is, how he died, and how he got here."

      I turn to Helen and she is giving me an encouraging smile. "Helen and I are going to examine the body, the rest of you keep looking for evidence. Mark any tracks you find, any garbage, anything at all. I want to see it. And take pictures."

      It is late spring, the day is already hot, but not oppressively so, the thermostat under three digits, but still I am sweating like it is the height of summer.

      I look down at the body, seemingly frozen in a moment of terror, and then realize I don't hear anything except for the highway. No one is moving. No one is speaking.

      "What?" I ask, looking around, trying to imitate Sanchez's commanding gaze. "You all got any questions or can we get to work now?"

      One of the deputies, Taylor, the one with the Dudley Do-Right hat, clears his throat. He's young, still in his twenties with blond hair and a weak-looking chin. He points at the corpse and says one word. "Chupacabra."

      I feel a tingle at the back of my neck. Okay, this is a hell of lot weirder than I first thought. The chupacabra is one of those legendary creatures like bigfoot or the Loch Ness monster. This one supposedly goes around sucking the blood out of its victims and is said to be some kind of hairy lizard with big fangs.

      Well, this explains why Sanchez called me in, but not why she put me in charge. I don’t buy that line about the end of quarter and the budget. Not a bit.

      Deputy Clemons is staring at the
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