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  ONE




  





  Getting up at the crack of dawn shouldn’t be in anyone’s job description.




  At least, not anyone who has a life.




  I guess that said a lot about me, since I was at the crest of Black Top Mesa waiting for the sun to rise.




  I’d just finished telling an old Navajo legend to the two couples on the tour – a retired Army Colonel and his wife, their daughter and her husband - when the sun reached the summit on the far side of the canyon. The intense colors bled into the landscape and the gnarled mesquite trees and dusty jojoba bushes surrounding us morphed into ancient beings come to life.




  The Colonel and his wife snapped some last minute photographs while I stowed leftover Danishes and the remaining coffee in the Jeep, and everyone piled back in to continue the tour.




  “Where to now, Kate?” the daughter asked.




  “Now we head back down the trail and follow along the dry creek bed. Keep your eyes open for wildlife.”




  I turned the Jeep around and started down the steep grade, avoiding the largest ruts.




  “Everybody belted in?” I glanced in the rearview mirror.




  “Ma’am, yes ma’am,” came the reply. I smiled. Gotta love the armed forces.




  We started to gather speed and I shifted into low. We’d traveled a few yards when an ear-splitting screech severed the early morning quiet. The Jeep shuddered.




  I pumped the brakes - my foot hit the floor. Confused, I tried again.




  Nothing.




  The Jeep dropped into free fall.




  Panicked, I grabbed the gear shift and tried to ram it into low. The shriek of metal on metal pierced the air. I tried second.




  Third.




  We hurtled downhill like a rodeo clown on a pissed off bull. The Jeep hit a rut and tore the steering wheel from my hands. The Colonel lunged across the console to grab the wheel. I held on with my left hand and used my right to haul on the emergency brake. No luck.




  We hit something big and rocketed sideways onto two wheels. Someone in the back screamed.




  I steered left to angle the path of the Jeep, missing boulders and barreling between piñon pines. Branches slashed at the sides. I tore through every bush I could find, trying to slow us down.




  The Jeep jerked to a stop fifty yards from the base of the trail.




  “Everyone out!”




  I didn’t have to say it twice. The group scrambled clear.




  “Is everybody all right?” I checked to see if any of the passengers had sustained contusions or broken bones. Aside from being badly shaken, the Colonel’s wife and daughter and her husband appeared to be okay. The Colonel, on the other hand, looked furious. His red face and flashing eyes told me I’d better damn well be ready to explain what happened.




  I didn’t know what to tell him.




  “What the hell kind of half-baked outfit is this? Who does the maintenance on your fleet? I want their names, now.” His voice ricocheted across the canyon. He glanced at his family and then back to me. Anxiety radiated off him in waves.




  “I understand your concern, Colonel, but our maintenance schedule is the best in the business. I’m as confused as you are. I need to see if I can locate what caused the failure.” My voice sounded a lot calmer than I felt.




  The Colonel took a deep breath and gave me a stiff nod. The color in his face started to fade. “I used to work on these things in the service. Let me have a look.”




  We walked over to the Jeep and I popped the hood. Both of us began to search for the source of the problem.




  It wasn’t hard to find.




  ***




  Art arrived in his Hummer forty-five minutes later, followed by Sandra Simpson of Simpson’s Fuel driving a tow truck. Sandra walked over to the Jeep to look at the damage while Art saw to the passengers.




  The Colonel’s family climbed into the Hummer. By now they were over their fright and hadn’t said anything about suing us, so I figured I’d done a good job calming everyone down. Art promised to refund their money and offered them all gift certificates for a future tour.




  The last to get in, the Colonel took me aside and leaned in close.




  “You’d best be careful, Kate. I don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, and don’t want to know.” His gray eyes bored into mine. “Those sliced brake lines and the leak in the tranny were no accident.”




  A small shiver tracked up my spine.




  “I know.”




  Without another word, the Colonel climbed into the Hummer to join his family. He said something to Art before he shut the door. As soon as Art made sure everyone was secure, he grabbed me by the arm and led me away from the group, his mouth set in a grim line.




  “You doing okay?” he asked. The frown on his face combined with his thick neck and bristly crew cut reminded me of a bulldog. I nodded.




  “Cole’s on his way.” He gave me a stern look. “Stop by the office when you’re finished.”




  “Sure thing, boss.”




  He strode back to the Humvee and got in. Numb, I watched as he drove away, back to town.




  A few minutes later Sheriff Cole Anderson pulled up in his SUV. The seriousness of the situation wasn’t lost on me. I’m nothing if not good at denial but this went way beyond even my abilities. Cole walked over to where Sandra and I waited by the disabled Jeep.




  “Tell me what happened.”




  I started from when I got to the office that morning and ended at the point where the Colonel and I found the sliced brake lines and the punctured transmission. He listened in silence.




  “How are you holding up?”




  “Pretty well, considering. No one was hurt and the Jeep’s still in one piece.” And my knees were shaking. Other than that, I was golden.




  Cole peered under the Jeep. Sandra pointed out the cut in the lines and the small hole where the tranny fluid had leaked out. He worked his way around the vehicle and shot several pictures with a digital camera, stopping at intervals to take notes. After he’d gone over the entire Jeep, he stood up, brushing the dirt off his jeans.




  “Sandra, once you get this towed back to town, let Jason know it’s down at the shop so he can check things over. I don’t want to miss anything.” Jason was the Deputy Sheriff and the town’s resident computer geek.




  “Sure thing, Sheriff.” Sandra gave me a look loaded with questions as she walked over to the tow truck.




  “You want a ride back?” he asked.




  I’d normally jump at the chance to be alone with Cole, get to know him better, but I needed time to regroup. The possibility that Mexico may have caught up with me had me fighting a panic attack.




  “Thanks, but I’m going to stay with the Jeep.”




  “Stop by when you get back. We can get your statement then.”




  I said I would, and he climbed into his truck and left.




  This wasn’t good. I didn’t need any trouble. Years ago I’d testified against two drug lords and a corrupt DEA agent in Mexico. I’d changed my name and address so many times since then, it was hard to remember who I was supposed to be. The way I figured it, anonymity was way better than dead.




  This kind of attention could lead to some serious problems. Like being found.




  Unless it already happened.




  As far as I knew, no one had been released from prison yet, which didn’t mean much, considering their influence. There’d been no indication they even knew where I was since I left Alaska. I’d almost stopped looking over my shoulder.




  Almost.




  Sandra lay underneath the Jeep, working the tow hook. I leaned against the door and waited. My heart rate slowed as I tried to calm myself. A few minutes later, she slid out and I gave her a hand up. She frowned as she wiped her hands on her coveralls. Nervous, I cracked a joke about my bad driving habits, but she didn’t laugh.




  “Kate, you know as well as I do that you’re in some kind of shit if someone deliberately cut your brake lines.”




  “Hey- it could have happened to any of the guides. There are a lot of rigs to choose from. We need to check the other Jeeps to see if they were vandalized. It was probably some stupid, messed up kid.”




  Even I didn’t believe me.




  Sandra shook her head. “Art had Armand do a quick check of the fleet before we left, just to be sure. None of them appeared to be tampered with.” She hit the button for the winch. The motor whined as the Jeep’s front end started to rise. “It’s not like it’s a secret that this ride is your personal favorite. Even I know it, for chissake. The creep didn’t just slice your brakes. They punched a hole in your tranny. Whoever did this wanted you dead and didn’t care who else came along for the ride.”




  She was right. But what could I do? Sure, from now on, I’d make it a point to check every vehicle I used, but if someone wanted me dead, I doubted they’d hit my vehicle again. That wasn’t the only way to kill someone and certainly not the most efficient.




  Explosives or decapitation were more their style.




  Sandra got into the tow truck and started the engine. I climbed in the passenger side and put on the seatbelt, making sure it clicked close.




  “You okay?” she asked.




  I nodded and took a deep breath. Why let a little thing like a sabotaged vehicle bother me? Besides, the people I worried about wouldn’t know which name I was using now.




  Right?




  Sandra shoved the truck into gear and we headed for town. Something told me my old friend denial wouldn’t work this time.




  ***




  After Sandra dropped me off in town, I stopped in at Wilma’s Café for a coffee to go. I should have ordered something calming, like chamomile tea, but I’d never been one to do what I should. As I waited for my order, I caught a glimpse of Dave Sinclair in the mirror behind the register.




  Durm’s neighborhood banker sat in a booth next to the front door, deep in conversation with a well-dressed guy I didn’t recognize. Dave glanced up and gave me a look that said I’m having an important conversation, so don’t even think about approaching me, then returned to talking with the other man.




  In his mid fifties and overweight, Dave chain smoked and drank like a fish, wore a crappy toupee and had delusions of being a player. He helped negotiate a sale of private land east of town for a big developer, and, as a result, turned into quite an asshole. Most of the folks in town decided to take their business elsewhere. I usually didn’t let a chance go by to give him a hard time. Mainly because he annoyed me, but also because I’m not that fond of bankers.




  Today I ignored him, paid for my coffee and walked out, headed for the Sheriff’s office.




  The possibility the sabotaged brake lines and transmission could be a remnant from my past had me on hyper alert. I glanced down every side street and registered the driver of each car that passed by.




  Old habits die hard.




  Especially with old friends like mine.




  I walked into the Sheriff’s office. Cole’s receptionist, Cecelia, took one look at me, announced my arrival on the intercom and buzzed me through to the back. When I reached Cole’s office, he’d already pulled out a chair. I walked in and sat down.




  He leaned back on the edge of his desk, arms folded across his chest.




  “You don’t look so good.”




  “Thanks for that.”




  “Do you have any idea why someone would do this?”




  I considered the question. I’d never told anyone in Durm about my past and I didn’t want to start now. The habit of deception had become too ingrained and I’d been safe here, so far. I opted for brevity.




  “Not that I know of. All I can think is maybe somebody didn’t like one of my tours.” Humor had its uses. Especially when fear was the dominant emotion.




  “I’m asking because a woman who took one of your tours yesterday was found dead in her hotel room this morning.”




  My heart rate kicked up a notch. I leaned forward.




  “Who?” It didn’t make sense. The people who’d most likely come after me wouldn’t waste their time on a civilian. Unless they were in the way.




  Cole picked up a spiral notebook from on top of the pile of papers on his desk. “Her name was Roxanne Greensborough. A biologist out of Oklahoma freelancing for somebody local.”




  “She was on my early tour.”




  “That’s why I wanted you to come down, see if you noticed anything unusual.” He tapped the notebook, adding, “This is hers. We found it taped under a shelf in the closet in her room. Circumstances surrounding her death are suspicious. We’ll know more after the autopsy report but we’re treating it as a homicide.” His gaze felt like a burn. “Right now, I have two links between the dead woman and your cut brake lines- the tour company and you.”




  A shiver danced down my back. I tried to think. “There wasn’t anything weird that I can remember.” I went over the tour in my mind, but only came up with one thing even remotely unusual.




  “She did get pretty excited when we spotted a bird down by that tributary off the HoHoKam River. You know, the area with all the cottonwoods?”




  Cole nodded. He flipped to a page in the biologist’s notebook. “The Speckled Pygmy Twitter?”




  “That’s the one. An older couple in the Jeep saw it first and shot a bunch of pictures. Roxanne got a few, too. They said it was on the Endangered Species list, so her reaction didn’t seem unusual. I know I’d never seen it before.”




  Cole leafed through a couple of pages in the notebook.




  “How many passengers?”




  “Seven. Roxanne, the older folks, and a family of four. Eight people signed up, but Roxanne’s boyfriend never showed. She said he wasn’t feeling well. How’s he taking it?”




  “We haven’t been able to locate him yet. Jason tried the hotel earlier, but no luck. We’re running both their names to see if there’s anything to go on. Art’s going to fax me a passenger list, along with where everyone is staying. We’ll need to talk to them, too.”




  “I’m supposed to meet the older couple for lunch later. Do you want me to ask them to stop by?”




  “That would be great.”




  He took a pen and one of his business cards out of his shirt pocket, wrote on the back, and handed it to me. “Here’s my cell. If you remember anything you think might be useful, call me. Anytime,” he added.




  “I will.” I slid the card in my back pocket. Too bad it wouldn’t be a social call. He was a divorced father of two girls. Stable. Not my type. There was just something about him that made me think of quiet evenings by the fire.




  Quiet evenings by the fire? Where the hell did that come from?




  “You should take some time off until we can figure out what’s going on, whether there’s a connection between Roxanne’s death and the incident with your Jeep.” Cole chewed on his lower lip. I caught myself staring and shook it off. “You’re pretty isolated out at Art and Barb’s. Why don’t you consider moving closer to town, so we can keep a better eye on you?”




  I lived in a thirty-foot trailer next to the HoHoKam River down the hill from my boss and his wife. It was safe enough, especially with Art and his weapon fetish.




  “Do you think that’s necessary?” I said. “Barb’s always in her studio when she isn’t at an art show, and Rudy barks at anything. Besides, Art’s got a frigging arsenal in that house. I should be fine.” I hoped, anyway. I didn’t want to move closer in. There’s no way I could afford to rent something if I cut back on my hours at work. I had to finish out the season or I didn’t get to go somewhere tropical for the winter. In Kate’s Religion, that’s a Cardinal Sin.
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