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PROLOGUE


ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA


Tuesday, October 31, 2017, 7:30 p.m. (CST)


At seven thirty on Halloween evening, 2017, Danielle Lomax-Reardon was still at work. She felt guilty about not being home to see her two boys, Dan and Andy, head out for trick-or-treating in their carefully constructed Star Wars costumes, but she knew Luke would take an armload of pictures, ones the whole family would share while nibbling away at whatever goodies the boys collected in their jack-o’-lantern-shaped buckets.


This was the job-versus-family tug-of-war every working mother had to fight on a daily basis, and on this occasion, Danielle’s work obligations had won out.


Hearing a murmur of voices coming from down the hall, she cleared her desk, left her private office, and made her way down the hall to the main conference room. It was a bare-bones kind of place furnished with nothing but a collection of mismatched chairs and a refreshment table, but Danielle knew it was a place of hope and new beginnings for many of the people who had ventured inside, and these Monday night support-group meetings were an integral part of the process.


This shabby gathering place had once been the posh front parlor for one of St. Paul’s grand old mansions. Now it was the centerpiece of the Madeline Dahlke House, a shelter—both residential and drop-in—for victims of domestic abuse, and named in honor of Sophie Dahlke’s long-suffering mother. Outsiders might have been surprised to learn that the shelter’s executive director herself often facilitated this Monday night support-group meeting, but Danielle felt it was important to be there in person. When it came to domestic abuse, she, too, was a survivor.


The desperate women who finally ventured inside the shelter often felt trapped and hopeless, believing there was no way out. Many turned up in clothing meant to hide the bruises on their arms and legs and wearing layers of makeup designed to conceal the fading but still visible marks on their faces. Unfortunately, the room’s cheap fluorescent lighting usually undid their attempts at physical camouflage. For Danielle, who had once walked in their shoes, it was easy to see through their equally futile efforts at concealing the damage to their souls.


Several of Danielle’s clients had confided that, upon meeting her for the first time, they had almost turned and fled. To them it had seemed unlikely that the poised, stylishly dressed, confident woman reaching out in welcome would understand where they were coming from. How could she possibly have anything in common with their own horrific realities? Facilitating Monday night support-group meetings gave Danielle an opportunity to address those erroneous assumptions.


Not only had she once been a victim of domestic violence, so had her best friend. Alysha Morgan had suffered through months of unrelenting domestic abuse from her boyfriend, Zeke Woodward, in a relationship that had eventually ended in homicide. At the time, both Danielle and Alysha had been working as exotic dancers in a strip joint in Pasadena, California. Late one night an enraged Zeke had turned up in the parking lot and fired six close-range shots into Alysha’s body. Danielle had been the sole eyewitness to that horrific event, and her presence that awful night had inevitably led her to the life she lived now and to her work at Dahlke House.


Sometimes, during group sharing, Danielle told her own story and sometimes she didn’t. At the beginning of any given meeting she was never sure which way things would go, and that was the case that Monday evening as well.


As she entered the conference room, Danielle was greeted by a small burst of laughter from a group of women gathered around the refreshment table. Danielle regarded laughter as a good sign—it showed the beginnings of recovery, of people beginning to find ways to embark on paths to new lives. Three of the women at the refreshment table were Dahlke House graduates, ones who had spent six months or more in the shelter’s residential treatment program. Their continued participation in support-group meetings benefited their own recoveries but also offered encouragement to newcomers.


What was now Dahlke House had once been the fashionable residence of Henry Gottfried Peterson, a railroad baron considered to be one of the city’s business titans. Outside the walls of their stately home, Henry and his wife, Madeline, had been greatly admired members of the city’s high society. At home, Henry had been a monster, bullying and abusing both his wife and daughter, with his son, Alfred, eventually mimicking his father’s abusive behavior.


Sophie, the daughter, had grown up in that toxic family dynamic where what went on in public was the opposite of what went on at home. Determined to escape, she had married her high school sweetheart, Steven Philip Dahlke, weeks after they both graduated high school. Months later, Steven was shipped off to World War II, never to return. He perished in the Battle of the Bulge, as did Sophie’s brother.


By age twenty-three Sophie was a childless widow, living at home with her parents and doing what she could to protect her mother from her father’s increasingly angry outbursts and drunken rages. The abuse only ceased when he suffered a fatal stroke. By then Madeline was a shadow of her former self, living out the remainder of her life as a reclusive invalid. Sophie, living in a private suite of rooms inside the mansion, functioned as her mother’s primary caregiver. After her mother’s death in 1958, the stately home that had once belonged to her parents became Sophie’s alone.


In the early sixties, with the onset of the women’s movement, Sophie learned to her surprise that many of her contemporaries, also members of the city’s high society, had grown up in similarly challenging circumstances where the specter of physical violence lay hidden behind a thin veneer of wealth and respectability.


As the reality of their mutual histories gradually emerged, the women were shocked to realize that if their privileged mothers had been unable to exit abusive marriages, what chance did those less fortunate have? With that in mind, several of them banded together to do something about that very issue, offering support for abused women trapped in similar situations.


As a founding member of this fledgling organization, Sophie happily opened both her pocketbook and her home. While she continued to occupy her upstairs apartment, the ornate ground floor morphed into office space and public meeting rooms for women in need. When Sophie passed away in 1978, she left the mansion itself as well as the remainder of her fortune to the organization that now officially bore her mother’s name. Over time, the mansion had been remodeled to include several residential units, and Dahlke House remained at the forefront in the battle against domestic abuse not only in St. Paul itself, but throughout the Twin Cities area.


As the organization’s executive director, community outreach became Danielle Lomax-Reardon’s primary focus, and that was at the forefront of her mind when she entered the conference room that night, greeting attendees she recognized and introducing herself to first-timers.


One of those was a quiet-spoken Muslim woman dressed in traditional garb who seemed poised to flee at a moment’s notice. Seeing the woman’s sorrowful, downcast eyes, Danielle suspected there were black-and-blue marks hidden beneath her hijab and long-sleeved burka. Danielle went out of her way to greet the reticent newcomer and put her at ease.


“I’m so glad you could join us tonight,” Danielle said with a welcoming smile, taking the woman’s slender but clammy hand in her own. “My name is Danielle. And yours is?”


“Baan,” the young woman whispered. “My name is Baan.”


“I hope you’ll come again, Baan,” Danielle said, and it was at that moment she decided that this was one of those times when she would share her own story. Some of the women in attendance might have heard the tale before just as she had heard theirs, but that was all right. Danielle had learned that there was often something new to be learned from each retelling.


The version she told that night was a short one. She related how she had dropped out of high school and fled an abusive household, choosing to live on her own at a very young age. She went on to tell about going to work as an “exotic dancer” and of taking up with a married man, a cop named Frank, who had beaten her senseless on more than one occasion.


Eventually Danielle told about witnessing her best friend’s horrific death and about her interactions with the caring homicide detective who had interviewed her that awful night. The tears she’d shed in the aftermath of Alysha’s death had washed away Danielle’s makeup. At the end of the official interview, the detective had inquired about the telltale bruising on her cheek, and in a moment of utter despair, she came clean about the crooked cop boyfriend who was her own tormenter. It was that conversation that had changed the arc of her life forever, leading her out of that abusive relationship and into a brighter future and eventually to her work at Dahlke House.


“It just doesn’t get any better than that,” she finished, “but sometimes you have to let go of the bad in order to find the good.”


After Danielle told her story, several others shared theirs as well. Throughout the proceedings, Danielle noticed that Baan said nothing but listened intently. Being able to share her own story might come later, but for now Danielle was grateful that by coming tonight Baan had taken a tiny baby step forward on her own behalf. Everyone had to start that difficult journey somewhere.


“Do come again,” Danielle said, catching up with Baan as the younger woman darted toward the exit. “You’re always welcome.”


Baan replied with a nod of her head, but that was all.


It was ten thirty before Danielle finished putting away chairs, emptying the coffee urn, and shutting off lights. Wearing a light coat and with her purse slung over her shoulder, she stepped outside into the crisp fall nighttime air, pausing long enough to lock the door behind her.


As she turned to go, she noticed the shadow of a male figure silhouetted against a nearby streetlight and barring her path to the sidewalk. Without warning, a barrage of bullets slammed into her body, propelling her backward. As her body slid to the floor of the porch, it left behind a bright red stain on the shelter’s oaken door.


Danielle lived long enough to see her attacker turn and disappear into the distance. She tried to call out but couldn’t. Lights in other nearby houses and buildings came on as alarmed neighbors tried to figure out what had just happened, but Danielle Lomax-Reardon knew it was too late. She would be dead long before help arrived.


In those few moments as her lifeblood drained away, although Danielle had no idea who had pulled the trigger, she understood who was responsible—her former boyfriend. Frank Muñoz had sent someone to kill her, and why wouldn’t he? After all, he was in prison in California, and she was the one who had put him there.
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CHAPTER 1


LAS VEGAS, NEVADA


Wednesday, January 1, 2020, 8:00 a.m. (PST)


Frank Muñoz’s first New Year’s Day out of the slammer was a quiet one. He got up, made coffee, and had a bowl of cold cereal—Frosted Flakes—for breakfast. His mother, Lupé, had never bought Frosted Flakes back when he was a kid. She claimed they were too expensive. “Have a tortilla,” she’d always said. “They’re better for you than all that sugar.” Of course Frank realized now that a steady diet of tortillas wasn’t very good for you, either.


After breakfast he switched on his flat-screen TV and settled in to watch the Rose Parade. His moderately priced, fully furnished apartment on Shadow Lane was only a stone’s throw away from Las Vegas Metropolitan Police headquarters. Having lived in lockup for the past sixteen years, being in this clean and comfortably furnished apartment was like living in the lap of luxury. His choosing to live within walking distance of the local cop shop made it appear as though he had nothing to hide—which was exactly what he wanted people to believe.


Frank watched the parade from beginning to end, not so much to see the floats but to catch glimpses of the city of Pasadena itself. Living in self-imposed exile here in Vegas, Frank still missed the place where he’d gone to work fresh out of college. And being occupied with the parade meant he wasn’t keeping an eye on his watch and wondering what was going on. After today, he’d be one step closer to achieving his goal—three down and one to go. By the end of the week, once all four of his tormentors were out of the way, his job would be over, and his score would be settled.


Melinda, his younger sister, called just as the parade was winding down. “Are you coming over to watch the game?” she asked. “Menudo, tamales, and tacos—all homemade and all you can eat.”


He understood why she was calling. Melinda was the baby of the family. Although much younger than Frank, she was incredibly bossy and felt morally obliged to look after him. The problem was Frank didn’t really like her, and he could barely tolerate her husband, either—his brother-in-law, Ricky. But when Frank had been coming up for parole, Melinda and Ricky had suggested he consider moving to Vegas, and that’s why he’d asked to be set up with a parole officer there—to be close to family. Melinda had provided a plausible excuse, but the real reason for Frank’s wanting to settle in Vegas was far more complicated.


Years earlier, and two days before his trial had been due to start, Frank had sat in a jailhouse interview room with his attorney and a US prosecuting attorney who was there to pitch a plea deal.


“We’ve examined your financials,” the prosecutor said. “We know for a fact that you’ve been receiving substantial amounts of hush money from the people behind BJ’s, and we have witnesses who are prepared to testify to your having subverted an upcoming vice raid, which allowed ample opportunity for the illegal gambling operation to disappear long before officers arrived.”


That was all true. Frank had been a longtime regular at a local strip joint called BJ’s, but he was also a cop. He had noticed that many people who came through the place exhibited zero interest in the dancers. They all went directly upstairs to a room marked PRIVATE. AUTHORIZED ENTRY ONLY. Frank recognized a good number of those folks. They were well-known locals, respected politicians and businessmen, whose reputations would suffer irreparable harm if they were caught up in a raid on an illegal gambling den.


One afternoon in the locker room while preparing for his shift Frank had happened to overhear two of the vice guys discussing an upcoming operation—a planned raid on BJ’s. The owner, Betty Jean Parmenter, was a tough old bat who, back in the day, had been a well-known stripper herself. While still in her prime, she had managed to marry into the mob. Her long-deceased mafioso husband and his pals had provided the start-up funds that launched BJ’s originally, and for years it had operated as both a gambling den and a mob-friendly money-laundering establishment.


The very day Frank overheard the vice guys’ discussion, he had shown up in Betty Jean’s office unannounced and sounded the alarm. Once he did so, she had examined him with a disturbingly intense look.


“We know you’re a regular,” she said finally. “We also know you’re a cop. How come you’re telling me this?”


Frank had shrugged. “Just thought you should know is all,” he replied.


He hadn’t known if she’d pay attention to his warning, but when the promised raid occurred, that private upstairs room had been wiped clean as a whistle. The next time Frank stopped by the club and it was time for him to pay his tab, he didn’t have one. Instead the barkeep handed him an envelope with his name on it. Inside was a cool $10,000 in cash.


That Christmas Frank had used his unexpected windfall to play Santa in a big way. The kids at home had all gotten everything on their wish lists, and he’d found a pair of one-carat diamond earrings for Danielle, his sweet little side dish. He’d given her the earrings while they were dining at a fancy restaurant on a night when he’d had a bit too much to drink.


“These are lovely,” she said, “but how can you afford to be so generous?”


With the booze loosening his tongue, he’d told her the whole story. Sitting in the interview room that day, Frank knew Danielle Lomax had to be the one who had fingered him.


“What we’ve got you on so far,” the prosecutor continued, “is enough to put you away for the next twenty years, give or take. We’re willing to cut that down to ten if you’ll agree to name names.”


William Banks, Frank’s supposedly pro bono attorney, had been in the room at the time, ostensibly taking handwritten notes on a legal pad. When the prosecutor’s spiel ended, Banks spoke for the first time.


“I’ll discuss your plea offer with my client,” he said. “We’ll let you know.”


Once the prosecutor had left the room, Banks slid the legal pad over to Frank so he could see what he’d written there:




We are prepared to pay $500,000 in cash due upon your eventual release if you don’t name names.





Obviously Banks didn’t believe the audio/video feed in the interview room had been turned off once the prosecutor left the room, and neither did Frank. What’s more, he didn’t have to think twice about the offer.


Thanks to that little bitch Danielle, he was for sure going to prison. As a former police officer, once inside Frank would automatically be on an endangered species list. As for the people making this very quiet counteroffer? They had every reason for wanting him to stay silent and he suspected they were good for the money they were offering. If they somehow reneged on the deal after the fact, he could always come after them. The statute of limitations might have run out on some of their current illegal activities, but by the time he got out of the joint, there were bound to be more where those came from.


At that point, Frank had placed his hand on the legal pad and pushed it back toward his attorney. “I’m not taking the prosecutor’s deal,” he said aloud, “and I’m not naming names. I’ll take my chances and go to trial.”


“That’s totally up to you,” Banks had said, closing the legal pad and slipping it into his briefcase. “It’s probably just as well to have this over and done with. See you in court.”


Even before the counteroffer was on the table, Frank had already made up his mind to plead guilty, but for strategic reasons, he waited until the day of the trial before actually doing so. He wanted to know exactly who the feds had lined up to testify against him. That morning, as he and Banks waited in a conference room before entering the courtroom, Frank had asked if he could see the prosecutor’s list of proposed witnesses. Obligingly Banks had handed it over. On it were several names Frank recognized—Danielle’s, of course, but also those of two homicide cops from Pasadena PD—Jack Littleton and Hal Holden.


The night of Alysha’s parking lot shooting, Frank had been at the club, but he had managed to disappear into the woodwork before homicide cops ever appeared on the scene, so someone—Danielle, most likely—had brought his presence to their attention. Frank had no doubt the homicide cops were the ones who had alerted the feds to what went on behind the scenes at BJ’s.


When Frank returned the witness list, Banks had handed him a business card on the back of which was a handwritten note containing the name “Nicholas” and a phone number. Because the area code was the same as Melinda’s, Frank understood this was a Las Vegas number. His sister’s presence may have been an excuse for wanting to move to Vegas, but the phone number on the card was the real reason he’d done so.


“Hang on to this,” Banks had advised. “When you get out, call the number. Ask to speak with Nicholas and tell him I sent you. He’s someone who’ll give you a helping hand.”


Frank studied both the name and the string of numbers for a long time, burning them into his memory before returning the card.


Banks appeared puzzled as he took it back. “I thought you’d want to keep it,” he said with a frown.


“I am keeping it,” Frank told him, tapping the side of his head, “in here where it’ll be safe.”


That’s all that had been said aloud, but Frank had understood what was really going on. Nicholas, whoever he might be, was the guy in charge of overseeing Frank’s payout.


Years later, out on parole and after arriving in Vegas, he’d finally gotten around to calling that memorized number. The phone was answered by a woman who said, “Hi-Roller Fitness. May I help you?”


“I’d like to speak to Nicholas.”


“Nico’s not in right now,” she said. “May I take a message?”


“My name’s Frank Muñoz,” he told her. “William Banks is a friend of mine. He suggested that I give Nicholas a call.”


She took Frank’s number, saying she’d pass it along. An hour and a half later he got a call from an unknown number.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Muñoz,” a pleasant male voice said. “Nicholas Fratelli here. Glad to make your acquaintance. I understand you may be in need of some assistance. Do you happen to be in Vegas at the moment?”


“Nearby,” Frank replied. “I’m currently staying in Henderson with my sister.”


“Do you have transportation?”


After their mother’s death, Melinda had held on to Lupé’s twelve-year-old Honda, and had used it as her kids’ vehicle of choice when they were learning to drive. By the time Frank showed up, the kids had moved on to newer vehicles, and Melinda had signed the Honda over to him. Having an old beater suited him. It wouldn’t do for someone fresh out of the slammer to be driving around in something flashy.


“Yes, I do,” he answered.


“Why don’t you drop by the Hi-Roller Fitness location on Alta tomorrow afternoon around two and let’s see what we can do?”


The next day Frank had shown up at the appointed hour. Nico Fratelli knew everything there was to know about the payout. It didn’t take long for Frank to realize that the fitness part of the gym was little more than a front, providing appropriate camouflage for a well-organized money-laundering operation. Unlike a bank, Hi-Roller didn’t come with the convenience of ATMs, and although there were twenty-some locations in the Las Vegas metropolitan area, the one on Alta was the only one where funds were actually disbursed.


After that initial contact, whenever Frank needed money, he would drop by the gym and make a discreet visit to the attendant in charge of the back room. To most of the people who frequented the gym, Frank was buff enough that he looked like he belonged. That was one thing being in prison had done for him. With nothing else to keep himself occupied, he had worked out for hours almost every day, and he had been released in far better physical condition than when he’d been arrested.


“Just so you know,” Nico said, “a number of our local constabulary have back-room privileges, but if you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.”


Knowing that made Frank uneasy, but he shrugged it off. “Fair enough,” he said.


“One more thing,” Nico added. “That number you used to call me?”


“What about it?” Frank asked.


“Lose it. If you need to speak to me again, just mention it to the guy in charge of the back room. Got it?”


“Got it,” Frank had replied.


Obviously his silence on the phone to his sister had gone on for far too long. “Well,” Melinda pressed impatiently, “are you coming over or not? The kids would love to see you.”


That was Melinda being bossy again, and the last bit about the kids was an outright lie. Frank’s niece and nephew were both in college now, and they weren’t at all interested in their uncle Frank or in anyone else, for that matter. Most of the time they kept their noses buried in their cell phones or iPads and were totally oblivious to everything around them.


“No, thanks,” Frank replied. “I’ll just hang around here.”


“Are you sure? I hate to think of you being alone on New Year’s Day.”


“No, really,” Frank insisted. “I’ll be fine. I appreciate the invitation, but I just don’t feel all that much like socializing today. Maybe next time.”


“Next time I may not have homemade tamales,” Melinda warned.


Frank laughed at that. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll take my chances.”


“All right, spoilsport,” Melinda retorted. “Go ahead and be a hermit. See if I care.”


“But I’m still going to watch the game,” he told her. “Who are you rooting for, the Ducks or the Badgers?”


“Oregon, of course,” Melinda told him. “I’m from the West Coast. Why would I cheer for Wisconsin?”


Frank was relieved when the call ended. It was coming up on noon now. Rose Bowl Game or not, whatever had happened in Arizona was most likely already over and done with. Once he knew the final outcome of that, he’d be ready to move on to the final chapter. He was a bit concerned about the two events happening in such close proximity, but he didn’t believe the cops would make a connection between them. Why would they?


So today it was Hal Holden’s turn. Later this week would be Sylvia’s. To Frank’s way of thinking, it was high time his ex-wife finally got hers, too.
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CHAPTER 2


SEDONA, ARIZONA


Wednesday, January 1, 2020, 9:00 a.m. (MST)


Once Hal Holden punched the code into the keypad, the gate slowly swung open wide enough to admit his turquoise ’76 Lincoln Mark V. He eased the old-fashioned vehicle, one he affectionally referred to as his “Luxo-barge,” through the narrow opening and up the steep incline to his client’s home. Only a few days earlier, when he’d dropped off the same customer, snow had made the driveway impassable, and he’d been forced to use his other vehicle, a four-wheel-drive Escalade. Because of that model’s popularity with funeral directors, he referred to the Caddy as “the hearse,” but only in private.


When a severe winter storm had blown through Arizona just before Christmas, Hal had been forced to use that one exclusively for several days while shuttling holiday travelers back and forth between the Verde Valley and Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix. On this clear New Year’s Day, however, that storm was history. No doubt plenty of white stuff still lingered up on the Mogollon Rim as well as in and around Flagstaff, but Sedona was at a lower elevation. Down here ice on roadways and private drives had melted away.


Hal steered the Lincoln into the residence’s spacious turnaround and shifted into park. Then, with the engine still idling, he waited for his client, B. Simpson, to put in an appearance. Hal checked his watch—B. had a midafternoon flight on British Airways. He was someone who always wanted to arrive at the airport several hours early, and that suited Hal just fine. When passengers booked trips too close to their scheduled departures, the ninety-mile drive to Phoenix could devolve into a nail-biting nightmare. Today’s trip would be much less stressful.


Both men were well over six feet tall. With the Lincoln’s bucket seats pushed all the way back, they’d be able to enjoy a comfortable ride in what Hal considered to be a glorious piece of American engineering. For Hal, driving this piece of highly polished US of A sheet metal was as much of a patriotic experience as saluting the flag.


A widower now for seven years, Hal had taken up an airport-shuttle-driving gig five years earlier, and not because he needed the money. With his beloved Rosie gone, he was lonely and bored. While putting in his twenty-five years as a cop for the Pasadena Police Department, Hal had never imagined being able to retire someplace in the Arizona desert or having the luxury of a Cadillac Escalade as his day-to-day vehicle with his antique Mark V reserved for special occasions. That wonderfully refurbished Lincoln, complete with a brand-new vinyl top and old-fashioned white-wall tires, had been a gift from Rose in honor of Hal’s sixtieth birthday, the last birthday the two of them had celebrated together.


Of course, retiring to Arizona had also been a gift from his wife. Despite the fact that Hal and Rose had been lifelong residents of the same city, they might never have met had it not been for one of those proverbial “little old ladies from Pasadena.”


The little old lady in question happened to be one Edith Givens, age seventy-eight, who had suffered a massive stroke in the parking lot of her neighborhood Walgreens. When her deadweight foot landed full force on the gas pedal of her Lexus, it had shot into the store-front building through the glass-doored entrance and mowed down both sides of the cosmetics aisle before finally coming to a stop against the back wall next to the pharmacy.


When the incident happened, Hal, a longtime homicide detective with Pasadena PD, had been next door having a pre-shift cup of joe at Starbucks. Consequently, he was the first officer to arrive on the scene. As the on-duty pharmacist at Walgreens, Rose Turnbull was there, too. Together they had provided first aid until EMS arrived to take over and transport Edith to the nearest hospital.


Once the excitement had died down, Hal invited Rose to join him for coffee at the undamaged coffee shop next door, and the rest was history. Rose, a widow, and twice-divorced Hal had married a bare two months later. Due to having received treatment in the immediate aftermath of her stroke, Edith Givens had made a remarkable recovery, and she had been the guest of honor at their wedding.


Rose and her first husband, Alex, had met and married while they were attending pharmacy school. The childless couple had made a successful life together with both of them working as pharmacists. Due to Alex’s careful management of their finances, the two of them amassed a good deal of money during their working years. When Alex passed away, Rose could easily have stopped working, but she didn’t. She enjoyed what she was doing, and she wasn’t ready to give it up, but she had told Hal up-front that once she did retire, she was moving to Arizona, like it or not. As it turned out, the idea of moving to Arizona suited Hal just fine.


Rose’s small bungalow in Pasadena happened to be on a large lot in a desirable neighborhood. After two days on the market followed by a bidding war, it had sold with no contingencies for an eye-popping amount that enabled them to pay all cash for a small, older home that backed up to the golf course in the Village of Oak Creek.


For the next few years Hal and Rose went on several cruises, but all that came to an abrupt halt when she was diagnosed with stage four liver cancer shortly before Hal’s sixtieth birthday. That was when she had gifted him with the Mark V. Two months later, Rose was gone, leaving Hal financially secure but broken-hearted because their happily ever after had ended so soon.


During Hal’s days in law enforcement, he had golfed occasionally and badly, but once he and Rose moved to the village, he’d gone ahead and taken up golf since the course was literally just outside their back door. Both before and after Rose’s passing, he played with a group of fellow retirees, old geezers from the neighborhood, who enjoyed lunching together afterward more than they enjoyed playing the game.


Over burgers and beer they would reminisce about what they’d done prior to retirement. Unlike his golfing chums, Hal wasn’t interested in talking about his old days. He had seen enough bad things during his time on the job, and he didn’t want to relive them. Once Hal pulled the plug, he was done. He wasn’t interested in chatting about those things with a bunch of guys who had never worn a badge and didn’t know the first thing about what he’d witnessed along the way. Nor was Hal interested in striking up conversations with other retired LEOs. He was out of it and wanted to stay that way.


The closest he’d come to rejoining some of his old colleagues had been last fall when someone had sent him an envelope containing a copy of a Los Angeles Times article concerning the death of his longtime partner, Jack Littleton. Hal and Jack had worked together for years. Jack, five years older than Hal, had been regarded as the “old man” of the duo while Hal had been called the “young ’un.” They had gotten along fine when they worked together, but neither had bothered staying in touch after retirement.


According to the article, on October 3, 2019, Jack, a widower living alone and reportedly suffering from ill health, had been found dead in his home, the apparent victim of a gunshot wound to the head. According to the ME, he had died several days before the body was found. Officers on the scene presumed his death to be a suicide, although the coroner’s office later listed his manner of death as undetermined.


Hal had been saddened by the news, but he was no more surprised by the outcome than the responding officers had been. These days, suicides among former law enforcement officers were all too common.


The very end of the article provided details about Jack’s funeral services. For a brief moment Hal had considered attending but eventually decided against it. Far too many retired officers, haunted by things they could never unsee or unfeel, often resorted to suicide as their only escape hatch. At officer memorials suicide was always the elephant in the room, and Hal didn’t want to be part of that conversation when it came to Jack Littleton. He wanted to remember his old partner as the man he had once been—back when both of them had been tough, honest cops, working together and devoted to the job. When faced with Jack’s funeral, Hal had used the needs of his shuttle passengers as his excuse for not attending.


The truth was, these days he regarded the people who rode in his vehicles as his customers. Initially he had worked for an established company and had driven their vehicles. Over time he learned that Verde Valley’s weekend travelers came in two distinct categories. Vacationers tended to be rowdy, rude, and occasionally downright obnoxious. Hal much preferred the more serious commuters—people who lived in and around the Sedona area but had jobs and business interests that took them to other cities or other continents during the week. Although those two groups weren’t at all compatible, they tended to come and go from the airport at about the same time.


Commuters heading back to the airport for work purposes on Sunday afternoons were often already in work mode while the vacationers were likely to still be living it up. Shuttle companies were interested in filling their vans to capacity, even when doing so meant having passengers with two very different mindsets in the same vehicle. To Hal’s way of thinking, that was bad for business.


Eventually he had decided to leave the vans and his previous employer behind and branch out on his own. Along the way, Hal siphoned off a number of those serious commuter types, taking those along with him—B. Simpson included.


B. and his wife, Ali Reynolds, ran High Noon Enterprises, a tech company of some kind, and B. traveled internationally on almost a weekly basis. Hal had no idea why B. went by his initial only rather than a first name, but that was none of the limo driver’s business, and he didn’t ask. Occasionally B.’s wife traveled with him. In those instances, Hal used the Escalade because he thought it rude to expect paying passengers to climb into the back seat of a two-door car, but when B. traveled solo, it was always in the Mark V.


Early on, while engaging in idle chitchat, Hal had learned that B. was something of a car buff, speaking fondly of a high school friend whose ride had been a seventies vintage Lincoln. The next time Hal drove B. to Phoenix, he had picked him up in the Mark V as a treat. Now it was a regular occurrence.


A light tap at the passenger window roused Hal from his reverie. He exited the car and hurried around back to open the trunk. B. handed over his customary luggage, a larger rolling bag and a much smaller carry-on, but he held on to his briefcase.


“Happy New Year,” Hal said. “How’s it going?”


“Pretty well,” B. answered. “Can’t complain. How about you?”


Hal grinned. “Still on the right side of the grass,” he remarked. “Where to today—British Airways?”


Camille Lee, the young woman who handled B.’s travel arrangements, had sent Hal a complete itinerary, but it was always best to verify, just in case.


“Right,” B. told him. “British it is. I’m due in London for a reception tomorrow evening.”


“Okey-dokey,” Hal said. “I’ll have you at the terminal in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”


After loading the luggage, Hal slammed the trunk closed and then returned to the driver’s side of the vehicle. Once he’d fastened his seat belt, he glanced in B.’s direction to make sure he was properly belted as well. When B. opened his briefcase and pulled out his iPad, Hal got the message. On this trip, B. would be working rather than visiting, so Hal put the Lincoln in gear and nosed it back down the driveway.


They had turned onto the main drag and were just coming up to speed when B.’s phone rang. “Hey, Stu,” he answered. “Happy New Year to you, too. How are things down on the ranch?”


A ranch? Hal wondered. That was news to him. Hal knew about High Noon Enterprises, which operated out of an office park in nearby Cottonwood. He had dropped B. off and picked him up from there on several occasions, but he’d had no idea the couple was also involved in owning a ranch.


“Yes,” B. was saying, “just having High Noon invited to the ransomware roundtable is a huge honor, but you’ve got that right. We’ll be a very small fish in a pool full of sharks.”


Hal was not a tech kind of guy. He didn’t know what ransomware was exactly, but it sounded bad. The word took Hal back to a dark time. He’d still been working patrol when he’d been the first responding officer at the scene of a reported kidnapping. The boy’s parents had coughed up $10,000 in ransom but ended up losing their nine-year-old son anyway. The kid had been found dead—bound, gagged, stabbed to death, and left in a dumpster—two days later. And even though the two perpetrators had eventually been brought to justice, the fact that they were both doing life in prison without parole didn’t even the score as far as Hal was concerned.


Pulling himself away from that unwelcome memory, Hal focused on driving, making his way through the roundabouts that were some highway engineer’s optimistic daydream for fixing Sedona’s growing traffic issues. As far as locals were concerned, they were a constant annoyance since many of the area’s out-of-town visitors were completely in the dark when it came to negotiating roundabouts.


B. ended his phone call and glanced in Hal’s direction. “Hope you don’t mind if I work.”


“Not at all,” Hal told him. “I’m good.”


As B. once again immersed himself in his iPad, Hal continued driving. With New Year’s Day falling on a Wednesday, the afternoon’s mass exodus might not be that bad. In any case, they were traveling early enough to miss most of it.


Beyond the Village of Oak Creek and just past the entrance to the Hilton, a grubby, mud-spattered, crew-cab Silverado with New Mexico plates pulled in behind him and parked on the Luxo-barge’s back bumper. Hal had an issue with tailgaters. For one thing, they were usually in a hell of a hurry, but if this guy—and the driver was definitely a guy—thought sticking to the Mark V like glue was going to make Hal drive any faster, he had another think coming.


Good luck with that, Hal thought to himself. There aren’t many passing zones between here and I-17.


Of course, having other vehicles following too closely behind the Lincoln wasn’t an unusual occurrence. Younger drivers in particular often wanted to gawk at his shiny motoring antique. Later, when they finally got around to passing him, they’d often do so with a friendly wave or a nod or even a thumbs-up. Eventually, maybe that’s what this guy would do, too.


But just because someone was following him didn’t mean Hal was going to change his driving habits. He always stuck to the posted speed limit no matter what, and that’s what he did this time, keeping his speed at a steady fifty-five. Even so, when they reached the first of the passing zones, the pickup made no effort to go around.


Okay, then, Hal thought. Enjoy your unobstructed view of my Continental kit.


By the time Hal was ready to merge onto southbound I-17, several more cars were lined up behind the crew cab. There had been several passing zones along the way but none were long enough to allow more than one vehicle to pass at a time. Since the pickup hadn’t gone around the Lincoln, no one else had been able to do so, either.


Once southbound on the freeway, Hal accelerated at a leisurely pace, giving the drivers lined up behind him ample opportunity to pass. Three of the vehicles stuck behind the Silverado immediately sped up, merged into the left lane, and surged around both of them, but the pickup remained right where it was—still following way too close, especially now that both vehicles were traveling at the posted limit of seventy-five.


What’s with this guy? Hal wondered.


Just then the Silverado eased into the left-hand lane. For a moment it was invisible in Hal’s blind spot, but when the truck came into view again, it had pulled up alongside the Lincoln and was straddling the lane marker. At that point, some long-buried law enforcement survival instinct came into play, warning Hal that something wasn’t right. Just then the Silverado veered sharply into the right lane as though intending to smash directly into him.


A PIT? Hal thought in disbelief. He’s trying to pull off a damned PIT maneuver?


As a trained police officer, Hal Holden knew all about the Pursuit Intervention Technique. That’s where a pursuing cop car slams into a fleeing felon’s rear bumper with enough force to swing the other vehicle into a spin. During his time on the job, Hal had successfully performed PITs on numerous occasions, but never as the targeted vehicle and never at seventy-five miles an hour.


Hal’s reaction was instantaneous. Taking the only evasive option available, he hit the brakes, hoping that by slowing the Lincoln’s momentum, he’d be able to mitigate a catastrophic crash. Instead, as the Lincoln suddenly slowed, the speeding pickup missed the back bumper and slammed into the front fender instead.


Gripping the steering wheel for all he was worth, Hal tried shouting a warning to his unsuspecting passenger, but his words disappeared in shrieks of shredding metal. The Silverado’s glancing but powerful blow sent the speeding Lincoln across the rumble strip and through a guardrail. For a moment it became airborne as it plunged off the edge of a steep embankment. It landed nose down in a ditch and turned end over end once before flipping to its side. The vehicle rolled three more times before finally coming to a halt that sent a pillar of dust flying skyward.


Hal Holden wasn’t aware of any of that. He was out cold and down for the count.
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CHAPTER 3


COTTONWOOD, ARIZONA


Wednesday, January 1, 2020, 9:00 a.m. (MST)


New Year’s Day might have been a holiday for lots of people, but not for Camille Lee. Cami had grown up in a dysfunctional family as the object of a parental tug-of-war between a pair of unhappily married parents who, for reasons she never understood, refused to go their separate ways. Their daughter seemed to be the only thing they had in common, and both had been gravely disappointed when she had refused to follow the life plan either of her parents had individually laid out for her.


Cami’s parents were of Chinese descent. Her mother’s forebears had immigrated to the US in the early part of the twentieth century. While attending college, Cami’s mother, originally named Xiu Ling, had changed her given name to a more American-sounding Susan or Sue. As of now, Professor Susan Lee was a tenured professor of French at Stanford University, and she was appalled that her daughter exhibited no interest whatsoever in following in her mother’s academic footsteps.


Cami’s father, Cheng, a professor of computer science at Stanford, had come to the US from Taiwan as an exchange student. He and Sue had met in college. When his student visa ran out and he was about to be shipped home, the couple had exchanged vows in what was generally acknowledged to be a green card marriage. Unlike most of those unions, however, theirs hadn’t ended once Cheng became a US citizen. They had persisted in sticking together through thick and thin for, as far as Cami was concerned, no apparent reason.


Growing up in that troubled family atmosphere, Cami had escaped into her studies, isolating herself in her room while her parents quarreled endlessly in other parts of the house. Cheng and Sue didn’t do Christmas, and they didn’t do New Year’s, either—at least not on January 1, but Chinese New Year was another story. When that came around, the couple somehow buried the hatchet long enough to make the trek into downtown San Francisco to watch the parade and have dinner at Cami’s grandfather’s restaurant. In the course of the afternoon, while her mother was out shopping and her father was doing whatever he did, her grandfather, Liu Wei (known to his many customers as Louie), would regale Cami with stories of his decades in the restaurant business, often sharing his usually top-secret recipes with his granddaughter and teaching her how to cook.


Now living far from home, when Chinese New Year came around, Cami made sure to celebrate on her own. This year she had already asked for two days off. January 24th would be devoted to cooking. On the 25th, she would show up at High Noon Enterprises’ corporate office laden with a New Year’s feast large enough to feed one and all and cooked to Liu Wei’s exacting specifications.


That meant that on this day—one of no particular importance to Cami—she had the High Noon complex all to herself. Stu Ramey, the company’s second-in-command, had originally been scheduled to work that day. Although the company was an internationally known cybersecurity powerhouse, its physical presence was a low-key operation in a Cottonwood office park where High Noon ran long on computers and short on personnel. Banks of CPUs whirred endlessly, searching out possible cyberattacks on customer networks scattered around the world. It was only when the watchful algorithms discovered a possible incursion did audible alarms summon immediate human intervention.


A few days before Christmas, Cami had overheard Stu’s part of a conversation with his aunt Julia. Julia Miller, a crackerjack horsewoman somewhere in her seventies, ran Racehorse Rest, a nonprofit racehorse rescue operation located near Payson on the far side of the Verde Valley. Caring for retired and often injured racehorses was an expensive proposition, and Stu was one of the benefactors who kept the outfit afloat.


“I’m sorry, Aunt Julia,” Cami had heard him say. “I’m scheduled to work New Year’s Day. Attending an event like that the night before would be too much.”


At High Noon, computers took up the vast majority of the floorspace. Workstations for the crew of people who supervised said computers were located in such close proximity to each other that carrying on private telephone conversations wasn’t an option.


“What kind of event?” Cami asked once the call ended.


Stu sighed. “Aunt Julia is holding a big New Year’s Eve gala at the ranch, and she’d really like me to attend, but I already told her I have to be here early the next morning. It just wouldn’t work.”


Stuart Ramey was brilliant when it came to computers, but he had limited social skills. When Cami was first hired, her main responsibility at High Noon had been helping Stu interact with people, especially face-to-face. In the years since, he had made enormous progress, some of which Cami credited to his working with the damaged animals at his aunt Julia’s ranch. When Cami first met him, it would have been unthinkable for him to be invited to a gala, much less for him to consider attending one.


“You should go,” Cami advised him. “I can take your shift.”


“But it’s a holiday,” Stu objected. “You’re scheduled to have the day off.”


“It’s no big deal,” Cami had told him. “Call Aunt Julia back and tell her you’re coming.”


Much to Cami’s amazement, Stu had done just that. Of course, Cami’s apparent generosity on that score had an ulterior motive. It gave her a perfect excuse to call her own mother and tell Sue that her daughter wouldn’t be coming home to attend her grandmother’s birthday party, which happened to be scheduled for New Year’s Day.


But just because the first of January was a holiday for most of the world didn’t mean that Cami needed to be any less vigilant. Cybercrooks didn’t seem to celebrate holidays. In fact, they often scheduled attacks to coincide with times when offices would be shuttered or lightly staffed. That way, whatever damaging cyber-bug they installed on targeted networks would have time to settle in and do their damaging work before victims were any the wiser.


Needing a pit stop and a fresh cup of coffee, Cami did one last survey of the master control panel before leaving her workstation and padding in her flip-flops out of the computer lab, first to the restroom and then on to the break room.


As Cami walked along, she was grateful for the skilled orthopedic surgeon who had repaired her damaged leg months earlier when she had escaped a kidnapper by throwing herself out of the back of a moving pickup. Due to the seriousness of her injury, she’d originally been told that she might never walk again. Much to her surprise, the leg had healed nicely, and she had since resumed her Krav Maga workouts, gradually increasing their intensity. Now she was pretty much back to her pre-surgery skill levels.


In the break room, Cami raided the fridge for a container of yogurt and one of Mateo Vega’s mother’s homemade tamales. The two made for an unlikely but good combination, and she snacked on that while she brewed a new batch of coffee to replace the one that had turned to brackish dregs in the pot. Then, with replenished coffee in hand, she returned to the lab.


When she had first come to work at High Noon, the never-ending racket of Stu Ramey’s police scanner had bothered her. For reasons Cami never understood, he kept the device playing in the background twenty-four/seven. That had been the case when he’d had the lab all to himself, and it continued even though more employees had been added to the mix.


At first the constant verbal back-and-forthing had driven Cami nuts. For a time she had even considered wearing earplugs, but eventually she’d adjusted to it. Now the radio chatter was just so much white noise in the background, and most of the time, she didn’t even notice it. Occasionally, however, when something bad happened and the distant voices took on a life-or-death urgency, whatever was playing out on the scanner caught Cami’s attention. That was exactly what occured as she reentered the lab.


The first voice she heard was that of a female 911 dispatcher. “The Air Evac helicopter is twenty minutes out,” she said. “Traffic on I-17 is stopped in both directions. The helicopter should be able to land directly on the roadway.”


A major traffic pileup of some kind must have happened, Cami realized, but why? As far as she knew, there were no weather-related problems. Still, if the major highway between Phoenix and Flagstaff had been shut down on the last day of an important holiday, whatever it was had to be serious.


Back at her desk, she checked her monitor visually while still listening in on the scanner in the background and trying to pluck more details from the law enforcement jargon flying back and forth. Eventually she was able to sort out that a single-vehicle rollover accident resulting in serious injuries had occurred just south of the interchange between State Route 179 and I-17. A mile farther south, yet another vehicle, which might or might not have been involved in the original mishap, had been found completely engulfed in flames. The burning vehicle had ignited a fast-moving brush fire, which was now the cause of the freeway shutdown.


At that point Cami became concerned. One of her responsibilities at High Noon was making employee travel arrangements. She knew that B. was scheduled to depart Sky Harbor on the afternoon British Airways flight from Phoenix to Heathrow. Because she’d made both his flight reservations and airport limo arrangements, she knew the exact timing of Hal Holden’s pickup at B.’s home in Sedona. If they were now stuck in that traffic backup, there was a good chance B. would miss his flight.


Cami checked her phone. There were no missed calls, and her ringer was turned on, so no one had tried to call her. She was tempted to try calling B.’s number but held off on that. Maybe she was wrong to be worried. Maybe they’d been far enough ahead of the accident to miss it altogether. If not, and if B. needed her to rebook his flight arrangements, Cami was sure he’d be in touch.


Nonetheless, she went over to Stu’s workstation and turned up the volume on the scanner, making it easier for her to hear the transmissions. She listened in as cops on the scene reported the Air Evac helicopter’s arrival as well as its departure a few minutes later with two seriously injured passengers on board and headed for the trauma unit at St. Gregory’s Hospital in Phoenix.


Cami was tempted to turn the scanner volume down after that, but she left it alone. She was still listening in when a call went out requesting a tow truck to be dispatched to the scene in order to retrieve a 1976 Lincoln Continental.


A ’76 Lincoln? Cami was dumbfounded. That had to be Hal Holden’s car! How many ’76 Lincolns were still out on the road? That’s when Cami reached for her phone. With trembling fingers, she dialed B.’s number.


“Hello.” The voice on the other end of the line was unfamiliar.


Cami’s heart fell. “This is B. Simpson’s phone,” she said urgently. “I’m one of his employees. Who are you?”


“This is Officer Darrel Collins with the Arizona Department of Public Safety,” the stranger answered.


“My name is Camille Lee. As I said, Mr. Simpson is my employer. What’s happened to him?”


“Please hang on, Ms. Lee,” Officer Collins said. “Let me put you in touch with my supervisor.”
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CHAPTER 4


LAS VEGAS, NEVADA


Wednesday, January 1, 2020, 1:00 p.m. (PST)


Once the Rose Bowl ended, Frank put on his sweats, left the apartment, and walked to Hi-Roller. There was a workout room in the apartment complex, but the equipment and atmosphere there didn’t compare to that of a fully operational gym.


During the short walk, like it or not, he found himself wondering about Sylvia and the kids—the two who were his and the one who wasn’t. What were they up to today? They didn’t exactly stay in touch. Once Sylvia refused to post bail for him and had filed for divorce, he hadn’t heard from any of them the whole time he was in prison. The last Frank knew, Sylvia was supposedly living somewhere near Portland, Oregon, with her second husband. The kids were all in their twenties now, probably grown up and out of the house. If he had put his mind to it—and his Internet search engine—he could probably have gone looking for them, but he didn’t. For the time being he needed to stay hands-off. The less interest he showed in them, the better.


At the gym, he did some stretching and then spent some time lifting weights. His strategy there was to increase the number of reps as opposed to increasing the weights. When he finished that, he put himself on a treadmill and walked for an hour straight. Walking worked for him now the same way it had while he’d been in the joint. Early on he had decided that in addition to being hard on his knees, running or jogging didn’t use up enough time. Both in prison and out, Frank Muñoz had way too much time on his hands.


Thanks first to his mother’s and later to his wife’s tortillas, Frank had been a bit on the pudgy side when he was first arrested and even more so by the time he was transported to Lompoc. At first, as a newly imprisoned ex-cop, Frank had barely dared to leave his cell. Each time he showered, he expected to be met with a shiv. Ditto for eating in the mess hall. Living in that kind of fear was bad for the digestive system, and the food was abysmal. Naturally, Frank lost weight.


Eventually, though, his fear level decreased. No one seemed interested in coming after him, and finally he figured out why—Frank wasn’t a snitch. He had pled guilty without taking a deal or naming names. In prison circles, that gave him a certain amount of status. On the inside, being a snitch was far worse than being ex–law enforcement.
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