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      The young man with nearly shoulder-length blond hair sat behind the wheel of an older silver Toyota sedan in a small parking lot on the outskirts of Tucson, Arizona.

      The lot was away from homes and businesses and was where hikers parked so they could explore the desert trails.

      As he waited, he watched as the sun started to rise. He’d fantasized about this day for several years, and today he was finally ready.

      His heart rate increased because of the excitement of what he had planned. He’d already been parked here for close to 30 minutes, and his anticipation was almost uncontrollable. Mumbling to himself, he repeatedly tapped on the steering wheel, his anxiety needing a release.

      While waiting, he imagined who the next person to park would be. Male or female, old or young, it didn’t matter; he just wanted to begin.

      Six minutes later, a small blue Ford pickup truck pulled in and parked at the far end of the small packed-dirt lot, bringing a smile to the man’s face.

      A man in his mid-thirties stepped out of the truck and casually walked toward the hiking trail, inserting earbuds as he went. The newcomer didn’t look familiar, but that made no difference.

      The younger man climbed out of the sedan and put on an old green ball cap. He slipped on a tan vest with large, bulging pockets and took the small, camouflaged backpack from the front floorboard. He opened it and removed three items. The first was a strange-looking pistol that he tucked into the rear of his pants, the second a two-foot-long metal tube, and lastly, a stopwatch that he hung by its cord around his neck.

      Moving rapidly, with his barely perceptible limp not slowing him down, he pursued the man who’d already moved out of view on the trail. He soon had the man in sight again and moved along as quickly and silently as possible.

      The dirt path had a few hills and turns. Buried rocks were sticking up a few inches in places, creating trip hazards if a hiker wasn’t paying attention. A few feet off the trail, a dozen or more species of cacti grew, some well over 150 years old. As he walked, he took out the odd gun and screwed the long tube to the end, giving the handgun a crazy-looking two-foot barrel. Next, he reached into his vest pocket and took out a device that resembled a two-way radio but with six antennae coming out of the top. As soon as he flipped the switch, the cellular jammer began emitting powerful radio signals on many frequencies that were strong enough to disrupt all cellular and radio devices in the immediate area.

      He watched with satisfaction as the hiker slowed, took out his temporarily impaired phone and pondered its useless state.

      Because of the earbuds his quarry wore, the young man was able to get within 20 feet before being detected – well within the range of the tranquilizer gun, which he was already aiming.

      Before the hiker could turn, the man pulled the trigger, and the pressurized CO2 cartridge fired the four-inch dart, which flew 20 feet to the unsuspecting man.

      Designed to deliver medication to cattle, the needle easily penetrated the man’s T-shirt and delivered its payload into the trapezius muscle in his upper back.

      The assailant watched as the projectile hit its mark, pleased at how smoothly his attack had gone. As the hiker flailed around, reaching for the dart in his back, he reloaded the gun, certain another dose wouldn’t be needed but wanting it ready, just in case.

      “What’d you do? What’s this?” the now-terrified hiker yelled while holding up the expended dart.

      The attacker smiled inwardly, feeling victory approaching. He remained silent as his victim continued yelling at him and then again looked at his useless phone. Now it was simple, stay out of reach until his target dropped, then the critical part of the plan would begin.

      Stepping off the trail, the pursuer, holding the tranquilizer gun, gave his victim room to return the way he’d come, should he choose to do so.

      The hiker yelled some more and then sprinted back in the direction of his truck, choosing not to confront the man who was still pointing a weapon at him. As he headed towards the parking lot, he passed his assailant, who allowed him to continue by.

      As the target fled, hurrying towards his car, the man with the tranquilizer gun realized he’d forgotten something and reached for the stopwatch dangling around his neck. He’d intended to start the timer as soon as he fired. He wanted an idea of how long it took for the drug to incapacitate its victim. But, in the excitement, he’d forgotten. Mentally chastising himself, he started it now, deciding to add 10 seconds to the final time. He returned to the trail and followed the man, grinning as he saw him begin weaving and then drop.

      Quickly approaching, he paused the stopwatch, seeing it had been only about a minute since he’d fired the gun. He knew the dart had delivered a lethal dose of the drug, so he needed to complete his task before death took the man.

      Rolling his prey so that he faced up, the man saw his victim’s eyes rolled back in his head. His target was still breathing, but it was slow and shallow, so he knew he needed to hurry. Setting the pistol on the ground at his side, he removed a full-size spray can from his vest’s oversized pocket. With an ear-to-ear grin, he popped off the cap. He pulled off a four-inch, L-shaped tube he’d attached to the side of the can with a rubber band and screwed it on to the short stub sticking out of the top of the can.

      As he completed this, he heard a gasp and the words, “Oh no! What happened?”

      Startled, he jerked his head up and, to his horror, he saw a petite African-American woman jogging up, dressed in a tank top with shorts and running shoes.

      Quick to improvise, the shooter said, “Hurry! He collapsed. Give me a hand.”

      The woman approached, and he concealed the spray can between his victim’s arm and body.

      “What can I do?” the jogger asked.

      Grabbing the pistol at his side, he aimed at her approaching thigh and fired. She was less than 10 feet away, but in his haste, he missed her flesh and instead hit the fanny pack she wore near her hip. The dart injected its deadly contents harmlessly into the pack.

      Confused but recognizing the danger, the jogger turned and sprinted back toward her car.

      Cursing, the man sprang to his feet and took off in pursuit. The situation was getting out of control and he needed to fix it fast. He reloaded the tranquilizer gun as he ran. This was the last dart he’d brought, so he needed to make it count.

      Having been a sprinter in school, he caught up before the parking lot was in sight and fired into the back of her leg, causing her to stagger as she received the full dose of the deadly substance.

      When she stumbled, the killer moved to get in front of her and point the now empty pistol at her.

      In a state of near panic and being unfamiliar with weapons, all the woman knew was that she had a gun pointed at her, and she stopped running.

      As she instinctively pulled the empty dart out of her leg, he said, “No talking. Now turn around and go back to the guy on the ground.”

      Even though partly winded, he managed to keep his voice calm and controlled.

      “Why are you doing this? What was in this thing?” She asked with terror in her voice as she held the empty dart up.

      Staying calm and using the most menacing voice he could manage, he answered, “If you don’t want to get shot again, stop talking and head back.”

      Following his instructions, she turned around and made it about halfway back before her gait changed and she started weaving.

      Seeing this, he took his concern off her and sprinted back to his first victim. Reaching the man’s side, he glanced back and saw the woman face-down on the path. He allowed himself to relax. The crisis seemed under control for the moment.

      The fear that someone else might come up the path almost made him give up and flee back to his car. But this morning’s effort had been too long in coming, and his obsession with what he was doing forced him to carry on

      Retrieving the spray can from where he’d set it, the assailant stuffed the rigid tube attached to the top of the can several inches into the man’s left nostril and squeezed the trigger. As he did, he realized something was wrong. The man had already stopped breathing.

      As the can began expelling its contents, the high-expansion insulating foam rushed into the man’s nose, filling the sinus cavity and nasopharynx. Immediately the foam began rapidly expanding to 50 times its original volume and soon blossomed out of the mouth and other nostril.

      He withdrew the tube, leaving the can about half full. Feeling for the pulse in the man’s neck, he realized he’d been too late. The man died from the overdose before he could complete the most crucial part of his plan.

      Seething in anger, he looked up the path at the woman. Maybe he could still salvage the morning.

      Gathering his tranquilizer gun and spray can, he raced to the woman and found that she wasn’t breathing but still had a faint pulse.

      Reaching into his vest pocket, he removed a box about the size of a deck of cards. He ripped off the top, exposing the Narcan auto-injector. He’d brought the Narcan in case he accidentally came in contact with the deadly opioid in the darts. Taking the auto-injector out of the box, he removed the orange safety tab and pressed the device firmly against her thigh. A small needle popped out and injected the 4mg dosage, which was intended to revive people from life-threatening narcotic overdoses.

      He waited a few seconds and again felt for her pulse. It was gone. The Narcan had been too little, too late. In a fury, he grabbed the spray can and repeated the process he’d used on the man, knowing the futility of his efforts.

      As his customary self-disgust returned, he gathered his items and stormed back to his car. He ripped the stopwatch off and hurled it at a large rock, watching it shatter into hundreds of pieces. While walking he chastised himself. “Stupid, stupid Evan. You did it all wrong!”
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      Detective Dan Felty and his partner Mackenzie (Mac) Bell descended the rear outside stairs of the Tucson Police Department’s midtown office. The two headed toward their unmarked, department-issued SUV. It was early morning, and each carried a freshly filled, reusable coffee cup as they walked.

      In his early forties, Dan was clean-shaven, six feet tall and athletic. He’d been on the force for 12 years, six of them as a detective. Mackenzie was newer to the team but still had several years of experience. She was short but extremely fast. Even with her smaller legs, Mac could outrun most of her peers. She had shoulder-length brunette hair, which she tended to wear pulled back while at work.

      The pair had been partners for three years and were good friends. Today, both wore light-blue department-issued polo shirts embroidered with the Tucson Police logo on the front.

      “Just once, it would be nice to sit down and make some progress on yesterday’s backlog before getting called out again,” Mac grumbled.

      “The more you keep wishing for that, the more you’ll be disappointed,” her partner responded with a smile.

      The detectives got into the SUV and, with Dan at the wheel, headed away from the station house.

      “Two people down on a trail at this time of day. I’m glad it’s early and not too hot yet,” Mac added.

      Teasing, Dan said, “See, that’s a much better attitude. Look at the positive side of things.”

      Giving her partner a sarcastic glance, Mac added, “You want positive? I bet the victims were outside all night and are half-eaten by critters.”

      Laughing, Dan nodded. “Usually, I’ll try to have a more positive attitude, but in this case, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re right.”

      They drove the rest of the way in silence, drinking their coffee.

      Approaching, they saw the small lot was packed with vehicles. Several civilian cars were present. There was also a fire engine and a large red rescue vehicle from the Tucson Fire Department. Two ambulances and four marked police SUVs, as well as a crime-scene unit and a van with the medical examiner’s logo also occupied the limited space.

      “Looks like everyone came out to play today,” Mac commented.

      “I see the district supervisor’s vehicle, so try to behave.”

      Smiling, she replied, “Who, me? I’m always a good girl.”

      “Whatever!” Dan responded, laughing.

      Leaving their vehicle, Dan and Mac headed to the trailhead. Yellow crime-scene tape blocked off the mouth of the trail, and a group of their colleagues approached from down the path. Five people were helping guide a yellow ambulance stretcher. Walking up, they could see the situation was more significant than the original message about two people down on the trail suggested.

      The person on the stretcher wore the familiar uniform of the Tucson Police Department.

      The detectives could see an endotracheal tube coming out of the man’s mouth and attached to a blue Ambu bag. The medic by the head of the stretcher squeezed the bag every few seconds to assist their patient’s breathing. Another of the medics was carrying a bag of IV fluid. The tubing from the bag connected to a catheter in the officer’s hand.

      Seeing a fellow officer critically injured immediately changed the detectives’ attitudes.

      The final member of the approaching group saw them and waved them over.

      Lieutenant Miller was a good leader and the detectives appreciated his attitude and the support he gave his team. He was a tall African-American with almost 25 years in the department.

      Dan spoke first, “What’s going on, Lieutenant?”

      “You guys sure picked up an interesting one. It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. There are two bodies up the trail. Their mouths and noses are full of some kind of hard stuff. It looks like dense Styrofoam to me. When the first units arrived, Officer Hernandez went to look for ID in the woman’s fanny pack. There was a big dart buried into the side of it. He removed it and reached inside. The inside of the pack was soaked in some liquid substance. It probably came out of the dart and got all over his hand.

      “About three minutes later, he started having problems, and someone called for another ambulance. By the time it got here, Hernandez had collapsed. Other responders gave him Narcan, and he came around for a minute but soon went out again. EMS arrived by then, and the medics Narcaned him through the IV, and he came around, but he still went out again. They ended up intubating him because his breathing kept stopping.”

      “Is he going to be okay?” Mac asked, the concern in her voice evident.

      “Not sure yet. We need to know what he was dosed with and what happened to those two up the trail. The crime scene unit is almost done, but I told the ME not to take the bodies until you get a look at them.”

      With raised eyebrows, Dan answered, “Interesting. We’ll go check it out.”

      As the detectives headed up the trail, the lieutenant called out, “Wear gloves. We don’t need any more incidents from that liquid.”

      “Got it,” Mac called back.

      “You always want the unusual ones,” Dan told his partner.

      “This sure sounds like it’ll be interesting,” she agreed.

      The detectives walked a couple of hundred yards before they saw activity. Police and fire personnel stood around a body on the ground. She was a petite dark-skinned female dressed in a tank top and running shorts.

      The crime-scene tech and a patrol officer walked up to meet them as they approached. Both looked familiar, but neither detective could place a name to the men.

      “Morning, detectives,” the officer said.

      Nodding, Mac replied, “The LT says you have an interesting one for us.”

      “You can say that again,” the crime scene tech said, handing a clear evidence bag to the detective. Inside was a four-inch-long dart that looked like a 10cc syringe with tail fins on one end and an inch-and-a-half-long needle on the other.

      He explained, “The victim had this sticking out of a fanny pack. The fanny pack is already on the way to the lab in a hazmat bag.”

      “Any other darts?” Dan asked.

      “No, but the victims have puncture wounds which possibly came from them. The shooter must have taken any other darts when he left but missed this one,” the tech explained.

      “How long does the ME think she’s been down?” Dan asked.

      “Not long. Rigor mortis hasn’t started to set in, and she is still fairly warm. Probably less than an hour.”

      Walking up to the woman on the ground, Mac gasped, “What am I looking at?”

      What she saw was much worse than expected, based on Lieutenant Miller’s description.

      The woman lay on her back and her neck was grossly bulging. A tennis-ball-size mass of yellow dried foam protruded from her mouth, which was open unnaturally wide. More of the foam had collected under her nostrils where it had come out of her severely stretched-out nose.

      “I think I know the answer,” the uniformed officer said. “What you’re looking at is insulating spray foam. It comes in a spray can and is used to insulate and fill cracks and gaps. When sprayed out, it rapidly begins expanding when in contact with oxygen. It’ll grow 50 times its original size in seconds. I think someone sprayed it down their throats.”

      “You mean that’s one solid piece?” Dan asked.

      “Almost certainly. The medics couldn’t remove it. As it dried, it expanded. That’s why her nose and throat are so swelled,” the crime-scene tech added.

      Dan appraised the officer. “You seem quite familiar with this stuff,” he said.

      “I am. I’ve used it before. There are several brands available that do the same thing. I’ve only been on the department for about a year. Before then, I worked and lived in upstate New York. I’ve used it several times. It does a great job of keeping cold and drafts out.”

      “Who would need that kind of insulation here in Arizona?” Mac asked.

      “It can be used for more than insulating against cold air. It can seal holes where insects or rodents get into a building, fill cracks in cement or do a bunch of other things. It’s available in hardware stores here. I’ve seen it,” the officer explained.

      Both detectives crouched down, examining the now-solid foam.

      “Well, this would be a horrible way to die,” the female detective said.

      “Not so fast, detective,” the crime-scene tech cautioned.

      “What?” Mac asked.

      “The guy with the ME’s office noticed something. Look at her eyes.”

      Dan, still kneeling, shifted his focus higher on the face. “There’s no petechial hemorrhaging. The eyes look fine,” he noted.

      “Exactly. It’s the same with the other victim. Both were dead before he sprayed the foam in. If they’d suffocated on the foam, we’d see the ruptured blood vessels in the eyes,” the tech said.

      Looking at the evidence technician, Mac asked, “Did you find anything else of interest?”

      “Just this.”

      He handed over another evidence collection bag. It contained a scrap of thin white cardboard that had been ripped off a small box. Most of the wording was incomplete, but the pink letters spelling out the word Narcan were legible.

      “Where’d you find this?” Dan asked.

      “Here next to the woman.”

      “Are we sure it wasn’t from any of the responders?” Mac asked.

      The officer spoke up, “I double-checked, and they package ours differently. The only time we used any was on Hernandez, and he was down by the male victim. Also, there’s another small puncture on her thigh. Possibly caused by an auto-injector.”

      Confused by the situation, Mac asked, “Are there surveillance cameras in the parking lot or on the trail?”

      The officer replied, “While waiting for you to get here, I called the city to check, and no. They plan to install some this year but haven’t gotten to it yet.”

      Dan paused, trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together in his head. Finally, he said to the others, “Anyone have any ideas? None of this makes much sense.”

      The man from the crime lab said, “No, none of this makes sense, but our guys found a smashed stopwatch back the way we came. It’s a couple of yards off the trail. We’ll get it to the lab for analysis. Not sure if it is related to the victims or not.”

      “Okay, let us know if you find anything else. Does anyone else have any ideas?” Dan asked.

      When no one suggested anything, the detectives headed down the trail toward the other body.
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      Evan Brown fought to control his rage as he drove. His throat felt raw, and his hands hurt from pounding them on the steering wheel as he screamed in frustration. He’d been infuriated since heading back to his car in the parking lot at the hiking trail.

      He’d spent months perfecting his plans until he was sure he had everything accounted for. This morning he’d been ready, and then it had all fallen apart.

      Taking the two lives had calmed his urge but only to a degree. As with the animals he’d experimented on, sitting back and watching them gasping for their final breath was what he needed to feel at peace. Today should’ve been his chance with an actual human subject.

      Part of him was furious the female jogger had chosen that moment to come down the trail. One minute more, and he would’ve been done. The other part of him suspected her arrival didn’t change the outcome much. His initial victim had barely been breathing before the woman arrived. His plan might have still been a failure.

      Throughout the planning, he’d been concerned about using carfentanil because of how potent it was. But he needed his targets to go down quickly. He couldn’t afford even a slim chance that they might get away.

      Fortunately, he had a plan B. Evan always had a plan B. It had some risks, but it still should work.

      His car left the main road and then traveled along several smaller streets before turning into his driveway.

      Evan lived alone in a small, rundown rental house where he enjoyed the peace and quiet that desert living offered. The house was isolated, with his nearest neighbor almost a half-mile away. He’d lived here since leaving college and moving to the area almost three years before.

      Getting out of his car, Evan headed inside, carrying his equipment. He set the dart pistol on the counter and plugged in the cell phone jammer to recharge.

      He had converted one of the home’s small bedrooms into a workroom and he headed there next. He opened the wooden cabinet mounted on the wall, removed a new package of three blue-finned darts, and set them on the white plastic folding table he’d set up under the cabinet.

      Returning to the cabinet, he took out a small vial, looked at the label, and saw the word carfentanil. Understanding that this was the drug that had failed him this morning, he put it back and took out another vial. This one was twice the size, and he looked at the label and nodded. This time, things would be different. Checking the clock, he smiled and filled three darts from the new vial. Retrieving the jammer, Evan headed back to his car. He didn’t have to be at work until 3 pm, so there was still time to try again. If he was a little late to work, he wasn’t concerned. They’d never fire him. No one else wanted to do his job.
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      The plastic tube slid in, and the trigger was pulled. The light yellow insulating foam spewed from the tube connected to the can and into the narrow opening, rapidly expanding. In seconds, the foam insulation pushed all the air from the available space.

      Those who’d gathered watched as Detective Dan Felty released the trigger and saw the foam pouring out of the narrow opening at the mouth of the two-liter soda bottle. He’d planned to fill the bottle only halfway, but the thick goo began expanding so quickly that it overflowed the bottle before he could remove the tube.

      Mac bent down and touched some of the still-expanding mass.

      “It’s very thick and sticky,” she said.

      About a dozen of their peers observed the experiment in the back lot of the Midtown Detective Bureau. Everyone on duty had heard about the bizarre call earlier in the morning and was curious about what had happened and why.

      After about 20 seconds, the foam stopped expanding, and there was as much out of the bottle as inside.

      Mac touched it again. “It’s no longer as sticky and it’s getting rigid.”

      “And your guy filled someone's throat with that stuff?” a watching officer asked.

      “Yeah, he did,” Mac answered. “Even if someone were conscious, this stuff is so thick they would’ve choked on it.”

      A voice in the audience asked, “So, what’s the purpose of your experiment?”

      As Detective Felty started to reply, his phone went off, signaling a text message. He noticed Mac had got the same text, so he ignored the phone and answered the question, “We weren’t familiar with spray insulation and wanted an idea of what we were dealing with.”

      “Any suggestions on what EMS should do if they find someone with this stuff blocking their mouth and nose?” another voice inquired.

      Dan shook his head as Mac spoke. “Maybe the ME will have some thoughts we can share with EMS. We’re headed there next.”

      Looking at her partner, she added, “They’re ready to see us. The ME wants us on-site, not on a video call.”

      Dan picked up the bottle and handed it to one of the officers in the crowd so it could be passed around.

      As the detectives headed to the car, Dan said, “What do you think?”

      “The test using the bottle was interesting, but seeing how it expanded doesn’t help me understand why he did this. Did he know his victims? Were they random? Will there be more attacks? Was the foam a message after he killed them? Still no answers,” Mac said.

      Several minutes later, Dan and Mac arrived at their destination and headed into the medical examiner’s office, a location with which they were all too familiar.

      Their credentials gained them access to the old three-story building, and the pair waited while the receptionist paged the examiner assigned to their case.

      Dr. Emily Bonter arrived a few minutes later and motioned for the detectives to follow her. She was of medium height with short blonde hair and wore blue scrubs and a white lab coat.

      “Why is it when I see something weird, I always know it’ll be you two assigned to it?” she asked good-naturedly.

      “What can we say, Emily? We’re more interesting than most of the others,” Mac responded.

      Chuckling, Dr. Bonter nodded. “Well, in this case, that sure is true. That’s why I wanted you here instead of on a video call.”

      Walking down a corridor, they entered Exam Room 6.

      Mac’s nose crinkled involuntarily when she entered the room as the subtle smell of disinfectant and bodily substances hit her. The brightly lit room was always a little too cold for her comfort.

      The two victims from the early morning’s events were stripped naked and on stainless steel exam tables with plain white sheets respectfully covering them from the chest down.

      Dr. Bonter explained, “This is all preliminary. I haven’t had a chance to complete the full autopsies yet, but I don’t expect to find much other than what I’m about to show you. However, the few things I have so far are quite interesting.”

      Gathering around the male victim, she continued, “This is Colin Dandry. First, look at these X-rays of the head and neck.”

      An X-ray was visible on the large wall-mounted monitor screen and it showed a single light-colored mass that occupied much of the head and almost all of the neck.

      Emily explained, “This is a single piece of dried foam, which expanded, taking up all the space. Then it created the deformities by pressing against all the surrounding tissues when there was no place for it to go and it still was expanding. It extends a couple of inches into the trachea, headed toward the lungs and halfway down the esophagus toward the stomach.

      “I watched a couple of videos online about spray insulation. As it expands, it will follow the path of least resistance.

      “Eventually, it grew so much that it couldn’t move any more and started expanding outward, causing all the swelling in the neck and face.”

      “I picked up some of this stuff at the store to examine, and it would have fully swelled in 30 seconds or less,” Dan added.

      “Your experiment matches what I saw on the video,” the doctor agreed.

      “Can you get it out?” Mac asked.

      “Not in a single piece. I’d have to completely destroy the face and neck. I can chip away at it a little at a time, but that’d be very time-consuming, and I’m not sure what we’d learn. I’ll let the mortician remove it if they choose to. I did chip off a small piece and sent it to the lab. Maybe they can identify the brand of foam the attacker used.”

      “We were asked to find out what EMS should do if they encounter another one of these situations,” Mac said.

      Emily thought for a second and answered, “The foam will completely obstruct their airways and isn’t removable. It would undoubtedly be rigid by the time EMS arrived, and digging it out would take too long. Since there are only a couple of minutes where someone can survive with no oxygen, the only option I can think of is performing a cricothyrotomy.

      “The paramedics would have to cut here on the cricothyroid membrane and insert a tube.” As she spoke, she pointed to the place on the throat where a surgical incision would need to be made.

      “If the foam had not gone too far down the trachea, this might work. In Colin’s case, it’s too far down, but on the woman, it isn’t, and the procedure might have worked if performed quickly enough. I know the medics are trained for this, but I doubt many have ever had a reason to do it. Other than that, there isn’t anything they can do. Also, the chances that the medics would be close enough to get there within only a couple minutes of the foam being applied is almost impossible.”

      They silently contemplated the information for a few seconds, and Dr. Bonter spoke again. “Another interesting thing is, I know what drug they used in the darts. The toxicology shows a massive dose of pure medical-grade carfentanil.”

      “Is carfentanil the same thing as fentanyl?” Dan inquired.

      “As potent and dangerous as fentanyl is, carfentanil is a hundred times more potent. Ten thousand times stronger than morphine. They use it to sedate elephants and other large animals in the wild. It’s been showing up on the streets in addicts recently and is so strong that it gets cut a thousand times or more. The dose these two received was pure and quite lethal,” the doctor explained.

      “Why would someone use a dose so potent?” Mac asked.

      Dr. Emily explained, “A dart is an effective method of delivering medication. However, contrary to what you see on TV, when a person or animal is tranquilized with a dart gun, using an appropriate dose, the medication goes into the muscle. It takes effect much slower than if injected directly into the bloodstream. Therefore it can take 10 to 15 minutes for the animal to drop.

      “The way to speed the process up is to use a larger dose or a more potent drug. My guess is your guy wanted them down more quickly than a survivable dosage would allow. Either he didn’t care if they survived, or his calculation of how much of the drug to use was way off.”

      The detectives pondered this for a minute, then Dan asked, “When you consider the carfentanil and the foam together, any thoughts as to his intent?”

      The doctor chuckled. “I think those deductions are your area of expertise, not mine.”

      “Yeah, that’s true, but we aren’t getting a good picture of what he’s doing. Clearly, he wants to take them down alive, otherwise, why not shoot them with a regular gun?” Dan said.

      Mac nodded. “So that suggests he wanted his victims alive when he used the foam.”

      “That didn’t happen. They were dead, or at least not breathing when the foam was sprayed in,” Dr. Bonter said.

      “Exactly,” Dan replied. “This means that whatever he was trying to accomplish was a failure.”

      “Which means he’s probably going to try again,” Mac deduced.
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      Twelve-year-old Britany Archer pedaled her bicycle down Mill Street as fast as she could. She was more than 15 minutes late and annoyed. Her mother knew she was supposed to meet her friend Molly in the park at 11:30. She’d waited until Britany was about to leave the house to tell her she needed to help with some chores before she could go.

      Arriving at Coleman Park, she was out of breath when she saw her friend sitting on a picnic table waiting with her phone in her hand.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for ever,” Molly said in an irritated tone.

      “My mother needed me to help her move some furniture. Someone’s coming today to clean the carpets. I don’t know why she waited until I was headed out the door to ask.”

      “Whatever. Let’s get going before it gets any hotter.”

      Britany rolled her bike to the rack, placed it next to her friend’s and locked it up, using a chain with a combination lock.

      Heading back to the table, she saw Molly stretching her legs and joined in. After a minute, the girls exchanged glances, nodded, and started running along the path.

      The girls were part of a running team in their middle school and trained together several times each week.

      As they ran, they scanned the ground, always on the lookout for a snake that might be sunning itself on the path.

      After about a half mile, Molly spotted one on the edge of the trail. “Snake,” she said calmly as she pointed.

      Both girls recognized it as a harmless kingsnake but still veered off the path to avoid getting too close.

      They continued further and were approaching some decorative bushes on the side of the trail when a man stepped out, blocking their path. He wore a ball cap and was pointing a gun at them.

      The girls came to an abrupt stop.

      Britany, who had done some target shooting with her uncle, noticed that the gun looked strange and had an abnormally long barrel, making her wonder if it was a real gun or a toy.

      The guy holding it didn’t speak. He stood as still as the girls, staring at them with a look of surprise. After a few seconds, the gun in his hand started shaking uncontrollably.

      As one, the girls started to back away.

      The gun was still pointed in their direction when the man collapsed to his knees and started crying.

      Without speaking, the girls turned and ran, as fast as they could, back the way they’d come.

      After looking back several times, Britany relaxed a little when she was sure the man wasn’t chasing them.
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          THE NEXT DAY

        

      

    

    
      After working a long third shift at a local manufacturing company, Ron Parker walked the paved path through Santa Cruz River Park. He lived nearby and often unwound after getting home by taking an early-morning walk. The fact that his doctor wanted him to lose 20 pounds helped his motivation each day.

      Occasionally he’d see someone jogging, but that was uncommon. As for Ron, running held no interest. Walking was all the exercise his doctor would get from him.

      This morning, he reached the point where the path made a sharp bend to the south. This is where he usually turned around to head home, and he noticed someone approaching. It was a male in his early to mid-twenties. He had on a dingy green baseball cap without wording and was looking at the ground.

      The guy seemed to be ignoring Ron, so he didn’t bother greeting the man. A few steps after they passed each other, Ron felt a stabbing pain in his buttock. He whipped around at the same time as he reached for the source of the pain.

      He felt something sticking in through his shorts and yanked it out. It was a four-inch-long blue-finned dart. A needle was on one end, and the body of the dart looked like a syringe. Ron could see the syringe was empty. The payload was already moving through his body.

      Ron took several steps forward as his attacker frantically worked to reload the weapon. As he was about to strike, the man finished and brought the weapon up, aiming at Ron’s chest.

      Ron stopped and froze, “What was it? What did you shoot me with?”

      “If you don’t want to get shot again, stand still and calm down. The dose you got isn’t fatal, but another will be,” the assailant said.

      “What was it?” Ron screamed while taking a step back.

      “Shut up and stand still.” The man jabbed the long-barrelled tranquilizer pistol in Ron’s direction.

      Ron had read online about what had happened the day before and realized the man was trying to delay him until whatever was in the dart took effect. He wasn’t sure if the dose he’d gotten was lethal but believed the man when he said the next dart would add enough that it would be. If he ran, he was sure he’d be shot in the back.

      Pulling out his phone, Ron was confused to see he had no service.

      “Your phone won’t work,” the attacker calmly said.

      Not understanding, Ron put the phone away.

      For over a minute, he stood there pleading with the man who held the pistol to let him go. Then Ron became aware of a strange feeling developing and knew he was running out of time. With the empty dart still gripped in his left hand, Ron dodged to his right, and the pistol fired, the dart missing him by almost a foot. Less than two seconds later, he reached his assailant.

      Ron’s first punch struck the center of the face, smashing the man’s nose. The second struck near the left eye, and the attacker dropped.

      The lethargy rapidly increased as his exertion did and Ron knew he was in big trouble. It was more than a half-mile back to his neighborhood. However, the trail he was on paralleled the highway, and Ron could hear traffic noise. Ron took off at a sprint, off the trail and across the desert, rapidly covering the brief distance toward the expressway.

      After almost a minute, the sluggishness nearly overwhelmed him as the traffic flowing by came into view. In his compromised state, he lost his footing and fell. His shoulder brushed against a short cactus with half-inch-long needles. Ron screamed, the pain briefly reducing the drug’s effect. He clumsily got back to his feet and continued running, with sweat now soaking him. As he approached the highway, he became even more confused as the drug continued its assault on him.
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      The door to the house opened and twin 13-year-old girls raced out, laughing as they headed to their mother’s white sedan. By the time their mother left the single-story house, her daughters were already in the car, and the doors were closing.

      Connie Douglas got in the driver’s seat and smiled as she looked in the mirror at her daughters, who were in an abnormally good mood for so early in the day.

      Backing out of the driveway, she headed towards the junior high school, as she did each morning.

      Once at the school, the car had barely stopped when the back doors burst open, and the girls hopped out, shouting a quick, “Bye, mom,” as the doors shut again.

      The girls had both been unusually cooperative this morning. Because of this, Connie was running a little ahead of schedule and decided to treat herself to a mocha latte from her favorite drive-through coffee shop instead of waiting to get the mediocre free coffee in the office.

      With her beverage in hand, she merged on to the six-lane divided highway, pleased with how the day had started. She turned up the radio a little and sang along to a familiar song as she drove.

      The highway was busy but moving at a steady pace. She drove in the right lane holding the 20oz cup in her hand, its contents still too hot to drink.

      Connie became aware of brake lights ahead. Some of the cars were attempting to move out of the right lane. Seconds later, she saw why. A man was standing near the edge of the highway. He was only about 20 yards ahead and dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He staggered with something clutched in his right hand and appeared intoxicated. She started to move to the left and realized the semi-truck next to her blocked her escape. She tried to slow down but was still going 50mph when the man stumbled forward directly in front of her.

      It happened so suddenly that she didn’t have time to react.

      The impact was jarring, and because the pedestrian was staggering and slumped, he didn’t come up on to the hood but went down under the wheels.

      In that moment of horror, Connie unconsciously squeezed the coffee cup crushing the flimsy container and soaking her arm and right leg with scalding liquid.

      Screaming in pain and terror and unaware of all the blowing horns and squealing breaks, Connie side-swept the truck to her left. The sound of grinding metal got her attention back to her situation, and she regained control and got her car stopped on the right shoulder.

      By the time she got out of her car, shaking as she walked, all the traffic had stopped.
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      Dan and Mac started their morning by looking at Dr. Emily Bonter’s notes from the ME’s office.

      The full autopsies had been completed in the night, and the reports awaited the detectives upon their arrival today. As expected, the examinations of the two victims from the previous day were unremarkable except for what they already knew.

      “Well, there’s nothing here of any interest,” Mac noted.

      “Good. We don’t need another factor to consider,” Dan answered.

      As the detectives were chatting, Lieutenant Miller stepped out of his office and called out, “Can I get your attention!” He paused while half a dozen conversations in the room ended. “I just heard that Officer Hernandez is expected to recover fully. The doctors needed to maintain his vitals until the drug wore off. Still, he’s now awake, alert, and will probably be discharged this evening.”

      Loud cheering erupted, continuing for several seconds, then the lieutenant continued, “Felty and Bell, I need to see you in my office.”

      The duo entered their lieutenant’s office and closed the door.

      “What’s up, LT?” Dan asked.

      “A few minutes ago, I got off the phone with detective George Jenkins from the Pima County sheriff’s department. There was another incident yesterday. A pair of teen girls were jogging on a path in a park just outside the city limits. A man approached them and pulled out a strange-looking pistol. They ran away before he could shoot and didn’t get a good look at him. After looking at some photos, they identified the gun as a pistol used to shoot tranquilizer darts into livestock.

      “I gave Detective Jenkins your numbers. If this was the same guy, I want you to share information with the sheriff’s department,” the lieutenant said.

      Dan nodded. “Not a problem. We’ve interacted with them before. They’re good to work with.”

      Mac nodded her agreement.

      Miller responded, “He’ll be calling sometime this morning. Now, I have something else for you. I need you to get out to I-19, South of I-10. There’s a pedestrian struck on the highway. Officers on the scene think it might be related to your incident yesterday.”

      Heading back to their desks, Dan and Mac logged out of their computers and headed out after refilling their coffee cups.

      Because of the morning traffic, it took the detectives more than 15 minutes to arrive on the scene. They had to drive the last mile on the highway’s shoulder. The patrol officers had gotten one of the three lanes moving. But traffic was still backed up and crawling as drivers strained to get a look at what was happening around all the emergency vehicles.

      When they arrived, the detectives saw a well-dressed woman in her late thirties talking to paramedics. She was holding an ice pack against her forearm and was crying.

      The patrol sergeant, Chris Katten, approached them. “Morning, detectives.”

      “Hey Chris, what do you have?” Dan said.

      “From what the witnesses say, the victim stumbled along the shoulder and went into traffic. It sounds like at least three cars ran him over.”

      Wearing a curious expression, Mac asked, “You think this is related to yesterday’s dart-gun case?”

      The sergeant handed Mac an evidence bag. Inside were the broken remains of a tranquilizer dart. It was identical to the one recovered the day before. “Witnesses who saw him on the shoulder before he stepped into the traffic say he was holding something in his hand and he was moving as if drugged. We recovered this from the roadway. It looks like it went flying when the first car struck him, and it was run over several times.

      “He left footprints in the dirt as he stumbled along. I sent two officers to follow them back so we can try to locate where he was drugged.”

      Nodding in the direction of the covered body lying on the roadway, Dan asked, “Did you see a wound left by the dart?”

      “Nothing obvious on the front of the body. The crime-scene techs are still getting photos. When ready, they’ll roll him over and check his backside.”

      While talking, a voice came across the sergeant’s radio, “Two-six from three-two.”

      “Go ahead, three-two,” Sergeant Katten answered.

      “We tracked the victim about 75 yards to a hiking trail. There’s blood on the ground. It looks like there was a fight here. Can you send the crime-scene guys to me?” the voice on the radio asked.

      As Sergeant Katten went to give instructions to the crime-scene team, Dan said to his partner, “Your choice, Mac. Talk to the witnesses or head over to where the fight happened?”

      “You can talk to the witnesses. I’ll walk out with the tech and check out what the officer found,” she answered.

      As she walked away from the highway, Mac noticed a disturbance in the dirt by a small barrel cactus. It looked like someone had fallen into it, and she cringed, imagining what that would have felt like.

      Mac continued for several minutes, noting the uneven steps taken by the victim and staying several yards to the left of the path he took, following in the steps of the officers who had preceded her. She doubted the footprints would be of value but didn’t want to disturb any possible evidence.

      When she reached the trail, she approached the uniformed officers. “So, what did you guys find?” she asked.

      A tall, blonde female officer answered, “Scuffed-up dirt and blood on the trail. It looks to me like someone was injured and lay here for a while before leaving. That blood loss wouldn’t have been life-threatening.”

      Mac looked at the spot from several angles agreeing with the first impression.

      “Did you find any more blood?” she asked.

      The officer added, “We walked the trail about a hundred yards in each direction and didn’t see anything. We could get a K9 officer out here to try tracking them, if you want.”

      Mac nodded, agreeing to the suggestion.
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      When Evan regained consciousness, there’d been no sign of his target, but he heard sirens from the nearby freeway. His whole face was excruciatingly painful, and his nose was bleeding heavily. He picked up the dart gun, dripping more blood on the ground as he did so, and a wave of dizziness almost made him fall.

      Next, he carefully removed his T-shirt, making sure not to catch it on his damaged face. He balled it up and pressed it gingerly against his nose. Even the gentle pressure caused the pain to intensify. While feeling nauseated and with a splitting headache, he held the shirt in place as he stumbled back to his car, careful not to leave a blood trail for the authorities to follow.

      He could feel his left eye swelling shut, further intensifying his feelings of failure and self-loathing. This was his third attempt and third failure. The thoughts of suicide, which had been buried since devising his plans, returned.

      He’d dosed his target successfully, but the guy had managed to do quite a bit of damage to him before running away. Evan didn’t know where his target went but knew the man had seen his face. If he survived the drug he’d been shot with, he’d be able to identify him.

      As he stumbled, Evan knew he had a concussion. He felt sick to his stomach and wanted to lie down until the pain subsided, but he pushed on, unwilling to be defeated. Evan used his building anger as motivation and soon saw the road ahead. He’d parked his car two streets over and got there as quickly as possible while trying not to attract attention.

      Once seated in the sedan, he headed home, thinking about his latest failure. He’d put months of effort into the planning and procuring the drugs for the dart guns. But clearly, they were the plan’s weakness and not necessary for the ultimate outcome. Next time he’d simplify things. There’d be no more failures. It was time for plan C and, for that, he’d need help.

      Once at home, Evan struggled to get out of his car while holding his crumpled-up shirt against his mangled nose.

      Inside the house, he swapped the blood-soaked shirt for a towel and tossed the shirt in the kitchen sink. He needed to rest, but he knew the throbbing in his face would keep him awake.

      He headed to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. The nasal swelling was extreme, and the deformity was obvious.

      He broke into a cold sweat, knowing what he was about to experience. Carefully, he grasped the bridge of the nose and yanked it straight, letting out a primordial scream. The pain was indescribable. His legs buckled, and he went down, almost smashing his face on the sink. Tears flowed as he gasped for breath, wishing he had passed out.

      After several minutes on the floor, he slowly got to his feet and looked in the mirror again. His nose looked better, but Evan couldn’t determine if it was now set right because of all the swelling. The blood was flowing heavily again and he inadvertently swallowed some, which increased his nausea.

      He took three towels and folded them together. He’d try to sleep on his side so the blood could drain until it stopped. Taking a gallon-sized plastic storage bag, he filled it with ice and zipped it shut. It should be large enough to cover the nose and swollen eye.

      Lastly, he needed to deal with the pain, so he went to the cabinet in his workroom and took out a vial. It was the carfentanil. The temptation was huge, but Evan, while homicidal, wasn’t an idiot. He knew this would be great for the pain, but it was so potent that he could easily overdose, and there wouldn’t be anyone around to help him if that happened.

      Reluctantly, he put the vial back in the cabinet and took out a larger one. This was the same drug that he’d used early this morning. It was still a bit extreme but was a safer option. Hopefully, he’d sleep for several hours.

      Taking a 10cc syringe from the cabinet, he unwrapped it and stuck the needle into the top of the vial. He filled the syringe about a quarter of the way, then returned the vial to the cabinet.

      Taking the ice and syringe to the bedroom, he sat on the side of the bed and let his left leg hang loose. It took several seconds to build up the courage, then he stabbed his leg with the needle and injected the contents.

      Setting the syringe down on the nightstand, Evan positioned himself on his side with the towels under his head and the ice on his nose.

      The bag of ice partially impaired his vision, but he made sure he could still see the far wall and the photos on it.

      As he waited for the ketamine to take effect, he stared at the young girl in the multiple photos on the wall and wept for the person who’d led him down the dark path he was on.
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      Mackenzie Bell sat at her desk talking on the phone with a detective with the Pima County Sheriff's Department.

      “Detective Jenkins. This is Mackenzie Bell with TPD.”

      “Just call me George. I assume you’re calling about yesterday’s attack in the park?”

      “That’s right. We’ve had three people shot with tranquilizer darts in the last couple of days. All have died. I was wondering if your incident might be related,” Mac said.

      “I’ve been following your cases, and the incident we had would’ve been only a few hours after your first one. There were two 12-year-old girls. They’re part of a school running program and were jogging together in Coleman Park. They run there together almost every day.

      “Suddenly, a guy steps out of the bushes and points a long-barrelled weapon at them. We believe it was a dart pistol from the description and photos we showed them.”

      “Did they survive?” Mac asked with concern in her voice.

      “Yea, they’re fine. That’s where it gets weird. The girls say as soon as the guy looked at them, he seemed surprised and scared. He just stared at them and didn’t shoot. After a few seconds, his gun started shaking, and he collapsed to his knees, crying. That’s when the girls turned and ran for help. By the time we got deputies there, he was long gone.”

      After a few seconds to think, Mac said, “Were they able to give you a description of the guy?”

      “Nothing reliable, other than the gun. One of the girls said he was young, and the other said he was older. They do agree he had on a ball cap, but one thought it was blue, and the other said green.”

      “Did he say anything to them?”

      “When he was crying, he said something, but they couldn’t understand what it was. Nothing else.”

      “Did you find any evidence at the scene?”

      “Nothing. The girls were quite scared and aren’t even exactly sure where on the trail this happened.”

      “So, George, what were your impressions of what happened?” Mac asked.

      “If I had to guess, this guy was waiting for his victim to come along and jumped out when he heard the girls. I don’t think he was expecting kids.”

      “I guess we’re lucky he doesn’t want to shoot kids.”

      George Jenkins said, “There is more to this than just not wanting to shoot kids. If it was just that, and the wrong target came along, his reaction to them wouldn’t have been to collapse crying. There was something more. Maybe he has kids of his own, maybe not. But they triggered something in him.”

      “Yeah, I would agree with that. Did you learn anything else?” Mac asked.

      “No, nothing,” Jenkins said. “What about the attacks you’ve had? Mind sharing the details?”

      Mac spent 10 minutes filling George Jenkins in on the investigation. When they disconnected, they agreed to keep each other informed of any new developments.

      When she hung up, she noticed Dan watching her with interest from his desk that butted up to hers.

      As Mac was filling him in on her conversation with the detective from the sheriff's department, a message popped up on her screen asking if she had time for a quick meeting. Before she could type a reply, her partner did from his computer, stating they’d both be available in two minutes.

      “Mac, did you see the message from Emily?” Dan asked.

      “Yup. Let’s see what she found.”

      Wanting to be away from the noise of all the others working in the room, the two detectives headed down the hall to the large conference room. The lights came on automatically as they entered. There was a large oval table with twelve seats, and Mac took the one by a computer permanently installed on the table. Soon the 60-inch wall-mounted computer monitor lit up. They could see Dr. Emily Bonter standing in an autopsy suite in the medical examiner’s office.

      A wall-mounted camera in the conference room faced the table and wirelessly connected to the computer. This allowed Emily to see everyone in the room.

      “Hey, Emily. Can you hear me?” Mac asked.

      “Hi, guys. I hear you fine.”

      Dan spoke. “Excellent. What do you know?” he inquired.

      “Several things. I just finished up the preliminary assessment on Ron Parker. First, your subject is still learning and experimenting. He must have decided the carfentanil is too potent, so this time he switched to ketamine,” Dr. Bonter explained.

      “So, how’s that different?” Dan asked.

      “Ketamine is still an anesthetic and can be used on people or large animals, depending on the dose. Think about it like this – carfentanil will sedate an elephant and ketamine is often used on horses. So not as potent.

      “The dose he delivered would have been close to lethal for a human, but it takes longer to take effect. This time the victim had time to fight and run, and he did fight back.”

      “How do you know?” Mac asked.

      “When he was run over on the highway by several vehicles, he sustained many broken bones. I did a full-body X-ray, and one of the few things not damaged by traffic was his right hand, but there’s a fracture in the fifth metacarpal bone. That type of fracture is often referred to as a boxer’s fracture and is what we see when someone punches something extremely hard. The fracture was fresh, and I don’t think it happened on the roadway. I think he punched someone a couple of times, very hard.”

      “We found blood at the site of the attack,” Mac verified. “Maybe this guy did some damage to his attacker.”

      “Did you find a puncture from a dart?” Dan asked.

      “Yeah, in the left buttock.”

      “Anything else interesting?” Mac inquired.

      “I found a bunch of cactus needles in his right shoulder but nothing else. I’ll let you know more when I finish the internal exam. However, I did have a thought,” the medical examiner said.

      “What’s that?” Dan asked.

      “Carfentanil is being seen on the streets occasionally. Dealers can cut it up to a thousand times to make it less lethal. So, while it’s quite dangerous, there’s good profit for them. However, it’s difficult to obtain the pure medical grade your guy has. There just isn’t much of the stuff available. Ketamine, on the other hand, is a different class of drug. One is a narcotic, and the other a sedative. The abusers of one aren’t likely to use the other. The one place these medications cross paths is in large-animal veterinary medicine.

      “You might want to look into veterinary pharmacies, zoos, cattle ranches, and large farms and see if they’ve had any break-ins reported. It isn’t a certainty, but the assailant may have gotten both drugs from a single place.”

      Nodding, Dan said, “That’s good. Real good. We’ll look into where the drugs came from.”

      “Well, that’s all I’ve got right now. You two go and find this guy. He’s given me too much work already.”

      “Thanks, Emily. Let us know if you learn anything more,” Mac said as she disconnected the call.

      After a minute, Mac said, “If you want to look into hospitals for people coming in who may have been punched hard enough to do damage, I’ll start looking into any cases of thefts of large-animal tranquilizers.”

      “Agreed,” Dan said, glad to have a plan.
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      Twenty-four hours later, Dan, Mac, and Lieutenant Miller were back in the conference room.

      The lieutenant spoke first. “I’m sure you guys are doing all you can, but Deputy Chief Sawyer is asking for the status of this investigation. So I need to hear where things stand.”

      Mac answered, “We understand. Dan and I’ve been following up on different angles and are now coming together with what we found. After this interview, and the discussion, maybe you’ll think of something we didn’t.”

      Dan nodded his agreement. His ego could handle someone else’s perspective on his work.

      “Let’s get started,” Miller said.

      Mac logged into the laptop, opened her email, and clicked on the link she’d received. As she did, she explained, “I spent the day contacting all the veterinary centers, ranches, and zoos in the area. This one is the only one that has experienced a break-in recently.”

      The logo for Wildwood Veterinary Services was displayed on the large wall-mounted monitor.

      Seconds later, a middle-aged, balding Hispanic man appeared on the screen. “Hello, this is Dr. Cruz,” the man said.

      “Hello, Doctor. I’m Detective Mackenzie Bell with the Tucson Police Department. I’m here with some of my colleagues to discuss a recent break-in reported at your facility. Your assistant confirmed the break-in for me but said you’d have the details.”

      The doctor nodded a greeting to the two men sitting with Mac. “That’s correct. There was a robbery here a few weeks ago.”

      “Doctor, can you give us a brief overview of what you and your business do?” Mac asked.

      “I’m the director and senior veterinarian here at Wildwood. We provide veterinary services for non-domestic animals. Our typical patients are horses, cattle, bison, and the occasional bear. We frequently go on-site to ranches and farms and occasionally assist at local zoos.”

      “So, you would regularly use drugs such as carfentanil and ketamine?” Dan asked.

      “Ketamine for certain. Carfentanil much less often, but occasionally.”

      “And both were stolen in the robbery three weeks ago. Correct?” Mac verified.

      “Correct. We assumed it was someone wanting to get high. That occasionally happens, even though we keep all controlled medications locked and secure. If someone wants them bad enough, they’ll find a way to get to them.”

      “Were any other drugs taken?” Mac asked.

      “Unfortunately. The thieves ripped the locked cabinet off the wall and took it with them. The report we filed with the sheriff’s department has the entire list of everything taken.”

      “We’ve been in touch with the sheriff’s department, and they’ll send the report over. It hasn’t arrived yet. If the list isn’t included, will you be able to get it for me?” Mac asked.

      “Yeah, if needed, we can get a copy for you. I had to submit that complete list to the DEA. When multiple controlled substances go missing, it needs to be reported at the federal level,” the director said.

      “Do you recall how much of the carfentanil and ketamine was taken?” Dan questioned.

      “I’d have to check the report to be sure, but I believe it was four 10ml vials of carfentanil and four 30ml vials of ketamine.

      “One last question. Was anything else taken in the robbery?” Mac asked.

      “One tranquilizer gun and two boxes of darts were taken, too.”

      Dan asked, “How many darts are in a box?”

      “Twelve. Each box has four packs of three darts.”

      “Did the darts have blue fins?” Mac asked.

      “Yes, the brand we use are blue.”

      The people in the conference room all looked at one another. They were convinced.

      “Nothing else was taken?” Dan asked.

      “Nothing that we were able to find,” Dr. Cruz answered.

      “What about surveillance cameras? Were there any in the area where the drugs were taken?” Lieutenant Miller asked.

      “No. We didn’t have any cameras in that area. We have since had some installed. The insurance company required it.”

      Mac glanced around the room and saw from the men’s expressions that there were no other questions.

      “Thank you for your time today, Dr. Cruz. Please let us know if you think of anything more. We might be in touch later if we have any more questions,” Mac added.

      “You know where to find me. Good luck finding this guy.”

      A few seconds later, Mac disconnected the session.

      “Well, I guess we know where our subject got the drugs,” Dan said.

      The others nodded.

      “Were you able to track him to any emergency rooms? We know he had injuries,” Mac asked.

      “No. I contacted all the area hospitals and clinics. I was able to rule out the few cases with injuries similar to what we expected. However, I had the lab rush the DNA processing on the blood found at the scene. I just forwarded the results to you.”

      Mac opened the file on the laptop so they could see it on the large screen.

      Dan explained, “From the blood left at the last scene and the DNA analysis, we know he’s a male who stands about six foot tall with brown hair and blue eyes. His blood type is O negative. The DNA suggests he’s mostly of European descent with about one-eighth Native American ancestry. Therefore he’s Caucasian.”

      Lieutenant Miller nodded. “That isn’t very specific, but a lot more than you had before. Is there any other new information?”

      “Actually, there is,” Dan said. “Officers found a smashed stopwatch near the first scene. The final report is back; there are no finger prints and no DNA. There is nothing to tie it to the case. For all we know, it could have been out there all night. Also, we just got the lab results back on the piece of spray foam the ME sent in from the first victim. The product is called FoamX. There are many brands of spray foam, and FoamX is the market leader. It’s available in almost every hardware store and major retailers. I’m not sure how much help that information will be, but we know what he’s using.”

      Miller replied, “It’s another piece of information. Good progress, guys. You two keep at this and let me know what else turns up. Also, remember to keep in touch with the detective at the sheriff's department. If I have any other suggestions, I’ll let you know.”
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      Evan woke with the sunlight shining through his uncurtained window. Groaning, he rolled over, pushed away the blood-stained sheet, and forced himself from bed.

      He’d allowed himself two days to heal, but now he had things to do and someone to meet. Also, he needed to return to work this afternoon. He’d called in several times recently and still needed his job.

      The pain was still constant, and his swollen nose passed minimal air making it necessary to breathe through his mouth. Because of this, his mouth always felt dry, forcing him to drink lots of water.

      While convalescing, his mood had swung between despair and rage, finally settling down as he began setting his new plans in motion.

      Evan’s only friend, Diego, was someone he’d met in school and he lived only about an hour away. Diego had broken with his criminal past and made something of himself. He was the reason Evan moved to the Tucson area when he had nowhere else to call home. Diego might have had a new life, but he still had family and connections on the streets of Tucson. He’d reluctantly arranged a meeting for this afternoon, and Evan wanted to arrive early. Forcing himself to take his first shower in a week, he scrubbed all the blood from his hands and arms and then did his best to clean his injured face. The swelling had gone down some but was still quite noticeable, and the pain was a constant reminder of his most recent failure.

      He swallowed four ibuprofen and got dressed before going into his workroom. He opened the cabinet on the wall and ignored the eleven cans of spray foam on the large bottom shelf. Reaching to the middle shelf, he withdrew one of the three remaining vials of carfentanil. He’d used one vial several days ago. He divided it between the first three darts he fired in his first attack. Sacrificing this one would still leave him two, in the unlikely event he needed to go in that direction again.

      Evan got in the silver sedan, headed into town, and stopped at a city recreational area. He parked along a side street, near a deserted baseball field. Evan got out of the car and walked down the street to the gate that allowed him access to the field. He headed to the first-base dugout and stepped inside. Examining the structure, he found where the ceiling and rear wall met. A board ran the length of the dugout, and half of it was exposed. Removing the vial from his pocket, he tucked it on the board, out of sight. The idea of making a trade with drug dealers made him uncomfortable, and he wasn’t going to get ripped off.

      He left the dugout and walked around the ballfield, waiting for the man he planned to meet.

      Fifteen minutes later, three men approached. The trio wore tank tops and were covered in tattoos. They looked to be a little older than Evan. Probably in their mid to late twenties and of Latino heritage. One carried a small backpack. Evan was confident these were the people his friend told him to meet.

      As the one in the lead approached, he snickered, “They told me to look for the guy who had a busted face. It looks like your little sister gave you quite a whopping.”

      His companions laughed at their leader’s jibe.

      Evan replied, “I figured it would be an easy way for you to know it was me. What do you have?”

      “Not so fast. You’re supposed to have something for me.”

      “I do. But first, let me see what you brought,” Evan insisted.

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “As much as you trust me. Show me, and I’ll give it to you.”

      “Maybe my boys here will give you another beating and just take it,” the gang leader said.

      “You won’t get it. I stashed it here somewhere.”

      As he spoke, Evan made sure not to look in the direction of the dugout.

      The gang leader gave Evan a disapproving glare, then smiled and shoved him on the shoulder. “I’m messing with you, gringo! We’re here for an honest trade.”

      His men snickered.

      Evan returned the smile, not believing the older man.

      The leader signaled to the member of his crew carrying the backpack, who stepped forward and opened it, showing Evan the contents.

      Inside, Evan saw a black-and-yellow Taser pistol and 20 replacement cartridges.

      The man holding the backpack explained, “This is the good one. The same as the cops use. Not the weaker version anyone can buy.”

      Evan nodded and smiled. “Most important, the serial numbers on the cartridges can’t be traced to me.”

      “That’s true. What’re you going to do with it?” the gang leader asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” Evan answered.

      Shrugging, the leader said, “So where’s my stuff?” not yet handing the backpack over.

      Pointing to the dugout, Evan said, “In here.”

      They walked the 20 yards to the dugout and entered. Evan reached up, and as he did, he became aware of the gang members stiffening as he reached for a hidden object.

      Slowly he brought the vial down and saw them relax. He handed it over, and the leader inspected the 10ml vial of clear liquid.

      “How do I know this is real?”

      “The factory seal is still on the top of the vial. Once removed, it can’t be replaced. Also, I’m not so stupid as to try and rip you off. My friend Diego set up this trade, and I’ve known him for years. I wouldn’t do anything to cause him problems with you.”

      The leader gave Evan an appraising stare. “I don’t know Diego. I work for his cousin, and he told me to get this trade done,” he said, deciding he believed him.

      “They told me this would stop an elephant. Is that true?” The gang member asked.

      “I’ve never tried it on an elephant, but that’s what I hear,” Evan answered.

      “Do you have more of it? I can’t use it, but the person I work for will cut this 500 times or more.”

      Evan lied, “I don’t have any now, but if I get more, I’ll let your boss know.”

      The leader nodded to his subordinate, who surrendered the backpack to Evan.

      Heading back to his car Evan fought to contain his excitement as the euphoria washed over him. Now he was ready to try again.
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      Leon Conway drove five miles home after dropping his daughter off at preschool. He and his wife Sandy had delayed having children because of their careers, and they were both now in their late thirties.

      Sandy was a commercial airline pilot with an irregular schedule. It worked well that Leon ran his accounting practice out of their home and could do most of the caring for their daughter, Ashley.

      He pressed the button for the garage door and waited as it rose before backing in. He made sure to leave room for his wife in case she returned before he left again. He’d long ago stopped trying to keep her schedule memorized.

      Exiting the car, Leon walked to the street and grabbed the garbage can he’d heard being emptied as he made Ashley her peanut butter toast for breakfast.

      As he pulled the can back to the side of the garage, he glanced at his watch, seeing he still had 15 minutes before his first video call of the morning. Leon smiled, knowing this would allow him time to get another cup of coffee before starting work.

      Stepping inside, he went to the sink, washed his hands, and picked up his cup, which was still a quarter full from earlier. The cup had been a Father’s Day gift and had his daughter’s photo printed on it. He topped it off and headed to the bedroom that he’d converted into his office.

      Leon made it halfway into the room when he noticed an uncapped spray can on the corner of the desk. A strange L-shaped tube came off the top. He approached, confused as to where the can came from. As he did, a man stepped out of the closet.

      The intruder appeared to be in his early twenties and wore shorts, a T-shirt, and rubber gloves. On his head sat a dirty green ball cap. Leon thought the man might have recently been in a fight because he had a purple bruise around his left eye and swollen nose. The most interesting thing was the weapon in his hand. Leon had watched enough prime-time TV to know what a Taser looked like.

      Before he could speak, the weapon fired, and hundreds of tiny confetti disks blasted outward. Called AFIDs – anti-felon identification – these pieces of confetti each had the serial number of the Taser cartridge imprinted on them. These allow law enforcement to identify the purchaser of the Taser cartridge. In this case, that system failed because the cartridges were acquired illegally from a batch stolen from a police depot.

      Along with the confetti, two barbed metal darts blasted out, traveling at 180 feet per second. A 35-foot length of thin wire connected the darts to the Taser’s body.

      On impact, the darts embedded themselves, one in Leon’s abdomen and the other in his right thigh.

      Instantly 50,000 volts traveled across the wires and into Leon, disrupting his neurologic and muscular systems.

      Every muscle in his body contracted with each of the 95, two-milliamp electrical pulses delivered during the five-second cycle.

      As Leon dropped to the ground, almost striking his head on the desk, the coffee cup flew from his hand, dumping its contents. It landed on the carpet unbroken.

      Remaining conscious, Leon couldn’t move, and when he tried to speak, only a gurgling groan came out.
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      His finger pulled the trigger, and Evan felt a thrill of excitement as he saw the barbs hit their target precisely as planned. His model of Taser had two cartridges, which fired separately. He could immediately shoot again if the first one missed, but the second wouldn’t be needed today.

      His target, whom he randomly chose while driving the streets in the neighborhood a few days before, collapsed into a spasming heap.

      Grabbing the spray can from the desk, Evan dropped to his knees, setting the Taser by his leg where he could squeeze the trigger again if needed.

      The man lay partly on his side, and Evan rolled him to his back.

      He forced the tube several inches into his victim’s nose, and the man tried to pull his head away, but the effort was weak and ineffective. With an ear-to-ear grin, the killer depressed the trigger, and the spray foam burst out of the nozzle and began rapidly expanding.

      The man on the floor immediately started gagging, but the thickness of the foam and his body’s impairment from the Taser attack were too much for him to combat it. He flopped around in an uncoordinated way, a clear look of terror on his face. Only after the foam started coming out the mouth and the other nostril did Evan release the trigger. Relaxing, he took a deep breath and studied his victim until he stopped moving, taking in every moment, burning the image into memory.

      He placed two fingers on the man’s neck, gently pressing against the carotid artery. He felt the pulse as it slowed and eventually stopped. Evan moved back, sitting against the wall, looking at the dead man, and felt a sense of peace wash over him.

      Then his thoughts went to his sister, and he started to weep uncontrollably. After so many years, he’d finally gotten to see how his family had died – fighting to breathe air that wasn’t there.

      While he sat, his mind wandered back in time to the point where this had all begun.

      He’d been 11 years old and was riding in the back seat of his mother’s minivan, next to his little sister, Patti. This had been during the strange period when he was still getting used to being named Evan and not Blake, his birth name.

      His stepfather, Ray, was driving as they headed home from his favorite pizza restaurant. It was a special treat because it was Patti’s eighth birthday.

      It had been a wonderful time until the adults started screaming at each other and were told to leave the restaurant.

      Evan tried not to pay attention to their frequent arguments but could tell his mother wasn’t happy with how much her new husband was drinking that night. Evan didn’t know much about things like that, but he knew his mom had drunk as much. She’d been doing that a lot, ever since their lives had abruptly changed. Evan may have been a child, but he knew she wasn’t dealing well with the drastic changes in her life.

      Today’s argument wasn’t unusual. The drinking was one of many things they frequently fought about. But having it happen in public was uncommon. As the yelling continued on the way home, Evan had looked over at his sister Patti and saw the tears running down her face. The argument had ruined the fun birthday celebration. He reached out and took her hand, which she clutched like a lifeline.

      It was sad because, when they weren’t drinking, Mom and Ray were very nice, and they often did fun things together. Evan would still have preferred to be with his real father, but he knew that was impossible.

      When these arguments happened at home, the children tended to seek each other out, and Evan would put on a brave front as he held his heartbroken sister, sometimes for hours.

      Long ago, when this had first started, he’d promised Patti, whose name used to be Cindy, that he would always be there when she needed him, and he was determined to keep the promise.

      From the curves in the road, the kids knew they were on Lakeside Drive and would soon be home.

      Years later, Evan read the police report and learned the van had been going too fast and drifted into oncoming traffic. As a car approached, his stepfather jerked the wheel to the right in order to avoid a collision. But the van went off the road and rolled down an embankment several times before dropping into the lake.

      Evan clearly remembered the van jerking to the right and his mom screaming in horror as they started to roll. The window next to him exploded, and with the next roll, the motion threw him from the vehicle. He struck the ground hard, bouncing and rolling several times, ending up on his side, facing the lake. Momentarily stunned but not unconscious, he knew what the huge splash meant when he heard it. The van was in the water.

      A full 30 seconds passed before his senses returned and he could think clearly. From where he lay, he could see the lake and the van resting in the deep water at a strange angle. Through the shock, he could hear voices yelling for help from within the doomed vehicle. He watched as it continued its slow roll over to its side and sank below the surface. The screaming ended.

      The last he saw of the van were the tires of the now upside-down vehicle as they disappeared under the water.

      Knowing what he needed to do, Evan attempted to stand. He would save his family. Immediately his plan fell apart when his fractured collarbone impeded his ability to get off the ground. Undeterred, he rolled to his stomach, planning to use his good arm to help himself get up. He’d go into the lake, using only one arm if needed.

      As he rolled over, he screamed in agony and looked down at his right leg. It lay at a strange angle with the foot facing backward.

      Several seconds went by before the pain subsided, and he could breathe again. Collapsing to his side, he looked back to the lake and the van. Unable to help, he wept in dismay as he watched the water for several minutes as air bubbles continued to rise to the surface. The whole time, all he could think about was his family, slowly dying without air, and what it must be like.

      Already close to dark, and since the van was under water, no one noticed the injured boy for nine hours. The whole time he lay awake in the same spot staring into the water, crying out his sister’s name over and over again.

      For more than a decade, that image had remained with him, and his obsession with what it would be like to die that way – slowly and unable to breathe – grew.

      In his teens, he’d drowned some small animals. Eventually, while in college, he’d killed some larger animals, but that hadn’t satisfied his need. He hoped that sitting back and watching other people suffocate, the way his family had, would give him peace and make his family feel a little closer.

      After sitting next to the body of Leon Conway for a full 15 minutes, Evan got up and left the house.
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      As a teacher’s aide at Central Elementary School, Candice Wallace rotated between the three preschool classrooms and knew most of the kids well. One of her responsibilities was to ensure that all the kids were dismissed correctly, either on a bus or with a designated person to pick them up.

      Today, things were winding down, with most of the children gone from the foyer where they gathered for dismissal. She then noticed Ashley Conway standing against the wall, dressed in shorts, a T-shirt with cute baby bears on it, and with her backpack on. This far into the school year, Candice knew which parents were here early and which ones tended to be late, and Ashley was almost always one of the first to go and never one of the last.

      Walking to the girl, Candice asked, “Ashley. Did your dad say anything about possibly being a little late today?”

      Shaking her head, the young child replied, “No.”

      “Okay. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

      Fifteen minutes later, her dad still hadn’t arrived, so Candice led the child back to the school office.

      Speaking to the school secretary, she said, “Deb, can you pull up the phone number for Ashley Conway’s father? He’s a no-show and this isn’t like him.”

      The secretary provided the info, and Candice called his cell phone, getting voicemail. “Mr. Conway,” she began, “this is Candice Wallace at Central Elementary. No one showed up to get your daughter this afternoon. Can you please call the school? Thanks.”

      She led the child to a padded bench and said, “I'm sure he’s on the way. We’ll give him a few more minutes.”

      Twenty minutes later, they called Sandy Conway but, knowing the mother’s work schedule, they weren’t surprised to find the call going to voicemail.

      A few minutes later, Candice placed another call. “Is this Lori Rodriguez?” she asked when the phone was answered.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “This is Candice Wallace at Central Elementary. We have you listed as an emergency contact for Ashley Conway. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, I am. Is there a problem? Is she okay?” the woman asked with concern in her voice.

      “She’s fine, but no one has come to pick her up today, and no one is answering either of the parents’ phones. It’s almost an hour past dismissal time, and I hoped you could come and get her.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll be there in less than 10 minutes.”

      Hanging up, Lori Rodriguez glanced at the calendar on the wall. There’d been a few times the Conways had asked her to pick Ashley up from school, but seeing today’s date blank, she knew her assistance hadn’t been expected today.

      She grabbed her purse, headed to the car, and arrived at the school in a few minutes. Familiar with the building from when her own kids attended there nearly 20 years earlier, she headed directly to the school office.

      As soon as she entered, she saw her neighbor’s sweet daughter. The child immediately stood and waved. “Hi, Miss Lori!”

      “Hey, Ashley. I’m going to take you home.”

      “Okay,” the child answered with her typical huge grin.

      “Thanks for coming in,” said the woman behind the counter that separated the office staff from the waiting area.

      “Her parents ask me to pick her up occasionally, and I didn’t have anything going on today, so coming in wasn’t a problem,” Lori explained.

      She pulled her wallet from her purse to show her identification to the woman behind the desk.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Rodriguez. You’re all set to take her,” the secretary said as she finished copying Lori’s name into the sign-out log.

      Looking back at Ashley, Lori said, “Let’s go, kiddo. We’ll get you home.”

      As they walked to the car, Lori asked, “Any idea where your dad is?”

      “At home, I guess,” the girl answered.

      Considering it briefly, she decided that Leon must have gotten tied up with something work-related and lost track of time.

      The two chatted briefly on the short trip to Lori’s house.

      Upon arrival at her home, Lori assisted the child with removing the seatbelt, and they headed across the street to the Conways’ house.

      Walking to the front door, Lori turned the knob and found it unlocked. As she swung the door open, a thought started to form in her mind. One of caution. Maybe she should go in first and make sure there wasn’t a problem before allowing the little girl in.

      However, the 50 year-old woman’s response wasn’t fast enough for an excited child who wanted to see her beloved father.

      Bursting past her neighbor, Ashley raced into the house, oblivious to the call for her to wait. The child knew where her dad would be this time of day and went directly to his home office.

      She entered the room running while yelling, “Daddy, where are you?” and then came to an abrupt halt as she found herself standing over the body of her dad, whose face had become purple and grossly deformed.

      As Lori closed the front door, she heard the blood-curdling scream come from the child who’d be forever damaged by what she had seen.
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      Officer Amanda Visser sat in her patrol car, parked by the entrance to the regional medical center. She was finishing the report regarding a traffic accident she’d recently handled. Minutes before, she completed interviewing the accident victim, who’d been brought here with minor injuries by ambulance.

      So far, it had been a quiet day with nothing out of the ordinary going on when her radio sounded.

      “Three-six.”

      “Three-six, go ahead,” Amanda answered.

      “Respond to 4728 Baxter Place. Possible DOA.”

      “4728 Baxter Place. Responding from the medical center.”

      Flipping on her emergency lights, Officer Visser maneuvered away from the hospital. Only as she approached the main road did she engage the siren.

      Traffic was light because peak school traffic had finished for the day and most workers hadn’t yet started their journeys home. Six minutes later, she pulled up at the address.

      “Three-six,” Amanda said.

      “Go ahead, three-six.”

      “On scene.”

      “Ten-four. EMS is three minutes away,” the dispatcher said.

      “Understood.”

      Exiting the patrol car, she headed to the house, where she saw a middle-aged woman trying to comfort a hysterical young girl, her face soaked with tears.

      “Ma’am. What happened? Is she injured?” Amanda asked.

      “No, she isn’t hurt, but she saw her father’s body before I could stop her. I’m the neighbor, and I brought her home from school. We found him on the floor in the office. Something’s terribly wrong!” The distraught woman explained.

      “In what way?”

      Nodding her head toward the child, the woman shook her head, indicating she wouldn’t answer. Instead, she said, “You better see for yourself. Inside and to the right. Last room down the hall.”

      Officer Visser entered the home and followed the directions to the office. As she stepped into the room, she moved slowly, taking in everything and making sure not to disturb the scene. The first thing she saw were the legs of someone flat on the floor. As she moved further in, the rest of the body became visible. The officer noticed two things at once, the deep purple coloring of the face, which was caused by a lack of oxygen, and the large mass covering the mouth and nose.

      Amanda silently cursed and then continued to examine the scene. An expended Taser cartridge lay on the floor with the wires still connected to the victim. Also, there was a toppled coffee cup and a large stain on the carpet. She assumed the stain came from the contents of the coffee cup. Taser AFIDs were all around the man

      Taking the radio microphone attached to her shoulder, she took a couple of deep breaths to make sure her voice was free of the emotion she felt.

      “Three-six”

      “Go ahead, three-six.”

      “Cancel EMS, DOA. Respond the supervisor, detectives, and crime scene techs here. Will need medical examiner, too.”

      “Understood,” the dispatcher said.

      “Stand by for my call.”

      Not wanting the specifics to be heard by anyone using a radio scanner, especially the media, Amanda took out her cell phone and called into the dispatch center.

      “Hey, Amanda. What’ve you got there?”

      “Hey, Conor. It’s another spray foam in the throat.”

      “No way! In a house this time?”

      “Yeah, no doubt. This guy has been down for several hours at least.”

      “All right. I’ll get everyone on the way.”

      Putting her phone away, Amanda Visser took one last look at the crime scene, checking for anything she’d missed before. A strange object on the desk drew her attention. It looked like a small sword sticking through a rock. Probably a novelty paperweight, she thought. Not seeing anything else, she quickly searched the rest of the home, looking for anything else that could be important. She found nothing of interest until she stepped through the utility room and reached the rear door that opened into the backyard. The frame was heavily damaged, and the door sat partially ajar. Using a gloved hand, she pulled the door open, making sure not to touch the knob in case there were fingerprints on it. Once it was open, she examined the entryway and the yard. The door had a partial footprint above the knob, where someone had crudely kicked it in. The yard had a fence on three sides with open access to the front of the house. There was nothing else of interest to be seen.

      She retraced her steps through the home until she reached the front entrance and approached the woman who was sitting, holding the still-hysterical child.

      “Ma’am, do you know where the child’s mother is?” Amanda inquired.

      “She’s an airline pilot. I don’t know her routes, but she’s often gone for a couple of days at a time.”

      “Would you have her cell phone number?”

      Lori dug her phone from her pocket and located the address book entry for Sandy Conway. Amanda copied the number into her notepad and would give it to the detectives when they arrived.

      “Okay, there’s going to be a lot of activity and many people arriving soon. You said you’re a neighbor. What’s your name and address?” She asked.

      “I’m Lori Rodriguez, and I live there,” she said, pointing across the street.

      When she pointed, Amanda spotted another marked Tucson police vehicle arriving.

      “It’ll be several hours at least before the house will be available again. Maybe you could take the little girl to your place for a while?”

      “That would be good. She doesn’t need to see all this commotion,” Lori agreed.

      “Good. The detectives will be over in a little while to talk to you both. Is there anything from inside that she needs? Medications? Maybe a comforting toy?”

      “She isn’t on any medications. She’s spent the night at my house before, so I know that.”

      Lori tried to ask Ashley if she wanted anything from her room, but the child didn’t seem to hear her – her crying was too intense.

      “Is that her school bag?” the officer asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Let me see it.”

      As Amanda took the bag, she noticed that her supervisor, Sergeant Gary Billings, had arrived and was standing behind her.

      “You okay with this, Sarge?” she asked, unsure how much of the conversation the sergeant had heard.

      “You aren’t getting stuff out of the room where this happened. Right?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Yeah, then go ahead.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Amanda told the woman.

      She went back into the house, her shift sergeant following.

      “It’s the last room down the hall. I only went a couple of steps into the room,” she explained.

      As she stepped into the child’s bedroom, Sergeant Billings went past her to see the crime scene for himself.

      In the child’s room, everything looked as expected. The bed was unmade, with a pillow, clothes, and stuffed animals on it. Toys lay scattered about the room, and the dresser had two drawers partly open. There were several drawings on the wall. They were drawn by a child but with much more skill than Amanda would expect. The child had some artistic talent.

      Walking to the bed, she opened the backpack and dumped the contents. There were several folders, some wrinkled papers, and a lunchbox.

      On the bed, close to the pillow, lay a light green stuffed hippo wearing a purple bow around its neck. She took it and placed it in the bag. A thick storybook lay on the stand beside the bed, and Amanda added that. At the foot of the bed, she found a pair of pajamas, which she stuffed in next to the hippo.

      Taking the backpack and lunchbox, she headed to the kitchen. She deposited the lunchbox on the counter and started opening cabinets looking for the kind of treats only a child would eat, and found a box of chewy fruit snacks. She dropped several packs in the backpack and turned to leave, seeing Sergeant Billings approaching.

      “This guy changed from darts to a Taser? That’s odd,” he said.

      “According to the updates we got, the darts weren’t working as he planned,” Amanda said.

      “True. Still, it’s interesting.”

      “More like disturbing,” Amanda commented.

      They left the house and saw two additional patrol cars arriving. Lori was holding Ashley as the child clung to her neck, still sobbing. Amanda Visser handed the bag to a fellow officer and quietly asked him to escort Lori home.

      “Visser,” Sergeant Billings said, “no one else goes in until the detectives or the crime scene unit arrives, and they say it’s clear. You stay here. I’ll work with the others responding to start knocking on doors and asking if anyone saw anything.”
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      Mackenzie Bell sat on a blanket in the park, enjoying time with her family. Her three sons, all elementary-school age, were on a playset jumping around and being silly. She dug into the blue, long-handled cooler, getting out the food for their late-afternoon picnic.

      Her husband, Kevin, sat with her, keeping his attention on their children. Both of them treasured their family time.

      Kevin worked in the 911 call center as a dispatcher, so it was uncommon for them to have time like this, as they both had irregular and often conflicting work schedules. Therefore, this time in the park, after school as a family, was a special event.

      An audible tone sounded from Mac’s cell phone. The couple both recognized the sound that all work-related calls made.

      “Are you on call this week?” Kevin asked.

      “No.”

      Taking out the phone, she already had a suspicion as to the situation. “Bell,” she said.

      “Hey, Mac. It’s Conor in dispatch. Sorry to interrupt your day off, but we’ve had another spray foam killing.”

      “What’s the status?”

      “The scene is secured. One DOA. Crime Scene techs are en route, and I left a message for your partner, but he hasn’t called in yet.”

      “Okay. Send me the address, and I’ll be on my way.”

      She disconnected the call and gave Kevin an apologetic smile.

      “Let me guess, It’s related to something designated a major case, and you’re the assigned detective, so a day off doesn’t matter.”

      Nodding, she added, “Yeah. Spray-foam guy again. Sorry.”

      Returning the smile, Kevin answered, “I know how it works. The kids and I’ll get a rideshare home.” The disappointment was evident in his voice.

      Mac reached into the cooler and grabbed the sandwich she’d made before leaving the house, with the word “Mom” written on the zipped bag.

      They both stood and shared a quick kiss before Mac headed to the car, and Kevin went to the kids to tell them their mom had to leave and that it was time to come and eat.

      As Mac got to the car, she hit the button on her keychain, and the trunk opened. Her fingerprint opened the small lockbox securely mounted to the car's frame. From inside, she removed her department-issued Glock19 in its holster and her credentials. She hung her badge from a lanyard around her neck. The holstered gun she clipped to her right hip.

      After getting in, she linked her phone to the vehicle's navigation system and tapped the address texted over from dispatch. The console in the dashboard immediately displayed a map and directions on how to get to the unfamiliar address.

      Being on the other side of town, it took almost 15 minutes for her to arrive, more than enough time to eat the sandwich. As she pulled up to the scene, driving her personal car, a uniformed officer tried to wave her to pass on through, but she ignored him, stopping alongside the curb, one house away.

      As she stepped out of the car, the officer approached, she assumed to tell her to move. Then he saw the lanyard. Mac chuckled at his reaction when he cleanly shifted mental gears and said, “Hey, Detective. They’re waiting for you at the house.”

      Mac smiled at him. “Thanks.”

      Approaching the house, she recognized Sergeant Billings. “Afternoon, Detective,” he said in greeting.

      “Hey, Sarge.”

      “Do you know Officer Amanda Visser?”

      “Yeah, I’ve worked with her a couple of times.”

      “Good. She was the first to arrive and is up by the front of the house. She can give you the best account of what happened, but your guy switched from darts to a Taser,” Billings explained.

      Confused by the change, Mac asked, “Are we sure it’s the same guy?”

      “I wasn’t at the first scene, but I saw the photos, and this has the same foam in the mouth and nose.”

      “Okay, thanks. Any ETA on the crime-scene team?”

      “Should be here any minute.”

      “Great,” Mac responded.

      She continued to the house and recognized Amanda Visser standing outside by the front door. “Officer Visser.”

      “Hey, Detective.”

      “I hear you were the first one here.”

      “I drew the short straw, I guess.”

      “I also understand you sent the witnesses to a house across the street?”

      “The victim’s five-year-old daughter found him. She’s a wreck. She didn’t need to see all of us here too. I know letting them leave the scene isn't protocol, but I felt it was necessary.”

      With a questioning look, Mac replied, “Necessary, no. But it was the right decision. Let me know if anyone questions you about it.”

      Officer Visser nodded, glad not to have irritated the detective.

      “I heard a rumor that you recently took the detective exam,” Mac said.

      “I did. But I haven’t heard the results yet; it should be any day now.”

      “Well, I hope you get it. Let’s pretend you did. Walk me through the house. What did you think, feel, and suspect when you first went inside?” Mac instructed.

      Entering the residence, Amanda nervously began recalling her initial impressions, wanting to sound competent. “At first, things seemed normal. No strange sounds. Everything was still. Then I started down the hall and could smell the death. You know what I mean. The victim's bowels had released, and there were other smells. Those of a dead body after a few hours.”

      Mac nodded her head, knowing exactly what the officer meant.

      The two approached the office door, and Mac had the officer explain, in detail, everything she saw. Then the two entered the large 20-by-20 room, staying well clear of the body and making sure not to disturb any evidence.

      Reaching the other side of the room, they stood on the far side of the desk, and Mac said, “Impressions?”

      “He was Tased when entering the room. So the attacker was waiting in here.”

      “Why do you say that?” Mac asked.

      “The feet. They’re closer to the door. When a body contracts from a Taser, it crumples forward, and the victim’s head is closer to the desk,” Amanda explained.

      “Good. Tell me more.”

      “He’s about 10 feet into the room, so the assailant wasn’t standing out in the open. If he had been, Mr. Conway would have stopped by the doorway, not so far into the room.”

      Mac could hear Officer Visser’s confidence growing the more she spoke.

      “So where was he hiding?”

      Amanda looked around the room and said, “The closet’s the only place where no one would see him.”

      “Okay. So there’s good reason to believe the attacker spent time in the closet. Why does that matter?” Mac asked.

      “We want to make sure the crime-scene techs swab it all down for trace evidence.”

      “Exactly,” the detective said. “What else do you see?”

      “I’m not seeing anything else.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything else in here that caught your attention? I think there is. It caught mine.”

      After a few seconds, Amanda gave Mac a curious look.

      Mac pointed at the desk and said, “Look at the desk. Does anything catch your eye?”

      “The weird paperweight. I noticed it when I first entered the room.”

      “Exactly. The whole time we’ve been in here, I’ve wanted to check it out. It stands out and is intriguing. I bet most visitors to this room ask about it.”

      “Probably. So?”

      “A detective needs to try and think like the perpetrator. We know he was in here for a period of time, waiting for Mr. Conway. If you were alone in this room waiting, what’s the first thing you’d do?”

      “I’d check out that thing on the desk.”

      Mac nodded. “Exactly. I’d almost guarantee our subject touched it.”
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      The following morning, the two detectives gathered with their supervisor once more to review the case. As Mac walked into the conference room, she saw her partner seated at the table. “It’s nice of you to join us today,” she said drily.

      From his seat at the table, Dan explained, “I was with the kids at the aquatic center. I put my phone in a locker while I swam. By the time I saw the message and called in, the scene had been cleared.”

      Not done teasing, Mac said, “You must have been in the water a long time. We were on the scene for over six hours.”

      Lieutenant Miller, knowing the call had only lasted three hours, smiled. He appreciated his people and seeing their good relationship pleased him.

      “Okay, you two, battle this out later. Mac, thanks for being available yesterday. Tell us what’s new.”

      Mac started her presentation. “There are many things. The two most important are, first, yesterday’s victim was alive when asphyxiated by the foam. We found obvious signs on the body. I believe this was what the assailant had been after all along and he finally achieved it. The second most important thing was the complete change in his pattern of attack. This time, the attack happened in a home, not on a secluded path, and he changed away from the dart guns. I think he learned the drugs weren’t as manageable as he hoped, so he switched his method of incapacitating his victims.”

      The lieutenant agreed and said, “This means he’s evolving and adapting as needed. He’s becoming more dangerous as time goes on.”

      “True, but what’s his goal? Have we seen it?” Dan asked.

      Mac added her opinion. “If a killer strangles someone, they’re basically wrestling the person to death. By using the foam, our killer can apply it and then sit back and watch his victim die. I think that’s what he wants. The ability to take in the moment of death.”

      “I don’t disagree, but there are simpler ways to do the same thing. Like a zip-tie around the neck,” Dan said.

      “Therefore, there’s something special about the foam insulation,” Mac stated.

      Miller thought a minute and added, “You’re mixing two types of deaths. Your example of a zip tie would be strangulation. The foam is more like a controlled drowning, similar to water filling the lungs. That might be what he needs; a specific type of death.”

      The others were silent after hearing their boss’s idea, with neither of the detectives having a better idea.

      Eventually, Lieutenant Miller spoke again. “Did you learn anything else from the scene?” he asked.

      “Several things. Many complete sets of footprints were in the dirt at the previously failed attempt along the path. We weren’t sure which belonged to the attacker. We found a partial boot print at the house yesterday on the door he kicked in. It wasn’t enough to get the size, but we could compare the tread pattern to the ones at the previous scene and now know which footprints were his and that he wears a size-10 boot. By itself, this isn’t super valuable, but when you add it to the other things we know from the blood and DNA, we’re starting to get a clearer picture of what he looks like.

      “There were a couple of things that didn’t go our way. Officers talked to every homeowner within a quarter-mile of the Conway residence, and no one remembers anything. A couple of people thought they might have seen a guy walking, but they weren’t confident that it wasn’t someone from the neighborhood.

      “Also, we tracked the serial number on the Taser cartridge, and it came back to a shipment stolen from a police supply company in Tennessee six months ago. In the robbery, six Tasers and 50 cartridges were taken. AFIDs and cartridges with those serial numbers have been found in Miami, Boston, Toronto, and Houston. So it looks like the Taser serial numbers won’t do us any good.

      “On a positive note, we’ll soon know the brand of rubber gloves he uses. At the scene, we found a decorative paperweight with a mini sword sticking out of a stone. It had a sharp point on it, and the crime lab found a rubber glove fragment where he handled it, and it ripped a piece off the glove. They’re analyzing it now.”
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