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PROLOGUE




LAUREN DAYSON WAS SLEEPING SOUNDLY WHEN SOME SMALL noise in the front room of the apartment disturbed her. What actually awakened her was the sound of Mojo barking. Mojo, an unlikely cross between a Chihuahua and a chow, was a pintsized, laughable dog, but this time she was barking in her ferocious big-dog voice, and Lauren knew what it meant. Rick Mosier was here. Somewhere in her apartment. Somewhere in her home. He had broken in and he was coming for her.

Rick had warned Lauren that he would be. He had sworn that if he couldn’t have her, nobody would. He swore he would kill her before he would let her go, and Lauren had reason to believe him. He told her that it didn’t matter to him if she moved or changed the locks on the doors or put bars on her windows or papered Pima County with restraining orders against him. He said she could never hide from him—that he would find her anyway; that if Rick Mosier wanted her, he would have her. End of story.

When Lauren had first fallen for the guy, that kind of exclusivity hadn’t bothered her. It hadn’t been a problem. She had loved him with all her heart. She had been intrigued by the fact that Rick walked on the wild side; that he lived an edgy existence that was beyond the scope of her limited, girl-next-door experience. She had been fascinated by the idea that when he sped around campus on his skateboard like a modern-day whirling dervish, he had carried at least one handgun and often several knives along with the schoolbooks in his backpack.

Lauren came from a family where the very idea of owning guns was unacceptable. According to her father, only “right-wing yahoos owned guns.” Rick was, in fact, the antithesis of “right wing,” but knowing he was armed to the teeth every moment of every day was part of what made him appealing in a forbidden-fruit sort of way. For Lauren, the “good-girl daughter,” as opposed to her older sister, the “rebellious one,” Rick was an idea whose time had come at a point when Lauren was a naive freshman and Rick a “mature” twenty-one.

She had found him utterly fascinating and charming in those early days, especially when Rick told Lauren she was “the fair princess” to his “dark prince.” Over her parents’ strident objections and because she knew it would drive them nuts, Lauren had moved in with him at the end of her junior year. Their romance had stopped being charming on the day three years later when Rick had blackened one of Lauren’s eyes because he claimed she’d been flirting with a guy playing pool at the Red Garter when they’d gone there for a burger. The truth was, she hadn’t even noticed the man, but that didn’t matter to an insanely jealous Rick. Two months after that, he’d broken her arm for the same reason—because he thought she was flirting with someone else. That wasn’t the end of the relationship, but it was pretty much the end of the fascination.

Eventually Lauren had taken her worldly goods and moved out. The best she could afford on her own was a much cheaper apartment in a not-so-good part of town. So she had done all those other clichéd things as well. She had convinced her new landlord, Mr. Ford, to put bars on her windows, jamb-bars in the slider, and dead bolts on the front door. Lauren had also managed to sweet-talk her way around Mr. Ford’s “No Pet” rule. He had finally reluctantly gone along with letting Mojo move in by saying she was such a worthless little sample of muttdom that she didn’t really qualify as a pet, let alone a canine.

In addition to all that, Lauren really had gone to Legal Aid and gotten herself a restraining order, but she’d done one thing more—the one thing her parents would never tolerate or forgive. She’d gone to Best Deal Pawn, just up First Avenue, and bought herself a used Glock 26 semiautomatic. Then she’d made it her business to learn how to use it. She’d taken the classes and passed the necessary tests so she could have her very own concealed-weapon permit as well. And that was where her Glock was at the moment—concealed and loaded—directly under her pillow.

The first chambered round was full of bird shot. That was supposed to function as a deterrent—as a nonlethal warning shot. After that, though, all bets were off. The others were hollow points. Her instructor had told her, “If you draw a weapon, you’d better plan on shooting to kill.” And that’s what she was going to do. If the first bullet didn’t stop Rick, one of the others sure as hell would.

Mojo was closer now, still barking frantically, still raising the alarm. The phone was right there on the bedside table. Lauren could have reached for that, but she knew the statistics. Rick had come to kill her. She’d be dead long before Tucson PD could respond to an abortive 911 call. Instead, Lauren reached for her weapon and pulled it free of the bedding and free of the holster. Then she turned over and propped herself up on the pillows.

She could have switched on the lamp, but she didn’t. The full moon outside glowed in through the window, suffusing the room in an eerie silvery light. She hoped it would make it easier for her to see him and harder for him to see her. With her heart pounding a quickening drumbeat in her chest, she sat, with the gun trained on the open doorway, waiting.

Suddenly Mojo’s barks were punctuated by a sickening thump. The dog gave a startled half-yip and fell momentarily silent.

My baby, Lauren thought fiercely. My poor baby. That son of a bitch kicked her!

Mojo whimpered then. The sound of the injured dog only served to strengthen Lauren’s resolve.

I’ll get you for that! she swore to herself.

Lauren had already decided that this was where Rick Mosier would meet his “fair princess” match. This was Lauren’s home, her castle, and she was going to make her last stand here no matter what. Not that there was time for her to move or run away even if she’d wanted to. Besides, where would she have gone—out through her carefully barred window and then down a twenty-foot drop to hard-packed bare dirt? Not a good idea.

Then suddenly he was there—a dark silhouette looming in her bedroom doorway. Lauren saw the moonlight dance off something in his hand. She knew at once what it was—what it had to be—a knife blade shimmering in the moonlit room.

The cops on TV always warn the people they’re about to shoot, but in Lauren’s book, Rick Mosier didn’t deserve any warning—none at all. Armed or not, he was an uninvited intruder in her home. She simply held the weapon with both hands and squeezed down on the trigger. Rick squawked once in surprise when the bird shot hit him. He staggered and turned aside as if to protect himself, and then he grunted when the first hollow point hit him as well. But just because he was falling didn’t mean Lauren stopped pulling the trigger. She fired away, one shot after another, following him as he fell. None of the shots went wide of their mark. Every single one of them hit him, even though he was dead before the last one struck.

Only when he lay still and the clip was empty did panic finally hit. Lauren suddenly found that her trembling hand and arm could no longer support the weight of the weapon. She dropped it and reached for the phone, but her hand didn’t seem to be attached to her arm or her brain. Instead of picking up the phone, her fumbling, clumsy fingers knocked it off its stand and sent it spinning across the room, where it came to rest under her chest of drawers.

Lauren crawled out of bed to retrieve the phone. Just then Mojo came limping into the room, still whimpering. Forgetting the phone, Lauren scooped up the trembling dog and held her close.

“Oh, my baby,” she murmured over and over. “My poor, poor baby. Are you hurt? Are you okay?”

Mojo, for her part, wagged her tiny tail and kissed Lauren’s nose.


When Lauren finally managed to retrieve the fallen phone, it took three separate tries before her shaking fingers finally managed to key in the proper number.

“Nine-one-one. What are you reporting?”

“A man was in my room. My ex-boyfriend. He broke into my house.”

“Is he there now?”

“Yes. He’s here. I shot him.”

“You say he’s injured?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren answered. “He isn’t moving. He could be dead.”

“Units are on the way. What’s your name?”

“Lauren. Lauren Dayson.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No. I’m okay. But Mojo isn’t.”

“Mojo?”

“My dog. My little dog. She was barking at him. I’m pretty sure he kicked her. She may have a broken rib.”

“You say you know the intruder’s identity?” the operator asked.

“Yes. His name’s Rick Mosier. He used to be my boyfriend.”

“Does he have a pulse?”

“I don’t know. Do you want me to check? Do I have to?”

“Please.”

Still holding the dog in one hand and the phone in the other, Lauren managed to get to her feet. Using the back of the phone hand, Lauren reached over and switched on the light. That was when she finally got her first clear look at the man lying dead in her bedroom doorway.

After he had spun away from that first hit, one of the hollow points had entered the back of his head and exploded out the front, taking part of his face with it. Lauren stared in astonishment at the bloodied, sandy-blond-haired mess that was left behind. It wasn’t just that the man was dead—that she had killed him in cold blood—it was that she couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing.

Rick Mosier had been her “dark prince” because he was dark. His hair was chemically augmented black. He was olive-complexioned. Swarthy. From what was left, Lauren could tell that this man was light-haired, light-skinned.

No matter how much Lauren wanted it to be true, the dead man wasn’t Rick Mosier! This was someone she had never seen before. Lauren had gunned down a total stranger. As for the threatening knife she had seen in his hand, the blade glinting in the moonlight? That had tumbled from the dead man’s hands as he fell, and lay at the tips of his lifeless fingers. It was a harmless kitchen table knife, probably from her own silverware drawer, with flecks of peanut butter and jelly still attached to the blade.

As the awful, appalling realizations hit home, Lauren gripped Mojo so tightly that the little dog finally yelped in pain. Now she was sure one of her puppy’s ribs was broken. Lauren eased her hold, but still she couldn’t believe she had done this. How was it possible? She had shot some poor man who had broken into her apartment to help himself to a peanut butter sandwich? Lauren had killed him for that? Because no matter how she looked at the dead man lying there on her floor, he wasn’t Rick Mosier.

“No,” she whispered hoarsely into the phone. “No, this can’t be.”

“Miss?” the emergency operator asked. “Are you all right?”

But by then Lauren had dropped the phone and her whispered no had become an anguished wail. “Nooooooo!”


“Miss Dayson, are you still there? Are you all right?”

Even though Lauren didn’t hear the question, her answer was correct. “No! No! No!”

Because she wasn’t all right and would never again be all right. In trying to protect herself, Lauren Dayson had killed the wrong man.









    

CHAPTER 1




“THANK YOU SO MUCH, MR. CAMPBELL,” CLAIRE NEWMARK SAID AS the disgruntled speaker returned to his seat. As head of the Cochise County Board of Supervisors, Claire was chairing that Friday morning’s meeting. “Do you have anything to say in response, Sheriff Brady?”

Joanna snapped awake. One of the things about being a sleep-deprived working mother meant that she could fall asleep anywhere—in front of her computer, at her desk, in church, and definitely in front of the TV set on those rare occasions when she actually tried to watch a show. In this case, she had dozed off during a Board of Supervisors Friday morning meeting.

Randy Campbell was one of Joanna’s constituents. A prominent local rancher, Campbell was also one of Joanna’s most vociferous critics. He had come to the Board of Supervisors meeting that morning armed with his usual litany of complaints.

Joanna had considerable sympathy for the man. His ranch, located on Border Road just east of Bisbee Junction, was also border-crossing central for illegal immigrants. Campbell’s house had been broken into on numerous occasions. His wife and children had been held at gunpoint and threatened by armed robbers who had taken the time to load several television sets and power tools into Randy’s pickup truck before driving off in it. His fences had been cut, letting his livestock loose. Once outside the fence, his daughter’s prizewinning bull had been hit and killed by a passing Border Patrol vehicle.

So even though Joanna may have allowed herself to doze during the course of Randy Campbell’s tirade, she knew what he had said—almost by heart—because she had heard it all before.

“Thank you, Madame Chairman,” Joanna said, rising to her feet. “And thank you, too, Mr. Campbell. I appreciate the fact that you’re willing to bring your concerns to the attention of this board and also into the public arena. I live in a rural setting myself. Although we haven’t had the same number of incidents Mr. Campbell has had, our property, too, has been damaged by illegal crossers.

“The problem is this. We’re dealing with something that is well beyond the scope of my department to handle. We’ve done our best to increase patrols in Mr. Campbell’s area. Because of that, we’ve also managed to decrease our response time. But the truth is, the border-enforcement problem is a national issue. It requires a national solution as opposed to a local one. Our mission is to handle criminal complaints, and we do that to the best of our ability, but that ability is limited by both budgetary and personnel considerations.


“There are eighty miles of international border inside Cochise County. That’s a lot of territory to cover. It’s also a lot of crime to cover. My department does the best it can, and I’m sure Border Patrol and Homeland Security are doing the best they can to interdict illegal entrants. No one agency caused this, and no one agency can fix it. Thank you.”

Randy Campbell was still glowering at her as Joanna resumed her seat. The public-comment part of the meeting had come at the very end of the day’s agenda. A few minutes later, as Joanna walked toward her car in the parking lot, Claire Newmark fell into step beside her.

“Sorry to have to let him dump on you like that,” Claire said. “But you just stood for reelection. Mine is coming up. If I hadn’t given him a forum, he’d come looking for me next. I figured you could handle him, and you did. Very nicely, as a matter of fact. It sounded a little like a stump speech, but not too much. Way to go.”

The exchange caught Joanna by surprise. She had gradually come to understand that although the office of sheriff was theoretically nonpartisan, it was definitely not nonpolitical. Everything Joanna did or didn’t do was grist for someone’s mill, and this was no exception. What she hadn’t realized, however, was that somehow the political climate in Cochise County had changed. There was now an established old-girls network capable of wielding its own particular brand of power. To Joanna Brady’s astonishment, she was in a position to reap some of the benefits of that unexpected sea change.

“Thanks,” she said.

With that, Joanna headed back to her office at the Cochise County Justice Center. She’d had her weekly ordeal by bureaucracy. Now it was time to go do battle with her other daily headache—paperwork. Crime fighting was supposed to be her main focus. Too bad it took so many dead trees to do it.



Alfred Beasley had pretty much of a death grip on the steering wheel of the decrepit old Buick as he nursed it up the steep winding mountain road toward Montezuma Pass. He and Martha had bought the Buick new, fifteen years earlier. At the time they made the purchase, they had also discussed the very real possibility that this would be their last new vehicle—that this final Regal would be their “toes-up” Buick. Back then they hadn’t expected it would last nearly as long as it had. Of course, they hadn’t really thought they’d make it this far, either. Martha had just turned ninety-one and Alfred himself was eighty-eight. She’d outlived her parents by forty years; Alfred had surpassed his by almost as many.

Throughout their long marriage, they had always loved road trips, and this one was no exception. Martha had insisted that they do Montezuma Pass at the bottom of the Huachuca Mountains “one last time,” as she said, and they were doing it, come hell or high water—and not necessarily in that order. The rains had come two days late—on the sixth of July rather than the fourth. Once they were off the paved road and onto gravel, there were places where there were already washouts. In one spot a small boulder had fallen onto the road. Afraid the Buick would high-center if Alfred tried going over it, he carefully steered around it, praying that no one would come barreling downhill toward them when their left rear tire—far more worn than it should have been—was within mere inches of going over the edge. Alfred breathed a heartfelt sigh of relief once they were back on the right-hand side of the narrow road. No matter what else was going on with him, at least he could still drive.

By the time they were around the boulder and the tight hairpin curve that followed, Alfred looked in the rearview mirror and counted at least four cars lined up behind him. A hot little sports car of some kind was right on his bumper. Behind that was a Jeep Cherokee, followed by a pair of behemoth pickups. No doubt the last two were four-wheel-drive numbers—Tundras or Dakotas or some other tough-sounding name.

Too bad, Alfred thought. You’re not going up this damned mountain any faster than we are, so take an old cold tater and wait.

Martha sat beside him, quiet and unperturbed. That was the way she’d ridden with him for all these sixty-nine years—seventy next month. She seemed to be keeping watch on the passing scenery out the window—the scrubby pines, the red-hued dirt, the ragged burned-dry grass—but he didn’t know how much she was actually seeing. Macular degeneration had robbed her of much of her sight, but certainly not all of it. There was enough vision left to her that she still read Alfred the riot act whenever he tried clearing the table without first cleaning his plate.

“That’s what I like about this spot,” Martha said at last. “The sky’s always so blue up here.”

And that was true. Far off to the east, somewhere over New Mexico, stood a tiny fringe of white cumulus clouds. No doubt those would build up during the day, rising higher and higher. By late afternoon they’d tower overhead and would probably grow into another fierce monsoon storm, but for now the sky above the Huachuca Mountains was a vast expanse of brilliant blue.


“Yes,” Alfred agreed.

They both knew that Alfred was totally color-blind. He wouldn’t have known blue from green if it had come up and slapped him in the face. But Alfred Beasley was no dummy, either. After all these years he was smart enough to know that if Martha said something was blue, he agreed completely, no questions asked.

The sign back at the highway had said it was three miles from the turnoff to the viewpoint. To Alfred’s way of thinking, today this seemed like a very long three miles. By the time they turned into the parking lot and stopped in the first handicapped space, the needle on the Buick’s temperature gauge was hovering right at the H. Alfred let go of the steering wheel and turned off the key. “Well, Buttercup,” he said. “Here we are.”

It took several minutes for him to wrestle her wheelchair out of the backseat. At home Martha could get around on a walker for short distances, but outside the house they used the chair. There were times Alfred could have used a walker himself. Pushing Martha’s chair gave him the benefit of a walker without having to admit to his wife that he maybe needed one.

Alfred was relieved to see that the nearest picnic table—only a matter of a few feet from the parking lot—was still unoccupied. Once he had Martha in her chair and the picnic hamper on her lap, he made straight for that. The path was steeper than he would have thought, but he made it, wondering as he went if, when it came time to leave, he would be strong enough to push her back up the hill to the car.

He parked Martha’s chair at the end of the table, set the brake, and then settled down on the end of the bench to watch while she took charge of setting out forenoon coffee. First came the red-and-white-checked oilcloth tablecloth. It was old and almost frayed through in spots, but it still worked. Then came the stainless-steel thermos they’d bought for three bucks at a Kiwanis rummage sale. After that came the paper napkins and the school cast-off cups and plates.

Martha had spent twenty years cooking and dishing out food in the high school cafeteria. When the school had unloaded its old, indestructible plastic dishes, Martha had dragged a set home. By then, years of hot water and detergent had scrubbed away the shiny surface. Now they boasted a matte finish. Martha claimed they were pink. As far as Alfred was concerned, they were no particular color at all.

Once the dishes were set out, it was time for their midmorning treat. Once a week, at Safeway, they bought a package of eight sweet rolls which Martha would put into individual Tupperware containers so she could dole them out one at a time, one day at a time, with an extra half apiece on Sunday. She did so now, bringing out the roll she’d brought along in the hamper. Placing it on one of the two plates, she felt with her fingers and then carefully divided the roll in half with the paring knife she kept in the hamper for just that purpose. Then, after placing one half of the roll on the other plate, she set that one in front of Alfred and turned her attention to pouring coffee.

Watching Martha as she concentrated somewhat shakily on her self-appointed tasks, Alfred couldn’t help being struck by how much he still loved her and by how lucky they were to be still together. Most of their couple friends were gone now. Only a few widows remained. Alfred was pretty much the last of the Mohicans when it came to the men. When he had met Martha working in that diner in Omaha back in 1934, he was a cocky seventeen-year-old and she a dark-eyed beauty of twenty. At the time those three years had seemed like an insurmountable obstacle. Now those critical three years were just a drop in the bucket. They didn’t mean anything.

“Are you just going to sit there daydreaming and let your coffee get cold?” Martha demanded.

The coffee was cooling rapidly because, compared with the hot valley floor, the mountain was downright chilly. At sixty-five hundred feet, the midmorning sun wasn’t nearly as warm on this July day as one would have thought, and Alfred was glad they both had sweaters. Once they finished their roll and coffee, Martha reached into the hamper again and pulled out a tattered brown book and handed it over to him. The Treasury of the Familiar, its frayed cover now held together with duct tape, had been the one book, other than the Bible, that Martha had owned when they married. And they still read from both volumes on a daily basis, in the mornings though. Not in the afternoons. These days Alfred wasn’t good for much in the afternoons.

“What would you like me to read today, Buttercup?” Alfred asked.

“The Song of Hiawatha,” she said. That was the one he turned to, although the book opened to that page pretty much on its own. The poem was Martha’s particular favorite. She had learned it when she was in sixth grade in Kearney, Nebraska, and could still recite most of it by heart. Alfred had read it to her so often that he almost had it memorized as well. Eventually, though, Albert noticed that Martha’s mind had wandered. She was no longer repeating the familiar words along with him.

Alfred closed the book. “What is it?” he asked.

“We’ve been really lucky,” Martha said, pouring second cups of coffee. He marveled that she could still see well enough to do that without spilling any.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I was thinking that very thing a few minutes ago.”

“What about the girls?” she asked. “Will they ever be friends?”

Their two daughters had had a falling-out in high school when they’d both been interested in the same boy—a Bisbee High School bad boy who hadn’t married either one of them. But the bad blood between the two sisters, Sandra Louise and Samantha Ann, had stuck. They still didn’t speak—couldn’t come to the same holiday celebrations. Their estrangement was going on forty years now. Alfred knew that no matter how hard Martha tried to fix it, their daughters’ continuing feud was the one stark failure in his wife’s life—the one intractable problem that no amount of prayer or effort or hard work had been able to solve.

Alfred could have said, “Of course. They’ll grow out of it.” But it was too late for that kind of empty-headed crap. “I doubt it,” he said. “They’re both too set in their ways.”

“Is it time?” Martha asked a little later.

Alfred straightened and nodded. “Pretty much,” he said.

Just then a young woman in hiking attire approached the table. “Excuse me,” she said in heavily accented English. “I am watching you. You remind me of my grandparents in Germany—Bernkastel. Would you mind so much if I took your picture?”

“Why on earth would you want to do that?” Martha asked.

“To help me remember them,” the young woman said.

“Come on, Buttercup,” Alfred urged, smiling and putting his large hand over Martha’s small one. “Let’s do it.”

Martha sighed and arranged her face in the tight grimace that passed for a smile. She had always been ashamed of her crooked, misshapen teeth. Even though the false teeth she had worn for the past twenty-five years were as straight as could be, she had never managed to change her lifelong habit of not smiling when faced with a camera.

Once the picture was taken, the young woman stayed on, chatting gaily with Alfred while Martha repacked the hamper and folded the tablecloth. Alfred had always been the gregarious one in the family—someone who made friends easily wherever he went. And when it came time to push Martha’s chair back to the Buick, the young woman—whose name was Trudy—helped out by carrying the hamper. In her younger days, Martha might have been a little jealous.

“Trudy and her friends are here to spend two weeks hiking the Pacific Crest Trail,” Alfred explained as he helped Martha into the car.

“What a bunch of foolishness,” Martha said. “Why walk when you could ride?”

Alfred didn’t have an answer for that one, so he said nothing.

Once in the car, Martha automatically reached for her seat belt, then thought better of it. “I don’t suppose we need those this time,” she said.

“No,” Alfred agreed. “I suppose not.”

With a fond glance in his wife’s direction, Alfred put the car in reverse and backed out of the parking space. There were more cars in the lot now, but there was still a single empty spot in the line of cars parked so they looked out over the San Pedro Valley far below. There was a low rock wall positioned as a guardrail in front of the cars, but Alfred knew if he picked up enough speed before he got there, the Buick would either smash through the wall or jump over it.

Keeping the emergency brake on, Alfred pressed his foot on the gas pedal. The Buick’s old V-6 came to life. Only when the engine was a full throttle did Alfred shove it into gear and release the hand brake. Once he was sure they’d make it through the space between the other two cars, he let go of the steering wheel and sought Martha’s hand, squeezing it hard enough that the thin bones ground together.

And that’s what Alfred and Martha Beasley were doing when their Buick went screaming over the wall and plunged down the steep mountainside—they were holding hands. They were still holding hands when the Buick came to earth the first time in an explosion of metal and glass and dust. The car hit once and then turned end over end. The force of that first blow drove them apart. Alfred tried to hold on, but he couldn’t.

The last thing Alfred Beasley knew, Martha’s hand was lost to him, but strangely enough, he felt like he was flying.

And he was.



The 911 calls reporting the horrific accident started coming in just after eleven that morning. Several witnesses dialed in almost simultaneously, all of them calling to report seeing the same thing—a vehicle at the Montezuma Pass Overlook in the Coronado National Forest had gone racing through the parking lot with an elderly man at the wheel and with an equally elderly woman in the passenger seat. The speeding Buick had plowed through a retaining wall and then plunged off the side of the mountain, ejecting both passengers in the process.

One of the frantic witnesses, a German national, took it upon herself to clamber down the steep mountainside to check on the two victims. When she finally managed to reach them—at some considerable risk to her own life and limb—she called back up to her hiking companions and reported that neither of the two victims had survived.

When the calls first came in, Joanna was at her desk and was just starting to wade through the morning’s mail. Knowing that the appropriate departmental assets had been dispatched to the scene, Joanna’s initial reaction was to stay where she was and keep her nose to the grindstone. An hour or so later, however, Ernie Carpenter, her chief homicide detective, called in for reinforcements.

“Sorry to bother you, boss,” he said, “but we need some help out here.”

“What kind of help?”

“We’ve got two bodies lying on rocks halfway down the mountain in terribly difficult terrain,” he said. “Deb was able to drag her butt down there to take a look at the situation. I didn’t even try.”

Deb was Debra Howell, Joanna’s recently promoted newbie homicide detective.

“She says it’s dangerous as hell down there,” Ernie continued. “One false step and the rescuers will be done for, too. Not only that, it looks like there’s a serious storm blowing in. If you want those bodies picked up before they get washed down the mountain and end up floating away to who knows where, it’s going to take a miracle to get them hauled out of here. That or a helicopter.”


Of course, the perpetually strapped Cochise County Sheriff’s Department didn’t have a helicopter of its own. Fort Huachuca, a U.S. Army military installation located entirely inside Joanna’s jurisdiction, did have helicopters available—more than one, in fact. They also boasted a well-trained search-and-rescue team, but getting folks from the fort to cooperate with their nonmilitary neighbors was never an easy sell. They weren’t what you could call big on providing mutual aid.

First Joanna took herself out to the scene so she could assess the situation with her own eyes. Herding her Crown Victoria up the narrow winding road was challenging. Then, once she got to the viewpoint, one look was enough to put her in total agreement with Detective Carpenter’s opinion. Having deputies use stretchers to hand-carry broken bodies up the steep mountainside was utterly out of the question. The idea of risking fully half a dozen workers’ comp claims at the same time would have sent her budget-conscious chief deputy Frank Montoya into a fiscal spasm.

“I guess I’ll put on my best poker face and go to Fort Huachuca to talk to whoever’s in charge,” she said.

“Want me to call Doc Winfield?”

Dr. George Winfield was the Cochise County medical examiner. Now married to Joanna’s mother, Eleanor, he also happened to be Sheriff Brady’s stepfather.

“Not yet,” Joanna said. “He can’t climb down there either, and there’s no sense having George standing around with nothing to do until we’re somewhere near ready to hand over the bodies.”

Once on post, it took two hours of going through channels and across desks before Joanna finally made her way to Colonel Donald Drake, someone with enough brass on his uniform to make a decision to bypass any number of prohibitive rules and regs.

“That’s very rugged terrain out there, Sheriff Brady,” he observed somewhat patronizingly. “Even setting aside the problems of using military equipment and personnel for an essentially civilian purpose, I’m not sure you understand some of the extensive technical difficulties involved in that kind of operation.”

Donald Drake wasn’t a large man, but he was stern-faced, hawk-nosed, and imposing. Joanna half expected that, at some point in the conversation, he’d look at her over his reading glasses and call her a “little lady.”

Running the Cochise County Sheriff’s Department had given Joanna Brady considerable experience in dealing with the cool macho dudes of this world. Many of them could be brought into compliance with a smile along with a short-enough skirt and a well-displayed bit of leg. She recognized at once, however, that none of that would work with Colonel Drake. Here her uniform and badge helped level the playing field. So did not backing down.

“I just came from the scene,” she told him. “I’m well aware of the difficulties posed not only by the terrain itself but also by the severe crosswinds that will most likely accompany the storm that’s currently blowing in from the southeast. According to the weather service, we should start seeing the first serious gusts from that at around sixteen hundred hours. I was hoping we could have the situation wrapped up before then.”

Drake gave her a piercing look. “We’d have to use our own personnel,” he said. “I wouldn’t want some untrained yahoo on the ground who wouldn’t have the foggiest idea of how to use our slings. If they’re not fastened properly, we could end up dropping one of those bodies instead of hauling it out.”

This sounded like a major concession. “Absolutely,” Joanna agreed quickly. “That would be dreadful.”

“From what you’re saying, I assume this is strictly a recovery operation. My guys go in, pick up the bodies, drop them off at a prespecified point, and then we’re out of there. Correct?”

“Understood,” Joanna said.

Drake thought about that for a moment. “What’s the situation again?” he asked. “And where?”

“Several hundred yards straight down from the viewpoint at Montezuma Pass. The victim drove through the parking lot, over the wall, and down the side of the mountain.”

“How many victims total?”

Obviously Drake hadn’t bothered to listen to her to begin with, because he hadn’t expected to be involved. Joanna found it heartening that he was asking her to repeat the details.

“Two,” she said. “An elderly man and woman.”

“What happened?” Drake asked. “An accelerator problem?”

“I don’t know,” Joanna answered. “It could be. Or it might even be a homicide/suicide.”

Maybe the incident was the result of a mechanical failure in the Beasleys’ car, but Joanna suspected that Drake and his commanding officer would be far more interested in being involved in a possible homicide investigation than in the aftermath of a mere accident.

“That’s why we need to get the bodies of the victims out of there before the rain hits,” she added. “To help preserve the evidence.”

Drake stood up. “All right, then,” he said. “I’ll take this to my CO. Maybe I can pass it off as a training exercise.”


Joanna knew this was a hint for her to leave his office and keep a low profile until he came back with his answer. “I’ll wait,” she said with a smile, and refused to budge. Since Joanna wasn’t leaving, Colonel Drake did. He returned less than five minutes later.

“All right,” he said. “It’s a go. Let’s understand going in that we’re not going to make a habit of this, Sheriff Brady. Where do you want the victims taken?”

“There’s a gravel turnaround right at the junction with Highway 92. It’s on the flat, but it’s only about three miles from where the bodies are now.”

Drake smiled. “Probably less than that as the crow flies—which we do.”

Joanna smiled back. “I’ll have the medical examiner waiting there with vans,” she said. “How long?”

Drake glanced at his watch. “Let’s say an hour to an hour and a half to scramble my people, check out their gear, and arrive on the scene. One other thing, though. What about media involvement?”

“What about it?” Joanna asked.

“My CO was wondering if there was a possibility of getting some press,” Drake said. “Good press, of course.”

The homicide gambit had worked. I called that shot, Joanna thought.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. In actual fact, she already knew the press was already either en route or on scene. She had encountered two camera vans from Tucson stations lumbering up the mountain road earlier, as she was coming down. No doubt there’d be plenty of opportunity for positive PR for the Fort Huachuca Search and Rescue Team from whoever was doing the local stand-up news commentary.


Feeling just a bit smug, Joanna hurried out to her Crown Victoria and dialed George Winfield.

“Not you,” he said when he picked up. “Not on Friday.”

“What do you mean, not me and not on Friday?” Joanna asked.

“I mean your mother and I have plans,” George replied. “We’re supposed to drive up to Tucson to have dinner with friends.”

“You also have two dead bodies that’ll be flown out of the Coronado National Forest right around four P.M.”

“Two!” he exclaimed. “Hell of a time to have two at once. Bobby’s on vacation at the moment. Won’t be back until the end of next week.”

Bobby Short was George’s only full-time assistant.

“And if I miss dinner again, Ellie will kill me. But you say they’re being flown out? From where? What’s going on?”

And that was the real problem for Joanna’s mother, Eleanor Lathrop Winfield. With her new husband, she was perpetually at war with her daughter. When it came to George’s choosing between dinner with his wife’s friends or tackling a homicide investigation for his stepdaughter’s department, Joanna always held the trump card.

“Car drove off the Montezuma Pass Overlook late this morning,” Joanna explained. “Two people are dead. The bodies were thrown from the vehicle in incredibly rough terrain. Fort Huachuca’s search and rescue unit is bringing in a helicopter and crew to fly them off the mountain. I told Colonel Drake that you’d have vans waiting at the junction where the road from Montezuma Pass meets Highway 92.”

“And exactly how do I go about producing a second van?” George demanded. “They don’t grow on trees, you know. I suppose I’ll have to rent an ambulance. The Board of Supervisors won’t like that. I’ll probably have to go there, hat in hand, and beg for money to pay the bill.”

Joanna thought about Claire Newmark and wondered how George would fare with her when it came time to plead his budgetary case.

Better you than me, Joanna thought with a slight smile. Just make sure it doesn’t sound like a stump speech.
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