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   They say your blood flows from the earth, but in my experience they’re wrong. Blood flows to the earth. Whatever gifts it bestows, it always takes back in spades.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   

 
 
   DAY 1
 
   
 
 
   tash hema 
 
   
 
 
   e:’ed
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   

 
 
    
 
   There are people who believe that the memories of our ancestors flow through our blood in much the same way animals inherit migratory instincts from theirs. In my opinion, beliefs like that breed victims, for not all of our antecedents figured out how to truly live, but every single one of them found a way to die.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   ONE
 
   

 
 
   Hickiwan District
 
   Tohono O’odham Nation
 
   Arizona
 
   
 
 
   September 9th
 
   
 
 
   I was sick of the heat long before I boarded the plane at Denver International Airport. Turns out I had no idea what it truly meant to be hot. They call it an Indian summer, but never in front of me. The same way people probably tiptoe around African-Americans on Black Friday. I’m not that sensitive to the whole politically correct vibe. I didn’t get to choose my bloodline any more than I got to pick my parents. It would have been nice to have known them, though, but that’s neither here nor there. People die all the time. Fact of life. Nothing you can do to stop it. You start dying the moment you’re born. The problem is that from time to time people get a little help along the way. And that’s why I was out here in the middle of this godforsaken desert, roasting alive, wondering if it was possible for my sweat to actually boil.
 
   That, of course, and the color of my skin.
 
   “I don’t like the way they’re looking at me.”
 
   “You get used to it. Don’t take it personally.”
 
   I picked up a rock and hurled it at the nearest buzzard, which merely flapped its massive wings when the stone struck the saguaro cactus beneath it. The others just sat there on their perches with their bald heads and their beady little eyes. They obviously knew the score.
 
   “Shouldn’t they be circling overhead, waiting for us to collapse? This strikes me as sheer laziness.”
 
   “Out here in the desert, you learn in a hurry not to waste your energy. Any physical exertion costs you hydration, and once you start losing water, there’s no way of getting it back.”
 
   I figured the Border Patrol agent was being overly dramatic. After all, that’s what locals do. They get to piss first to mark their territory when the Feds are called in. This guy was just encouraging me to hold mine a while longer, but, believe me, I had no intention of saving mine for drinking down the road. Not once we reached the crime scene. I was going to piss all over it when we got there. Metaphorically, of course. The way those vultures were still eyeing us, I didn’t see any harm in saving my fluids for later use. You know, just in case.
 
   The Sonoran Desert was vastly different than I expected. When I hear the word desert, I think of sand dunes stretching from one horizon to the other. I imagine camels and mirages and women dressed like belly dancers. This, however? Well, this was a lot like the rest of Arizona, only hotter.
 
   We ascended from a wash filled with mesquites—which somehow qualified as trees, despite having more in common with cacti—onto a steep, rocky slope riddled with yuccas and prickly pears and cholla. Fortunately, it was too hot for the snakes to be out basking. At least that’s what the CBP agent told me. His name was Blaine Randall and he looked more like he belonged in a sweater with Greek letters and a plastic cup of keg beer in his hand than out here in his forest-green uniform with a baton on one hip and a Heckler & Koch P2000 .40 caliber semi-automatic holstered on the other, but I wanted to believe him. I really wanted to believe him. I’ve never been a big fan of legless life forms, especially the venomous kind that strike just because they feel like it.
 
   We must have looked the pair: a WASP in dusty paramilitary fatigues leading a Native-American in L.L. Bean hiking gear and a blue FBI windbreaker slung over his shoulder across uninhabitable land over which their forefathers had long ago fought and died. To be fair, I’m also half white, but tend to be mistaken for Hispanic. Maybe I should incorporate something cool and distinctly native into my name so there’s no confusion, like Lou Diamond Phillips. As far as names go, I could have done a hell of a lot worse than Lukas Walker, but something like Luke Sky Walker would really sing.
 
   By the time we crested the ridge, only to find ourselves at the foot of another, even steeper embankment, Randall’s green and white Ford Explorer was little more than a sparkle on the dirt drag that cut a straight line through the creosotes and palo verdes.
 
   “What were you doing all the way out here?”
 
   “My job.”
 
   “You know that’s not what I mean.”
 
   “I was cutting sign. You know, tracking? That’s what I do. It’s not like we sit on our asses in air conditioned rooms watching monitors all day. We’re out here in trucks that can’t get to half of the areas we need to reach, so most of the time we’re on foot. Alone. Outnumbered. And in the middle of a goddamn war zone.”
 
   “I hear you. Beirut and Sarajevo don’t have anything on Middle of Nowhere, Arizona.”
 
   The agent stopped on the rugged path in front of me. I meant to push that button; just maybe not as hard as I actually did. I could almost see his quills bristle underneath his uniform. He took one deep breath, then another. When he finally turned around to face me, he was calm and composed. Not impulsive. Not emotional. His hands were open at his sides, not clenched. Randall might have been a man capable of violence, but he was not, by nature, a violent man.
 
   Trust me. I know all about violent men. That’s my job.
 
   “Now seems like a good time to clear up a few common misconceptions,” Randall said. “The media portray us as a kind of Gestapo; racist thugs in green cruising the desert, abusing the illegals, and then dumping them across the border. Here’s a little peek behind the emerald curtain…There are three hundred seventy-six miles of border in Arizona alone. We at Ajo Station are responsible for sixty-four of those, thirty-six of which are completely unfenced and indefensible wilderness areas. We have more than seven thousand of a total of forty-five thousand square miles of desert to patrol, including Organ Pipe National Monument, the Barry M. Goldwater Bombing Range, and the entire Tohono O’odham Reservation. This whole section of the state was designated a High-Intensity Drug Trafficking Area by the Department of Justice. We estimate an average of three thousand undocumented aliens cross through here every day and we pick up maybe a third of them. That’s a thousand arrests a day. Over the course of a year, that’s more than twice the size of the Allied army that took Normandy on D-Day. That alone qualifies as an invading force.”
 
   I studied his facial expressions and mannerisms through the course of his tirade. That’s kind of my thing. Some people are born with the ability to sing or run fast or throw hard. Me? I was born with a hypersensitive BS meter. The mouth may be capable of deception, but the body is not. For someone trained to detect even the smallest lie, the body is an open book. Micromomentary facial expressions, nervous tendencies, eye movements, voice inflections, speech patterns, diaphoresis. Maybe I can’t precisely read them all, but I can definitely tell when they’re at odds with the words. I’m the guy you don’t invite over for a friendly game of poker or ask to be your wingman at the bar. I catch all the signals. The problem is that there are people out there who don’t give off normal signals like the rest of us. They’re called sociopaths, and so completely do they believe their own lies, the all-encompassing web of deception they weave around their daily lives, that even when they lie, for all intents and purposes, they’re telling the truth. There’s no little cricket chirping in the backs of their skulls to let them know what they’re doing is wrong. Their reality is fluid. It’s whatever they determine it to be from one moment to the next. And they fascinate the hell out of me.
 
   Randall’s face was still red and he was breathing hard, but he appeared to have gotten it out of his system. I had learned everything I needed to from him. Every investigation begins with a seemingly infinite number of suspects. The first person who needs to be crossed off the list is always the person who discovered the crime, which, in this case, was simple enough. I could have done without the lecture, though. At least out here under the blazing sun. Lesson learned. Next time I confront someone, I’ll do so indoors with the AC blasting. Don’t let anyone tell you I can’t adapt.
 
   “Sorry.” I held up my hands in mock surrender. “I tend to lack diplomacy when I’m on the verge of being cooked alive.”
 
   Randall stared me down for a few seconds, then nodded and mounted the path once more. His posture and the tension in his shoulders suggested that he was suitably placated for the time being, but I wasn’t likely to garner that invitation to dinner I’d been angling for. I supposed I’d survive. After all, I hadn’t been entirely forthcoming with him from the start. I find it’s always best to hold back every last bit of information you can, should you later need something with which to barter. And when it comes to capital, information is king. It also doesn’t hurt to let people think they know more than you do. That way their responses remain unguarded.
 
   Which was why I didn’t tell Randall that I’d been thoroughly briefed on the situation on the way down here. Best to let him keep the upper hand as long as possible. Or at least let him think he had the upper hand. Anything he inadvertently betrayed would only add to what I already knew, and this was definitely a world apart from the one in which I lived.
 
   Down here, drug trafficking organizations, or DTOs, run just about everything. They’ve organized all of the smuggling. Everything from cash to drugs and guns to illegals. Heck, they control immigration better than we do. They have whole networks of human smugglers called coyotes, and their pollero minions, bringing load after load of UDAs across the border every day, charging two to five grand a head and then abandoning their clients in the middle of the desert at the first sign of La Migra, the Border Patrol. They have foreign nationals actually paying for the right to carry fifty-pound bales of marijuana across forty miles of the harshest terrain on earth and more lining up for the chance. There are more than twenty different gangs, often working in conjunction, moving that merchandise in the city of Phoenix alone. They, in turn, bought weapons that they shipped back across the border with the remaining profits to arm the growing narco-insurgency, which already had both the man- and firepower to roll right over the border onto American soil and lay claim to a network of highways that reached into the heart of every city in the country.
 
   While the chief function of the Border Patrol was still to round up and deport UDAs, every time an agent approached a group of migrants in the desert, he ran the risk of being gunned down or overwhelmed by superior numbers. There was no way of knowing whether the agents were walking up on a party of dehydrated illegals dying from the heat and in desperate need of BORSTAR aid, or a pack of bandits whose haul of weed and methamphetamines was stashed off in the mesquites until the guns appeared in their hands. Even the innocents whose lives were saved by the CBP agents wouldn’t rat out their coyote guides because they knew that once they were healthy enough to be bussed back to Nogales or Sasabe, they just needed to save up the money to hire a new coyote to take another crack at the American dream. And if they couldn’t find a way to earn the money, there was always a DTO willing to let them risk their lives hauling drugs bound for our schools.
 
   Needless to say, finding human remains out here wasn’t an entirely unusual experience. Between centuries of pioneers and migrants and bandits, the Sonoran was positively littered with bones. What made this situation unique, and thus necessitated the presence of someone like me, was the nature of the crime. They needed me specifically because this whole area was situated on a political and racial landmine. We were within the borders of the United States and yet on sovereign Tohono O’odham land, and the media were just licking their chops at the prospect of the powers that be tripping over their own largely ineffective policies. If details somehow managed to leak to the press, here I was, a minority of O’odham descent, a federal agent essentially investigating other more publicly loathed federal agents, and I had a face the cameras absolutely loved. That I was exceptional at my job didn’t really factor into the equation.
 
   By the time Randall finally stopped walking, I was starting to think those vultures might have been prescient. I was drowning in my own sweat, yet, at the same time, I was thirstier than I’d ever been in my life. My lungs were made of paper sacks and my skin felt like tanned leather. There were so many cactus needles in my socks that I winced with every step and my shirtsleeves were damp with blood from the stinging lacerations inflicted by the cruel hooks of the mesquite branches. I was seriously debating how thirsty I would have to get before I went for Randall’s throat and sucked his blood, when he turned around and, with a flourish, gestured toward the base of the stratified red rock escarpment, which rose from the crest of the mountain into the cloudless sky.
 
   I whistled appreciatively.
 
   “I was really hoping you’d be impressed.”
 
   Randall shook his head as he turned away, but I saw that flush of pride on his face.
 
   Had he been able to read mine, he would have seen that I wasn’t so much impressed by his discovery or the lengths to which the killer had gone to display the blood, but by the sheer volume the miraculous human body was capable of holding.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   

 
 
    
 
   At the scene of any murder, the blood told a tale to those who knew how to listen. There were crime scene investigators who could read the various spatters and stains, who could tell you exactly how many blows or shots or slashes a victim had received and from which angle they had been struck and with what velocity they had been delivered. I was not one of those people, nor did I wish to be. I chose to focus on the living and finding a way to hold them accountable for their crimes against the dead. But even I could clearly see that the killer had attacked with great speed and savagery; however, while the victim had obviously suffered, his or her death hadn’t been unnecessarily protracted.
 
   High-velocity spatters climbed the stone wall and streaked the hardscrabble path. They were a seemingly impossible dark red against the rust-colored rock and sand. There were various amoeba shapes where the body had been left to bleed out from at least two distinct wounds, while the unknown subject, or unsub, took his time leaving his calling card on the stone wall.
 
    [image: ManImage1 copy.jpg] 
 
   It had been painted twenty feet tall in the victim’s blood using the paw of a medium-size canine as a brush, as evidenced by the wisps of fur and nail marks around the telltale pad prints, and confirmed by the initial investigatory team.
 
   “Pretty morbid, if you ask me,” Randall said.
 
   I didn’t, but people always let you know when they’re ready to talk and it was generally a good idea to let them.
 
   “Walk me through it.”
 
   “Like I said, I was cutting sign. The coyotes and polleros are essentially just like any other smugglers. When they find a shipping lane that works, they keep using it until we eventually figure out a way to block it off. Traveling through the mountains offers a hell of a lot more cover than wandering across the flat desert and their trails aren’t readily visible from the air. Not to mention the fact that we can’t easily patrol them like we can the drags. But once they’ve been using a route for a while, it starts to get paved with trash. These UDAs just toss off their extra layers of clothing or throw down their food wrappers and water bottles. Thing is, with as little rain and wind as we get through here, all that stuff pretty much stays where they drop it.”
 
   “And you were following one of those trails?”
 
   “Not that day. We’d actually just busted one up on the other side of the mountain, so when word gets back to the coyotes on the other side of the border, they have to alter their shipping lanes on the fly. And considering the risks involved, they generally send their pollero underlings—”
 
   “The wannabe coyotes.”
 
   “Yeah. The chicken wranglers. Makes you feel all warm and fuzzy about humanity, doesn’t it?”
 
   “So you were searching for one of these alternate routes.”
 
   “Found one, actually. I couldn’t have been more than four hours behind her, in fact.”
 
   “Her? The crime scene report said it was impossible to conclusively identify the victim without more than a sample of blood. They couldn’t even confirm the sex without the presence of the hCG hormone.”
 
   The CBP agent beamed.
 
   “I was following her tracks. Size six to seven. Canvas Keds knockoffs to be precise.”
 
   “How can you be sure they belonged to the victim and not the killer?”
 
   “Please. I had to have been following them for more than a mile. They led right here and stopped. There’s no way the killer wiped his tracks leading away from the scene but didn’t have the foresight to wash his trail leading up to it.”
 
   “How do you know the killer ‘washed’ his trail?”
 
   “When you’ve been out here for any length of time, these things stand out like neon signs. I could tell the prints I was tracking were roughly four hours old because the soil under the turned gravel was still darker than the ground around it, but not as dark as the stones I turned over myself. That means the walker passed through closer to sunrise than midnight, but before the temperature started to rise again. It was about seven in the morning when I found them and the footprints had been crossed by insect tracks. The bugs only come out right before dawn, before the heat really kicks in. And the generic Keds are a common choice for the female immigrants since they’re cheap, have reasonably durable soles, and they’re available at a huge markup at any of the stores in Altar, where the majority of the UDAs go to hook up with coyotes.
 
   “The exit tracks are even easier. After trying to keep up with all of the new trends, like tying carpet or foam blocks or tire treads or fake animal tracks over their shoes, it’s almost amusing to come across the old tried-and-true brush-off.”
 
   “With a tree branch?”
 
   “Mesquite branches specifically.”
 
   “How can you tell that?”
 
   “Look over there. See where it looks almost like someone raked the sand really softly? That’s from the barbs on the mesquite branches. They generally aren’t quite that clearly defined. They only look like that in this case because—”
 
   “He used them like a sled to simultaneously drag the body away and obliterate his tracks.”
 
   Randall tapped his sunburned nose.
 
   “You’re catching on.”
 
   “So what can you tell me about our unsub?”
 
   Randall’s smile faltered.
 
   “He came across some poor migrant girl out here alone in the desert, saw his opportunity, and took full advantage of it. Happens all the time. You’d be surprised how many women we pick up who claim—”
 
   “This wasn’t a crime of opportunity. The unsub was already waiting out here. He knew exactly what he was going to do. He sat right up there on that ledge where he couldn’t been seen until it was too late, then he jumped down behind her. He grabbed her by the hair, pulled back her head, and cut her throat from right to left. Then he laid her body down on the ground right here and used the wound in her neck to paint the pattern on the stone. When he ran out of blood, he had to cut her lower abdomen open over here to get at the last of the unclotted blood.
 
   “The attack was carefully planned and precisely executed. This man was in control the entire time. He demonstrates the classic signs of a sociopath, the Alienated Type specifically. He shows no remorse for the act of killing. His victim was merely a substrate he utilized to deliver his message. Nor did he deliberately inflict more pain than was absolutely necessary. He killed her with the first cut, and in the quickest manner possible, which demonstrates a measure of compassion.”
 
   “How do you know it was a ‘he’ and not a ‘she’?” 
 
   “More than ninety percent of all serial killers are male. That aside, it takes a tremendous amount of force to cut through so many layers of skin, cartilage, and muscle to even get to the great vessels. Far more than you might think. And to do so in one swift motion? We’re talking about a person with significant upper body strength, especially to be able to do it with one hand. Besides, women tend to exhibit less emotional restraint, especially when it comes to an act as intimate as murder. No, the evidence here suggests that the murder itself had absolutely nothing to do with the selection of the victim. He didn’t know her personally. She merely served the purpose of helping to create a message to which we have no choice but to sit up and pay attention.”
 
   “A smiley face? Seems kind of like he’s sending a mixed message to me.”
 
   “That? That’s not the message. That’s just him having a little fun at our expense. Thumbing his nose at us, if you will. We haven’t found the real message yet.”
 
   “We had guys all over this place. There’s nothing else out here. We’d have found it if there was.”
 
   “You’re missing the point.”
 
   “I’m very good at what I do. I don’t miss anything.”
 
   “The real message is with the bodies. When we find them, we’ll find the message this guy is going to great lengths to deliver.”
 
   “What do you mean…bodies?”
 
   “Come now, Agent Randall. Tell me you didn’t think this was his first?”
 
   He looked over at the dried blood on the red rocks. I watched the comprehension dawn on his face as the color drained from it.
 
   “Like you said, thousands of undocumented aliens come through here every week. There’s no record of who they are, where they come from, or where they’re going. For all intents and purposes, they don’t exist. There’s no one to immediately miss them and no one to go looking for them. Heck, how many Juan Does are sitting in the cooler at the Pima County Medical Examiner’s Office waiting to be ID’d. Most of these people don’t even have dental records. Do you really think he didn’t select them for that very reason? They’re the perfect choice of victim for a sociopath honing his craft. He’s just stepping up his game now, a game he wants to play with us.”
 
   “So you’re saying—”
 
   “You’ve got a hunter on the refuge, warden.” I clapped him on the shoulder and started back down the trail. “Somewhere out here in this forty-five thousand square miles of desert is a serial killer who’s been doing this for a long time now without anyone noticing.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   

 
 
    
 
   My memories of my parents are yellowed and faded by time. What were once full-length videos in my head are now scattered snippets. Most have become just lifeless photographs. Time is a thief that takes only what’s near and dear to us, the things to which we cling so tightly we assume they can never be pried from our grasp, and yet one day we open our hands to find them gone. We wonder how we allowed such a thing to happen and cling even tighter to the few precious memories that remain, memories we commit to our very being, to our unconscious mind where time can’t find them, even if we can only visit them in our dreams.
 
   I never really knew my parents, at least not as a boy grows to know them. My spotted memories are captured inside the glimmering prism of youth, which tends to lend truth to lie and lie to truth. I remember my mother humming to me while she gently traced her fingertips around my eyes and I slowly drifted off to sleep. I remember her cutting the crusts off of my bread and wiping her hands on a dish towel. I remember waking to the sound of her laughter, and, ultimately, to the sound of her tears.
 
   My father was a military man, through and through. He believed in his country. He believed in his ideals. He believed so deeply that when the Air Force demanded he up and move his family, he immediately asked “How far?” I was born at Kadena Air Base in Okinawa, and by the age of two had lived in three different states and three different countries. By third grade, I had attended five different schools, the last of which was in Kaiserslautern, or K-Town, Germany. I remember that clearly, because that’s where we’d been stationed when my father was shipped off to Iraq for Desert Storm, and that was where I was awakened by the sound of my mother crying the night she learned he had died.
 
   My mother was never the same after that. Whatever memories I have of her after we moved to Colorado aren’t the kind I try too hard to recall. I know it was cancer that claimed her, but she had started to follow my father the moment the Scud missile obliterated the fuselage of his F-15. I choose not to believe it was because she loved me any less, just that he had been her reason for living and I was a manifestation of that love, not separate from it. By the time we committed her ashes to the sky with my father’s, I’d already been living with my maternal grandparents for nearly two years, the longest I had ever lived in any one place.
 
   My grandfather had retired from the Air Force a full colonel in his early fifties in order to live the life his earlier sacrifices had afforded him. He had also been my father’s commanding officer when he inadvertently introduced him to the daughter he had hoped would never live the life of a military wife as her mother had. I know he loved my father, yet, at the same time, I’m sure he hated him for taking his daughter from this earth. He didn’t blame him, though. At least I don’t think so. My grandmother did for a while, but my presence helped her get past it, for to despise him was essentially to despise me, since I was half of him, and I wore the better part of that half on the outside. And she would have thrown herself in front of a truck before ever thinking such thoughts.
 
   They weren’t my parents, nor did they pretend to be. Still, they devoted themselves to making me happy and helping me build a future. A future which, unfortunately, they had never been destined to share, but one for which I will eternally be in their debt.
 
   My paternal grandparents were a different story. I could only assume that my father had parents. I mean, we all had to come from somewhere, right? He never spoke of them though, and when I asked about them his eyes would cloud up and he kind of vanished into a world inside himself. I figured if they were still alive, they’d try to track me down. I was their grandchild after all. By the time I was old enough to look for them, they had already passed. In fact, they weren’t buried far from where I was now. Assuming they were indeed the right Billman Hilarion and Wavalene Maria Walker. I pretty much stopped looking once I found their obituaries. There was really no point in attempting to learn any more about them considering they were dead to me long before they died, or, rather, they had never actually existed. Nor had this reservation, which apparently my father had left the moment he was able and never once looked back. Like my grandfather, ever the pilot, used to say, “The future’s on the horizon, not in your slipstream.”
 
   I knew precious little about that half of my heritage. Truth be told, I had never really cared. Not because I didn’t get curious from time to time, but because for whatever reason it was my father’s cross to bear, one he had elected not to bequeath to me. Now here I was, sitting in my pool Crown Victoria outside the tribal police station on a street my father must have intimately known as a child, soaking up every last bit of the air conditioning before I again braved the god-awful heat. 
 
   The thermometer on the in-dash readout said it had dropped to a mere one-hundred-five and I could feel the warmth radiating from the closed window. The faded asphalt wavered as a primer-gray pickup materialized in the distance like a mirage. It blew past fast enough to rock my car on its suspension. I glanced at my rearview mirror and saw that the bed was brimming with dark-skinned men, women, and children, crammed one on top of the other.
 
   I opened the mirror application on my iPhone and tilted it so I could perform a quick crust check of my nostrils. It wasn’t an actual mirror, obviously, but rather a forward-facing camera that was looking at you even as you were looking at it. I’d love to say I was above a certain level of vanity, but the way I saw it, you were the one who determined how other people would judge you. The last thing you wanted was to cede the upper hand before the first words came out of your mouth. 
 
   With a sigh, I reluctantly opened the door and climbed out onto the gravel parking lot. The searing heat hit me squarely in the chest and I inhaled fire into my lungs. How anyone could endure this climate on a daily basis was beyond me. By the time I passed the second-hand cruisers—which looked like early nineties model Caprice Classics handed down by another department whose logo still showed through from beneath the tribal seal—and entered the station, I was ready to trade my soul for a tall glass of something even remotely cold. What I found was all of the humidity that had somehow been sucked right out of the arid region.
 
   A ceiling fan turned overhead and a window-mount swamp cooler chugged from behind the unmanned front counter, blowing little more than the rapidly evaporating hot water. I felt like I’d walked into a gym locker room. Beads of sweat rolled down my back between my shoulder blades. Maybe I should have just called from my car. After all, this was just a simple notification to let them know I would be actively conducting an investigation within their jurisdiction, one that required neither their assistance nor consent. I was just about to turn around when I heard the clomp of footsteps on the hollow wooden floor and a large man appeared from the office door at the back of the room. 
 
   He wore a tan uniform with the Great Seal of the Tohono O’odham Nation on the shoulder and a badge on his chest. I say wearing, but what I really mean was bursting out of. The collar threatened to cut off circulation to his head, which sat on a triple ring of chins, and his belly hung over his belt to such a degree that his shirt couldn’t possibly remain tucked in. He had jet-black hair and dark, hooded eyes, which glittered with an intelligence belied by his sloppy appearance. It looked like he’d lost an argument with his razor. There were small nicks and cuts all over his jaw line and neck.
 
   He stopped mid-stride and turned to face me. He looked me up and down for a long moment, then slapped the files he’d been carrying onto a desk at the back of the small squad room. The phone on the desk rang, but he paid it no mind.
 
   I watched his face, zeroed in on his eyes, but for the life of me, I couldn’t read him, which was a unique and somewhat disorienting experience for me. He must have read the expression on mine, because he placed his fists on his hips and cracked a crooked smile.
 
   He said something in a language I didn’t understand. The words were blunt and halting and delivered with an almost singsong rhythm.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “It’s about time,” he said in English. “We’ve been expecting you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   

 
 
    
 
    “You’ve been expecting me?”
 
   “We were expecting you about a month ago. That’s why I said it was about time.”
 
   “A month ago?”
 
   “Suddenly there’s an echo in here?”
 
   “I’m at a loss.”
 
   “You’re a fed, right?”
 
   “Special Agent Lukas Walker. FBI.”
 
   “And you’re here because of the report I faxed to the Phoenix office last month…” 
 
   He pantomimed a rolling gesture with his hands like he was trying to coax the rest of the story out of me.
 
   “No. I haven’t been briefed on your report. I’m here on an entirely different matter.” I smiled. “Why don’t we start over?”
 
   “I think that would be for the best.”
 
   I flashed my shield, leaned across the front counter, and extended my arm over the logbook.
 
   “Special Agent Lukas Walker. FBI.”
 
   “Chief Ray Antone. Tribal Police.”
 
   He shook my proffered hand and discreetly wiped his palm on his trousers. Like I could help it. It had to be a hundred and twenty degrees in here.
 
   “So if you aren’t here at my request,” Chief Antone said, “then why are you here?”
 
   I walked slowly from one side of the entryway to the other, checking out the small adobe structure. The walls were thin and cracked. There were points where the grid pattern of the chicken wire framework showed through discolored patches. The laminate desks were chipped and mottled with cigarette burns. The overhead fluorescent tubes hummed and flickered. The computers on the desks were bulky old Gateway PCs. Against the rear wall, behind the desks, were rows of dented file cabinets incapable of closing with all of the paper poking out, framed pictures of the new Tribal Council Building I passed on the way here, and a faded painting of the tribal seal on the wall above a fancy stainless steel coffeemaker. The sunshine outside was attenuated by the accumulation of dust on the windows. 
 
   It was exactly what you would expect from an underfunded tribal police station in the middle of nowhere and it looked as though great care went into the perpetuation of that image. After all, I had seen the craftsmanship of the council building and figure whoever did that job undoubtedly had an exclusive contract and could have done a better job patching the walls in here with his feet. I could also see the bulge of a smart phone in the chief’s front breast pocket. This was a man willing to let people think him primitive and incompetent in order to gain the initial advantage, but not at the expense of his taste for a good cup of coffee.
 
   I liked him already.
 
   That didn’t mean I was ready to concede that advantage, however. And I still hadn’t figured out how to read him. A man accustomed to the daily maintenance of such an elaborate lie undoubtedly knew what he was doing.
 
   “Why do you think I’m here?”
 
   “Who died?”
 
   “Why do you think someone’s dead?”
 
   “I’ve got a reservation crawling with drug runners, a twelve-year-old granddaughter who thinks she’s twenty-two, and my sciatica’s acting up something fierce. But you’re right…I’ve got nothing better to do than verbally spar with you, so I’ll play along. If you were investigating trafficking, you’d be part of a task force and wouldn’t be able to go anywhere without your ATF gorilla escort. If the problem was the gangs moving out onto our land, they would have sent someone of Hispanic descent. The only reason that I can think of for a handsome young buck with native blood like yourself to be out here is if there’s the potential for media involvement and the boys back in Washington don’t want to end up with a racial issue on their hands. You’re obviously educated and the fact that you don’t have a partner attached to your hip suggests a certain amount of autonomy, at least in the field. And I know the federal government doesn’t trust anyone. So that means you’re working closely with important people who can’t be bothered to waste their precious time on actual physical investigative work. They trust you well enough to serve as their eyes and ears, but you also have the law enforcement skills to potentially bring permanent resolution to the situation. So I ask you again, who died?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   “You’re just trying to piss me off now, aren’t you?”
 
   I smiled. I still couldn’t read him, but I had gained the upper hand in the situation. It wasn’t much of an advantage, though. Not yet anyway.
 
   I removed a manila envelope from under my jacket and set it on the counter between us. Antone looked up at me and I nodded. He opened the envelope and slid out three pieces of paper. Each was a photocopy of a digital picture forwarded to my office three days ago from the Border Patrol station in Ajo via the Phoenix office. The first was of the cliff side itself for locational triangulation, the second of the ground where the victim had bled out, and the third was of the smiley face painted on the wall.
 
   Antone studied each in turn, then stacked them, straightened them on the countertop, and slid them back into the envelope. Without a word, he handed the pictures back to me, turned, and walked away from me into the office from which he had emerged when I arrived. A moment later, he appeared with a file folder in his hands. He held out the file and stared expectantly at me. I failed to read the expression on his face as I took it from him. I opened it and slid out a stack of reports, beneath which was a series of digital photographs.
 
   “This is what I sent to the Phoenix Bureau a month ago,” he said.
 
   There was a picture of another mountain from a distance, then one of a trail running between two steep red rock walls. A classic bottleneck. I didn’t see the blood spatters on the path until I turned the page and viewed the detail shot. The final three pictures were all of the twenty-foot design painted on the rocks in the victim’s blood.
 
    [image: ManImage2 copy.jpg] 
 
   “That’s Fresnal Canyon, about twenty miles south-southeast of here.”
 
   When I glanced up from the pages, I couldn’t hide the surprise on my face. We were on a level playing field again, at least for the moment. And then he took the advantage back.
 
   With a vengeance.
 
   “Damned if you aren’t the spitting image of your old man, but I’ll bet you must hear that all the time.”
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   The Tohono O’odham Nation is the third largest Native American reservation in the country. The forty-five hundred square miles of desert land is divided into eleven geographical districts, which are governed by a council and an elected chairperson. The better part of its traditional land was acquired in the Gadsden Purchase of 1853 and then bisected by the now hotly contested Arizona border. Once known as Indian Oasis, the city of Sells changed its name in 1913 to honor Cato Sells, whose name in the O’odham language means “tortoise got wedged.” It serves as the capital and government seat and houses roughly three thousand of the twenty thousand total O’odham, which kind of explained why I didn’t have to look especially hard to find the police station.
 
   The whole town was smaller than the subdivision in which I lived with my grandparents. I tried to imagine how I would have felt had my neighborhood been overrun by thousands of immigrants every day, some armed and toting drugs on their backs, others starving and dropping dead in the hills. I tried to imagine armed federal agents cruising the streets and Blackhawks beating the air overhead, day and night. Then I tried to imagine being impoverished and roasting alive on top of it all, a citizen of a country largely oblivious to my daily suffering and yet entirely separate from it, isolated from blood relations on the other side of an invisible line and unable to visit for fear I would never be able to return again.
 
   And, ultimately, failed.
 
   Not that I lack the imagination, but because the entire situation is far outside of my realm of comprehension. All I know is that even putting myself in that fictional position in my mind made me uncomfortable. I felt helpless. I felt hopeless. And I felt angry.
 
   But angry enough to kill?
 
   That was a line in the sand that took a certain kind of individual to cross, one already predisposed to sociopathic tendencies. And at this point I couldn’t even be sure our suspect pool consisted of the twenty thousand O’odham. Any person from any state could have driven down here for a hunting expedition, and any bandit willing to smuggle drugs and potentially shoot federal agents couldn’t be placed above killing for pleasure.
 
   I was no better off now than I had been when I stepped off the plane this morning. Worse, actually. At least had we taken my car we could have enjoyed the modern convenience of air conditioning. The chief’s squad car was like a sauna. He smirked every time I toggled the AC switch. I was starting to think of it as a stick I used to poke the midget who lived under the hood, prompting him to blow his rank breath through a straw and into the vents.
 
   This kind of heat does strange things to your brain, as I was coming to learn. I saw lakes on the horizon, but we never seemed to reach them as they poured off the edge of the earth. I was saving the last two sips of my bottled water for when I needed them most, even though I knew they were evaporating by the second. My mouth was filled with the salty taste of my own sweat and the greedy passenger seat was soaking up every drop I wasted. I had a Beretta Px4 Storm .40 caliber under my left arm, there was a sawed-off twelve-gauge Remington bolted to the console between us, and Antone had a Smith & Wesson M&P .357 magnum semiautomatic in a holster under his right. I considered myself an even-tempered and level-headed individual, but a part of me really wanted to draw any one of those three and paint that smug grin of his all over the interior.
 
   I hadn’t risen to the bait he had dangled in front of me back at the station, but I knew it was only a matter of time. Eventually, I would stop deluding myself, and, in doing so, would sacrifice every advantage I currently held, which really only boiled down to the fact that my badge was bigger than his.
 
   “Fresnal Canyon’s just up there.” Antone nodded toward the towering red rocks up the rise and to our left. “That mountain over there. Kind of looks a little like a top hat? That’s Baboquivari. Waw Kiwulik in our native tongue. It is the most sacred of all places to our people.”
 
   That he had said “our” and not “my” didn’t escape my notice. Sure, a part of me was curious. Who wouldn’t be? I knew next to nothing about this half of my heritage, but I wasn’t in any kind of mood to be drawn into this world right now. At least not while I had a job to do.
 
   Antone went on anyway, despite the fact that I tried to appear as though I hadn’t heard him. I stared out the window to my right, watching the creosotes and palo verdes fly past through the cloud of red dust that accumulated on the glass, and somehow inside of the car, as well.
 
   “There’s a cave below the peak. That’s where I’itoi lives. He’s our mischievous creator god. When the world was first born, he led the Hohokam, from whom we descended, up from the underworld and to the surface. His home is within that cave, deep in the heart of a maze. Visitors to the cave must bring him an offering to guarantee their safe return.”
 
   “I guess our victim must have forgotten to bring along an offering for this mischievous god of yours.”
 
   “Don’t be too quick to lay this at the feet of I’itoi. There are many gods of mischief out here in the desert.”
 
   “Probably ought to look into getting that problem taken care of.”
 
   “You mock me, but you don’t know the desert. Coyote is the most mischievous trickster of all, and it’s thanks to the ineptitude of your policies that we have so many coyotes running amok out here.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “If it weren’t for NAFTA and the sudden influx of cheap American corn, these people wouldn’t need to risk their lives braving this heat in search of minimum wage—”
 
   “If your reservation didn’t offer them unmolested passage, they wouldn’t be risking their lives braving this heat.”
 
   “I do not condone the smuggling of illegal substances on my reservation, humans included. I don’t want drugs in the hands of my children any more than you do. But you try telling a rancher who gets a two thousand dollar annual treatise stipend from a government that claims ownership of his land that he can’t feed both his starving animals and his family. You try telling a single mother she’s going to have to leave her home in search of a job or subsist on the paltry sum the casino pays out once a year. These men come in here with cash money, and a lot of it at that. They throw it around like they have more than they could ever want. Heck, what’s the harm in letting a man store some things in your barn when he’s willing to pay you five grand a month? Or how about that single mother who suddenly meets a nice man who’s willing to take good care of her and her children and all she has to do is look the other way from time to time? This is our daily reality. The law—my law, your law—doesn’t exist out here. When it comes right down to it, these smugglers are a whole lot less intrusive than the damn green and white Explorers tearing up our land and the war choppers thundering over our homes and sweeping their spotlights across our windows all night long. But you wouldn’t know about things like that, would you? How could you possibly understand?”
 
   His face was flushed and he was breathing hard when the cruiser coasted to a halt on a widened stretch of the shoulder. 
 
   I can honestly say that for the first time I was thankful to climb out into the heat and did so the first second I was physically able.
 
   Surprisingly, it felt like it was starting to cool off. It might even have dropped below a hundred. I wouldn’t have bet my life on it, but even if it was all in my head, I was grateful for the illusion.
 
   The arrow-straight dirt road shot back toward the wavering horizon, where the blood-red sun was preparing to slink off into oblivion. The leaves of the bushes looked like they were on fire. To the east, the Baboquivari Mountains rose abruptly from the flat terrain, giant red rocks that made me somewhat nostalgic for the Garden of the Gods back home in Colorado. Shadows had even started to form behind some of the taller formations and in the steep canyons. And over it all lorded Baboquivari Peak like the angry fist of a dictator, somewhere beneath which the god who led my ancestors from the underworld sat inside of his maze, rubbing his palms together and plotting mischief.
 
   Leave it to Chief Antone to kill my rising spirits.
 
   “Don’t get too excited about the falling temperatures. All that means is the snakes and scorpions are going to start coming out to hunt. And, believe me, they’re going to be hungry and pissed off.”
 
   “I know exactly how they feel.”
 
   Antone smirked, mounted what appeared to be a trailhead, and struck off toward the mountains. I followed, but at a reasonable distance. I figured it was probably best to let him take the lead, considering he was the one who actually knew where we were going. That, and he was a bigger target for the rattlesnakes to strike.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I can’t be considerate when I have to.
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   Antone was remarkably lithe for such a large man. He scaled those hills and trails like he was part mountain goat. Granted, he held onto his belt with one hand the entire time to keep his pants up, but we made excellent time and reached the canyon itself before sunset.
 
   I had to marvel when I turned around and stared off across the desert and the miles of seamless sand and rolling hills that stretched off into eternity. Everything glimmered with an almost ethereal red glow. There was a strange beauty to the landscape that was perhaps enhanced by the inherent danger of it. I felt somehow triumphant, as though I had both bested it and been accepted by it. As though I had survived some sort of trial by fire, the reward for which was a momentary glimpse behind the veil, a peek at the gentle soul lurking beneath the deadly exterior.
 
   Antone clapped me on the shoulder. I glanced back to see him nodding to himself with an almost wistful smile.
 
   “We’re burning daylight,” he said, and led me deeper into the advancing shadows, which had begun to fill the canyon like floodwaters.
 
   The scuffing sound of our footsteps echoed back at us from the canyon walls, which grew steeper and taller until they nearly blocked out the sky. Skeletal shrubs grew from the cracks in the rocks and tufts of wild grasses and ambitious creosotes and sage fought over the pockets of sand where the occasional ray of light reached the ground. A ribbon of sand suggested that a trickle of water had flowed through here somewhat recently, and the rocks were marked with old water lines from the sporadic flash floods. There were a ton of footprints, one of top of another, moving single-file into the mountains. Trash and shed clothing were heaped against the rocks in some places, dropped right onto the ground in others. I saw weathered burlap sacks and crumpled wads of duct tape from the massive bricks of marijuana smugglers carried on their backs. I heard the rattle of diamondback tails more often than I would have liked, but never actually saw one. An owl hooted, a forlorn mooning sound, and bat wings whistled overhead. Stars materialized from the blue sky as the black of night encroached from the east.
 
   My sweat cooled and then froze. I had goose bumps, which was a divine sensation after allowing my body to maintain such a high temperature for so long. Crazy to think that it was probably still in the mid-eighties. The air was crisp and dry. I felt alive in a way that I hadn’t before. It was almost as though I’d reached some sort of truce with the earth and we’d both agreed to a ceasefire, largely because the constant battles had gone on for so long that we’d forgotten who started the war in the first place.
 
   Or maybe I was just mentally and physically exhausted and in desperate need of sleep.
 
   “Just up ahead.” Antone was wheezing, but showed no outward sign of slowing. “Past the fork.”
 
   “Why the rush?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   Two thinner canyons merged ahead of us at a large stone formation that looked almost like a giant coyote in profile, sitting on its haunches with its snout raised to the sky. Its legs were eroded and discolored. Sand and desiccated weeds had swept up its back. Its rear end led to a narrow passage that wended to the right into the shadow of Baboquivari Peak. Antone led me down the opposite fork, which was even narrower. Ancient petroglyphs were barely visible on the stone walls where time and the elements had conspired to erase them, smoothing designs that must have been etched by hands as old as the Sonoran itself. The walls lowered to the point that I could see the cacti and brambles lining the edges, at least where there was enough dirt to take root. Other stretches were lined with rocks perched so precariously it was a miracle they didn’t fall on our heads.
 
   I recognized the trail from the crime scene photographs, and I knew exactly where we were when the bottleneck formed ahead of us. The canyon had veered to the left as we walked, funneling us to the north. I could see just the upper crescent of the setting sun to my left, framed by two tall stone formations. It shined between them and through a crevice in the canyon wall in such a way that it cast a spotlight onto the giant faded smiley face.
 
   “He knows this area intimately.”
 
   “That’s why the rush. You needed to see it like this. It wasn’t just meant to be viewed. It was meant to be viewed at this precise moment.”
 
   I stared at the massive design. The blood had dried and flaked away in sections, but the image was still more or less intact. I could even still see the ovular impressions of the pads on the canine paw the unsub had used as a brush. It was similar to the one I had seen earlier, only missing the strokes that showed the hint of the circular shape of the head, as though the picture became one step closer to completion from one instance to the next, chronologically speaking. I couldn’t find any corresponding Native American symbology, nor was there any modern societal correlation. I felt as though there were a deeper meaning I just couldn’t quite grasp. A tip of the tongue kind of thing. All I could say with any certainty was that not only was the killer thoroughly enjoying himself, he had every intention of continuing to complete his design unless we figured out a way to make him stop.
 
   I heard the crunching sound of footsteps and whirled, my Beretta already drawn and sighted on the source of the noise. Three people rounded the bend. I nearly drilled a hole through the forehead of the first and another through center mass of the second before my mind caught up with my instincts. The man in the lead wore his shirt tied over his head and jeans that were more dirt than denim. His shoes were mini porcupines of cactus needles. The woman to his right looked like she’d picked out her best blouse and blue jeans for a picnic in the park, but they were now ripped and tattered. She wore sandals that had obviously once had heels and her feet were caked with a crust of blood mixed with sand. The third figure was a young girl who couldn’t have been more than twelve years old. Her tears had dried in muddy smears on her cheeks and her hair was a nest of tangles. Her pretty white dress was shredded and filthy, her bare legs scraped so deeply in some places that they were going to have to be stitched closed when the dirt was eventually irrigated from the wounds.
 
   All three froze and stared at me with wide eyes. The man reached behind him and cautiously drew the girl out of the direct line of fire.
 
   I slowly lowered my pistol and slid my finger off of the trigger.
 
   A curious expression crossed the man’s face, one I read as a series of conflicting emotions in rapid succession: fear, confusion, acceptance, gratitude. And then he and his family were gone.
 
   Neither of us had known the other party was there. I could have gunned them all down and no one would ever have known.
 
   “They don’t understand how far the journey is,” Antone said. “They’re led to believe that it’s just an afternoon hike after they’re dropped off at the border. Little do they know it ends up being closer to four days across the sweltering desert. The coyotes keep their money and consign them to their fates.”
 
   I imagined the look of surprise on some poor migrant’s face as he or she rounded the corner into the deep shade of the canyon only to find death waiting with a glimmering blade.
 
   “They mostly travel at night,” Antone said. “The smart ones, anyway. When the sun goes down and it’s cooler. And they’re impossible to track through these mountains after dark, even if you know these hills like the back of your hand.”
 
   I turned in a complete circle, but didn’t see what I had thought I would. The canyon walls had to be at least twenty-five feet tall. A jump from that height was an unnecessary risk, and someone crouching up there would be clearly silhouetted against the sky. The killer would be better concealed down here in the shadows.
 
   I found where he had waited about thirty feet deeper into the canyon, on the far side of the bottleneck. It had been easy enough once I located the nearly invisible scratch lines where the unsub had swept away his tracks. Interestingly, he had dragged the victim’s body deeper into the canyon, in the opposite direction of the trailhead. I lost the brush marks under a riot of migrant footprints within a few feet.
 
   “What’s farther up there?”
 
   “More of the same. What you’re really asking, though, is how did he get the body out of here?”
 
   I nodded and switched on my penlight, but it did little to combat the advancing darkness. Without a full battery of spotlights, we wouldn’t be finding, let alone following, any tracks tonight.
 
   “Coyote is the master of deception. If anyone knew his tricks, he would undoubtedly find his paw in a snare.”
 
   I stared up at the moon as it took form in the sky.
 
   I’d been approaching this from the wrong angle.
 
   The smiley faces.
 
   The canine paw.
 
   Our unsub fancied himself a trickster. There was undoubtedly even deception involved in the creation of that illusion. If I was right, there was nothing even remotely amusing about the message he was attempting to deliver. Nothing at all. And we would only learn more about him when he chose to reveal it, when he completed the design he had started, despite the fact that every single one of us knew what the design would look like when it was completed.
 
   Or did we?
 
   Somewhere in the distance a coyote yipped and bayed at the same moon.
 
   “I’m done here,” I said, and struck off back toward the car.
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   I was already formulating my report—which I would deliver via private videoconference directly to my Special Agent-in-Charge, Thomas Nielsen, when I reached my pool vehicle—as I walked down the trail toward the chief’s car. My SAC was a good guy, as far as agents in his position went, but he was a lot more politically motivated than most. I don’t know whose chair he had set his sights on; all I knew was that he didn’t intend to remain in his for long. Denver wasn’t New York or Los Angeles or Houston, but it wasn’t a backwoods posting either. Nearly the entire front range of the Rocky Mountains fell under our jurisdiction. Phoenix could have made a legitimate argument for this being their case since it was in their backyard, but Nielsen would never have allowed it. In this case, I was his golden ticket. If my face ended up on the evening news, you could wager a vital organ that Nielsen’s would be right there beside mine. He had pulled out all the stops on this one. He had a native—albeit half-breed—O’odham with an excellent track record working a high profile case with the full tactical support of a dozen federal agencies and the backing of the brain trust back at Quantico.
 
   I’d never worked directly with Behavioral before. They’d profiled a few unsubs for task forces I was a part of in the past, but I’d never really brushed shoulders with them. If I even got to now. It was a distinct possibility that Nielsen would usurp that role, too. I was curious to see how they worked, though. My formal training was minimal, at least compared to most of the profilers with their multiple doctorates. The majority of what I’ve learned has been in the field. I have a B.S. in Cognitive and Developmental Psychology from the University of Denver, but rather than pursuing a doctorate, I had elected to join the FBI. Or, as I like to say, I was seduced by the dark side. I wasn’t the kind of guy who could tolerate being cooped up in an office, nor was I the kind to spend my weekends in seminars or lectures.
 
   And it turned out I really enjoyed carrying a gun and a shield.
 
   Field work was even more fun than I had initially thought it would be. I loved the hunt. I lived for the chase. It was a game played on an open field with no rules and only our opposing wits as our allies. The only problem was the stakes involved. The longer we played this game, the more people died. And that, in my mind, was an unacceptable outcome. The time had come to put an end to this game.
 
   Unfortunately, unless I got lucky, someone else was going to have to die first.
 
   If they hadn’t already.
 
   Again, I was happy enough to let Antone take the lead. The visibility was decent since the moon was nearly full, but I figured there was no harm in letting the chief pick the way down the trail for me. If he went down, I’d know where not to step. I didn’t own enough suits to sacrifice a decent pair of slacks like these.
 
   The chief stopped dead on the path in front of me. Before I could ask why, I smelled it, too.
 
   We had company.
 
   The faint aroma of cigarette smoke. Hand-rolled, not domestic. Sweet. I could see the faint glow of a cherry downhill as the smoker took a drag, momentarily casting an orange glare over the Ford pickup truck against which he leaned.
 
   Antone shook his head and started down the path again, his momentary burden noticeably lifted. He glanced back over his shoulder as we neared, a crooked grin on his face. Again, it was an expression I couldn’t quite decipher, but I was starting to establish a baseline.
 
   There were actually two men waiting for us when we arrived. They’d parked right behind the chief’s cruiser, canted upward on the slight slope. The taller of the two dropped his butt, ground it into the dirt, and stepped away from the pickup. He was tall and slender and clad nearly entirely in faded denim, from his well-worn jacket to his open shirt and his jeans. The leather of his boots had paled to the color of dust and he wore the brim of his Stetson low, hiding his face in shadows.
 
   The other was shorter and stockier, but even from afar it was apparent he was an impressive physical specimen by the slope of his shoulders and the taper of his waist. He hopped down from where he sat on the tailgate and rolled what sounded like a bottle deeper into the bed. He wore a checked flannel shirt open over a tight white T-shirt and even tighter blue jeans. A long, dark braid snaked out from beneath his cowboy hat.
 
   Whoever they were, the chief obviously didn’t perceive them as a threat. He approached them with his guard down and his fists on his hips. I thought I saw a smile form in the shadows lurking under the brim of the tall man’s hat.
 
   “How did I know we’d end up running into you sooner or later?” Antone extended his arm and shook the tall man’s hand. “I guess word travels even faster than I thought around here.”
 
   “It does when the FBI rears its ugly head on our reservation. People go straight into panic mode thinking we’re about to find ourselves in the middle of another Pine Ridge situation.” He turned to face me. “Finally decided to show up, I see.”
 
   “Roman and his boy here were the ones who found what I just showed you,” Antone said. He pronounced it Row-mahn. I couldn’t help but think that made it sound pretentious.
 
   “I figured I would look you up when it was a good time for me, rather than waiting for you to track me down when it was convenient for you. And I was curious. Can’t fault a guy for that, can you?”
 
   “Thought you’d catch a glimpse of the FBI’s token Injun?”
 
   His smile grew even wider. There were flecks of tobacco along his gum line.
 
   “Like I said, can’t fault a guy for being curious.”
 
   I heard the scuffing sound of boots from my left and felt the weight of Roman’s son’s stare on me. I turned casually to find his eyes fixed directly on my face. I nodded, but solicited no appreciable reaction whatsoever. I turned back to his father.
 
   “Anything you want to tell me about the nature of your discovery?”
 
   “Nothing I didn’t already tell the chief.”
 
   “What were you doing up there when you found the crime scene?”
 
   “Hunting.”
 
   “Hunting what?”
 
   “Little of this. Little of that.”
 
   “Get anything that day?”
 
   “It had been a fairly productive hunt, all in all.”
 
   “I assume you have an alibi for the time of the murder.”
 
   “Tell me when that might have been and I’d imagine I could scrape one up.”
 
   “Without a body, you can’t fix time of death,” his son said. I turned to find him still staring directly at me. I think he might even have advanced a step, but I couldn’t be completely sure. This “boy” had to have been in his mid-thirties. I would have initially guessed lower based on his physique. Up close it was apparent that he wore his age in the lines around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. There was something oddly familiar about him, but I couldn’t quite place it. His face was devoid of expression, save for the slightest twinkle of what I read as both amusement and hostility in his eyes. Or maybe merely distrust. “So there’s no way you can pinpoint a date, let alone a time for which an alibi would be necessary.”
 
   “What do you know about the body?”
 
   “Only that there wasn’t one.”
 
   “And what do you think might have happened to it?”
 
   “A lot of things can happen out here in the desert. Could have been a coyote dragged it off—”
 
   “Coyote?”
 
   He was about to say something else when his father cut him off. 
 
   “Whole desert’s thick with them. We don’t know any more about the body than you do, I’m afraid. We’d have told the chief if we did.”
 
   I glanced back at the son. He was still staring at me, but he had distanced himself enough that he was no longer in my personal space. The way the moonlight hit him made him look like someone I knew, but, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out who. There was something so familiar about his face that I was almost certain I had seen him somewhere before. It was the eyes. Something about his eyes—
 
   He caught me looking and turned away to face the desert.
 
   “Anything at all out of the ordinary you might remember could end up being important,” I said to the father. “Don’t hesitate to call the chief. He’ll know how to reach me Mr.…Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “Walker,” he said. “Roman Walker. And this is my son, Ban.”
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   To say it was surreal standing in the home in which my father grew up would have been an understatement of titanic proportions. I felt like I had crossed over into some parallel universe where the father that was my father had never been my father, but some stranger who wore his skin and lived a completely different life.
 
   I’m the kind of guy who needs to be in control of any given situation, which, in this case, was like trying to walk straight up a wall. I simply had to resign myself to the fact that I’d fallen down the rabbit hole and do my best to land on my feet. I had an investigation to conduct and could ill afford any sort of distraction, let alone one of a personal nature.
 
   Despite my earlier gripes, I was fortunate to have ridden with the chief to the canyon. The long ride back to the station had granted me the opportunity to sort through my thoughts. And staring out into the desert at night—with the pitchfork saguaros lording over the sand and the sky so clear I could almost imagine reaching right up and grabbing the stars—did wonders to help me find something resembling a moment of clarity.
 
   I don’t know why I hadn’t expected to encounter blood relations while I was here. It was naïve to think that my father’s parents were his only physical link to this reservation. Considering he never talked about them, why in the world would he mention an older brother? Maybe there would have come a time when my father explained the situation to me, maybe even brought my mother and me out here to see where he was from. Maybe that had always been his intention and he simply ran out of time in the end. We all make plans for the future without seriously contemplating the fact that we could be struck by a car or diagnosed with some terminal disease or vaporized by a Scud missile the very next day. I may not have known my father as well as I would have liked, but I had known him well enough to understand that he wasn’t a man willing to run forever. He was the kind who faced his demons, one way or another. Just on his own terms. Or at least that’s the way I choose to remember him, the way I choose to be myself.
 
   I could compartmentalize when I had to. The commitment to maintaining two lives—one professional and one personal—had been a prerequisite for joining the Bureau, especially as a field agent. The problem was that in this case, I had yet to determine where to draw the line between them. I don’t believe in cosmic forces or serendipity or even coincidence. I couldn’t ignore the fact that my uncle and cousin, who previously hadn’t even existed in my wildest dreams, were the first to find the scene of a murder that was always meant to fall into my lap. Not because fate or destiny or some mystical shaman decreed it, but because I was the only logical choice for the assignment based on who I was and the skill set I possessed.
 
   I had delivered my report via my laptop in my Crown Vic in the parking lot of the station after Antone dropped me off on his way home for the night. I think I did a reasonable job of appearing in control of the situation. I obviously hadn’t been in a position to pass along anything resembling an actual development, but Nielsen had become somewhat detached himself after learning of the second similar case that had never made it onto our radar. It could have been easily misplaced or overlooked or dismissed out of hand. Things like that happened all the time. We needed to confirm that one of those scenarios had happened, though. Otherwise the spotlight of suspicion fell squarely onto the chief and, to a lesser extent, my newfound kin. 
 
   It hadn’t taken very long to locate Roman’s truck after that. I maybe cruised a dozen different roads before finding it parked in the dirt driveway of a small adobe house with nothing but open desert stretching away from it into the night. If I had any chance of seizing the advantage, if there even was one to seize, I needed my arrival to be totally unexpected.
 
   I must have been really losing my touch. Roman had been sitting in a wooden rocker on the crumbling concrete pad that served as a front porch when I arrived.
 
   “This one here is your daddy and me when he was maybe eight and I was ten.” Roman pointed at one of roughly fifty framed pictures tacked to the cracked adobe wall. We were in a narrow hallway that separated the two bedrooms from the main living area, which itself was little more than an extension of the kitchen. In a way, the tiny house reminded me of every family housing unit on every Air Force base around the world. “That was the day I taught him how to shoot my twenty gauge.”
 
   I stared at the two young boys, one who had grown up to be my father, the other a complete stranger. It was obvious the children were related, but looking at the man beside me now, I had a hard time believing my father would have looked anything like him. This man was old, for starters. A quick mental calculation placed him in the neighborhood of sixty. The father from my memory had never aged beyond his early thirties.
 
   There were pictures of the boys everywhere. Some were in black and white, others in faded color. The clothes looked mostly homemade and both boys had worn their hair long clear up until the point when they’d been able to braid their locks back over their shoulders. I don’t think I ever saw my father with hair more than half an inch long. I found myself smiling at the boys, who always smiled right back. They were happy children. Their smiles reached their eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder what possibly could have happened to drive a wedge between them.
 
   And then we passed from the pictures of the boys to those of their parents and the seemingly countless generations of theirs. These were people who didn’t smile for the camera and appeared largely annoyed by its mere presence. I won’t say the wives looked fearful of their husbands, but they certainly weren’t overjoyed to be in such close proximity, especially as the timeline went further and further back. The most recent portraits were something of an enigma though. There were plenty of inconsistencies from one to the next, perhaps as the nature of their relationship changed. The man made every effort to appear hardened, but I could tell it was merely a suit of armor he wore. The woman’s eyes twinkled with life until, abruptly, whatever spark animated them fizzled. 
 
   “Those are your grandparents. Our parents. It really is too bad you never got to meet them. And they never got to meet you.”
 
   “They didn’t even know I existed.”
 
   Roman turned and looked at me long and hard. His expression was one of contempt. At first, anyway. And then it softened to one of sympathy.
 
   “I want to show you something.”
 
   He led me down the hallway and ducked into the room on the right. It was obviously the master, and it was a room in transition. The bed and coverings must have belonged to my deceased grandparents. As had the majority of the furniture. The clothes in the antique wardrobe and the majority of the prints and tapestries hanging on the walls reflected tastes I attributed to my uncle, who had moved into this house after his parents had been committed to a kind of assisted living arrangement that sounded more like a hospice to me. He stopped before a tapestry with the logo of the Arizona Diamondbacks.
 
   “I always wanted to play pro ball,” he said, as if that explained anything, then yanked on the decoration, sending pushpins flying. “I didn’t have the heart to take these down.”
 
   I managed not to gasp, but just barely. There was no hiding the surprise on my face, though.
 
   There were pictures thumb-tacked to the wall.
 
   Pictures of me.
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   Most of the pictures had been clipped from newspapers I immediately recognized. Others were actual photographs snapped from afar. 
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t even seem to remember how to breathe.
 
   All of them were of me. My picture in the Rocky Mountain News when I won the science fair in eighth grade. Another from the Denver Post during my hockey days in high school. My commencement photo. An interview I did for the college paper. And there were snapshots. Everything from my high school to my college to my academy graduation. Pictures of me smiling and laughing with my friends and grandparents, entirely oblivious to the ones who had journeyed all the way from this reservation so as not to miss my special moments.
 
   “Why didn’t they ever say anything to me? I would have—”
 
   “Would have what?”
 
   “I don’t know. I never had the chance to find out.”
 
   “It was a sore spot between my parents. My mother was the one who took the pictures. My father never approved.” I recalled the pictures of my grandparents, of the grandmother whose eyes were alight with joy and the grandfather whose eyes reflected his love for her, but at the same time, a solemn commitment to his duty. And, later, the physical toll their emotions had inflicted upon each other. “He and your daddy didn’t part ways on the best of terms.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because Rafael committed the one sin for which my father couldn’t forgive him.”
 
   I scoffed. My father couldn’t have sinned at gunpoint.
 
   “What could he possibly have done that was so bad?”
 
   “He left.”
 
   Roman shrugged and turned away. I caught a glimpse of the anger and the hurt on his face before he did. Everything may have transpired a lifetime ago for me, but the wounds were still fresh for him.
 
   His boots clomped on the floor as he walked back out into the hallway. I turned to follow him and stopped when I saw the framed pictures sitting on the dresser. They were of a woman who wasn’t in any of the portraits in the hallway. She was a beautiful woman, the kind who maintained her natural beauty as she grew old. Time had aged the portraits but not the woman herself, stranding the colors and the clothing in an era so long ago I couldn’t even recall it.
 
   I looked up when Roman leaned around the doorway.
 
   “Ban’s mother?”
 
   His eyes flared with fire. Quickly. So fast I could have blinked and missed it. And then it was gone as though it had never existed.
 
   “Those aren’t for your eyes,” he said, and ushered me from the bedroom.
 
   I didn’t force the issue. I had seen the woman’s physical expression in Ban. My cousin. He had her mouth and her nose. These people were strangers to me. Whatever might have transpired between Roman and her was none of my concern.
 
   I studied the pictures of the family I’d never known on my way back into the main living area. I tried to commit them to memory, because I wouldn’t be coming back. There was nothing for me here. I took comfort from the fact that despite whatever may have happened, my paternal grandparents had cared for me, if only from a distance. This world might have been a part of my heritage and, to some degree, my past, but it wasn’t my future. We all have our ghosts, and my father had left his here. I had no intention of making them my own. 
 
   “Offer you one for the road?” Roman said. He closed the refrigerator door with a single bottle in his hand before I even replied.
 
   “Thanks anyway.”
 
   He popped the cap and started drinking while he walked across the living room toward the front door. It was a room at odds with itself. Aged adobe walls with surround sound speakers mounted to the cracks. A hand-planed mesquite table with a fifty-one inch flat screen on it. A wicker chair with a beaded design next to a leather La-Z-Boy recliner. Frayed woven rugs. A laptop on the end table. A Blu-Ray player balanced on a chipped and faded ceramic pot.
 
   My phone vibrated in the front pocket of my pants. That was never a good sign. Especially not at eleven at night. I kept my thoughts from betraying me on my face.
 
   “Thanks for the hospitality,” I said.
 
   “It was nice to finally meet you. I loved your daddy. I see a lot of him in you.”
 
   I tried to smile, but had to settle for a curt nod.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to talk to Ban. Wish him my best.”
 
   “I’ll tell him you asked after him. He’s night security at the Desert Diamond Casino if you find yourself up that way. He’s not the trusting kind, but he’s got a good heart. Probably do you both some good to have a few words before you leave.”
 
   “We’ll see what the future holds. It wouldn’t surprise me if we ran into each other again.”
 
   I stepped down onto the porch. A scorpion skittered away from my shoe. When I looked back, Roman opened his mouth as though about to say something, then closed it and nodded to himself. I smiled and nodded back. I knew all about regret.
 
   He closed the door, sealing off the strip of light that had spilled onto the driveway.
 
   I climbed into the Crown Vic, slid my phone out of my pocket, and checked the number of the missed call. I didn’t immediately recognize it. I had to drive all the way back into town before I was able to hold a signal long enough to check my voicemail.
 
   The call had come in more than forty minutes ago. It must have been just floating out there in the atmosphere, waiting for me to catch a signal long enough to come through. Two more messages had been delivered since.
 
   By the time I finished listening to the first, I had turned right on the main street through town and pinned the gas. Before the second ended, I had the brights on, the speedometer flirting with eighty, and gravel pinging from my undercarriage. I saw the lights on the horizon shortly after finishing the final message.
 
   This wasn’t good news.
 
   This wasn’t good news at all.
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   The Emergency Medical Research Center of the University of Arizona, in an effort to educate the public about the dangers of crossing the Arizona-Sonora border, developed a formula to determine the incidence of heat-related death. At ninety degrees Fahrenheit, there’s a twelve percent probability of death should a walker set out across the desert. At ninety-seven degrees, that risk more than doubles. At a hundred degrees, the chances of individual survival plummet to sixty percent.
 
 
   The average temperature in the Sonoran Desert in July is one hundred and four degrees.
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   Baboquivari District
 
   Tohono O’odham Nation
 
   Arizona
 
   
 
 
   September 10th
 
   
 
 
   I arrived at the same time as the dogs. There were two CBP SUVs parked facing the hillside, their headlights illuminating a game trail that wended up into a forest of heavily needled cholla and prickly pears. I parked between them and left my brights on. The top of the rise was crowned with a massive stone formation reminiscent of a medieval fortress. To either side of it, the jagged hills were a serrated blade aligned against the night sky. I could see the flicker of flashlights moving through the brush.
 
   I opened my door and was assaulted by the sound of barking. The canine agent had the rear doors of his truck open and was unlatching the cage doors for a pair of large dogs that looked like a cross between a German shepherd and a wolf. One was jet-black, the other mottled brown and gray. Both had teeth that looked sharp enough to tear through a meaty thigh and jaws strong enough to snap bone. Had I not worked with units like this in the past, I would have been positively terrified by their apparent ferocity, but I knew these dogs were partners with their handlers in the truest sense. They went home with him at night and quite possibly even slept in the same bed. When they were in the field, though…
 
   “Special Agent Walker.”
 
   I flashed my badge at the handler, who didn’t even look at me. He was a wiry man with large ears and a long face. He wore his green CBP ball cap so low over his brow that I couldn’t see his eyes. According to his name badge, my friendly new pal’s name was B. Sykora.
 
   “Stay behind me,” he said. “Keep downwind at all times. Don’t cross the tracks or you’ll confuse the scent. Don’t even think about trying to pet either of them. These dogs are trained to go for the groin or the throat if they sense that I’m threatened in any way, so don’t try to approach me. If I tell you to do something, you do exactly what I say the moment I tell you to do it. Are we clear?”
 
   I smirked and rolled my eyes.
 
   “You had me at ‘trained to go for the groin.’” 
 
   He sighed and shoved past me. 
 
   “Come on down, Pookie,” I heard him whisper as he lifted down the black one. The other one hopped down on its own. He had them leashed and headed up the path in a matter of seconds. Sykora ran with them like the third dog in the pack. It was everything I could do to keep a visual on them. I don’t know what kind of animal cut this path, but it was definitely thinner than I was. My sleeves kept snagging on the cholla needles and it felt like I had impaled my feet on spikes. I kind of hop-ran sideways through the hellish landscape until the headlights faded behind me and I had to use my penlight and the occasional bark to guide me uphill toward the point where I had seen the flashlights when I arrived. At least that fortress-rock served as a decent landmark.
 
   The very second I exited the field of cacti, I pulled off my shoes and started plucking the needles out of my socks. I had whole chunks of cholla on the bottoms of my shoes where the thick needles had been driven clear through the soles. The pain was fierce, but tolerable. The itching, however, was something else entirely. I felt like I had ants crawling under my skin as I scrabbled up the slick talus to where the path wound back behind a cluster of saguaros and entered a shallow, sloping canyon.
 
   I didn’t know exactly where I was, but I had a general idea. This was the northern portion of the Baboquivari Mountain Range, near the point where it began to taper back into the rolling desert hills. I was roughly twenty miles east-northeast of Sells, ten miles south of I-86, and fifteen miles north of the crime scene Antone had taken me to mere hours ago. The site the CBP agent had shown me this morning was now forty-some miles southwest of here. If there was any significance to the geographical arrangement, I couldn’t see it.
 
   The path led deeper into the canyon, down the eastern slope of the mountain. I could hear the echo of voices, but couldn’t make out the words. Flashlight beams glowed from around the bend.
 
   The dogs started to bark. Hard. Frantic.
 
   The voices became excited and I heard a shout and the clamor of footsteps.
 
   I broke into a sprint and nearly barreled into a CBP agent as I rounded the bend. Had he been faster on the draw, he would have put a peephole in my chest before I shoved my badge into his face. He was jumpy and wired and his eyes stood out from his pale face like there was something pushing on them from behind.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “Dogs caught a scent.”
 
   More staccato barking. A crackle of static from the radio on the agent’s hip.
 
   “Just a group of wets.”
 
   I recognized Sykora’s voice.
 
   “Someone else call it in,” a different voice replied. “You keep those dogs moving, Brant.”
 
   “If there’s anything out here, we’ll find it. We just have to start over again.”
 
   I inwardly cursed and blew out a long breath.
 
   “You were the first on the scene?” I said.
 
   The agent nodded.
 
   “Walk me through it, Agent…” I held my light on his name patch. “…Reynolds.”
 
   “I was cruising the Venganza Drag when Oscar seventy-four went off.”
 
   “Oscar seventy-four?”
 
   “Oscars are the buried sensors we plant in the desert. When they detect motion, they send a signal back to the station and dispatch relays the call to the nearest unit. They’re numbered sequentially. I was the closest patrol. Roughly Oscar sixty-seven or so. Since I couldn’t have been the one who set it off, we knew it had to be a bunch of wets.” He glanced up at me. “Undocumenteds, I mean.” A nervous smile. “So I drove out to the Oscar and found their tracks crossing the drag. We call them drags because we drag a grate along them to wipe out all of the tracks.”
 
   “I know what a drag is.”
 
   “Okay, okay. So I found their tracks. They crossed the drag walking backward. I mean, like that would fool anyone. Who in his right mind would leave the ‘States and risk his life crossing the desert to get into Mexico, you know? It didn’t take a genius to know they were going to try to cut across the mountains to get to the Amnesty Trail and I-86—”
 
   “Amnesty Trail?”
 
   “That’s what they call it. They even print maps of it down there. The idea is that if you follow the landmarks all the way up the trail to the highway, there’ll be a lookout posted in the hills to radio one of the drivers who cruise up and down the highway all day to pick them up and take them to a safehouse in Tucson or Phoenix.”
 
   “And you know where this trail is?”
 
   “Everybody does.”
 
   “And you don’t just close it off?”
 
   “We patrol it. We don’t have the manpower to just sit on it. Besides, most of the trail’s on the res and those guys like us on their land even less than the UDAs.”
 
   He totally missed my point, but I didn’t have the time to debate it.
 
   “So you drove up to the lot here to cut them off.”
 
   “Right. They were moving up the eastern side of the mountains, so they wouldn’t be able to see my headlights if I stayed on the western slope. We’ve all used this canyon as a shortcut before. I was just cutting through when I heard something up ahead. Sounded kind of like someone chewing really loud. Kind of anyway. So I got out my light, drew my gun, came around the bend, and bang! Right there in front of me is a mangy old coyote. Just sitting there licking the rocks, totally oblivious to the fact that I’m standing there with a light and a gun pointed right at him. I didn’t want to shout and spook the UDAs. I mean, Lord knows if they’re packing AK-47s. So I kicked a rock at the thing and it turned to face me like I wasn’t even a threat. Its eyes flashed in the light and I saw that its muzzle was red. I took another step and it finally bolted off into the night. Another couple of steps and I turned my light onto these rocks over here…” He led me another five paces and lighted up the canyon wall with his flashlight. “…and this is what he was enjoying the hell out of licking.”
 
    [image: ManImage3 copy.jpg] 
 
   I was right. This smiley face appeared to be slightly more complete than the last. The only real difference I immediately noticed was the shape of the nose and the fact that it pointed in the opposite direction.
 
   The blood still glistened where the coyote had been lapping at it. The remainder had dried, but not to the point of flaking. My best estimate placed the time of death at roughly twenty-four hours ago. Two nights following the Border Patrol’s discovery of the previous scene. The night before my arrival. The timing couldn’t be coincidental. Not after such a long gap between the previous two, assuming there weren’t more out there we hadn’t found yet, which at this point, felt like a fairly large assumption. It was possible the unsub was dissociating and the murders were going to start coming faster and faster until we stopped him, but I was inclined to think not. The painting was meticulous, the strokes perfectly controlled, emotionless. Even less blood had been spilled on the path. It was the exact same modus operandi. Clean slice across the neck from behind, right to left, an arterial arc on the opposite wall. Two puddles where the victim had bled out, one from the neck and the other from the abdomen. It was almost surgical in its precision. Minimal suffering. An almost compassionate execution. He painted on the wall, then dragged the body off into the mountains once more on a travois improvised from branches that obliterated his tracks behind him. There was nothing to follow beyond the strokes of the leaves and the thin stripes of the hook-like thorns. He was still in control. At least of himself. 
 
   The most pressing problem now was that he’d identified his adversary—the FBI in general, and me specifically—and had decided to raise the stakes and aggressively take me on, head-to-head. This wasn’t a case that was going to drag on indefinitely. He had directly challenged me to stop him. I knew exactly how this would end if I was able to, but the part that scared me was I had no clue what the consequences might be if I didn’t.
 
   I shivered despite the warmth of the night and stared out over the valley to the east. The Amnesty Trail. An endless stream of victims. Infinite places to hide. The American Dream. The Valley of Death.
 
   The killer had announced his presence and declared his intentions. If word traveled as fast as Chief Antone thought, by now the killer already knew I had declared mine. 
 
   The blood would flow again. 
 
   Soon.
 
   My first order of business had to be figuring out who was the weak link in the chain of information. Who at the CBP had let it slip that the FBI was being called in? Was the killer an agent or just someone who monitored their communications? At this point, it was my only real lead, assuming the unsub hadn’t gotten sloppy and left something for the crime scene unit to discover, and the sooner I started chasing it—
 
   A chaos of barking. Down the wash and to the right.
 
   The crackle of static from Reynolds’s hip.
 
   “They’ve got something,” Sykora said, his words barely decipherable over his frantic dogs. “It’s a clean scent. Go on guys! Get…”
 
   I was at a dead sprint before the communication trailed off behind me, streaking straight toward the source of the barking.
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   I passed the group of UDAs the dogs had first found. They seemed content just sitting there, passing around a water bottle one of the agents must have given them, waiting for their eventual arrest and deportation. After several days in the miserable desert heat, I’d imagine I’d be looking forward to an extended stretch in an air conditioned detention center with some warm food, too. Especially if I was about to get a free bus ride back to my family.
 
   I hustled down the path as fast as I could, slipping on the loose gravel, sliding on slickrock, plowing through thorny bushes and dodging cacti. The barking grew louder and I could see the glow of flashlights through the mesquites at the bottom of the first valley. The dogs were going nuts. The agents were shouting. There were at least three distinct voices. Beyond them, about a mile farther down, an Explorer bounded down off of the drag and made its way up to the trail in our direction before the topography forced it to stop. The sound of the car door slamming echoed through the night. I was maybe twenty feet from the line of trees when the barking abruptly stopped.
 
   I drew my Beretta, held my penlight beam parallel to my sightline, and approached in a shooter’s stance. I could still hear the voices, but they were softer, muffled. I pressed through the sharp branches, using my shoulder to shield my face from the thorns. They latched right into the fabric like fishhooks and tore on their way out. I heard spiders the size of my hand scuttling across the detritus away from me.
 
   I found the agents at the bottom of a dry creek bed, where presumably water had once flowed but now only creosotes grew from the rocky soil. One of them was down on a knee, shining his light on a flat river rock with what was definitely a small spatter of blood on it. Not much really. Maybe a drop the size of a dime smeared across the length of the stone. Without the dogs there was no way we ever would have found it. I heard them thrashing through the shrubs about thirty feet to my right.
 
   The agent rose and openly appraised me. He looked like I imagined Wilford Brimley must have in his early fifties, with the kind of mustache that appeared to wear him as an accoutrement rather than the other way around. He inclined his head and grunted. I’d dealt with enough grizzled veterans to know that his expression meant that I had been reluctantly accepted as long as I was helpful and didn’t step on any toes. I hoped my return nod purveyed the message that as long as he stayed out of my way, I wouldn’t be forced to shoot him. I figured he got the gist when he glanced at my Beretta.
 
   The other agent was off to the side, talking into his two-way with his back to me, whispering so that he couldn’t be overheard by either of us. I tapped him on the shoulder and relived him of his radio when he turned around.
 
   “This is Special Agent Lukas Walker,” I said into the microphone. “I need you to check and see if there was any unexplained Oscar activity last night.”
 
   “I can’t do that without a direct order from my supervisory agent,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
   I glanced back at the man from whom I had borrowed the two-way, read his face, and peeked at his left hand where it rested on the hilt of the club tucked into his belt.
 
   “The killer could be out here with me and your husband right now.”
 
   A long pause.
 
   “Give me just a second,” she finally said.
 
   I don’t think it even took that long.
 
   “No unusual or unexplained activity last night. Only confirmed patrol vehicles on established routes.”
 
   “And there were no long or unnecessary delays from one Oscar to the next?”
 
   “Not without documented arrests. Is that what you documentaries needed?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “That’s what I needed to know.”
 
   That wasn’t at all what I wanted to hear, though.
 
   I passed the radio back to the agent and slowly turned in a circle.
 
   The unsub knew this area. Knew it like the back of his hand. Knew it so well, in fact, that he knew exactly where all of the Oscars were and how to circumvent them without setting them off. He knew how to beat the east-west drag system. He knew not only how to remove the body from the scene of the crime, but how to get it to a vehicle of some kind and out of the area without leaving a single telltale track. He knew everything that I didn’t.  Fortunately for me, that narrowed the list of potential suspects down to a much more manageable number. I was going to have to be exceptionally careful how I approached it, though. The unsub was definitely wired into the system.
 
   The barking stopped.
 
   All three of us turned in unison and looked to the south.
 
   I bolted straight toward where I had last heard the dogs, charging headlong through shrubs that tore at my clothing and dodging others that would have done serious damage to me at that speed. I couldn’t hear a blasted thing over my own ruckus, save for the distant hoot of an owl and what I could have sworn was the howl of a coyote. I burst from the mesquite thicket with the majority of my skin still attached to my bones, stumbled up a short rise, then skidded down a slick slope lined with scree. I barely stopped in time to keep from impaling myself on a flowering nopales cactus the size of a tree with pads like dinner plates. I skirted it and heard a sound so incongruous with the situation that I couldn’t initially place it. It was the sound of…laughter?
 
   On the other side of the nopales, the dogs were running in wild circles, first one way, then the other. Noses to the ground, tails in the air, they wheeled around the small clearing, sniffing creosotes and sage and cacti and the ground, nearly colliding with each other while their handler sat on the ground between them. Sykora was laughing so hard he was crying. There was dirt on the tip of his nose. He looked up and saw me and started to say something, but ended up laughing even harder. He held up a handful of damp earth. Whatever the overture was supposed to mean, I obviously didn’t get it. The expression on his face didn’t fit with the laughter. It was one of both frustration and…admiration?
 
   Sykora wiped the tears from his cheeks with the backs of his hands and managed to climb to his feet. The dogs continued to run aimlessly around him until he steadied them with a single gesture of his hand. One sat to either side of him as he held out the dirt again. I stared at him blankly, waiting for an explanation. Frankly, I had been starting to wonder if he’d found himself a button of peyote when he sniffed the pile in his hand and offered it to me again. His laughter trailed off. I realized I was undoubtedly looking at him with the same befuddled expression as the dogs.
 
   “Go on,” he said. “Take a whiff. Tell me that’s not absolute genius.”
 
   I leaned forward and was hardly within a foot of it when I smelled a foul stench and quickly recoiled.
 
   “For the love of God! What the hell is that? It smells like piss!”
 
   Sykora started laughing again, but stopped abruptly when he saw my face. That was one of the great things about being able to interpret facial expressions; I could also deliver them with the kind of precision that made them impossible to misread, even for someone who spent the majority of his time with animals. Even the dogs must have recognized the expression that suggested thrusting urine into the face of a man with a semi-automatic pistol dramatically shortened one’s life expectancy into the range of…oh…seconds.
 
   “That’s exactly what it is,” Sykora said. “Coyote urine to be exact.”
 
   “You can tell the species of animal by the smell of its pee?”
 
   “I train tracking and rescue dogs for a living. I have whole shelves in my garage lined with bottles of urine. Tell me you wouldn’t find little details like that important if you knew you could end up off on your own and about to stumble blindly into a mountain lion’s den?”
 
   I couldn’t fault his logic. 
 
   “What did you mean by genius?”
 
   “Don’t you see?” He held up the handful of earth again and shook it. I think we’d reached the point in the conversation where we both recognized that he’d been holding the dirt-urine longer than absolutely necessary. He hurled it off into the shrubs. “He had the urine with him. He knew we’d have a canine unit. Not only did he cover his tracks, he confused his scent trail. The urine is so concentrated that the dogs can’t smell anything else over it. We’re going to have to go back, find his scent again, then try to pick it up out there in the open desert. That’s if we’re lucky. Between all of us and the arrival of the crime scene unit, we’ve undoubtedly destroyed whatever scent trail was once there. This guy knows exactly what he’s doing. He even sprayed the urine in what looks like a spiral pattern to get the dogs running in circles. Chasing their own tails. Get it?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Then go back and start again. We need any lead we can possibly get.”
 
   “Do you really think someone smart enough to think of using coyote urine to fool the dogs would be careless enough to leave anything resembling a trail leaving this clearing?”
 
   I shot him a look that said he had about three seconds before I shot him with something else. Whatever else he might have been, Sykora was not a stupid man. He and his dogs vanished back in the same direction from which we had come at about the same time the other agents finally arrived. The younger version of Wilford Brimley crinkled his nose.
 
   “Coyote bitch,” he said.
 
   Apparently you could also tell the sex of an animal by the smell of its piss. There was a whole world of urine intricacies out there to explore. I was totally missing out on all of the fun. 
 
   It wasn’t until that moment that I realized just how out of my element I truly was. I was going to have to modify my approach if I had any hope of catching the unsub. He wanted us to catch him, but not yet. Not until he’d completed his grand design and delivered his message. And he wanted to have a little bit of fun at our expense in the process, namely by demonstrating his superiority by outthinking and outmaneuvering us. He knew the established law enforcement protocols, both federal and tribal, and had spent much time planning clever ways to subvert them.
 
   I walked away from the other agents and crested the adjacent ridge. The Sonoran Desert stretched away from me into the darkness, past where the agent was picking his way uphill with his flashlight, past his car with its headlights staring blankly in our direction, and all the way to the unmarred eastern horizon.
 
   He was out there right now.
 
   I could feel it.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception. If anyone knew his tricks, he would undoubtedly find his paw in a snare.
 
   The King of Lies.
 
   You mock me, but you don’t know the desert. Coyote is the most mischievous trickster of all, and it’s thanks to the ineptitude of your policies that we have so many coyotes running amok out here.
 
   The Killer.
 
   I had a Beretta Px4 Storm .40 caliber under my left arm, there was a sawed-off twelve gauge Remington bolted to the console between us, and Antone had a Smith & Wesson M&P .357 magnum semiautomatic in a holster under his right.
 
   The Coyote.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, an animal I was beginning to revile yipped and howled at the moon, its voice echoing off into eternity.
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   A serial killer is defined as someone who kills three or more people in a timeframe of greater than a month with a cooling-off period in between. Conservative estimates suggest there are between thirty-five and fifty serial killers at-large in the Unites States at any given time. Some theorize a more realistic estimate places that number between one hundred and one hundred and fifty. That’s roughly the same amount of American-born hockey players currently in the NHL. Who do you think you have a better chance of running into on the street?
 
   I’ve worked a grand total of five cases involving serial killers. That’s almost one a year. The first was the kind that didn’t garner a whole lot of attention. Not at first, anyway. I was fresh out of Quantico and part of a task force composed almost exclusively of local law enforcement agents. My partner and I were essentially sent in to act as an FBI presence. You know, as a show of support. After all, we weren’t entirely convinced we were dealing with an actual serial killer. Considering the crimes had been committed right there in our own backyard, it seemed prudent to at least pretend we cared until we could either dismiss the situation or assume authority over it. At that point, we were only looking at two murders with similar, although not necessarily identical, MOs. Both involved dark haired women in their early thirties who had been strangled with some sort of ligature and dumped at construction sites in the northern part of downtown Denver, where gentrification was in full swing. It wasn’t until a third was discovered in the carcass of the Gates rubber factory that we knew for sure.
 
   Fortunately, the victim hadn’t gone quietly. The killer had been identified using a tissue sample scraped from the back side of her right upper incisor, which brought us to the residence of a man named Lester Frye, who worked for the staffing agency that provided night security guards for the construction sites. As such, he’d been at the periphery of the investigation from the start, just close enough to realize when we were about to nail him. We found him with his big toe in the trigger guard of his shotgun and the bedroom ceiling of his apartment painted with blood and gray matter. 
 
   Our involvement might not have been what brought resolution to the case, but my preliminary, informal profile had been spot-on and my then-Assistant Special Agent in Charge Nielsen had rewarded me by getting me a small, largely observational role on the Boxcar Killer task force. By the time I was handed the assignment, five bodies had been discovered in freight cars along the main north-south railroad route from Wyoming through Colorado and all the way down into New Mexico. The only connection between the victims was the nature of their deaths: blunt impact to the base of the occipital bone with enough force to sever the spinal cord. Internal decapitation, they called it. No other physical or sexual violation, despite the fact that they’d all been discovered completely naked. My task had been to track the credit card activity of the victims both prior to and after their deaths. I had taken it a step further, though. I had isolated the final transactions of the victims on the established dates of their murders and utilized the various security cameras at nearby ATMs, street lights, and inside the stores themselves to establish what the victims had been wearing, the only thing the killer had taken from them in addition to their wallets. Three of those cameras—one each in Cheyenne, Fort Collins, and Pueblo—had also captured an image of the same man following them from a distance. Facial recognition software did the rest. 
 
   Andrew Stanton, a fifty-three year old railroad engineer who’d been out of work since the economy started to founder, had been downsized by the very freight line on which the bodies were discovered. We picked him up at the Burlington Rail Station in Casper, Wyoming, wearing a dress and makeup belonging to his most recent victim. Apparently, he’d been using whatever cash the victims had been carrying to purchase tickets, dressing in their clothing so no one would recognize him, and simply riding from one end of the line to the other and back again, essentially living on the trains since he knew no other life.
 
   My ingenuity garnered me a larger role in the task force investigating the Drifter, a name I never really found fitting. To me, that moniker made him sound like a man who traveled the country, searching for the place where he belonged. I envisioned him as looking a lot like James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause based solely on the name, which was a preconceived stereotype I had to fight against the entire time. In actuality, the Drifter was a rather plain looking man named Dennis Howard, who fashioned homemade rafts he could set adrift on the Mississippi River. He just strapped the bodies of his victims to the undersides of these floating heaps of junk and trusted the mighty river to eventually destroy them and bounce the corpses along the bottom, one of which ended up as far south as Natchez, Mississippi. Considering he lived and hunted in St. Louis, that was no small accomplishment. Lord only knew how many others were still tangled on the bottom or buried in the silt or washed up in any number of vast marshes.
 
   Had his MO been to drown them, we might never have found him. Instead, he took his victims to an abandoned factory that used to process bone meal for pet foods, where he butchered them in an insulated dry storage room that had accumulated a layer of crusted blood on the floor so deep we couldn’t even find the bottom with a hammer and chisel. The victims had inhaled the lingering particulates, which forensics had been able to scrape from their sinuses, tracheas, and lungs. Since they were dead before submersion, they never breathed the water into all of those ordinarily air-filled recesses. Had he not kept their eyes, we might never have convicted him.
 
   The fourth was the crown jewel on my resume, the feather in my professional cap. I had initially started investigating the case on a hunch. Five housewives had been reported missing from the southern suburbs of Denver over a six month span. Wives leaving their husbands wasn’t uncommon. Nor was leaving without taking any of their belongings with them. Women walked away from their lives and started from scratch with their lovers every day. None of the women had left behind children. A history of infidelity was essentially impossible to prove. And if the police tried to track down every wife who left her husband, they wouldn’t have any time left to give speeding tickets. What first caught my eye was that in each case the husband had filed the formal missing persons report immediately following the end of the twenty-four hour waiting period. All of the reports had been filed on Saturday evening, which meant that all of the women had left them late in the afternoon on a Friday. Records indicated that all five husbands had called the police and pretty much every emergency assistance agency and nearby hospital multiple times. In each case, the wife had left behind her car, everything she owned, including her purse, and a husband who, upon interview, failed to set off my facial BS detector. Each of the husbands, to a man, was convinced that his marriage was in excellent shape, there were no problems with fidelity, and he would be willing to do anything within his power to bring her back.
 
   Without any proof of foul play, my only option was to talk to the neighbors, who pretty much corroborated what the husbands had said. One in particular, a busybody I was confident I’d caught about a half a bottle of wine into her evening, suggested that the woman across the street might have run off with the UPS man. She said she sure as hell would have. Apparently, he’d had some pretty muscular arms, over which she had drooled while he was leaving the house carrying a large box back to his truck. A call to the main UPS hub had confirmed that no delivery or pickup had been scheduled for that address, nor were they missing any trucks from their fleet. The man on the phone had chuckled about the muscular arms comment. It turned out that was a trait fairly common to men who delivered heavy packages for a living, believe it or not, but he did invite me down to interview the drivers who worked the southern routes. One of them, a ruggedly handsome guy named Rich Meyers, had proffered his hand and looked me in the eye and I had known right then and there that he was my man. It had been written all over his face. Not guilt or fear or regret, but a smug kind of pride. Not arrogance, per se, more like the expression of a cat that knew for a fact there were no canary feathers around its mouth and it had hidden the bones where no one would ever find them.
 
   We did, though.
 
   A search warrant served with a battering ram later and we found the remains of all five women, each in a different meat freezer in his garage. He’d been so proud of himself that he told us all of the details, about how he had been delivering to these women for months; how they had looked at him like he was a piece of meat; how he had rushed through his earlier deliveries and hurried back to their houses as his final stop of the day; how he had smiled and offered to carry the big, seemingly heavy package inside for them; how he had knocked them unconscious with a blow to the head and carried them back out to his truck in that big, formerly empty box; how he had dropped them off in his garage, locked them inside their new homes, and rushed back to work to punch out right on time. The bloody smears and claw marks on the undersides of the lids validated his story. The other things he told us he did to them upon his return are buried in the back of my mind, for those are words I choose never to relive, the expressions I never want to see again, the fates I wouldn’t have wished upon my worst enemies.
 
   That was just over a year ago now. The case that had made me, that had helped carry Nielsen into the SAC’s office, that had brought me out here now.
 
   This was now case number five. This was no longer a scenario where having a good looking native man—one still riding a modicum of celebrity in the press—to trot out in front of the cameras when they showed the bloody smiley faces was the main point of my continued presence. This was now officially the third murder perpetrated by the same person with the same MO. There had been a cooling-off period between the first two, followed by a period of acceleration. 
 
   I had no choice but to declare it official.
 
   I was up against a serial killer.
 
   He had identified me as his adversary.
 
   And with this victim, he had declared war upon me.
 
   A war I was no longer entirely certain I could win.
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   The sun was already rising by the time I reached my car. It was a good thing it had been dark when I arrived at the scene. If I’d had a better look at the maze of cacti, there’s no way on this earth I would have attempted that route, let alone at a sideways run with only my penlight to guide me. It was a miracle I wasn’t slowly bleeding to death from a million puncture wounds. A brighter man than I was would have taken one of the paths that wound around the cactus field on the way back. That brighter man would have been repeatedly struck by the thousands of diamondbacks I could hear shaking their rattles as they emerged from their dens to bask on the flat red rocks. That brighter man had probably at least figured out where the nearest emergency medical assistance could be found, though. I bumped that task to the top of my list, right below having a little chat with Chief Antone.
 
   His words still troubled me. As did that fact that he was left-handed and in each instance the killing stroke had been delivered from behind, right to left. That in itself wasn’t proof that the killer was left-handed, but it was somewhat damning evidence. The problem was that we’d already established that the evidence couldn’t be trusted. If our unsub fancied himself the mythical trickster of lore, then nothing could be taken at face value, especially now that he’d demonstrated how meticulously every detail had been plotted.
 
   The red desert shimmered under the red sun as it crested the red mountains behind me. The dust that rose from my tires glittered red in my rearview mirror. Even with the AC going strong, I could feel the heat starting to take hold of the world without through the window. I didn’t need to glance at my in-dash thermometer to know that the sun wasn’t even all the way up and it was already pushing a hundred degrees. Today promised to be even worse than yesterday. Between the deadly heat, the brutal landscape, and the venomous creatures, I couldn’t fathom how anyone would actually choose to live here. The thought of starting my day in a pool of sweat, shoving my feet into slippers the scorpions had claimed during the night, and stepping out onto my porch to find a rattlesnake coiled around my morning paper was about as much as I could bear. It was no wonder my father had left this miserable place at the first opportunity. You couldn’t possibly get any farther away than the Air Force could take you. And this was about the only place on the planet where they could never send you back, at least not now that the Cold War was over and the Barry M. Goldwater Bombing Range was decommissioned, leaving behind craters and bunkers and the husks of tanks and live munitions to collect dust for future generations of our vaguely hominid mutant descendants to unearth and study.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I can’t be every bit as nostalgic as the next guy.
 
   I came across the chief’s cruiser by accident. He was turning onto the main drag from the north as I was coming in from the east. I followed him all the way to the station and pulled into the gravel lot beside him. He sat in his car, staring at me through the window for several long moments with an expression I couldn’t interpret on his face. It took me a minute to realize he was waiting for the dust to settle so he didn’t get a big mouthful of grit. By the time we got out of our cars, a filthy skein had settled on my windshield that I was more than grateful not to have in my lungs. It made me wonder how much had already accumulated in there over just the last twenty-four hours. I tried not to think about the fact that people died in sandstorms not from being pelted by grains or buried under dunes, but by drowning. Technically, asphyxiation by sand. As an Air Force brat, I learned all sorts of interesting trivia that would probably never do me much good as a game show contestant. Unsurprisingly, most of it seemed to have something to do with strange and unique ways to die. I guess when you’re in the business of killing, it pays to learn a little about the craft.
 
   Heat stroke, for example, is a nasty way to go, especially considering you remain cognizant of your ultimate fate the entire time. In a nutshell, your body sweats to lower your internal body temperature in essentially the same manner as an evaporative cooler, but that sweat costs you fluids, and there’s a finite reservoir from which to draw. Once that reservoir is exhausted, your body starts to wring it out of you at the cellular level. The blood keeps it as long as possible in an effort to maintain the flow to your brain, largely at the expense of your limbs and viscera. You stop forming urine, but continue to amass toxic byproducts your kidneys can no longer filter. You stop producing saliva, so you can no longer swallow or even wet your tongue, which begins to swell inside your mouth. You stop generating tears, so there’s nothing to cleanse the dust from your eyes or lubricate your lids enough to blink. The sun burns your eyes, causing a ghostly reddish-white cataract to form, robbing you of sight. Your lips blacken and split, letting you keep the pain, but not the blood. Consciousness comes in waves. There are the hallucinations and then there is death, either of which is vastly preferable to the searing pain that exists in between. Eventually, your body can no longer combat the external forces, allowing your core temperature to rise beyond your physical threshold. Past 102. Past 104. Past 106. Your body ceases to function. Whatever control you once held over your physical vessel fades into memory. Some people have been known to peel off their clothes, fold them neatly, and fall dead mere steps away. Others try to swim down into the ground in search of water or cooler sand and end up half-burying themselves. Still others are found with their mouths sealed shut by cactus needles from attempting to eat the pads in a misguided effort to steal the moisture they were designed to hoard. And there are some whose momentum just carries them forward until they’re dead before they hit the ground. 
 
   The distance from my car to the front door of the station was only fifteen feet, but all of those thoughts went through my head during the walk. I didn’t care if the water came out of the tap orange with rust, I was going to drink the hell out of it at the first opportunity. Maybe I could spontaneously evolve some sort of hump to contain a little extra while I was at it.
 
   The expression on my face must have been common around these parts, because I could definitely tell Antone was enjoying a good smirk at my expense.
 
   Deciphering that expression wasn’t a victory to write home about, but it was a small victory nonetheless.
 
   “You look thirsty enough to drink piss,” he said. “There’s a water cooler in the back office.”
 
   I looked squarely at him and tried to divine exactly what he meant by that, what he knew. And just like that I was back to square one.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said. “So we refill the container from the tap, but at least it’s cold. Do you have any idea how much it costs to get a Deep Rock delivery all the way out here?”
 
   “Surely any driver would be thrilled to make the trip, if only for the scenery.”
 
   I ducked into the office and filled one of the plastic cups stacked on the desk by the cooler. The others had names scribbled on them in black marker. Apparently, these weren’t designated single-use. Or maybe Louis and Olivia just really liked their cups. The tank made a blurping sound as it filled the cup. I pounded the first one and took the second back out with me.
 
   “Looks like you enjoyed some of the scenery last night yourself.” Antone was leaning over one of the desks with his back to me, but I could hear the smile in his voice. I glanced down. My pants looked like they’d been attacked by some great quilled creature. Loose threads dangled from a hundred different puckers in the fabric and there were several small tears through which you could see the scabs on my skin.
 
   “Let me guess...you found another one of our friend’s smiley faces, am I right?” He peered back at me with one eyebrow cocked. “I assume my phone number must have slipped your mind. It’s kind of hard to remember, what with one nine and two ones and all.”
 
   “Your powers of observation are impressive. You must have a great mind for details.”
 
   He stepped away from the desk, which apparently belonged to my eco-friendly, water-drinking pal Officer Louis Abispo. I guess when your entire existence is predicated upon land that’s been hotly contested for centuries, it pays to head off any potential confusion. Even the fax machine had Louis’s name on it. The curled fax Antone had just torn off the heat printer didn’t. It had a lot of blurry words and a series of photographs of the canyon wall at which I had been staring in person only a few hours ago.
 
   “We have an arrangement with Ajo Station,” he said.
 
   “And here I thought you’d tapped into some mystical shamanistic powers.”
 
   I watched the anger flare in his eyes. Just a quick spark, but it was something. I figured a dig at his heritage would expose the chink in his armor. That infuriating smirk was back on his face a heartbeat later. 
 
   “Let’s take a ride,” he said. “There’s something I want to show you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I can’t adapt on the fly. I learned from yesterday’s mistakes. After taking a few minutes to change into a pair of jeans and hiking boots, I donned my blue FBI windbreaker and matching ball cap, and got into my car before the chief could object. I had that air conditioner cranked up so high I had to put on my sunglasses just to be able to keep my eyes open against the ferocious arctic winds blowing from my dashboard. I had loaded my hump and had the plastic cup I had reappropriated from the station half-full in the cup holder. I was ready for whatever the morning might bring.
 
   “Turn right up here,” Antone said. He was sitting in the seat beside me with his eyes closed, seemingly perfectly at peace with the world. His jowls jiggled as the car jounced from the pink asphalt onto the gravel road. “Now just keep going straight.”
 
   We were heading due south with the mountains lording over us to the left. I could see Baboquivari Peak at the furthest extent of my vision to the southeast and thought about that mischievous creator god of ours leading the Hohokam up from the underworld. I imagined crawling through dark tunnels from the heart of the earth, emerging to find myself in this almost Apocalyptic desert wasteland, and then turning right back around again.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Antone asked.
 
   I glanced over to see that he hadn’t even opened his eyes. Saguaros flew past behind him like pitchforks raised in defiance of the sky. He smiled and I went back to navigating the straight road. Now that I had satisfied my physiological need for water, my next order of business was tracking down some coffee. The monotonous landscape and the buzz of the tires and the rhythmic vibration of the suspension reminded me of just how long it had been since I last slept.
 
   “Stop here.”
 
   I coasted to a halt at an intersection in the middle of nowhere. The east-west road led straight into a deep valley between mountains to my left and the horizon to my right, where a rooster tail of dust trailed what I assumed to be a vehicle.
 
   Antone opened his eyes.
 
   “Freshly grated,” he said. “Perfect timing.”
 
   The engine made a ticking sound as it idled. I could feel the dust settling on my skin as it snuck in through the vents. It formed a dry paste on my tongue. For a moment, I nearly thought about switching off the AC. Can’t win for losing, I suppose.
 
   “Waiting for the roadrunner, Wile E.?”
 
   If he caught the coyote reference, it didn’t show on his face.
 
   The cloud of dust kicked up by the distant car faded into the eastern horizon beneath the wavering sun.
 
   “Turn left here,” he finally said. “No. Not on the road. Into the desert itself.”
 
   I hesitated for a second or two before cranking the wheel and rocking over the gravel shoulder and into the sand. Branches and bushes scraped the sides of the Crown Vic with loud screeching sounds and I suddenly realized why Antone hadn’t put of much of a fight. It was a pool car, anyway. I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.
 
   “Keep the drag to your right.” He reached toward the dashboard. For a moment I thought he was going to kill the air, forcing me, in turn, to kill him, but his hand stopped over the portable VHF transceiver/scanner. “May I?”
 
   I nodded and he clicked on the radio. He dialed in a frequency I quickly recognized as belonging to the Border Patrol. Their lingo and radio chatter were unique among all law enforcement agencies. And you could always count on the agents out in the field to have music blaring inside their SUVs. Beneath the snippets of conversation, I could clearly hear both Metallica and Bruno Mars, which, interestingly, didn’t mesh as poorly as one might expect.
 
   “What are we waiting for?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   The desert bumped past beneath us. I had to slow the car to maneuver around clusters of cacti and piles of stones. I could hear cholla skeletons raking the undercarriage. I had to use the windshield wipers to clear the glass of dust, which was seeping into the car and settling in a coating thick enough that I again thought about my lungs and the fun-filled prospect of asphyxiation.
 
   “See that big saguaro up ahead? The one kind of standing out from the top of that hill with all of the palo verdes?” I nodded. It was maybe a few hundred feet ahead and slightly to the left. “Stop when you get right up to it.”
 
   I had no idea what he intended to do, but he was definitely starting to try my patience. I don’t have many inherent character flaws, at least that I’m willing to admit, but the few I have are probably worth at least a casual mention. I’m physically averse to the sound of a person chewing with his mouth open, I can’t stand people who try to talk to me during sporting events, I would love nothing more than to shoot out the tires of people who drive too slow in the left lane, and I absolutely despise people who waste my time. If I had my way, these would be capital offenses that fell somewhere on the spectrum of severity between presidential assassination and mass murder. If Antone didn’t get to the point in a hurry, I was going to sentence him to the long walk home, and we all know how that would end now that it was pushing a hundred-five degrees.
 
   I rolled to a stop and put the car into park. The hell if I was killing the engine, though. Not while there was still Freon to abuse.
 
   Antone lifted the transceiver out of its charger and opened his door. The heat raced in and buffeted me from the side like a runaway truck, nearly knocking the wind out of me.
 
   “You coming or what?” Antone said, and closed the door.
 
   I was thinking “or what” sounded like the better option, but I opened my door anyway and climbed out into what felt like an oven. Glass is made from superheated sand, as everyone knows. Sand has reflective properties similar to the facets of gemstones, which serve to both conduct and repel light and heat. The ambient temperature might have been a mere hundred-five, but with the added heat radiating from the ground, it had to be pushing one-fifteen. I could feel the rubber soles of my shoes starting to melt. The sweat came so hard and fast it gave me the chills. My chest felt as though there was a midget sitting on it. My vision momentarily wavered.
 
   And it wasn’t even noon yet.
 
   Antone crested the rounded knoll and stood on top of a rock that looked like a tortoise shell. The saguaro stood a solid five feet taller than him. I shoved through the sharp shrubs and climbed up beside him. Cacti grew from the crevices in the rock and I’m pretty sure I didn’t want to meet the diamondback that shed the monstrous length of desiccated skin tangled in the prickly pear by my right foot.
 
   “You listen.” Antone passed me the two-way. “Tell me what you hear.”
 
   There was a lot of activity. It sounded like one unit was chasing a group of UDAs toward the highway while two more converged on a different group northeast of Lukeville. A park ranger in Organ Pipe blurted something about shots fired and a panel truck tried to barrel straight through a barricade at the edge of the reservation. The dispatcher was positively frantic trying to coordinate backup units and air support. It was mass chaos on a scale the likes of which I’d never imagined. It sounded like a battlefield out there, and yet from where I stood I couldn’t see another living soul, let alone any indication that we weren’t the last two people on the planet.
 
   “What am I supposed to be hearing?”
 
   Antone smirked, hitched his pants, then crouched at the base of the saguaro. He brushed aside the leafy branches of a palo verde and looked up at me expectantly.
 
   “They plant these in features of the landscape they can readily identify from a distance, like this big old cactus here.”
 
   I didn’t see what he meant at first, not until I squatted down beside him. There was a lump in the soil from which an antenna stood like a willowy sapling.
 
   I listened to the chatter again, then looked from one horizon to the other before letting my gaze settle on the chief.
 
   “We’re sitting right on top of an Oscar and dispatch didn’t relay the alarm to a field unit.”
 
   Antone’s smirk broadened into a smile. He stood and reached into the front pocket of his pants. He pulled out a sleek black box roughly the size and shape of a radar detector. A series of lights ran down one side; a row of switches on the other. Four rubber-capped antennae were screwed into the very top of it. I stared at the lone red light glowing on its face.
 
   “A hundred thirty bucks at Radio Shack,” he said, waving it in front of me. It was a portable digital GPS/five-band signal blocker, the kind of thing people used in movie theaters and classrooms and at all sorts of events to make it impossible for the jerks to ruin their experience by yammering endlessly through it. The kind of device favored by conspiracy theorists everywhere to prevent the government from triangulating their location using the microchips implanted in their brains or teeth or wherever. “The Oscars function just like any other remote transmitter. They generate an RF signal that’s amplified by the cell towers and relayed to a receiving station. And I just jammed the signal with the push of a button.”
 
   He beamed and switched the red light off.
 
   The response was immediate.
 
   “Oscar Nineteen? Oscar Nineteen?” the dispatcher’s voice crackled from the static.
 
   “Unit three-two-six responding,” another voice cut in. “I’m maybe ten miles out.”
 
   “Might want to straighten your tie, Special Agent Walker,” Antone said. “We’re about to have company.”
 
   He started back down the hill toward my car.
 
   I looked past him at the horizon, where I could already see the cloud of dust rising from the road once more.
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   I dropped the chief back off at the station and drove out of town. I needed time to think. The portable signal jammer changed everything. The Coyote, as I had come to think of him, could travel through the desert with relative impunity, as long as he was able to prevent the Oscars from radioing in his location, but that still left two glaring problems. 
 
   First…his tracks.
 
   If he was traveling by car, he would still leave tire tracks. And he couldn’t cover any significant distance on foot, least of all with a corpse in tow, without leaving at least one recognizable print. Even if he was avoiding the main roads and driving through the open desert, someone would have noticed something. With so many CBP vehicles routinely patrolling all of these drags and the almost superhuman tracking skills the agents possessed, I found it hard to believe there was a single one among them who would miss tire tracks like the ones I had left when I drove off the road with Antone. You could probably see my trail from orbit. Throw in the fact that the air space was closely monitored by radar due to all of the drug trafficking and there was no possible way he could have flown in. Not to mention the predator drones with their thermal sensors flying sorties over the desert. How could one man possibly beat them all?
 
   And second…where were the bodies of his victims? Or maybe a better question would be what exactly was he doing with them? I got that he was leaving a message. What further use could he have for the remains after leaving his cryptic design? Deep down, a part of me suspected there was more to the message than what I’d seen so far. More than the eventual completion of the smiley face. I couldn’t help but think that the victims themselves had a role to play in the killer’s endgame, but, for the life on me, I couldn’t imagine what.
 
   I wished I could run a few thoughts past Nielsen and through the guys at Behavioral. I still hadn’t determined where the information was leaking yet, so I couldn’t trust anyone, especially since I was dealing with someone who not only knew how the specialized law enforcement protocols worked, but someone who was technologically adept enough to circumvent every countermeasure we had in place. For all I knew, someone with that kind of skill could pluck all of our communications out of the ether and break our encryptions in his head.
 
   I had thought I was driving aimlessly until I found myself parked across the street from the house where my father had grown up. Maybe subconsciously this had always been my destination. Like I really needed a distraction. Or perhaps that’s exactly what I needed. Who knew? I was just about to drive off again when the front door opened and Roman stepped out onto the porch. It was a long driveway and I was about two hundred feet away, but the Crown Victoria wasn’t the invisible, anonymous vehicle the federal government must have envisioned when it signed the contract with Ford. I might as well have had a siren mounted on the roof. 
 
   Roman cupped his hand over his brow to better see my car with the glare on the hood and roof, then raised his arm in greeting.
 
   Nothing I could do now. I turned down the driveway and drove right up to him. He stepped back inside and closed the door before the dust could enter the house. I sat in my car until the dust settled. He emerged onto the porch at the same time I climbed out of the driver’s seat. 
 
   “I had a hunch you’d be back,” he said.
 
   “That makes one of us.”
 
   He grinned and ushered me inside with a sweep of his hand. I guess there was a part of me that hoped something of an echo of my father might still reside here, something through which I could feel closer to him, if only for a short time, but nothing like that existed here. This was a stranger’s house. This man was a stranger to me. There was nothing to bind me to this place, nothing to link me to my past or foretell of my future. And yet I found myself inexorably drawn to it. A behavioral geneticist would argue that blood seeks blood, that I inherently recognized a “sameness” in my uncle and that my senses identified a biological similarity in hormones or pheromones or the smell of his sweat or any number of invisible traces. A psychologist might say I felt orphaned and isolated and was attempting to create a sense of wholeness to fill the void left by the deaths of my parents when I was so young. I just knew that I needed to be here right now, whether I was led here by my brain or my instincts. There was some deep-seated answer I needed to find for a question I didn’t even know how to pose.
 
   Roman stood back while I walked a circuit of the room, again studying the contradictions in furnishings. The collision of modern and traditional was a train wreck that made me uncomfortable on a primal level, as though there were a war being waged just out of sight.
 
   “You want to know why your father left,” he said.
 
   I nodded. Maybe it was as simple as that.
 
   Roman sighed and sat down in the La-Z-Boy while I continued to pace the small house, perhaps feeling like a tiger in a cage as my father once must have. A wistful smile settled onto his face.
 
   “Rafael and I were inseparable, you know. We did absolutely everything together from the time we could crawl nearly until his eighteenth birthday. That was when things started to change. We went from playing football and going hunting every day to barely speaking. I’m a big enough man to admit my role in our falling out. Not a whole lot of good that does me now. I think Raffi knows that, wherever he rides the wind now.”
 
   I stepped into the hallway and looked at the boys. They had been happy as only children can be. They knew nothing of pain or suffering and each new dawn brought the promise of excitement and adventure. Perhaps a part of me was envious, maybe even a little jealous, for by the time I reached the age of the boys when they started to braid their hair, I had been forced to confront the worst thing in any child’s life, regardless of his age. I lost both of my parents, the threads that tethered me to the world. As far as I was concerned, they died on the same day; I just had the opportunity to say a long goodbye to my mother as she wasted away.
 
   “You have to understand…this was a different time. This was the early eighties and the threat of nuclear war was real. Especially out here. The ground shook nonstop from the bombing range. Day and night. Boom-boom-boom. Dust filling the air. It felt like the end of the world. As far as we knew out here, it was just a matter of time before we went to war with the Commies. There were all sorts of people moving down here and digging up the desert building bomb shelters. Survival camps. Pseudo-military groups. Propaganda out the wazoo. And your daddy got it in his head that he needed to be the one to do something about it.”
 
   I moved on to the pictures of my grandparents: one whose face was alight with life and the other who desperately wanted to join her but felt the pressure of his responsibilities and traditions. I wished I had known them.
 
   “Look at this from our perspective. The O’odham are a proud people. We’ve been here since before there was a United States, since before the first white man ever set sail on the ocean, since before anyone started keeping track of time. We might be citizens of your country, but we are first and foremost members of the Tohono O’odham Nation. Our responsibility is to our families and our people. To our way of life. To the perpetuation of our sacred traditions. My father and those of his generation viewed the Cold War as someone else’s problem. The white man’s problem. We all knew the Commies wouldn’t launch their nukes because we would launch ours. Mutually assured destruction. It was all political posturing, a stalemate. So why did we need to throw our hat into the ring? Rafael felt differently. He said we all have a responsibility to freedom, without which the O’odham Nation would be absorbed and our way of live destroyed forever.”
 
   As the pictures aged, so did the people in them. These were serious men and women from a more serious time. When more children died at birth than not. When starvation was a real threat. And when people still carried the memory of their land being sold by people who didn’t own it, and them right along with it.
 
   “Your daddy and mine were too much alike. That was what it came down to in the end. Both of them treated responsibility like a religion. They swore an oath to it and lived and breathed its tenets. The only difference was they prayed at different altars. When Raffi came home from school one day and said he’d decided to join the ‘Forces, there was so much yelling you could have heard it all the way from the Rio Grande. I was going to the community college and working construction at the casino, but I was still living here. I remember it like it was yesterday. I was sitting right over there by the hearth. Eating black beans. Strange the things you remember. Raffi walked right in with his head held high and told my father that he was getting married and signing on with the Air Force.”
 
   That caught my attention. He didn’t meet my mother for at least another two years.
 
   Roman glanced over his shoulder. I caught his expression as he caught mine. He looked like a man who’d tracked mud into someone else’s house. He hadn’t meant to let that slip. He recovered quickly and turned away once more.
 
   “The very next day he disappeared for close to a week. Came back with his head shaved and news that he’d been in Colorado. He’d enlisted in the Air Force and would only be around until the end of the summer. Your grandfather told him there was no reason to wait that long. Your daddy agreed. Your grandfather disavowed his very existence and your father turned his back on his people. My parents were never the same after that. I don’t think my mother ever forgave my father for chasing Rafael away. I don’t think he was ever able to forgive himself either. Those were some dark days, and I was more than happy to find my own place right after that.”
 
   I tried to position myself so that I could see the expression on Roman’s face when I asked the question that was eating at me, but he stared straight through me and into another time and place.
 
   “What happened to the girl my father was going to marry?”
 
   “She met someone else and moved on with her life. I think she was always haunted by his ghost, though. First love and all that. Hmph. We were all just kids back then.”
 
   “He was your brother. Why didn’t you ever track him down?”
 
   “I loved him, but I had nothing to say to him. He turned his back on me too, you know. Don’t make him out to be some kind of saint.”
 
   There was an edge to Roman’s voice. The same edge I had heard the night before in his bedroom. The edge that told me it was time for me to leave.
 
   He continued to stare off into memory as I stood there in front of him, caught between the present and the past.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   After I left Roman sitting in his chair, I made the eighty-minute drive into Tucson to buy a small refrigerated unit that plugged into the cigarette lighter of my car and a full case of Arrowhead water. I was hoping to expense it, but at this point I didn’t care in the slightest. It was odd…two days ago I looked at bottled water as a scam perpetrated by greedy corporations hoping to make money off of a product that was essentially free to them and refused to contribute any of my money to their coffers. On principle. Today, I viewed it as emergency medical intervention, the potential difference between life and death. I also got myself a big, greasy, sloppy burger. That was a luxury I simply couldn’t pass up. Nor was the two hour nap I took in the back seat. I was hoping not to have to use the signal jammer I picked up at Radio Shack, but better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it. By the time I headed back out into the open desert, I felt like a new man. I was refreshed, mind and body, and I had gained something of a new perspective.
 
   I was approaching this case from the wrong angle. I was following the unsub, allowing him to lead me to his ultimate message. Instead, I needed to be proactive. If I was correct in my assumption that his goal—at least his first goal—was to complete the smiley face design, then I already knew his figurative destination. Rather than waiting for him to get there, I needed to head him off at the pass. There was something we had obviously overlooked at the crime scenes. The Coyote had used urine to obfuscate his trail for one simple reason: if we’d been able to follow it, it would have led us directly to him. It was often the most simplistic logic, the kind employed by children, which led to the greatest discoveries. I needed to go back to the beginning and start all over again.
 
   Something my grandfather used to say kept playing over and over in my mind.
 
   Show’em the left and bring the right.
 
   It was a fighting metaphor. Distract your opponent with some left-handed jabs so he doesn’t see the knockout blow you’re about to deliver with your right coming.
 
   I couldn’t help but think that this was exactly what the Coyote was doing with the smiley faces; distracting us with a grand design to prevent us from uncovering his true goal. I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that whatever it was had to be far worse than I could imagine.
 
   I ended up driving through Sells on my way to the crime scene Agent Randall had shown me yesterday morning, the second chronologically. It was a different place in the heat of the day. School must have just let out. There were children kicking a soccer ball in a dirt field, others playing in the parking lot of a nameless restaurant serving what smelled like spiced beef, beans, and tortillas from buckets on folding tables. There were families eating and laughing together, sitting in the beds of their pickups or on the hoods of their cars or at the picnic tables I could barely see through the condensation on the inside of the front window behind the servers. I smiled as I drove past. They were so busy enjoying themselves that no one even looked in my direction.
 
   That wasn’t entirely true.
 
   There was one person toward the side of the lot. His eyes were locked on my car the entire time. The T-shirt under his flannel was brown with dirt and grime. As were his jeans, which had bloody handprints smeared across the thighs. Rattlesnake skins hung from what looked like an artist’s easel beside him, over which they’d been stretched to dry. The innards of the snakes were laid out before him like long sausages or already chopped up in the bucket next to his cutting block.
 
   I nodded to him despite the tinted glass and watched in my rearview mirror as he stared at my car until he vanished from sight.
 
   I had a hunch my newfound cousin Ban wasn’t quite as happy to see me as my uncle was. And based on the way I had left him, I didn’t imagine I would be getting an invitation to the Walker family reunion this year. Or any other.
 
   I sensed overt hostility there that I couldn’t quite rationalize. I won’t pretend I understand anything about reservation life. I get the fact that my father violated some unwritten code. I know that his decision to leave was a betrayal on many levels, but there was something else that no one was telling me. I could see it in their eyes. They were keeping something from me, something that still bothered them, even so many years after my father’s passing. Considering I was a stranger and I couldn’t imagine any of them gave a rat’s ass about my feelings for them or anyone else, I couldn’t think of a single good reason not to just hit me squarely in the face with it. It didn’t help that I was a federal agent either. I must have embodied pretty much everything they hated in a single package that looked just like any of them.
 
   While the anger in my cousin’s eyes was understandable, I was having a hard time interpreting his facial expression. It was almost as though he wasn’t wearing one at all, as though he had a permanently bland affect, an emotional void. I was going to have to look into that. Not necessarily because I cared about him or about mending fences on my father’s behalf, but because in much the same way as Chief Antone, he was an enigma to me.
 
   I was still pondering the way he had stared at me through the car window, as though he could actually see me through the dark tint, as I picked my way higher along the treacherous path Randall had guided me up for the second time in as many days. I was so lost in thought, in fact, that I didn’t notice I wasn’t alone until I heard the skitter of pebbles.
 
   I suppose a normal person’s response to an unexpected noise is to look up and evaluate the situation. I drew my Beretta and aimed it at the source.
 
   Two men burst from behind a clump of cholla and sprinted away from me.
 
   Blue jeans and cowboy boots. Dirty button-downs with fake pearl snaps. Hair wet with sweat.
 
   Immigrants.
 
   I jerked my finger out of the trigger guard before I shot them both in the back of the knee.
 
   The woman who had been killed here had never stood a chance.
 
   I stepped around the cholla and found myself staring down the sightline of my pistol into three dirty faces, the whites of their wide eyes a stark contrast to their filthy skin. They were just kids. The oldest was a boy who couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old. The girl he cautiously eased behind him and out of the line of fire appeared to be a few years younger. The third was a mop-haired boy who couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen. He started to cry.
 
   “La Migra?” the older boy said. He stared me up and down and then repeated the words. “La Migra?”
 
   I shook my head slowly back and forth and lowered my weapon.
 
   The older boy’s expression metamorphosed from terror to bewilderment to understanding in the span of a heartbeat. I could only continue to stare as they leapt up from the ground where they’d been cowering and ran right past me. I stared down at the bloody needles of the dead cholla clusters on which they’d been kneeling as they raced toward the open desert in the same direction as the older men who had abandoned them to their fates.
 
   I hoped that I hadn’t just done the exact same thing.
 
   I heard the scrabbling sounds of their shoes on the gravel and rock, the clatter of talus as they slid downhill, the scraping of the mesquite branches across their clothing, and then a hollow thump. Then another. And another still.   
 
   I turned and looked downhill, to where the loose scree slid down into the yellow weeds at the edge of the mesquites. The branches still swayed where the children had shoved through and into the dry creek bed. I never took my eyes from that spot as I slipped and slid and skidded down. I pushed through the now-still branches and weeds that tangled around my ankles, stomping the ground as I went.
 
   Stomp.
 
   Stomp.
 
   Stomp.
 
   Stomp.
 
   I hopped down into the sandy creek bed and turned around. I could see the signs of their passage. The bent and broken branches. The trampled weeds. The collapsed edge of what was once a rocky bank. I stared at one point that didn’t look quite right for a long moment, then raised my foot and stomped on it.
 
   Thump.
 
   I did it again.
 
   Thump.
 
   I dropped to my knees and brushed at the sand and gravel, but they didn’t move. I could have sworn I smelled a trace of urine. I swept my hands to either side until I found the straight edges of what appeared to be a large square board and fully exposed them. I dug my fingers into the dirt, grabbed one edge with either hand, and lifted it upward. The board came away with minimal resistance. It was only an inch thick and about two feet tall by two and a half feet wide, but it was large enough to conceal the mouth of the tunnel that led down into the earth.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Everyone knows about Pavlovian or Classical Conditioning. Whenever Pavlov fed his dog, he would ring a bell. Eventually his dogs began to salivate at the mere sound of the bell. A specific physiological reaction had been conditioned in response to an external stimulus. Another, lesser know facet of this psychological concept is generalization. You let a boy pet a rabbit and every time he does, you scare the hell out of him by clanging two pipes behind his head. In time, he grows to fear not only the rabbit, but every other furry white animal. Even a fur coat. A specific reaction to a general stimulus. Further down the chart you come to odor generalization, which is an unusual phenomenon wherein your brain conditions itself with a kind of sensory memory. It remembers the worst thing you’ve ever smelled and categorizes it as such so that whenever you smell something really dreadful, your brain interprets that scent to be the classically conditioned odor of memory.
 
   In my case, it was the scent of a stagnant warm-water slough in the San Louis Valley marshes. My grandfather took me duck hunting there about twenty years ago and, I kid you not, the smell that belched out of the vile black mud when I slogged through it in hip waders was like burying my face in a fat man’s crack after he ate a ton of chili seasoned with sulfur, and inhaling deeply when he passed damp wind. Ever since, I haven’t been able to smell cabbage soup, a park trash barrel, a gym locker room, or enter a port-o-potty without their rather ordinary scent generalizing into that flatus-bog odor.
 
   Until today.
 
   The horrific stench that came from the dark hole in the earth was worse than anything I had ever encountered. This one was going to be with me for the rest of my life, I was certain. It was how I imagined the asphalt might smell after driving by the same dead dog on the side of the highway every day for an entire sweltering summer, watching the fur rot off and the flesh putrify and the scavenger birds pick at it and the insects dissolve it, hoping someone would come along and scrape it up, and when no one ever did, finally pulling over with a spoon and trying to do it myself. I was going to miss that fat man and his sulfur-chili, because after this, that was going to be a fond childhood memory.
 
   The flies didn’t seem to mind, though. I could hear the echoing drone of their contented buzzing coming from the depths, beyond the range of my penlight.
 
   If this was my reward for not shooting those undocumenteds, I was going to need to have a little chat with the man upstairs about his incentive plan.
 
   I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose and bit it to hold it in place. A couple of deep breaths proved that the smell had already invaded my sinuses and there was no way of evicting it now, so I resigned myself to breathing through my mouth. I held out my Beretta and my penlight and slithered into the hole behind them.
 
   The tunnel was barely wide enough to accommodate my shoulders. There was no way I would be able to turn around. If I ran into trouble, I was going to have to back blindly out. Fortunately, whoever had constructed it had put some serious thought into its design. There was rudimentary cribbing made from scrap wood supporting irregular plywood remnants. Based on the texture and the color of the wood, it had been down here for years. At least I knew the sand and rocks weren’t going to collapse on me and bury me alive with this rotten stench.   
 
   The dirt floor was scarred with scratches I was now easily able to identify as the thorns of mesquite branches. There were coarse ridges that suggested the tunnel had originally been dug with a collapsible shovel or spade. They hurt my elbows and knees, but at least they provided some traction.
 
   My beam caught up with the black flies, casting shadowy blobs across the rock wall where the tunnel appeared to terminate. They grew larger and larger as I neared. Their buzzing grew louder and louder. I’d been wrong to think the smell couldn’t get any worse. It somehow amplified itself with each wriggling movement I made until the ground vanished beneath my arms and I found myself staring down into a small cave roughly the size of a refrigerator box. At least I could rise to my hands and knees, which made locating the mouth of the tunnel opposite me even easier. I had to swat the bloated flies out of my face as I advanced deeper into the earth. Eventually, this second tunnel opened up into another cave where I found the source of the smell and the flies’ delight. There were broken mesquite branches in the corner, their withered leaves and thorns crusted with blood. Beside them were wadded balls of Saran Wrap that were a sickly shade of black and positively covered with flies.
 
   He had dragged the body in here, removed it from its travois, wrapped it in cellophane to contain the smells of decomposition and putrefaction, and left it down here for some length of time—presumably the duration of the physical investigation—before coming back to retrieve it. That’s why we had lost his trail so easily and had been unable to pick it back up. There hadn’t been one to follow, at least not at that time. And he used the same urine trick to conceal the hidden hatch. For all I knew, he could have been sitting down here in the darkness with it that entire time. Hell, he could still be down here…right…now.
 
   I rose to my feet and turned slowly around. I was in a natural formation roughly the size of a walk-in closet, with smooth stone walls that leaned inward toward each other and met about a foot above my head. Ancient petroglyphs had aged to nearly indistinguishable impressions. There was another tunnel up near where the rocks formed a pinnacled ceiling. I shined my light up into it to make sure the way was clear, and then hauled myself up into the confines. Again, I found myself nearly wedged in there as I squirmed farther into the mountain. I figured I had to be somewhere under the stone wall upon which the second smiley face, chronologically, had been painted.
 
   I won’t pretend to be a geologist. I know nothing about the different kinds of rocks beyond the fact that sandstone crumbles, granite is hard and gray, and limestone is smooth and subject to the erosive forces of water. Whatever this was, it was red and smooth and had been channeled by forces far older and stronger than man. 
 
   The passage wound to my right and then started a steady ascent. I saw occasional smears of bodily dissolution. This was the path he had used to remove the remains.
 
   My pulse thundered in my ears. My erratic breaths echoed back at me from the stone walls. I could barely see my gun ahead of me. I could be wiggling right into some kind of trap and I wouldn’t know it until my spirit was looking back down at my lifeless corpse.
 
   And then, abruptly, the tunnel ended.
 
   I managed to roll over onto my back and directed my penlight upward. A natural stone chute of sorts led straight up. It took some doing, but I worked my way to standing and shined my light over the walls. There were what almost looked like small recessed shelves leading up into the darkness. Perfectly designed for one hand and one foot to either side. I worked my way upward until I ran out of up and shoved another wooden slab out into the fresh air, which, even though it was superheated, felt absolutely divine as it washed over me, filled my lungs, and cleansed my sinuses of the smell of festering death.
 
   I climbed out, blinking, into the blinding light and sat on the edge with my legs dangling back down into the shadows. The wooden slab had been adorned with a stone that made it almost invisible. You would have to know what it was to distinguish it from the surrounding rocks, from the cracks between which all sorts of blossoming cacti grew. Massive red rock formations rose all around me. From where I sat, I could no more see the surrounding desert than anyone out there could see me. I was about to start climbing up the rocks to figure out exactly where I was when I caught the reflection of the sun from something metallic beside me. A thin, coiled wire poked out of the ground at the edge of the hole. I pinched it between my fingers and pulled on it, exposing its length all the way to the base of a prickly pear, where a small radio transmitter had been fitted into a crevice near its roots.
 
   A tiny red light blinked on the face of the black box.
 
   The Coyote knew I was here.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   There was no time to pat myself on the back. The moment I triggered that transmitter, I had accelerated my adversary’s timetable. He wouldn’t have equipped a beacon like that unless by finding that cave I was closing in on him. While that in itself was an encouraging thought, I still didn’t have any idea who the Coyote was. The only new knowledge I had added to my woefully sad stockpile were the facts that he knew things about this desert that few, if any, other people did; he’d been planning this for what had to have been years; and his shoulders couldn’t have been much broader than mine. And he was strong. Dragging a body was more difficult than one might think. We were talking about a minimum of a hundred pounds of dead weight, no pun intended. Probably more. And somehow pulling it behind him while he squirmed on his belly, then hauling it up and out of the earthen tube.
 
   I debated calling in a crime scene response team from the Phoenix office to scour the cave and the egresses from it, but I knew they wouldn’t find anything useful. The Coyote had planned this too meticulously to be careless when it mattered most. He had anticipated someone finding his hidey-hole at some point and surely took all of the proper precautions to keep from leaving prints or shedding trace evidence. They wouldn’t have found anything beyond the victim’s unmatchable DNA in the tunnel he had used to exit the warren either. If I was correct and he had dragged the remains down the western face of the rocks, there was nothing in which to leave a footprint and the wind was blowing right across the mountainside, scouring it of even the dust that coated damn near everything else on the reservation. And there wasn’t a track of any kind in the surrounding desert as far as I could see.
 
   I wouldn’t be able to sit on these findings for very long, though. If I didn’t make some significant headway on my own—and soon—I was risking charges of my own for withholding evidence. I refused to let this go out over the open airwaves where the Coyote would be able to track all of our movements as we negotiated every little investigative step with all of the overlapping law enforcement agencies on the reservation. Not yet, anyway.
 
   The Coyote had considered every variable I could think of, at least at the first scene. I was hoping I would have better luck at the others. I couldn’t afford to give him any more time to go back over the crime scenes. After all, if he followed the same pattern, it was a distinct possibility that the third body was still on site, which was why I was streaking across the desert as fast as I could, racing a rooster tail of dust and the Border Patrol agents who would undoubtedly be converging on the site once they found my tracks. The radio frequency jammer was only going to buy me enough of a head start to have a little quality alone time, so I was going to have to make it count. The last thing I wanted was for someone who could be the leak, or even the killer himself, to intrude upon the scene and spoil whatever slim chance I had of discovering something new.
 
   I easily recognized the fortress-rock from miles away and found the turnaround at the base of the field of cholla without much difficulty. The small dirt lot, if it indeed qualified as such, was littered with tire treads and footprints and trash. Identifying any new tracks would be a hopeless proposition. I could only pray the crime scene response team had taken more care higher up.
 
   I killed the bottle I was drinking, tossed it to the floor on the passenger side, and grabbed another from the tiny cooler. I shoved it into the pocket of my windbreaker and stepped out into the afternoon sun. It felt as though there was no distance between the sun and me at all. I had my Beretta in my hand and was sprinting up the winding path, heedless of the needles raking my jacket and the rattling sounds coming from seemingly all around me, before I even formulated a plan.
 
   How much time had elapsed since I triggered the alarm beacon? An hour maybe? Ninety minutes? What could he have accomplished in that amount of time and what agenda had I unwittingly set into motion? I had no backup and no one I could fully trust, and I knew with complete certainty that more blood was going to flow. Soon. I could feel it in my bones.
 
   And I still didn’t have the slightest idea of how to stop it.
 
   I burst from the path, scrambled up the slope, rounded the fortress, and dropped down into the canyon. The smiley face was still exactly how I remembered it. The blood was still clumped in the sand on the trail. A length of police tape hung listlessly between the stone walls. I figured after the CRST finished gathering evidence, all caution would be thrown to the wind. I wasn’t disappointed. There were footprints everywhere. I few Styrofoam coffee cups and plastic water bottles. Cigarette butts. It didn’t matter. I had the advantage of knowing what I was looking for this time, assuming he hadn’t dramatically altered his MO. And I sensed that he hadn’t. With as much time and effort as he had invested into the first, I saw no reason to suspect he hadn’t put even more planning into this one.
 
   If I was right, he had chosen these locations because of whatever underground features already existed or he’d been able to excavate while hidden from view by the canyon walls. After all, each of the murders had taken place in a mountainous location despite the countless miles of open desert, rolling hills, cactus fields, and dry washes with ample hiding places in between. No, the location was every bit as important as the message, and I needed to figure out why.
 
   I stomped straight down the trail through the narrow canyon. I stomped all the way down into the trees. I stomped right up to the point where I had found Sykora laughing himself to tears while holding a handful of piss-dirt. I could still faintly smell the lingering ammonia odor of the coyote urine as I stomped around the spiral pattern and continued upward toward the crest of the same hill upon which I had stood last night until I heard a muffled thump.
 
   I took a step backward and stomped on that point again.
 
   Thump.
 
   The dirt that had blown over the wooden square shivered. I needed to be even more careful this time. A smart man anticipating his impending capture might try to booby trap the lid of the hatch. A brilliant man would play his game right up until the final hand was dealt. I was about to find out what kind of man I was up against.
 
   I brushed the sand away from the edges until I revealed all four sides. Rocks and gravel and even a small cactus had been affixed to the lid of the hatch with some sort of clear epoxy. So much care had been taken in its construction that I could barely discern it from the surrounding ground, even on my hands and knees. I cleared the sand and pebbles from around it, searching for wires or electronic devices of any kind, but found nothing. 
 
   For a full minute, I just knelt there staring at it. Finally, I opened the bottle of water, took a long swig, then poured the remainder around the seams of the hatch. No electrical hissing or sparks. Just the sound of water trickling down into the earth. 
 
   “No time like the present,” I said out loud.
 
   I hoped no one had heard. That would have made a lousy epitaph.
 
   I lifted the slab slowly and carefully in an effort to detect even the slightest resistance from underneath. Once I had it high enough to peer below the hatch, I was able to confirm that there was nothing attached to it and set it off to my right.
 
   The stench that erupted from the hole in front of me struck me like an uppercut, obliterating the generalization of the previous odor. I guess I should have considered myself fortunate to have found the other one first so I wouldn’t have had to relive this gut-wrenching smell twice. I barely had time to cover my mouth and nose before I lost my lunch. I had greatly enjoyed that burger the first time, but figured I probably wouldn’t so much the second.
 
   The tunnel into which I now stared had originally been dug by an animal of some kind. The burrow was rounded and angled down under the rock formation that covered it. It was roughly the size of the previous one, but curved deeper into the hillside mere feet down. I shined my light inside. Shadowed forms scuttled away from the beam. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember if a scorpion’s sting was lethal and really didn’t want to find out, but I was running out of time. I took a deep breath of the relatively clean air, then dove down into the vile darkness and the mud of my own creation, following my light and my pistol past the bend and into a warren approximately the size and shape of the interior of a Volkswagen Beetle.
 
   Above me was the coarse underside of the massive red rock. Several strands of roots trailed from the cracks around it. The walls had been scraped by what appeared to be generations of coyote claws. At least I thought they were coyotes. They could have been medium-size dogs. I mean, without their heads and legs, the half-dozen carcasses could have belonged to just about any sandy-furred canine species. Their remains had been in the process of consumption and decomposition for quite some time. The bones had been picked clean, save for the greasy yellow adipose layer that still clung to the fur draped over the skeletons, which rippled with unseen critters scurrying around beneath. They made clicking and crunching sounds, and I could have sworn I even heard the muffled buzz of a rattle, but I was in no hurry to find out what inhabited the carcasses. At least now I knew where the Coyote had gotten his paintbrush-paws. I had no idea what he had planned for their heads, though. At least, not yet.
 
   I didn’t initially see the opposite egress from the den behind the heap of carcasses. I imagined the Coyote chuckling at the idea of me crawling over the infested remains. I was going to take a little extra pleasure in taking him down for making me.
 
   Crawling over the remains without sticking any of my body parts into the mess or disturbing the creatures inside of them was an almost superhuman feat, but I somehow managed to do it and slithered into the hole behind them. This one featured the same makeshift cribbing as the last, built from scraps and remnants. I assumed the killer had stolen them from various building sites, but I couldn’t prematurely rule out the possibility that he actually worked in construction. The wood here was newer than the last instance, for whatever that was worth. I hadn’t gone twenty feet before the tunnel suddenly ended in a natural rock formation reminiscent of a wide chimney. The faintest hint of light arched down from high above, glittering with motes of dust, while only darkness waited below.
 
   I couldn’t believe I was even thinking about attempting this.
 
   I holstered my pistol, bit the penlight between my teeth, and pulled myself out over the nothingness. Sand and pebbles slid over the rim and clattered to the ground seconds later. I braced my forearms against the smooth rocks to either side, arched my back, and pressed my knees and toes against the far side. Progress was maddeningly slow as I inched downward, turning my head from side to side and up and down in an effort to visualize my surroundings. Ancient petroglyphs shaped like palm prints had been scored into the walls, along with various animals and stylized hybrids I couldn’t see clearly enough to identify. The recurrent native symbology wasn’t lost on me. It could be significant, yet, at the same time, it could also be meant to deliberately mislead.
 
   Just when I thought I would never reach the bottom, my feet touched solid ground and I collapsed to my hands and knees. All of my muscles seemed to be trembling at once and I was confident I’d peeled the skin off of my back, elbows, and knees. I hoped I wasn’t going to have to go back up the same way because I flat out didn’t have it in me. Fortunately, it only took a minute to find the way out. Just enough sunlight leaked through the cracks around a large stone that I could tell it didn’t quite fit perfectly. It also allowed me to see the starburst of blood from where the body had been dropped down the chute. The rocks beside and above the makeshift egress had been braced with wood and epoxy to hold them in place. I rolled the center stone outward and recoiled from the sudden influx of sunlight. I blinked until I could see again, then crawled out into the murderous heat. I hadn’t realized how cool it had been underground until I emerged.
 
   The tripwire sparkled to my right, but it no longer mattered that I had triggered it.
 
   From where I crouched, I could see the point where the east-west drag terminated against the mountain. Right where the Border Patrol agent had parked last night before starting uphill on foot. All someone needed to do was back up to the end of the gravel road, haul the body out, and throw it—
 
   Brush marks on the sand in front of me. The side-to-side trails of leaves being swept back and forth to cover prints. They were faint, but they were fresh.
 
   I leapt to my feet and followed them at a sprint. They led down the hill and around a stand of cacti and onto a flat stretch of desert spotted with creosotes and sage and palo verdes that had grown to the size of trees. And that was where the trail ended. There was a splotch of blood still aggregating in the dirt and what looked like the print from the back of a hand and wrist. A wad of foul cellophane was tangled in a creosote.
 
   No more brush marks.
 
   No footprints or branch marks or thorn scrapes or tire tread.
 
   Nothing at all.
 
   The ground leading away from me almost looked like someone had taken a leaf blower to it, scattering the sand and flattening the weeds and erasing any sign of passage.
 
   I had been so close.
 
   So close…
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   By the time I again scaled the hill and reached the crime scene, there were a handful of CBP agents waiting to greet me. Perhaps greet was the wrong term. There was a whole lot of shouting and waving of pistols, but we eventually got things straightened out and all walked backed to our respective cars with the sun setting ahead of us across the desert.
 
   Having spent the majority of my life on the front range of the Colorado Rockies, I was so accustomed to what others might call majestic sunsets that I rarely even noticed them anymore. The sun set behind the snow-capped peaks every night. That was just kind of what it did. I hoped the people who lived here didn’t take this one for granted, for this was one of those things you had to see to believe. The way the red sun seemed to waver on the distant horizon, spreading a glow the color of the flesh around a peach pit across the rolling hills, was positively breathtaking. Or maybe it was merely the way the temperature was plummeting and the fact that I no longer felt like I was in immediate danger of dropping dead that lightened my spirits. Whatever the case, something in my brain had finally seen fit to give up a decent idea of how to proceed. The only problem was I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it until the morning, which left me with the whole night to kill.
 
   Hopefully, that wasn’t the Coyote’s plan, as well.
 
   The CBP agents had been about as courteous as one would expect from civil servants. They thanked me for wasting their time and encouraged me to find just about anywhere else on the planet to be. One especially helpful fellow even suggested about the only place that might be hotter than this, which made me feel a whole lot better about not telling them what I had found at either of the crime scenes. There would come a point when I would have to, but not yet, and not like this. This was still my game to play and, fortunately, they hadn’t searched my car and found my signal jammer beneath the driver’s seat, so I still had the ability to play it. As far as they knew, I had no knowledge of the Oscars, which left them with the impression they would still be able to monitor my movements while I traveled relatively unimpeded. And I had learned that the batteries lasted less than four hours with continuous use. The guys back at Ajo Station were probably racking their brains trying to figure out how my car had just suddenly appeared on top of one of their Oscars in the lot and would have their tech guys going over the preceding units in the series to check for malfunctions. I, on the other hand, simply needed to pick up some more batteries.
 
   I was surprised to find the streets of Sells all but deserted upon my return. After witnessing so much activity earlier in the day, I kind of figured there’d be at least some sort of night life, but I was sorely mistaken. The daytime apparently allowed the community to perpetuate an illusion that vanished with the setting sun. This was an occupied zone. The only cars on the streets were the green and white Border Patrol Explorers. They cruised slowly through town with their spotlights directed between houses and buildings. The agents driving them couldn’t possibly have stared me down any harder if I’d had illegals clinging to my roof and hanging out of my open trunk. I turned on my scanner and listened to them call in my license plate and the make and model of my car each time I passed a patrol, although it was hard to hear with the insane amount of radio activity. 
 
   If I thought what I’d heard earlier with Chief Antone was chaos, this gave a whole new definition to the word. There were multiple dispatchers coordinating so many different units on so many different frequencies that I couldn’t even begin to keep them straight. A Blackhawk streaked past overhead, so low it rattled my windows. Its spotlight snapped on as it traced the street all the way to the edge of sight, where I saw several shadows break cover and sprint off into the night. Two Explorers raced past me on either side, their sirens blaring. It was hard to fathom that I was still in the same country as I had been two days ago. This felt like a military state, and I supposed that was exactly what it was. I couldn’t help but wonder what it might have been like before the simultaneous invasion of the narco-insurgency and the para-military forces of the country to which the sovereign Tohono O’odham Nation was forced to swear its allegiance.  It was hard to believe that the construction of a great wall along the US-Mexico border could be any worse than this. I tried to imagine how different the course of my life might have been had my father been awakened by the sounds of warfare in the street outside his home rather than the distant rumble of bombing that heralded the end of the world, while at the same time closing off my mind to thoughts of the children trying to sleep behind the shivering windows of the houses lining what should have been quiet rural streets.
 
   I found a twenty-four hour store that reminded me of a pawn shop on East Colfax in Denver. It was an adobe structure with bars on the cracked windows and a hand-painted sign over the door that was stenciled with oddly inflected O’odham words, beneath which it read simply “Always Open” in English. I was able to load up on batteries and jerky and even a cold four-pack of Red Bull. There was a coffee pot full of black tar and a sign above it that declared it free for law enforcement officers. Judging by the expression on the face of the cashier behind the wire-reinforced glass at the back of the store, I had a pretty good hunch how he felt about the law enforcement community as a whole and figured that no matter how much I loved coffee, I would never need it that badly. He was looking at me like I’d deflowered his sister in front of him on prom night and then followed him home and asked for an introduction to his mother. There was something else in his eyes, though, something that led me to believe he was stroking the freshly oiled barrel of a shotgun under the counter and just praying for the opportunity to use it. I slid the cash through the pass box and told him to keep the change, if for no other reason than to expedite my departure. 
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I’ve lost touch with the common man.
 
   I changed the batteries in the car, switched on the jammer, and listened to the chaos on the scanner all the way out to the second crime scene, which was technically the first chronologically. It was the one to the southeast along the Baboquivari Range, where Antone had introduced me to my biological uncle and cousin, who had found the first smiley face in the shadow of Baboquivari Peak, beneath which our creator god, I’itoi, lived deep in his maze. I was starting to think there was some significance to the myth, some symmetry between the underground from which the Hohokam had been led to the surface of the earth and the tunnels the Coyote had excavated to stash his victims.
 
   Like I said, I have a hard time trusting the notion of coincidence. I found it strange now, in retrospect, that Chief Antone had told me that legend on our way to the site. Stranger still his initial reaction to my arrival at the station. It’s about time. We’ve been expecting you. Like he hadn’t just been awaiting the arrival of a federal agent…
 
   He’d been waiting for me.
 
   I had a harder time finding my way to this crime scene than either of the previous two, which gave me the opportunity to test my recognition of rattling sounds in the dark and introduced me to both a gila monster and a banded kingsnake. Or was it a coral snake? At least it was cooling off rapidly enough that both reptiles were sluggishly working their way back to their burrows. I couldn’t remember if it was the kingsnake or the coral snake that was venomous, but it had been a long enough day already without having to find out.
 
   When I finally identified the right canyon and followed the correct fork, I just sat there on a rock across from the design, staring up at the faded smiley face for the longest time. The blood was flaking off in some spots, already completely gone in others. There was something about it that just wasn’t right. I couldn’t pin down what any more than I could explain why. The lines were too carefully formed. Their incompleteness somehow seemed complete, for lack of a better way to describe it. Everything about it seemed precise, and yet the design itself appeared as though it wasn’t meant to. The eyes could have been depicted in any number of ways. Why slanted lines? Why one longer than the other? Why did the nose look like it did: an angled straight line and a curved underside? There had to be some significance to it, to its precise lack of precision. Why was it painted onto the stone rather than on the ground? Why was it so large when it was on a stone face you couldn’t see from a distance, only when you were standing directly before it? Was it meant to imitate a primitive petroglyph? Was that why the lines themselves were seemingly so stylized? Did the Coyote intend to use a native motif to help purvey his message or in order to point the investigation in the wrong direction?
 
   It was obvious that Chief Antone and Roman and Ban Walker all knew more than they were telling me and it was starting to really get under my skin. It was high time we all put our cards on the table, but I needed to gather more information before I was in a position to confront them. If I was right about my plans for the morning, I would be in a position to do so tomorrow.
 
   It was already shaping up to be a banner day.
 
   I stomped around for a while, but that proved unnecessary in the end. I was starting to get a feel for what I was looking for. It wasn’t an identifiable track per se, but rather the utter and complete absence of them that led me to the egress. Maybe I didn’t have the skills or the experience to do what the CBP agents did and maybe I never would. All I knew was that I could tell the difference between the surrounding sand and the stripe that looked like it had been smoothed with a leaf blower. It didn’t hurt that it led straight up to a hole in the hillside like a red carpet the killer had rolled out just for me. I don’t know if I had missed the hole before because I hadn’t been looking for it or because it had been concealed the last time I was here. I didn’t suppose it mattered much considering it had undoubtedly been scoured of any potential evidence like the others. I figured I’d just perform a cursory search to satisfy my own curiosity and hopefully figure out what was troubling me about the physical crime scenes, this one in particular. It was something about the smiley face, which, the longer I looked at it, the less I truly believed that someone who had spent so much time planning these crimes would go to such extreme lengths to deliver such a seemingly benign and meaningless message. I mean, what did he hope to accomplish? The Smiley Face Killer wasn’t much of a moniker if he was angling for notoriety or his story on the big screen. And why use the coyote motif on top of it? There were too many contradictions and coincidences. I was obviously missing something crucial that would serve as the domino that would make the entire row topple in sequence.
 
   The hole itself was halfway up a steep slope covered with wild grasses, cacti, and irregularly-shaped red rocks that appeared to have been arrested in a perpetual state of avalanche readiness. Despite first impressions, they were deeply lodged in the mountainside and allowed me to climb over them so as not to have to do battle with the omnipresent cholla and prickly pears. It didn’t take long to make my way to the hole, which appeared to be a coyote burrow, just like the last. At least it had the appearance of being excavated by claws rather than any manmade implement. From where I was now, I could see where the canyon opened onto the desert, and a slice of the flatlands that stretched away into the infinite darkness. This had to be his back door. It would have been too visible by the standards he’d already set forth to be the main entrance. If I hadn’t lost all sense of direction, the crime scene itself was maybe twenty-five feet uphill and a hundred feet to the northwest. His primary point of egress couldn’t be too far from there; I just hadn’t been able to identify it in the dark. 
 
   Of course, there was always still a chance I was wrong and I was about to disturb a pack of starving mongrels by sticking my head right into their midst. At least that would make for a better smell than I anticipated in any of the other scenarios that played out in my head.
 
   The stench that wafted from inside the hole removed any doubt as to what was or what might once have been inside. I was going to have to remember to pick up some Vicks at the very next opportunity. Or maybe I’d be better off just lopping off my own blasted nose.
 
   I gave the rim a cursory inspection, then lowered myself to my belly, held my penlight and my gun in front of me like before, and squirmed into the earth. I advanced slowly. Cautiously. If I were going to set a trap for someone, this is where I would do it. I couldn’t think of any other reason he would have left his back door standing wide open, assuming that was indeed what had happened. The scratches from the branches he had dragged through here were nearly indistinguishable from the marks made by the claws that carved this tunnel, but I was coming to be able to see these things with the kind of clarity that I wouldn’t have thought myself capable of mere days ago.
 
   My entire body wasn’t even all the way into the horizontal shaft when it bent sharply to the right and out of sight. 
 
   I paused and listened.
 
   A blind corner was the perfect place for some sort of booby trap. It was an opportunity that was almost too good to pass up. Based on the narrowness of the tube and the sharpness of the turn, I would essentially have to wiggle the majority of my torso around the bend before I would be able to raise my head far enough to clearly see the way ahead of me.
 
   The only sound was the harsh echo of my breathing.
 
   I guess it all boiled down to how badly I wanted this guy and to what lengths I was willing to go to catch him. When I looked at it like that, there really was no decision to be made at all.
 
   I wriggled forward and around the bend as fast as I could. The hell with it. By the time I was able to see ahead of me, I was halfway to the end of the tunnel, a dark oval through which the beam of my penlight diffused into a weak golden aura. I could hear the buzzing of flies and another sound that I couldn’t quite place. I was nearly to the den itself when my light fell upon the object resting on the ground just across the earthen threshold. It was a small burlap pouch with a leather cord threaded through the material and cinched on top. The fabric was black with what could only be blood. It was positively alive with flies.
 
   Just sitting there where I couldn’t possibly miss it.
 
   Where I had been meant to find it.
 
   I heard a kind of swishing sound beneath the drone of the flies.
 
   I exhaled slowly to steady my nerves. I was either going to have to set down my penlight or my Beretta in order to grab it, and I honestly didn’t much care for either option. In the end, I decided neither was acceptable and managed to toss my penlight backward and close enough to my face that I was able to manipulate it into my mouth. I tilted the beam as well as I could toward the satchel and dragged it closer, into the tunnel and out of the den. A tug on the leather cord and the bag opened wide enough that I could pinch it by the crusted underside, invert it, and dump the contents—
 
   “Oh, God…”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   

 
 
    
 
   I don’t know what I had expected to be inside the satchel. I guess I didn’t ever really stop to think about it. Maybe a part of me just assumed it would be something like a finger or a toe. Maybe a few of each. It was a decent size bag. Something meant to taunt or torment me, some way for him to show me he was in charge, but nothing at all like what fell out. In fact, it took several beats for me to recognize exactly what they were. They looked almost like little ceramic balls glued together, side-by-side in ascending size, crusted with blood. A T-shaped knob of bone protruded from the broad end of each.
 
   They were rattles.
 
   The realization hit me at the same moment I heard the sweeping sound again. Closer this time. I shoved myself backward with every last ounce of strength as a dark shape streaked past my face and struck the dirt wall beside me. It wasn’t a sweeping sound. It was hissing. In context, I clearly recognized it now. My sudden movement had set off a frenzy in the coyote den. Hissing and thrashing sounds echoed from the warren. As rattlesnakes, they were born in a bad mood that could only be enhanced by lopping off their tails and throwing them down into a strange den that smelled like death warmed over.
 
   I dropped my penlight, which shined deeper into the tunnel, illuminating dark shapes slithering across the threshold behind the one that had missed me. It had already recoiled and reared up into striking position. The nub of its tail stood straight up as it vibrated. The thing had to be as wide around as my forearm. Fortunately, I still had my pistol and the damn snake was so big it made an easy target. I squeezed the trigger. The diamondback unraveled and whipped backward into the darkness beyond the light’s reach at the same moment the thunderclap of the report swatted me upside the head. I’d swear I saw the other snakes strike at the ruined reptile as it flew past, but I was backing around the bend in such a hurry that I didn’t stick around to find out for sure. And I was more than happy to let them share their venom with each other instead of with me.  
 
   I felt my feet drop over the outside edge as another shape sliced across my field of view and past my face, so close I could smell it. The deafening report in such close quarters had thrown off my equilibrium and made the tunnel appear to turn clockwise around me, but I was still able to squeeze off another shot that hit the snake while it was recoiling to take another strike at me. 
 
   And then I was out of the tunnel and into a darkness so much lighter it was like daytime in contrast. I tried to stand, tried to run, but only managed to send myself toppling over a large rock and tumbling down the hillside. For several seconds, I felt like I was being bludgeoned with baseball bats and then I was flat on my back, gasping for air I couldn’t quite seem to catch. The image of rattlesnakes firing out of the mouth of that hole and raining down on me got me crawling. The air finally broke through and I gasped and lunged to my feet. The ground teetered beneath me as I staggered away from the hillside and finally collapsed onto a sage bush that felt like a pincushion, but was vastly preferable to the nopales beside it.
 
   I don’t know how long I lay like that, just draped over the shrub with the imagined sound of rattles shaking in my head. When I finally rolled off of it and onto the sand, I started to laugh. I laughed harder than I had in a long time. I laughed so hard I’m sure there were a dozen migrants crossing the Sonoran who dove into the nearest hiding place at the sound of my dawning madness. The Coyote had known I was nipping at his heels and tried to eliminate me before I caught up with him. And he had wanted me to know his true identity right before I was struck repeatedly by a half-dozen rattlesnakes. He wanted me to wonder why he did it as I stumbled through the desert, the venom coursing through my blood, stealing the sight from my eyes while the pain became unendurable. Or maybe he thought I’d never make it back out of the tunnel. Regardless, he had taken a risk in doing so, a gambit that was going to blow up in his face.
 
   I rolled over onto my back and looked up the slope to where the mouth of the hole was limned by the beam from my lost penlight.
 
   “I’m coming for you,” I said, and pushed myself to my feet.
 
   I spent nearly the entire walk back to my car plucking cactus needles from my hands and arms by the light of the moon. I waited until I reached my car before prying the large ones from the left side of my face and neck with the aid of the mirror app on my cell phone. The last thing I needed was to leave bits embedded under the skin or create any ghastly puckered scars. Besides, I had a little extra time to play with.
 
   The Coyote thought I was dead.
 
   It was only a matter of time before he learned the truth, but for now, I essentially had my own personal jammer that would allow me to sneak up on him. And I was going to enjoy every second of it. I wanted to see the expression on his face when he realized that he had failed, that I knew who he was. That I had beaten him. I wanted to memorize the expression so I could recall it whenever I chose. I wanted it to be the last thing I saw at night before I drifted off to sleep and the first thing I saw before I opened my eyes in the morning.
 
   This was personal now.
 
   I guess it always had been, and I needed to know why. It made sense that if I was going to figure out the answer to that question, Why was the best place to start.
 
   The town of Why, Arizona was actually the location of Ajo Station, despite being ten miles south of the town of Ajo. It sits just to the west of the Tohono O’odham Reservation and north of Organ Pipe National Monument, twenty-five miles straight up Highway 85 from Lukeville and the Mexican border at Sonoyta. Prior to 9/11 and the subsequent commission of the Department of Homeland Security and the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Agency, the town boasted a whopping population of roughly one hundred and its sole claim to fame was the Y-shaped intersection where Highways 85 and 86 merged. At the time of its founding, state law required all city names to have at least three letters, thus the über-creative Why. And now that the Arizona Department of Transportation had caved to safety concerns and convention and rebuilt the intersection into a more traditional T-shape, disappointed tourists now had to content themselves with a peek at the unrestrained bedlam that was Ajo Station and blow their money at the Desert Diamond Casino east of town.
 
   I made the drive in thirty-five minutes flat, despite the lights and sirens that were positively everywhere as I neared town. There were Explorers literally bursting with undocumenteds. The station itself might as well have been equipped with a turnstile for all of the arrests coming in and transport buses heading back and forth from any number of overflowing detention centers, where the illegals would simply plead guilty to save time and be shipped back across the border, only to try their luck again.
 
   Even this close to midnight, the level of activity was positively insane. Blackhawks thundering past overhead, their spotlights scouring the desert. Headlights bounding through the hills. The scanner was going nuts. Whatever they were paying their dispatchers, it wasn’t enough. They made air traffic controllers sound like Ben Stein. I couldn’t imagine there was an insurance company on the planet that would sign any of them to a life insurance policy with a suicide payout. 
 
   The casino itself was sleepy by comparison. It was really little more than a Vegas-themed truck stop. The real magic happened at the main Desert Diamond Casino outside of Tucson, where I heard it rumored that John Mellencamp frequently performed, sans Cougar. This place wasn’t even open twenty-four hours. Probably even had clocks. It had that vibe of sweaty desperation about it that made me not want to touch anything for fear of contracting some form of terminal depression. I could positively taste the haze of cigarette smoke all the way from my car, where I sat trying not to scratch at the itchy spots from which I’d recently removed the cactus needles. 
 
   There was a steady stream of traffic, primarily interstate truckers, through the self-serve bays. A good number had already bedded down for the night in the dirt lot around the side of the casino. I didn’t have to sit there for very long to realize that the women coming and going from the cabs weren’t carhops. I’d imagine they probably weren’t legal residents either.
 
   The convenience store slash restaurant was well-lighted and relatively vacant. There were a couple of heavyset men at the counter and another perusing a wall of magazines. The rotund woman at the register also capped off the coffee, walking back and forth from one to the other in a continuous loop that had surely worn a trench into the floor.
 
   The casino side was the diametric opposite. It was dark and smoky and all sorts of sirens flashed and lights flared from the rows of slot machines I could see through the front glass doors. A uniformed security guard stood sentry just inside the right door and out of sight. He magically appeared to admit anyone who neared. I didn’t figure my cousin Ban would be so easy to find and I wasn’t disappointed. I still needed to approach this the right way, though. I couldn’t afford to give up my advantage.
 
   By the time I stepped out of my car, the security guard was already in the open doorway, staring straight at me. It appeared as though I wasn’t the only one doing a little surveilling. I opted for jeans and a T-shirt and left my jacket and cap in the car, but the damage was already done thanks to my conspicuously inconspicuous Crown Vic. He smiled as he ushered me inside and led me down a long row of slots to a small doorway concealed in the wall. Another guard, who wore the air of supervision as heavily as the gut hanging over his belt and onto his lap, was seated behind a desk upon which sat a dozen flickering monitors only he could see. He stared expectantly up at me from a fleshy face that appeared to hang from the bones of his face like a big gob of snot. The name badge on his chest read: J. Armandiriz, Chief of Security.   
 
   I smiled. 
 
   He didn’t.
 
   Great. I was going to have to do this the hard way.
 
   I reached for my badge jacket, but he waved me off.
 
   “No need.”
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “The rooms are in the back. Just head through the door behind the blackjack table and find the first open room. One of the girls will be in short—”
 
   “I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding here. I need—”
 
   “I know all about your needs. Spare me the song and dance. We’re closing up in half an hour and I have a fun-filled night of hosing the drunks out of here ahead of me. So just get back there and—”
 
   Turns out I wasn’t the only one who could read expressions. This joker was a little slow on the uptake, but he managed to get the gist of mine just fine. I watched his change from surprise to alarm to sheer terror in the time it took me to reach across the desk and grab him by the hair. I had a hunch he was the kind of guy who wasn’t going to run off and tattle on me. I bounced his head off of one of the video monitors and sat down in the chair across the desk from him. Pleasantries out of the way, I got right down to business.
 
   “Here’s the deal: I’ve had a pretty rotten night and I’m all out of patience, so I’ll make this so simple that even you can understand it. I’m going to ask some questions. You’re going to answer them. If you do so, I’ll walk out of here and you can go back to doing whatever it is you do. If you don’t, I’m going to drag you out of here by the scruff of your flabby neck and drop you somewhere out there in the desert where you can wipe your fat ass with cactus pads for all I care. If you repeat a single word of what transpires here, I will descend upon you with the wrath of God and shove that cereal box badge of yours straight down your throat. Have I made myself perfectly clear?”
 
   A trickle of blood rolled down his forehead. I watched his Adam’s apple rise, then jiggle as he swallowed a knot and whatever pride he might have thought he possessed up until that moment. I think he might have tried to speak, but I was able to read his face well enough without verbal confirmation.
 
   “And I expect whatever cut your taking off of these girls’…labors…to go back into their pockets as a bonus so they can move on a little faster.”
 
   That one hit him like a blow to the gut. He just had one of those faces that made you want to keep hitting him. Fortunately for him, I had a more pressing engagement.
 
   “Where’s Ban Walker?”
 
   The expression on his face was one of utter confusion. I knew right then and there that I was wasting my time, valuable time that I simply didn’t have.
 
   “How the hell should I know? I haven’t seen that guy in probably two years. Not since I had to let him go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He was an arrogant prick. Thought he was better than all of the rest of us just because he’d worn the colors of the green Gestapo for all of about thirty seconds. Like his shit don’t stink, right?” His eyes had been doing their best to avoid mine, but they latched on when he finally caught up with the situation. His cheeks flushed with what could have passed for the return of his confidence. “I always knew there was something wrong with that guy. What did he do?”
 
   “I just need to talk to him.”
 
   “No. No. There’s more to it than that. You’re federal. He’s done something really big.”
 
   “Do you still have some way of tracking him down?”
 
   “Don’t you think I’d be smart enough to trade that information if I had it?”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “Screw you. Don’t think just because you got that big old badge that you can treat me like something you scraped off your shoe. You think you’re the only fed who comes in here? I probably knew more agents than you do. And don’t think for a second that any of them would be happy to hear that you’re threatening their free…entertainment.”
 
   “You really want me to come back here, don’t you?”
 
   “No.” He smiled. “I want you to get the hell out of here.”
 
   He leaned forward and rested his chin on his pudgy fists. He cocked his head first one way, then the other. I don’t think I’ve ever seen an expression that smug on another human being.
 
   I rose to leave. There was nothing for me here. I had learned everything I was going to, which amounted to somewhere between jack and squat. I turned and headed for the door, uncertain exactly how the confrontation had turned on me. Maybe I just needed to work on my people skills.
 
   “You look just like him, you know,” Armandiriz said to my back.
 
   And there I had my answer.
 
   “What did you just say?”
 
   “It’s the eyes. You guys have the exact same eyes.”
 
   If you’ve never seen a three hundred pound man flip backward over his chair, I highly recommend it. An overhand right to the bridge of the nose works quite well, especially if you swing hard enough. And I guarantee it’ll knock that smug grin right off of his face and onto yours.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I don’t know how to loosen my tie and have a little fun from time to time.
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   The term sociopath is considered antiquated and has been replaced with the formal medical diagnosis of Antisocial Personality Disorder. Kind of takes away the element of personal accountability, I say. ‘Don’t blame me, I have APD.’ Funny how the staggering increase in violent crime over the last fifty years coincides with the integration of psychology into the mainstream, isn’t it?
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   For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Take punching a three hundred-pound slab of humanity hard enough to send it flipping head over heels. Or heels over head, as the case may be. The consequences, while not entirely unanticipated, are always worse than you expect at the time. 
 
   When you think about the logistics of essentially punching a side of beef with enough force to knock it off the hook from which it hangs, you realize you would have been better off just drawing your sidearm and shooting it. Physics further dictates that force travels in a straight line. For the behavioralists who claim that mankind wasn’t born with the propensity for violence and instead that it’s a conditioned response to negative external stimuli, I offer proof to the contrary. The human arm is one of nature’s strangest and most force-resistant designs, trailing only the rock, the tree trunk, and the mammalian leg. An arm is constructed with the ability to form a compact club at its most distal end. That club is mounted on a long, whip-like fulcrum that attaches to the trunk roughly three feet from the origin of the imparted force. It is designed to impact with the knuckles of the second and third digits, the index and middle fingers, respectively. From there, the force of the blow—in this case, an overhand right—travels up the lengths of the second and third metacarpals, which further distribute that force between the eight carpal bones and then the two long bones of the forearm, although primarily the thicker radius. It’s then further absorbed by the humerus, which is the longest and strongest bone in your body next to the femur. From there it passes into the heavily muscled shoulder girdle and dissipates into the thorax. All so you don’t end up breaking your hand when you hit someone.
 
   That doesn’t mean it won’t still hurt like a mother, though.
 
   I drove with my left hand and rested the knuckles of my right on a cold bottle of water in my lap. Cold being a largely subjective term like pain, which was definitely winning the battle between the two. As much as I had enjoyed punching Boss Nass at the time, I regretted it even more now. Not necessarily because it hurt like a mother, as I’m sure I’ve mentioned, but because it was diverting my focus from the task at hand. It also exposed a chink in my armor that until now I didn’t realize I possessed. I’ve always been able to draw a firm line between the personal and the professional, despite the fact that I take my job very personally. This one had hit too close to home, though. Too close to a home I hadn’t lived in for a long, long time, but a home filled with unresolved feelings nonetheless.
 
   Despite what anyone might say about him, I am my father’s son and I take great pride in that fact. I may not have known him as well as I would have liked, but I knew him well enough to know that he placed loyalty and honor and service above all else. He believed in his ideals and believed to the very end that they were worth fighting and, ultimately, dying for. Maybe a part of me wishes he had placed me before his ideals. That he would have recognized a boy needs a father worse than a largely forgotten war needed a largely forgotten hero. I guess I understood that in his own way he had. We can’t always choose the way our parents love us. Which, I suppose, serves as the sad war cry of the abused child, too.
 
   The irony is not lost on me.
 
   The comparison to the man I was convinced was the Coyote cut me to the bone. I’m not blind. I couldn’t help but see the physical similarities between us, the parallels between our lives. He was a few years older, but we had essentially been born at the same time. I had been raised in a different world, though. He was born here and stayed here. His was the life that could have been mine had my father bowed to tradition as his had before him. And as his brother had, as well. I had been raised in a large house on a large lot in an upscale suburb by people who pretty much devoted the last quarter of their lives to raising their grandson as if he were their own son. My cousin had been raised apart from the outside world and largely in a position to resent it for past wrongs perpetrated by a government that no longer existed in the same form. While I had gone to a prestigious prep school and an even more prestigious college, he had been shown a route from a single communal school straight through community college and into a job force that existed to serve the community. I had joined the FBI and received the best law enforcement training in the entire nation. Where I had been taught to hunt out in the real world, where rules applied. He had been trained by the Border Patrol, and, by extension, the very same government, to hunt in a lawless land where none of the traditional rules applied. He had seen the pictures of my successes accumulating on the wall in his family’s homestead, seen me living essentially the same life, only on a grander scale. He had known about me while I hadn’t even looked hard enough to learn of his existence. I wasn’t responsible for the path he had chosen, but I wasn’t entirely blameless, either.
 
   This case had always been destined to fall into my lap and he had known it from the moment the idea first crossed his mind. This was his challenge to me, the gauntlet he had thrown at my feet. Me vs. him. Mano a mano. 
 
   Blood on blood.
 
   But that wasn’t the part that bothered me the most. The worst part was the realization that our roles could easily have been reversed, were it not for the random nature of fate.
 
   The impartation of force.
 
   We had both chosen the same straight line of impact, yet here we both were now, two irresistible forces on a collision course with one another, hunting on the reservation of our ancestors, which had already tasted the blood of countless generations of our forebears. And before this was over, it would taste even more. One way or the other. I could feel it deep in my very being…
 
   That had always been his plan.
 
   I just couldn’t understand the sheer ferocity with which he hated me. There had to be something more, some reason above and beyond living a lifetime in the shadow of a cousin who had no idea he was even casting one. I was the kind of guy who tended to take a rattlesnake striking at his face a little bit personally. Maybe it all boiled down to the fact that Ban and I were both just really sensitive, touchy-feely kind of guys. 
 
   I’d been so distracted by my thoughts and the pain in my hand and the furious itching on my face and neck that I didn’t at first appreciate the subtle inquiries of one of the dispatchers over the scanner until a note of panic crept into her voice. I turned up the volume in an effort to isolate her thread from all of the others, which, while every bit as frantic, had some semblance of control to them. This woman’s voice reflected concern of a more personal nature, something entirely outside of her normal work routine. And I wasn’t the only one who noticed it. The background din faded significantly as field agents turned down their stereos and limited their communications to the bare essentials. There was an electricity crackling from the underlying static that I couldn’t quite define. A palpable tension, a sense of expectation, a mounting potential. The kind of energy that ripples through the air moments before the thunderheads crest the mountains and the grumble of thunder rolls down through the valleys.
 
   “Unit one-one-eight respond. One-one-eight respond! Damn it, Matthews! Respond!”
 
   “Talk to us, dispatch. What’s going on out there?”
 
   “Two-six-eight. Zero-seven-five. You both should still be close to the Destruya Drag, correct?”
 
   “Zero-seven-five. Fifteen miles south.”
 
   “Two-six-eight twelve miles north. What’s going on over there, Teri?”
 
   “I lost one-one-eight between Oscars fourteen and fifteen.”
 
   “What do you mean…lost?” 
 
   “He radioed in brush sign across the drag at twenty-three fifty-three.”
 
   I looked at my clock. The glowing green numerals on the dash read 1:14 a.m. 
 
   “Visual confirmation of target?”
 
   “Negative. He elected to track on foot.”
 
   “Fifteen on the Destruya is the wash at the base of Mt. Vainom. When did he fall out of contact?”
 
   “Last check-in was oh-oh oh-eight. He failed to make the oh-one hundred.”
 
   “He could have been right on top of the wets and had to go silent.”
 
   “He would have clicked to acknowledge. You know that. You all know that.”
 
   “What was his last communication?”
 
   “He said the sign led northwest into an arroyo before he lost it, that it just stopped right there in front of him and he was going to have to try to pick it up again. Must have backtracked on him, he thought. Probably saw whatever coyote was in there marking his territory. He said something about it smelling like a whole pack in heat up there…”
 
   Her words faded and the ground seemed to drop out from under me. I glanced at the clock again.
 
   1:16.
 
   Unit one-eighteen had radioed in sign at 11:53. It had taken him fifteen minutes to reach the point where the trail terminated. And he had now been out of contact for sixty-eight minutes. The closest unit was a twenty-minute drive and a fifteen minute walk away. One hundred and three minutes. Nearly two hours, when all was said and done. That was more than enough time.
 
   Way more than enough.
 
   I pinned the gas and launched the Crown Vic across the desert toward the jagged ridge of the Baboquivari Mountains, which I could barely see on the distant horizon.
 
   We were already too late.
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   Time passed like an out-of-body experience. I barely remember racing my headlights down dirt roads I could hardly see for the dust. Saguaros firing past my windows like shadowed mile markers. Gravel pinging from my wheel wells with machine gun rapidity. Sliding sideways through turns and righting myself in the open desert. Branches screeching through the paint job. Only having the vaguest idea of my destination until I saw the distant convergence of sirens and headlights and the clouds of dust from their passage rising up to blot out the stars. Arriving to find Explorer doors standing ajar and light stretching out onto the bare dirt. Flashlights jouncing across the wash, appearing and disappearing through the branches of the mesquites and cottonwoods. Barely having the presence of mind to put my car into park before I jumped out into the night and barreled through the darkness with my Beretta in my hand. Trying desperately to keep the flashlights ahead of me in sight while simultaneously negotiating the rugged terrain and keeping my skin from being flayed by the thorns and the cactus needles. Feeling the ground shake as a Blackhawk streaked across the sky toward the mountains, luring me onward with the sweep of its spotlight. The continuous arrival of lights and sirens behind me. The shouting of agents. The barking of dogs. 
 
   Under any other circumstances I would have marveled at their fluidly coordinated response, especially when you take into account the vastness and remoteness of their patrol zone. But it was like showing up for the fireworks on the fifth of July.
 
   The show was already over.
 
   I had expected both escalation and acceleration from the Coyote, yet I never imagined anything like this. Taking down a Border Patrol agent in the field would make him public enemy number one for the more than three thousand agents roaming the deserts from Southern California through Eastern Texas, who tended to take the death of one of their own almost as personally as the act of avenging him. This wasn’t a nameless, faceless immigrant who no one would ever notice was missing. This was a man with a name and a face and a badge that guaranteed the full resources of the federal government would be at the disposal of those in pursuit of his killer.
 
   The Coyote had signed his own death warrant.
 
   And maybe that was exactly what he wanted. The powers-that-be could only keep a lid on this situation for so long, but what could he possibly hope to accomplish by gaining so much attention? A serial killer made a pretty lousy martyr.
 
   The staggering wind generated by the chopper blades buffeted me as I entered a narrow valley of sorts. The steep slopes to either side were grassy and spotted with clumps of cacti, yuccas, and creosotes, which grew from bare gaps in the red soil where scree had slid down the mountain through the eons. A dry creek bed a mere half-foot wide meandered between the trunks of palo verde trees. There was all sorts of trash and discarded clothing heaped under their bowed branches, and it was obvious even to a novice like me that this was a fairly common layover point for undocumenteds attempting to sneak through the Baboquivaris.
 
   I had to shield my face from the blowing sand and branches as I passed from the arroyo into a narrow canyon where the soil and grasses gave way to sheer red rock. The golden spotlight jiggled across the ground ahead, guiding me around a bend and to a spot where I finally caught up with the other agents at the convergence of two even narrower canyons, one of which led nearly straight up a series of stone ledges to where I could see the Blackhawk attempting to hover. One of the agents had his free hand pressed to his ear and was shouting into his two-way. I couldn’t hear a word he was saying over the mechanized thunder, but his face was scarlet with the exertion. The other was staring at the stone outcropping another ten paces ahead of me and to my right, his sidearm drawn and pointed uselessly between his feet. The expression on his face was one of utter disbelief, as though his brain had yet to sift through the myriad emotions to settle on just one. 
 
   I tried to wave off the chopper, but it made no outward sign that it had seen me. Or maybe the pilot simply didn’t care. They were blowing away whatever evidence may once have existed. That was the problem with working any sort of crime against a law enforcement officer of any branch; his brothers-in-arms were prepared to go to any lengths to find the perpetrator and carry out their own brand of justice, even if it meant trampling every law they upheld through the normal course of service. I couldn’t fault them for it, though. Were our roles reversed, I would have undoubtedly felt the same, but this approach was counterproductive, especially considering how small the Coyote’s lead was on us now. He had to still be out here in the desert somewhere, and if they wanted retribution to be served, they needed to get the hell out there and find him.
 
   “Give me that!” I shouted and took the transceiver away from the surprised agent before he could object. I depressed the button and shouted into the microphone. “Get that chopper out of here! You’re destroying the crime scene! If you want to actually do something useful, sweep the desert to either side of this mountain for any sign of where he might have had a vehicle waiting. If there isn’t one, then that means he’s still up here with us somewhere! And get us some more goddamn backup and an emergency response team in case your guy’s still alive up here!”
 
   I shoved the radio back into the agent’s chest. I could have interpreted the rage on his face from space. The Blackhawk banked away and took its light with it, stranding us in darkness, but at least it was a darkness bereft of wind and noise. 
 
   “You want to help your guy? Suck it up and do your job. He could still be out here somewhere. And so could the man who came after him, so get your head in the game!”
 
   The professional in him tempered his emotions and grudgingly nodded. He stepped away and clicked on his flashlight. I could hear him taking control and radioing his other units to set up a firm perimeter and gather all of the necessary investigative teams as I walked toward where the other agent still stood, staring slack-jawed at the canyon wall. I don’t think he’d so much as breathed since I first saw him.
 
   I commandeered his Maglite—a six-inch mini professional-plus LED model that produced a beam every bit as powerful as that of the old two-foot billy club model—from his utility belt and shined it up at the design painted on the wall. The blood was so fresh it glistened. There were spots where rivulets of blood still trickled from the carefully constructed lines. The paw prints were so fresh and clear that it almost appeared as though they’d been made by a living coyote, which, I guess, in a sense they had, because the Coyote was the master of deception and continued to prove it.
 
   This design was different. It broke the pattern. It wasn’t a continuation of the previous design. It wasn’t the more completed construction of the smiley face I had expected. This one was unique. This one was meant just for me. To mock me. This was his way of showing me and everyone around me who was running this show.
 
   And, up to this point, that most definitely wasn’t me.
 
   This changed everything.
 
   I stared at the design painted in the Border Patrol agent’s blood and allowed myself a moment to seethe before I again mastered my emotions.
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   I turned and walked away. I still had a tunnel to find around here somewhere with Lord only knew what waiting for me inside.
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   Fortunately, the agents on the scene were so preoccupied with their designated tasks that I was able to wander off on my own without drawing any unnecessary attention to myself. They were undoubtedly all happy I wasn’t anywhere near them anyway. My presence would only complicate the mission of vengeance upon which they had all embarked. And it didn’t help that the customary interagency distrust was in full swing, and not just from their side. Besides, the majority of them had already scattered to the four winds. From where I stood on a crest of rock overlooking the desert to the east, I could see at least a dozen different sets of headlights bounding through the sand. A pair of Blackhawks had already swept the area around me and the immediate vicinity and were now working their way toward the horizon. Thus far, they’d found exactly what I thought they would.
 
   Nothing. Nada. Zero. Zilch.
 
   This may have been a dramatic escalation, but it hadn’t been haphazardly executed. This had been the plan from day one. I was just struggling to grasp Ban’s reasons for bringing the might of the Border Patrol into a situation it would have been happy enough to avoid.  
 
   I had to keep thinking of him as the Coyote. I couldn’t afford to humanize him, to allow myself to make some sort of personal connection to him. He was a killer, a sociopath whose blood may have come from the same pool as mine, but who was nothing like me. Parallels and physical similarities were all we had in common. That, and the fact that each of us intended to destroy the other. There was no other possible outcome.
 
   This most recent message really pissed me off. I wanted to storm back down there and tear the canyon wall apart with my bare hands. A winking face. For Christ’s sake. He had shoved a stick right into the bee hive and enraged the honey bear in the process. Forget the design, I was going to tear him apart with my bare hands.
 
   I turned away from the desert and headed back around a tall spire of rock that looked like a serrated knife blade from the distance, slid sideways through a crevice in the northeastern face of the mountain, and found myself in a small circular clearing nearly completely enclosed by walls of red rock. There were faded petroglyphs all around me, carved so long ago that even the sparse amount of rain and wind that penetrated the enclave had nearly erased them. Perhaps that was part of the personal message the Coyote was trying to deliver to me. I simply wasn’t in the mood, though. I’d had enough of his games and it was time to put an end to them once and for all.
 
   It stood to reason that his entryway couldn’t have been far from the killing zone. I couldn’t think of any other reason for there to have been so much coyote urine near the design, especially considering he’d used it to cover the end of his trail in the past. The dogs had been all but useless in close proximity to the site and had led their handler on an escapade across the Sonoran that had ultimately brought them right into the midst of a group of walkers bedded down in a gully, waiting for what had to sound like World War III to end. No one noticed me slip off the beaten path, haul myself up the rock steppes, and cross a ledge bordered by a sheer drop to where I now stood. It was the perfect place for a man to work undisturbed for hours on end, where no one would see him excavating earth day after day from afar. I was starting to understand him, and I was reaping the rewards of my patience.
 
   The hole was at the base of the southern side, approximately one hundred feet due north of the winking face. He obviously hadn’t hauled his victim up the rocks and across that narrow trail, so this had to be where he had emerged following the killing. From here, he could have headed north toward the distant Baboquivari Peak or to the east or the west through one of the narrow valleys or canyons. His brush mark tracks led from this clearing to the edge of a slope carpeted with wild grasses and prickly pears, where they vanished completely. There were leaves and broken branches around my feet. He’d snapped them from the trees nearby and had them waiting right here for him when he emerged with the body. Thus, I was confident in my assertion that the Border Patrol agent’s remains weren’t inside, but I knew my adversary well enough to know that the warren wasn’t empty. Whether he thought I was dead or not, too much planning had gone into this plot to take any chances. At least the agent from whom I had commandeered the flashlight hadn’t come looking for it. I was going to have to be completely inside the tunnel before I turned it on. Those choppers might have been far off now and the patrol vehicles scattered across the desert, but if any one of them by chance saw my light, I was going to have a hard time explaining exactly what I was doing and the reason I had withheld information from them. Plus, angry agents crawling through dark, tight spaces in pursuit of a fellow agent’s murderer tended to shoot first and ask questions later.
 
   I stared down at the boulder I had rolled away from the orifice. This tunnel hadn’t been burrowed by a coyote. This one bore all the telltale chop marks of a spade or a shovel. I could see the wooden cribbing from where I stood. He had known where he was going when he started to dig, which justified my earlier assumption that he had extensive knowledge of the area’s geology. I looked around the edge for wires or a transmitter. Nothing. I listened for the sound of anything inside. Silence. Of course, just because I didn’t hear a rattle didn’t mean I was safe in that regard.
 
   I was stalling and I knew it.
 
   We were nearing the endgame. I could feel it. There was no more time to waste.
 
   Leading with the Beretta and the Maglite as I was now accustomed, I squirmed into the darkness. I flipped on the light the moment I was able and saw that the tunnel ended only a short distance ahead of me. The edges of the opening were jagged where he’d been forced to chisel through solid rock to reach the surprisingly large cave. The lower rim was scarred in straight lines where ropes had bitten into the stone. It didn’t matter if he had used the rope to haul himself or heavy equipment up and down since I didn’t have one, nor did I have the ability to track one down.
 
   I wiggled my torso out over the nothingness and shined my light downward. The smooth stone floor had to be fifteen feet down. Two and a half times my height. Definitely feasible. But I was going to have to holster my sidearm, pocket the flashlight, and drop down into the pitch black. If there was a better option, I couldn’t see it. I shined the beam throughout the cave, but accomplished little more than moving the darkness around. I rolled over onto my back, shoved my pistol into the holster under my left arm and the Maglight into the right pocket of my jacket, and maneuvered myself toward the hole. It took some doing, but I twisted and turned in such a way that I ended up hanging from the lip by my hands, my feet dangling roughly seven feet above the ground. Dropping from this height wouldn’t kill me, nor would I probably break any bones. A sprained ankle would seriously hamper my style, though, so the moment I let go and felt the earth strike the soles of my feet, I was already flexing my knees and hips to absorb the impact and rolling to dispel the momentum. In one motion I really wished there had been people around to witness, I rolled to my feet, crossed my arms over my chest, and simultaneously drew both the Beretta and the flashlight.
 
   I turned slowly in a circle, evaluating my surroundings. 
 
   The cave itself was nearly the size of a single-car garage, with an irregular roof to one side, domed to the other. The petroglyphs on the walls were remarkably well preserved, despite the thick layer of dust adhering to them. There were no shadowed forms crouching against the walls, strange burlap sacks on the ground, or slithering forms composed of darkness and fangs. Besides the pile of scrap wood from the cribbing in the corner and the smear of blood across the rock floor, there wasn’t a damn thing—
 
   I froze when I saw it.
 
   A quick reflection from the deep shadows up and to my right.
 
   My heartbeat thundered in my ears. A million potentially shiny objects, all of which were easily capable of doing serious bodily harm, raced through my mind in the time it took me to raise the beam to the small alcove about eight feet up, where I saw just about the only object in the world I didn’t imagine.
 
   It was a digital audio recorder. 
 
   Small. Handheld. Spatters of blood had dried to black blotches and smears. I stared at it for several moments before I finally decided “screw it,” tucked my hand into my sleeve, reached up and brought it down. I pressed the largest button, which I assumed would be the one to make it play. The recorder started to hiss. From beneath the hissing came a scraping sound. It grew louder and more distinct until it defined itself as footsteps. The tread was heavy and natural. Maybe a little hesitant, but not overly so. A clattering sound; the recorder shifting location, perhaps into a pocket. Rustling. Static. The footsteps again. Closer. Slower.
 
   Whoever was walking toward the recorder sensed something was amiss.
 
   Another footstep. Another.
 
   Stop.
 
   More clattering.
 
   “Hola, amigos. Estan arrestados.” Hello, friends. You’re under arrest. After days in the brutal heat, that was often enough to get the undocumenteds out of their hiding places with their hands on their heads.
 
   There was a note of concern in the agent’s voice. Concern, but not fear.
 
   A muffled footstep. Another.
 
   The crackling sound of gravel trickling across stone.
 
   The rush of wind.
 
   A thud.
 
   A scrabbling, scraping sound.
 
   A grunt.
 
   A clatter.
 
   A high-pitched gasp.
 
   A wet splatter.
 
   A gurgle.
 
   Another thump.
 
   Thrashing.
 
   A footstep. Strong, confident. Another.
 
   Heavy breathing. Exertion of some kind.
 
   A tearing sound.
 
   Fabric.
 
   More tearing sounds.
 
   Flesh.
 
   The difference between them was distinct. It was a sound I knew I’d never be able to forget as long as I lived.
 
   I stood there in the darkness listening to the killer dip the coyote paw into the sopping wound, take a step toward the canyon wall, and slap it onto the rock. Over and over. Listened to the faint scratching sounds of the dead animal’s nails on the rock. I listened to it beyond the point where he tore away more clothing and slashed open the gut. Then I listened to the damp slapping sounds some more. There will always be a part of me standing in that dark cave listening to the gruesome scene, as life was transformed into death, and death into a meaningless message meant only for me. To think that a boy had been born and raised, had lived and loved, had walked the earth for however many years, only to meet his fate in a slot canyon in the form of a winking face.
 
   If that’s not proof of the frailty of the human condition, then I don’t know what is. 
 
   I listened until all was said and done and I was alone in the silent darkness, hardly even able to make myself breathe. Then, with a muffled crumpling sound and a click, it was all over. Mercifully. I felt the warmth of tears on my cheeks. The dispassionate nature of the deed was almost a posthumous insult to the victim, a violation even more repugnant than dipping a coyote's paw into the wounds, as though the man’s physical vessel were no more than a mere paint can. I looked at the readout to confirm that I had listened to the only file, then put the recorder back up on the ledge.
 
   I think I would have preferred the rattle-less diamondbacks.
 
   It didn’t take long to find the tunnel he must have used to drag the body in here after ending the recording. I wasn’t looking forward to crawling through another tunnel covered with the victim’s blood and dripping with copious amounts of coyote urine, but right now, I just really needed to get the hell out of here. I felt dirty and sick to my stomach, as though the very air inside the cave had absorbed the Coyote’s evil and it was leeching into my pores.
 
   It was time to end this nightmare.
 
   Permanently.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
   

 
 
    
 
   I was waiting in the parking lot of the Tohono O’odham Community College when the first cars started to trickle in. I had managed to change clothes and wash my hands and face, but I still felt tainted by the night’s adventures. I could only imagine how I must have looked. Or smelled. Not that I really cared, mind you. At this point I was of singular focus and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to find exactly what I was looking for inside.
 
   It struck me at the second crime scene, before I even set off for the casino, that no man, no matter how long he had lived here or how long he had spent exploring the desert, would have the kind of precise geological knowledge that the Coyote possessed without some form of outside assistance. The kind of assistance that the United States Geological Survey supplied to anyone who had the gumption to get off his ass and look for it. The kind of assistance that was readily available to every federal agency, or for an agent trying to fly under the radar, or any private individual at just about any library on the face of the planet. Which was why the moment I saw the elderly woman approaching the doors to the college library with a set of keys in her hand, I was jogging straight up the walkway toward her. 
 
   The library itself wouldn’t rival most public branches I’ve been in. The law library at DU was probably at least twice the size of this one by itself, but I only needed to look at one thing, and I would have wagered a vital organ that they had it. 
 
   The librarian greeted me with a smile, despite the fact that I was a stranger creeping up behind her with the stench of death seeping from my pores. She had one of those faces that was a fulfillment of her aging process, not merely the result of it. She was warm and open and her smile was the kind I associated with freshly baked cookies. She was large, but wore the weight well. And for some ungodly reason, wore a shawl even though it had to be in the mid-nineties already. I believed in making snap judgments about people. They’d saved my life on more than one occasion. This was one of those rare people who reminded me why I do some of the horrible things I do. Right about now, that was exactly what I needed.
 
   And she was helpful to boot. She could have led me straight to any number of geological surveys and topical maps, the kind bound in musty binders like carpet samples or rolled up in long dusty tubes. Instead, she took me down an aisle lined with books on archeology and anthropology that smelled of field use and to the reference room through the back door. She sat in front of one of the Gateway computers, which must have come as part of the donated set in the police station, and blew through a series of prompts and menus with the speed of a teenage hacker on Mountain Dew and methamphetamines. 
 
   “I have to be able to keep up with the kids these days,” she said in answer to the question I hadn’t posed. That way of thinking obviously didn’t extend to her wardrobe, but, then again, mine was starting to date me as well. She glanced back at me and smiled. “Can’t let them think they can do all of their learning on Wikipedia, you know.” She winked. “Here’s what you’re looking for. Kind of a popular subject lately.”
 
   She rose from the chair with the grace of a woman half her size and gestured for me to take it.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You aren’t the first to come looking for these maps. How do you think I knew exactly where to go?” She patted me on the shoulder. “It’s nice to see so many people taking an interest in their heritage. Won’t be long before it’s entirely assimilated. Did you know only ten percent of our youth can speak our native O’odham language?”
 
   “What’s that about our heritage?”
 
   “The Hohokam, of course. They are our roots. They are the ones Elder Brother brought up from the underworld with him.”
 
   “Elder Brother?”
 
   “I’itoi. Elder Brother. The Pima call him Se:he. He also graced us with the gift of the Himdag, the guidelines that allow us to remain in balance with nature and the world around us. He is the Man in the Maze. You see his design throughout the southwest. You even walked right underneath it when you entered the library.” She winked again. She was one of those few people who could pull it off. “It seems to me you have a whole lot more research to do before you even begin looking for the mystical underworld of lore.”
 
   “Who else has been looking?”
 
   “A good number of people. Mostly students, although I suspect they’re looking for some things the smugglers might have hidden. You know…” She leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially. “…drugs.”
 
   I nodded sagely to let her know that I appreciated the gravity of her statement.
 
   “I’m hunting for something altogether different.”
 
   “Oh, I understand. A handsome, clean-shaven young man like you? I wouldn’t have pegged you for a criminal. I’m sure you’re looking for the same thing as Chief Antone, aren’t you?”
 
   “The chief looked at these maps, too?”
 
   I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice, but she caught it. She now appraised me with a skeptical eye. Her smile dimmed and the deep lines of age advanced in its stead.
 
   “I knew your father, you know,” she said, and turned away. “Trouble followed that boy like a coyote. Always nipping at his heels. You’re just like him, aren’t you? You’ve got that good in you—I can see it—but you’ve got that coyote following you too. Kindly don’t bring it in here with you. We have enough coyotes of our own. A whole nation full of them anymore.”
 
   And just like that, her smile returned.
 
   “Rafael was always one of my favorites. He was curious about every little thing. Always wanted to learn what was out there beyond the desert. He and that brother of his. Roman. Two peas in a pod they were. Shame they let something so silly get between them. I cried when I heard he’d moved on from this world. I always knew he’d end up dancing in the sky.” She dispelled the sadness from her voice with a sigh. “I’m just glad you finally decided to investigate your roots.”
 
   I smiled at her. I didn’t know what to say. Obviously, telling her that I had little interest in a culture that seemed strange and alien to me was the wrong thing. I was simply on information overload. The chief already investigating the sub-Sonoran geology. My father and trouble nipping at his heels. Students looking for buried cartel caches. An obscure creator god who kept cropping up out of the blue. Elder Brother. It was my father’s elder brother whose son was out there right now, killing people on the open desert and absconding with their bodies. 
 
   And here I had thought I was the one nipping at the Coyote’s heels.
 
   I heard voices from the front of the library.
 
   “Let me know if you need any more help.” She placed her hand on my arm and I had the urge to place mine on top of it. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
 
   I nodded. The sincerity in her voice rendered me speechless. Maybe there was a part of me that felt as though something was missing from my life, a void I had attempted to fill with my work. Friedrich Nietzsche said that if you gaze long enough into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you. Every time I turned my eyes inward, I found the Coyote looking back at me. 
 
   She was nearly out the door before I found my voice.
 
   “How did you know who I was?”
 
   She smiled and winked.
 
   “You have your father’s eyes.”
 
   And then she was gone, leaving me alone with the computer and a maelstrom of thoughts that positively made my head spin. I had to focus on the task at hand, though. And right now that task was tracking down a serial killer who was lurking somewhere out there in the mythical underworld of the Hohokam.
 
   I plugged my USB drive into the computer and began downloading the information as I scrolled through it. There were several different types of map. From the simple two-dimensional topographical to the three-dimensional digital elevation models and everything in between. While both would undoubtedly help in my search, it was the ancillary material that was of the utmost importance. Landsat 7, a polar, sun-synchronously orbiting satellite controlled by a joint effort between the USGS and NASA, was equipped with specialized instrumentation that allowed it to provide more than mere superficial imaging. The ground-penetrating radar was capable of mapping up to sixty feet beneath the surface with surprising accuracy, while the magnetometer analyzed and mapped the composition of the strata based on discrete magnetic properties distinct to every kind of soil and rock. In essence, one showed you where to find the underground cave you were looking for; the other showed you where to dig in order to reach your destination via the route of least resistance. 
 
   A cursory glance essentially proved my theory. The mountains were pretty much riddled with subterranean formations, while the open desert was essentially solid earth beneath the sand. It wasn’t much, but it was nice to finally be right about something.
 
   I pulled the storage device and slipped it back into my pocket. I could download the maps onto my laptop without arousing any suspicion and further evaluate them away from prying eyes. 
 
   But first, there were a couple of people I needed to track down.
 
   I exited the research room and walked straight toward the front door. The librarian was busy helping people at the main counter while a girl I assumed to be her student aide unpacked her backpack and clipped on her name badge.
 
   I stopped in the foyer and stared up above the front door toward the pinnacle of the vaulted ceiling. Nestled into the inverted V was a round textile woven on a loom by hands that had undoubtedly turned to dust long ago. It was created in the yellows and reds and browns of the Sonoran sands themselves. A red stick figure stood in the mouth of a large circular maze that reminded me of those old plastic party favors you had to tilt to guide the miniature BB into the slot in the center.
 
   I’itoi. Elder Brother. We meet at last.
 
   I glanced back to find the librarian watching me. She smiled and nodded.
 
   I returned the gesture and pushed through the glass doors into dry air that felt as though it had been superheated in a blast furnace.
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   Chief Antone’s car wasn’t in the lot at the station when I arrived, so I sat across the street and waited for a few minutes. I watched Louis of the plastic cup working at the closer of the two desks and a woman I assumed to be Olivia manning the phones at the front counter while several people I didn’t know milled around the lobby. They both looked harried, but that was the status quo at every police station around the world. The difference was written in the impotent expressions on their faces and the way they repeatedly glanced at their watches. They had expected some sort of help that had yet to arrive. I figured the chief had probably belatedly heard about the craziness of the previous night and was out at the crime scene now. He was undoubtedly pretty upset with me for not passing along the news as soon as I heard it. As far as I was concerned, that made us even. I had a few choice words to share with him about the research he had done that could have been extremely beneficial to me had he not kept it to himself. And I wanted to know why he had done so. He was hiding something and I intended to find out what it was. 
 
   I figured I had some time to kill before the chief returned, so I decided I would pay a call on my good old Uncle Roman. This whole I’itoi thing wasn’t sitting right with me. It could be entirely coincidental, but I’m sure I’ve made my views on that subject perfectly clear. Somehow that myth was connected to this case and the Coyote had made sure to point it out at every turn with the metaphorical recreation of the ascension of the Hohokam from the underworld and the petroglyphs. And who had led them but one mischievous creator god they affectionately referred to as Elder Brother.
 
   Roman was sitting out on the porch, smoking, when I turned down his driveway. I pulled in right behind his truck, leaned across the seat, and popped the passenger side door for him without waiting for the cloud of dust to settle.
 
   “Let’s go for a ride,” I said.
 
   Roman walked straight to the car and climbed in, his face devoid of expression. He had a bottle of Coors Light in his hand, despite the early hour. He didn’t say a word. He just closed the door and reclined the seat so that he had room for his long legs. His braids had begun to fray and the skin on his face had noticeably paled. I recognized stress when I saw it.
 
   I also recognized guilt.
 
   I headed back down the driveway and turned right, away from Sells.
 
   “How long have you known?”
 
   He was silent for a long moment before he finally spoke.
 
   “I didn’t know. Not for sure anyway.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I was hoping I was wrong. You know? He’s my son.”
 
   I waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing more. Not for another five miles or so down the gravel road into the open desert. There was a little white cross staked to the side of the road. The flowers strung around it were withered and desiccated.
 
   “Turn right here.”
 
   I didn’t have to ask why. We both knew where we were going.
 
   I slowed and turned onto some sandy ruts that hardly qualified as a road. I could see the foot-shaped impressions in the matted brown grass of the center stripe where walkers had jumped over the ruts to avoid leaving clear prints. A stratified butte stood off to my left in the distance, a constant reminder of a long gone age when this land of sand and sun had been under the sea. The western horizon was ridged with the Ajo Mountain Range where Randall had led me to the second crime scene. In between, there was a whole lot of nothing. Pitchfork saguaros. A ribbon of mesquites and naked cottonwoods marked the passing of a vaporized stream. A ridge like the vertebrae of a skeletal snake from which cacti and yellow palo verdes grew. A glimmer ahead and to my left; a reflection of the sun from the manmade object I was sure was my destination.
 
   I watched it grow larger as we neared until it took form from the sand. It was a formerly white mobile home painted a mottled reddish-brown with dust. There were tumbleweeds tangled in the skirt. Piles of rocks marked where animals had tried to tunnel under it. The wooden front porch leaned toward the stairs leading up to it. An old television antenna dangled over the side by its wires. I could faintly see orange curtains through the dust on the windows.
 
   I coasted to a stop twenty feet from the front porch and waited for the dust to wash over the car from behind. We sat in silence with the engine idling. I studied the trailer home while he stared blankly out the passenger side window.
 
   “We used to live here together. Once upon a time. Just the two of us. Seems like so long ago now. I haven’t been out here in probably close to a year.”
 
   “He lives here alone now?”
 
   “Last I knew, anyway. Ever since my parents died and I moved into their house.”
 
   “Where did he live before that?”
 
   “Had a place in Why for a while. Another in Sells. Did a spell down in Lukeville. Across the border in Sonoyta. I don’t know exactly what he was looking for, but he never did find it.”
 
   “Why didn’t things work out with the Border Patrol?”
 
   “How long do you think any O’odham would last with a gang of thugs like that? They treat us like dogs. Worse. Like we’re somehow the enemy. Like it’s our fault these traffickers are abusing our land and forcing them to be out here protecting us. Like we’re weak for not protecting ourselves.”
 
   I nodded. What could I say?
 
   I opened my door and climbed out. The day was strangely quiet. I couldn’t hear a single car engine or airplane. No rustling of the breeze through the shrubs. It was as if the world itself had stopped turning.
 
   Roman closed his door and walked around the hood to join me.
 
   “You still have the key to that thing?”
 
   He patted the front pocket of his jeans in response.
 
   “Mind opening her up?”
 
   Had he declined, I could have obtained a search warrant without much difficulty. I also could have just kicked the door in, but I would have had a hard time explaining that with a witness standing right here next to me.
 
   He probably figured it was best to just open it up and be done with it. Or maybe he was curious himself. I suppose Frankenstein had been fascinated by the monster he had inadvertently created, too.
 
   Roman’s footsteps echoed from beneath the wooden stairs and porch. Rusted nails creaked in their moorings. The keys jingled as he found the right one and slid it into the lock. He turned the key until it made a clicking sound.  
 
   “Okay.” I drew my pistol. “Step away from the door.”
 
   He nodded and backed up against the railing. I knew there was no one inside, but that didn’t necessarily mean it was empty. I sighted down the Beretta, took hold of the latch with my left hand, threw open the door, ducked to the side, and pressed my back against the trailer.
 
   The door banged against the opposite side of the frame and shivered back toward me.
 
   No gunshots. No explosions. No shouting. No snakes. No nothing.
 
   Just a smell that told me no one had lived here in quite some time.
 
   It was dark inside, save for the thin strip of light that slanted across the room from the open doorway. My shadow stretched across carpet worn bare in spots and thick with dirt and dust. I eased cautiously across the threshold, leading with my pistol, and toggled the light switch with my elbow. Once. Then again.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Fortunately, I was becoming accustomed to this scenario and drew the Maglite from my pocket. I shined it backhanded into the room with my left, braced my right forearm on top of it, and advanced into the main room. 
 
   I took in my surroundings as quickly as possible.
 
   A half-wall to my right. Beveled rails. The kitchen beyond. Single doorway to my left. Bathroom. Hallway. Dark room at the very end. Bedroom. Doorway to the right of it. Presumably another bedroom. No sign of movement.
 
   Buzzing sound. Flies?
 
   The smell. Something rotting. Garbage, not decomposition. Spoiled food. 
 
   Definitely flies. Crawling on the refrigerator, swirling over the sink.
 
   Another step. A creak from the floorboards. I exhaled slowly to steady my nerves. Glanced back at Roman on the porch. Elder brother was the wild card. I didn’t like him behind me with the unknown ahead.
 
   The furniture: threadbare and old. Seventies-style fabric. Wood showing through the armrests. A recliner chair with broken springs. Coffee table; chipped lacquer, stained with rings. Television; dark, small. No pictures hanging on the faux wood paneling. Cobwebs draped from the ceiling, meeting at the broken light fixture. Back window, boarded and braced with an empty bookcase. 
 
   Another step. Creak. Hollow space below.
 
   Glance back. Roman still on the porch, nose crinkled. His expression: revulsion. Resignation.
 
   Turn back to the kitchen. Sweep the light. Patina of dust and grime on the table. Two chairs, duct-taped vinyl. Linoleum floor, orange and gold, peeled away from exposed, water-stained wood near the sink. Brimming with rusted pots. Two more steps. Roiling cloud of flies. Cupboard beneath open, overflowing trash can, the source of the smell. Cross into the kitchen, sight down my pistol from left to right. Clear. Cabinets closed; too small to hide inside anyway. Refrigerator—squeal—ugh. Rotten mold, cheese. A puddle of lettuce, fruit? Grape skeleton. Slam the door closed. Turn around.
 
   Roman standing in the main doorway, silhouetted against the brilliant daylight, hand over his mouth.
 
   Walk quickly across the living room. Kick in the half-bathroom door. Grime-stained sink. Toilet open. Cracked mirror. The door struck the inner wall, rebounded, closed again. Move on.
 
   Hallway. No pictures. Crevices in the ceiling. Broken fixture. Glass shards from the shattered bulb on the carpet. 
 
   Bedroom to the right. Boarded window. No bed. Bookcase in the corner. No books. Closet door, open. Empty. 
 
   Hallway again. Glance back. Roman in the entryway. Turn away. Two more steps. Kick in the main bathroom door. Plastic tub, cracked, ringed with grunge and rust. No head on the shower. No curtains or rings. Sink. Medicine cabinet, triangular shards of broken mirror lining the edges of the face, reflecting my flashlight beam. The smell? Christ. Nothing I want to see.
 
   Back out. Peek over my shoulder. Roman in the main room, looking around as though walking into an unfamiliar place.
 
   Master bedroom. Mattress on the floor. Stained. Crumpled sheet. Pillow, no case. Brown bottles. Scorpions skittered across the room toward the open closet, vanished into the shadows. Dark, imitation walnut paneling, chipped and faded. Crumpled plastic dropcloth in the corner. Black and crusted. Smell of rot. Not garbage this time. Decomp. Light fixture, gone. Nothing but wires. Spider webs; hairy occupants the size of my hand.
 
   Step into the room. 
 
   Creak. Creak.
 
   Stomp on the floor.
 
   Thoom.
 
   Hollow. 
 
   Glance back at Roman, his eyes awash in shadows, tears glistening on his cheeks.
 
   Creak. Creak.
 
   Chase away the darkness in the closet with my light.  
 
   Creak. Creak.
 
   Bare shelf. Two wire hangers on the rack. One plastic. Zero scorpions.
 
   Creak. Creak.
 
   Edge of carpet, curled up in the corner. Smell of decomp stronger.
 
   Creak. Creak.
 
   Glance back. Roman, out of sight. Damn it.
 
   Closet again. Stomp.
 
   Thoom.
 
   The floorboards shuddered underfoot. Stomp the curled carpet in the back corner. No crunching or squishing sounds. Grab the carpet, yank it back.
 
   The smell hit me so hard I had to cover my mouth and nose with the bend of my left elbow. A gap in the floorboards. Easy enough to slide to the side with my foot, exposing the dark area beneath the trailer and contained by the skirt. 
 
   I shined my light down there and the brown scorpions raced away, clicking and clacking.
 
   Even though I had a good idea of what I would find, I was unprepared for what I saw.
 
   “Christ...” 
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   I heard a creaking sound behind me, spun around, and nearly shot Roman right in the chest. 
 
   He shielded his eyes from the flashlight beam and I read it on his face. He knew what I had found. There was no surprise or alarm, merely a blank expression that told me everything I needed to know. This was a man whose worst fears had just been realized.
 
   “You knew about this but did nothing to stop it?”
 
   Roman shook his head.
 
   “I didn’t know. I just always suspected that there was something…wrong with him. Something broken inside of him that I couldn’t fix. I tried to be his father, tried to love him like a father is supposed to…”
 
   “He led you to the scene of the first crime, didn’t he? No one had found it, so he led you there. His own father. He led you there so you could discover his work and report it.”
 
   “We were hunting, same as always. He didn’t lead me anywhere. I just walked up on it. Saw it there…on my own…”
 
   “What could you possibly have been hunting out there in this godforsaken desert?”
 
   “Anything. Everything. Doves. Rattlesnakes. Coyotes. Jackrab—”
 
   “What about people? You ever hunt human beings out there?”
 
   “Never, God damn it!”
 
   “What’s the difference between actually doing it and turning a blind eye and allowing it to happen?”
 
   “I told you! I didn’t know!”
 
   “You’re his father! You should have known! You should have been able to stop him!”
 
   The expression on his face was one of sheer and unadulterated hatred.
 
   “What gives you the right?” 
 
   He stormed back down the hallway, his footsteps pounding on the hollow floor all the way into the main room and out onto the porch.
 
   I turned my attention back to the hole in the closet floor. The wood was aged where it had been cut. I didn’t know enough about the aging process of wood to estimate how long ago it had been sawed. Not that it really mattered in the grand scheme of things. I think I was just looking for any little thing I could find to postpone the inevitable. I’d never really had much direct interaction with scorpions, but it still wasn’t something I looked forward to experiencing. I could have happily lived my entire life without ever seeing one in person, let alone braving the living carpet of them crawling around beneath me in the darkness. At least they didn’t like my light. I was going to have to buy something nice for the agent from whom I had borrowed it. Right now, it was just about my favorite thing in the whole world.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I’m not hopelessly sentimental.
 
   I leaned over the edge and shined my light under the house once more. Only a few scorpions had crawled back out into the open, where I had hit them with my beam before, and they scuttled out of sight pretty much immediately. The desiccated carcasses of their brethren were scattered everywhere.
 
   I was really not looking forward to this. 
 
   I sat on the precipice and let my legs dangle. The heat and humidity wrapped around my ankles and feet like a wet blanket. It had been a while since anyone had opened this hatch to let it breathe, which definitely worked against me. The smell could have at least had the opportunity to dissipate a little. I pointed the beam directly beneath me, waited to make sure that nothing was going to come crawling or slithering out, then dropped down onto the dirt in a crouch. I shined the light in a circle around me as fast as I could to prevent being overrun. I could hear clicking and grinding sounds all around me in the darkness. Fortunately, whatever was making them seemed content enough to leave me be. That didn’t necessarily mean that I was comfortable crawling deeper under the house and away from the lone egress, but there was no other way I could examine what I had seen at the edge of the flashlight’s reach from above without actual physical proximity.
 
   Flies buzzed at the periphery of the beam above a dark hole in the ground. There were only a few of them. After all, there wasn’t much left for them to eat. The scorpions appeared to have consumed all of the flesh before turning on each other. The bones protruding from the pit were old. They’d been absolved of flesh long ago. All that remained now was a rust-colored discoloration and the black knots where the tendons had rotted from the inside out. If I were to wager a guess, those at the very top had to be at least six months old. Maybe more. I didn’t have any desire to dig down there through the remains to see how many there were or how old the ones at the bottom were. It was enough for me to know that there were so many, the majority still mostly articulated. By all appearances, the bodies seemed to have just been hauled down here in one piece and hurled into the hole. I saw no obvious signs of either acute or prolonged violence, no fractures that had yet to begin the process of healing. Nor did I see any rumpled plastic like I had in the bedroom above me. Only a sheet of warped plywood he must have used as a cover until the deep pit, which must have once seemed ambitious, started to overflow.
 
   I tried to picture the Coyote living a single floorboard away, while scorpions and snakes feasted on the decomposing flesh, while generations of flies lived and bred and died, only to be replaced by the maggots that picked up where they left off. Falling asleep on that stained mattress listening to the buzzing and clicking. Plotting how to get his next victim to hurl down into the stinking pit with the others. Why even bring them back here when he could simply leave them in the desert for the carrion birds? It was the only part of the act that felt even remotely intimate. There almost seemed to be a disconnect between Ban and his victims that I couldn’t quite explain, as though he hadn’t known them in life and had no desire to make the effort in death. Their bodies were refuse. He lived exclusively for the hunt. That was the only thing that mattered. So why was he now trying to send a message? What could he possibly have to say that would justify so much senseless killing?
 
   If he had kept trophies, he had obviously taken them with him to wherever he was now. There was nothing here; no mementos of any sort. This was now just an abandoned trailer in the middle of nowhere he had once used for the disposal of bodies. And he had obviously found a new home now, someplace where there were now the bodies of at least four victims to keep him company.
 
   All I had accomplished here was proving what I already suspected. He had been killing people out here for a long time and no one had been the wiser. How many other pits like this were out there? How many smiley faces had we already missed? For all I knew, the desert could be painted with them and the Coyote could be sitting around a pit the size of the Grand Canyon already nearly filled with corpses.
 
   I looked down at the tangled mass of bones, at the lives stripped of their humanity. Somewhere out there mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, and sons and daughters were lighting candles and saying prayers for the safe return of these poor souls, hoping that wherever they were they were happy and alive. Soon enough the truth would set in, if it hadn’t already. These were the lost and never-to-be-found. These were the forever unidentified. Even after this discovery was turned over to the locals, these remains would just be shuttled off to the Pima County Medical Examiner’s Office/Forensics Science Center to wait for eternity with the hundreds of others that were found in this very desert every year. Maybe a few of them would be identified from photographs loved ones sent to their various consulates, pictures of missing persons smiling their biggest smiles in hopes that such precious captured moments would suffice in lieu of dental records. This was the closing of the circle of life, down here in the darkness, where their ribcages now provided shelter for the very animals that had consumed their hearts.
 
   These people meant something to someone, whether or not they did to their killer. They had mattered. They still mattered.
 
   If only to me.
 
   I was the one upon whom they counted to bring their murderer to justice, or, failing at that, to avenge them.
 
   There was nothing more to be learned down here. I crawled toward the hole in the bedroom closet and climbed back up into the trailer. The front door was still standing open as I had left it. I stepped out under the blazing sun, for once grateful for the dryness of the heat.
 
   I stood on the decrepit porch and used my cell phone to anonymously report the trailer to the ME’s office directly to keep the call from being traced back to me too quickly. Between the Border Patrol and the FBI, there would be agents crawling all over this desert like ants at a picnic, but I still couldn’t fathom why that would be a positive development for the Coyote.
 
   I watched my father’s elder brother through the windshield of my car as I spoke. He had his face buried in his hands. I had to admit there was a part of me that wanted him to look up so I could see an expression of shame or remorse, maybe even regret, something to let me know that he recognized the evil he had brought into the world. Something other than the emotional distance he had already shown me, the same emotional distance I felt toward his son and him.
 
   My blood.
 
   My family.
 
   It frightened me how very much alike we were.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
   

 
 
    
 
   “Where’s his mother?”
 
   Neither of us had spoken since we left the trailer. I’d imagine both of us wanted to burn it down, but for different reasons.
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   I recognized his tone. It was the one he used to end a conversation. I truthfully didn’t care whether he wanted to talk or not, nor did I care if I pissed him off in the process. He wasn’t the only one who was in a vile mood.
 
   “She leave you? Is that it?”
 
   “You’re walking a thin line. Blood or not, you’re still an outsider here.”
 
   His cheeks flushed with anger, but he kept his eyes straight ahead, on the road. He was trying his best to keep his expression studiously neutral. I’d been doing this for so long that I could see the cracks forming before he even realized there was the possibility that they might. And the more he protested, the more I started to think that whatever happened to her had some bearing on what was happening here now.
 
   “Was that her in your bedroom? The pictures on the dresser?”
 
   His lips whitened as he tightened them against his teeth. I didn’t have to see his hands to know they were balled into fists.
 
   “There are some things that aren’t any of your business. Things that were never meant to be your business. You can run all over this reservation, saying and doing whatever you want, but this subject is off limits. Especially to you.” I slowed the car as we neared the turnoff for his driveway. The tactic was transparent. “Just let me out anywhere through here.”
 
   “Was it another man? Did she run off and leave you with the kid?”
 
   “Stop the car. Let me out.”
 
   “Did she recognize the fact that her own son was a monster, is that it?”
 
   “I’m warning you. I don’t care what kind of badge you carry.”
 
   “Did she sense the evil in him and decide she’d sooner—”
 
   I didn’t see the punch coming. I heard the crack, tasted copper on the back of my tongue, and the next thing I knew we were barreling through the desert, tearing up creosote and cacti and heading straight toward his house in a cloud of dust. I stomped the brake and the car skidded sideways to a halt. Before we were even fully stopped, Roman was climbing out the door.
 
   “She died,” he shouted through the closing door. I watched him walking away until he turned and pointed at me. I could barely hear him through the car door, but his expression alone would have sufficed. “Don’t you come back here again! Ever!”
 
   And with that, he vanished into the settling cloud of dust.
 
   I stretched my jaw and rubbed at the spot where he had belted me. His fist had connected with the curvature of my mandible, just beneath my right earlobe. I might have seen it coming in time if he’d swung with his right. It didn’t matter. I was man enough to admit that I’d had it coming. I knew I was pushing too hard and I’m sure my words had been barbed, but I was angry and I needed to take it out on someone. I know he wasn’t responsible for murdering those people, nor was he directly to blame for the actions of his son. I wanted to hurt him because he could have stopped Ban. He could have intervened before it ever reached this point. Maybe Ban could have even received help. As it stood now, if he wasn’t killed out here in the desert, he would end up riding a needle. Of course, after murdering a federal agent, he wouldn’t survive his first night in prison.
 
   I sat there a while longer, watching the dust settle like snow onto my windshield and hood. It turned the blazing sun an orangish color while the sky appeared to fill with ash. Finally, I reversed the car and backed toward to road, dragging branches and whole uprooted bushes with me. The scraping sounds that came from under the car made me grateful this was a pool car and not my personal vehicle. I backed right out onto the main road and stared at the trail of destruction I had left in my wake. The branches under the hood had nearly erased the tire tracks. There was a thought on the edge of my consciousness, like a tip-of-the-tongue kind of thing, but I couldn’t quite grasp it. Something about the way the brush marks obscured my trail struck a chord.
 
   It would come to me eventually. When I was ready.
 
   I put the car into drive and headed back toward town. The last shrub had just shaken loose from my undercarriage when the first Crown Vic blew past me in the opposite direction at close to ninety. Two more whipped past right behind it, so fast that the wind from their passage nearly buffeted my car onto the shoulder. The ME’s office must have called the Bureau first. I watched for brake lights in the rearview mirror, but none of them so much as slowed. I guess I should have been thankful for the desert camouflage that now disguised my vehicle.
 
   There was that elusive thought again, but I still couldn’t catch it.
 
   I focused again on the road. I had enjoyed spending time with my uncle so very much that I figured now would be a wonderful time to have a little chat with Chief Antone. Why waste a perfectly rotten mood on myself when I could share it with someone as deserving as the chief? I understood the hypocrisy of being angered by the fact that he was keeping information from me, but, damn it, I was a federal agent. It was in my job description.
 
   The police station looked pretty much the same as it had earlier, although things seemed to have calmed down in the interim. The aura of panic had faded to the more manageable bedlam I associated with most rural station houses. And still the chief’s cruiser was nowhere to be found. Maybe his absence was nothing out of the ordinary. Could have even been his day off for all I knew. Besides, tracking him down might not be such a terrible thing. It gave me the opportunity to see him in his element, or at least his element, whether he was in it at the time or not. There was something about him that still didn’t sit right with me.
 
   Who was I kidding? It was downright maddening.
 
   It took all of about thirty seconds to pull his home address from my computer. I was there in ten minutes flat. He lived in an old adobe home not unlike the one in which my father had been raised. It was the same color as the dust that trailed my car and apparently utilized the same repairman as the police station. The cracks in the adobe showed through the discolored patches from a hundred feet away as I turned down his dirt driveway. Brown juniper shrubs lined the rutted drive. A nopales cactus sagged to my right, the pads black and eroded. Generations of tumbleweeds had aggregated against a ramshackle picket fence enclosing what I assumed passed for a front yard, although it was little more than a rectangular slice of the same desert that stretched away from me to the distant horizon.
 
   I parked beside the fence and watched the curtains through the front windows while I waited for the dust to settle. I climbed out and walked toward the gate, which was ordinarily held closed by a frayed length of rope, but now clapped open and closed on the gentle breeze that had arisen from the southwest. The rusted hinges squealed when I opened it and passed through. The front porch was a faded wooden number that had been built over a crumbling concrete pad. The planter boxes on it contained potting soil that had dried to a pale gray and spilled through the cracks in the pottery. There was a cholla carcass beneath the window to my right, over which hung the bleached skull of a bull, and a dead row of sage along the fence line. Considering the cacti and shrubs grew naturally around here, it must have taken some doing to kill them off. The entire house gave the same impression of carefully tended decrepitude as the police station. 
 
   All except for the upper rim of the satellite dish I could barely see over the corner of the roof.
 
   I understood why the chief cultivated such an image for a police station servicing a largely impoverished tribe, especially when it came to dealing with external agencies, but I couldn’t come up with a single good reason why he would go to such lengths when it came to his personal domain, unless there was something inside that he was trying to hide.
 
   I knocked on the front door, which was about the most solid feature of the entire façade. I didn’t expect anyone to answer and wasn’t surprised when no one did. I peeked through the gaps between the curtains, which revealed nothing but the horizontal blinds behind them.
 
   I knocked again and waited.
 
   Antone had mentioned a twelve year-old granddaughter, but this house showed no indication that she lived here. He hadn’t said a word about a spouse or the child that had spawned the granddaughter or even if he or she had any siblings. I hadn’t thought to ask, primarily because I flat-out hadn’t cared at the time, but that knowledge would have served me well right about now. 
 
   I knocked again, harder this time.
 
   It didn’t look like anyone was home; however, the last thing I wanted to do was surprise a terrified housewife or latchkey kid and take a shotgun blast to the gut. Unfortunately, I just didn’t have the time to screw around. I didn’t know where Antone was and I really didn’t want to be inside his house when he returned.
 
   I stepped down from the porch, crossed the yard, and wandered around the side of the house. There were more dead junipers and a couple of dead pines with bark ravaged by beetles. The back of the house looked marginally better than the front. A bent aluminum screen door, without an actual screen, opened onto a small deck that contained a single lawn chair and a half-dozen empty ceramic planters. The chair was the anomaly. The metal still shined and the cushions were in good shape. There was little more than a patina of dust on them, which was easily enough brushed off before I sat down in the chief’s chair. Like the coffee maker at the station and the satellite dish, this was the indulgence that shattered the illusion. I imagined Antone sitting just as I was now, staring off to the west across the rolling desert to where the sun would set behind the distant mountains. A stratified ridge rose from the sand and creosote a couple of miles away. Beyond it, I could see the roofline of an outbuilding. Or at least what looked like the roof of a manmade structure from this distance. Two faint parallel tracks wound around the shrubs and cacti toward it.
 
   I stood again and rapped on the screen door. Thirty seconds later I had it propped against my back and was working the lock with my rakes. I knew what I was doing crossed a line. Anything I found inside—if there was anything to find—would technically be inadmissible in a court of law, but I wasn’t trying to make a case against the chief. Anything he might be doing that he shouldn’t be was surely small potatoes. He wasn’t the Coyote. I was certain of that, but I needed to know why he was investigating the natural underground formations at the same time the Coyote was using them to facilitate his killing spree. Like I said, I don’t believe in coincidence. The chief was definitely keeping something from me and hiding it behind the guise of helpfulness. 
 
   A rake pick is about the easiest tool to use when it comes to getting through any standard keyed lock in a hurry. It’s pretty much just a slim metal rod with a snake-shaped curvature at the end. The standard tumbler lock is composed of a series of spring-loaded mechanisms called pin stacks, each of which is made of two pins, one on top of the other, a key pin and a driver pin, respectively. When the properly cut key is inserted into the lock, the teeth create the right amount of tension on the key pins to force them upward until the bases of the driver pins align at what’s called the shear line. That’s the point where the lock disengages and the key can be turned to open the door. A rake essentially takes the place of the teeth of a key. All you have to do is run it back and forth inside the lock until you get all of the pins to “hang” at the shear line, apply a little tension, and…voila.
 
   The back door popped open, just a crack.
 
   I slid the sleeve of my windbreaker over my hand and used it to open the door. I went in fast and low, drawing my flashlight with one hand and my pistol with the other.
 
   No shotguns roared or terrified women screamed. There was no sound at all, save for the metronomic ticking of a clock deeper in the house. I waited for nearly a full minute, listening to the tick…tock…tick…tock while beads of sweat trickled down my spine between my shoulder blades, then started into the house.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
   

 
 
    
 
   I entered via a kitchen that smelled of black beans and peppers. I backhanded my flashlight, aligned it with the sightline of my Beretta, and examined my surroundings. The dishes in the sink had been rinsed but not washed. The counters were cluttered with random cooking utensils. My flashlight beam reflected from a stainless steel industrial coffee maker that ground the beans, drew the water directly from a tap connected to the sink, and brewed whole pots at a time, on demand. It probably cost more than the bulky old microwave and the avocado-colored refrigerator and stove set combined. There was a table buried under newspapers. Three of the four chairs were heaped with boxes of files.
 
   An arched doorway granted access to the great room. The curtains were not only drawn and blinded, but draped with heavy blankets so as not to admit a single ray of light, or, more likely, to prevent anyone outside from seeing what Antone was doing. The furniture had been shoved against the walls to clear space for a series of folding card tables in the middle of the room. They were plastered with maps. The very same maps I had viewed at the library, only these had been enlarged and laminated and were positively covered with markings from red and black grease pens and ringed with stains from the bottoms of mugs of coffee. There were circles and Xs and arrows and notes scribbled so hurriedly that I couldn’t decipher them. The television was an eighties model and the stereo had a record player. Both were buried under so much dust that I wondered if Antone even knew what they were. A Remington twelve gauge leaned in the corner behind the front door.
 
   I followed the hallway back toward the bedrooms. The walls were lined with framed pictures, just like Roman’s. They featured a much younger, and much thinner, version of Antone. I hardly recognized him. His facial expressions were genuine and transparent, not guarded and indecipherable as they were now. He had been happy; the lines on his face reflected laughter, not worry. And it was readily apparent that he loved both of the women in the pictures with him. One was presumably his wife, the other the daughter who carried parts of both of them in her face. Her mother’s long black hair and slender nose. Her father’s large dark eyes and once-prominent jaw. Her mother’s wide, toothy smile that showcased the upper gums. I watched her age backward as I walked, regressing from a young woman to a teen to a toddler. There was another picture at the end of the row, arranged almost as an afterthought, or perhaps, instead, to be interpreted as separate from the others. It was of the daughter and a child with her eyes, but the smile on her face was forced. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen and her youth conflicted with the weight she carried in the bags beneath her eyes. From there, the pictures metamorphosed into the granddaughter alone, but none of them beyond the age of four or five. If she was now twelve as Antone had said, then there was a good chunk of time missing, a good chunk of her life.
 
   The pictures on the opposite side ranged in age from pastel to manila and bronze to black and white. I recognized a little of Antone in some of the people, who were every bit as serious as my own lineage had been, although they didn’t seem to be featured with the same prominence. I didn’t know what to make of that. There was one picture in particular that caught my eye. It was offset from the others as though it bore some significance to whoever had hung it. There were two children, a boy and a girl, sitting astride a piebald horse on only a saddle blanket. I didn’t recognize Antone at first. He’d been a scrawny thing, even at what appeared to be eleven or twelve. The girl behind him was a few years younger and wore the kind of blissful smile only a young girl who had yet to be touched by the realities of life could wear. I recognized her immediately, even so far back through the prism of time. I had seen her before. With a much older Antone and in the face of her daughter. This was Antone’s wife. They’d been together in some form or fashion since before they were even teenagers. They’d perhaps even lived their entire lives together.
 
   I felt a great sense of sadness at that realization. It was obvious that she didn’t live here, and yet a part of her still haunted this place. The aura of loss seemed to radiate from the house itself.
 
   A wife who wasn’t around anymore. A daughter who no longer sent pictures, even of her child. A man for whom their absence was a palpable entity within his home, a man with a secret that involved the hidden geological world beneath the desert. A man who appeared to be singlehandedly trying to keep Folgers in business.
 
   There was something here. I could feel it. Something that played a role in the chief’s involvement in this case.
 
   I nodded to myself and resumed my search.
 
   The bathroom off the hallway smelled of ammonia and the shower curtain was opaque with mildew. I drew it aside to reveal a freestanding tub with a ring of grime and rust. There was a shaving kit and a lone towel that looked like it had already been subjected to several uses. I opened the medicine cabinet and glanced at the contents. A crumpled tube of toothpaste and a flattened brush. Deodorant and cologne. A shelf full of bottles and prescriptions: acetaminophen, ibuprofen, amoxicillin, terbinafine, sertraline, onabotulinumtoxinA, lorazepam, ondansetron, loperamide. There was even a bottle of Anacin, which I didn’t even realize was still on the market. The top shelf was reserved for another toothbrush, a hairbrush, a bottle of perfume, and an ornamental jar of what appeared to be potpourri. It had to be Antone’s wife’s shelf, although a woman utilizing a shelf she would need a ladder to reach seemed more than a little impractical. I closed the cabinet and moved on down the hallway.
 
   I opened the door to the smaller of the two bedrooms, which was a dusty homage of sorts to the daughter. It looked as though she had just walked out of it one day and never returned, but her parents had left it in precisely the same condition in case she decided to return and resume the life she had abandoned. There was a sadness to it that suggested an element of guilt and a desperate kind of hope to which it was almost hard to bear witness. I closed the door again and followed my flashlight beam into the final bedroom.
 
   The master was another shrine, this one to the woman I recognized as Antone’s wife from the pictures in the hallway. Her portrait was framed with dark wood that had been hand-carved into an intricate flowered pattern, which must have taken countless hours to complete, and draped with red velvet sashes. It rested on a small table in the corner in a half-circle of white candles in glass holders. Dried flowers adorned the walls surrounding it, beside which several newspaper articles had been tacked. They were a part of the display, and yet ultimately apart from it. The kind of discordant arrangement one could only associate with a law enforcement officer, and one who bore the weight of the words. The clippings were crumpled and yellowed and at odds with the elegance of the shrine. 
 
   I rounded a bed that didn’t appear to have been slept in for quite some time and stepped over a mess of dirty clothes on my way across the room. My light illuminated the face of a woman who hadn’t aged beyond her early fifties. Her eyes were bright and carefree, her smile completely lacking any kind of self-consciousness. The lines on her face suggested that the expression hadn’t been feigned for the camera. That was just who she was. A woman who envisioned a future beyond the horizon, one with a husband with whom she had been in love since she was just a child. Not one that could be summarized in a handful of paragraphs by a woman who had never even known her.
 
 
   Desert pursuit turns deadly
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Sandra Talbot, Arizona Daily Star
 
   TUCSON — A local woman was involved in a collision with a truck being pursued by a Border Patrol vehicle after allegedly running a checkpoint on I-86. Eyewitness accounts suggest the truck, a newer-model Ford F-250, was traveling at great speeds across the open desert when it launched from the shoulder and struck a Nissan Sentra traveling westbound on the interstate. The driver of the Sentra, Eloise Maria Antone, was airlifted to the University of Arizona Medical Center in Tucson, where she was pronounced dead on arrival.
 
   The driver of the truck, Ignacio Mendez, a Mexican national wanted on trafficking charges in Texas, was also admitted to the UMC with various injuries, purportedly of a non-critical nature. 
 
   Following his treatment and release, he will be remanded into the custody of agents from the Department of Homeland Security and transported to the Central Arizona Correctional Facility, where he will await the filing of formal charges and subsequent hearings.
 
   According to a press release issued by the DHS, the truck driven by Mr. Mendez contained more than thirty bricks of marijuana with an estimated street value of nearly three-quarters of a million dollars. The bricks had been welded inside the frame of the vehicle beneath the rear seats of the extended cab.
 
   “This marks another small victory in the war against the cartels,” said Supervisory Border Patrol Agent Neil Rivera of Ajo Station. “Although I think we can all agree that the price we paid in this instance was too high. No loss of American life is acceptable.”
 
   Mrs. Antone, 52, a former tribal councilwoman and professor at the Tohono O’odham Community College, is already the twelfth civilian casualty in the war on drugs this year in Arizona alone. She was a lifelong resident of the former Papago Indian Reservation, a two-term Vice-Chairwoman of the Sells District, and author of scholarly works about the history of the Tohono O’odham and the Hohokam peoples. She is survived by her husband Raymond Antone, an officer with the tribal police, and a daughter and granddaughter.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   
 
 
   The other articles were the standard follow-ups. Human interest pieces featuring Antone’s wife, the agent—whose name was withheld, for obvious reasons, at the request of the DHS— who had been chasing the truck that took her life, the impact on the reservation as a whole, and one article with a quote from Antone himself, then a mere officer yet to assume the mantle of chief.
 
   “This is our daily reality down here. The rest of the country needs to be made aware of the war being fought on American soil. The cartels must be stopped and held accountable for their crimes, whatever the cost. Even if I have to do so by myself.”
 
   They were the words of a man obsessed, or maybe possessed was a better word. Antone had taken on a mission, a crusade against an enemy that washed across his native homeland on a tide of humanity. I knew a thing or two about obsessions. They were the kind of all-consuming passions that could ultimately lead to a downward spiral of self-destruction. A man could become so consumed that he forgets about the things in his life that matter most. He forgets about the grieving daughter in his pursuit of the forces that robbed them both of her mother. He forsakes sleep for caffeine in order to extend the hours of productivity in the day. He allows his property to become a shambles for there’s no time to tend to it, if he even notices its deterioration. He decides to strike at the enemy by searching the underground caves the traffickers use to store their caches of drugs and firearms, which places him in the mountains at night…
 
   Smack-dab in the middle of the Coyote’s hunting grounds.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
   

 
 
    
 
   I sprinted back into the main room and shined my light on the maps. I needed to figure out where Antone had gone last night. The topographical map appeared to be the central focus of the arrangement. The markings on it were clustered in wavy lines running from north to south, following the course of the mountains. It didn’t take long to figure out Antone’s system. He utilized the various Landsat sonographic maps to find the underground caves, compared them to the three-dimensional elevation models, then charted them on the topographical map. The locations of the caves were marked with black circles. Those he had apparently already investigated were crossed out with large Xs. Some were red, others black. Beside the red ones were numbers and abbreviations scribbled in a hand I couldn’t easily read and didn’t have the time to waste trying. Right now I was of singular purpose.
 
   I needed to find Antone.
 
   There didn’t appear to be any rhyme or reason to his approach. Maybe he was following hunches or tracking the known movement of drugs. Maybe he was evaluating the features based solely on size. I didn’t have the slightest clue. But I did have a very bad feeling about this.
 
   Antone obviously hadn’t come home last night, nor had he gone to work this morning. Based on what I had witnessed at the station, I was also reasonably confident that he hadn’t called in either. I already knew that the Coyote had been in the Baboquivari Mountains last night and I was willing to gamble that he was still somewhere up there. I don’t believe he would have attempted to cross the open desert with the corpse of a Border Patrol agent while his fellow officers were converging from all points on the compass. There simply hadn’t been time. No, he was still up there somewhere, and if Antone had come into contact with him, he had done so up there in the Baboquivaris.
 
   I narrowed my search to the north-south stripe of circles to the east of Sells and the south of I-86, which cut across the reservation from Why to Tucson. There had to be a dozen circles already, seven of them crossed out in black, four of them in red. 
 
   And one that had yet to be crossed out one way or the other.
 
   I grabbed the corner of the map, tore the whole thing off the table, and blew through the house. The screen door banged from the back of the house as I burst from the kitchen, hurdled the porch railing, and dashed around the side toward the driveway. I was in the Crown Vic and screaming backward in a cloud of dust toward the main road in a matter of seconds. I nearly shot right across it before cranking the wheel, pinning the gas, and rocketing to the east.
 
   My best guess was that I was about twenty-five minutes out if I really pushed it. From there, it was still going to take time to pick my way up into the hills and find the entrance to the underground cave. I could only hope that the larger features Antone was investigating would be easier to find than the ones the Coyote had been using, which thus far had apparently been too small to warrant Antone’s scrutiny. Regardless, if there was a chance that Antone was still alive somewhere up there, I was going to need any and all of the help I could get, damn the consequences.
 
   I grabbed my cell phone and called the police station. Officer Olivia Benally answered before the second ring in a panicked voice that confirmed my suspicions. I had just identified myself and started to express  my concerns when she interrupted me.
 
   “They found the chief’s cruiser.”
 
   “What? Who did?”
 
   “Ajo Station called maybe twenty minutes ago. One of their agents came across the chief’s car abandoned out off the Malvado Drag near Diaz Peak. There was…there was—” She nearly lost it before blowing out a long exhalation to compose himself. “There was blood inside the car.”
 
   “Diaz Peak? Isn’t that in the Ajo Range? That can’t be right. There’s no way—”
 
   “Look. I told you everything I know. Louis is on his way out there now and I have to coordinate things from my end while running the entire department by myself. If you want anything more, you’re going to have to call Ajo.”
 
   She hung up on me, but there was nothing more to say anyway. Everything about this situation was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. I clicked on my scanner and it exploded with voices, so many I couldn’t immediately pick out a single identifiable thread, but there was no mistaking the rage that crackled from the voices of the agents and the grim determination with which the dispatchers directed them. I imagined the majority of these agents were the same ones who had been up all night scouring the desert and were now running on anger and adrenaline fumes. They wanted the man who killed their brother-in-arms, and they wanted him all to themselves before any outside agency could intervene.
 
   I slowed the car and pulled to the side of the gravel road. The Baboquivari Mountains rose ahead of me through the front windshield. I glanced up at the rearview mirror. Nothing but seamless desert all the way to the horizon, beyond which I could imagine Blackhawks thupping over rugged hills crawling with agents on ATVs and on foot. Two different mountain ranges on totally opposite sides of the reservation. 
 
   The engine ticked as the dust washed over the car from behind and settled onto the hood.
 
   The radio chatter was frenetic. Every agent within a hundred miles must have converged upon the area when Antone’s car was discovered with blood in the interior. You could probably drive a convoy of semis bursting with drugs straight through the heart of the reservation and no one would notice or care.
 
   I peered again through the sheen of dust on the windshield, then up at the rearview mirror. There was no sign of movement as far as I could see in either direction.
 
   I had been certain that the Coyote was still in the Baboquivaris and the map on the passenger seat beside me all but confirmed that Antone had gone up there, as well. Curse Antone and his infernal signal jammer or every move he had made during the night would have been documented by the Oscars.
 
   Windshield.
 
   Rearview mirror.
 
   Windshield again.
 
   My left foot tapped restlessly on the floorboard.
 
   Show’em the left and bring the right.
 
   Windshield.
 
   Rearview mirror.
 
   Windshield again.
 
   I looked down at the laminated map beside me, then toward the point where the Baboquivaris merged into the southeastern horizon, not far past the top hat-rock of Baboquivari Peak itself.
 
   The voices from the scanner provided a ruckus that made it nearly impossible to think.
 
   Windshield.
 
   Rearview mirror.
 
   Windshield again.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   Before I even realized I had reached a decision, I was speeding straight ahead with the Baboquivari Mountains growing larger in front of me by the second.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
   

 
 
    
 
   It felt like it took me forever to find the right spot. Not because I couldn’t read the topographical map, but rather due to the challenge of selecting the right east-west drag to get me there. I had turned down several that necessitated U-turns while I navigated the desert with my eyes glued to the proper arrangement of peaks and valleys. When I did finally follow the correct route, it led me straight up into the foothills to a rutted road that guided me on a circuitous course even higher, until the terrain became more than the Crown Vic could overcome and I was forced to coast backward to a point where I could park in a copse of ironwood trees. The canopy might have offered shade, but it did little to spare me from the heat. The moment I killed the engine and the AC stopped blowing, the heat closed around me like a fist. 
 
   I tucked a bottle of water into either pocket of my windbreaker, rolled up the map, and donned my cap to keep the sun out of my eyes. I was already sweating through my shirt when I climbed out of the car and looked uphill toward the rugged peaks lined with cacti and palo verdes, which grew straight from the scree and steep escarpments that would dictate my path.
 
   I took a long pull from the first bottle and pocketed it again. It had to be well over a hundred, but at least there was a breeze blowing at my back. I debated taking off my jacket. My skin was dark enough that it didn’t immediately burn; however, the lightweight fabric allowed for a small amount of convective cooling from my sweat that I wasn’t ready to sacrifice. 
 
   There was still the distinct possibility that my hunch was wrong and I had consigned myself to a wild goose chase. I guess there was only one way to find out for sure. I was only a few feet from my car when I saw fresh tire treads in the dirt. Someone had recently parked here. Someone whose car was limited by a clearance and suspension similar to my own. The vehicle had tires of similar width, too.
 
   I knelt and studied the ground. There was a circular smudge from the toe of a shoe where someone would have stood and pivoted on one foot in the process of sitting down in the driver’s seat. The pressure had rolled over a pebble that revealed a crescent of dirt that was slightly darker than the rest around it. The print had been made before sunrise, but not my much.
 
   And it was the only one.
 
   At least I knew I was in the right place. The rest of the footprints had been erased in a circle around where the vehicle had been parked as though with a leaf blower, just like I had seen at the third crime scene. I didn’t have to look far to find where the air-swept path led upward toward a crest of rock shaped like the bow of a ship breaking through the mountainside.
 
   And now I had a decision to make. I could either call this in and attempt to convince a highly motivated army of Border Patrol agents that they were looking in the wrong place or I could strike off and risk any number of bad outcomes on my own. Regardless, if my assessment of the situation was correct, Antone was already dead.  
 
   I stared uphill for a long moment before I finally started walking. I didn’t even glance back at my car, where the scanner still rested in the charger on the console. I was on my own. As I had always been meant to be.
 
   The lack-of-tracks trail guided me only so far before vanishing, although I could still see the occasional signs of recent passage in the slightly matted clumps of wild grasses and in the bent and broken branches of the palo verdes. The only thing I could tell with any kind of certainty was that whoever had returned to the vehicle and driven it away hadn’t been dragging a makeshift travois as he had in the past. The placement of the footsteps was cautious, but not overly so. As though whoever left them had no objection to someone following his trail if they were good enough to find it, and yet at the same time was careful enough not to leave a single track with enough definition that it could later be identified and matched to him. I found this interesting and somewhat unnerving. I could only assume that suggested the killer intended to walk free when all was said and done, which was either a symptom of an overdeveloped ego or implied a different kind of resolution to the endgame than I envisioned.
 
   I paused whenever I found anything resembling shade and drank from the rapidly warming water. It’s amazing how quickly your body temperature rises in response to the environment. I was in good physical shape, but I could barely go a quarter-mile without starting to feel like I was sweating out more fluid than I was retaining. I couldn’t imagine the prospect of attempting to cross forty miles of desert in extremes like this. I think I would have rather taken my chances swimming across the entire Gulf of Mexico.
 
   At least I was working my way up into sharp valleys that appeared to be deep enough to offer some respite from the merciless sun. I did appreciate the fact that the rattlesnakes clung to the cover of the shrubs and were kind enough to warn me when I got too close. I was starting to get used to them, anyway. I didn’t mind them nearly as much when they weren’t striking at my face.
 
   I picked up the trail at the mouth of a red-rock canyon barely eight feet wide before losing it altogether. It was more of a crevice than a canyon really, like the two neighboring mountains were in a constant state of flux, moving apart in increments of inches per century. The uneven ground offered bare stone upon which to tread without leaving a print, at least not one that I could detect. If I was correct, I was nearing the destination Antone had marked on his map. The biggest foreseeable problem was that I was still going to have to find the entrance to the cave. And this arroyo formed a perfect bottleneck, the kind for which the Coyote had already shown a fondness.
 
   I drew my pistol and waited. A hawk cried as it circled over the foothills behind me. A sudden gust of wind caused pebbles to trickle down the rock walls from somewhere above.
 
   I dropped the map on the ground and unrolled it with my foot. Yeah, I was in the right place. Somewhere on the far eastern side of this gully. I nudged a rock onto the map to hold it in place and advanced cautiously in a shooter’s stance.
 
   The air in the arroyo was perfectly still. A feather would have fallen like a lead weight. The sound of my breathing echoed back at me from the narrowing walls. A ribbon of sand navigated the rocks underfoot where seasonal dribbles flowed. I was starting to think that I had chosen the wrong route. The rock walls constricted and it almost looked like the passage terminated in front of me. I was nearly to the terminus when I recognized it for what it was: a sharp bend to the right. Branches and random detritus had accumulated in the junction. I was just about to step over them so I could peek around the corner to my right when I heard a sound.
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks and listened as hard as I could.
 
   It sounded like waves washing against a beach, a slow repetitive shushing sound, but that obviously couldn’t be the case. Considering the complete absence of airflow, it couldn’t be the wind either. I thought about the rattle-less diamondbacks and ruled them out just as quickly.
 
   Gravel skittered down the stone wall to my left. I glanced up to see a buzzard perched on a pinnacle of rock, staring down at me. It stretched its wings and settled in. I took its presence as a bad sign of what was around the corner, rather than an indication of what Mother Nature thought of my chances.
 
   I wasn’t accomplishing anything by standing still.
 
   I ducked and went around the bend in a crouch. My Beretta preceded me into a widened section that functioned as the junction of two more arroyos. 
 
   The shushing sound grew louder, but I still couldn’t identify it any more than I could divine its origin.
 
   It grew louder still as I advanced, alternately scanning the area ahead of me and the canyon walls above for any sign of movement. Another fat black vulture alighted on a cholla skeleton thirty feet up to my right and tracked me with its beady eyes all the way to the fork. The branch to my left led toward the sunlight, where the rock walls petered to sandy hills bristling with cacti and yuccas. The branch to the right led into deeper shadows, at the far end of which I could see a bright sliver of sunlight where it opened onto the eastern slope. The sound was definitely coming from that direction.
 
   I tried to picture Antone walking up here alone under the glow of the moon. A coyote howling in the distance. The faint thupp-thupp-thupp of helicopter blades to the north from the scene of a crime he had no idea had been committed. The scuffing sound of gravel underfoot. A notebook page of scribbled directions in his hand. Or maybe a GPS unit. This wasn’t a blind walk for him. He had some idea where he was going; this was just the most direct route. 
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhhrr.
 
   I pressed onward, wary of my surroundings. The light of the opening at the far end became larger with each step, limning the rugged rock walls a pale gray. Another buzzard watched me from its perch on a jagged ledge high above me, a black silhouette against the sky.
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   I finally smelled what had drawn the vultures. Faint, but impossible to miss if you were familiar with the scent. Simultaneously biological and metallic. A sickly taste on the back of the tongue as much as a smell, one that told me something terrible had happened here.
 
   It was blood.
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   The world around me lightened by degree. The smell intensified. The air started to flow. Sweat rolled down my neck and back. I had to readjust my grip on my pistol.
 
   The dirt beneath my feet softened several feet from the outlet. I risked a glance down and saw amoeboid splotches of mud that would have already been completely dry were it not for the shadows. To my right, an arterial spatter had ascended the canyon wall nearly to the top. Another led out into the sunlight where it dotted a palo verde like little red berries. It was almost a relief to step out into the open again. Ahead of me, the foothills led downward to the stretch of desert that passed through New Mexico on the way to Texas, beyond the horizon.
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   Louder now.
 
   This was where the Coyote had waited, just out of sight, for Antone to reach the end of the arroyo. I turned around and looked back in the direction from which I had come. He had stood to my right with his back against the escarpment, hidden from view by a thick saguaro. He had listened to Antone’s heavy tread approaching until he was scant feet away and then made his move. 
 
   Antone had never stood a chance. 
 
   The attack had come directly at him. No time to retreat. No time to draw his sidearm. No time even to raise his arms in his defense. A slash across the throat from right to left, backhanded, by someone with considerable skill with a knife. And considerable strength. 
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   I looked up and to my left. The sound was coming from somewhere up there, above where the twenty-foot cliff terminated and the dirt and weeds and cacti resumed. A vulture perched on top of a rock formation shaped like a plow blade, beneath which I could see a dark orifice. Something small and metallic reflected the sun from the opening.
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   It wasn’t until I looked closer at the rock face to determine the best way to scale it that I saw what the Coyote had painted on it.
 
    [image: ManImage5 copy.jpg] 
 
   Comprehension struck me a physical blow, nearly driving me to my knees. I had been wrong about everything. This wasn’t a stylized smiley face. It didn’t incorporate any native symbology. This was something else entirely and I had absolutely no clue what it meant.
 
   Sshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuusshhuuhrr.
 
   As I stood there, dumbly staring at the design presumably painted in the blood of a man I both liked and respected, my mind rationalized the sound. It wasn’t waves or the wind or a shushing sound. It was a voice. A man’s voice repeating the same words over and over in a continuous loop.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
   

 
 
    
 
   I remember a time when I was maybe eight or nine. We were living in family housing on some base or other. Maybe Travis AFB in California. They all looked alike. Anyway, we had mice, and anything that entered our home uninvited was treated like an invading army. My father took it as a personal challenge to eradicate whatever pest dare violate the sanctity of his domain. My mother and I were happy enough to be party to the utter annihilation of spiders and earwigs and roaches and ants. My mother never really had a problem with his war on rats, either. I think it was because of their strangely fleshy tails, but it could just as easily have been their sordid history of spreading diseases like the black plague. But mice were a different story. Maybe it was their size or the fact that they had such cute, fuzzy little faces. I don’t know. All I remember was walking into the kitchen one day in my pajamas and Spider-Man slippers to find her kneeling on the floor in front of the open cupboard beneath the sink where we kept the trash can.
 
   She didn’t hear me until I was right behind her. When she turned, she had tears in her eyes and I couldn’t quite understand why, until she pulled me close and hugged me and I saw the little gray mouse snared in the trap. The wire rim had snapped down squarely on its face, all but separating the body from the whiskered snout and hooked yellow teeth that pointed in an entirely different direction than they were supposed to. The rear legs were stiff and held the hind quarters upright, as though it had tried to find the leverage to yank its head out. There was a puddle of urine underneath it, dotted with two small black pellets. A third poked halfway out of its rear end beneath its tail.
 
   At the time, I didn’t comprehend why it bothered her so much unless she was just grossed out by the fact the she was going to have to touch it. I mean, I had been watching my father set and bait the traps every night and this kind of felt like a respectable victory in an ongoing war. I remember asking her what was wrong, or maybe why she was crying.
 
   “Because I’m sad.”
 
   “You wanted to keep the mouse?”
 
   “No, honey, but I didn’t want it to go out like that.”
 
   “You mean in the trash?”
 
   She smiled despite the tears and ruffled my hair. 
 
   “Silly boy. In a trap like…that.”
 
   I remember looking at the mechanism, at the point where the metal had snapped nearly clean through its skull, at the gob of peanut butter that had flipped off of the pressure lever.
 
   “It must have really wanted that peanut butter. It knew it was a trap and it still stuck its head right in. Why would it do that?”
 
   I wish I could recall her answer, because right about now I felt a whole lot like that mouse must have as I stared down into the hole in the earth with the digital recording playing over and over in front of me.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   ‘Bout time you got here.
 
   It was the same model of recorder the Coyote had used before. There was blood smeared on the casing. The digital readout indicated there was only one recording and the two arrows forming a circle confirmed it had been looped.
 
   Five words. Five ordinarily innocuous words delivered in a mocking tone by a man I hadn’t even known existed three days ago, but one who had kindled the fires of hatred for me every day of his life. Why didn’t he just come at me and be done with it? What could he possibly hope to gain? To prove he’s better than me? To show me up in the media on a national stage? Those are some stupid reasons for so much death. There had to be more to it than that, something that was staring me right in the face.
 
   And that damn painting on the wall below me…what the hell was that supposed to be anyway? 
 
   I grabbed the recorder and hurled it out across the desert. Probably not the smartest move from an investigative standpoint, but it did make me feel a little better hearing his voice plummeting into the valley below.
 
   The opening itself was natural and had obviously been here since these mountains first reared up from the sea. There were scuff marks where a large rock had been repeatedly dragged in front of and away from the orifice. I assumed it was somewhere down the mountainside now that it was no longer needed. I clicked on the Maglite and directed the beam into the darkness. A series of irregular ledges led down to a point where the light diffused into the shadows.
 
   I thought of the mouse again, with its skull snapped in half and its jaw askew, as I ducked my head and crawled inside.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I’m not paying attention to life’s little lessons.
 
   The first thing that hit me was the smell. Or the lack of the nauseating stench of death, to be precise. Not that it smelled wonderful, mind you. It smelled pretty much like any other cave: dank, earthy, and maybe a little like body odor, but, believe you me, I wasn’t complaining. It allowed me to focus my senses on the main goal of keeping myself alive. I couldn’t afford to work under the assumption that there was no one inside, despite what all of my instincts told me. That didn’t preclude the possibility of springing some kind of trap, though. For all I knew, the entire cave could be slithering with diamondbacks without rattles or worse, although I had a hard time imagining anything worse than that. Not to jinx myself, anyway. 
 
   Maneuvering myself into a position where I could lower myself from one ledge to the next while still keeping the flashlight trained below me took some doing. The temperature dropped rapidly as I descended. I could feel the sweat cooling on my skin, raising goose bumps. It was both an uncomfortable and divine sensation.
 
   When I finally reached the bottom, I was relieved to find nothing nasty already coiled and waiting to strike me. I stood in place for several minutes without moving, turning my beam and gun in unison from one side of the cave to the other. It reminded me a lot of Carlsbad Caverns just across the state line from here in New Mexico, only on a much smaller scale. The ground and the walls were smooth, seemingly polished by the great ocean as it receded millennia ago. Stalactites pointed down from the low ceiling like fangs, while stalagmites with the texture of melted wax rose against them. Petroglyphs had been carved into just about every available surface so long ago that minerals had accreted over them, preserving them behind a layer of semi-opaque limestone. I could hear condensation dripping from somewhere ahead of me beyond the light’s reach.
 
   I advanced slowly, placing each footfall carefully and silently, listening for even the slightest sound that might betray whatever trap awaited me. My pulse thundered in my ears and I had to consciously regulate my breathing. The conical features cast long shadows that moved in the opposite direction, as though trying to sneak around behind me, toying with my peripheral vision. The cave terminated ahead of me and I was forced to pause to evaluate my situation. I turned in a complete circle. Nothing. The only sounds were my breathing and the occasional plinking sound of leached minerals dripping from the ceiling. I smelled damp earth and an almost electrical scent I associated with the aftermath of a rainstorm, but that was—
 
   Wait.
 
   I inhaled slowly through my nose. It was faint, sure, but once I latched onto it, there was no mistaking it.
 
   Kerosene.
 
   I switched off my flashlight and the darkness swarmed around me. It was so dense it was almost suffocating, all except for a wan glow coming from a circular hole in the wall to my right, near the ground. I approached cautiously and lowered myself to all fours in order to see through the opening. It was a chute, maybe a dozen feet long. At the far end I could see the hint of the floor and the far wall flickering in the lantern light.
 
   I was getting accustomed to squeezing through tight places like this. I couldn’t help but make a Freudian connection to childbirth, which definitely seemed to fit with the whole scenario based on the way Roman reacted every time I asked about Ban’s mother. There was something of importance there that I would eventually have to figure out, if only for myself and after the fact. I was closing in on him now and we both knew it. This was the start of whatever endgame the Coyote had in store for me.
 
   It was a game I would not lose.
 
   I squirmed through the smooth chute and into the smaller adjoining cave. While the framework had been nature’s doing, the renovations had mankind written all over them. The stalactites and stalagmites had been shattered to jagged nubs by what I assumed to be a sledgehammer and swept somewhere outside of this chamber. A fine coating of the grainy residue glittered on the floor and prodded my hands and knees when I pushed myself up to my feet. I clicked on my flashlight to augment the kerosene lantern sitting on the ground to my right and used it to survey my surroundings.
 
   I cleared the room down the barrel of my Beretta as fast as I possibly could.
 
   There was a sleeping bag against the rounded wall to my left on top of what looked like a makeshift mattress made of a bed sheet stuffed with straw. Both were filthy. There was a small electric stove that had obviously seen better days beside a compact portable generator reminiscent of a lawn mower engine. Lights in little silver domes dangled from the ceiling by eye-hooks, their cords run around the stalactite nubs to an extension cord that trailed down the wall to the generator. There was an old HP inkjet printer behind it. I assumed that must have also been where he plugged in his laptop and police-band scanner and whatever else he used to monitor his tripwire beacons and the comings and goings of law enforcement agents and whatever various details I hadn’t even uncovered yet.
 
   He actually lived somewhere else, though. Or at least he must have until recently. There was no way he could have maintained the charade of his daily life from here. There were no clothes. No shower or bath. He was maintaining a residence somewhere else and I simply hadn’t found it yet. This was just his den. His lair. I could only speculate as to why he had chosen to reveal it to me.
 
   Until I turned around.
 
   My mouth went dry and I had to remind myself to breathe.
 
   Sociopaths tended to keep trophies or talismans they could return to again and again to remind them of the feeling they experienced in that penultimate moment of ecstasy, when they satiated the bloodthirsty demon inside of them. The kind of thing they could hold in their hands, stroke with their fingertips, caress with their lips. Something they could cling to when the demon started to rise from the depths, to drive it back down temporarily, until they were again in a position to give it what it craved.
 
   This was where he kept his talismans, and judging by the looks of it, he’d been coming here for a long, long time. His was a demon as twisted as any I had encountered, but everything around me suggested that it had been tamed. The man was in control of the demon. There were no signs of dissociation, nothing to imply even a momentary loss of control. This was the lair of a man who had embraced his demon. No…
 
   This was the lair of a man who had become his demon.
 
   And it scared the living hell out of me.
 
   I speak of endgames, but there’s nothing even remotely amusing about this to him. This wasn’t a game.
 
   This was his life’s work.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
   

 
 
    
 
   There were pictures. Hundreds of them. Pinned to a patchwork wall of plywood sheets. Lined up in floor-to-ceiling rows that had to be a good six feet wide. The ones on the left were faded and yellowed Polaroid instant pictures, which metamorphosed into crisper shots with finer detail to digital photographs printed on photo paper and laminated to preserve them. I couldn’t see the subjects of the photographs. Not immediately, anyway. Not until I brushed aside the tufts of hair connected to the desiccated clumps of scalp that had been pinned to them. The majority of the strands were thick and black. Some still bore the luster of life, while others had dried to the brittle consistency of straw. Some were short, others several feet long. A couple dozen were blonde, mostly bottled, others brown or ginger. Others still were completely bald. The skin had shriveled, tightening the follicles and forcing some of the hairs to stand erect. 
 
   I really loathed the prospect of brushing the hair of the deceased away from the pictures in order to see them, but I didn’t have much of a choice. Hair itself is composed of dead skin cells and keratin. Even the most beautiful locks are essentially little different than the skin shed from an old man’s feet. They’re just ropes of dead cells clinging to our heads. Evolutionarily speaking, their function is to keep us warm. In the more practical sense, they’re styled to make us look good and attract the opposite sex. You don’t run your fingers through a woman’s hair and marvel at just how silky she managed to make her ropes of dead cells; you marvel at how it bounces with life when she moves, or how stunning she looks when it falls across her eye or sticks to the lipstick at the corner of her mouth. It is a part of her beauty. Her life. And yet these hairs somehow felt dead, as though whatever magic animated them had been rubbed off between the fingers of a killer who took them down from his trophy wall from time to time to stare into the faces of his victims while he caressed their hair and remembered how he felt while he was robbing the world of the promise of lives unfulfilled.
 
   Faces. That was all the pictures showed. Faces, and maybe a little of the shoulders. Mostly taken at night, which caused the flash to wash out the skin tone. Close-ups of men and women alike, lying on their backs on dirt and rocks, their faces speckled and spattered and smeared with blood. Expressions of surprise and terror and pain were forever memorialized on their faces. Most were young, yet some were old enough to be gray. Some mouths were open. Others closed. Some were handsome or beautiful, others plain or downright homely. Some were fat, others gaunt. There was no one physical trait common to all of them, no pattern other than the fact that every one of these people had walked out into the open desert in search of the American Dream and found only a demon waiting for them. And now they would be forever linked together, thanks to this wall where they all now shared a single common trait. Mexicans and Guatemalans and El Salvadorans and Hondurans and Dominicans and Lord only knew how many others.
 
   They were all dead.
 
   I couldn’t bear to look at the wall anymore. I felt tainted by its mere proximity. It was the kind of thing that made you wonder if we as a species wouldn’t be better off if a good pandemic swept through and purged our inherent darkness from the face of the planet.
 
   I had to move the flashlight away. It momentarily illuminated one picture that had been offset from the others. It was larger; a full sheet of photo paper. Printed so recently that the insane amounts of ink required still made the page curl.
 
   Even though I could think of nothing I wanted to do less, I again raised the flashlight—
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could, but the damage was already done. I bit my lip to hold back the explosion of anguish that threatened to wrench loose from my chest. My grip tightened to the point I nearly fired an errant shot into the wall. I was certain I could feel my blood boiling in my veins. It took time to compose myself enough to open my eyes again and view the image with the kind of clinical dispassion I needed to properly do my job.
 
   I recognized the face immediately. Despite the rivulets of blood that had dribbled down the picture from the oblong clump of scalp pinned to it. Despite the fact that the pin had been pressed straight through his face with such force that it had torn the paper. Despite the fresh sheen of crimson glistening on his cheek. Despite it all, I recognized Antone and felt a profound sense of sorrow that in no time at all blossomed into anger. The Coyote was going to pay for what he’d done. I was going to avenge Antone, avenge all of them. This was the kind of evil that could not under any circumstances be allowed to walk the earth for a single second longer.
 
   I turned to my right and saw another display, which, in retrospect, I really should have expected, but wasn’t even remotely prepared to encounter.
 
   If I’d thought the collection of pictures my paternal grandmother had collected and displayed in her bedroom was a shrine, this was the freaking Louvre. There had to be more than fifty pictures and images and newspaper clippings pinned to another sheet of plywood, cobbled together from a dozen scraps. Some were so old they had the texture of parchment. Others were much newer. They’d been fitted together like pieces of a puzzle so that there was no space between them, nor any logical order that I could see, not even chronological.
 
   My heart was beating so hard and fast that the edges of my vision pulsated.
 
   There were photographs of me, color copies of old class and yearbook photos, enlarged and highlighted, going all the way back to my early teens, not long after I first came to live with my grandparents, when I first put down roots. Me with braces. Me in my various hockey jerseys. Me at homecoming, the prom. Me at graduations and parties and on vacations and doing the normal things that people do every day, entirely oblivious to the world around me, to the fact that I was being hunted. They had been drawn on with marker and scraped with pins to create horns growing from my forehead in some, threads sewn through my lips in others. Forked tongues. Black teeth. Various bleeding wounds. But there was one trait that each and every one of them had in common.
 
   My eyes had been scratched out.
 
   Every bit as disturbing were the newspaper articles chronicling my career. My involvement with the task forces that had tracked down the Boxcar Killer, the Delivery Man, and the Drifter. Pictures with me in the background in the field and on the front steps of courthouses. Articles with brief quotes and topical mentions. Printed stills captured from news feeds. All of them plucked out of the ether via the internet by a stalker who never even left the reservation.
 
   I needed to get out of there. It felt like the cave was closing in and the weight of the mountain was about to collapse on me. There wasn’t enough oxygen. The stale air was filled with carbon dioxide; the final breaths of the dead. The ground started to tilt from side to side as I staggered back to the hole in the wall and somehow managed to shimmy through into the main cave. The thudding of my pulse in my temples sounded like laughter in my ears. I wanted to vomit, if only to purge myself of the sensation that true evil was seeping through my pores. Ghostly faces flashed across my vision as I stumbled through the cave and hauled myself up the ledges. Faces I never knew, would never know. The faces of the dead. Faces that may have fit over the bleached skulls sinking into the desert sands or heaped in a hole under a trailer home or in some other pitiful resting place we had yet to find, and, in reality, might never find.
 
   I crawled out into the blinding light, grateful for the sun and the heat, which cleansed me of the dankness and the darkness of that horrible cave. I rolled over onto my rear end, dangled my legs over the edge of the escarpment, and stared off across the seamless Sonoran.
 
   I don’t know how long I sat there with sweat covering every inch of my body. The shadow of the mountain behind me eventually started to creep down through the foothills below me. Finally, I stood and picked my way down the cliff and turned to stand before it. The design in Antone’s blood looked like a K without the upper of the two diagonal lines, but that wasn’t what it was, was it? I turned my head one way, then the other. I felt inadequate, enraged, but mostly I simply felt exhausted. Deflated.
 
   Defeated.
 
   There was something I was missing. Something I was too blind to see. Something staring me right in the face.
 
   The eyes.
 
   There was something oddly familiar about him, but I couldn’t quite place it.
 
   He had scratched out my eyes.
 
   You have your father’s eyes.
 
   Scratched out my eyes in every single one of the pictures.
 
   It’s the eyes. You guys have the exact same eyes.
 
   Just my eyes, not those of his victims.
 
   I couldn’t help but see the physical similarities between us, the parallels between our lives.
 
   It wasn’t just the eyes. It was my eyes.
 
   His eyes.
 
   I started to run.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
   

 
 
    
 
   It was full-on dark by the time I slewed from the gravel road and rocketed down Roman’s driveway. His house grew larger and larger in my headlights until I stomped the brakes, skidded sideways to a halt, and leapt from the car. I beat the cloud of dust to the porch, lowered my shoulder just as the front door opened a crack, and barreled right through. Roman hit the floor with a loud thump. The door ricocheted from his feet. I swatted it aside and grabbed him by the shirt before his mind caught up with the situation. I hauled him to his feet, whirled, and slammed him against the wall. Framed pictures fell from the walls down the hallway to my right, shattering on the floor with the impact. I didn’t give a damn. This entire godforsaken house could burn to the ground for all I cared.
 
   I stared directly into Roman’s eyes when he opened them. I stared long and hard. I scrutinized everything from the color of the irises to the shape formed by the lids and the pattern of vessels and the color of the sclera. I watched comprehension dawn on his face, followed quickly by panic, then, finally, resignation. I read all of this while staring directly into eyes that may have been similar to mine, but when it came right down to it, were clearly different than my fathers, than mine. Than Ban’s.
 
   I released Roman’s shirt. He slid down the wall and crumpled to the floor. He looked old in a way he hadn’t before, as though it had been the perpetuation of one lie that had formed the foundation for so many others. And now the whole house of cards was falling down on top of him.
 
   The dust snuck through the front door like an unwelcome guest and settled onto the furniture and the floor. I felt the same heaviness and had to collapse onto the arm of the La-Z-Boy. I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. I was exhausted, physically and emotionally drained.
 
   “What was her name?” I asked in little more than a whisper.
 
   “Carmen,” he said. “Carmen Chona.”
 
   When he looked up at me there were tears in his eyes. The expression on his face spoke of sadness and love, and something I couldn’t quite interpret. Something like failure. Or maybe regret. 
 
   “Did you tell him?”
 
   “Who? Ban?” He shook his head and looked past me. The dust that had settled on his hair made him look older still. “Pass me that beer, would you?”
 
   I grabbed the bottle of Coors Light from the table behind me and handed it to him. He nodded his thanks, tipped it back, and drank everything but the foam, which he swirled around at the bottom.
 
   I waited him out.
 
   “He’s a smart kid. He figured it out. But that didn’t change the fact that he was my son.” I nodded. There was a fire in his eyes that gave truth to his words. This was a man who loved his son unconditionally, regardless of the nature of their biological bond. “I think he was maybe fourteen when he figured it out. It was a few more years before he said anything to me, but by then I’m pretty sure he already had all the answers he needed.” He sighed and finished off the foam. “Whatever you may think of me…I’ve always tried to do right by him. I don’t expect you to understand. He’s my son and there’s nothing on this earth that I wouldn’t do for him.”
 
   “Even cover up the murders of so many innocent people?”
 
   Roman turned away. He whispered something that sounded like “None of them was innocent.”
 
   “What happened to his mother?”
 
   “She died when he was three. Hit by a car while walking on the side of the road. Driver was doing fifty. The skid marks didn’t even start until after the point of impact. Bumper, windshield, trunk, road. She was pretty much unidentifiable when I was asked to ID her.”
 
   I gleaned the truth from his face.
 
   “She stepped out in front of the car.”
 
   A wistful smile, but there was no happiness in it. Only pain.
 
   “The driver said he never even had a chance to brake. She just walked right out in front of him. Just driving along and then all of a sudden she was right there. Facing him. Eyes closed. A faint smile on her lips. Then shattered glass and blood. So much blood. Police said the evidence supported his story.”
 
   “And what do you think?”
 
   He stared down into his bottle for a long time before he finally spoke.
 
   “He just left her, you know? Just left her like that. Left me…”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Rafael. Your father. He just left us both. Up and joined the Air Force and none of us ever heard from him again. Stole off in the middle of the night. Like a coward.”
 
   “My father was no coward.” I could feel the heat rising under my collar, but at the same time, I had seen Ban’s eyes and knew there was truth to the story, if not Roman’s interpretation of it. “He took his responsibilities seriously. He never—never—would have left had he known—”
 
   “That she was pregnant?” Roman stood and walked to the kitchen. I heard the refrigerator door open and close as I stared blankly at the wall in front of me, now cracked in the shape of the man I had slammed up against it. He handed me a beer before he again sat down on the floor and tipped his back. The bottle was cold in my hand. I just sat there holding it, uncertain exactly what to do with it. I eventually settled on resting it against my aching knuckles. “Of course he didn’t know she was pregnant. And Carmen didn’t tell him. She didn’t want him to abandon his dream and return to her out of some misguided sense of duty. She wanted him to come back because of her.”
 
   “Why didn’t she go with him? You said they were going to get married.”
 
   He stared at me with a genuine expression of confusion.
 
   “You still don’t get it, do you? This isn’t just some housing development out here, some suburb misplaced in the desert. This is our home. Our parents lived here, and theirs before them, going back countless generations. There are traditions to uphold, beliefs that need to be passed on so they aren’t forgotten. The world out there?” He made a wide sweeping gesture with his arm. “It has no i:bdag. No heart. It is a world devoted to greed and ambition and the usurpation of the individual. It is a giant bee hive where the drones don’t even seem to recognize the fact that they’re building a giant hive for a ruling class that doesn’t give a rat’s ass about them, all while destroying the traditions of the land—the very land itself—in the process. Of course she didn’t leave. Regardless of whatever plans she and Raffi might have made, when it came time to actually do it, there was no way she could. Not for her child. Not for her heart. And in the end, not even for her life.”
 
   “But you were here for her.” 
 
   He chuckled, but there was no humor in it.
 
   “Yeah…I was here.” He drew a long swill that emptied half the bottle. “I think she loved me, too. In her own way. I wasn’t Raffi. But I was here. And I loved her. With all of my heart. I loved her. Maybe a part of it was because I initially felt obligated to do what my brother didn’t. To right his wrong. Maybe at first, anyway. But it wasn’t long before there were genuine feelings. I loved her and I loved her child. My child. Ban. My little coyote.”
 
   “Coyote?”
 
   “Ban’s O’odham for coyote. Carmen chose that name because the night Raffi left, she sat alone in the desert crying while coyotes bayed at the moon all around her. She thought it was an omen. More of a self-fulfilling prophecy, I guess.”
 
   “Why’d she do it?”
 
   “Kill herself? Haven’t you figured it out yet? Aren’t you supposed to be the big shot investigator? She killed herself because of you.”
 
   I sat stunned for a long moment.
 
   “Everything changed between us when Carmen heard Raffi had another child. Another life with another woman. I never tried to be Raffi. I couldn’t replace him. I didn’t want to replace him. I wanted my own family…and for a while…I had it.” He released a long sigh. “Carmen was beautiful—the most beautiful woman in the world—but there was always a sadness to her. Something deep down. A hole she couldn’t quite seem to fill. I think she must have filled it with Raffi. Or at least thought she had. I guess I couldn’t fill it. Not for lack of trying. Hell, not even her own child could fill it. She was just one of those people always meant to burn really hot, but really fast.”
 
   “Ban blames me for her death. You both blame me.”
 
   “Can you fault him for that? Here he was, orphaned by his mother, raised by a father who wasn’t his father by nature, and forced to watch all of those pictures of your successes accumulate on his grandmother’s wall while he would never enjoy any of the same opportunities. He did the very best with what he was given. He breezed through school, earned his degree, and joined with Homeland Security to protect and patrol his ancestral land. It was noble and it was good, but many of our people viewed it as selling his soul to the enemy. He was shunned everywhere he went. And on top of it all, you had to go and one-up him every step of the way. He earned his associate’s; you got your bachelor’s. Mechanical engineering, if you can believe that. He had a mind for that kind of thing. But then nine-eleven happened and Gatekeeper closed down the established migrant routes and they started flooding across our land. All of them potential terrorists, you know? So he signed on with the Border Patrol. And you had to show him up again by joining the FBI. And to top it all off, the very same week he made one of the largest drug busts in history and was starting to catch the eye of the DEA, you go and get your face in every newspaper across the country by helping to take down the Delivery Man. I think that was what did it for him. In his mind, you guys were in a competition that not only could he never win, but one in which you would never even acknowledge the fact that he was competing against you.”
 
   He looked down at his now-empty bottle for nearly a full minute before he continued. “So he just quit. His job. His life. Everything. One day, it was all over. I could see the change in him, but it was a long time before I started to understand what had happened, why he had changed so suddenly. He had always been like his mother. He had that hole inside of him, too. I think he thought he could fill it with all of his accomplishments, with the way he thought people in the community would look at him. I guess he ended up filling it with anger. Hatred. And you personified everything that was wrong with his life and his world. His biological father was dead by then. We all knew that. He couldn’t even track him down and try to get the answers he needed. And that left only you. Despite everything I had done for him. Despite the fact that I had assumed the role of father when no one else wanted to job. I chose him. But it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. Not for his mother. And not for him.”
 
   His cheeks glistened with tears when he looked up at me. The expression on his face was one of unadulterated anger, though. I was in no mood to allow him his indulgences. I wasn’t about to let him brush the responsibility off on me. I refused. He was Ban’s father. By birth or by choice. It made no difference. He needed to accept that whether intentionally or not, he had helped create a monster.
 
   “At what point did you learn he was killing people?”
 
   “All you had to do was look us up. Come down here and show him that he wasn’t alone, that you didn’t think you were better than him, that you were—”
 
   “Don’t try to pin this on me.”
 
   “—brothers.”
 
   “You knew he was killing people and did nothing to stop it. That makes you every bit as guilty in my eyes.”
 
   “Your eyes…”
 
   “This has to end, Roman. You have to—”
 
   “I know,” he whispered.
 
   “Tell me where he is.”
 
   “I don’t know where he is.” He blinked away whatever thoughts had been distracting him, then looked up me with an expression that I easily interpreted as sincerity. “I don’t know where he is.”
 
   “But you know where he’d go if he was out of options, don’t you? Not that old abandoned trailer. Someplace where nobody would think to look for him. Someplace no one else knows about.”
 
   He nodded, closed his eyes, then hurled his bottle against the wall. Shards of brown glass shot in every direction. A gob of foam rolled down the wall.
 
   “Where can I find him, Roman.”
 
   “There’s another trailer.” His voice became progressively softer as he spoke. “At the back of the property. By the wash. Used to belong to my mother’s brother before he passed. Long time ago now. Long time ago…”
 
   “The trailer, Roman. Where exactly…?”
 
   But he was already gone, vanished inside of himself, or perhaps into another place and time altogether as I had seen him do before. A part of me wanted to hurt him even more, to vent my frustrations on him, but I realized that there was nothing I could do to hurt him more than I was already going to.
 
   I was going to kill his son.
 
   There was no other way I could see this playing out.
 
   I was going to kill the Coyote.
 
   I was going to kill my brother.
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   My patience was spent. I was pissed off and frustrated and tired of being manipulated. I didn’t care about the desert and I most certainly didn’t care about the pool car as I drove away from the house across the open gravel and sand. If there was a road, I didn’t see it. Then again, I didn’t look too hard either. All of the deaths wore heavily on me. They always did. I think that was what allowed me to do what I did. Without that personal impetus, I can’t imagine what wells of motivation an investigator draws from in order to follow the trails of blood and suffering so many sociopaths leave in their wake. This one drove me harder than I’d ever been driven before, though. Antone’s death was weighing on my conscience. I don’t believe it was merely the fact that I had known and liked him that caused his death to trouble me so much. Maybe it was because after enduring so much loss and heartache, he’d been trying to combat the bad guys within the constraints of the system, by the rules, only to find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. A freak stroke of bad luck. My old nemesis coincidence. Whatever the case, something was nagging at me like the sound of footsteps behind me, but every time I turned around, there was no one there.
 
   I found the trailer pretty much right where Roman said it would be. It made the previous one look positively futuristic by comparison. Like he said, this one had been set up right beside the wash. So close, in fact, that the bank had eroded out from beneath it. Either that or someone had dug such a large hole beneath it they had nearly toppled the trailer, which was a line of thought I had no intention of pursuing at the moment. Even from a distance, I could tell the trailer was leaning away from me.
 
   I parked in front of it and climbed out of the car. I left the headlights on and directed at the dilapidated single-wide. I added my Maglite to the cause and drew my Beretta.
 
   A coyote yipped and howled in the distance. Maybe just over the rise on the other side of the mesquite-lined gully. The wind rose with a scream, pelting the back side of the trailer with grains of sand that sounded like buckshot. I figured that was probably the reason for the lack of paint on the mobile home. It was just plain gray wood and cracked windows patched with duct tape and sealed behind a layer of dust and grime.
 
   Red flagstones had been stacked in front of the door to form uneven stairs. Tumbleweeds clogged the skirt, a crosshatched pattern of thin wooden slats that had proved no match for whatever animals had tunneled under it and, in spots, straight through it. The way the trailer canted toward the dry streambed made it impossible for the front door to close in its frame. Which also meant there was no way to lock it. I’d caught so few breaks up to this point that I was almost surprised at my good fortune. Of course, all it saved me was a little wear and tear on my leg from kicking in a door a good solid knock would probably topple. It was held closed by a bungee cord stretched between the door knob and what looked like the handle from a kitchen cabinet that had been screwed onto the exterior.
 
   I undid the cord and drew the door open. The smell that greeted me was one of tobacco smoke, sour sweat, dust, and rotting wood. The shadows fled from the flashlight as I ascended the uneven rocks and entered. Even my softest tread made it sound like I was stomping on the hollow floor. The carpet was so old that there was nothing left of the actual knap, only the crunchy matrix through which it had been sewn. It had pulled away from the far wall, due in large measure to the transverse ridge that bisected the main room where the settling of the trailer caused it to break its own back. The lone item of furniture was a threadbare couch that looked like it had spent more time outside than in. It had slid down the slope to rest against the far wall.
 
   The wind roared and again assailed the wall opposite me with sand. The entire trailer shuddered with the gust. Dust shivered loose from the ill-fitting, yellowed acoustic ceiling tiles and sparkled in my light, lending an element of unreality to my already surreal surroundings. It was almost as though I had stepped across some magical threshold from the rational world I knew and loved into another reality entirely. There was something about this place that made me uncomfortable on a primal level.
 
   The windows had been boarded over from the inside and painted bone-white to match the walls. Nothing hung from them. There were no pictures or speakers or bookshelves or plants or knickknacks. Only the flat white walls that served as a canvas for a tableau of an entirely different sort than the one in the cave, but somehow nearly as unsettling. There were stylized smiley faces painted on the walls. Every square inch, covered with variations of smiley faces. Some were red. Others were black or gold or brown. All of them had similar slanted eyes and that broad arched grin. Some had eyebrows, others nearly full circles for the heads. Some had what I took to be upward-curving mustaches, others various markings that seemed at odds with the overall motif. There were literally thousands of them, painted on every available surface, one on top of the other. All of them nearly the full height of the walls. There were some sections where it looked like he had simply practiced painting circles, over and over and over again until they were just right.
 
   My first impression was that he’d made himself a modern cave similar to the ones through which I had been crawling; an enclosed space with walls covered with primitive artwork. And maybe that had been his intention, but it had the overwhelming sense of incompleteness, of a work abandoned before it was finished. It was the same sense I got from the smiley faces themselves, or perhaps because of them. There was just something inherently inconsistent about the nature of the designs. I found it hard to believe that anyone with enough talent to paint nearly perfect circles would content himself with such childish and meaningless expressions of his creativity.
 
   I advanced deeper into the house. There were gaps where appliances had once been and the kitchen cupboards hung slightly open with the will of gravity. The counters were covered with dust. There was a black trash bag on the floor that smelled of the Dumpster behind a Taco Bell, crawling with black flies so fat I doubted they were capable of flight anymore.
 
   Another gust of wind shook the entire structure. The sand and gravel sounded like hailstones.
 
   The bathroom to my right smelled like an outhouse. The buzzing racket of flies sounded hollow, as though they were swarming somewhere beneath the sink, or possibly under the lid of the toilet. All of the walls in the hallway were painted in the same fashion as the living room, variations on the theme anyway. Even the master bedroom was white and covered with smiley faces, although it was obvious these hadn’t been painted with a brush like the others had. I recognized the distinct paw pad marks. It was in this room that he taught himself to paint with the severed limb of a coyote. I shuddered at the thought of him unwrapping the stiff leg from a bundle of cellophane, turning it over and over in his hands, and then dipping it into the red paint for the first time, the charge causing the goose bumps to rise all over his body.
 
   There was a military surplus cot with a large footlocker overflowing with clothes in the middle of the room. This was where he’d been living, all right. But there was nothing here that offered any sort of clue as to where he was now. At least not that I had found.
 
   Yet.
 
   I turned around and headed back into the living room. That was where all of this had started, where one day he had boarded over the windows, painted the walls, and begun creating his modern-day cave. Another Hohokam allusion? It certainly fit the established pattern, but why go to such lengths to actualize a small portion of a myth? It was only a story, after all, a story that eventually led to a mischievous creator god.
 
   Don’t be too quick to lay this at the feet of I’itoi. There are many gods of mischief out here in the desert.
 
   A creaking sound behind me.
 
   I spun around, my light tracing the wall as I aligned it with my pistol and sighted down the open front door—
 
   The wind wailed and sand clattered.
 
   An animal stood before me, its front haunches inside the trailer, its back legs on the makeshift stairs. Its eyes reflected my light like twin moons. One ear stood straight up while the other sagged against its cheek. Its gray fur was mangy and matted and the crescents of its ribs showed. It just stood there, looking right at me, its tongue lolling from its mouth.
 
   Another gust rattled the trailer and it disappeared back into the night again.
 
   I stared after it for a long moment before I finally turned around once more. As before, my beam swept across the smiley faces, seemingly animating them like a zoetrope. I was already attempting to mentally catalogue the differences from one face to the next when my brain caught up with my eyes. 
 
   I turned again, this time swinging my light across the opposite wall. I did it again. Faster. Watching one face metamorphose into another and another. I did it again. And again and again and again.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” I whispered.
 
   It had been right in front of me the entire time. 
 
   I sprinted out the front door, cleared the stairs, and raced to my car. The moment I was in the driver’s seat I grabbed my laptop, launched my digital photo manipulation program, and imported the pictures from the various crime scenes. My feet tapped restlessly on the floorboards while I worked. I needed to know for sure. I couldn’t afford to go running off on another tangent. I found the clearest example of each smiley face, the winking face, and the armless K. I scaled and resized them and converted them into semi-transparent masks that allowed me to separate the designs themselves from the rocks upon which they’d been painted in the blood of the Coyote’s victims. I arranged them in chronological order.
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   Then I took all five and placed them one on top of the other.
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   It was a mess, but I was getting closer.
 
   I highlighted each mask in turn and started to rotate them in various directions.
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   Almost. I could positively feel the tumblers falling into place. I had it now.
 
   I had him.
 
   More rotation.
 
   Closer still.
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   And then I saw it take form in front of me. I could see the moves I needed to make like a chess master surveying his board and recognizing there was no way his strategy could fail.
 
   I made the final moves and held the screen up before me.
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   I knew where he was.
 
   Ban. 
 
   The Coyote.
 
   My Elder Brother.
 
   I’itoi, that mischievous trickster god.
 
   The Man in the Maze.
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   Sir Francis Galton, first cousin of Charles Darwin, was the first to study the heritance of behavioral traits and is credited with launching the behavioral genetics movement, from which came the first twin studies and the resultant nature vs. nurture debates that will undoubtedly be waged until the end of time. It is an extension of this science that led to the development of Project Genome, which is dedicated to the understanding and advancement of humanity as a species. Conversely, from this science was derived the concept of eugenics and, by extension, Adolf Hitler’s Final Solution. If that in itself isn’t an argument for Team Nurture, then I don’t know what is.
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   I tried to recall Antone’s words as I sped across the desert, my signal jammer making me invisible to the Oscars.
 
   That mountain over there. Kind of looks a little like a top hat? That’s Baboquivari. Waw Kiwulik in our native tongue. It is the most sacred of all places to our people.
 
   There’s a cave below the peak. That’s where I’itoi lives. He’s our mischievous creator god. When the world was first born, he led the Hohokam, from whom we descended, up from the underworld and to the surface. His home is within that cave, deep in the heart of a maze. Visitors to the cave must bring him an offering to guarantee their safe return.
 
   I watched the eastern horizon as the Baboquivari Mountains grew taller and taller. It wasn’t long before I identified the top hat of Mt. Baboquivari. I could see headlights far in the distance to both the north and the south, Border Patrol agents performing their nightly routines. Although judging by the fact that I could actually see them, there had to still be more of them out here than usual because of the death of Agent Matthews. Considering I didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention, I killed my lights and navigated the arrow-straight roads by starlight until the rising winds eventually filled the air with sand and I had no other choice but to turn them back on. At least I was comfortable in the knowledge that if I couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see me. And keeping the Blackhawks in the air during such a ferocious sandstorm was an unnecessary risk. The only problem was that I could no longer see the peak. Dead reckoning was going to have to suffice.
 
   The radio chatter was filled with complaints about the storm and jokes about the poor mechanics who would get to service all of the vehicles in the morning. It sounded like storms like this one cropped up out of the blue from time to time, but rarely tended to last for more than a few hours. Most of the agents were content to hunker down and ride it out, confident that whatever illegals were out there would no doubt be doing the exact same thing. Dispatch continued to coordinate the agents to the west along the I-85 corridor where the sandstorm had yet to hit in earnest. I would have preferred a few hours of sleep in my back seat and a hot cup of coffee upon waking, but I had a job to do. A job that only I could do.
 
   I’itoi. My own Elder Brother. Christ. Only now was I beginning to internalize that fact. Ban—the Coyote—was the genetic expression of half of my father. Half of me. My own mirror image, to some degree. Me. Not me. Bizarro me. Similar life paths, but different choices at some of the crucial forks along the way.
 
   I was at a disadvantage. He knew me far better than I knew him. I thought about his overt hostility the night we first met. The expression on his face had been more than anger and distrust for a federal agent on his native land; it had been directed at me specifically. And he had mocked me without me even recognizing it.
 
    Without a body, you can’t fix time of death. So there’s no way you can pinpoint a date, let alone a time for which an alibi would be necessary.
 
   What do you know about the body? I had asked.
 
   Only that there wasn’t one.
 
   And what do you think might have happened to it?
 
   A lot of things can happen out here in the desert. Could have been a coyote dragged it off…
 
   I hadn’t even been able to recognize his cleverness, which must have made him absolutely furious. Like Roman said, maybe all of this could have been averted had I tracked Ban down and acknowledged him earlier in his life and become something resembling a brother rather than a rival for the affection of a long-deceased father and the cause of the death of a woman I never even knew existed. Maybe. I wasn’t willing to carry that cross, though. We all have to live with the choices we make. I couldn’t change mine, so there was no point in dwelling on them now. I still had one last chance to acknowledge Ban, if that was really what he wanted, and I had every intention of doing just that.
 
   And then I would have the opportunity to mourn him, although I doubted he’d take much solace in that fact. Fortunately, I simply didn’t care. Not about him, anyway. Someone still had to speak for his victims since he’d robbed them of their voices.
 
   I listened to agents running down UDAs in their cars and on foot and wondered if those immigrants understood just how lucky they were to still be alive out here in the desert with the heat and the Coyote. And I thought about the Tohono O’odham, living in the middle of a war zone where the battles were waged twenty-four hours a day and few people outside of their immediate vicinity were even aware of their struggles. Even I had scoffed at Agent Randall when he pointed it out. I remembered what Antone said in his quote from the newspaper on the wall in his bedroom. The entire country needed to be made aware of the plight of the people on this reservation. The public needed to know about all of the migrants dying out here under the blazing sun while simply searching for the dream we all took for granted. This corridor of death needed to be closed down before things got even more out of hand. Before more drugs could be funneled through here and into the hands of our children. Let the big corporations with their bottomless reserves and slick lobbyists find another way to supplement their largely illegal and woefully underpaid work forces. There were too many problems to make them go away by merely sweeping them under the rug that was my ancestral reservation.
 
   The mountains offered some protection from the wind as I neared, but only a little. At least now I could occasionally see their silhouettes through the sand, which had to have been so high up into the atmosphere as to be visible from space. I tried not to dwell on the fact that asphyxiation was the primary cause of death during a sandstorm, as I’m sure I’ve pointed out, but it bears repeating now that I was preparing to climb out of my car to brave one. I had to focus on the positives. Of all the ways to die, I’d heard that drowning was probably one of the most peaceful, although I did question the validity of whatever survey gathered those results. Most people I knew who nearly drowned tended not to have too many good things to say about the experience.
 
   I had to cut straight through the open desert to get from the drag I had thought would lead me there to an actual road that wended up through the foothills toward the peak. I crossed over a dry creek lined with what looked like massive ghostly cottonwoods through the dust and then through fields packed with so many palo verdes I couldn’t even see a lone patch of bare ground. When I eventually emerged into a stretch of spotted shrubs and cacti again, I found myself nearing the end of the road. It widened into a parking lot of sorts. I assumed the sign nailed to the split-rail fence marked a trailhead, but it had been peppered by so much buckshot that it was impossible to tell for sure.
 
   I rolled to a stop and parked. The windshield wipers flapped back and forth, drawing dirty arcs through the dust. I released a long sigh as I stared uphill beyond the range of my headlights. Saguaros and ocotillos materialized from the blowing sand only to vanish again. Just when I thought I had a handle on the topography and the route I was going to take, the wind shifted and completely altered my perception of the terrain. I was just going to have to trust my instincts.
 
   I grabbed my laptop, looked at the Man in the Maze pattern one last time, then opened the Landsat files I had downloaded from the campus library. With the way the wind and the sand obscured my view, the three-dimensional elevation map wasn’t going to do me a whole lot of good. Instead, I concentrated on the sonographic and magnetometric readouts. As with the majority of the mountains in the range, this one had several distinct subterranean features. One was larger than the others, but it was lower down and, if I was correct, the opening would be clearly visible from this lot under better conditions. If I were to interpret the myth literally, I was looking for something as close to within the peak itself as I could find. In my mind, that meant I needed to look higher. Unfortunately, that also meant greater exposure to someone coming and going and a higher probability of accidental discovery. I took that into consideration as I pondered the remaining two locations. Both were on the eastern slope, which meant that unless I wanted to backtrack to the highway and waste hours driving in from the other side, I had a decent hike ahead of me. One cave was significantly larger than the other, but that didn’t exclude the possibility that the smaller one could be modified like the ones at the crime scenes had been.
 
   Modified.
 
   That was the key.
 
   I examined the magnetometer readings, but both caves were enclosed within substrates of nearly identical density and mineral composition. One would be no easier to modify than the other. I overlaid the sonographic images and studied their shapes, which were little more than vague outlines. The only real difference was that one appeared to be more circular than the other. I zoomed in on the center. The resolution was grainy and pixelated and yet it still almost…almost looked like there were other densities in there. Nothing as solid as rock, but something nonetheless. Maybe I was just seeing what I wanted to see, or maybe, just maybe, I had found exactly what I was looking for.
 
   There was only one way to find out for sure.
 
   I donned my ball cap and windbreaker, killed off the bottle of water in the console cup holder and pocketed two more, and drew my Beretta and Maglite. I used the charger cord from my phone to tie the light to the side of the barrel in order to keep one hand free and the sightline unobstructed at the same time. I jacked the slide to make sure it still slid freely, grabbed two spare clips from the glove compartment, and tucked my cell phone into my pocket. I shut off the engine and sat there a moment longer, running through a mental checklist to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything that might help save my skin. I focused on slowing my heartbeat, on breathing slowly in and out.
 
   A gust of wind struck the car with enough force to rock it on its suspension. It sounded like the sand pitted the glass.
 
   I pulled the handle and the wind ripped the door from my grasp and hammered it against its hinge. I had to throw my full weight into it to force it closed. Sand and debris blew sideways through the headlights, limiting their range and effectiveness, but I was still grateful for even that little illumination. The sand pelting my jacket sounded like rain on an umbrella, only I can’t recall rain ever smacking the side of my face and ear so hard I could feel it peeling off the top layer of skin.
 
   I lowered my head in an effort to use the brim of the cap to shield my eyes and struck off away from the car. I found the trail without much effort and figured I’d try to follow it as long as possible. Eventually I was going to have to cross the dark ridge high above me. I assumed this path led either to a good vantage point from which to take pictures of the famous peak or to the peak itself. Whatever the case, I was counting on it to get me high enough that I could pick my way eastward between peaks.
 
   I had to remind myself that my brother—that the Coyote—had been one step ahead of me the entire time. It was safest to assume that he had anticipated my choice of routes. Hell, for all I knew he could be watching me through the storm or otherwise monitoring my progress by other electronic means. Regardless, I was confident he knew I was coming and would be ready and waiting for me. 
 
    Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   I needed to remember that more than anything else. After all, the Coyote fancied himself a mischievous creator god.
 
   Good thing bringing down men who thought themselves gods was my specialty.
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   Ever been struck by a chunk of cactus hurled by a sixty mile-an-hour wind? It feels pretty much like you’d imagine. Worse still is the pain of prying it back out. Those needles may look straight to the naked eye, but I’m convinced they’re covered with little barbed hooks that latch into your flesh and make them next to impossible to excise. It could have been worse though. The wind could have whipped up a rattler and slung it at me instead.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you I don’t know how to keep things in perspective.
 
   Navigating the path was harder than I thought it would be. The wind did its best to shove me into the bushes and cacti and down hills slick with talus and over the edge of various precipices. Not to mention the fact that the sand it kept perpetually airborne made it nearly impossible to see. It also helped mask whatever subtle sounds lurked beneath it, and those were definitely the ones that were in my best interests to hear. It screamed through the valleys with an almost human voice, and, from time to time, made a high-pitched sound that reminded me of a horse whinnying. I slid the sleeve of my jacket over my entire hand and the majority of the pistol to keep any grit from getting inside and screwing with the firing mechanism. And I couldn’t have that. I had a pretty good hunch I was going to need to use it.
 
   I watched the ground for sign, knowing full well the wind would have already erased it, but I couldn’t afford to take anything for granted. A footprint could potentially remain intact in the lee of a bush or a large rock. A bullet dropped while hastily attempting to load a gun would pretty much stay right where it landed. And heaven forbid I step down into a snake hole. There was no way I could scrutinize everything around me with one measly little light, especially since I was forced to watch my own tail at the same time.
 
   The ground grew steeper and more treacherous. I didn’t know how far I had come or how high I had ascended. My headlights had faded into the storm behind me long ago, and only occasionally was I able to glimpse Baboquivari Peak. I had to be nearing the top. At least I thought so anyway. Soon enough I was going to have to decide whether I was going to follow the trail, which was slowly starting to steer me to the right, or strike off away from it and utilize one of the valleys to cross over and onto the eastern slope. I had pretty much decided I was going to continue on the path for a little while longer when I glanced up and to my left.
 
   My instincts kicked in and I hit the ground on my belly. I rolled to my left behind I boulder and leaned cautiously around the side to direct the beam at what I had seen from the corner of my eye.
 
   It took me a few seconds to find it again. Up the hill along what almost looked like a narrow, cactus-lined animal trail I might otherwise have walked right past under the storm, maybe even under normal conditions. I had at first thought someone had been standing there, but as my brain sorted through the mental snapshot, I realized it couldn’t have been. Not unless he was inhumanly thin and lacking things like organs and skin. My beam illuminated a thin post about four feet tall, on the top of which a canine skull had been fitted through the foramen magnum, the hole at the base of the occipital bone where the spinal cord connects to the brain. The skull drifted in and out of the blowing sand as I watched. It turned one way and then the other on the wind as though shaking its head at me.
 
   I waited for several more minutes before I risked rising to a crouch and darting uphill behind another boulder that offered a better view. The pike had been staked into the crevice between two rocks, which held it tightly enough to defy the wind. A counterclockwise spiral design had been painted onto the dead animal’s forehead. The majority of the teeth were intact, but it was apparent, even from a distance, that this skull had been sitting out under the sun for a long time. 
 
   I suppose I should have expected something like this. Maybe not the red-carpet treatment, but considering the Coyote’s flair for the dramatic and questionable sense of humor, I really should have been prepared for some sort of macabre trail marker. We both knew how and where this had to end. No sense postponing the inevitable.
 
   While the display had been left here to help me identify the proper route, it also served to let me know that had Ban wanted to kill me right here and now, he probably could have. Instead, he wanted to take this thing all the way to the end. I’m sure he’d fantasized about this scenario so many times that it had become almost an actualization of all of his hopes and dreams, of his very life, which meant that he had a very specific denouement in mind, one he’d gone to great lengths to plan. I tried to put myself in his shoes, to enter the mind of a sociopath whose brain undoubtedly worked in a similar fashion to my own. It wasn’t as hard as I wish it had been.
 
   It wasn’t just me he hated. He hated himself. For allowing himself to be bested in life, for losing a competition against an opponent who had no idea he was competing; for his perceived sense of self-worth, which he derived from the abandonment first by one parent, and then the other. In his mind, neither of them had cared about him. His biological father had found himself a better wife and had fathered himself a better son. His mother decided she’d rather step out in front of a car than live another day with him. They had seen it in him, this inevitable failure, this culmination of all of his shortcomings. They had recognized that he would never be good enough, that no matter how hard he tried he would never be worth anything. But he had tried all the same. He had pushed himself as hard as he could to prove them wrong, if only in his own eyes.
 
   And there I was, seemingly one-upping every little thing he did. I was the reason he would never be able to be proud of his own accomplishments. I was the son his father had wanted. I was the reason his mother was dead. I was the source of all of his problems. We shared the same genetic material, but I had utilized mine to greater advantage. I was just like him, only better. The version of himself he wished he could be. The version of himself that had been given every opportunity he had been denied. And there was only one way to prove he was better than me. He needed to beat me, head-to-head, in a competition of which we were both aware. And he needed to do so in convincing fashion on a stage for the whole world to see.
 
   I found another coyote skull staked to a pike about a quarter of a mile up the slope and slightly to the north, in the mouth of an arroyo, which at least spared me from the brunt of the wind for a while. The walls weren’t especially high, nor was the passage particularly steep. It gave me the opportunity to rub the grit from my eyes and lubricate them with tears, if only a little. I didn’t realize how uncomfortable even the unconscious act of blinking had become.
 
   There was a lone saguaro ahead of me, a perfect pitchfork framed against the distant outlet of the wash. A hunched shape rested on the ground in front of it. I could only see its outline, but I could definitely see the long hairs whipping away from it on the breeze. My first thought was that Ban was trying to trick me by playing dead, or perhaps he had even done the deed himself, but I quickly dismissed it. The shape was too large to belong to a woman either, to a human being for that matter. It wasn’t until I was nearly on top of it that I recognized what it was.
 
   A horse.
 
   A slender mare the color of the desert sand, an almost rusty-brown. The wind tousled its mane and tail. I remembered hearing what sounded like a whinnying horse, but at the time had blamed it on the wind. It had been alive then, before its throat had been slit from one side to the other in a ragged, serrated seam, right to left, splashing buckets of blood onto the ground, more even than the greedy desert could absorb. My feet squished in the mud as I crept closer, sweeping my light from one side of the arroyo to the other before zeroing in on the carcass. Remnants of fresh vegetables were scattered around its head and spattered with crimson. The thought of Ban offering the horse the treats and then nearly decapitating it caused me to shiver involuntarily. There was something almost inhuman about the act. I was happy enough to leave that line of thought behind when my flashlight reflected from metal on the far side of the body, partially concealed behind the enormous cactus.
 
   I’ll cop to my prejudice. When Roman said Ban had earned a two-year degree in mechanical engineering, I kind of dismissed it as a fancy way of saying he had learned to be a grease monkey. Kind of like a custodial or a domestic engineer, you know? The contraption upon which I now stared might have been ugly and unwieldy, but the genius of its design was unmistakable. I had never seen anything quite like it. Thanks to growing up an Air Force brat, I had a rudimentary understanding of how engines worked. There was a certain irony in retrofitting twin engines to a horse’s saddle that would have been comical under other circumstances. Each unit reminded me of a garbage disposal with four intake valves in a ring formation on the forward end and a drive shaft on the back. Both were fueled by portable propane tanks small enough to be holstered on the saddle, their pressure control knobs within easy reach of the rider. 
 
   If I understood the design correctly, the propane served to create both heat and pressure on the power pistons in the piston shafts. The force of the air driven into the intake valves by the horse’s momentum would drive the displacer pistons. The cooler air would then meet with the heated air, creating a miniature pressure front. Working in tandem, the two pistons would compress the pressurized air and displaced it laterally to turn the drive shafts on either side of the horse’s flanks. The shafts themselves had been fitted with a series of chrome exhaust pipes that looked like they could have been ripped right off of a muscle car. Each pipe had been retrofitted with an array of miniature fans, which, when turned by the drive shaft, amplified the force with which the pressurized air was expelled from the pipes and channeled it across the ground behind the horse. It was essentially what I had theorized. A leaf blower. Only one that ran without electricity or the stink of petrol fumes and didn’t emit a black cloud of exhaust. And it operated so quietly that I was almost shocked to see that the engines were still running. Without the force of the motion-induced airflow, it was only operating at a fraction of its potential, but that was more than enough to blow the sand a good ten feet across the wash.
 
   I assumed the straps tethered to the back of the saddle were to tie down cargo, or, more specifically, the bodies of his victims.
 
   The fact that he had dispatched the horse and left his means of covering his tracks behind was a giant neon sign that told me he had no intention of trying to escape. Either he killed me and waited for the police or the FBI or the Border Patrol to find my abandoned Crown Vic and ultimately arrest him and create a media circus, or I killed him.
 
   I didn’t like having my options dictated to me, but I couldn’t waste any energy thinking about that now. I needed to remain focused on my surroundings if I was going to get out of this alive. And, believe me, I had every intention of doing just that.
 
   I left the horse behind and continued eastward until I found another marker situated in the egress of the arroyo, where it began its steep journey down the red rock steppes toward the desert once more. I bumped the skull with my shoulder as I passed, causing it to swing in a circle.
 
   The wind swatted me from the side the second I cleared cover, nearly knocking me from my feet. I turned into it and shielded my eyes with my free hand. Either I’d already forgotten how bad the storm was or it had gotten worse. I tried to get a clear view of the slope to my right, but the sand blasted me in the face. If I remembered correctly, and if I was where I thought I was, one of the caves should be roughly on my level and about half a mile straight ahead; the other would be close to the same distance diagonally up the mountain toward where the top hat rock occasionally materialized from the storm. 
 
   I had to use my free hand to maintain my balance on the slick boulders and scree to keep from toppling into the cacti lining what appeared to be an old animal trail. I looked for tracks, but had there been any, the wind would have obliterated them a long time ago. At least my instincts were telling me I was heading in the right direction. My heart beat faster with each step and it was getting harder to keep up with my body’s oxygen demands with the increasing altitude and the wind blowing directly into my face. The adrenaline was starting to fire from my fuel injector, as well. My mouth was dry. I took a drink of water and used the momentary respite to calm my nerves. One way or another, this would all be over soon.
 
   I peered uphill during a rare pause between gusts and saw what I had hoped to see.
 
   There was another marker up there, at the top of an escarpment and nearly concealed by an enormous nopales. The pike and the skull leaned forward, away from the wind and toward me. When another gust rose, the skull lifted its chin and started to nod. I could barely see the upper crescent of what looked like a dark orifice behind it.
 
   I turned my back to the wind and racked the slide of my pistol to make sure no sand had gummed up the mechanism. I couldn’t afford for it to jam at a crucial moment. 
 
   I pressed onward, never once taking my eyes off of the shadows behind the cactus. Somewhere back there was the man I had come to find. The Coyote. My brother Ban. He was waiting for me somewhere down there in the darkness. I was walking right into a trap and I knew it.
 
   I hauled myself up onto a ledge maybe four feet deep. The mountain grew even steeper from there as it headed up toward the peak. The cactus battled against the yellow grasses for a small patch of soil, into which a hole had been dug. The lid of the hatch that had formerly sealed it rested against the cactus. One side was bare wood; the other molded to imitate the contour of the slope and covered with sand and rocks that had been affixed to it with clear epoxy. This had once been a coyote den, no doubt. I had seen enough of them by now to know. It seemed almost poetic from a certain point of view.
 
   The wind screamed past me. It made a hollow whistling sound from the mouth of the tunnel.
 
   I shined my light down into a darkness so deep it swallowed the beam.
 
   The coyote skull squeaked and nodded on the pike, almost as though it was laughing at me from beyond the grave.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   I drew a deep breath, blew it out slowly, and crawled into the hole.
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   The smell hit me the moment I was out of the wind. It was a hundred, no…a thousand times worse than anything I had ever smelled in my entire life. This one would haunt me for the rest of my life. I retched several times before finally seizing control of my stomach. I had found where he had taken the bodies of his victims. No doubt about that. The stench of decomposition was so thick I felt like I was swimming through it as I wriggled deeper into the mountain. I couldn’t afford to let it distract me. Nor could I spare a thought to figure out how to cover my mouth and nose. Anything that divided my attention was liable to get me killed.
 
   I had squirmed maybe ten feet when the light from the outside world faded behind me. I stopped where I was and waited until my eyes adapted as well as they were going to. The bluish glow of my light reached out ahead of me to the point where the tunnel opened into a larger space. I gripped my pistol with both hands to steady my aim and used just my knees and feet to scoot forward on my belly. Progress was slow and laborious, but it allowed me to keep my finger tight on the trigger and my eye even with the sightline. I cleared the earthen tunnel and recognized immediately what the Coyote had done. Walls had been erected to either side of me from the dirt floor clear up to the rocky roof, maybe six feet tall. It wasn’t quite high enough for me to stand fully erect, but I’d had enough of crawling to last me a lifetime. I rose to a shooter’s stance and entered Elder Brother’s maze.
 
   The passage was perhaps five feet wide, not quite wide enough to allow me to raise my arms to either side. The circle of my flashlight grew smaller and smaller against the wall ahead of me. The only opening was to my right. I leaned against the adjacent wall, glanced around the corner, and ducked back.
 
   Nothing there. 
 
   I went around the corner in a crouch, just in case, and walked straight toward another wall. This time, my only option was to turn left. I flattened to the wall, slid down lower, and peeked quickly around the corner. My beam flashed across an arm and a leg and threw a man’s shadow across the ground. I squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession. The report was deafening. It echoed back at me in the confines like pencils slammed straight through my eardrums.
 
   The figure bucked and jerked and flopped backward to the ground with a clattering sound. I barely heard the faint tinkle of my spent brass over the ringing in my ears.
 
   I fully rounded the corner and approached the body, which lay perfectly still on its back. The feet were bare and marbled purple and black. The jeans were crusted and bloodstained to match the checked western button-down shirt, the bottom of which had risen just enough to reveal the ragged wound on his abdomen. The ends of a long wooden dowel poked out of his sleeves. The entry wounds were plain as day: two roughly circular holes at center mass and a third in the upper chest. No blood flooded to the surface. No puddle expanded beneath the body. I raised my beam to the face and took an involuntary step backward. 
 
   The man’s head had been replaced by a coyote’s.
 
   No. A coyote’s head had been skinned to create a mask for the man underneath it. Such care had been taken that it was nearly impossible to tell. The snout and the teeth had been left intact, presumably on the original bony framework. The man’s milky eyes stared up at me through the black-rimmed holes where the coyote’s had once been.
 
   I guess I now had a pretty good idea what he’d done with the heads he’d taken from the dead animals I found in the den yesterday.
 
   I nudged the snout with my foot to lift it from the man’s face. The wound on his neck looked like a great black bedsore through which I could see slimy liquefied flesh. I hadn’t seen his face before and doubt I would have been able to recognize it even if I had. His cheeks were in such an advanced state of decomposition that I could see his bones and teeth through the rotten holes. His skin sagged from his facial architecture and drooped from the left side as though he were having a posthumous stroke. The moment I saw something start to crawl out through the shriveled ring of his severed trachea, I jerked my foot aside and let the mask fall back down.
 
   I could only imagine Ban sitting somewhere nearby, trying to stifle his laughter. Or maybe just running his fingertips along the edge of a sharp blade and summoning his own blood in some sort of painful release.
 
   The shots had undoubtedly given away my location, so I needed to get a move on.
 
   I stepped over the corpse and followed the passage. Slowly. Allowing my light to do the exploring for me. The corridor wound to the left. The walls were choppy, not smooth, as though pieced together from scraps. Dropcloths had been nailed over them to cover whatever holes or seams remained. I imagined my light probably showed through on the other side, but I wasn’t about to give it up. Not until I absolutely had to. I kept walking, letting myself continue to be guided in a wide arch until my light focused on another wall in my way. I felt like I was roughly parallel to the point where I had initially turned left and found the first body. This branch opened to the left, as well. 
 
   I tried to envision the maze in my head. I imagined it had likely been built as a replica of the one I had reconstructed from the crime scenes, but I hadn’t paid close enough attention to it to be able to recreate it in my mind. I cursed my lack of foresight.
 
   I slid along the wall to my left and stopped at the turn.
 
   I had an idea.
 
   I fished my cell phone out of my pocket and opened the mirror app. If I held it out and away from my body at the right angle, I could use the forward-facing camera to look around the corner without having to stick my neck out. It obviously wasn’t a perfect solution. The phone would make an easy target for anyone with a weapon, but I’d rather lose my hand than my head. The digital “reflection” was a split-second slow, the tilting movements slightly blurred the image, and it was so dark I could see little more than grainy shades of black and gray. Considering the alternative, though, I figured one remaining hand would be sufficient to pat myself on the back for my ingenuity. 
 
   I used my phone to clear the corridor, then ducked around the corner to the left. Slid sideways along the wall with my light sweeping ahead of me. From here, I could only turn right. I held the phone out in my left hand this time and watched the dim, jerky reflection. The passage bent sharply back upon itself. I could see where it terminated roughly ten feet away. Nothing in between. I rounded the bend, flattened myself against the wall to my right, and scooted all the way along it until I reached the end, where my only option was to turn right again. I held out my cell phone—
 
   Someone was standing right there.
 
   I pulled my arm back as fast as I could. My heart was beating so hard and fast it pounded through the high-pitched ringing, which was slowly beginning to diminish. I tried to listen for the sound of breathing from around the corner, but it was a futile proposition. I shined my light at the ground. There were footprints in the dirt. Sporadic partials at best, but I was getting better at picking them out. Large. A man’s footprints. Utilitarian tread. All of them headed deeper into the maze; none coming back. Of course, that didn’t help me in my current situation, either.
 
   If I assumed that each of the five victims was somewhere in here, as both logic and the nauseating smell suggested, then I still had four more to encounter, presumably on my journey to the center of the maze where I’itoi himself waited. Based on the level of decomposition, I was confident that the corpse I had shot was the first. If I was right, then the body around the corner belonged to the second victim, the woman whose murder had initially brought me here. What had Randall said? Knockoff Keds? Small feet.
 
   I stuck out my phone again and tilted it downward. The bare feet were dainty and dangled several inches above the floor. The toenails glimmered subtly with chipped polish. 
 
   I retracted my arm and slowed my breathing. I went around the corner low and fast, swinging my light from right to left. No movement. No one else there.
 
   I shined my light on the poor girl’s body. Her sweatpants were torn and stained. Her shirt was crisp with a bib of blood. I could tell by her shape that she was still young, perhaps late teens or early-twenties. Her arms were stretched out to either side. A long wooden dowel had been run in one sleeve, across her back, and out the other. The dowel was fitted to brackets on either wall. The way she’d been hung almost made her look like a scarecrow. The snout of her coyote mask rested against her chest. The ears pointed forward. Her dark eyes looked down at the ground, unblinking. 
 
   I had to avert my gaze.
 
   Anger flared inside me and I had to resist the urge to sprint headlong into the darkness to force the confrontation. He wanted me to see these people like this, to know that he had been the one who did it and I hadn’t been able to stop him. He wanted me to see the next three lives that had been snuffed out on my watch. He wanted me to face my failures and realize that I’d been beaten. Over and over and over.
 
   I picked up my pace as I walked, my gun held out in front of me. The passage guided me around to the right until I felt almost like I’d come in a complete circle around the damn cave before I finally encountered the end. I used the mirror function on my phone to clear the area around the bend and then went maybe another dozen feet before the maze doubled back on itself to the left. 
 
   Phone. Reflection? 
 
   Empty corridor.
 
   Clear.
 
   I went around the corner fast and quickly saw the next turn coming to my left again. Fifteen feet. Flatten my back against the wall. Lead with my light; follow my sight. 
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   A human silhouette.
 
   Pull back my arm. Blood thundering in my ears.
 
   Wait.
 
   Listen.
 
   No sound. No breathing other than my own. 
 
   Footprints? Still only one set. Leading deeper into the warren.
 
   Phone again. 
 
   No sign of movement. First impression? Male. Short. Five-foot-eight. Feet touching the floor, but just barely. Up on his toes. Suspended by his arms? Check.
 
   Move.
 
   I tried to vary my maneuvers to eliminate the element of predictability. Tuck and roll. Rise to one knee. Light, left to right. Exhale, slowly. Stand and ease forward. Based solely on the style of the pants and the curve of the hips, I assumed it was another woman. Not a man as I’d initially thought. The feet could have gone either way and the lightweight hoodie was black and crusted with dried blood. As with the last, a dowel had been run through the back of her sweatshirt to suspend her like a scarecrow. I could barely see the gash above her waistband. Her coyote face hung forward to hide the deep laceration across her throat. The dead animal’s tongue was still clenched between its bared teeth. One of its ears was split and withered and resembled an artichoke leaf. I raised the light to her dark eyes. Soft and brown. Barely visible beneath the half-closed lids. Definitely female.
 
   I had to keep moving. Soon enough these victims would come down and I’d make sure they were identified and given a proper burial if I had to do it myself. And even then, they deserved so much more.
 
   A mental picture of the maze was starting to come together in my mind. I was now in the outermost ring. I could feel a slight difference in temperature from the outside heat radiating through the rock wall to my right. I figured this passage ought to take me nearly all the way around the cave and to the opposite side of the wall to the left of the entrance. I’d pretty much navigated the rest of the periphery; a left from there ought to lead me into the heart of the maze, where the passages would become much shorter and narrower.
 
   I walked as fast as my shooter’s stance would allow, following the leftward curve all the way around as I had expected. The wall of the cave remained to my right, although any number of side passages could have been hidden by the drop cloths and patchwork construction. The turn at the end was to the left. Again, as I had expected. 
 
   Back against the wall.
 
   Phone out. Tilt. Reflection?
 
   Nothing.
 
   Come around high, leading with my light and pistol.
 
   Clear.
 
   It was a straight shot ahead to another left turn. Fifteen feet. Follow my sweeping light. Another left.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Maybe five feet to another left turn. Nothing in between. I covered the distance in two long strides. Flattened to the wall.
 
   Phone. Angle. Reflection?
 
   Clear. 
 
   Move through fast.
 
   Next left.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Empty. 
 
   Round the corner in a crouch. Rise to shooter’s stance again.
 
   The corridors were getting shorter and shorter. This one was maybe eight feet long and ended in an abrupt right turn. I was nearing the center. I could feel it. 
 
   There were still two bodies left to find. It reeked so badly I couldn’t have trusted my nose to guide me to either. 
 
   Still only one set of tracks, leading inward. None leading out.
 
   Back against the right wall. 
 
   Phone. Tilt. Reflection?
 
   No one there.
 
   The bend was sharper and wound back to the right, out of sight. I swung around and followed it to a point on pretty much the opposite side of the cave. My heart was racing. I had to readjust my grip on my pistol. The light had begun to dim. I couldn’t help but think about how long my escape route would be from here. 
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   As I neared the end I identified a turn to the right. I approached cautiously. I was running out of turns almost as fast as I was running out of space. He was so close I could almost feel his presence.
 
   The Coyote.
 
   I’itoi.
 
   My Elder Brother.
 
   Right-hand turn.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Damn it!
 
   I yanked my arm back.
 
   Another body.
 
   Should be Agent Matthews.
 
   I knelt and held my arm out again. 
 
   The bare feet were a livid purple and rested flat on the floor, causing the knees to bend. Green pants, black splotches. Green jacket. Nameplate on the breast, insignia on the shoulder. Definitively CBP. Arms out to either side, although they were too long. The dowel had been forced through the jacket over his elbows, leaving his forearms and hands to dangle like his coyote head. The lips of the mask had been peeled back and glued in place to expose the savage teeth.
 
   I ducked back. Deep breath. In through my nose, out through my mouth. Choke back the stomach acids. I rolled around the corner and cleared the passage with my Beretta. Maybe eight feet long. Nearing the end.
 
   I shined my beam into the coyote’s eyes. Blue irises, sclera shot through with blood. Vacant stare. 
 
   I ducked under his right arm. 
 
   Back against the wall, slide sideways.
 
   Phone. Steeper angle. Reflection?
 
   Another passage. Four feet long. Another right turn. Nothing in between.
 
   I came around high and fast. Darted to the next turn.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Again, nothing. Another four-foot stretch. Left-hand turn.
 
   Pulse thumping in my ears, shaking my vision.
 
   Breathe. For God’s sake, breathe.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   Crouch. Hustle. Back. Wall.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Six feet. Arched passage. Left turn at the end.
 
   Go, go, go.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Three feet. Right turn.
 
   The quarters were getting tight. No room to move. To make a mistake.
 
   Duck left. Already there.
 
   The right turn bent back in the opposite direction, one-hundred-eighty degrees. 
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Nothing.
 
   Three feet. Right turn.
 
   Phone. Tilt. Reflection?
 
   Ten feet, arched passage. 
 
   Clear.
 
   Come around low and slow. 
 
   Right turn at the end. Back against the uneven, rounded wall.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Three feet. Nothing. No one.
 
   Roll and rise. Two strides. The left turn merely rounded the wall to my left.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   Clear.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   Swing around. Five feet. Left turn. Back against the wall.
 
   Phone. Reflection?
 
   The curved corridor bent beyond my range of sight.
 
   It was the final long stretch and I knew it.
 
   Round the turn, hard and fast, sweeping the light, finger tight on the trigger, pressing it into the sweet spot.
 
   Footprints? 
 
   Still one set, continuing inward. None coming out.
 
   My heart, jackhammering.
 
   Respirations, shallow, jerky.
 
   Mouth dry.
 
   All over soon.
 
   Swallow hard.
 
   Reach the end. Left turn.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   Back against the wall, slide down low.
 
   Phone. Tilt upward. Try to keep from shaking. Reflection?
 
   Body. Large.
 
   Arm back.
 
   Steady breathing. 
 
   In. Out. In. Out.
 
   Roll around. 
 
   Pistol up. Light up.
 
   Black shoes, tan slacks. Universal cop special. Bloodstains. Belly holding shirt open, missing buttons, bloodstained undershirt. Glimmer from a badge on the chest, in the middle of a crimson Rorschach. Arms out. Just tall enough to remain standing roughly flat on the floor, not suspended or leaning. Doubtful dowel would have held otherwise. Antone. Without a doubt. Raise the light to the coyote mask. Jaw molded wide open, as though preparing to snap. Wrinkled skin on snout. Look up higher for the eye—
 
   “Took you long enough to get here.”
 
   The words came from around the corner to my left.
 
   I froze. The voice was hollow, haunting.
 
   It reminded me of my father’s.
 
   “I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for this…brother.”
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   I swung my light toward the source of the sound and held perfectly still, keeping Antone’s body between me and the bend just past him. A faint red glow, hardly discernible, from around the corner. I waited in vain for Ban to step out of hiding and into range. No sign of movement. I crept to the opposite side of Antone’s body, under his left arm, and peered around his back toward the lone remaining turn.
 
   Only darkness and shadows.
 
   I eased all the way around the chief and approached the bend slowly, silently, placing each foot softly and carefully so as not to make a sound. I opened my mouth to further quiet my breathing, although I was pretty certain I’d ceased breathing altogether. I didn’t so much as blink as I stared straight down my sightline and through the heart of the flashlight beam.
 
   Another step.
 
   Another.
 
   The corridor was only three feet long and terminated in a left-hand turn.
 
   The final turn.
 
   Another step.
 
   “Are you ashamed of your native blood? Is that why you never even bothered to look for your roots? Or were you ashamed of your people, living on this patch of uninhabitable desert and subsisting on the scraps your government cast aside after stealing everything else from us?”
 
   Another step.
 
   I entered the short passage and watched the circle of my beam shrink on the wall as I closed the distance. The light betrayed my location. I paused long enough to untie the charger cord with my left hand and let it fall to the ground. I held the light in my left hand, away from my body, directed as far as I could angle it around the corner. If he had a firearm, he would get my hand, but the shot would pass well in front of my chest.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   “It only seems fitting that our fates should be joined here, in this most sacred of places, where our people were first led from the darkness and into the light, where our blood bubbled up from the heart of the land. Here, in the home of our creator. Where your blood can return to that very same heart.”
 
   Another step.
 
   My pulse was a non-stop thunderclap in my ears. I had to concentrate to keep my hands from shaking. Considering the way the light jiggled against the wall, I wasn’t doing an especially impressive job.
 
   “It’s said that the maze is a metaphor for one’s life journey. That we are birthed into hardship and only by navigating the various perils will we reach our ultimate destination. Here, at the center of the maze, where the sun god blesses us and ushers us into the afterlife. This is how things were always supposed to be. We were always meant to take this journey together…brother.”
 
   I held my light sideways and directed to my left, then threw it forward. It landed on the dirt in front of me and shined back into the center of the maze. No shots rang out. I listened for movement, but heard none. I was hoping he would immediately extinguish my light in an effort to seize the advantage, and, by doing so, reveal his exact location. Keeping the light was fine by me, too. I took a double-handed grip on my pistol and inched closer. I figured speed and the element of surprise would afford me one shot, and I needed to make it count. I knew he was back there. He wasn’t making any kind of effort to hide that fact. In his mind, this was our shared destiny. 
 
   “There is one incontrovertible truth about journeys. They all must come to an end. Metaphorically and literally. No life journey would be complete otherwise. And you know what that end is, don’t you…brother?”
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   The muscles in my legs tensed with potential as I lowered myself closer to the ground, into something resembling a compact sprinter’s stance. Hopefully, he hadn’t seen through my ruse and he’d be spotlighted in my beam when I dove around the corner and started firing.
 
   “The legend says there’s only one way to ensure your safe return from the maze. Do you know what that is?”
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   I glanced down at my flashlight, at the stretch of ground illuminated by the golden beam, at the very edge where the red glow turned it a subtle shade of orange. At the footprints heading inward.
 
   And at the other set that crossed right over the top of them in the opposite direction, back toward me. Behind me.
 
   “You need to bring a gift for I’itoi.”
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   The red light.
 
   The shoes.
 
   Jesus.
 
   I dove forward, flipped over in midair, and aimed my pistol between my feet, back toward the direction from which I’d come. I was firing before I hit the ground on my back and still firing as I slid up against the makeshift wall. The strobe of the discharge silhouetted the large form sneaking up on me from behind. I watched it buck in reverse, watched its coyote head snap backward, watched a mist of blood freeze in time behind it, watched the reflection of the knife as it fell from its hand. The report was painful and lanced right through my eardrums.
 
   I grabbed the flashlight from the ground beside me and scurried to my feet. I shined it down at the body sprawled before me. Bloody cotton stuffing bloomed from above the collar of Antone’s uniform shirt and the entrance wounds on his gut. A black puddle expanded beneath his head. The coyote mask had flopped back from his face.
 
   “Did you bring a gift for Elder Brother to ensure your safe return?”
 
   “Yeah.” I turned away from the dead man’s face and the entry wound between a pair of eyes that were nearly identical to mine. “I brought him exactly what he deserved.”
 
   I walked around the corner and stomped on the digital recorder before I was forced to endure another word uttered in the voice of my dead elder brother.
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   Albert Camus said that man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is.
 
   
 
 
   I only wish that were true.
 
   
 
 
   Man is a creature that embraces its animal roots and never misses an opportunity to demonstrate evolution’s predilection for violence and depravity. 
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   Everything kind of passed in a blur from there. I remember finding the remote trigger Ban had used to activate the voice recording on the ground beneath where he had been suspended by his arms. Or at least where he had been pretending to be suspended. The dowel had really only been two pieces, each of which had barely been two feet long. I remember seeing the knife, the way my flashlight glinted from the serrated edge, and having to look away before I envisioned what he had intended to do to me with it. I remember stumbling blindly through the maze, well after my light finally gave up the ghost, until I emerged from the tunnel and drew a deep breath of fresh air for what felt like the first time in my life. There were already flashing lights streaking over the eastern horizon when I sat down on the ledge in the lee of the cactus and drank my final bottle of water to the accompaniment of the coyote skull squeaking on the pike as it nodded its approval. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted anything as wonderful as that water tasted at that moment.
 
   By the time the first Border Patrol agents arrived, the windstorm had waned to sporadic gusts that pretty well left the sand on the ground where it was supposed to be. I hoped it stayed that way because the only thought that stood out from the chaos of unanswered questions in my mind was an almost physiological need to watch the sun rise from the flat desert ahead of me and abolish the darkness. It wasn’t even a pink stain in the sky when agents from the Phoenix Bureau arrived with a Crime Scene Response Team, which promptly set up portable generators and light arrays that evaporated the shadows as though they had never been. I barely caught a glimpse of the fiery red orb over the shoulder of one of my fellow agents, who was doing his best to put me through the wringer. He could scarcely contain the stench of ambition seeping from his pores, at least until he realized I wasn’t about to say a word to him. As far as I was concerned, my involvement there had come to an end.
 
   My SAC, of course, had other plans for me. I was still the ace up his sleeve that promised promotion, but the personal nature of my entanglement in the case made it difficult to thrust me too far into the limelight, at least not until I’d been formally cleared of any potential collusion with my brother and wrongdoing in his death. The whole situation couldn’t have played out any better for Nielsen, who still got to trot his prize pony out in front of the cameras, while ultimately being the one who held the reins.
 
   By then, I couldn’t have cared less. Getting my picture on TV or in the papers was just about the last thing I wanted to do. Trust me, that revelation surprised me, too. I think I just needed to put this whole business behind me. The sooner I was able to scrub the reek of death out of my skin the better. But there was also the matter of the spin the powers that be were putting on the situation that positively made me sick to my stomach. While there was truth to the story the reporters were fed—and utilized to their advantage with about a million breaking news segments—it was anything but the whole truth. And I figured there would be no misinterpreting the expression on my face had I been forced to regurgitate it in front the press.
 
   Don’t let anyone tell you Lukas Walker is any man’s puppet.
 
   A Native American male—coincidentally of blood relation to one of the lead investigators on the case—snapped and murdered five innocent people, including a decorated Border Patrol agent and the chief of the tribal police force, before being tracked down by one of the Bureau’s finest field agents with the help of Behavioral’s top profilers. Ban Rafael Walker was shot and killed during his attempted apprehension. The maze he constructed was used to illustrate his progressive sociopathic dissociation in response to his inability to find work, his animosity toward the federal government in general, and the Department of Homeland Security, his former employer, specifically.
 
   By the time all was said and done, there probably wouldn’t be a soul alive who couldn’t recite the myth of I’itoi, the Man in the Maze, almost verbatim. That was the part of the story that made it sexy and surely sent screenwriters everywhere scrambling. The bodies unearthed from beneath his trailer warranted a passing mention, with particular emphasis on the number exhumed. Considering the paperwork involved with feeding them into the bureaucratic machine and how long it would take to identify them, if at all, the general consensus was that the victims would eventually make fine stories somewhere down the line to keep the Monster in the Maze, as the Coyote had been dubbed, in the headlines.
 
   Despite the sketchy nature of the “truth” as it was told, some good did arise from the fallout. The plight of the Tohono O’odham people was placed front and center for the whole world to see. The everyday tales of survival in the middle of a war zone brought both humanitarian and federal aid in the form of money, food, jobs, and a whole slew of other promises I really hoped the government would keep this time. O’odham culture also reached the masses, albeit initially in a negative light, but that quickly faded as the general public developed an appetite for Hohokam lore and a people who were largely unknown, even though they’d technically been American citizens far longer than most other bloodlines. Of course, the political machine couldn’t give without exacting its due.
 
   A hundredfold.
 
   The suffering of the O’odham was used to railroad Congress into appropriating increased funding for the Department of Customs and Border Protection to the tune of roughly two billion dollars annually, none of which would actually be used to fortify the Arizona-Mexico border that cut right through the middle of the reservation, I’m sure. At least the Tohono O’odham Nation would be receiving an annual stipend in the low millions, which would undoubtedly get a few politicians reelected, but would also allow the tribe to build and staff an eight-bed hospital and outpatient clinic, a new casino in Sun City, closer to Scottsdale money, and rebuild its police force into something more reminiscent of an actual force. There would probably even be enough left over to buy the staff honest-to-God ceramic mugs with their names printed on them in some medium other than Sharpie.
 
   Antone would have been proud. It may have cost him his life, but his plea had eventually reached the rest of the country. No longer was the misery of his people a political mess to be swept under the rug. The entire world was now aware of the sheer volume of drugs being funneled through his reservation and the Department of Justice, the only actual loser in the situation, had been forced to make shutting down its designated High-Intensity Drug Trafficking Area its foremost goal. In doing so, it had to sacrifice even more of its power to the Department of Homeland Security. The liberal media had also latched onto the human interest angle by exposing just how many migrants died out in the Sonoran every year, a statistic that brought to light the nature of the coyote human smuggling network and its ties to the Mexican drug cartels.
 
   I thought about Antone’s quote from the newspaper article on his bedroom wall, about how he would put an end to this situation, even if he had to do so himself. And maybe he hadn’t ended it, but his sacrifice certainly signaled the beginning of that end. I only wished I could have learned what it was about his facial expressions that had so totally mystified me before his passing.
 
   My Uncle Roman quickly negotiated the sale of the rights to his story for a sum large enough to allow him to disappear. He was the reservation’s pariah, the man who had created the Monster, and there would never be anything he could do to change that. He was the one who would forever bear the brunt of its wrath. I felt badly for him. His initial mistake had been in loving a child who wasn’t biologically his and the boy’s mother, who had never stopped loving someone else. He had made mistakes along the way, but his only real crime—and it wasn’t an insignificant one—had been in looking the other way and allowing the murders to continue. If I were to be totally honest with myself, I don’t know if I would have done anything differently with my own son. I hoped to track him down one day and tell him I was sorry for the lot life had given him, if he would even listen to the nephew who had robbed him on his only child; the son of the man whose shoes had proved too big to fill.  
 
   Me? I had a straight shot into the hallowed halls of Behavioral and could have cut just about any deal I wanted, financial or political, if I decided to play the game. Instead, I used the capital I had earned to negotiate a year off, with pay. I had made a promise I intended to keep. Someone needed to speak for the dead, and that someone was going to be me. I had already made arrangements with both the Pima County Medical Examiner’s Office and the various Mexican and Central American consulates to serve as a liaison of sorts in the effort to coordinate the identification of the victims and the notification of their families. It had all the makings of a sad and depressing year, but don’t let anyone ever tell you I’m not a man of my word. It also afforded me the opportunity to learn a little about my heritage, which delighted a certain librarian, who was more than happy to share her seemingly unlimited knowledge with me, even if I, like my father before me, had more than my share of coyotes nipping at my heels.
 
   And I figured I owed it to the man whose death had brought about all of these changes to make sure his twelve year-old granddaughter, who fancied herself twenty-two, knew that her grandfather had loved her very much. And that he died a hero. Besides, I was starting to think I might not mind spending a little time with her mother, when things eventually settled down. Whoever would have thought I would potentially find what I was missing right where my father had left it for me.
 
   There was just one little problem.
 
   I couldn’t let the case go. There were too many inconsistencies, too many questions and too few answers. Too many coincidences. As far as the Bureau was concerned, this one had been tied up with a big bow, but there was still one glaring hole right at the heart of it.
 
   The mixed metaphor.
 
   Ban had thought of himself as the Coyote.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   But it had been the legend of I’itoi that had been the theme of the endgame, which had captured the attention of the entire world.
 
   Don’t be too quick to lay this at the feet of I’itoi. There are many gods of mischief out here in the desert.
 
   Which was exactly what I feared.
 
   And with each day that passed without the recovery of Antone’s body, I feared it even more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY
 
   

 
 
    
 
   By the fourth day following the breaking of the story, I’d had enough of cameras to last me several lifetimes. I’m pretty sure the feeling was mutual. I was too close to the story and it was in everybody’s best interests to let me fade into the background, lest they inadvertently humanize the Monster. The bogeyman was no longer frightening when you turned on the light to find that he looked just like anyone else. Everyone else. The world needed him to remain a monster for fear we might look at him and see a reflection of ourselves.
 
   The victims, however, needed to be humanized. They needed to be seen as somebody’s children. As husbands and fathers or wives and mothers. The whole of mankind needed to be made aware that the world was poorer for their absence from it. At least, the ones we were able to identify.
 
   The first victim, whose skin had nearly drained from his bones, was identified by a rather conspicuous tattoo of La Santa Muerte, the patron saint of sinners, which covered the entirety of his chest. His name was Juan Valarosa, and was a known member of the Mexican gang Mara Salvatrucha, or MS, 13. He was currently wanted in Arizona for the trafficking of both controlled substances and human beings. His profile read like the resume of a coyote. The DEA was hopeful it would be able to use the news of his death to draw out known associates who could be coerced into leading it higher up the chain.
 
   The young woman was portrayed as a good little Catholic girl searching for a fresh start in life. That the bruising on her shoulders suggested she’d been carrying an extraordinarily heavy load and her remains tested positive for tetrahydrocannabinol, THC, and methamphetamines had been withheld from the press. Even I would never have known about it had I not been working with the ME on the process of identification. Nor would I have otherwise been there when the fingerprints of the third victim matched prints found at the scene of an arms deal gone bad in Houston that had cost an undercover DEA agent his life. These facts would never see the light of day, though. John Q. Public couldn’t afford to think, even for a second, that the Monster might actually have been doing something that could be perceived as beneficial to society.
 
   Despite his repeated attempts on my life, I was starting to have my own doubts.
 
   Agent Brian Matthews broke the pattern. At least superficially. There would undoubtedly be books written about the heroism of the lone agent who struck off into the night to face the Monster. And while there was an element of truth to the story, a tiny element anyway, the papers weren’t privy to his personnel file, which I’m sure was now confetti at the bottom of a shredder in some back room. Agent Matthews did have an exemplary record, with one minor blemish. A blemish that, were I not an investigative agent, I would never have bothered to uncover. For, while the DHS had taken full responsibility for the incident and compensated the reservation with the new Tribal Council Building, the identity of the agent involved had been withheld, for obvious reasons. Withheld from the media, not from the other law enforcement agencies involved. Namely, the tribal police. It was, however, a blemish that had led to an extended leave of absence and the derailment of a career that appeared to be on track for bigger and better things. A blemish caused by an overzealous agent playing cowboy out in the desert while chasing down a bad guy like it was the Wild West all over again. He had run down a modern day Jesse James in the Jesus Malverde mold, in fact, and made a bust that had led to the confiscation of more than three-quarters of a million dollars in marijuana. Unfortunately, it had also led to the death of a school teacher whose vehicle just happened to be in the way when they launched across I-86. The teacher’s name?
 
   Eloise Maria Antone.
 
   Which brought me again to Chief Raymond Javier Antone, and the reason I was currently standing inside his house. The CSRT, under the oversight of Interim-Chief Louis Abispo, had performed a fairly cursory examination of the house. They’d confiscated Antone’s maps, opening whole new worlds of underground fun for the forensics agents to explore, once they recovered from the shock of Ban’s talisman cave, anyway. I’d been more than happy to absolve myself of every bit of knowledge I had about the underground warrens. After all, best they hear that I was down there from me. Besides, between all of the crime scenes and caves and the corpse pit under the trailer, they were going to have their hands full for the foreseeable future without having to run down all of my prints and tracks.
 
   They’d left the tables in the middle of the room covered with fingerprint powder, but the place otherwise looked just as it had the last time I was here, which was one of the few facts I had kept to myself. The CSRT had undoubtedly found exactly what it was looking for in here, while I had broken in once more in hopes of finding something no one had thought to look for. And even then, I wasn’t quite certain what that could possibly be. All I knew was that something was really starting to eat at me and I was beginning to think that regardless of how long or how hard anyone searched, Antone’s remains would never be found.
 
   I needed to know why I felt that way. My instincts had served me well so far; I’d be a fool to ignore them now.
 
   It’s about time. We’ve been expecting you.
 
   I remember thinking at the time that he hadn’t been referring to me as a federal agent, but to me specifically.
 
   I wandered through his house. Leisurely. As though I were an out-of-town guest merely killing time while I waited for him to come home. Looking for signs of his life, for what he had been doing during the previous years. This wasn’t a home; it was a way station. This was where he satiated his biological functions and plotted his subterranean investigations. Little more.
 
    And you’re here because of the report I faxed to the Phoenix office last month…
 
   The same formal request for assistance that ended up lost in the shuffle.
 
   If it had ever been sent at all.
 
   I stared at the timeline of the pictures, at the conspicuous gap I could only attribute to the death of a wife and mother and the wedge it had somehow driven between a father and daughter. I couldn’t presume to know how either Antone or his daughter had chosen to grieve, but it was obvious they hadn’t done so together and little effort had been invested into reparations. I understood that. He had become a man on a mission, one that led him to look for hidden stockpiles of drugs in order to strike back at the cartels that had stolen his wife from him. Was it so farfetched to think he had also plotted revenge against the Border Patrol agent who had been in pursuit of the drug runner?
 
   The Oscars function just like any other remote transmitter. They generate an RF signal that’s amplified by the cell towers and relayed to a receiving station. And I just jammed the signal with the push of a button.
 
   He had given me the ability to move invisibly across the reservation. The jammer had granted me investigative freedom, but it had also effectively isolated me from all of the other agencies and cut me off from my backup.
 
   That mountain over there. Kind of looks a little like a top hat? That’s Baboquivari. Waw Kiwulik in our native tongue. It is the most sacred of all places to our people.
 
   He had pointed it out to me, hadn’t he? We’d been on our way to Fresnal Canyon. I hadn’t asked, nor had I cared. It was information volunteered out of the blue to serve a purpose I hadn’t recognized at the time.
 
   And if he was spending his nights spelunking, what did he do with whatever he found? He hadn’t turned it in to the DEA or any other federal entity, nor had he delivered it to his own station. So where were the drugs?
 
   There’s a cave below the peak. That’s where I’itoi lives. He’s our mischievous creator god. When the world was first born, he led the Hohokam, from whom we descended, up from the underworld and to the surface. His home is within that cave, deep in the heart of a maze. Visitors to the cave must bring him an offering to guarantee their safe return.
 
   I never would have known about the legend had Antone not planted it in the back of my mind. I wouldn’t have learned of the significance of Elder Brother or been familiar enough with the concept of the Man in the Maze to piece together the smiley faces. Without that knowledge, I wouldn’t have been able to bring about the endgame.
 
   Don’t be too quick to lay this at the feet of I’itoi. There are many gods of mischief out here in the desert.
 
   And there was the root of the problem. 
 
   The mixed metaphor.
 
   The coyote. I’itoi. 
 
   Two distinct mischievous entities. Two distinct MOs.
 
   One was a killer who engaged me directly, who used coyote urine to obfuscate his trail, and who removed the bodies of his victims so he could replace their faces with those stolen from a family of coyotes. The other fancied himself a god. He used the most famous legend surrounding the most recognizable symbol on the entire reservation to bring the trials of the Tohono O’odham into the collective consciousness of a nation and orchestrated this entire affair from start to finish, but he never had complete control over his own puppet or his dark nature. He was a god who could have easily and willingly allowed a section of his head to be scalped and pretended to be dead for the picture that would serve as proof of his demise, who could have used the copiously bleeding wound to cover the inside of the cruiser he had driven across the reservation himself and abandoned a mere half-day’s walk from his house.  
 
   The cartels must be stopped and held accountable for their crimes, whatever the cost. Even if I have to do so by myself.
 
   They might have been the words that propelled him into the chief’s office, but they were also a declaration of war.
 
   I was searching for something easily overlooked, seemingly innocuous. I perused his bedroom, the shrine to his wife. The woman who revealed her upper gums when she smiled, who had taught her students about the history of the Hohokam and the O’odham. The woman who never aged past her early fifties, whose face revealed only the lines of laughter and smiles around her eyes and mouth.
 
   The lines around her eyes and mouth.
 
   I stood perfectly still and repeated the words in my head. 
 
   The lines around her eyes and mouth…
 
   What was it about them? I looked at her picture again, at the wrinkles around—
 
   I ran to the bathroom and threw open the medicine cabinet with enough force to crack the mirror. Damn it. I should have recognized it earlier. I was stupid and arrogant and allowed myself to be manipulated. I knocked the entire row of prescription bottles from the shelf and had to crawl around on the floor until I found the one I was looking for. I grabbed the box of OnabotulinumtoxinA and held it up before me. One hundred units of purified neurotoxin complex. OnabotulinumtoxinA was the generic name for Botox, a purified form of the neurotoxin responsible for botulism. It was used to treat chronic migraines and neck pain, not to mention cosmetic applications like reducing wrinkles and erasing the signs of aging. It worked by blocking the nerve impulses between the brain and the muscles at the site of the injection, essentially paralyzing the muscles. 
 
   Paralyzing the muscles.
 
   I remembered the nicks and cuts on Antone’s face that I had mistaken for sloppy shaving or a butcher job from a dull razor. He had hidden the sites where he had injected the Botox perfectly among the real cuts he must have deliberately inflicted upon himself. That was why I had never been able to read him. He’d paralyzed certain groups of facial muscles to mask his expressions.
 
   He’d known the Bureau would send me in from the start and he’d known about my skills. He’d been manipulating me since I first set foot on the reservation. He’d been in league with my brother, who he must have discovered was out there killing people in the desert, and had decided to put Ban’s skills to use for his own ends. That’s why Antone hadn’t appeared threatened by him when we found Ban waiting with Roman near the first crime scene, the one they had discovered.
 
   Master and puppet.
 
   I’itoi and Coyote.
 
   I bellowed in frustration and spiked the bottle against the wall. The plastic cracked and the top snapped off and I felt fluid spatter my cheek, but I was already in motion.
 
   Out of the bathroom and down the hall. Through the main room and the kitchen. Out the back door and onto the porch. Past the lone chair in which I assumed Antone sat to watch the setting sun, where I had sat only days before and noticed the nearly invisible tracks in the sand leading toward the distant ridge, beyond which I had seen the roofline of an aluminum outbuilding. The seat where Antone had sat not to keep an eye on the majestic desert sunset, but rather the outbuilding itself, so as not to make the tracks any more visible than absolutely necessary, because he really only needed to drive back there when he had a full trunk. A full trunk brimming with packages he didn’t want anyone to see him unloading.
 
   It took me twenty minutes to walk there. The building reminded me of a small airplane hangar with a low, flat roof. The kind of thing someone could find on an abandoned Air Force bombing range, disassemble under the cover of darkness, and reassemble on his own land where no one else knew of its existence. It was situated in a narrow stone cul-de-sac formed by the convergence of the hills on the opposite side of the ridge from his house. It had been painted a reddish-brown to match the surrounding sand, but the wind had scoured it back to the bare metal in spots. There was a garage door on the face of the building. I gave the handle a solid tug. It didn’t budge in the slightest. Locked from the inside. Or maybe rusted shut. I walked around the side. There were no windows. I found the main entrance on the rear of the building, abutting an escarpment that kept the front door in perpetual shadow. I used the same lock rake that granted me entrance to Antone’s house to make short work of the main knob. The series of deadbolts running nearly all the way up the height of the door above it took a bit more finagling. 
 
   When I finally drew the door open, the smell swatted me in the face. Not the stench of rotting flesh or anything even remotely resembling death. Still, it was a smell I recognized immediately.
 
   Marijuana.
 
   I pulled out my flashlight and shined it around the interior of the building. There were large wire cages to either side of a central aisle. It reminded me of evidence lockup. Each of the cages was packed with bricks and bags and crates of drugs, all of them carefully catalogued and documented with their weights on the clipboards hanging from the locked doors. I was no expert, but the street value of this one building was probably enough to buy a small country. Or maybe even a large one. Antone had gathered it all here to be found and seized by the proper authorities. And my gut told me that everything he had accumulated was still here, right down to the last gram.
 
   I strolled down the aisle, glancing from one side to the other. Marijuana, cocaine, methamphetamines, Mexican tar, crates of semiautomatic pistols and assault rifles. Everything that could possibly be smuggled across the reservation shy of a cage full of undocumenteds and an insulated case of plutonium. Or maybe I just hadn’t come across them yet.
 
   It was an impressive collection by anyone’s standards. I couldn’t imagine how much time and effort Antone had invested into confiscating this amount of contraband. It was a wonder he hadn’t already been hunted down and killed by the cartels. I shuddered to think that this volume of drugs could be considered too small to actually be missed.
 
   I found it hard not to respect Antone for making it his mission to help rid his reservation of at least a portion of the drugs being funneled across his land and into the public school system, but that didn’t change the fact that he had crossed the line. No matter what crimes these criminals had committed, they didn’t deserve to be hunted down in the desert by someone like my brother.
 
   Or maybe they did. Was not the definition of morality a code of conduct that served the greater good of society?
 
   The cages ended with about fifteen feet remaining before the garage door. I smelled the faintest hint of gasoline. There were oil stains all over the floor. The concrete was lined with tire tracks. Rubber imprints. Three close together. Parallel. Like a tricycle would make. Or perhaps, more accurately, like an ultralight “trike” one-man aircraft would make. The kind that looked like a hang glider attached to a go-kart with an engine-driven propeller mounted to the back. The kind that could fly at more than thirty miles-an-hour and stay under the radar where the Border Patrol couldn’t see it. The kind that the cartels used to make nighttime drops in remote locations where collection teams were ready and waiting. The kind that could easily get a man across the border and into the kind of town where he could disappear in less time than it took for all of the inept law enforcement officers swarming the desert to find his abandoned police cruiser.
 
   I unlocked the garage door, rolled it upward, and stepped out into the night. The tire tracks led about four hundred feet away from me to a point where they vanished altogether.
 
   Who in his right mind would leave the ‘States and risk his life crossing the desert to get into Mexico, you know?
 
   Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled at the moon.
 
   Coyote is the master of deception.
 
   Coyote.
 
   I’itoi.
 
   This infernal desert was positively crawling with gods of mischief.
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   Every great advance in science has issued from a new audacity of imagination.
 
   
 
 
   — John Dewey
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Cursed is the man who dies, but the evil done by him survives.
 
   
 
 
   — Abu Bakr
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.
 
   
 
 
   — Arthur C. Clarke
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   

 
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



I
 
   
 
 
   Lithium Springs, Georgia
 
   
 
 
   Dr. Lauren Allen pulled up to the barricade in a wash of red and blue lights and rolled down the window of her Sahara Silver Audi A5. A uniformed officer accepted her proffered badge jacket without a word and compared her identification against the list on his clipboard. His upper lip glistened with a liberal application of Vick’s VapoRub. She could smell it even over the divine scent of the Mongolian beef in the Styrofoam container on the seat beside her. The call had come in during dinner, forcing her box up more than half of her meal. Had she known what the night would bring, she would have gone for the shrimp with lobster sauce. The onions and peppers were murder on her digestive system.
 
   “Thank you, Dr. Allen.” The officer passed back her credentials. “Pull into the lot to the left and follow the first row to the end. You’ll be able to see where to go from there.”
 
   Lauren nodded and rolled up her window. The officer passed through her headlights and dragged aside the barricade long enough for her to pull through. She turned into the dirt lot as she’d been instructed and followed the uneven rows of older model cars, dirty pickup trucks, and a smattering of tractors toward the logjam to the east. Half a dozen vans were parked at the edge of the lot and in the weeds beside a path that led down into a copse of sycamores. The large Ford Econolines were stenciled with the names of their official offices, lest the drivers forget which one was theirs. Fulton County Coroner. The Evidence Collection Team from the Atlanta Police Department. Fulton County Sheriff’s Department. The two unmarked vans were designed to be inconspicuous, but instead only drew attention to themselves. At least she now knew that the FBI had commandeered the investigation, which meant that, with any luck, she’d be home by breakfast.
 
   She parked behind one of the ECT vans, confident that they wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon, and walked around to her trunk, which she popped with the tap of a button on her keychain. Her positive-pressure personnel suit was folded neatly next to her oversize briefcase. She slipped the baggy gear over her smart skirt suit, sealed the plastic shield over her face and shoulder length blonde hair, and grabbed the plastic case. Perhaps her attire would prove to be overkill, but people tended to shy away from her and let her do her work in peace when she wore it, as though she were the one who was contagious.
 
   The sodium halide glare from the east guided her through the sycamore grove. She intentionally walked in the grass beside the path so as not to disturb any potentially important footprints and strolled down the emerald knoll toward the source of the glow. She smelled the telltale stench of the early stages of decomposition and adjusted the flow of air through the suit’s filtration device. 
 
   A lone Lithium Springs Police Department cruiser was parked at the bottom of the hill. Poor rube must have been the first on the scene. Beyond it, the fairgrounds were littered with the trappings of a low-rent traveling circus. The obligatory red- and white-striped big top. Games of chance. Rickety rides more rust than metal. The entire inner grounds swarmed with law enforcement officers and forensics techs from every county, state, and federal entity. All of them wore masks, gloves, and generic yellow isolation smocks over their uniforms and suits. Silver-domed stadium lights were mounted to trees, tripods, and even the surrounding claptrap booths, all of them directed toward the massive tent.
 
   Lauren encountered the first remains fifty yards out from the ticket booth, amid a scattering of trash. The body lay prone in the grass, arms pinned beneath it. Height, build, and apparel were all definitively male. A small fluorescent pink flag with the number one was staked into the ground near the man’s head. The weeds were tacky with blood and bodily dissolution. The smell was malodorous, but definitely fresh. He hadn’t been dead for more than three or four hours. The back of his head was lumpy and misshapen. His shaved scalp was only now beginning to stubble.
 
   She crouched and inspected the soft tissue swelling over the base of his skull and his neck. Each knot was roughly the size of a half-dollar. She pressed the center of one, which dimpled under the slightest pressure. It took several seconds to resume its normal fluid-filled appearance after she removed her finger. In the middle of each one was a tiny black dot from which purplish-red striations originated like forked bolts of lightning. She lifted the collar of his shirt. More wounds covered his back, although in nowhere near the same concentration. The brunt of the attack had been confined to his head.
 
   Easing her hands under his shoulder, she rolled him away from the ground to inspect his face. A waste of time. The features were so swollen and livid with settled blood that she couldn’t see more than the faint impression of a mouth, nose, and eyes. More black dots, more striations. She let the body roll flat again, opened her briefcase, and removed several items from their inserts. With a pair of sharp forceps, she gripped the end of one of the black dots and teased out what looked like a splinter, which she immediately placed in a collection bag. A globule of amber pustulates bloomed from the tiny hole. She used a syringe to capture it and drained the knot dry.
 
   She closed her briefcase and resumed her trek toward the main tent. The silhouette of the ticket agent in the booth welcomed her. A flash from a criminalist’s camera revealed the deformed head.
 
   Lauren passed through the gate and parted a sea of investigators. Forensics teams pored over every available surface in search of evidence. One even walked through the area with a digital video recorder in an attempt to capture the entire scene as they had found it. And it was definitely a massive scene. Corpses were everywhere on the hay-littered dirt, crumpled on their chests as though they had died even as they ran. Small pink flags marked their passing. They were marked with a series of numbers from twelve through twenty-eight. All of their heads were similarly swollen, parting their hair with odd cowlicks. Men, women, children. Most wore jeans and flannel shirts. Some of the women wore cheap dresses and scuffed high heel shoes, as though a night at the circus passed for high society in this rural section of Georgia.
 
   A Sheriff’s Deputy waved her through the flaps and closed them again behind her. There was no dialing down the smell this time. The stench hit her in the gut and again she tasted her Mongolian beef, which had been much better the first time. Fortunately, she had dabbed enough perfume under her blouse that a shift of her shoulders released a bouquet of jasmine and lilac that almost spared her from the smell of death. Almost.
 
   She stood in the main aisle and absorbed everything around her. Stadium bleachers had been erected in nearly a complete circle around the inside of the massive tent. From her vantage point, she could only see the metal support structures and the undersides of the wooden slats to either side, but the gaps overhead between the seats were filled with lower legs and feet. None of them moved. Directly ahead was the main ring. A group of suit-clad agents had gathered in the center under the tightrope and trapezes. Bodies littered the ground all around them. The spotlights still shined down on the carnage. There were performers of all kinds: the ornately-garbed ringmaster, young women in sequined leotards, animal handlers in elaborate costumes, filthy carnies, and a colorful assortment of painted clowns. A lion, a tiger, and a parade of elephants. All lifeless on the dirt, scattered as though a tornado had blown through. It was a truly mortifying sight.
 
   One of the agents saw her and tipped his chin. He broke away from the others, strode directly toward her, and offered his gloved hand.
 
   “Special Agent Maxwell Cranston,” he said. “And you must be Dr. Allen from the CDC.”
 
   Lauren nodded and inspected him over his mask. He had dark eyes and hair slicked back with so much gel it seemed to absorb the scarlet glow from the lights strung up in the rafters. An air of confidence surrounded him. Unfortunately, that air reeked of the hundreds of corpses packed into the tent.
 
   He gestured toward the center ring and fell into step beside her.
 
   “Have you had a chance to examine any of the remains yet?” he asked.
 
   “We both know the cause of death, but as far as the presence of any sort of communicable pathogen, we’re going to have to wait for a lab analysis of whatever samples I procure.” 
 
   They walked out from between the bleachers and Lauren gasped at the scope of the slaughter. The stadium seats were nearly filled to capacity. There had to be easily four hundred people collapsed on the metal slopes. Tangled in the aisles. Lying on top of one another. Clumped in mounds. She saw parents who had tried to shield their children with their bodies, elderly couples who had been trampled in the momentary stampede, baby carriages and wheelchairs, still occupied. These people had seen death coming, but had been unable to move fast enough to escape. Agents and officers in their isolation gear threaded through the masses, taking pictures and gathering whatever evidence they could find. 
 
   “From what I’ve seen,” Lauren said, “there are no outward signs of contagion, viral or bacterial. It doesn’t look like there was even enough time for anything to pass between them. That doesn’t necessarily rule out an infectious agent, though. If there’s anything in the samples, we’ll find it.”
 
   “Then that ought to make your job here pretty easy.”
 
   He glanced over at her. His mask stretched over a smile. There was obviously something he wasn’t telling her.
 
   Cranston led her past the congregation of suits, whose voices lowered when she neared, and to the center of the ring. She recognized the massive bucket-shaped platforms the elephants used to rise to their full height and the man with the whip who encouraged them to do so. The tough, leathery hide had protected the elephants from the worst of the assault, yet their skin still bubbled with what looked like gray boils. 
 
   “We know the cause of death was the sheer number of bee stings to the head and face,” Cranston said. “We just don’t understand why they attacked like they did, why their stings were so toxic, or where they came from.”
 
   One of the elephants was in much worse shape than the others. A gaping wound framed its abdomen, fringed by tatters of gray hide, viscera spilled out all over the ground. The bowels were thoroughly destroyed, torn apart.
 
   Lauren could only stare at the mess. This was why she was here. Suddenly, she realized that she wouldn’t be going home anytime soon.
 
   “I can tell you where they came from.” She pointed at the mess of entrails. “They chewed their way out of their host. A better question would be…where are they now?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   II
 
   

 
 
    
 
   “Bees living in an elephant’s guts?” Cranston scoffed. “I don’t buy that for a second.”
 
   “The evidence is right here at your feet,” Lauren said. She knelt over the viscera, removed a long pair of blunt forceps from her case, and tugged at the frayed mesentery. “Look at the edges. These aren’t clean incisions, nor are they ragged tears. You see how they almost appear serrated? That was caused by mastication. Think about how many insects it must have taken to kill this many people so quickly. There had to be hundreds of thousands of them, maybe millions. They didn’t just swarm in here through the tent flaps. I may not be an expert on bees, but I can’t imagine them behaving like that. No. That many individuals? They had to be brought here in some sort of vessel. And I think that’s exactly what we’re looking at here.”
 
   “Your theory doesn’t stand to reason. How in the world do you propose someone was able to make a two-ton pachyderm swallow millions of bees? How would they survive inside of it?”
 
   “That’s my job to figure out.” She glanced up at Cranston. “Have you already photographed this elephant?”
 
   “Yeah…why?”
 
   Lauren removed a scalpel from her briefcase and slit open a length of the small bowel like she was gutting a snake. The inner mucosa was wrinkled and slimy, and dotted with brownish chyme. She sifted through the sludge until she found what she was looking for, pinched it with the forceps, and extricated it from the ileum.
 
   “What is it?” Cranston asked.
 
   She held up the forceps so he could see the small insect. It had curled in upon itself, the nub where its stinger had been tucked over the top of its head. Its long, slender wings iridesced with orange under the spotlight. Its body was jet black with rings such a deep shade of crimson they were nearly indistinguishable. A diminutive orange petiole articulated the tiny thorax with an abdomen that hooked under like a scorpion’s tail in reverse. It had a triangular-shaped head with mandibles that looked like those of an ant on a much grander scale. 
 
   This was no bee.
 
   Its body was more reminiscent of that of a wasp, sleek and dangerous, but wasps didn’t lose their stingers like bees, and bees were hairy to facilitate the collection of pollen.
 
   She slid the carcass into a collection bag and passed it to Cranston, who held it close to his face to study it.
 
   “I don’t get it,” he said. “When a bee loses its stinger, it dies shortly thereafter, right? This one lost its stinger and died inside the elephant. So where are all of their bodies? They should be everywhere.”
 
   Lauren rose and snatched the bag back from him.
 
   “They have to be somewhere around here. We just haven’t found them yet. While you’re looking, I’m going to see if I can figure out which species this might be, and how it ended up in the digestive tract of this animal.”
 
   She had a hunch, but she wasn’t ready to share it. Not yet, anyway. Not until she knew for sure. And if she was right….
 
   “Hey!” one of the gowned men called from the bleachers. He held a black rectangular object over his head. “Look what I found! And it’s still recording!”
 
   He clambered over the bodies and descended to the leveled dirt. Cranston hurried over to meet him. Lauren followed. They were joined by the group of agents in short measure.
 
   Cranston took the camcorder from the forensics tech and turned it over and over in his hands. 
 
   Lauren heard it softly whir as it continued to record.
 
   The Special Agent opened the three-inch side-flap view screen, then looked back at the tech.
 
   “See if you can find any more of these.” He pressed the STOP button and the red light over the lens darkened. He turned to face the rest of them. “Are you guys ready to do this?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   III
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Cranston led them out of the big top and into the wash of light where at least the breeze circulated the stench. Lauren breathed a sigh of relief. She had begun to feel increasingly uncomfortable under the blank stares of the dead that packed the bleachers. Consciously, she knew they weren’t actually watching her, but that didn’t alleviate the crawling sensation on her skin. She didn’t suppose the fact that they had all been killed by some sort of wasp helped in that regard either.
 
   The other agents closed rank around Cranston, forcing Lauren to stand on her toes to see between them.
 
   Cranston rewound the recording to the start and pressed PLAY.  
 
   The shaky footage began with a close-up of a woman holding a toddler on her hip. The young boy bared a big grin for the camera. Behind them, Lauren saw the ticket booth down the hill through the grove of trees. They were standing at the edge of the parking lot while scores of people who had no idea what fate had in store for them funneled past.
 
   The sound was a continuous low rumble metered by the excited cries of children and the occasional feline roar.
 
   Cut to a jostling view of the inside of the fairgrounds. The woman now held the child’s hand as they weaved through the crowd, passing games of chance stocked with stuffed animals bigger than the young boy, various attractions with greasy ticket collectors, and carts selling pretzels, snow cones, and glowing necklaces. The woman held up the child’s hand and helped him wave to the camera.
 
   Another cut and they were in a different section of the grounds. This time, Lauren could only assume, the woman held the camcorder while presumably the father piggybacked the boy, who clung to the man’s forehead as though his life depended upon it. The man pointed off to his right and the lens followed. A pen had been cordoned off in a broad section of dirt. The sign on the fence promised camel rides for five dollars. A grungy man with a scraggly beard guided the camel in a circle by its reigns, much to the delight of the twin girls perched between its fur-capped humps.
 
   The camera swung again to the right and zoomed in on another enclosure where several men raked hay into piles for the elephant troupe. One of the pachyderms thrust its trunk into the mound, gave it a twirl, and lifted a clump to its mouth. Another man appeared with a hose and sprayed down the smaller elephants in the rear. Flies buzzed around them, causing the enormous animals to flap their ears. Heaps of dung led all the way back to where a fourth elephant rested listlessly on its side. Two more men, who had obviously fallen in the mud several times, pushed and shoved at the behemoth in an effort to force it back to its feet. It didn’t even appear capable of standing.
 
   Lauren had a pretty good hunch as to why. 
 
   A small crowd had gathered off to the side to watch, among them a couple of teenagers smoking and passing back and forth a water bottle that made them wince with each swig of the spiked concoction, an elderly man with an ornate cane that appeared too short to be of any real use, and a visibly pregnant woman with coffee-colored skin who wore her raven-black hair in a ponytail and an expression of abject horror on her face.
 
   Past the elephant’s rear haunches, a man of Middle Eastern descent stood stock-still, staring down at the animal, his features devoid of emotion. He wore a faded ball cap low over his hooded eyes and what looked like a cattle prod in a sheath on one hip and a transceiver holstered on the other. 
 
   One of the men who had been trying to make the sick elephant stand rushed up to him, gesticulating wildly with his hands. The man with the ball cap glanced over at the spectators, his gaze lingering on one of them for a long moment, and then ushered the agitated handler toward an unmarked mobile trailer.
 
   The recording darkened. A sudden flash forced the aperture to rectify its focus. The center ring was spread out below, partially obscured by the heads of the people in the row below the cameraman. The ringmaster stepped into the spotlight, but the camera panned left and focused on the young boy’s face. He sat in his mother’s lap, eyes bright, mouth open wide in wonder.
 
   Cut to clowns piling out of a miniature car. Acrobats flipping and twirling from the high-wires. A lion tamer goading his maned charge with a whip and a chair. A tiger leaping through a ring of fire. A parade of elephants circling the ring.
 
   There was a high-pitched squeal that degenerated into feedback.
 
   The view snapped suddenly to the left. In the foreground, the young boy pressed his small hands to the sides of his head. Above his head, the camera focused on a bank of speakers mounted to the tent supports, then whipped back toward the ring, flashing past faces that had all turned toward the sound, hands clapped over their ears.
 
   One of the elephants wobbled and fell. Several trainers raced to its side.
 
   The field of view panned across the chaos. Clowns and other performers walked slowly into the center of the ring from where they’d been watching from the shadows, uncertain of exactly what was transpiring, but prepared to do whatever it took to keep the show going.
 
   A shadowed figure hurried past the clowns toward the lone exit. It passed under the spotlight just long enough for Lauren to recognize the man with the cattle prod from the elephant pen.
 
   The camera jerked back to where the ringmaster called for the audience’s attention. Clowns cavorted around him and trapeze artists hurriedly scaled the posts toward their perches.
 
   Abruptly, the squealing sound ceased.
 
   The ringmaster smiled and laughed as though it were all part of the show.
 
   Two men ran over and grabbed him by the jacket. The same men who had been tending to the lame elephant.
 
   Screams erupted from everywhere at once.
 
   The camera jerked to the left in time to capture a shot of what looked like static boiling out of the elephant’s gut. Black dots expanded into a cloud, and the people in the row in front of the camera jumped up from their seats, eclipsing the view. Bodies hurtled past. Footsteps thundered on the bleachers. The screams grew louder and louder until they reached an awful crescendo that overwhelmed the recorder’s microphone.
 
   There was a loud clattering sound as the camera fell to the man’s feet.
 
   A dark, slender shape with spindly legs and a twitchy abdomen crawled across the lens.
 
   The screams went on for what felt like an eternity before dissolving into a crackling buzz.
 
   The aperture focused in and out on the blurry insect and the hand dangling from the bleachers beyond it.
 
   After several moments, another high-pitched squeal sounded. Muffled this time, as though coming from far away.
 
   The wasp flew away from the lens.
 
   A buzzing drone faded until only the squawk of feedback remained.
 
   And then there was only silence.
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   “Jesus,” Cranston whispered.
 
   Lauren echoed his sentiment. That was the most horrible thing she had ever seen. So many people in pain, so many dying in the worst possible manner.
 
   Cranston looked at each of them in turn.
 
   “I need to know what the hell those things were, how they got into that elephant, and why they attacked like that. I want to know where they went. I need to put a name to every single one of those bodies. And I need to know what in the name of God was in those stingers.” He spun a slow circle. All eyes were on him. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   The group spurred to life at once.
 
   Lauren turned and headed back toward the tent. She was already making a mental checklist in her head. She needed tissue and blood samples from the elephant, a cross-section from several different corpses—
 
   “Hey, doc!” Cranston called after her.
 
   He jogged to catch up with her, took her by the elbow, and spoke softly so that only she could hear.
 
   “I don’t have to tell you that time is a critical factor here. With what’s lined up in Atlanta, we need this resolved as quickly and quietly as possible.” He paused. “I really don’t like the timing of this.”
 
   Lauren nodded.
 
   Cranston searched her eyes for a long moment, nodded back, and then turned away to rejoin the others.
 
   She hurried into the tent and began the slow, arduous task of cutting tissue from various points along the elephant’s digestive tract, from its tongue all the way through to its rectum. By the time she finished, she’d found four more intact wasp carcasses, minus their stingers, which she could only assume were embedded somewhere in the mucosal lining. She aspirated milky fluid from the boils on several of the human corpses, took samples of blood and cerebrospinal fluid, and collected more stingers and the striated skin around them. The medical examiner would perform a thorough examination of the remains to provide a conclusive mechanism of death. Right now, Lauren just needed to make sure there were no virulent microorganisms or otherwise contagious agents in the stingers. From there, she could move on to toxins and allergens, and determine if an immediate injection of antihistamines or steroids would counteract the life-threatening effects.
 
   Her thoughts drifted back to the video recording. The wasps had chewed their way out of the animal’s bowels as she had suspected, but there were several things she had noticed that didn’t quite make sense. First, there was the high-pitched tone that had come from the speakers. It hadn’t been feedback. The sound had been too regular, unwavering. It not only appeared to have surprised the audience, but the performers as well. And it was shortly thereafter that the wasps had emerged from the elephant’s abdomen. Was it possible that the two were somehow related? Then there was the second occurrence after everyone was already dead, softer, as though attenuated by distance. That had been when all of the insects had flown away, hadn’t it? And what about the mystery man? He had to be someone with a measure of authority within the carnival. The elephant handler had approached him as though he were in charge. And then in the middle of the chaos, while all of the performers had been converging in the center ring, he’d been moving in the opposite direction in a big hurry.
 
   A mental image formed of the man, staring down at the dying pachyderm, his face blank, a stark contrast to the mortified expression on the woman’s.
 
   Lauren gathered her sample-filled case and exited the tent. She had just veered toward the path that would lead her back to her car when she heard someone shout from the eastern side of the grounds, past a series of smaller tents and a row of decrepit rides. A group of agents was already running in that direction. She followed out of curiosity, passing bumper cars and a toddler-size Ferris wheel and various concessions booths until she reached the edge of the forest. Voices carried through a maze of sycamores and cypresses bearded with moss. Moonlight glinted between the trunks from a large body of water. When she finally emerged from the wilderness, she found the agents fanned out along a stretch of muddy bank bordering a lake. She could barely see the wall of trees on the other side. Several men crouched at the water’s edge, while others passed around binoculars.
 
   Small waves shushed toward the low-water mark. In the spring, there would be standing water throughout the woods.
 
   “Well,” Cranston said. He separated from the others and walked over to her side. “That’s one problem solved.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows and waited for him to elaborate.
 
   He simply pointed at the sloppy ground. She hadn’t noticed it at first. The waves carried small black wasp carcasses onto the shore, where they formed a ridge several inches deep, like the ring of scum around a bathtub. 
 
   All of them dead, all missing their stingers.
 
   “Grab as many as you like, doc,” Cranston said. He clapped her on the shoulder and rejoined his team.
 
   Lauren fished a collection bag from her case and stuffed it full of soggy wasps. What could possibly have caused the entire swarm to drown itself?
 
   She loaded the bag into her briefcase and stared out across the lake in the same direction as the agents with their field glasses. There was something out there, low on the water. A dark shape with a shallow profile. She strolled over to the man who held the binoculars.
 
   “May I?” she asked.
 
   The man passed them to her without a word. Lining up the lenses with her eyes through the plastic shield was a difficult proposition, but she finally succeeded and zeroed in on the black silhouette. Magnified, she could tell exactly what it was.
 
   A small rowboat gently rose and fell on the waves in a shimmering reflection of moonlight. Its cargo consisted of two large rectangular shapes.
 
   Massive black boxes.
 
   Amplifiers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   

 
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   


 
   
  
 



I
 
   
Atlanta, Georgia
 
   
 
 
   Lauren returned to her lab on the third floor of the Emerging Infectious Diseases Laboratory, forty-two miles from the fairgrounds, in time to watch the sun rise. It was the perfect time to be there, the only time when she could clearly think. The CDC was adding more than twenty thousand square feet onto the building to accommodate the new class IV cleanrooms necessary to keep up with the slew of nasty diseases that seemed to crop up in increasing numbers every year. The construction crews with their infernal hammering and drilling and pounding, which positively made the floor vibrate, wouldn’t be arriving for more than two hours, so they needed to take full advantage of the opportunity. 
 
   Physically, she was exhausted, but mentally she was firing on all cylinders. There was so much to be done that she could hardly slow down to think about it while moving from one task to the next. The entire lab was a frenzy of activity. Lab techs bounced from one station to the next. Centrifuges whirled and mass spectrometers hummed. Carcasses were dissected with microscopic guidance. Tissue samples were stained and run through a gamut of tests. It was a precisely orchestrated performance that undoubtedly looked chaotic to the untrained eye, but to Lauren, it was poetry in motion; an elaborate dance by men and women who had never rehearsed this particular version. There was no protocol in place for evaluating this specific vector. Wasps had never been known to transmit such a nasty pathogen, and their toxin wasn’t especially aggressive. Even people who were deathly allergic to bee stings rarely reacted to those of a wasp. And yet here they were, improvising as they went, attacking these little black creatures on the atomic level.
 
   So far, they had yet to find the presence of any viral or bacterial agents, which was the most important step. It was ultimately too soon to conclusively rule out the presence of any or all pathogenic processes, but Lauren figured it was only a matter of time now.
 
   What they had found, however, was truly extraordinary.
 
   With the help of Dr. Reginald Wilton, professor of Agricultural Technology and resident entomologist at Georgia Tech, they had thoroughly examined the anatomy of the wasps and made some startling revelations. This was no naturally occurring species they were dealing with here, but an amalgam of several. The general body type was consistent on a macroscopic level with that of the common paper wasp—minus the structure of the stinger array—while the coloration more closely resembled that of a parasitic digger wasp. That was where it passed from strange to remarkable. 
 
   A wasp’s stinger was more than simply a mechanism for delivering venom. It was an ovipositor, a functional tube used to deposit eggs. Thus, only the females of any given species had stingers. Colonial wasps produced a single queen capable of laying eggs, while all of the other females were essentially born sterile. Apparently wasps had a staggering amount of control in determining the sex of their offspring. Every egg was naturally haploid, which meant it would always yield a female. After fertilization, however, it became diploid and always produced a male. And all of the carcasses they had found were viable females, as evidenced by their missing stingers and the fully-developed egg sacs in their abdomens. This suggested that the wasps weren’t colonial at all, like their hive-building cousins, but parthenogenic, capable of reproducing entire generations of females asexually. In that regard, they were like the parasitic wasps of the Apocrita suborder, which were commonly released in fields of crops to control the infestation of pest insects. These species of wasps used their stingers to deliver a paralyzing dose of venom into other insects like caterpillars and spiders, and while the insect was incapacitated, laid their eggs directly into its body. The larvae then developed until they were effectively able to kill and consume their host.
 
   The structure of this new hybrid’s ovipositor assembly mimicked that of a honey bee. All stingers have microscopic hooks along the stylet called lancets that enable them to latch onto their prey long enough to deliver their venom before retracting. Bees have larger lancets. That’s the reason they lose their ovipositors after stinging a human being; the skin is too thick and tough to allow the lancets to disengage, which causes the bee to simply tear off its entire reproductive system in an effort to fly away. From there, it’s only a matter of time before the insect dies.
 
   Its mandibles were much larger, sharper, and attached to more elaborate musculature than that of a standard wasp. They looked more like those of a termite, which were designed for chewing through hard wood, only proportionate to the wasp’s body size. There was no doubt they were easily strong enough to masticate mammalian tissue.
 
   There were other bizarre mutations as well. Normal venom contains a toxin called melittin, plus various concentrations of apamine, hyaluronidase, phospholipases and phosphatases, and degranulating proteins. This particular species had only a fraction of the melittin in its venom sac, which meant that its vasoactive properties were markedly subdued. One sting wouldn’t cause the victim’s throat to swell shut, or produce hives, dizziness or loss of consciousness while the wasp laid its eggs. It would literally take dozens of stings to cause death to the average person without an acute allergy.
 
   Their antennae were dramatically different as well. Instead of having a long distal portion called a flagellum, which was ordinarily composed of eight discrete sections that helped the wasp recognize different sounds, there was only a small nub, which, they could only assume, was able to identify a single tone.
 
   They were dealing with a wasp that looked like a hybridization of a paper wasp and a digger wasp, had the ovipositor of a honey bee connected to the parthenogenic reproductive system of a parasitic wasp, with oddly short antennae attuned to a particular resonance of sound, the mandibles of a termite, and weaker venom than any single one of its constituent components. A finely-tuned machine capable of infesting a host without immediate detriment…and of killing an entire crowd of spectators in a matter of seconds. 
 
   This species wasn’t the result of random mutation or selective breeding. This was something that could only have been engineered in a lab.
 
   But how had it gone from that lab into the belly of a circus elephant? And how long had they been growing in its digestive tract?
 
   The elephant hadn’t been attacked by a swarm. It would have been killed like everything else under the big top. It had to have been stung repeatedly under controlled conditions for so many eggs to have hatched inside of it. The elephant’s sickly affect prior to its death had to have been caused by the mature insects that surely must have been crammed shoulder-to-shoulder in its bowels. It wouldn’t have been able to eat or defecate. The wasps had been causing it to slowly starve to death while they waited for the stimulus that triggered them to chew their way out of its gut.
 
   Everyone at the fairgrounds last night had been killed by someone who had invested a tremendous amount of time and resources into the creation and release of the wasps. Not just killed, but murdered in a cold, calculating manner that had taken countless years of hard work in a laboratory far more advanced than even Lauren’s to plan and implement.
 
   That was why they all now worked as fast and as diligently as they could.
 
   They needed to figure out the motive behind using the wasps to murder hundreds of people at a circus in a town that barely warranted inclusion on the map.
 
   Everything hinged upon it.
 
   They needed to know why. 
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   Lauren checked in with Special Agent Cranston just before noon and relayed her findings. He sounded less surprised than she had expected. His team had already identified the majority of the faceless decedents based primarily on the driver’s licenses they found in the purses and wallets either on or near the remains. They were in the process of crosschecking the names against employment records in hopes of stumbling upon a motive while simultaneously bagging and tagging the corpses. CDC transport vehicles were running back and forth, hauling the bodies by the truckload to their quarantine station downstairs near the construction zone. Lauren imagined them stacked like corded wood against the rear wall in the warehouse-size chamber, in the space they had cleared by moving all of the stretchers out of the curtained partitions. Cranston had promised to sic his best dogs on the genetically engineered angle to determine which facilities were capable of pulling off something this ambitious.
 
   In the meantime, she needed to scrutinize the samples. If the wasps had developed inside of the elephant, then it was definitely possible that they were growing inside of the hundreds of corpses they were unloading at this very moment. The last thing they wanted was their entire quarantine room swarming with wasps. And yet, at the same time, they did need to focus on the lifecycle of the insects, which undoubtedly meant they needed an experimental cross-section to hatch.
 
   She shuddered at the thought of willingly allowing one of the corpses to become infested and torn apart on her table while she leaned over it in a beekeeper’s suit.
 
   Right now, a team of medical examiners was autopsying every tenth body. Thus far, the results were all the same. Their deaths were the result of the sheer amount of venom that hit the victims’ bloodstreams at once, leading to anaphylactic shock. Their windpipes had closed due to the natural histamine reactions of their immune systems. In essence, they had all asphyxiated as one.
 
   Blood was the key. It pumped through a complex highway of vessels that connected the heart to every organ, from arteries to arterioles and finally into the tiny capillaries that ran just beneath the surface of the skin and back again through venules and veins. This was the route that nearly every pathogenic microbe used to reach its ultimate destination inside the body. Airborne viruses accessed it through the mucus membranes in the respiratory tract and directly through the lungs. For other diseases, all it took was a simple transfer of fluids, or, in some cases, just the slightest physical contact or a passing of germs via a fomite like a doorknob. In this case, she suspected the wasps laid their eggs subcutaneously, and upon hatching, the larvae traveled through the blood into the digestive system where there was room to grow in the nutrient-rich maze of hollow tubes, in much the same fashion as tapeworms.
 
   She studied the blood samples through an electron microscope on slides her lab assistants had prepared. Whole blood had been treated with heparin to prevent coagulation, while other samples had been centrifuged, which broke them down into their individual components. The skin and superficial samples of the human remains had all reflected what one would expect from a wasp sting. Nothing more, nothing less. The elephant’s bowels had also been relatively normal, minus the sections where the ovipositors had become impaled in the lining. The mucosa had been dramatically inflamed in the immediate vicinity of the stingers, but there was no sign of infection or other physiological reaction, which suggested that the wasps had merely been content to develop inside of the animal until the external stimulus triggered the instinct that caused them to chew their way out. Eventually, the elephant would have starved to death, had it not been gutted from within first. 
 
   The sample of blood she now studied under 1000x magnification was from the man she had encountered on the lawn outside the fairgrounds, the bald man who’d been designated Number One by the pink flag near his head. He had presumably been nearest the exit flaps of the big top when everything had started to happen and made a break for it. He hadn’t even made it a hundred yards. His blood was fairly common, which made him a good test subject. O positive. Clear toxicology screen, minus the preponderance of melittin. Standard increase in white blood cells to combat the sudden onslaught. Normal red blood cell and platelet counts. The only thing they found that shouldn’t have been there were the small white ovals that vaguely resembled the platelets, only they were about a hundred times larger and less prevalent by a factor of ten thousand. Extrapolating the sample size to that of the entire bloodstream still intimated that there were hundreds of thousands of what she assumed to be egg sacs floating through the host.
 
   Further magnification of the white ovals confirmed they had no method of locomotion. No flagella or cilia. They were at the mercy of the current. They appeared to be encapsulated in some sort of gelatinous protein coating with a mucus-like consistency that prevented it from sticking to any of the blood cells, the vessel lumen, or the other egg sacs. If that was indeed what they were. At this point, she could only speculate.
 
   Lauren replaced the whole blood slide with one featuring the white dots exclusively. They’d been centrifuged to isolate them and placed in a saline solution. She wanted to test an idea that had been percolating in her head. The pH of blood was slightly basic—roughly 7.4—in comparison to that of the digestive tract. The small bowel maintained a slightly more acidic pH level of approximately 6.6, but that was nothing compared to the stomach, which pumped out gastric acid with a pH of under 2. Enteric drugs like acetaminophen and ibuprofen were coated with gelatin to ensure that the active ingredients wouldn’t be released until they hit the stomach, where they would be absorbed as they progressed through the small bowel.
 
   “Prepare a point five percent solution of hydrochloric acid,” she said. “That should approximate the acidity of the stomach. And set up another slide with several of the egg sacs.”
 
   Lauren slid the slide out and waited for the new one. She scooted back from the video monitor attached to the microscope and turned it so they would all be able to see the reaction.
 
   One of her assistants passed her a slide with an indentation the size of a thumbprint in the center. The sample was nearly invisible until she locked it into place under the lens. She focused on what looked like a cluster of white grapes, then increased the magnification until they filled the screen.
 
   She leaned back from the monitor and felt the others crowd around her. All sounds of activity died. The resultant silence was marred only by the sounds of excited breathing and the hum of machinery.
 
   Another assistant appeared at her side, holding the dilution she had requested.
 
   Lauren gave him approval to proceed with a nod, and focused on the image on the screen.
 
   The lens drew out of focus as the tip of a glass pipette appeared. A globule of fluid shivered and fell away. Then another. The cluster of eggs floated apart, then began to effervesce. The outer coating disintegrated into a fine white particulate mist. In the center of each, a dark shape drew contrast. It looked like a ring at first, before slowly opening into a C-shape. The remainder of the egg sac dissolved, leaving only a pale halo in the fluid around the larvae, like the whites of broken eggs around the yolks.
 
   The larvae all started to wriggle at once, worming back and forth through the acidic solution.
 
   “My God,” Lauren whispered.
 
   Blood flowed through the human body at a rate of anywhere between one-tenth of a centimeter per second in the peripheral vessels to forty centimeters per second near the trunk.
 
   Conservative estimates suggested it had taken less than two minutes for the venom to trigger the fatal reaction that had caused all of the people in the tent to asphyxiate.
 
   That was more than enough time for the eggs to pass through the bloodstream and enter the gastrointestinal tract, where they had been sitting in a puddle of stomach acid for more than sixteen hours now.
 
   She imagined the massive quarantine room. It was negatively pressurized to prevent the air inside the chamber from contaminating the outside air. Was it sealed tightly enough that nothing could crawl out through the ducts?
 
   She pictured the rows of body bags and the remains inside of them, their bowels expanding with the gasses of decomposition and teeming with wasp larvae.
 
   She envisioned the corpses still lying in the field, out in the open, and the group of agents working the scene around them. The bowels churning even beneath the graying flesh.
 
   And worst of all, she imagined a swarm of wasps hundreds of times the size of the one that had eaten through the elephant and killed every patron in the stands in a matter of seconds rolling over the suburbs of Atlanta like a storm cloud. 
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   “The last of the remains just arrived,” Lauren said. “If nothing else, at least we can be certain that the threat is contained.”
 
   “We’ve had crop dusters buzzing overhead all day, dropping insecticides over the entire area, as you requested,” Cranston said. His face filled the laptop monitor. Behind him, she could just see the pinnacle of the big top. “You’re certain we have this under control now?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.”
 
   “Very reassuring.”
 
   “It’s a reasonable assertion that all of the wasps would have been drawn to the amplifiers and drowned in the lake, but we simply can’t take that chance. Some could have flown off into the woods; hence, the insecticides. Or they could have stung a possum or a dog or livestock in one of the nearby fields—”
 
   “I get the picture.”
 
   “What about the sound frequency?”
 
   “We have a team of experts analyzing it as we speak. The problem is that so far they’ve been able to isolate nearly a dozen different frequencies from the digital recording, ranging from sub- to supersonic, all of them overlaid on separate tracks.” He turned and nodded to someone off-screen. “You know there’s only one way to determine which frequency’s our trigger.”
 
   “Yeah.” Lauren shuddered at the prospect. “Have your men send me the samples when they’re ready.” 
 
   “Careful what you wish for.” Cranston again turned to the side and whispered to someone out of sight. His eyes were alight when he looked back into the camera. “We think we might have found something. You know better than I do what we should be looking for. I want you to walk through it with me. Okay, doc?”
 
   Before she could reply, Cranston grabbed the video camera with a rustling sound. She saw his palm, and then what might have been his ear. When the image settled, she was staring at a handful of agents in FBI windbreakers. They were unloading bulletproof vests and assault rifles from the back of an unmarked van. When they closed the doors, she saw the sign for the camel rides and the dirt pen. A blue vest blocked her view for a split-second. Cranston must have attached the camera to some sort of mount on his hat or on a headset.
 
   “Still with me, doc?”
 
   His voice was louder and distorted, his breathing harsh. A microphone in front of his mouth, she assumed.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “We’ve been doing a systematic physical search of the premises. Remember that trailer we saw the guy with the hat go into? The one by the elephants? One of my agents found a set of keys sitting on the counter that didn’t fit any of the trailer’s locks.” He started to run while he was talking. The image on the screen bounced with his exertions. His heavy exhalations echoed all around her small office. She recognized the path leading up through the sycamores toward the dirt parking lot, then the rows of cars that would eventually have to be towed. “The keys weren’t high on our priority list, at least not at first. But considering how that guy was acting and the fact that the trailer appeared to be his base of operations, we had to follow up on them. We eventually found that one of the keys unlocked a pickup truck in the parking lot. The door of the camper trailer hitched to it was wired with explosives.”
 
   “Explosives?”
 
   “C4. We’re obviously not dealing with a low-rent operation here.”
 
   “Why would…?” Lauren’s voice trailed off as the image focused on a black Ford F-150 and the Wildwood trailer hooked to its fender. It was parked it the middle of the lot as though in an effort to be invisible. And yet the keys had been left out on the counter and the trailer door rigged with explosives. It didn’t make sense, though. If it wasn’t meant to be found, why leave the keys behind and go to the effort of setting up the booby trap? 
 
   Something else bothered her about the situation, something she couldn’t quite pin down. 
 
   On the screen, two men wearing full bomb squad gear stepped away from the trailer door. Cranston paused only long enough to look at another agent and give a sharp nod. The agent pulled the door open and Cranston climbed up into the darkness, leading with his pistol. She heard shouts from the other agents, identifying themselves, warning anyone inside. 
 
   A burst of light that the aperture struggled to rationalize.
 
   She saw a countertop. A rusted sink. Cupboards. An unmade bed. A dirty tabletop. The mirror on the closed bathroom door. The patterned linoleum floor. The view shifted quickly in time with Cranston’s stare as he tried to capture every detail at once. The trailer rocked as more men climbed inside.
 
   “Open that door!” Cranston shouted.
 
   He stepped back and Lauren stared down the length of his arms and the sightline of his pistol at his reflection on the bathroom door.
 
   Whoever was responsible had created the perfect untraceable killing machines in the wasps. A bomb was beneath the skills of someone who could play God with the genes of half a dozen species. 
 
   “This isn’t right,” Lauren whispered.
 
   The trailer was meant to be found, and there was only one reason she could think of as to why.    
 
   “Don’t open the door!” she screamed.
 
   An agent drew the bathroom door open with a squeal. She watched, helpless, as Cranston stepped forward into the small room. There was a loud shriek of feedback from an alarm on the door. Everything was yellow plastic. The walls, the sink, the showerhead, the toilet. Everything except for the listless cocker spaniel sprawled on the floor in a crusted puddle of urine. Flies swirled around it, crawled on its eyes. Its fur was matted and clumped, its abdomen distended, its rectum prolapsed. It tried to raise its head, but dropped it heavily back to the ground.
 
   “Oh, Christ,” Cranston said.
 
   The dog whimpered and the fur on its flank ruffled as though blown by a sudden gust of wind.
 
   “Out!” Cranston shouted. “Everyone out! Goddamn it! Everybody—!”
 
   A feverish buzzing sound erupted with the cloud of wasps that boiled out of the dog’s side. The tatters of skin flapped back like a baked potato. She saw the insects shooting straight toward the camera and then Cranston was in motion. An agent’s face, eyes wide with terror. A collision. Tumbling to the floor. Panicked cries. The incessant buzzing. The whine of feedback. Cranston crawling over another man’s body. He fell through the doorway and collapsed onto the ground. Shadows darted in and out of view, so close to the lens that it couldn’t clearly capture them. Legs running away from her.
 
   A lone insect landed on the dirt in front of the lens. Its blurry shape was nearly a foot wide on her laptop screen. Its wings vibrated and its body twitched. And then it was gone, leaving only the droning buzz in its wake.
 
   Bodies scattered across the parking lot.
 
   Silence crackled from her speakers.              
 
   Lauren started to cry. 
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   Lauren entered the quarantine room wearing a full beekeeper’s suit. The white cotton and polyester blend fabric hung loosely from her body, while the leather boots and gloves were snug all the way up to her knees and biceps. She wore a helmet under a hooded veil, which hung over her face to the middle of her chest. Beneath the mesh was a biohazard mask with a Plexiglas face shield and a mouthpiece attached to the portable oxygen tank strapped to her back. All of the ventilation ducts had been plugged with a two-foot layer of steel wool that would allow an insecticidal mist to be forced into the room, but wouldn’t permit any of the wasps to pass through in the opposite direction. With the impeded circulation, the air was stifling and oppressive, despite the cooling units set up throughout the room to slow the rate of decomposition. The smell was like nothing she had ever experienced before. The body bags were stacked five-high against the side walls in some places, and ran the length of the room. They weren’t going to be able to release the remains to the next of kin until they were embalmed, the larvae flushed from their systems, their blood replaced with formaldehyde.
 
   They’d been able to keep a lid on the nature of the disaster, at least for now. It was only a matter of time before they needed to make a statement, however. Accidental exposure to noxious gasses was undoubtedly the story they would tell. In this case, a lie was more believable than the truth.
 
   She walked through the main room to one of the isolation chambers designed to contain patients with the most heinous of communicable diseases like ebola or smallpox. She slid back the glass door and entered the hermetically-sealed room. Two gurneys were positioned side-by-side in the center. On top of each was a corpse. The one on the left belonged to a circus clown they had determined had no surviving relatives. On the right was Special Agent Cranston, whose SAC had volunteered him posthumously for this final assignment. 
 
   “Are you guys ready?” she asked, glancing up at the camera to her right. One had been placed in each corner of the room above massive amplifiers that stood nearly five feet tall.
 
   “Whenever you are,” her assistant’s voice crackled through the intercom.
 
   Lauren just wanted to get this over with. They all knew how this was going to end. Sure, she could have been sitting safely in the observation room with the others, but there was one key behavioral component they still needed to evaluate under controlled conditions, one which required someone to physically remain in the room. They needed to witness the spontaneous aggression. The cameras would digitally capture the swarming attack and plot the individual wasps to determine any sort of group patterns or individual dominance. Considering the fabric didn’t feel thick enough to protect her from a stiff breeze, she wasn’t surprised in the slightest that there had been no volunteers for the experiment, which commenced when she nodded her readiness.
 
   “Starting at eight hertz.”
 
   Lauren watched both bodies, which had been stripped from the waist up. She focused on their abdomens, waiting for the first indication of movement beneath the skin. The sound was so low that she felt it as a vibration deep in her chest without hearing it.
 
   All of the remains from the circus had been identified and cross-referenced against every federal database in hopes if discovering a motive for the attack. Other than a few outstanding warrants, some unpaid traffic tickets, and a surprising number of deadbeat fathers, there were no criminals of note. Several had served time for petty offenses from possession to larceny, but there were no connections to organized crime, foreign governments, or groups on any of Homeland Security’s watch lists.
 
   “Moving on to sixty-five hertz.”
 
   It produced a low, solid tone that reminded her of a stomach growling. She watched and waited, knowing full well that any second now she was going to come under siege by a swarm of killer wasps.
 
   None of the victims had been related to prominent elected officials or celebrities in even the most peripheral way. None of them had been wealthy by anyone’s definition, nor had any of them been party to any litigations or class action lawsuits. The demographic profile fit the standard rural American model. The ratio of Caucasians to minorities couldn’t have been less remarkable. To all involved, the attack at the circus seemed to be the definition of random.
 
   “Nine hundred thirteen hertz.”
 
   The sound reminded her of her childhood, of her mother humming while she fixed dinner. 
 
   The precision of the randomness suggested that someone had invested a great deal of thought into choosing the exact location for a controlled experiment, not unlike the one they were conducting at this very moment. 
 
   So far, they had yet to locate the man they had seen on the video recordings. His body wasn’t among the remains in the room next door, nor were his face or fingerprints in any law enforcement databases. The circus’ employment records listed the man as Dipak Patel, an animal handler of some renown, whose resume included stints at the San Diego Zoo and as an animal wrangler for several Hollywood films. They obviously hadn’t followed up on his references, for none of them had heard of the enigmatic Mr. Patel. In fact, prior to his arrival at the circus, they could find no evidence that Dipak Patel even existed.
 
   “Four-point-one kilohertz. How are you holding up in there, Dr. Allen?”
 
   Lauren gave a thumbs-up. The sound became so shrill that it raised the hackles on the backs of her arms.
 
   The timing of Patel’s appearance and now disappearance was the most troubling part of the equation. Cranston had been right in his initial assessment. This was all too coincidental. The Super Bowl was set to kick off with a bang on Sunday night, in what was slated to be the last game ever to be played in the Georgia Dome before it was razed in favor of a more modern stadium. With over seventy-two thousand people in attendance and nearly twice that many pouring into the Atlanta area, among them foreign dignitaries from around the world, a well-coordinated strike could make the mass-casualty event at the circus pale by comparison. Add in the more than one hundred million viewers across the globe and it was an opportunity to make a statement the likes of which had never been made before. Even the President of the United States—a lifelong Detroit Lions fan—was scheduled to be a guest in the owner’s box when his team took the field for its first appearance in the big game against the heavily favored Jacksonville Jaguars. 
 
   “Twelve kilohertz.”
 
   The high-pitched sound pierced her. She imagined it shattering wine glasses.
 
   There was no way in the world that the game would be postponed or moved to a different venue, despite the insistent and repeated urgings of the FBI. The economic impact on the region was estimated to be as much as four hundred million dollars and there wasn’t enough time to satisfactorily prepare another city to host such a grand event. Besides, there was the issue of saving face. Moving the game would be a tacit admission of fear by a country that could ill afford to expose a chink in its venerable armor. The Super Bowl was the ultimate expression of American ideals; an unparalleled spectacle of excess on an almost hedonistic scale. To allow the possibility of a strike to alter it in any way would be a betrayal of the American way and a demonstration of weakness that would open the door to the kind of terrorists who were waiting for just such an opportunity. Like every Super Bowl following 9-11, this year’s game had been declared a National Special Security Event by the Department of Homeland Security and would be policed like a sovereign military state unto itself.
 
   “Sixteen kilohertz. Anything at all yet?”
 
   Lauren shook her head. The sound was so shrill it felt as though it originated from the center of her brain.
 
   Regardless of the DHS’s assurances and the countermeasures already in place, she had a bad feeling about this. Preventing someone from crashing a plane into the dome or sneaking explosives or weapons into the stadium was one thing, but how could they possibly detect wasp larvae that could easily be smuggled inside anyone in attendance? Hell, all someone would need to do is park within range and trigger the sound frequency to awaken the insects inside a dog in the back seat of a car or a mounted policeman’s horse. There were too many variables outside of their control, and it didn’t help that their mandate was to keep a lid on the slaughter at the circus until after the event. They were playing with fire and it seemed as though she was the only one willing to admit it. Theirs may have been the most powerful empire the planet had ever known, but its aura of invincibility was illusory.
 
   “Twenty-two kilohertz. Here’s where things get interesting.”
 
   The high-pitched sound was replaced by…nothing. They had passed into the supersonic range. 
 
   She heard a faint crinkling sound, like someone crumpling paper. She looked from one man’s belly to the next. There was no sign of movement. Just pale skin mottled by flaccid blue veins and—
 
   Wait.
 
   There.              
 
   “Are you guys seeing this back there?”
 
   “Nothing yet. What do you—?”
 
   The man on the left erupted first. There was the merest ripple of skin, and then a tattered hole appeared and the air filled with wasps. The speed with which it transpired was staggering. She had seen it happen to the cocker spaniel with her own eyes, and yet she was still caught off-guard. She never even saw Cranston’s abdomen tear open. God. She could hardly see anything through the sheer number of wasps swarming around her. They were all over her, crawling on her mesh mask, thrusting their stingers at her face, trying to sting her through the fabric. They were still juveniles, perhaps a third of the size of adult wasps and not yet fully developed, but no less terrifying. She stumbled forward, madly brushing them off. All she could see was the mass of seething bodies mere inches from her face that could kill her in a matter of seconds. The fabric felt too thin; their combined weight pressed it to her skin. A scream rose in her chest and burst past her lips, but the buzzing was so loud that she hardly heard it. She fell to her knees and swatted at the wasps on her veil. Carcasses crunched underneath her and she was certain that stingers prodded through the suit and into her knees. An all-consuming, blind panic took root. Screaming and thrashing, she tried to scurry away from them, but they were everywhere. All over her. Crawling under her hood, beneath her clothes, in her hair. She was certain of it. 
 
   She was going to die.
 
   Lauren screamed and screamed until her throat was raw and she started to cough.
 
   She opened her eyes and fought back the terror. The wasps were still everywhere, but they hadn’t penetrated her defenses. There were no stingers in her skin. She was going to be all right. Slowly, she rose to her feet and brushed the wasps away from her eyes so she could see. Both of the corpses were crawling with them. Over and over, they stung the lifeless bodies and returned to the air, only to be replaced by a seemingly inexhaustible supply.
 
   “Go ahead,” she said.
 
   “Are you okay in there for sure, Dr. Allen?”
 
   She nodded and manipulated the chemical respirator under her face shield over her mouth. A fog descended from the ceiling and settled toward the floor. The shadowed forms of the insects were nearly invisible through the toxic cloud as they succumbed to the poison and dropped to the ground.
 
   Their carcasses crackled underfoot like she was walking on bubble wrap as she studied the aftermath. There were so many of them that any effort to count them would be a waste of time they didn’t have.
 
   The buzzing sound diminished, and then ultimately ceased altogether.
 
   The corpses were black with stingers. It was impossible to tell what they might have once looked like, or even what color their skin had been.
 
   This was their worst fear realized.
 
   How could they prevent an attack that could kill countless thousands when they couldn’t see where the wasps were hiding or hear the sound that initiated their assault?
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   Atlanta, Georgia
 
   
 
 
   The spectacle was like nothing she’d ever seen before. The tailgating had begun in earnest the day before, and by the time she arrived not long after sunrise, the parking lot was shoulder-to-shoulder with people as far as she could see. There were news crews from around the world, speaking in languages ranging from every possible dialect of English to some she had never heard in her life. The NFL Experience—a fantastic exhibit where everyone, from kids through adults, could learn what it was like to play in the pros through the use of pseudo-virtual reality technology—had drawn nearly as many patrons as the game itself. There were people drinking, grilling, fighting, playing, swearing, and cavorting everywhere she looked. They wore jerseys and face and body paint and reminded her of infantries preparing to go into battle. And all of them were blissfully unaware of the threat that could at any moment kill every single one of them.
 
   The police and military presence was relatively unobtrusive, at least more so than she had hoped. While every access point was strictly controlled and every vehicle subjected to search, there was still too much foot traffic for her liking. The Georgia Dome had become a city unto itself, a teeming metropolis of nearly a hundred and fifty thousand crammed into a space of no more than five square miles. Even with the more than three thousand army, national guard, FBI, and police personnel, working the crowds was a task so daunting that Lauren feared they had lost the race before it even started.
 
   Drab olive helicopters thundered overhead and a squadron of F-22 Raptors at Dobbins Air Reserve Base, twenty miles away in Marietta, was ready to scramble at a moment’s notice. The airspace was being carefully monitored and any aircraft that deviated as much as an inch from its flight plan was to be unceremoniously grounded. The president’s own secret service contingent numbered more than a hundred. Their instructions were to form an eight-man cordon around him at all times. The windows of his luxury box had been replaced with bulletproof glass and all ventilation ducts had been sealed. The door had been reinforced with several inches of solid steel and more than thirty monitors showing live footage of every emergency exit route from the suite had been installed. It was a panic room that could theoretically withstand anything shy of a nuclear detonation.
 
   Still, Lauren had a bad feeling that disaster loomed on the horizon. Whoever created the wasps hadn’t done so overnight. It had surely taken years of trial and error, multiple previous incarnations, and unerring foresight to produce this particular species. Was it so difficult to think that these people could have been preparing for this very event since the moment the Georgia Dome was announced as the host of the game more than two years ago? Was it impossible to believe that a single faceless man could walk right through every single one of their checkpoints and martyr himself on national television?
 
   Everyone on security detail had memorized the pictures of the man taken at the circus prior to the catastrophe. Even the employees manning the concession stands had a picture of him taped behind their counters. Every section had a dozen agents assigned to watch it, and there would be more than a hundred on the field itself, many of them posing as cameramen who would film the crowds and relay the feeds to computers that had been specifically programmed to analyze and detect erratic or inconsistent behavior. The fire suppression system had been modified to divert from the dry chemical tanks to ancillary drums containing more than five thousand gallons of insecticides at the flip of a switch. Even the PA announcer had been thoroughly vetted and his equipment had been modified so that it was incapable of producing any sound with a frequency higher than fourteen kilohertz, a full eight thousand hertz lower than the established sound trigger.
 
   If there was anything they had missed, Lauren couldn’t think of it, and yet, at the same time, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something obvious they had overlooked.
 
   She passed through security for the fourth different time that afternoon on her way into the stadium once again. The agent studied her face and her body before letting her pass into a gated section where she was patted down and her ID carefully scrutinized by two men in army fatigues before being allowed to pass. She worked her way through the mad throngs toward the command center, which had been set up behind the visiting team’s goalposts, directly under the lower tier of stands and between the tunnels from which the players would emerge onto the field through smoke and fireworks. Popcorn crunched underfoot and she nearly slipped in a puddle of beer. The entire place reeked of body odor, barley and hops, and processed meat products. The plainclothes forces blended into the woodwork all around her, betrayed only by the ceaseless motion of their eyes across the masses. And by the bulges of their shoulder holsters beneath their civilian attire.
 
   After once again producing her credentials, she was admitted to the command center. There were people in motion everywhere she looked. Every console was manned by a red-eyed, harried agent swilling coffee and fearing to so much as blink. There had to be two hundred monitors, each divided into four different live-action quadrants. Facial recognition programs zeroed in on one individual after another, searching for Patel or any known person of interest. Every man or woman wore either a headset or an earpiece, depending upon their designated mobility. The tension had ratcheted up several notches since she was last here. She feared that if the man wasn’t apprehended before kickoff, the whole scene might boil over into aggression and mistakes would be made.
 
   Special Agent Antonio Bellis, FBI liaison between the command center and the military, police, and secret service teams, broke away from a gathering and hustled to her side.
 
   “Are all of your preparations in place?”
 
   “The four containment vehicles are ready and waiting for transport. Each has been checked and double-checked to confirm the patency of the air-tight seals. Not even a single oxygen molecule could get out of their cabs. And all of the EpiPens have been distributed to their pre-arranged locations. They’re well within range if we factor in a full minute for the manifestation of symptomatology, but I still worry that mass panic will prevent their timely administration.”  
 
   “That can’t be helped. Besides, it won’t come to that. If this guy’s anywhere near here, my men will find him.”
 
   “You’re assuming he’s working alone.”
 
   “We’ve been over this and I’m tired of repeating my position, Dr. Allen. Your sole responsibility now is to maintain your level of preparedness and stand silent vigil. If things get out of hand—which they won’t—your people are to minimize casualties. That’s all. Leave the rest of this to the professionals. We have this under control.”
 
   He turned his back on her and waded into the frenzy of activity again.
 
   Lauren shook her head. No amount of preparation could impose order upon chaos.
 
   And even if they did manage to prevent catastrophe today, what were they going to do tomorrow? The next day? The one after that? Pandora’s box had been opened and there was no way of predicting when or where the next attack would occur. They couldn’t police every sporting event, every mall, every Broadway play, every school or every government installation on the off-chance that it might come under siege by swarms of killer wasps or some other surprise threat they couldn’t even imagine. If men were to the point of engineering wasps like this, then who’s to say they couldn’t infect nearly invisible dust mites with hemorrhagic fever or seed the clouds with anthrax or the botulinum toxin that with the first rain would make the land uninhabitable for generations?
 
   They’d already lost the war and they didn’t even know it yet. All that remained was to determine the method of their ultimate extinction. 
 
   And the clock was ticking. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   II
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Lauren paced nervously from one section to the next, not certain exactly what she expected to see, but she knew that with each passing second they came closer to the penultimate moment of reckoning. Thus far, there was no score. The teams on the field were performing the annual Super Bowl ritual of cautiously feeling each other out, testing for weaknesses to exploit while doing their best to hide their own. The first quarter had ended in a tie at zero apiece, and at the rate they were going, they might be looking at goose eggs at halftime. Yet, despite the score, the crowd was frenzied. These were people who’d journeyed from around the country to be a part of history and appeared as though they intended to make the most of the opportunity. Mob mentality was in full effect; commonly accepted behavior gave way to a kind of low, thrumming potential that felt as though it could ignite at any minute. Everyone stood; jostling for a better sightline, shouting, shoving, pounding beers as though this were the only place on earth that served them, absorbing the individual into the mass that threatened to explode with the first points scored.
 
   She studied them all, her eyes flashing from one face to the next in hopes of identifying the one face that didn’t jibe with the rest, the one set of eyes focused on something other than the game, on some twisted thought squirming through a diseased mind.
 
   Nothing. 
 
   No one.
 
   Their most gloomy estimates showed that if the wasps were released in significant numbers, fewer than a third of those in attendance would be able to receive the shots of epinephrine in time. The best case scenario still left thousands leaving the dome in body bags.
 
   A whistle from the field marked the two-minute warning.
 
   She glanced back over her shoulder. The Lions had the ball near midfield on the Super Bowl logo. Fifteen more yards and they would be in field goal range. The bedlam that followed the first points scored would provide the perfect cover for the attack.
 
   Her hands trembled as she scanned the crowd. Which one was it? Which one?!
 
   She walked along the rail to the next section and looked up from the second tier to the third. 
 
   Behind her, the game commenced once more.
 
   Men and women lined the balcony. Below them, the clock ticked downward.
 
   1:57.
 
   1:56.
 
   A cheer rose in response to something that happened behind her, but she didn’t dare look.
 
   The game clock continued to run.
 
   1:43.
 
   1:42.
 
   Somewhere beneath her feet, Eminem and Kid Rock prepared to take the stage in an unofficial nod to Detroit that had been the source of much controversy during the last two weeks. Especially among Jaguar fans, who felt something as asinine as a halftime act could swing momentum.
 
   1:18.
 
   1:17.
 
   If someone in the crowd wanted to guarantee that he’d be on television, where would he sit? The fifty yard line might offer the best seats in the house, but was unlikely to be featured during the broadcast. First row in the end zone? A player might leap up into the stands after a touchdown, but what were the odds that he would do so, and that he would do so in the exact right place? The only time she could think of that the crowd was going to be shown every single time was…
 
   0:51.
 
   0:50.
 
   That had to be it.
 
   Damn it! She was one section too high and two to the left.
 
   “He has to be in section one-twenty-five!” she shouted into her transceiver. “Right between the goal posts!”
 
   0:44.
 
   0:43.
 
   Lauren glanced at the game as she sprinted toward the exit to the main corridor. The Lions had crossed the thirty and were definitely within field goal range. 
 
   Second down and six. 
 
   Time out on the field.
 
   She shoved through the herd working its way in the direction of the concession stands to beat the halftime rush and dashed toward the stairs to the lower level. Her footsteps echoed as she leapt them three at a time, narrowly avoiding the groups leisurely working their way down. She exploded through the door and raced toward the gap under a sign painted with the numbers one-two-five, where several agents were already converging.
 
   A deafening cheer erupted from all around her, making the entire structure shake.
 
   She hurried through the opening in time to see a replay of the touchdown pass to the corner of the end zone replayed on the big screen. The offense was already running to the sideline as the special teams jogged inside the five to line up for the extra point. 
 
   She caught up with the agents at the bottom of the stairs and took up position with the goal posts at her back as the net was raised behind her. Frantically, she scoured the sea of faces, but didn’t latch on to one that looked suspicious. The man could be in the other end zone, waiting for his opportunity a hundred and fifty yards away.
 
   “He’s not here!” she screamed.
 
   God, did they really think they’d be able to isolate one lone—?
 
   “There!” one of the agents shouted. He pointed up into the stands.
 
   She followed his extended arm to where a man stood, maybe fifteen rows up, dead center, his bare torso and bulging gut smeared with Honolulu blue and silver, his face painted to look like a lion with savage jaws and fiery eyes. He was the only person not pumping his fists or bouncing or whooping like a savage. It was as though he were totally immobile, frozen in place. He just stared past them at the field, focused solely on the place kicker as he lined up with the holder, took two long steps backward, three to the side, and prepared to make the kick.
 
   Lauren knew that the cameras would now be on her back, and millions of people around the world would be staring straight through the gap between the goal posts.
 
   The man raised a metallic object, pinched between his index finger and his thumb. It was slender and short, and flashed when the lights reflected from it.
 
   The world around her slowed to a crawl.
 
   She heard the referee whistle, which started the play clock.
 
   The crowd returned its focus to the game.
 
   The man swelled as he took a deep breath and brought the object to his mouth.
 
   Agents converged from both sides, shoving past the people in the seats beside him, knocking them into the adjacent rows. One agent leapt for the man and seized his wrist before the object touched his lips. Another tackled them both to the ground and they disappeared from sight.
 
   A thumping sound behind her.
 
   The entire stadium roared again.
 
   The ball hit the net and tumbled down toward the turf.
 
   She felt relief like she’d never experienced before as the agents led the man into the aisle, his arms cuffed behind him, and shoved him up the stairs to where a dozen armed men waited.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   III
 
   

 
 
    
 
   The man sat across from her, his ankles and wrists shackled and connected to another chain around his waist, which was, in turn, fastened to an eyebolt in the floor of the modified transport carrier. He stared across the bed of the enclosed cab at her from that horrible painted lion’s face, itself significantly less menacing than what she saw behind his sadistic black eyes. Had she not known they were there, she never would have been able to detect the latex cheek, nose, chin and brow prosthetics that dramatically altered the configuration of his face. But that was him, all right, the mass murderer responsible for the deaths of more than three hundred men, women and children at the Lithium Springs Fairgrounds. Sitting not more than four feet away from her, studying her in the expectant silence as the road shuddered beneath them and the four soldiers, one to either side of each of them, fondled their assault rifles, praying for any excuse to use them.
 
   Lauren wore the beekeeper’s suit that had protected her earlier. The Marine unit wore matching outfits in woodland camo. The yet-to-be-identified man wore no such protection. Lauren was anxious to get him into the CT scanner to see what was inside of him, but based on his distended abdomen and the foul scent that radiated from the seepage in the seat of his pants, she had a pretty good idea of what she would find. Every few minutes, he doubled over in obvious pain, but always recovered and offered them the kind of smug, bloody-lipped grin she was certain the devil himself wore.
 
   She turned the small metallic object over and over in her gloved hands. It was a simple device, one found at any pet store around the world, and yet one that was as deadly as any detonator.
 
   “Give it a blow,” the soldier beside her said. “Just a little one. Let’s see what being eaten alive from the inside out does to that fucking smile.”
 
   Lauren clenched the dog whistle in her fist and looked away. There was a part of her that wanted nothing more.
 
   “Tied at seven, midway through the third quarter,” the driver said through the two-way intercom mounted overhead.
 
   “Tight game and we’re missing it thanks to this douche bag,” the guard to the man’s right said. “You say this truck’s perfectly sealed, right doc?”
 
   The man continued to stare directly at her with that horrible expression on his face. Lauren felt the same crawling sensation on her skin she remembered so well from the first time she wore this suit.
 
   “We found your disposable cell phone. Hey, you listening to me, asshole? We’re tracing the number of the call you made right before we got you,” the guard to the man’s left said. He held the phone only inches from the man’s face. “Started celebrating a little early, didn’t you, Mohammed or Mahmud or whatever the hell your name is? It’s only a matter of time before we take out your whole damn terrorist cell. Maybe we’ll get you all together in a little room and blow that whistle of yours.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to do one of those Jihadi loo-loo-loo-loo-loo whoops before you do yourself?”
 
   The men in camo laughed, their faces shadows behind their netting.
 
   The truck slowed and veered to the right. Lauren recognized the driveway leading deeper into the CDC complex by the gentle side-to-side swaying and the rocking of the speed bumps. They slowed, and then sped up again.
 
   “Passing through perimeter security now,” the driver said from the other side of the steel-reinforced barrier. “You sure your guys are expecting us?”
 
   “My people have been on stand-by since yesterday afternoon,” Lauren said. “Pull around to the rear entrance. There’ll be a team ready and waiting to assist with the prisoner transfer.”  
 
   “We’re staying with him every step of the way,” the man to her left said.
 
   “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   The Emerging Infectious Diseases Laboratory was in Building 18. Lauren had been driving this route for so long that she recognized each of the turns without being able to see them, right down to the swooping ramp that led up to the building. The truck slowed and stopped. The engine continued to idle.
 
   “We’re at the service entrance, doc. But there’s no one waiting for us.”
 
   “What are you talking about? Are you sure you’re at the right entrance?”
 
   “Without a doubt.”
 
   “Where are your people?” the man across from her asked. They were the first words he had spoken. His Arabic accent was affected by stilted British inflection. “Is this the point where I should say loo-loo-loo-loo-loo?”
 
   His predatory smile grew impossibly wide, crocodilian.
 
   “Let me out,” Lauren whispered.
 
   “Convoy’s moving out, doc. Something’s not right. No way in hell we’re sticking around to find out—”
 
   “Let me out!” Lauren screamed.
 
   The rear door opened from the outside and Lauren scurried down onto the pavement in the midst of the twelve-vehicle convoy. There were military Jeeps and black SUVs. A helicopter thumped high above the treetops. She barely stepped to the side in time to keep from being run over by the transport vehicle in its hurry to back out. The other cars closed rank around it and hurriedly guided it back toward the main road with the squeal of rubber.
 
   Two cars stayed with her; one a troop transport bearing a half-dozen armed soldiers, the other a federal SUV with the silhouettes of four agents behind the tinted windows.
 
   She sprinted toward the glass doors and stopped dead in her tracks. A handful of wasps crawled on the inside of the glass, stinging at the transparent barrier. The tips of their abdomens left tiny smudges from the holes where their stingers had once been. As she watched, one of them dropped to the floor onto a mat of lifeless insect carcasses.                
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   IV
 
   

 
 
    
 
   Lauren’s horror gave way to a kind of detached numbness as she walked through the hallways toward her lab. Dead wasps crunched underfoot. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears, punctuating the restless humming of the fluorescent tube lights. All else was silent. She passed the doorways of private offices, through which she saw the occasional body sprawled on the floor, head misshapen, clutching at its swollen throat. When she reached the lobby, she involuntarily stopped and stifled a gasp. The security officer at the desk had toppled backward in his chair. His face was so livid with fluid that his features were all but obscured. There were other corpses, felled in mid-stride, arms extended as though trying to drag themselves forward across the tile floor after their legs had failed them, but it was the lone figure at the epicenter of the nightmare, crumpled in a wide pool of shimmering blood, that drew Lauren’s attention. The woman’s abdomen had been torn open from sternum to pubis. The frayed edges of her dress framed the mess of macerated viscera that bloomed in sickly gray folds from her peritoneum. Despite the sheer number of stings to her face, Lauren recognized the woman immediately. It was the same raven-haired woman she had seen on the video, near the elephant pens, staring down at the sick pachyderm with terror etched onto her face. The woman she had erroneously mistaken for pregnant. A disposable cell phone—the twin to the one they had taken from the man at the game—rested only inches from her curled fingertips.
 
   A cluster of wasps wheeled high above her, near the skylights. Several dropped to the floor and writhed at her feet.
 
   The sound of footsteps reached her from behind as the soldiers thundered down the corridor in their heavy boots. They now wore camouflaged beekeeper’s suits and carried automatic rifles. They assumed command the moment they entered the lobby. One barked orders while the others scattered in surreal movements that made her feel like she was witnessing the scene from underwater. One of the soldiers spoke into his transceiver, then picked up the cell phone, held it away from his body, and waited. The view screen lit up with the incoming call, but there was no ringtone. At least not one that she could hear. The few surviving wasps up in the rafters descended upon the phone in the man’s hand. He allowed them to crawl on his glove as he scrolled through the list of incoming calls. He nodded pointedly to the soldier who appeared to be in charge.
 
   “We were set up,” the man with the phone said. “They used the game as a ruse to get all of us in one place, out of their way.”
 
   It took Lauren a moment to grasp the implications of the statement.
 
   “No!” she cried.
 
   She whirled and broke into a sprint toward her lab. Panic flooded her veins. She started to hyperventilate, felt the warmth of tears on her cheeks.
 
   “Please, God,” she whimpered. “Please…no…”
 
   She veered into the corridor to her wing and tripped over a body on the floor. They were everywhere. On the floor. In the doorways. Huddled together as though in an effort to attenuate the assault. Heads deformed by stingers. Bodies contorted by pain. Her team. Her entire team. All of the men and women beside whom she’d worked through the years, with whom she had jostled for space over microscopes and in clean rooms, with whom she’d labored and laughed, with whom she’d shared drinks and stories…
 
   Dead.
 
   All dead.
 
   Her colleagues…her friends…every single one of them…dead.
 
   Lauren crawled over the cold remains without looking at the woman’s face. She somehow found her feet and managed to stagger through the maze of corpses to the quarantine room.
 
   She stood outside of the airlock, her thumb poised over the fingerprint scanner to disengage the lock, knowing full well what she’d find inside.
 
   This had never been about the three hundred people at the circus or even the hundred and fifty thousand at the Super Bowl. It was never about a political or religious statement to be viewed by millions around the world on live television. 
 
   It was much worse than that.
 
   Lauren entered the air lock and passed the chemical showers and isolation suits hanging from the walls. She used her thumbprint to open the final seal and stared dumbly at the stainless steel door as it opened.
 
   She sobbed as she staggered into the chilled room, and found it exactly as she had expected.
 
   The body bags that had been stacked five-high to either side of the room…
 
   The corpses teeming with countless millions of wasp larvae…
 
   Gone.
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Atlanta, Georgia
 
   

 
 
   Lauren curled up under a blanket on the couch in the living room of her upscale Centennial Park North townhouse, not far from Centennial Olympic Park and the Georgia Aquarium. The space was dark, thanks to the aluminum sheets sealed over the windows and affixed to the seams around the doors. The brass glare from the lone lamp on the table beside her provided the only illumination. It cast strange webbed shadows on the walls from the multiple layers of mosquito netting she had strung up in the center of the room. Inside the mesh tent were only the couch, an end table, and a coffee table on top of which her television perched. Her beekeeper’s suit was folded neatly on the cushion beside her. She fondled the remote control and tried to summon the courage to press the power button to turn it on.
 
   It was Easter Day. More than two months had passed and they were still waiting for the other shoe to drop. Every emergency from the police to the military waited at heightened levels of preparedness, while FEMA was all set to swoop in and manage the aftermath. They all prayed that nothing would happen, and with each passing day, their hopes rose. The public-at-large was blissfully unaware of the threat, and, by Presidential decree, would remain that way until the very last moment. She could feel their overall confidence growing as one week bled into the next without incident, until it bordered on arrogance. 
 
   But Lauren knew better. This was the calm before the storm.
 
   The missing bodies were incubating their lethal parasites.
 
   And it was only a matter of time before they were fully mature.
 
   The woman who had served as the host vessel for the wasps that had killed her team at the CDC had been identified as Niraj Khouri, an architect and project manager for New South Construction, the company that had underbid the competition for the expansion of the east wing of the Emerging Infectious Diseases building. Her background had been thoroughly vetted and security clearance issued. The same had gone for each and every member of her thirty-eight man crew, which had been behind schedule and working, fully staffed, on a Sunday to catch up. No one had thought it suspicious at the time, even considering it was Super Bowl Sunday, the day the entire world simply stopped turning. Within minutes of Khouri’s attack, her crew had materialized through the swarms of wasps in the hallways outside of the quarantine room in full beekeeper’s garb, driving wheeled pallets, kicking the bodies of Lauren’s colleagues out of the way to clear a path. They had bypassed the security doors in seconds, heaped the carts with body bags, and vanished back into the construction zone. In less than twenty minutes, from start to finish, a caravan of three New South panel trucks passed through the main security gate, promptly split up, and disappeared onto the highways and back roads. Not one of them had turned up yet.
 
   The man they knew as Dipak Patel had received an incoming call on his disposable cell phone while he was still inside the transport vehicle with the four Marines. One of them remembered thinking it odd that the screen had lit up, but there had been no ringing sound. It had taken a full sixty traumatizing minutes for the wasps to die, with only the thick fabric of their suits and Patel’s body to sting.
 
   No political demands had been made. No organizations had claimed responsibility. No rumors abounded on the internet. It was a perfectly coordinated plan with a motive cloaked in mystery.
 
   More than five hundred people were dead already, and yet it felt like they were just marking the seconds until disaster finally struck on an almost apocalyptic scale.
 
   Lauren pressed the power button. While she waited for the picture on the flat screen to bloom, she lined up the EpiPens on the coffee table and neurotically checked their expiration dates. 
 
   Her landline started to ring. A heartbeat later, so did her cell phone. Her pager followed and she heard the chime of incoming email from her laptop. By the time the television came to life, she already knew what must have happened.
 
   An expansive overhead shot of Disney World. She saw the Magic Castle and Main Street USA, and the thousands of corpses lying on the asphalt, stretching as far as the eye could see.
 
   “…in an unprecedented swarming attack that has apiologists struggling to explain…”
 
   She changed the channel.
 
   “…witnessing this live from Times Square…”
 
   More bodies. Everywhere. Smoke roiled over the street from behind the shattered windows of upscale storefronts.
 
   Again, she changed the channel.
 
   “…on what authorities now speculate may have been a coordinated strike by…”
 
   Men and women in suits littered Capitol Hill. Papers blew from open briefcases, the only sign of movement on the jerky footage, obviously shot from a helicopter.
 
   “…have just learned that a radical Jihadist group has claimed responsibility…”
 
   She clapped her hands over her ears to block out the ringing and beeping and chiming and the awful words of the frantic reporters. She saw images of the Mall of the Americas, the Vegas Strip, Atlantic City, Pike Place in Seattle. All locations that had defined America in life, now marked her passing. Bourbon Street, the San Diego Zoo, Centennial Olympic Park…
 
   Lauren closed her eyes for a long moment before opening them once more.
 
   She rose from the couch as if in a trance, walked to the front door, and pressed her eye to the peephole. The wood vibrated against her palms.
 
   A black cloud swelled over the horizon, obliterating the midtown skyline, rushing outward over the units on the other side of the park. 
 
   Lauren ran for the safety of the mosquito netting and her protective suit as the ravenous thunderhead devoured her condo with a buzzing sound that drowned out her screams.              
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