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  CHAPTER ONE




  




  




  




  Trashing the cultural center had been going alright until the old man walked in, shouting, "You put that down."




  Adam Lones swung about, a fistful of tribal flag in each hand as a light came around the corner. The old man squinted at him. "Do I know you?"




  Fuck. Frank Manuel. What was he doing here? Adam lunged, and the old man stumbled back, quicker than he looked, his black hair flailing around his lined, frowning face. Not quick enough. Adam brought his hands together on the flagpole he had in his right. He slammed it forward, catching the old man in the ribs. Something cracked and the man staggered, but his face barely registered the blow. Maybe his lips compressed, that was it, but his eyes locked to Adam's. Then he raised his flashlight. Heavy, silver thing — like the silver at his wrists — but no way he could reach Adam at the end of his pole. Adam laughed and twisted further out of reach, shoving the pole harder against the old man's side.




  But the old man didn't lash out with the light. Instead he shone the beam into Adam's face, blinding him. The pressure against the pole abruptly ceased and Adam lost his balance. The wooden pole cracked as it slammed into the wall. "Fucker!" Adam shouted.




  "Maybe once." A flat voice echoed around him. Echo. Had to be in that big room. Now he listened, he could hear the soft wheeze of the old man's breath. That big room, for sure, and he was heading for the baskets. 




  Gripping the broken flagpole Adam launched into motion. Glass from the trophy cases crunched under his boots. He skidded on the torn papers and kicked something out of the way — one of those brass-painted running pygmies from the top of a trophy, most likely. He slid around the corner into the assembly room. Motion-sensor lights came on. Wrong way, then. If the old guy came this way, the lights would already be on.




  The flashlight slammed into Adam's shoulder just short of his neck. Adam roared. He put on the face of hatred, the face of the devil incarnate, and lashed out with his weapon. It struck something and the old man let out a grunt of pain.




  "I've seen the case. You got it already."




  Indeed he had, tucked in at the back of his pants. Adam held his tongue, rushing toward his assailant. Wooden benches lined the walls with display cases in between, cases emptied of things he had torn or stomped or crushed. "Why'd you do all this, if you already have the basket?" The old man gestured with his flashlight at the ruin around him.




  He'd been recognized, no doubt. How had the old man seen through tonight's get-up to the Adam underneath? Well, that was how he had been served for his attempt to do this nicely. He didn't have to be nice. He was Good Cop and Bad Cop all in one. He'd offered the old man a carrot last time, a little incentive to cooperate. Now all he had left was the stick.




  Adam howled. That one got them every time. The old man's black eyes widened as Adam bounded toward him like an unholy angel, coat flapping, stick held high. That's right, Injun, time to get scared. The old man turned to run. He tripped over some piece of crap artifact and nearly lost it right then. The flashlight tumbled away, its beam illuminating a long wedge of the room, catching on splinters of glass, tufts of reeds and weeds and feathers and shards of wood. Adam kept howling. The old man nearly made it to the door, then he paused to kick over a bench. Even then, he hesitated, unable to commit to the destruction Adam had begun. The pause was enough.




  Adam vaulted the bench. He knocked the old man off his feet, the both of them careening against the wall and down, the old man leaving a smear of blood from the back of his head. His eyes rolled back in the topography of his face as the breath left him.




  Immediately silent, Adam stepped back. He listened hard and heard nothing. Vandalism, that's all this was supposed to be. He hefted the broken flagpole in his hand, aiming the jagged end down to where the old man lay. Could be he was already dead. 




  Calculations flashed through Adam's mind, decision trees. Old man already dead: Adam unrecognized, his true crime never revealed. Adam identified by some small detail, some overlooked bit of evidence in the chain, Adam arrested for murder, committed during the execution of a felony. Bad. If he were already dead, Adam could not help him. If he were not, Adam could use his influence to be certain there would be no prosecution. 




  He ran a mental inventory of his clothing: cloth bandanna; heavy overcoat, black, well-worn; cell phone, wallet, keys in the inside pockets where they could not be stolen; "Occupy Tucson" T-shirt that was the precise reason he'd chosen his target; slouchy jeans, though they had been tight on the other man, containing two business cards, half a cigarette, and a lighter; motorcycle boots with decorative chain, also large; black leather gloves, incongruously a bit snug. He carried only one thing that belonged to him — the rest, and all the trace evidence that adhered to it — belonged to someone else. 




  Adam stepped over the body and strode quickly from the room, down the hall, pivot left, out the side entrance where he had come in. He bestrode the other man's bike and let it glide down the slope silent until forced to turn it on. It spit and snarled to life.




  Back to the cheap hotel. He methodically stripped down from his borrowed clothing, setting aside the item he had claimed for himself, and the other man's cell phone. He dressed the other man, rolling his snoring body this way and that as he hauled limp arms and legs into their rightful places. That done, he removed his own clothes from their plastic bag and returned it to the trash can. He dressed himself much more carefully. With the other man's finger, Adam prodded the phone's "emergency" button.




  "Please state the nature of the emergency."




  Adam stared at the other man, recalling the voice, the manner, and putting it on before he spoke, deep and boozy. "Break in at the cultural center, that native place. Didn't mean to hurt anybody," Adam slurred into the phone. "Shit. M so drunk. Sorry." He let the phone slide off the bed and clatter underneath it.




  Pity for him and the old man both. As of now, they no longer had a place in Adam's problem matrix. Adam picked up his treasure and let himself out into the night. 




  CHAPTER TWO




  




  Grant Casey stood with his back to a stele, the creaking and squealing of jungle insects almost overwhelming. In deference to the heat, he wore his Kevlar vest over light-weight dark clothes but he kept the helmet, in spite of the sweat that oozed along the rim. No sense losing his head. He held his gun down low, barely breathing. There, again, the louder scrape of metal on stone. To his right, a single red light glowed, and winked out. Nick had seen the perp. Grant turned left and tapped his own signal light twice. He flicked his night-vision monocle into place and scanned the site around him. The black bulk of ancient buildings came into dim focus, spanned by an overgrowth of trees and dangling vines. A bright green image shifted briefly into view, then out again, behind the pyramid. Another, just a flash. Two at least. Grant sank down and hurried forward, letting the ridge of a ruined wall shield him from view.




  Nick was on high, making up for his limited mobility with a less obstructed view. He got to climb the pyramid and Grant didn't. Not tonight, anyhow. 




  At the end of the wall, a big, metal bin stored the researcher's tools and equipment. Grant dropped to a knee when he reached it and peered around the edge, pressing himself close to the bin to merge his silhouette with its bulk. Yes: two green human forms bent over the base of the pyramid, prodding at it with a crowbar. Where was D.A.? She must have seen his signal. There — between the trees, flickering like copper salt tossed into a fire, another human form, compact and fast. She needed a few more minutes to get into place, or the looters could just —




  Something at his thigh vibrated, and the bin, pressed tight against him, resonated with the vibration, letting out a metallic thrum. Shit. He jerked away from the bin and slapped at his thigh pocket where the emergency phone vibrated. The perps froze in Grant's vision, their indistinct heads swiveling in his direction, then they took off running — straight toward where D. A. should've been.




  "Alto! Alto!" Nick shouted from above.




  Grant shoved away his night vision as Nick cued the giant array of lights that transformed midnight into noon. "Stop or I'll shoot!" Nick's voice thundered from a megaphone in Spanish and English. Grant broke cover, pounding after the looters. He leapt the trench, gaining on them. The two men panted and cursed. One of them flung a crowbar over his shoulder, and Grant dodged aside, stumbling over a root.




  D.A. leapt into view, gun leveled. "Alto, assholes," she said.




  One of them swung toward her, hands half raised. The second man shoved his partner, pushing him into D.A.'s stance then launching himself past them both. Grant skirted the fallen man as D.A. rolled him, already taking control. The second man ran harder. Grant could take him down that way, like a cheetah, but Nick had delivered the warning, up to Grant to make it good. He brought up his weapon, rounded a giant tree and pivoted, taking aim. Heartbeat. Squeeze. Heartbeat. The guy spun as he fell, shouting and grabbing his butt.




  Breathing a little harder, Grant strolled over and held his gun at the ready. The guy sobbed, blood streaming between his fingers. Keeping him covered, Grant pulled the offending cell phone from his pocket left-handed. "Susan."




  "Yes, Chief." Her voice came on immediately, in a flood of nervous words. "I'm so sorry. I thought —"




  "Susan." He let the tone of his voice carry through her words, and she fell silent.




  "Yes, Chief." This time, she remained silent, waiting.




  "Get the federales. And an ambulance."




  "On the way, Chief."




  "Good work. That part, anyhow."




  "What the Hell was with that phone call?" D.A. demanded, coming up beside him, pushing her prisoner in front of her. "I should've been on comms, Chief, you know that." She shoved her perp to the ground beside his friend. "Let me talk to her."




  "We'll never train her up if we don't let her do the work." Grant handed her the cell and slipped his weapon back into the holster. He took a knee beside the wounded man. "How's the damage?"




  "You shot my ass off, you fucking Americano!"




  "Only half." Grant pinned the guy's shoulder to stop him thrashing while he inspected the wound. 




  Behind him, D.A. said, "What the Hell was with that phone call, Susan? We're on ops — you can't let calls through!"




  "Emergencies only, you said. If something is very wrong, then I put it through. Isn't that right?"




  Torn jeans framed an angry wound to the guy's lower buttock, bullet probably lodged in there, at least, no sign of an exit wound. Already the jungle sounds crept back from the silence of the single gunshot, but he could hear the growing roar of the jeep engines as the police approached. "What's the emergency?"




  Nick emerged from the klieg-lit ruin. "That's what I want to know. Man, Chief, for a minute there I thought the whole op was screwed by a spammer."




  D.A. turned the phone to face them. "Well, Susan? What kind of emergency warrants sending a call through when you know we've got incoming."




  "The Bone Guard line rang a few minutes ago from Arizona. The Chief's grandfather is in the hospital. Somebody beat him half to death." She paused. "That seemed like an emergency — I thought he'd want to know."




  D.A. blinked and Nick gave a soft whistle, both of them staring at Grant. He kept deliberately still, though his pulse raced as if he were charging through the jungle, gun in hand. His grandfather in the hospital, beaten half to death. Wasn't that long ago, he'd wanted to clobber the old man himself. But he would've finished the job.




  CHAPTER THREE




  




  Sheriff Jamie Li Rizzo tapped her pencil on her notebook. "That's all you know?"




  The native woman shrugged her shoulders, looking at the old man in the hospital bed. "I don't know anything until he wakes up."




  If he woke up. He looked waxy beneath the bruises and bandages. "Well, I'm the acting investigator, until the feds send their man, so when he wakes up —"She gave the word a little emphasis and slight smile as the woman's dark eyes met hers — "You give me a call, okay? We've got the perpetrator. It looks like he was freaked out on something. Probably a random crime, maybe looking for drug money, something like that."




  The woman, Cecile Jessup, regarded her with those flat black eyes. "I don't think so. Grampie wouldn't be there at night. There was a tribal council that night about the wall. No way he wanted to miss that."




  Except that clearly he had. "Right, I've got that in my notes." She tapped the page a little more pointedly. Her phone sang a few notes of Beethoven, signaling an incoming call. "If you'll excuse me?"




  "Sure." Jessup turned away, patting the old man's hand.




  Jamie stepped into the hall and pulled out the phone. Her dad's face in a frozen smile showed on the screen. New Year's fireworks sparked around him, and a ruffled lion dancer wagged in the background. She slid the icon. "Hi, Dad."




  "Ni hao," he answered. "You really ought to practice the language — you'll lose it if you don't use it!"




  Reaching an alcove with chairs and windows overlooking the highway, Jamie settled into a chair. "Dad, you've been using it for what, forty years? You still sound like a white guy."




  "A man will do crazy things for the woman he loves, Jamie. Someday, you'll see." He swallowed audibly on the other end of the line. 




  "I dunno, Dad, your love is pretty special." Oh, Hell, today was their anniversary and she hadn't said anything. Another anniversary without her mom. "You called China didn't you. Did they let you talk to her?"




  He sighed heavily, and she could picture him running a hand through his thinning hair. "Maybe for the right price, they would. She never should've gone back there! She knew they'd arrest her."




  Jamie listened. The same lament, every time, but it grew more hoarse, more resigned. Every time. After almost three years, she wasn't sure if it was a good sign that he didn't call there so much, or if his resignation should be a warning to her. "I know, Dad. But this is what the Lord asked of her, right? I mean, she was quoting Daniel and the lion's den when she got on the plane." 




  "Sometimes I don't care what the Lord wants, I just want my wife to come home!" He drew a ragged breath. Must've been a tough week. "Sorry, I'm sorry. I don't mean to lose faith, either with God or with your mother. Grace … Has a calling. That's one of the things I've always loved about her."




  "I know, Dad," she said again. "Some days I wish I could feel that strongly about something." 




  "I think my letters are getting through, but I never really know what to say. Wish you were here?" He gave a snort. "Or would that get the censors' attention? I don't suppose, I mean, you know a lot of government folks. My contacts haven't panned out, and our senator didn't do shit — sorry. Is there anything you could do?"




  "I've done everything I can, Dad, seriously," she said, then immediately felt guilty about it. Was that even true? He sounded desperate. Jamie tapped a nail against her teeth. The right price. She knew some deep pockets locally, people who might be willing to spend for a good cause. In mostly-white, mostly conservative southern Arizona, having an immigrant relative complicated her candidacy. She didn't advertise the fact that her mother had been imprisoned, but word leaked out — probably thanks to that same deep-pockets cabal — that her mother was a Persecuted Christian Minority, regardless of her actual nationality, and that whisper had brought a lot of people around to supporting her. One side voted for her because she wasn't just white, the other side because of her mother's religion, which they presumed to be her own. Still, backing a candidate was a world away from giving money to bribe corrupt officials. Jamie pinched the bridge of her nose, furious that she was even having these thoughts. Her mother's detainment should not be exploited for political gain. Not on either side of the aisle.




  "Never mind. I guess I'm just missing her more today. How are you doing? Any interesting cases?"




  "Are you asking as a journalist, or as my dad?"




  "The second one."




  "You must've heard about the break-in at the cultural center. Trashed the place, beat up one of the tribal elders. The perpetrator's the one who called it in, though, so we got him, too."




  "Open and shut."




  "Pretty much, as long as it doesn't turn out to be a hate crime." Her phone vibrated against her ear and she registered an incoming text. "I've got another message, Dad."




  "A woman's work is never done, right, Jamie?"




  "I'm glad you called. Hang in there, okay? We'll find a way to get her home."




  He rang off, and she stared at the phone a long moment. She wanted to be optimistic, but they'd already exhausted most of the usual means — their congressman was a little busy; the lawyer they hired in China couldn't get any headway; the president wasn't interested, or maybe was downright hostile, given relations with China. What was she supposed to do next? Her job. Mom would want her to keep moving forward, both of them. She'd been so proud when Jamie won the election, viewing it as a breakthrough for Chinese Americans, even though Jamie suspected her opponent's recent infidelities, both financial and physical, had more to do with it. Her job. Jamie tapped the message button.




  Dr. Lindsey, down at the morgue. Now what could he want? She wanted to go check on her other vegetable, the nameless wetback brought in earlier this morning. Which one of them would wake up first? Jamie put her money on the wet — he looked skinny, but strong, probably worked landscaping. The old guy had that wiry frame, and, if his niece were any guide, tenacity might well run in the family. The other vegetable could wait. Even if he woke up, it would just be to face an extradition proceeding. Jamie strolled to the stairs, bypassing the bank of elevators with a sigh of regret. She needed to lose a few pounds and tone up. Use the stairs. She used them on the way down, anyhow. It felt like a good compromise. Still, her knees throbbed by the time she made it to the basement. She pushed through the doors and found the morgue, as much by the smell as from memory. With a rap on the door, she opened up. "What you got, Doc?"




  Lindsey started, and gave a chuckle. "Didn't expect you so quickly." His teeth flashed against his tanned skin. "Border patrol brought in this wetback — not for me, not actually dead yet, but pretty close. Beaten half to death, I guess." The coroner chuckled. "Strange, that. Usually if a coyote wants to take out a client, it's gun or knife. We've got some crazy coyotes out there, at least four wets shot that we've found, over a period of months, a level of violence —"




  "I know," she interrupted before he could start properly ranting. "The strangulation is unusual — they sent me the same report. What else?" The wet, presumed Mexican, about fifty years old. The tribal track team had been running in the desert practicing for their next big meet when they found the guy or he'd've been Dr. Lindsey's patient from the start.




  Lindsey frowned, but moved on like a professional. He picked up a tray with an object rolling inside. "They pumped his stomach, in case he had swallowed some balloons, but what they found was this. The nurse brought it down to me, along with his personal effects, to see what I made of it. He knows I'm into artifacts and that."




  "Not drugs?" She reached out for the tray, used to the sight of little balloon full of contraband. Instead, she found a small, gray rock, oblong and knobbed at one end. "What's that? Some kind of gizzard stone?"




  The coroner chuckled again. "I doubt it." He plucked the object between rubber-gloved fingers and held it up to the light. Its surface looked pitted, but smooth at the knobbed end as he turned it carefully. "What does it look like to you?"




  Broad and stumpy, but still a knuckle bone, clear as day, with a reddish patina rubbed into the hairline cracks. Why would a wetback sneaking across the border swallow a knuckle bone? Nobody smuggled dead things. She flipped to an earlier page where she'd made note of the case's particulars and added this detail. "Weird. Is it human?"




  Lindsey dropped it back into the tray, though he continued to stare at it. "Hard to say. It's clearly old. Maybe it's some kind of lucky charm? A family heirloom?" He shrugged and set the tray aside. "No clues to his identity, though."




  "Figures. That doesn't give me much to go on."




  "Be serious, Jamie, how hard were you really going to investigate anyhow? Aside from the beating, and now this, he's just another wetback. Fought with his coyote, or maybe with another migrant, and now he's like to die in a hospital bed before he gets shipped off home."




  "Hey, if you think I'm not doing my job, take it up at the polls next fall."




  "I'm sure you do it just as well as anyone." He surveyed the room with its stainless steel tables and long, narrow drawers. "I'll bag this up for you,."




  "Right. Thanks. Looks like you've got a slow day."




  "We haven't had as many corpses since talk of the wall. Half my work used to come in from the desert."




  Jamie managed a smile. "Guess it's already working, then."




  "Somebody's still trafficking through the desert, or else we wouldn't need the wall. Then there's the bodies with the bullets — some of those people are armed and dangerous." Lindsey dropped the loose bone into a small baggie, zipped it shut and made a note on it. "I, for one, wouldn't mind a few less Jose Does around here. You want?" He held out the baggie.




  "Sure." She tucked the baggie into her pocket, followed by the notebook. "Can I take his clothes, too?"




  He hefted a larger sealed bag. "You having a rummage sale to support your campaign?"




  "No, but I've got a dog who can sniff out where this guy came from."




  "Suit yourself. Hardly seems worth the trouble."




  Jamie smiled. "It'll get me outside, doing some exercise. Maybe put off the day you see me on one of these tables."




  "In that case, Sheriff, carry on." He waved her away with her evidence.




  Probably a waste of time, as Lindsey said. She carried the bag down to the elevators and punched the button to ascend. But something about that loose bone stuck in her craw, so to speak, just as it must've stuck in the wetback's. In her experience, there was always a reason. You might swallow drugs and hope to poop them out later, or swallow evidence to a crime, and hope nobody suspects. Why else would a man eat a bone? Jamie didn't know, and she was just curious enough to see if she couldn't find out.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  




  Adam adjusted the usb camera attached to his computer. The screen showed a pair of steepled hands, as lined and pale as old linen — all he had ever seen of the person known only as the Warden — and the speakers played the sound of soft, patient breathing, slightly raspy. A smaller inset showed the view from his own office, the scene changing as he tweaked the angle to focus on the basket. About the size of a large dinner plate, it occupied a large corner of the dark leather blotter. Dark grasses and white ones bound thicker groups of weeds into a coil, and formed a pattern over the surface, a swastika framed by little v's. The spiral formation of the basket made it look as if the image spun like a galaxy. For primitive work, the piece had a certain appeal, an ancient symbol of Aryan culture worked in black and red over the dull green of the grass. "Is the message inside the coils? How do we read it?"




  On screen, the fingers of the hands tapped together, then separated, and one of them reached off to the left for the book, a pocket-sized worn leather journal. The breathing altered, then the Warden sighed. "That is not the right basket."




  "What do you mean? This has to be it — this was the only Rosemary Manuel basket in the case, and it's got a swastika in the center." He tapped it, then his finger froze. He couldn't have gotten the name wrong, could he? Adam scrolled back through his memory log to the moment he had seen and recorded the name. No, it was correct. Rosemary Manuel. Certainty: one hundred percent.




  "I can see why this target might appear to be correct, however, the book made no mention of such specific patterning. It states —" a pause while the hands on screen opened the book midway and turned a few more pages right — "'she formed a basket with her clever fingers and I marveled at how quickly the work was done'." The voice spoke more slowly, and occasionally muttered in German before supplying the correct translation. "'How will this help?' I asked of Rosemary, and she tells me this is only one step, the basket. That the pattern she makes will show the way.' Later he says, 'The basket will hold the key.'" The voice fell silent. Sometimes, he convinced himself the voice was male. Other times, he thought it sounded more feminine. Years of cigarettes, most likely.




  Adam waited as well, and finally, as he always did, broke the silence himself. "It doesn't say the basket has no clear pattern, though, only that it will show the way." He nudged the basket on his desk, prodding it in a little half-circle so the swastika rotated. A spiral galaxy, or a circular blade. "What more is there?"




  "He describes the size of it, and gives the colors — white, black, pale green, red, as you see in the basket you have there."




  "How can you be certain this isn't the one?"




  "I believe he would have mentioned if it showed a pattern, especially one of personal significance."




  "If you would send me the book, or make some copies, I could —"




  The hands thumped flat to either side of the book. "You have yet to establish your credentials with sufficient care, Mr. Lones. In fact, your seizure of the basket was rather crude. It is hard to know if I can trust you with the details of this operation."




  It stung, so Adam went low and precise. "All of the information I had at my disposal established that the place should be empty and I dealt with the old man as efficiently as possible. You need me, and I will see this task to its conclusion."




  "We are looking for the greatest treasure the Nazis ever lost, Mr. Lones. It is not merely a task."




  That, they agreed on, although the Warden had not been specific about the nature of the treasure in question. This was the opening move of an extended assault, a single tactic in his long-term strategy. But he was nothing if not versatile. 




  CHAPTER FIVE




  




  People said there were only two stories in the world: someone leaves home, and a stranger comes to town. Returning to Arizona, Grant embodied them both. Was he the stranger come to town, or was this meant to be home? Who knew. Duffel bag slung over his shoulder, Grant paid off the taxi and stood outside the hospital in the desert heat, half-way missing the muggy Mexican jungle. The dry wind seared his nose and throat. The expanses of sand and rugged hills he'd flown over looked like Afghanistan. He took long, deliberate breaths, easing the tension from his spine. He was thousands of miles from war — and about to head into a completely different kind of minefield. Truth be told, he'd only gotten on the plane because Susan had already bought the ticket, and D.A.'s dark stare promised he'd regret it if he stayed, though whether that meant he'd regret not seeing the old man again, or she'd make him regret staying there, he couldn't be sure.




  A blue pick-up, fifty years old and well-preserved in the manner of desert vehicles, pulled up and rocked to a stop in a nearby parking place. Grant shifted his bag and stepped toward the hospital door. Nothing good ever came of waiting. He could master a thousand resources to save an ancient ruin or identify a stolen artifact, but this … wasn't like any intel could help him navigate his own past. The door swished open at his approach.




  "Grant! That you?" 




  He pivoted hard, feeling jumpier than he had during his first tour. A woman jumped down from the pick-up and slammed the door. You had to slam it, or it'd just bounce right open again. How had he not recognized the truck, or his cousin Cecile in the driver's seat? Long time since he'd seen either one.




  Cecile ran the first few steps toward him, her arms raising as if she planned to embrace him, then they lowered as she slowed down, the joy ebbing from her round face. "She said you were in Mexico or something, that girl, but she sounded Asian." 




  Joy. Seeing him? Hadn't expected that, but he'd been hum-int way too long to mistake that expression. "She's American, actually. She bought me the ticket. Good to see you, Cece."




  She took the last step up to join him on the sidewalk, a head shorter, dark hair like his. "She your girlfriend, or just your secretary?" Cecile swayed a little side to side, rolling her feet like she'd been doing since she was eight.




  "New hire. Haven't decided if she's going to work out." Considering Susan had tried to kill him the first time they met, it was working so far.




  Cecile's smile returned, almost shy, then she giggled. "I used to have such a crush on you. Look at you! How long's it been?"




  "Fifteen years, seven months, eight days. Give or take." The tall facade of the building rose before him. "Is he still unconscious?"




  "Just woke up — that's why I'm here. Come on. He'll be so surprised to see you." Her glance flicked over him and away again.




  Surprised probably wasn't the right word. "Sounds like he'll pull through."




  Her smile evaporated. "That's right. You've got another chance not to turn your back on your family."




  One ally, and he'd already offended her. Grant set aside his own mixed emotions, and imagined the situation as Susan and Cecile did: a prodigal son, a dying old man, a family breach, a chance to reconcile rather than live with regret. He imagined opening the dossier on a mission. Infiltrate the hospital, disguised as a loving family member; greet a man he hadn't spoken to for fifteen years; put on a display of piety; book the next flight back to the jungle operation. Instead, he had Operation: Small Talk. Grant sighed and rolled his shoulders back. "Sorry, Cece. It's not just the years, it's everything." He tried a brief smile, and earned a longer one in exchange. "I'll do my best."




  "That's all we ask." She slipped her arm through his, patting his chest. "Besides, you gotta tell me what you've been doing. Dropped out to join the army — I know that much. Did you see combat?"




  "A little." Every night, in his dreams. They walked through the doors together, his arm the only part of him that felt relaxed and natural, and only because he intended it to. "What about you? I heard you got your degree?"




  "Took a while." She led him toward the elevator as she chuckled. "Pulled a lot of all-nighters while I was waitressing."




  "Must've been good practice for Kitt Peak."




  She hesitated a half-step and glanced at him sidelong. "You know I'm at the observatory? That was Grammy's doing, always talking to me about the stars, like I could reach right out and touch them." 




  "I remember." He brought her arm a little closer against his side. "You were my favorite cousin, too. It's not because of you I didn't come home."




  Cece poked the elevator button, her averted face almost hiding a softer smile. "Times I thought it was. Because you figured out I had a crush, and you didn't want to break my heart."




  Hadn't stopped him, though, had it. He remembered his role — she didn't have to know what he was, who he had become. "What else is going on? What's the word around the rez?"




  At the ding, they stepped inside the car, and she spent the ride telling him about the challenges of astronomical funding, and the community meetings recently turned rancorous over the proposed border wall and the new casino. As they stepped off on a different floor, she told him, "I wasn't crazy about the casino before, but now we'll have to re-build the cultural center. You heard about the vandalism? The creep who got Grampie ruined so many things. It's awful. Grammy's basket and some of the others got shredded. All those trophies broken. Bunch of 'em yours." Cecile gave a shudder. "Here we are." They stopped in front of a shared room, though the other bed lay empty. She knocked softly. "Grampie, it's me, Cecile?" She tugged Grant through the door. "Look who I've brought."




  Grant stopped in the doorway. No amount of impersonation could get him through that door. On the stand by the bed, a pair of silver cuff-bracelets the old man never took off. A potted cactus with an unrelated flower glued to the top. A handful of cards arrayed to view from the bed. In the bed, the old man lay swaddled in bandages, his left arm bound to his chest, his lean, familiar face creased with age and blotched with bruises. Years ago, Grant had imagined seeing him just this way, and himself the one who'd done it. 




  Cecile approached the bed, leaned down and gave the old man a kiss on the cheek, just as he'd done for her so many times. She stroked back his gunmetal gray hair. "Hey, Grampie."




  "Cece," the old man breathed. "You bring your husband?"




  "Nope, he's on a long haul, won't be home 'til next week." She tipped her head, looking back at Grant. "Brought you somebody else, somebody you didn't think would come, I bet." She pulled over the guest chair, and sat down, clearing the old man's view toward the door. "Somebody we haven't seen for a real long time." She swallowed, and her eyes now glinted with tears.




  No. This was not a tear-filled reunion. That wasn't the mission, that wasn't his scene.




  The old man snorted. "I've seen everybody worth seeing. The rest of your cousins been hanging 'round, haven't they? I could hear 'em talking. Wasn't even out the whole time, just waiting for a bit of peace and quiet." His gaze moved from her, down the bed, down the floor, up toward the window. A mirror hung on the same wall. Grant's reflection stood there, caught between worlds, tattoos coloring his neck above his shirt, wrapping his arm where the short-sleeve ended, his fist knotted around the handles of his bag, deliberately carrying it right-handed so he wouldn't be reaching for his gun. He wore one of the Bone Guard embroidered shirts Nick had gotten all excited about, displaying the skull and shovel logo, like some kind of gravedigger — he could almost see the old man thinking it.




  "Only one I haven't seen," the old man continued after a moment, and faced Cecile again, gripping her hand, "and he's got better things to do than hang around here." The old man's face went solemn as if he were speaking of the ancestors. "You see Casey's boy, you tell him I don't need him around here. Take a run, Casey. That's what you tell him."




  Grant survived fourteen years in the special forces, and in fourteen seconds his own grandfather cut him dead. He turned on his heel and stalked from the room.




  CHAPTER SIX




  




  In a tall, well-lit laboratory, Professor of Anthropology Nicola Tran bent over her microscope. Jamie leaned on the counter nearby, prodding a group of bone fragments with a fingertip. The bones represented a cross-section, if she could use that term, of human history and pre-history, each carefully labeled as to age and provenance.




  "It's hard to say if the stomach acids have done any damage, though I don't believe it was in there that long," Tran said, her voice low, as if she might disturb the dead. "I would definitely put my money on human, and on very, very old." She leaned back and picked up a scalpel and a small, lidded plastic container. "You don't mind if I take a chip? A section would be better, but a chip is a good start."




  Jamie nodded and watched as the professor took her sample. "You gonna do DNA testing?"




  Tran blinked at her, then said, "Given the age of the specimen, I don't believe there would be any recoverable DNA. No, I was intending a radiometric approach — like carbon-dating."




  "I thought that was for fossils."




  The professor carefully placed the lid on the container, and a few strands of black hair slid from behind her ear. "Just what do you think you have here, Sheriff Rizzo?"




  The professor's tone grated against her, just like the tools against the bone. "It's not a gizzard stone, I know that. I already figured human from the shape of it, though it could be an ape, given the overall thickness to length ratio. Somebody strong, manual laborer, probably."




  Tran's eyebrows notched up. "Sorry, Sheriff. Given that your office is political, I wasn't sure of your credentials."




  "I guess that's a compliment," Jamie said, with a tip of her head. "Given the politics, my hope is that this isn't going to bring a demand for repatriation before we can even work out what the evidence means."




  "I am certainly curious about the crime this bone presents evidence of — if it's a murder victim, then it's a very cold case indeed." 




  "Clearly, it's a lot older than I thought. How old — ballpark estimate, though I'd like an idea of how long it'll take to get the results of your carbon-dating?" Probably about as long as any kind of dating.




  Tran moved the tray with the bone in it, and rolled it speculatively across her palm. "The morphology tells me it's earlier than Cro Magnon, but not Neanderthal. It resembles the Australopithecus, to my eye, but my specialization is much more recent than that, and much more local. America wasn't even settled until perhaps fifteen thousand years ago, at least in this area. I don't believe you have any repatriation concerns with this specimen."




  Sinking onto a lab stool, Jamie said, "You're talking, what, hundreds of thousands of years? Maybe a million? Where the hell did this thing come from?"




  The question came out rhetorical — Jamie was already cataloging museums or collections locally where such a sample might be found — but Tran dragged a heavy book across the counter toward her, and turned a few thick, glossy pages before tapping the spread. "The matrix, that is to say, the soil or stone in which the bone originally lay embedded, was a distinctive red color. It would be possible for it to acquire the coloration through later exposure, but not so deeply into the crevices." She used the scalpel to indicate where she had carved off a little of the bone earlier. "That leads me to believe the coloration is original. Given the age and morphology of the piece, the red matrix …" She gave a slight shrug. "Asia. China, most likely." Then her eyes brightened, and she tucked the escaped strand of hair back behind her ear. "Maybe you stumbled on the last resting place of Peking Man." 




  Jamie laughed aloud. "I heard about that one — went missing after World War II, maybe it went down in the South China Sea, maybe the crates got chucked on a railroad track. Most likely it was ground up and used for medicine. That was decades ago, and thousands of miles away." She spread her hands. "You can't be serious."




  Tran gazed at her steadily. "Sheriff. Perhaps you are not familiar with Arizona's own history from the 1940's. Thousands of prisoners of war, Italians, Germans, Japanese, all were shipped over here. They spent their time picking cotton and planning escapes. Some of them even made it. Look up the Great Papago Escape, if you're curious. We're landlocked and dry, that's true, but not so distant from the war after all." She pointed to the bone. "Could your bone be from that particular skeleton? Superficially, at least, it meets all the criteria." Tran leaned forward, elbows on knees. "Now will you tell me where you found it?"




  "I'd rather not say." Jamie waffled her hat up and down. "How long for the test results?"




  With a sour expression, Tran said, "If I get some graduate students excited about it, maybe a few days." She took a deep breath and straightened. "To be frank, I would very much like to participate in this process. As you must know, women, and Asians, face particular difficulties in either of our careers. A discovery of any magnitude could mean a lot to me. If it's an important case, well …"




  "You get me those test results, Professor, I will let you in on anything I can. I can tell you I didn't find this in situ, but I don't know the circumstances yet of the guy who did." Jamie stood up and put out her hand. The other woman eagerly took it. Then Jamie slid her mystery bone into its baggie and tucked, almost reverently, back into her pocket as the professor showed her out.




  A joke, sure, Peking Man. But a joke that fit the evidence so far. Imagine if it might be true. It wasn't just careers on the line here. Bones from ancient China? It could mean more than a headline, it could mean her mother's life.




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  




  Adam stepped out of the car and adjusted his hat so the wide brim properly shadowed his face. Other organizations, including, of course, the father of them all, employed the symbolism of their ancient homelands, claiming the hammers and claws of long-dead religions. The Sons of A New America preferred a more localized tradition. They weren't going back to Europe, certainly, not without expelling the socialists. Not without an army. He settled a string tie over his immaculately pressed shirt. Maybe someday. His driver, a man known as Remington, got out on the other side and pulled a Stetson of his own from the back seat, turning the brim in his hands a few times.




  "Something you'd like to say?" Adam prompted. He put on the face of authority, the voice of command.




  Remington swallowed audibly. "Well, sir — the Central Finance Committee was expecting your report, and maybe a timeline? For when the second payout would occur? There's a property coming up for auction soon, and we'd —"




  "We'd all like that, wouldn't we. Isn't that precisely the plan." Adam turned on his heel, finding the other man standing right behind him. Fury welled behind his breastbone and he stifled it with a will. Much as he disliked working down here among mud people, at least they typically knew their place. He cocked his head and donned an expression of curiosity. "Remind me. Do I report to them, or do they report to me?"




  Remington stepped back a little. "You are the Grand Master, of course, but they are appointed to —"




  "To enact the will of the organization, yes? To carry forth our kinship into a new era. Under my leadership." He wanted to howl and watch the man scurry across the desert like the rat he was. He failed to live up to his name, but then, Adam hadn't named him.




  The man nodded so hard the loose skin under his chin wobbled. "Yes, sir. Just — if you could, when you get the time, send a report?"




  "Of course." Adam offered his tight smile and slid a .45 into his waistband, then tugged his jacket back into place. "Did you have anything else to request, or may I proceed with the interview?"




  "No, sir." Remington straightened and finally put on the hat. He did wear it well, at least, his identical .45 worn likewise. He was new, yet, perhaps he would find his place in the organization. If not, Adam could conduct an exit interview. Taking up the gun case, Adam led the way into the wilderness.




  As they walked through the gloom, the other man stumbling in his wake, Adam ran the numbers. The CFC occupied a prime position in the heart of the organization and apparently they were making this person their flunky. Adam's reputation as a man of action sometimes worried such people. Office workers. Bureaucrats. They would be needed for the new republic, but prior to the revolution, they simply got in the way. For now, at least, he was the power, and the flunky had best remember that. The Warden came to him, not to anyone else, not to some larger, better known organization. The Warden preferred … He paused at the turning. Perhaps the Warden, too, was local. He had presumed the Warden lived far away, perhaps as far as the Fatherland, and there discovered the legacy that was to lead them to their promised reward. The Warden didn't trust him yet. Perhaps there was some other way to win that trust and get hold of the diary for himself.




  "Problem, sir?"




  Without response, Adam pushed ahead. Among the crags ahead, a flicker of light shone from a handful of torches. The patrol schedule of the border agents would keep them far away tonight. Eight men already stood in the hollow around those torches. They straightened and squared their shoulders as he entered. Each man wore a matching hat, Western-style jacket, and blue jeans. From each waistband peeked the butt of a matching gun — all save one. They looked good, and for a moment, Adam considered if he should take the organization more public, joining in protests and parades. Surely their polished and genial appearance could further the cause better than some group of boys in brown uniforms who were so proud of their razored heads and tattooed faces.




  "Welcome, Grand Master, to the ring of the faithful," a tall, broad-shouldered man announced. Miller. An excellent recruit.




  "Thank you, Friend." Adam touched the brim of his hat in acknowledgment. "Let our candidate step forward."




  The man without the gun, who stood a little apart, and looked a little fidgety, strode up at that. "Here, sir."




  "Do you believe in the cause of liberty for the American people?"




  "Yes, sir." Strong answer. Adam liked that.




  "Will you fight for a homeland where true Americans can be free?"




  The flash of a grin. "Yes, sir."




  "Are you prepared to prove your faith with these friends of our cause?"




  "Tell me what to do, sir."




  A variation on the response, but in a positive direction. Adam permitted himself an expression of encouragement. The Sons could use a few more men willing to improvise on its behalf. He raised his hand, and two more men emerged from the shadows. Between them, they hauled a third man, his hands bound and head hooded. "Welcome to America," said one of the guards, a paunchy man with a heavy mustache. He pulled the hood from their prisoner's head and pushed the man to kneel before them.




  The man's eyes flicked over the group. "More money?" He smiled uncertainly, more of a grimace than an expression of pleasure, an attempt to appease the men around him, probably more than he was expecting to see. Definitely more white than he was expecting. "No hay mucho dinero." He held up his hands, indicating that he should be freed. "Ho pago." Maybe he had paid, but not enough, not yet.




  "This criminal was apprehended while invading our country from the south, sir."




  Adam turned to the candidate. "Does America welcome criminals?"




  The man gave a derisive snort. "Too many of 'em."




  "But we don't. Not here. That's why we are the new America." Adam lifted the case and opened it on his other palm, revealing a .45, not fancy, not flashy, but solid American workmanship. "We have the right to bear arms in defense of our state. And around here, we're not afraid to use them."




  "Yes, sir."




  The criminal twisted, looking up toward his captors, then tried to scramble to his feet. "Puedo tener mas dinero! Puedo, yo — ah, money, si? More money?" One of them pushed him down again, gripping his shoulder as he squirmed in the sand. Pathetic. Where would vermin like this get more money? By stealing. By robbing houses or selling drugs. 




  The candidate reached into the case and hefted the gun, weighing it in his hand.




  "Senores!" the criminal yelped, looking from one to another around the circle. "Hay familia, tres hijos, por favor!" He wrung his hands as if praying for their mercy.




  So the mudman had already spawned, but couldn't afford the brood. If the man would've just stayed where he belonged, none of this would be necessary. Turning, the candidate drew a bead on the criminal. The man thrashed violently and broke away, scrambling up and staggering from the circle of torches. The candidate lunged forward and grabbed the criminal's hair with his other hand, jamming the gun against the back of his neck as he pulled the trigger. Jerking and twitching, the criminal's body collapsed into the dirt. The nearest of the faithful stepped away from the blood, but it wouldn't spread far in this dry soil. The gunshot echoed through the desert night, just another rancher, taking care of vermin. The smell of a freshly fired weapon lingered in the air over the tang of blood. Adam breathed deeply. Another shot fired in the secret revolution. One of the guards squatted near the carrion and tugged free the restraint on the hands, letting them flop back into the dirt.




  The candidate stepped back, gun resting against his shoulder, his breathing a little uneven. He wet his lips and glanced swiftly back at Adam, then the others, uncertain. Had he really done that? Had these men all witnessed? Oh, yes, he was one of them now. No going back.




  "Congratulations," Adam told him. "And welcome to the faithful." He put out his hand. After a moment, the candidate took it, and shook firmly despite the sweat in his palm. The first one was always the most exciting. "I charge you, never let another person handle your weapon. It is your sacred weapon and the symbol of our common cause. You will be known as Hammer." He smiled. "And you are among friends."




  Whoops and back-slapping echoed among the stones as the faithful welcomed their new friend.




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  




  The truck bounced along, first down paved county roads, then down the private tribal roads, Cecile in the driver's seat, Grant taking shotgun, watching the desert: mountains in the distance getting a bit closer, scrub and cactus, the occasional mesquite tree, vultures. "I can stay at the Motel 6 in town, Cece, it's really no problem."




  "No problem here, either. In spite of what he said, I think Grampie would want you at his place." She held her hands close together on the wheel, gripping at the top and squinting against the long afternoon. "Everybody at the hospital's been so nice to him — hard to see that he'd even want to come home!"




  His place. Grant shifted and the ancient vinyl seat squeaked. Nothing around here ever changed, did it. They passed a few settlements, clustered houses with paddocks of horses or sheep, pick-up trucks that looked like clones of the one he was riding in. Cece turned abruptly and Grant flicked her a glance. "Road moved. Up ahead, there's part of the wall. Straight through our people's land. Joe Clark, remember him? Has to drive four miles for water now because his well's on the wrong side."




  "If the wall's a done deal around here, why the meeting?"




  She frowned. "The wall we have here isn't really working for much except making it hard on us. They want to make it bigger and harder to cross, all that. The route is supposed to go straight across Cache Mound."




  "No wonder the old man was pissed."




  The frown deepened, carving grooves between her eyebrows. "It's your heritage, too."




  Half of it, anyhow. They pulled up outside another cluster of houses, dust settling as the truck rocked to a halt. The low rectangular buildings with their pre-fab roofs did nothing to dispel his memories of Afghanistan, or even Mongolia, as if all the deserts of the world had the same architecture. Made sense, a long while back. The residents confronted similar problems of heat by day and cold by night. Grant climbed out on his side, duffel over his shoulder once more. The place looked just like he remembered, with its neat row of cacti, and a pattern painted on the house wall behind, checks and lines like a basket, underneath the small windows, broad sills carved into the thick walls. Something twitched and shifted in the slanting light and Grant moved closer. A bit of cloth, a few threads, clung to the spines of the cactus nearest the left-hand window.




  "What did you say happened at the cultural center?" Grant leaned in, studying the fibers. His leg itched a little, as if the skin remembered encountering those same spines twenty years before.




  "The break-in?" Cecile stood on the threshold, the door already open. A shadow cut between the buildings toward them, long and broad in the shoulder. 




  Grant tensed, but kept his breath even, shifting his grip in case his duffel bag became his weapon. "What was Frank doing there?"




  "I wish I knew. Sheriff says it was just random, a junkie or a migrant looking for something to sell."




  "The perp knew everyone would be at the council meeting to talk about the wall." Grant straightened as a familiar figure came around the corner. "It wasn't random."




  "Fuck it wasn't." Randy Manuel folded his arms, his eyes just as narrow as they'd ever been. "Frank probably went over there for the maps and surveys, to bring to the meeting. You don't have to show up here and start putting ideas in people's heads, showing off some big-city skills. Ain't no mystery, just business as usual. Matter of fact, you don't have to show up here at all." Randy turned his head and managed a smile. "Hey, Cece. How's Frank? Happy to see his favorite runaway?"




  Cecile stared at her brother. "Don't make this any harder, Randy."




  "No, seriously, what'd he say? Was it all 'kill the fatted calf?'"




  Grant considered swinging his duffel wide, with lots of warning, so when Randy moved out of the way, Grant's foot caught him in the kidney, folding him in half as if he were taking a bow. Come down hard on the back of Randy's neck with a high probability of breaking it. Big city skills indeed. 




  "Grampie told him to take a hike, after he came all this way," Cecile called back as she walked through the door into the cool interior. "Get in here and let's have a lemonade. Maybe you boys can have a pissing contest later."




  "The lemonade would help with that." Grant inclined his head toward the door. "After you, Randy."




  Randy snorted. "Take a hike. Good advice. It's a little late to start playing at the good grandson all of a sudden."




  His grandfather, alone of all the tribe, and already angry about the wall, would never have missed that meeting. He would have approached it the same way he'd broken a horse, and tried to break a grandson: cold and methodical. And recently, someone had gone in through the same window Grant used to use sneaking out. The door around the corner and the other windows could be seen from Randy's place. Take a run, his grandfather had said. Not "take a hike." Completely different thing. After the rituals of polite company, Grant had every intention of taking that advice. 




  The kitchen hadn't changed: Formica table with metal edging, the surface clustered with round burn marks from holding too many hot pots because the counters weren't big enough, faded yellow curtain separating the living room, a short hallway leading to the bedrooms and the bathroom — and the window.




  "Same room?" he asked, and Cece nodded. "Back in a minute." Grant walked the hallway and dropped his bag on the bed. He swept a glance over the room with its narrow bed and faded quilt. Most evidence of his youth long-gone, except for a few model horses, that model submarine that belonged to his grandmother, and a shelf of books that used to be hers, too: history, anthropology, geography. The collection he pretended to despise, only to devour them whenever he spent time in his room, in the echoes after a slamming door. A few gaps showed on the shelf, a few titles missing, and he felt a momentary sense of loss. The books weren't his, they never had been.




  Grant turned away. Avoiding the memories, the familiar sage and coffee grounds smell of the place already getting to him. He stepped back to the bathroom instead, shutting the door, then dropping down to examine the windowsill and toilet seat. Paranoia was one of the symptoms — that's what he and his team always said. Was it just paranoia that linked the attack on Frank to a few strands of fiber on the cactus outside? When he had a chance, he'd check out the fibers, too, but no need to signal his concerns to Randy. Seemed like Cece already thought something was up. The scraped paint of the sill could've been from his own escapades years earlier, but the dirt scattered underneath had to be recent. Grant stood up and flushed the toilet, then ran a little water and pushed the door open. "Has Frank had any other visitors lately?"




  Randy, his hips resting against the stove, gave a shrug and took a long swallow of lemonade. "Some white guy, probably campaigning. Had that look about him. Somebody asking about mineral rights, you know how they do. Couple of wets looking for water. Covers the last month, I guess."




  Setting down her own glass, Cece frowned and ran her gaze over the counters. "The politician left a card, didn't he? Thought I saw something like that."




  "Haven't voted for years. Don't plan to start now." Randy took another swallow. "Army, though. You're prob'ly all about civics and shit, am I right?" He aimed the rim of his glass at Grant. "What's with the shirt? You working landscaping now?" He leaned closer, then gave a snort of laughter. "Looks more like burying bodies."




  "It's a private security firm," Grant said, but Cece added, "He owns it." She flicked him a smile. "You're not the only one with Google."




  "Wow, big time now!"




  Grant reached deliberately between them to retrieve his own glass from the counter and take a sip, sweet and tangy. Randy's eyes jittered and his breathing looked off. He could be on something. Sheriff thought the break-in was drug related, and Grant allowed himself the petty luxury of imagining that Randy had been involved and he'd be justified in working him over, but that fantasy didn't last. This time it wouldn't be Grant breaking Cece's heart. "Teo still around?"




  "Someplace. Haven't seen him lately." Randy's arm tremored and he took a drink so fast he splashed a little on his cheek. Just the drugs, or something else? Randy glared back at Grant, as if daring him to say something with Cece standing right there.




  "He still does a lot of things around here. I think sometimes, he's waiting to see if Grampie's gonna need him, the way Grammy did at the end." Again, she glanced around. "I would've thought he'd come over when he saw the truck. Still has no phone, but he'll want to know Grampie woke up." She walked out the door and across the yard to the little house where she knocked on the door, the sound echoing across the yard.




  Grant set down his glass and straightened. "Randy —"




  "Look, I gotta tour this afternoon. VIP thing, after hours, all that. It's been nice catching up with you. Have to do it again some time." Abandoning his drink, Randy hustled out the door, giving Cece a quick hug before making his escape complete. Grant met her in the doorway.




  "No answer, but Teo was helping out with repairs on the church, too. Prob'ly he's over there. You'll see him tonight."




  "Randy said something about a tour?"




  She nodded and her expression cleared. "He's working over at Davis. More like your kind of thing, I thought. Were you really trying to get left behind that time?"




  "Not hard enough. What fourteen year old could resist getting locked in at the airplane boneyard and having to sleep in a B-29?"




  She shuddered. "Sounds creepy to me. All those planes, in the dark? They're like giant skeletons, hanging over you. How could you get any sleep?"




  "Says the woman whose job is to stay up all night."




  They shared a laugh, and, just for a moment, Grant thought maybe he missed having family. 




  CHAPTER NINE




  




  Buster was a rangy, big-boned hound, as eager to run the trail as his father had been, and the sight of his tail held high as he moved through the scrub warmed Jamie's heart as much as the fading sunlight warmed her back. A cowboy hat shaded her eyes, and she imagined herself for the tourists, the very image of a Western rancher, checking on a fence, or riding the range after cattle, jogging along on a painted horse, with a hound to go before. This hound, though, was all business, nose to the ground, big, floppy ears bouncing as he moved right along. Nice to be outside again. Maybe her doctor had the right of it, and some more exercise would do her good. She should've brought along a photographer and used this in her next campaign, presenting the image of Western tradition regardless of gender; they didn't need to know the horse's name was Princess. Voiceover could talk about the many years she'd lived in the state and her commitment to law and order, get kind of a Reagan vibe. Maybe add some shots of her interacting with Border Patrol, with the wall in the background. No need to mention the immigrant problem — that context would be clear. Arizona needed someone who could take a balanced approach, weighing the state's needs for security and labor. And her campaign slogan at the bottom: Justice for All. Which was a great slogan because either side could assume it meant what they believed. She reached for her cellphone to record some notes and froze as Buster stiffened, staring straight ahead. Princess, too, perked her ears in that direction.




  Jamie slid the cellphone back into its holster, and reached for the holster just behind, flicking off the snaps and easing the grip of her sidearm into her palm where it settled like an old friend. She debated dismounting, and decided to keep the height and speed advantage for now. Who knew what she'd meet over the next rise. She nudged Princess a little faster and they cantered up the slope. They crested a low ridge of broken stone and tufted grass. Beyond, the mound continued, but it dipped before her into a rocky depression spotted with prickly pear cactus. Digging marked the center of this, a tumble of stone and earth with a square wooden box in the middle, like half a coffin. A water bottle stood to one side on a rock, probably left by a migrant when it turned up empty. Nothing to explain —




  Buster gave a low growl, his long nose aimed a little to the west.




  "Ho." Jamie gave a gentle tug on the reins and Princess stopped short. A single thick saguaro about ten feet tall loomed over its shadow in that direction, and the leaves of the mesquite brush trembled just a little. "You behind the cactus!" she called, drawing her weapon in full. "Come on out and keep your hands where I can see 'em!"




  A breath of hesitation, then a man stepped into view, a neat pivot, his hands held at about the level of his head, the sun casting his own shadow long across the ground. "Yes, ma'am," he said. No discernible accent.




  "Get over here where I can see your face." She waved the gun toward the bowl of sandy ground in front of her, and he walked over, efficiently, but not in a hurry. Tall, dark, and handsome, her mother would say, with that sidelong glance to be sure Jamie was paying attention. Hard to miss this particular specimen, given he was probably a narco or a coyote in spite of how he was dressed. Wearing running shorts and sneakers, his bare torso showed the ripple of working muscle, not workout. Also an intriguing collection of scars and tattoos that moved from his wrist all the way up that arm and encircled his neck. His skin, a light reddish-brown, glistened with sweat, and his fingertips showed flecks of mica. The damn stuff clung even when you tried to wipe off the dirt. Looked like this was some sort of cache, maybe a dead drop for a Mexican cartel.




  Rizzo let the moment stretch, but the guy showed no sign of impatience or nerves. Finally she said, "Who are you, and what are you doing here?"




  The guy's direct gaze tracked over her face, as if the gun were the least important thing about her. "You've got the advantage on me, ma'am," he said. "Several, I think. This is my homeland, and I was out for a run." He pointed toward the water bottle, moving just his hand. No sudden moves, no attempt to distract. Not the first time he'd been held at gunpoint, but the tattoos didn't look like prison work, or like any gangland stuff she'd ever seen. If anything, they looked mythological, but not like the Chinese stuff everybody seemed to be doing these days, tattoos of isolated characters that made her mother chuckle, saying only that they didn't mean what the wearers thought they did. Maybe her dad was right, and she should practice the language. Meantime, there was this guy. Nothing about him said Native, or local, or trustworthy. 




  "Mind if I get my bottle?" His lips quirked into a smile. "It's a little warm out here in the sun."




  Several advantages over him? Yeah, right. She had the feeling he'd already sized her up, and that explained his total comfort with what should be a nervy situation. "So you're O'odham? That's your claim?"




  "Half. What brings you out here?" His glance dropped to the dog who paced a little nearer. "Hey, big guy, what's your name?" His voice took on a dog-soothing lilt.




  "Buster, target." 




  At the sound of her command, the dog, took a few long sniffs around the suspect, then she said, "Find it." His head dropped and he started circling, trotting around the cactus, over to the hole, a light "whuff" at the water bottle with a wag of his tail, then past it, moving along one of the thousand paths among the scant vegetation. A runner from the rez might have come from that direction, sure, and Buster didn't identify any other stashes — no gun, no drugs under the bushes. The guy clearly wasn't carrying. No place to hide anything in that outfit. Still, his well-muscled physique and general attitude gave her the uncomfortable feeling he didn't need to be carrying. She whistled, and Buster circled back toward her, plopping on his haunches not far away.




  "What are you tracking? Not me, anyhow." He tipped his chin up, a gesture that let some of his dark hair slide across his brow. Doing his best to look harmless.




  "Maybe. That's what I need to determine. I'm guessing you don't have any ID. What's your name?"




  "Grant Casey. I grew up around here, until I left for college. You sound local, but I don't remember you."




  "We might've been moving in different circles. How about you back into the shade over there and make yourself comfortable."




  "Hands down?" he asked, with a little shrug.




  "I still want 'em where I can see 'em."




  He almost smirked as he sauntered into the shade of the giant cactus and sank down to his haunches, hands hanging over his knees. Dropping the reins, trusting Princess not to move a hoof, Jamie plucked the radio from her hip. "Rizzo to base, you copy?"




  After a moment, a crackly voice returned, "Got you, Riz. Whadya need?"




  "Guy called Grant Casey. Claims he grew up around here, on the rez? Ten or fifteen years ago?" she said, directing this toward the man, who gave a nod. "Can you confirm? Anybody over there who'd vouch for you?"




  The guy paused, then said, "Cecile Jessup, my cousin, but she's —" He cocked his head to look at the sky — "on her way to work right now."




  "Night shift," she said. He flashed a grin, as if they shared a private joke, and goddamn it, she was starting to like him. Jessup … That name. "What's your relationship to Frank Manuel?"




  The grin vanished and his finely honed muscles went taut in an instant.




  "Stand down. I'm the sheriff. I'm investigating the attack on your grandfather until the feds get their guy in. Dunno what the holdup is." Speaking of. She met his gaze, both of them appraising, then slipped the gun away, though she did not yet secure the holster. She pulled her leg over the saddle and dropped to the ground on the far side of the horse, not liking its bulk between them, but preferring that to putting her back to him.
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