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      Terror gripped Genette Abrams. What’s wrong with me? Can’t breathe.

      Earlier in the evening, Ironwood’s Downtown District had pulsed with Central Arizona University students. Genette had been having such a good time at the Trip Hop Lounge, dancing and rolling on a drug called hex, a mix of heroin and ecstasy, that she told her sorority sisters to go home without her.

      But at eleven thirty, her stomach had begun to cramp. She’d stepped outside, hoping some fresh air would help make her feel better. It hadn’t. The stomach cramps worsened until she hurled next to an ironwood tree planted along the sidewalk. She would have been embarrassed had anyone seen her. But on a Monday night finals just a week away, the streets were all but abandoned.

      As she walked away from the club, her legs and chest stiffened, making walking and breathing difficult. Her four-inch heel slipped off the sidewalk. She tumbled into the cold, dark street and lay shivering on the pavement. Above her, the red and green lights of a holiday decoration affixed to a streetlamp glowed cheerily.

      As quickly as it came, the bizarre tightening of muscles released. Using a small ironwood tree planted along the sidewalk to pull herself up, she hobbled against a nearby building and took a breath. I’ll be okay. Just need to find my car and get home. She managed a smile, as the bass beat of the club’s house music lingered in her drug-lubricated mind. Where the hell’d I park, anyway?

      A second wave of stiffness battered her, more intense this time. Hands trembled. Jaw tightened. Leg muscles seized. Her chest muscles constricted and squeezed the air out of her lungs. Genette cried out in agony through gritted teeth as she collapsed. “Grrrngh . . .”

      What’s happening to me? Please, God, don’t let me die.

      Moments before she blacked out, the tightness and pain eased up again. She took deep, gulping breaths. A gust of icy November wind blew across her bare legs. Gotta get out of the wind.

      Holding on to a wall to steady herself, and inched along the steep sidewalk into an alley. It wasn’t much warmer, but at least it cut the wind screaming down the street.

      Gotta call Sarah. She’ll help me.

      She reached for the phone in her purse. With clumsy fingers, she dialed her roommate’s phone. Another wave of cramps and tremors hit her.

      “Hello?” asked a gravelly, irritated voice.

      “Su . . . muh . . . heh . . .” The words would not come out.

      “Genette, is that you?”

      “Brah . . . nee . . .” With a squeal, her jaw clamped shut and refused to open.

      “Dammit, girl! I told you before—don’t be drunk dialing me this late. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      “Ughnnn . . .” Her lungs burned for air. Her chest tightened. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, like taiko drums from a horror movie soundtrack. A foamy liquid in her throat choked off her breathing. Panic and confusion gripped her. She collapsed on the ground. The phone clattered onto the sidewalk next to her.

      “Shut the fuck up!” came a voice farther down the alley. “Some of us is trying to sleep!””

      A woman bundled up in a coat with a hoodie loomed over her, illuminated by the dim light spilling from the street. “Jesus H. Christ. Can’t you find someplace else to make noise?”

      Genette reached out, her eyes bulging in their sockets. “Mmrrnngh . . .”

      “Fucking drunk college kids ain’t got nothing better to do than interrupt my sleep. Shit.” The woman disappeared from view, followed by the rhythmic squeaking of a grocery cart wheel.

      Genette collapsed as her muscles no longer responded. No, don’t leave. Please. Help.

      Her body arched backward in crushing waves of pain, twisting and contorting. The cold deepened. Genette’s mind went dark. Dead eyes stared sightless into the night.
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      Twenty miles to the south, in the town of Sycamore Springs, Shea Stevens and three of her employees at Iron Goddess Custom Cycles were rushing to finish the one-off bagger. It was nearly midnight. The new owner was scheduled to pick it up in the morning.

      The scarred-over gunshot wound on Shea’s lower back burned as she tightened the leads on the motorcycle battery. The ache in her recently healed collarbone wasn’t helping either.

      Three months earlier, two sheriff’s deputies had attempted to silence her after she learned they were running a heroin-trafficking ring. Sergeant Willie Foster had run her bike off the road with his car, breaking her collarbone. After she killed Foster with a shot to the head, his cohort, Detective Edelman, had put a bullet in her back. Had it not been for Edelman’s assigned partner Detective Rios, Shea would have been dead.

      But Shea didn’t have time to worry about old wounds. If they didn’t deliver the bike on time, the shop would incur expensive penalties. Shea didn’t care so much, but Terrance Douglas, her business partner, would have a shit fit if they missed the deadline.

      “Okay, folks, let’s bring this baby to life.” Shea inserted the key and pressed the starter button.

      The engine went rurr-rurr-rurr, but didn’t catch. A series of frustrated glances passed between Shea and her crew. She tried again, holding the starter a few seconds longer. It refused to turn over.

      “We did put gas in the tank, right?” Shea asked.

      Lakota, an Oglala Sioux woman who served as the shop’s mechanical engineer, inspected the bike. “Full tank. Battery’s fully charged. Oil pan’s filled. Air intake looks fine. It should start.”

      “Maybe it’s the wiring,” suggested Kyle Flores, Shea’s newest hire. Despite being just under four feet tall, he still managed to ride a standard-size motorcycle and had turned out to be a decent motorcycle mechanic.

      Switch, the shop’s electronics specialist, stared at the bike. “It’s not the wiring,” she said firmly.

      “If we got air and we got fuel, problem’s gotta be electrical.” Shea rubbed the scar on her back. “No offense, Switch, but I think something’s miswired”

      “I didn’t miswire it. I did everything right. I always do everything right.”

      Shea caught a cautionary look from Lakota that said, Don’t set her off.

      Outside the closed garage bay doors, the throaty growl of a Harley from the back parking lot caught everyone’s attention. A moment later someone pounded on the back door with such force it made everyone jump.

      “Who could that be?” asked Lakota.

      “I’ll deal with this bozo.” Shea grabbed a large dead-blow hammer and marched toward the door. “Y’all figure out why this bike won’t start.”

      Whoever was knocking was probably not someone she wanted to talk to. A tweaker looking to rob the place. A cop looking for her or one of her team of second-chancers. An ex-girlfriend making a late-night booty call.

      “We ain’t open yet,” Shea yelled through the closed door. “Come back at eight.”

      More pounding followed by a familiar voice. “Shea-Shea? Open up. It’s Monster.” He sounded drunk.

      Anger rippled up her back and into her fists. Like I ain’t got enough shit to deal with.

      Shea kicked open the door, nearly knocking the heavyset biker off his feet. “What the hell you doing here? It’s late and I’m busy.”

      Monster sported a halo of snowy hair and longish slush-colored beard tied with a rubber band. His leather vest, known as a cut, identified him as a member of the Confederate Thunder Motorcycle Club. “Easy, girl. Saw the lights on. I left you messages, but you never called back.”

      “I ain’t got nothing to say to you, old man.”

      “Now, Shea . . .” Monster reached out to put a hand on Shea’s shoulder, but Shea backed away, warding him off with the hammer.

      “Keep your fucking paws off me. I don’t want nothing to do with you or the Thunder ever again. You got me?”

      “Shea, darling, I just wanna see my grandbaby.”

      “Annie ain’t your grandbaby.”

      “Like hell she ain’t. I raised your sister Wendy since she was seven years old. I was there when she gave birth to Annie. I’m the closest thing to a grandpa Annie knows.”

      “Wendy’s dead because of her involvement with the Thunder. I ain’t gonna let that happen to Annie.”

      “Aw, that’s horseshit and you know it. That no-good cop’s the one shot Wendy. She’d still be alive if you two had stayed at the clubhouse like y’alls supposed to.”

      Shea swung at him but he caught the hammer and pulled her close.

      “Wendy’s dead cause the Thunder are the biggest crank dealers in the county,” she said. “I’m the one who rescued Annie from the kidnapper. I’m her guardian now. And I say you ain’t getting nowhere near her.”

      “Shea, I know you’re angry. Hell, I’m angry, too. It can’t be easy raising Annie by yourself. I’m here ’cause Julia and me wanna help.”

      “Me and my girlfriend are doing just fine without you.”

      “The girl needs a father figure in her life. She ain’t getting it having two mommies.”

      “Get the fuck outta here, Monster, ’fore I call the cops.”

      “Shea, please. Julia cries every night she don’t see Annie. We lost Wendy. Least you could do is let us see our grandbaby.”

      Shea studied Monster’s face. “As long as you’re a member of that drug-dealing, murderous band of misogynists you call a motorcycle club, you and Julia ain’t stepping anywhere near Annie.”

      Monster scoffed. “You been hanging around them femi-Nazis in the Athena Sisterhood?”

      The Athena Sisterhood was a women’s motorcycle club that frequently staged protests and rallies for feminist causes. There were rumors that the local chapter had firebombed a state senator’s office and a strip club. Shea had avoided them because the chapter was run by an ex-girlfriend of hers.

      “None of your business who I hang with.”

      Monster’s face changed from pleading to threatening. “You best stay clear of them Barbie bikers, if’n you know what’s good for ya.”

      “Tell me, old man. Is the Thunder still using the old stash house to store drugs and guns? Be a shame if the cops busted the place.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Shea, talk like that could get you hurt. Your daddy mighta been the Thunder president once upon a time, but that won’t protect you if you go snitchin’.”

      “This conversation’s over.” Shea tried again to close the door, but Monster stopped it with his boot.

      “I’m gonna see my grandbaby, Shea. Ain’t no reason to be stubborn about it.”

      She smashed Monster’s boot with the dead-blow hammer. He fell back cursing and holding his foot.

      “Stay away from my family, or I’ll put a bullet in your brain.” She slammed the door and locked it.

      Monster pounded on the door. “This ain’t over,” he yelled in a strained voice. A moment later the roar of his bike filled the air, then faded into the night.

      Shea trudged back to her crew and their work in progress. Kyle and Lakota were staring at her. Switch had unbolted the tank and propped it out of the way as she worked with the bike’s ignition system.

      “You okay, Shea?” asked Lakota.

      “Just peachy. What’s the story with the bike?”

      “Spark plugs were bad out of the box. Switch is replacing them now.” Lakota leaned close to Shea. “Who was that guy?”

      “A member of the Confederate Thunder I used to know.”

      “Should we be worried? Last time they showed up here, they shot up the place.”

      “Nah,” Shea said, hoping to convince herself as much as anyone.
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      At home, Shea pulled off her motorcycle gloves and helmet and rubbed her deeply scarred face, a memento of a childhood dog attack. Overwhelmed with fatigue and a growling stomach, she dragged herself through her garage—navigating around her personal collection of custom bikes—and into her house.

      The kitchen was dark, but the aroma of cooked meat and spices lingered in the air. Shea deposited her keys in the blue enameled dish on the breakfast bar, which separated the kitchen from the living room.

      Jessica, her girlfriend, sat on the love seat, twirling and untwirling an ebony braid around a finger and staring at her laptop. Their black cat, Ninja, lay curled up next to her. She looked up as Shea closed the door to the garage and tossed her armored hoodie onto one of the mismatched recliners.

      “Hey, babe! I was getting worried. It’s after one o’clock.” Jess stretched and nudged Ninja to the floor. The cat meowed in protest but retreated to the quiet of the master bedroom.

      “Sorry. I shoulda called.” Shea plopped down beside Jessica and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Damn bike wouldn’t start. Practically took the whole thing apart looking for the problem.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re home safe.” Jessica rubbed Shea’s shoulder. “Your collarbone giving you any problems?”

      Shea groaned with pleasure at Jessica’s touch. “Not at all,” she said, wishing it was true. “Annie get to sleep okay?”

      “Yeah.” A frown creased Jessica’s face. “Kid at school was teasing her about the scar on her ear.”

      “Damn. Ain’t enough that fucking kidnapper cut her ear off. Now some snot-nosed brat is making fun of her? What the hell’s wrong with people?”

      “Her teacher’s going to talk to the parents.” Jessica said. “Want me to heat you up some leftovers?”

      “No, thanks. I’m too tired to eat. I do wanna check in on Annie.”

      “Don’t wake her.”

      Shea crept into Annie’s room and sat on the edge of her bed. The eight-year-old’s cherubic face was highlighted in the glow of a nightlight. The scar where the surgeons had reattached her left ear was still visible. What wasn’t visible was the emotional trauma from her kidnapping and the death of her parents. But Shea knew it was there, having witnessed her own mother’s murder at the hands of her outlaw biker father.

      “Kids are resilient,” the social worker had said after Shea gained custody of Annie.

      Shea wasn’t so sure. She only had to look in the mirror to know that some scars lasted a lifetime. And it was this shared trauma that left Shea uncertain what to do. Being around the girl brought up memories Shea had spent years trying to bury.

      “I’ll take care of you, Doodlebug,” she whispered.

      Annie stirred but remained asleep. Shea walked out, closing the door behind her.

      “Annie still asleep?”

      Shea nodded and collapsed next to Jessica, resting her head on Jess’s shoulder.

      “Shea, I’m worried about Annie. She’s so young to have gone through what she did. Seems like every night she has nightmares. More than a few times she even wet the bed. And now kids at school are picking on her. I think we should take her back to the therapist.”

      “She already went three times.”

      “She clearly needs more. It takes time to heal. Not just time, but quality time. Now that you’re back at work, you’re hardly ever around.”

      “I’m catching up after being out for three months.”

      “I know you’re busy, but it feels like . . .” Jess’s face clouded over and she turned away.

      Shea tilted Jessica’s chin back until their eyes met. “What?”

      Jess sighed. “Feels like you’re avoiding her.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I just sat for ten minutes in her room.”

      “While she’s asleep.”

      “You want me to wake her up?”

      “No, it’s just . . . I don’t know. I guess I’m also worried about you, too.”

      “Me? I’m fine.”

      “When was the last time you really talked to someone about what happened?” Jess placed her hand on the center of Shea’s chest.

      “Whaddya mean what happened?”

      “Your sister getting killed. You getting shot.” Jess paused, then whispered, “You killing Annie’s dad.”

      “Who’m I supposed to talk to about that? A shrink? They’d arrest me for murder.”

      “Not if it was self-defense.”

      “What’s a shrink know about what I been through, anyway? Not a goddamn thing, that’s what. All they got is theories and book learning. ‘Tell me your feelings,’” said Shea in a mocking voice. “It’s bullshit. I know what I fucking feel. Don’t change nothing.”

      “Doesn’t have to be a therapist. There’s a group of women I know. They call themselves the Garden Club.”

      “Garden Club? I ain’t got time to be planting tomatoes and orchids and shit.”

      “They’re not a gardening group. They’re women who get together and discuss things going on in their lives. Not just things, but emotions, struggles, trauma. I hear it’s very spiritually enlightening.”

      “Sounds a little touchy-feely, woo-woo.”

      “So what if it is? Maybe that’s what you need.”

      Shea shook her head. “This girl don’t do touchy-feely.”

      “Okay, maybe not them. What about that feminist biker group you mentioned a while back?”

      “The Athena Sisterhood?” Shea asked incredulously. “My ex is their president. Remember?”

      “Oh. Definitely not them, then. But you need somebody to talk to about what happened.”

      “Ain’t nobody wanna hear that shit.” Shea sighed and their foreheads touched. “Besides, I got you to talk to. Ain’t that enough?”

      “Might help to talk with someone you’re not sleeping with.”

      “I’ll consider it.” Shea nuzzled the side of Jessica’s face with her own. “Right now I just want to spend time with you. In bed.”

      Shea and Jessica ambled to the bedroom in a flurry of kisses and gentle caresses. Waves of arousal pushed out the haunting darkness in Shea. She cupped Jessica’s delicate face in her hand, drawn in by the openness and vulnerability in Jess’s eyes. “I really love you, you know.”

      “I know.” Jessica pulled off Shea’s shirt and grazed her nails across Shea’s back, causing her to groan. “I love you, too.”

      Shea reached under Jessica’s shirt, unhooking her bra. Her girlfriend’s skin was like the softest silk, her body so feminine. Her scent filled Shea’s senses with notes of cinnamon and rose petals, transporting her to a world of safety and nurturing. A place to let down her guard.

      Shea covered Jessica’s chest with kisses, each one a tiny, tender expression of gratitude. Her hand explored farther down, causing Jessica to gasp with pleasure. Jess pressed her pelvis against Shea’s hand as arousal became need.

      A high-pitched scream from the other room jolted Shea back into reality. Shields slammed back into place. Shea tensed with frustration, mixed with a need to protect. “Damn.”

      “Nooooooo . . . please. Mommy, help me!”

      Shea shimmied back into her shirt and jeans and ran into Annie’s room. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      “Mommy, it hurts.” Annie’s choked cries ripped open Shea’s heart.

      She flicked on the bedroom light. Annie’s eyes were still closed, her face flushed and wet with tears.

      “Annie, sweetie, wake up. It’s Aunt Shea. You’re home. You’re safe.”

      Annie’s eye’s fluttered and took a moment to focus on Shea’s face. “Aunt Shea?”

      “Yeah, Doodlebug. It’s me.”

      Annie wrapped her trembling arms around Shea’s neck. “I dreamed they came and got me again.”

      “I know, baby. I’m so sorry.” Shea sniffled, struggling to control her own feelings. What good am I to Annie if I get all emotional?

      “I wish Mommy was still here.”

      “Yeah, me, too.”

      “She really in Heaven looking down on me?”

      “Of course.” Shea wished she believed it herself.

      “Daddy, too?”

      No, your Daddy’s in hell, where he belongs, Shea wanted to say. “Yeah, him, too.”

      “I’m glad I got you.” Annie’s eyes locked with Shea’s.

      Shea held the girl’s gaze as long as she could stand before looking away, afraid Annie might see how not-so-strong she was. “I’m glad I got you, too, Doodlebug.”

      “Aunt Shea?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we see Grampa Monster and Gramma Julia sometime?”

      Shea grimaced. “Why you wanna see them?”

      “I miss them.”

      “Not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      “Why? Monster calls me his little princess. And Julia always made me cookies when I came over.”

      “Let me think about it, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Now get some sleep and try to dream about something fun.”

      “Like what?”

      Shea searched her tired mind for something to say. “I dunno, like unicorns and fairies.”

      “And riding motorcycles?”

      Shea’s smile returned. “Yeah, and riding motorcycles.” She tucked Annie in and stood up.

      “Don’t go.”

      “You want me to stay here all night?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I gotta sleep in my own bed with Jessica.”

      “Please . . .”

      “Tell ya what. I’ll stay here till ya fall asleep.”

      Annie pouted. “Okay.”

      A few minutes later Annie was snoring softly. Shea turned out the light and snuck out.

      Jessica was curled up in bed when Shea got undressed and climbed in beside her.

      Jess turned over. “How’s Annie?”

      “She wants to see Monster and Julia.  But I don’t want any member of the Confederate Thunder or their old ladies near Annie. This is her chance to get clear of the violence and bigotry of outlaw biker culture. She deserves better.”

      “She’ll be disappointed. What are you going to tell her?”

      “I’ll figure something out. For now, I just want to sleep.”

      “We’re going to have to do something about her nightmares. We can’t go on like this.”

      “She’ll grow out of it. I did.” Shea turned over and let her consciousness dissolve into her pillow.
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      Crime scene tape stretched between traffic barricades at the alley between the First Arizona Bank and the Manila Grill. Two deputies sipped coffee by one of the barricades, redirecting the occasional pedestrian away from the scene.

      Detective Toni Rios stepped from her warm car into the frigid morning air. She tightened the belt on her black wool coat and shielded her eyes against the rising sun, which had painted the buildings of downtown Ironwood in golden light.

      “Morning, deputies.” Rios nodded as she approached. “Coffee smells good.”

      Graham, the older deputy, wiped his mustache. “It’s hot. That’s all I care about. I moved from Detroit to get away from the cold and here I am still freezing my ass off in twenty-eight-degree weather. I thought Arizona was supposed to be warm.”

      Rios smirked. “You want warm, you should have headed farther south to Phoenix.”

      Graham harrumphed. “Now ya tell me.”

      “Coffee and doughnuts are on the front seat of the coroner’s van, if you’re interested.” Cruz, the younger deputy, stuffed his free hand under his other armpit. His breath billowed in a cloud of water vapor. “Dr. Crawford stopped on her way in.”

      Rios’ nose wrinkled in distaste. “Not sure I want to eat or drink anything from the coroner’s van.” Her gaze turned down the alley. “What do we got down there?”

      “Deceased white female,” said Cruz. “Looks like she had some kind of seizure. Detective Johnson’s canvassing the neighborhood for possible witnesses.”

      Graham scoffed. “My money’s on an overdose. These dumb kids are snorting and shooting all kinds of weird shit. What’s that new drug making the rounds?”

      “Hex, sometimes called magic molly,” said Rios.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Heroin mixed with ecstasy. I ask ya, how stupid ya gotta be to put shit like that in your body? A wonder more of these kids don’t end up in the morgue.”

      “It’s a tragedy.” The scene evoked memories of Rios’ heroin-addicted sister, threatening to unleash emotions she didn’t need to deal with when she had a job to do. “Stay warm, guys.”

      A uniformed deputy with a shaved head and beefy build emerged the alley.

      “Aguilar,” she mumbled.

      “Fuck you, traitor.” Aguilar bumped Rios’ shoulder with his elbow, nearly knocking her off her feet.

      A few months earlier, Rios had been forced to kill her former partner, Detective Edelman, to protect Shea Stevens. Edelman and their boss, Sergeant Foster, had killed several people and kidnapped Stevens’ niece while running an illegal heroin operation.

      After Rios learned of Foster’s involvement, she’d reported him to Internal Affairs. When he and Edelman tried to murder Stevens, Rios had intervened. Since then, Aguilar and others had treated her as an outcast for crossing the blue line.

      “Shut the hell up, Aguilar!” Rios shouted at his back. “Foster and Edelman were dirty. Maybe you know a bit more about that than you’ve been saying?”

      Aguilar turned on her like a roaring puma. “If they were dirty, you should’ve arrested them instead of gunning them down like dogs.”

      “I acted to protect an innocent civilian from being executed. It was a good shoot.”

      “Good shoot, my ass. Your little girlfriend was caught with a weapon tied to several murders and was fleeing a gangland shooting when Foster tracked her down.”

      “Shea Stevens isn’t my girlfriend,” said Rios, her nostrils flaring. “And all charges against her were dismissed.”

      “Such bullshit. You turned on your own so you could tap that skanky biker bitch’s ass. Everybody knows that.”

      “It’s a goddamn lie.” Rios stepped into Aguilar’s personal space, her nose inches from his chin. “I know you’ve been spreading rumors about me to people in my unit. That stops now.”

      “And if it doesn’t, what? You going to shoot me, too?”

      “No, Deputy, I’ll have your badge.” She held his gaze, refusing to flinch. “Do I make myself clear?”

      After a long, tense moment, Aguilar turned on his heel. “Watch your back, Detective,” he said over his shoulder.

      Rios took a deep breath to let go of her frustration. Hell with him, she told herself. You got a job to do here.

      At the end of the alley, the stench of vomit and feces made Rios doubly glad she hadn’t eaten one of the coroner’s doughnuts. Two evidence techs placed yellow numbered markers by potential evidence. A third snapped photographs of the scene.

      The victim lay on her side, body arched unnaturally backward. Fists were balled and held against her chest. Champagne blond hair partially obscured the woman’s ivory face. White foam coated her mouth, which appeared to be grinning.

      Vomit dappled her emerald spaghetti-strap blouse. Black, four-inch heels clung to her feet, the left one with a broken heel. A few feet from the body, a black leather purse lay on the ground, the main zippered compartment wide open.

      Winslow, a deputy with a boyish face and a pear-shaped body, hovered over the dead woman. Despite being Aguilar’s partner, Winslow had always been nice to her, even after Foster and Edelman were killed.

      A tall woman in a Cortes County Medical Examiner’s coat crouched next to Winslow, studying the victim. She stood as Rios approached. “Good morning, Toni. If you’d like some coffee, I got some in the van. Doughnuts, too, if you’re interested.”

      “Maybe later, Dr. Crawford.” Rios covered her nose with the inside of her arm. “What do we know?”

      “Victim appears to be in her early twenties, dead approximately six hours. No lacerations aside from a scraped knee, no bruising or other indications of physical trauma. Hyperextension of the body, combined with the frothing at the mouth and a risus sardonicus grin suggests either tetanus or strychnine poisoning.”

      Rios pulled out a notebook and wrote down Dr. Crawford’s findings. “Anything else?”

      “The back of her hand bears an ink stamp of the letters THL.”

      “Trip Hop Lounge.”

      “That would be my guess.”

      Winslow reached down and lifted a plastic bag containing a few dark pills from the victim’s purse. “We found these.”

      Rios took the bag from him. Each of the four pills was stamped with a pentagram. “Could this be another hex overdose?”

      “We won’t know for sure until the tox report comes back, but it is strikingly similar to two recent hex-related deaths.”

      Rios shook her head. “I don’t get it. Hex has circulated in the clubs for months now. Why are people dropping dead all of a sudden?”

      Crawford crossed her arms. “Drugs like heroin are cut multiple times before they hit the street. Usually with something inert like cornstarch, but that dilutes the potency. Cutting it with strychnine, which is cheaper than heroin, still gives a bit of a high. But too much can lead to stomach cramps, convulsions, and death.”

      Rios turned to the deputy. “We got an ID, Winslow?”

      “Not yet.” The young deputy pointed the open purse. “Her wallet is missing. We found a cell phone but the battery was dead and the screen cracked. We also found a partial footprint not matching the victim’s heels. I’d guess a boot, either military or motorcycle. Also got some fingerprints off the purse. Might lead us to whoever took the wallet.”

      “Detective Rios!” At the entrance to the alley, Ebony Johnson, a young female detective, held the arm of a person clinging to a grocery cart full of belongings.

      “Good work. I look forward to your autopsy report, Doctor,” Rios said to Crawford before jogging back to the street to talk with Johnson. “What’s up, Detective?”

      Johnson gestured toward the person holding on to the grocery cart. “Detective Rios, meet Miss Luz Escobar.”

      “Sergeant Escobar! I ain’t no miss. I’m a goddamned marine.” The husky woman wore an olive drab utility jacket over a gray hoodie. Her face was grimy and she smelled of body odor, garbage, and alcohol. It was hard to tell under the rough exterior, but Rios estimated the woman’s age to be late thirties, maybe early forties.

      “Sorry, this is Sergeant Escobar. She witnessed the victim having a seizure.”

      Rios gave Johnson a knowing look, then turned back to Escobar. “Sergeant, you hungry by chance?”

      Some of the fire went out of the veteran’s eyes. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Deputy, could you bring the sergeant a couple of doughnuts and a cup of coffee from the van?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Johnson hustled off to the coroner’s van.

      Rios gestured toward a bench along the wall in front of the Manila Grill. “Why don’t you and me have a seat, Sergeant?”

      Escobar eyed Rios suspiciously, but shuffled to the bench without a word. One of the wheels of the grocery cart clacked over the seams in the sidewalk.

      Johnson returned a moment later and handed the woman a couple of doughnuts and a steaming cup of coffee. “Anything else, Detective?”

      “No, thanks.” Rios took a seat beside the homeless veteran.

      Escobar set the doughnuts in the front basket of the cart, then sniffed the cup before taking a long slurp of coffee.

      “You serve overseas?”

      “Two tours in Afghanistan driving a Humvee till I got my ass blown up. Took three pieces of shrapnel in the cabeza.” The woman pulled back her nest of dusty brown-black hair to reveal an indentation near her temple the size of a quarter.

      “Sorry to hear that. How’d you end up on the streets?”

      “Got arrested for kicking some butter bar’s ass after he got handsy with me. Corps kicked me out for assault and insubordination. Dishonorable discharge. Can’t get no job, especially with this PTSD fucking with my head. So here I am.”

      “You deserve better after your service.” Rios met her gaze. “You see what happened to the woman in the alley?”

      Escobar rubbed her face and peered at Rios over the rim of her coffee cup. “I mighta seen something.”

      Rios let the silence hang heavy between them, waiting for the veteran to continue. The minutes dragged. Escobar scarfed down a doughnut, chased it down with coffee, then inhaled the other, glancing periodically at Rios.

      “Fine, that junkie bitch woke me up stumbling down my alley, moaning and shit. Looked like she was tripping on something.”

      “What time was that?”

      “Hell if I know. I don’t have a watch.”

      “What did you do when she entered the alley?” Rios eyed the grocery cart, wondering if the victim’s wallet was in Escobar’s pile of belongings. All she could see clearly was a worn olive drab duffel bag underneath a dusty bedroll.

      “I told her to shut the fuck up. She just moaned louder, like she was having some sorta fit. So I bugged out. Got no time to waste on junkies.”

      “You didn’t try to help her?”

      “Do I look like a goddamn doctor?” Escobar downed the last of her coffee, crumpled the cup, and tossed it into a nearby bin.

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Up a few blocks to Waldorf Park to sleep on a bench.”

      “What happened to the victim’s wallet?”

      “You think I stole it? I ain’t no thief.” Escobar shoved her cart toward Rios. “Search it if you don’t believe me.”

      Rios studied Escobar’s face, then smiled. “That’s okay. I believe you. Did the victim say anything while she was still alive?”

      “Naw, just made a lotta weird grunting noises, like she was trying to talk but forgot how.”

      “Anyone else around?”

      “Nope, just the junkie.”

      “Tell me something. Why sleep in the alley? Why not in the Samaritan Shelter on Pinetop Street?”

      “You ever stay at the Samaritan Shelter?” asked Escobar.

      “Can’t say I have. Stayed in a group home for a while as a kid. Beat sleeping on the streets.”

      “Trust me, the Samaritan Shelter ain’t no place for a decent person. Full of junkies, dealers, and hoes. Last time I stayed there, some bitch tried to cut me for my shoes. And don’t get me started about them bedbugs. Ugh! I do not need that kind of aggravation.”

      “Can’t say I blame you. Still, must be hard when it gets cold like this.”

      “Afghanistan was a helluva lot colder than this.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Rios pulled a twenty out of her wallet and held it out for Escobar to see. “Anything else you can tell me about who this woman was or how she died?”

      “Ain’t no more to tell.”

      Rios handed the woman the twenty. “Thanks for your help, Sergeant.”

      Escobar pocketed the money and wandered off pushing the cart.

      Johnson caught up to Rios as she returned to the crime scene.

      “Get anything from her?” asked Johnson.

      Rios shook her head. “She only confirmed what Dr. Crawford’s telling us. The victim died from a seizure, most likely due to strychnine-laced hex. But we still don’t have an ID.”

      “So what now?”

      “Contact the media and give them a physical description of the victim. Maybe we can get a lead from someone who knows her.” Rios checked the time on her phone. “Trip Hop Lounge probably won’t open for a few hours yet. When they do, we can check their security feed. If she paid for drinks with a credit card, maybe we can locate the transaction and put a name with the face.”
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      The moment Shea walked in the back door of Iron Goddess, her ears were assaulted with the sounds of a forties-style crooner singing so loud her vision blurred. With her hands over her ears, she rushed over to Lakota, who was installing a lowering kit on a BMW K1300. “What the hell is that?”

      “What?” Lakota slipped off her ear protection.

      “The fucking music.”

      Lakota smirked and gestured toward Switch, working on the wiring of another bike ten feet away, her bushy hair looking more out-of-control than usual. “She’s taken a sudden liking to Perry Como.”

      Shea buried her face in her palm. “My ears are bleeding.”

      “She had a rough night last night,” Lakota explained. “I was at her place until three calming her down.”

      A bad night for Switch was something Shea didn’t want to imagine. When Switch was a kid, the Department of Child Safety had found her naked and chained to a pipe in her sadistic parents’ laundry room. Shea had a soft spot in her heart for the young woman, but she also had a shop to run. “At least turn the volume down!”

      Lakota hurried over to the sound system and dropped the volume to a more reasonable level.

      “Thank you!” Shea cocked her jaw to equalize the pressure in her ears. “And if you can do it without triggering Switch, change it to something from this century. That crooner shit makes me want to strangle someone.”

      Lakota nodded with a shrug. “You’re the boss.”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.” Shea rubbed her temples, warding off a headache that was forming.

      Kyle approached and cocked his head at an angle. “Dude, we gotta talk.”

      “What’s up, Kyle?”

      “Look, I know I’m new here. And I’m really grateful for this job. But, dude . . .” He frowned; an embarrassed look darkened his face. “I got to talk to you about Switch.”

      “Come on back.” Shea led him down a short hallway to the shop’s office.

      Terrance Douglas, her business partner and the shop’s operations manager, was sitting behind his desk talking on the phone. His trim, full beard and tidy afro gave the burly man a warm, fatherly look.

      Shea took a seat behind her own desk and gestured for Kyle to grab one of the chairs in front. “So what’s up?”

      He hopped onto the chair and flipped open a pocket-size notebook. “In the past week, Switch has called me midget, squirt, half-pint, hobbit, Keebler, and man-baby. I may be an ex-con, but I shouldn’t have to put up with that crap.”

      Shea rubbed her throbbing temples. “Agreed.”

      “People act like Switch can do whatever she wants.”

      “Well, when she gets upset, things tend to get broken.”

      “All due respect, boss, but that’s bullshit. I shouldn’t have to be insulted just because she’s batshit crazy.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thanks, dude. I appreciate it.” Kyle hopped down from the chair and ambled back to the workshop. Terrance hung up the phone.

      “Trouble in the ranks?” Terrance asked.

      “Switch being Switch. How was your date last night?”

      Terrance broke into a goofy grin. “It was good. Jake’s coming over for dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Wow, two nights in a row. Sounds serious.”

      “I’m hoping.”

      “He know you’re trans?”

      “Yes, I told him before he first asked me out. It’s a nonissue.”

      “Glad to hear it. ’Bout time you found someone. What’s your son think of him?”

      “They only met briefly when Jake picked me up. But I think Elon likes him. I figure if he hated him, he would have let me know.” Terrance picked up a folder from the side of his desk. “I see the Wexler bike is finished. Nice job. How late were you here?”

      “Too late.” Shea poured herself a cup of coffee and settled behind her own desk, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. “But it was due this morning.”

      “Oh. Ms. Wexler called yesterday and said she can’t pick it up for another week or so. I thought I told you.”

      “Apparently not.”

      Terrance gave an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

      “Oh well, now we can show it off at the Women’s Bike Night event on Thursday.”

      “Good idea. Kokopelli Café agreed to do the catering. One of the DJs from HausMusik will be providing the music.” Terrance handed Shea a piece of paper from his desk. “Oh, and before I forget, we may have another order for a custom bike.”

      “Another one? I was hoping to build a show bike for the Tucson Bike Expo.” Shea’s expression darkened as she examined the quote sheet.

      “The expo’s a gamble. This custom job is money in the bank. This bike should be our first priority.”

      Shea rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She looked name on the sheet. “When is this Chlöe Stansbury supposed to be here?”

      “Early afternoon.”

      “Great.” Shea noticed a pink message note on her desk. “What’s this?”

      “A woman came in asking for you. She was wearing an Athena Sisterhood cut,” he said referring to the leather vest that members of biker clubs wore. “After I informed her we don’t allow gang colors here, she left her name and number. Didn’t say what it was about.”

      The name on the note read ‘Debbie Raymond’. Shea didn’t need Terrance to tell her what her ex-girlfriend wanted. It was another invitation to join the Athena Sisterhood. But Shea had no desire to spend another minute with Debbie, much less become a prospect.

      Shea tossed the message in the trash, and stood up. “Until Ms. Chlöe Stansbury gets here, I’m going to be welding together a fucking motorcycle frame.”
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      Rios sat at her desk examining the overdose victim’s purse and phone. A single crack traversed the phone’s screen. It was also out of juice.

      She opened her bottom desk drawer and sorted through a tangle of cords until she found a charger that fit the phone and plugged it in. With a little luck, it would lead her to the victim’s identity and, more important, to whoever sold the drugs that killed her.

      Detective Johnson, who shared a cubicle with Rios, walked into the Violent Crimes Division and set an evidence bag on Rios’ desk containing a black Louis Vuitton wallet. “Good news. We caught a woman using your Jane Doe’s credit card.”

      “Who had it?”

      “A woman named Tracy Phillips. A clerk at a convenience store asked for ID when she tried to buy a case of beer. Phillips panicked and tried to run with the beer. A uniformed deputy happened to be in there and nabbed her. She’s down in interview two.”

      “Who’s our Jane Doe?”

      “Genette Abrams.”

      “How did Phillips get the wallet?”

      “Claims she walking down the street when she spotted Ms. Abrams’ body in the alley around two in the morning.”

      “Walking down the street an hour after the bars closed? This Phillips woman have any priors?”

      “A few. Solicitation, shoplifting, and possession—marijuana, less than an ounce. You want to interview her?”

      “Yeah. Maybe she knows who’s dealing hex at the clubs.” As Rios stood up, a blue battery icon appeared on the cracked phone screen. “Thank goodness for small miracles.”

      Rios entered the interview room carrying her case folder. At the far side of the table, a woman wearing a lot of makeup and a low-cut tank top leaned back in a chair with her arms crossed. Her flowery perfume hit Rios like a cloud of kerosene vapor.

      A man in a chocolate-brown suit sat next to the woman. His hands rested on a black leather binder in front of him.

      “Tracy Phillips?” Rios sat opposite the woman.

      “Yeah.”

      The brown-suited man extended his hand. “And I’m Richard Velasquez, Ms. Phillips’ attorney.” The droop of his right eyelid became more prominent as he spoke.

      Rios shook his offered hand. “I’m Detective Rios with the Violent Crimes Division. I’m investigating the death of Genette Abrams.” She pulled out a photo of Abrams’ body and slid it over to Velasquez and his client. Ms. Phillips stared at the far wall without a glance at the photo.

      “My client had nothing to do with this woman’s death.”

      “The victim’s wallet was found in Ms. Phillips’ possession after she attempted to use Ms. Abrams’ credit cards to purchase beer.”

      “That junkie bitch was dead when I found the wallet,” said Phillips. “Ain’t like she was gonna need it no more.”

      Velasquez tried to hush her. “Detective Rios, based on what my client has told me, the victim died of some kind of poisoning. Is that correct?”

      “We are still investigating cause of death. Why?”

      “My client witnessed the deceased buying drugs that quite possibly killed her. What would that be worth to you?”

      “If your client can ID the dealer, I can talk to the DA about a reduced sentence on the credit card fraud, theft, and shoplifting charges.”

      Velasquez consulted with his client in whispers, then sat up again. “My client is willing to share what she knows in exchange for immunity from all charges.”

      “Immunity? Your client has a record. Her information better be rock solid. Otherwise, she’s facing at least six months in jail, plus an additional year of probation.”

      Velasquez nodded to Phillips.

      “Fine,” said Phillips, rolling her eyes. “Last night I saw some chick at HausMusik dealing something in the ladies’ room.”

      Rios perked up. “Some chick dealing something? You’re going to have to do better than that. What’d this chick look like?”

      “White and kinda skinny.”

      “Could you be more specific? Any distinguishing features? Hair color? Age? Clothing?”

      “Didn’t pay that much attention to her, to be quite honest. Brown hair, maybe. Or was it blond? I don’t know.” Phillips picked at a scab on her arm. “She wore a leather vest with some patches on it; that I do remember.”

      “What did the patches look like?”

      “The patches on top and bottom had pink lettering and curved around a big one in the middle that looked like an owl.”

      Rios recalled seeing a patch like that, but couldn’t place it. “What did the ones with the lettering say?”

      “The one on bottom just said Arizona. There was a little one in the middle that just had the letters MC. Top one said something Sisterhood.”

      A lightbulb went on in Rios’ mind. “Athena Sisterhood?”

      “Yeah, that sounds right.”

      “What else?”

      “I don’t know what else.” Phillips shrugged. “Like I said, I didn’t hardly notice her. I was just in there to pee.”

      “And you saw this woman in the biker vest sell drugs to the deceased?”

      “Yeah. It was the dead chick. I remember I liked her lacy green top.”

      “And her designer wallet, apparently.” Rios looked at Velasquez and crossed her arms. “Hardly the rock-sold information I was looking for.”

      “Come on, Detective. She told you what she knows.”

      “What she knows will not get me a conviction.”

      “No, but it’s a lead. You know it’s one of those biker chicks selling the dope. Now how about that deal?”

      “I’ll leave that up to the folks in the Property Crimes Division.” Rios stood up with her case folder and left.

      After giving the detective in Property Crimes an update, she returned to the Violent Crimes Division. Lieutenant Dennis Goodman, a man with thinning white hair, intercepted her on her way to her desk.

      Permanent creases extended down from the corners of his frown, giving him the look of a ventriloquist doll. “Detective, I’d like to see you in my office.” He beckoned with his finger. Rios followed him into his office. Goodman closed the door.

      Rios took a seat. Her pulse quickened. “What’s up, Lieutenant?”

      “You missed roll call this morning. I want to know where you are with the two strychnine poisoning cases. The media’s crawling up my ass claiming someone’s poisoning college coeds.”

      “It’s three now.”

      “Three? Jesus Christ on a cracker!”

      “As of this morning. But I think we’ve caught a break,” explained Rios. “A witness claims she saw the latest victim buying drugs at the Trip Hop Lounge. Didn’t get a very detailed description, but the dealer was wearing an Athena Sisterhood biker vest.”

      Goodman let out a harsh breath. “Can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “Why’s that, sir?”

      “These women are fanatics, attacking anyone perceived to be sexist. Property Crimes Division is liking them for a couple of fire bombings at sites where they’ve held protest rallies.”

      “I heard about the one at that strip club a few weeks ago.”

      “And before that it was Senator Braeburn’s office. He’s a family man, for God’s sake. And that church run by that Reverend What’s-His-Name.”

      “Reverend Phillips.” Rios was all too familiar with the preacher and his “kill the gays” rants. She wasn’t sorry to see his church burned to the ground. “Has anyone in the Athena Sisterhood been charged with any of these arson cases?”

      “Not yet. But now that they’re killing people with rat poison, it’s in my wheelhouse.” He leaned over the desk, his face dark and brooding. “I want them shut down, Detective.”

      “I have an informant who can probably get inside.”

      “Make that happen. You close these cases, you’ll be that much closer to making sergeant.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Goodman leaned back. “Dismissed.”

      “What was that about?” asked Johnson as Rios returned to her desk.

      “Goodman wants this new women’s motorcycle club shut down, especially now that it looks like they’re connected to these strychnine deaths.” Rios retrieved the victim’s wallet from the evidence bag. “According to her ID, latest victim’s name is Genette Abrams, twenty-two. Lives at 2416 North Shadow Hills Road, unit D-209.”

      “That’s in the Desert Vistas condominium complex,” said Johnson. “Six-figure luxury lofts. I’m surprised they’d let a druggie live there.”

      “Drugs don’t care who you are.” Rios flipped through some of the cards in the wallet. “Besides, she has a university ID. Insurance card for a 2015 Mercedes C320. I’m guessing her wealthy parents were bankrolling her.”

      “So, what’s our next move?”

      “Check with the university’s Admissions Department. See if you can get the contact info for her family. I’ll get a search warrant for her condo. I’m also going to set up a meeting with one of my confidential informants. If we can get her inside the Athena Sisterhood, maybe we can locate our dealer.”
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      Shea peered through her welding goggles at the join between the pieces of aluminum that were coming together to form the frame of a new custom motorcycle. Who cares if our last show bike didn’t sell well? We’re building a reputation here. It’s an investment. Why doesn’t Terrance see that?

      She pulled the trigger on the TIG welder. The aroma of ozone and carbon filled the air. Sparks exploded from the welder tip with an angry sizzle as aluminum glowed and softened, two pieces of metal melding into one.

      Shea flipped up the mask and inspected her work. Her finger drew a line across the warm surface, brainstorming ideas for creating an agile bike with a Gothic biomechanical style. Despite the nagging ache in her collarbone, she was pleased she could still do the work she was so passionate about.

      Her phone’s old-fashioned ringtone interrupted her inspection of the work in progress.

      “Iron Goddess Custom Cycles. This is Shea.”

      “Miss Stevens, this is Detective Rios with the Cortes County Sheriff’s Office.”

      Shea tensed. She was never fond of talking to cops, least of all Detective Rios, who had forced her to sign a confidential informant agreement months after she was shot. “What do you want?”

      “How’s your recovery going?” The compassion in the detective’s voice almost sounded genuine.

      “My recovery?” She scoffed as bile burned her throat. “You mean after your fucking boss gunned down my sister in the street after he kidnapped her daughter?”

      “Shea, I—”

      “Or you talking about the broken collarbone I got when he ran me off the road?” It felt good to let it out after three months of simmering.

      “Listen—”

      “No, wait, you must mean my recovery from when your asshole of a partner shot me in the back.”

      “I saved your life, Shea. I think a little gratitude is in order.”

      “Fuck gratitude. I risked my neck to save my niece from you drug-trafficking cops. And that’s the thanks I got. A dead sister, a broken collarbone, and a goddamned bullet in the back. And since you asked, it all still fucking hurts!”

      “Sergeant Foster and Detective Edelman were bad apples. I grant you that. And I am truly sorry for what you went through. I know how painful it is to lose a sister.”

      “Bullshit, you ain’t lost no sister.”

      A moment of silence passed and Shea hoped the call had dropped. No such luck.

      “Shea, I need your help with a case.”

      “I ain’t got time to help you, Rios. You’re the detective. Solve your own damn cases. I build bikes for a living, in case you forgot.”

      “You also signed an agreement to be a confidential informant in exchange for us dropping those weapons charges. In case you’d forgotten.”

      “Those weapons charges were bogus, and you know it. So, you can stick that agreement where the sun don’t shine.”

      “I would really hate to send you back to prison. But if you refuse to—”

      “Do what you gotta do, lady. I ain’t gonna be your snitch.”

      “People are dying, Shea. Women are dying.”

      Shea stopped for a second, processing what Rios had said. “What the hell you talking about?”

      “I don’t want to discuss it over the phone. You know where the Black Rock Mine is?”

      “’Bout halfway between Ironwood and Bradshaw City. What the hell’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Meet me there in an hour.”

      “The mine’s closed.”

      “Yes, the county seized it a while back for safety violations and unpaid taxes.”

      “Yeah, right. Sounds like Buzzkill wanted his own gold mine,” Shea said, referring to Sheriff Buzz Keeler.

      “Half an hour, Shea. The gate will be unlocked.”

      “And if I don’t go?”

      “I’ll have Deputy Aguilar pick you up. You’re at Iron Goddess, judging by the sounds in the background. Am I right?”

      “Fuck,” Shea whispered under her breath.

      “What’ll it be, Ms. Stevens?”

      “Fine. I’ll meet you at the goddamn mine.”

      Shea hung up and tossed the welding torch onto the rack. She felt like pounding something with a hammer. “As if I ain’t got enough shit to deal with.”

      She traipsed into the office and snatched her hoodie off the coatrack so hard it fell over with a loud clang. “Goddamn fuckity fuck.”

      Terrance glanced up at her. “Everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fucking fine.”

      “’Cause you just assaulted a perfectly innocent coatrack.”

      “Detective Rios wants me to meet with her about something.”

      “Uh-oh. What trouble you get yourself into now? You doing burnouts in front of the Tastee-Freez again?” He grinned, no doubt attempting to lighten her mood. It wasn’t working.

      “Funny. It’s that fucking confidential informant agreement she forced me to sign when I was in the hospital doped up on painkillers.”

      “What does she want you to do?”

      “No idea.”

      “Maybe she just wants you to keep your ears open for illegal activity.”

      “I doubt it. She wants to meet with me at the old Black Rock Mine.”

      “Really? Why there?”

      “Prolly so nobody sees me meeting with her. Such bullshit. I’ll be back in a while.”

      She stormed out to the back parking lot, slipped on her Shoei helmet, and threw a leg over Sweet Betsy, a black cruiser, low and mean, with a high performance 750cc engine that could outrun a Harley twice its size.

      The motorcycle peeled out of the Iron Goddess parking lot and turned north onto Sycamore Springs’ Main Street. The quaint, tourist-driven shops of Olde Towne Sycamore Springs blurred past, replaced by rolling hills of prairie grass dotted with juniper.

      The crisp morning air and bright blue sky took the edge off her anger. Wind therapy, Shea called it.
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      Black Rock had been a gold mining town back in the 1800s. The recent spike in gold prices had inspired some opportunistic businessmen to make another go of it. At least until Buzzkill shut them down. No doubt to put some coin into his next election campaign.

      Now there was nothing left of the town but a faded welcome sign, a feed store, and the shuttered gold mine.

      Just past the feed store, Shea pulled onto a gravel drive and stopped at a ten-foot chain-link gate topped with razor wire and bearing a sign that read cortes county property. trespassers will be prosecuted. A steel chain dangled from the adjoining fence.

      With a nudge from the bike’s front tire, the gate swung open. She drove through without closing the gate and followed the gravel road around a wide turn and down a steep hill. Half-buried rocks and sand-filled ruts made driving tricky, adding to the tension Shea felt about this meeting.

      At the bottom, the road opened into a gravel lot with a rusting yellow excavator and an enormous blood-red wash plant at one end. Several fifteen-foot-tall mounds of tailings bordered the edge of the lot.

      At the other, a blue Honda Accord parked beside a wooden building the size of a double-wide. The place felt empty and lonely, like a community wiped out by a flood. Dreams had died here. Fortunes lost. Hope shattered.

      She steered Sweet Betsy toward the building and crunched to a stop beside the Honda. No sign of Rios in the car. Shea shut off the bike and let her side stand sink into the soft ground.
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