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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
   The day Peter Orloff came home to find his roommate murdered started like any other. Peter got up at 7:30 a.m., ate breakfast in the little kitchen of their small, two-bedroom house in a poor neighborhood in Tucson, looking out of the window at the Catalina Mountains glowing a soft gold in the morning light. The sight always cheered him, and he didn’t have much to be cheerful about these days. 
 
    He’d graduated two years before with a degree in business from the University of Arizona. The problem was, so had a thousand other people that year. Peter’s grades had been good, but he had made no useful connections and had not stood out enough to get snapped up at any of the many jobs fairs he had attended. 
 
    Now he worked as an assistant office manager for a small import business bringing in corn flour from Mexico, basically a glorified secretarial position. The pay barely covered the bills and his student loan payments. The job, despite the low pay and lousy benefits, was demanding and stressful. His mediocre Spanish got pushed to the limit trying to speak with the various suppliers in Mexico, and his boss was a functional alcoholic who showed up every morning hung over and in a foul mood. 
 
    Peter lingered over his breakfast, gazing out at the Catalina Mountains. They stood to the north of town, running from east to west, and so the shadows on their rugged peaks and deep valleys changed every few minutes as the sun moved. He did not look at his phone, preferring the peace of his view, the only good thing about this crappy little house with its old plumbing and its flaking paint and its cockroaches. His phone only held disappointment. 
 
    At last it was time to go. Goran Knežević, his roommate, worked as a bartender so he wouldn’t wake until noon. The door to his room was shut, and the light was off. Peter left as quietly as he could, passing over the dead stretch of gravel that made up his front lawn to the old Nissan that his late grandfather had given him as a high school graduation gift. Goran’s Jeep stood parked in the street. 
 
    It was the usual stressful commute down Speedway, which was anything but speedy during rush hour. The May heat meant that the temperature had already climbed to the high 80s, and the radio said it would hit 100 today just like it had yesterday. The DJ made some lame joke about global warming and put on some music. 
 
    Tucson was an ugly city in the middle of a beautiful desert. The buildings lining Speedway were featureless strip malls and one-story developments. Some apartment buildings had a second story, and there was a little cluster of modest skyscrapers downtown, but the bulk of the city was low, drab, and uninspiring. It looked like Phoenix or parts of Los Angeles. What saved it were the mountains—the beautiful Catalinas close by to the north with their deep canyons, sheer cliffs, and tree-topped summits; the low, dry, and jagged Tucson Mountains close to the west; the broad, high peaks of the Rincons to the east; and far to the south, almost to Mexico, the towering Santa Rita with their summits of fir trees. Wherever you looked you could see mountains. Wherever you looked in this small city with little nightlife and few opportunities, you could see where it wasn’t the city. 
 
    A good compensation for being stuck here. Not enough, but it helped. 
 
    The Azteca Maize Company was in an upstairs office in a rundown building on the far east side of town. Just another ten minutes of driving would take Peter out of the last of the sprawl and into a forest of saguaro cacti, the tall desert sentinels that seemed to make it into every Western movie. Beneath the saguaro were the other desert plants—the agave and sotol, the prickly pear and barrel cacti. Rabbits and insects scampered between the plants, and further out you could see the occasional javelina, the wild pig of the Sonora Desert. Every morning, just before turning off into the parking lot, Peter looked out across the distant expanse of hilly and remarkably green desert, yearning to keep driving. Once he had even missed the parking lot and had to turn around. 
 
    Not today, sadly. He pulled into the lot, parked next to the beat-up cars of his coworkers, and climbed the crumbling concrete stairs to the office. The Azteca Maize Company was a small office with a dozen workers. A warehouse a few blocks away employed a dozen more. A long, rectangular room held rows of desks. Already half were occupied with people speaking on phones or tapping away on computers. 
 
    As Peter entered, his boss, Juan Martínez, strode out of his office at the end of the room and glared at him as he approached. 
 
    “You’re late,” Juan said in a voice loud enough for the entire office to hear. 
 
    Peter checked the clock on the wall. “It’s one minute after nine.” 
 
    “And what time does your shift start?” 
 
    “Nine,” Peter sighed, fantasizing about punching the guy. He had that fantasy a lot. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be assistant manager. You’re supposed to set an example.” 
 
    Peter wondered why he was called a manager. He managed nothing. Juan micromanaged all his employees to death. 
 
    “Sorry, Señor Martínez. Traffic.” 
 
    “Traffic,” Juan scoffed. “Just leave earlier if you’re worried about the traffic. I need to go. Business meeting downtown. You’ll get to do those one day if you get a work ethic. In the meantime, you need to show Rebecca Dulan the ropes. She’s the new girl at accounting.” 
 
    He pointed to an unfamiliar woman sitting at a nearby desk filling out the employee health insurance form. 
 
    Peter blinked. She was hot. 
 
    Rebecca was a slim girl with long black hair and a pixie face. Her skin was dusky, like she was part Mexican or something. Her skin blended with the black, formfitting shirt and black jeans she was wearing. Not practical for the Arizona heat, but it sure was attractive. She had a slim, tight body and liquid brown eyes that fixed on Peter. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. 
 
    Wow, that was lame, he thought. 
 
    He hadn’t had a girlfriend for a year. Goran teased him about it a lot. 
 
    “Come to my bar after midnight,” he always said. “That’s when the hookers show up.” 
 
    Goran was always making up stories about how street his bar was. He was the son and nephew of a whole family of war veterans, and Peter guessed he was compensating. In reality, the bar was a hangout for yuppies and hipsters. 
 
    “Anyway,” Juan said, “I got to go. I’ll be back in a couple of hours unless I need to lunch with these people. That’s how business goes sometimes.” 
 
    Peter suppressed a smile at the way Juan used “lunch” as a verb. His boss was always putting on pretensions of being a captain of industry. Peter had seen the quarterly reports. Juan Martínez wasn’t getting into the Fortune 500 anytime soon. 
 
    After his boss strode out, Peter walked over to Rebecca. 
 
    “Is he always this much of an asshole?” she whispered. 
 
    “No. Sometimes he’s worse.” 
 
    She cocked her head and smiled. “I’m Rebecca.” 
 
    “Peter. Are you done with that form?” 
 
    “Just finished. You know what? It’s time for a cigarette break. I think you need one too.” 
 
    “Yeah, after a hard two minutes’ work, we’ve definitely earned the right to a break.” 
 
    He said this without a trace of sarcasm. If he had learned one thing at the Azteca Maize Company, he had learned that he would not get fired. Shouted at, overworked, underpaid, humiliated in front of his coworkers, but never fired. Juan Martínez instinctively knew all his workers hated their jobs and with effort could find something equally bad. He did not want to go through the trouble of replacing them. 
 
    The others in the office barely looked up from their phones and computers as the assistant manager led the new girl past the water cooler and supply closet to a back door that led to a narrow set of steps to the back of the office building. 
 
    Peter was surprised at Rebecca’s offer. Most people asked if you smoked before inviting you to. 
 
    He led her down the concrete steps to a thin strip of cracked concrete looking out over an empty lot of cacti, windblown plastic bags, and baked earth. A semicircle of crushed out cigarette butts told the new girl where the smoking corner was. 
 
    She pulled out a cigarette, lit it with a silver Zippo decorated with an anarchist logo, and leaned back against the wall. She studied Peter for a minute. 
 
    “Forgot your smokes today?” she asked. 
 
    For a moment Peter felt flustered. “Well, I don’t smoke regularly, usually when I’m out with my roommate. He’s Serbian-American and smokes like a fucking chimney, especially when he’s drinking vodka.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “Something about vodka and cigarettes goes together, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Peter laughed. “It sure does.” 
 
    Rebecca offered him a cigarette and lit it for him. Peter suppressed a chuckle. He’d never had a girl light his smoke for him. He liked how forward she was. 
 
    “Ah, thanks. I needed that,” he said. 
 
    Rebecca studied him for a moment. 
 
    “So, what’s the score?” she asked. 
 
    “Score?” 
 
    “How do you play this place?” 
 
    “You mean get ahead? There’s no vertical movement unless I leave this town, and you don’t want my job, trust me. Everyone’s stuck where they are.” 
 
    “How’s Señor Martínez to work for?” The way she pronounced the title and name made him sure she was at least part Mexican. 
 
    “He’s not the harassing type if that’s what you’re worried about. Devout Catholic and devoted to his wife. Too preoccupied anyway.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much. But it’s nice to be in the presence of a gentleman.” 
 
    Peter laughed. Yeah, he definitely liked this girl. “The boss drinks every night and comes into work in a crap mood. Try to stay away from him for the first couple of hours until he’s had coffee and Alka-Seltzer. And don’t even think of asking for a raise, even after you’ve been here a year. It will not happen.” 
 
    “I’m not staying here a year,” she said, blowing out some smoke and looking out over the empty lot. “We’re going to go on tour.” 
 
    “You’re in a band?” 
 
    “The Anarchrists. We’re a girl punk band.” 
 
    “You mean the Anarchists?” 
 
    “No, the Anarchrists. We’re all ex-Catholic schoolgirls.” 
 
    “Oh.” He decided not to make any of the usual jokes about Catholic school girls. The way Rebecca was looking at him, though, he knew she could read his mind. 
 
    She pulled out her Zippo and showed it to him. The logo which when he had glanced at it previously and taken for a simple anarchist A in a circle, was actually that with a crucifix coming off the apex of the A. All of it was dripping red, like it had been painted in blood. The band’s name was written in the same style below. 
 
    “Awesome! I want an Anarchrists Zippo.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “Well, you’ll get your chance tonight if you come to our concert. We’re playing at The Rig. Follow us on Instagram. All the info is on there.” 
 
    Peter pulled out his phone and found the band’s Instagram feed and subscribed. He noticed it only had 728 followers. Peter wondered how big that tour would be. 
 
    They finished their cigarettes in a silence that felt awkward to Peter but seemed relaxing to Rebecca, and finally Peter said, “Let’s get back inside. It will be a busy day. It’s always a busy day in this place.” 
 
    Peter got Rebecca to work calling suppliers in Mexico. She seemed a natural at that, chatting away in fluent Spanish and getting her work done efficiently. Once he made sure she was settled in, he took on the mountain of paperwork on his desk and dealt with a restaurant owner who came in unannounced. 
 
    That kept him busy until lunch time. The boss hadn’t returned, which was fine by him. Peter summoned up the nerve to go over to Rebecca’s desk. After checking on how things were going, he asked what she was doing for lunch. 
 
    “I brought nothing. What’s close by?” 
 
    “The strip mall down the street had a McDonald’s and a Taco Bell.” 
 
    “Taco Hell, more like it.” 
 
    “Taco Smell. Yeah, I hate fast food too.” 
 
    She put up a finger. “Score one for Peter Whateveryourlastnameis.” 
 
    “Orloff.” 
 
    “Like The Hands of Orloff?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Classic horror film. You gotta see it.” 
 
    “Um, OK. There’s a Thai place not far off, but it’s expensive, and there’s a roach coach two blocks away.” 
 
    Rebecca frowned and Peter realized he had made a mistake. “Roach coaches” was Tucson slang for the vans where Mexicans, often illegal, cooked up food in the back and sold from street corners. 
 
    “Are you insulting my people?” Rebecca asked. Wendy, a secretary sitting at the next desk, glanced up. 
 
    “Um, no… I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “I’m just shitting you. That’s what I call them too. You should have seen your face.” 
 
    Peter let out the breath he had been holding. “Ugh, don’t do that to me. I just got out of college. Everyone was offended by everything.” 
 
    “It’s really hard to offend me. How’s the food there?” 
 
    “I eat there all the time. Let’s go.” 
 
    “I’m driving,” she said. 
 
    Her car was a beat up old Ford with a bent fender and a passenger’s side door Peter could barely open. It had been hit in some collision and had buckled. As Rebecca followed his directions through the neighborhood, Peter could hear a suspicious rattle coming from somewhere, and a grinding sound every time she turned. Peter hoped this wasn’t the vehicle she was going on tour with. She wouldn’t get as far as Phoenix. 
 
    Rosie’s van was parked where it usually was, on a bare strip of land next to a discount used car lot. Two cheap foldup tables and a few plastic chairs comprised her restaurant. 
 
    It didn’t matter. The food was awesome. Peter got his favorite, a carne asada burrito, which came with a side of refried beans and a tiny little green pepper you saved for last. “Good for the digestion,” Rosie always said. Good for scorching your mouth and scouring out your intestines, more like. Peter couldn’t resist. 
 
    Peter greeted Rosie, a constantly moving little Mexican woman with her curls tied up in a hairnet, in his usual mediocre Spanish. Rosie loved it when gringos tried to speak her language, and unlike some suppliers south of the border, she never berated him with a badly pronounced word or a misdeclined verb. The verbs were the worst. Spanish had fourteen tenses plus the imperative, three main verb types, and plenty of irregular verbs. Peter had minored in Spanish and still couldn’t get the subjunctive right. 
 
    Rebecca upstaged him by chatting away in fluent, rapid-fire Spanish that Peter could barely follow. One they got their food, Rosie gave him a smile, eyes twinkling. 
 
    She’s not my girlfriend yet, Rosie, but tonight, well… we’ll see. 
 
    He hoped he wasn’t getting false hope. He hardly knew anything about this girl. She might have a boyfriend or be a lesbian. That would be just his luck. Other than a couple of unsatisfying one-night stands, he had had none since he graduated, and his college girlfriend had moved to Seattle. 
 
    They sat in the sun. Rosie didn’t bother putting up an umbrella for her tables because most of her customers were Mexican workmen who didn’t care. It turned out that Rebecca was twenty and with not much more direction in life than he had. She had taken courses at Pima Community College but didn’t know what to major in. Her real focus was her band. 
 
    “Check this out,” she said, showing him the band’s Instagram feed. The pictures showed her singing on various little stages to small crowds, and there were several shots of their one EP, with the band’s logo as the only cover art. 
 
    “Nice pictures,” Peter said. Actually, they were. Nothing else about the band looked above the amateurish. 
 
    “Yeah, this guy named Daryl at Pima. Photography student. Totally has a crush on me. So, he does the photography for free.” Peter shifted in his seat, feeling uncomfortable. Then her eyes lit up. “Oh, hey, you followed us. I’ll follow you back.” 
 
    She went to his feed and scrolled through the photos. Most were desert scenes, including several of a ghost town he and his roommate Goran had visited. 
 
    “Wow, where is that?” 
 
    “Right here in Pima County. It’s an old mining town that went bust a century ago. There is a lot out in the desert. Someone would hit a little strike of gold, and a bunch of other prospectors would rush in hoping to make it rich. Sometimes the vein lasted for a while, but most of the time it would play out in a few years and everyone would leave. The ones that mined copper lasted longer. There’s a lot more copper in Arizona than gold or silver. But even those towns usually died after a while. My roommate Goran loves going to those things and sometimes he takes me along.” 
 
    “Goran? That’s a weird name.” 
 
    “It gets weirder. His full name is Goran Knežević. Took me ages to learn how to pronounce it. His parents are from Serbia. Actually Yugoslavia. They left during the civil war in the Nineties.” 
 
    “Sounds like an interesting guy, does he have a girlfriend?” Rebecca asked with a little smile. Was she teasing him? Did that count as a flirtation or just being a bitch? 
 
    “Yeah, he’s got a steady girlfriend. This woman named Tracy. They’re sloppy in love.” 
 
    Actually, Tracy was just a girl he occasionally slept with. They weren’t exclusive. No need for Rebecca to know, though. 
 
    The rest of the day passed in anticipation of what might happen that evening. There was too much work at the office to spend much time talking with Rebecca, but his heart soared when she told him at quitting time to come to the concert that night. Didn’t ask him, told him. Peter would happily take that order. 
 
    Peter came home to find Goran had already left for his evening shift. The guy wouldn’t be back until one in the morning. Too bad. Peter wanted to brag. 
 
    As he headed to the bathroom, he passed the open door to Goran’s room and stopped. All the drawers of the dresser and desk were open, and a bunch of clothes and papers lay scattered all over the floor. His closet door was open too, and it was a mess inside with half the shirts and jackets off their hangers. Goran was usually tidy. 
 
    Peter’s first instinct was that they had been robbed, but the TV was still in the living room. The front door had been locked too. Peter went into his own room and saw everything looked normal. His laptop sat on his desk where he had left it. He shrugged. Goran must have been in a hurry looking for something. He’d ask about it later. 
 
    He took a shower, decided against wearing any cologne, and dressed in jeans and a Black Flag t-shirt. He didn’t like most punk music but liked some of Henry Rollins’ spoken word, especially his motivational stuff. Too bad it hadn’t worn off on him more, Peter thought bitterly. He spent the early evening watching punk videos on YouTube so he wouldn’t sound completely ignorant around Rebecca and her friends. 
 
    At last it was time to go. Peter headed out, heart beating fast. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
   The concert took place at a place called The Rig, a dark bar on the west side with an interior fitted out to look like an oil rig. Metal bars crisscrossed the ceiling, and the tables were oil barrels. Hardhats and various bits of industrial gear hung on the walls. A picture behind the bar showed the bartender, much younger, working on a rig somewhere. 
 
    By the time Peter had paid the five-dollar cover, shouldered his way through the already thick crowd to the bar, and ordered a screwdriver, The Anarchrists were already tuning up on stage. There were four, all girls, all in their early twenties, all wearing red and black. Rebecca didn’t dress any different from she had at work, except for the addition of some heavy eyeliner and blood red lipstick. The Anarchrists’ logo was painted on a black sheet hanging at the back of the stage, right next to an Islamic State flag. 
 
    Peter blinked. What the hell was that doing there? 
 
    Then he looked again. The black flag with the white circular writing in the center only looked like the terrorists’ flag. Instead of wavy Arabic letters, the decoration was actually a bunch of white skateboards flying off ramps and down inclines. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked a kid with a red, white, and blue Mohawk who looked too young to be in here. 
 
    “Islamic Skate. A skate punk band from Phoenix. Fucking hardcore.” 
 
    “Hope they don’t get beheaded on YouTube.” 
 
    “They better not,” the kid laughed. “I already put money down in Patreon for their next album.” 
 
    Peter smiled and took his drink closer to the stage. Close but not too close. He didn’t want to get into the mosh pit. There were already some big guys limbering up near the front, looking ready for a fight. 
 
    The band got it together and Rebecca strutted up to the microphone. People cheered. Peter raised his vodka and orange juice to her, but she didn’t look like she saw him. 
 
    “Hello! We’re the Anarchrists!” she shouted, and with no more introduction the band launched into their first song. 
 
    The mosh pit exploded as the drums and bass thudded, the lead guitar wailed, and Rebecca shrieked something incomprehensible but definitely angry into the microphone. Not his kind of music at all, but Peter found himself bobbing along to it. The band was tight, not like a lot of local bands whose timing was always off. These girls had practiced. 
 
    It didn’t hurt that they were hot. Four girls barely out of their teens, all with good bodies, nice faces, and kick ass attitudes? Maybe they really had a future. If he had any money, they might make a good business investment. 
 
    Peter laughed at himself and went for another drink. He’d have no money if he kept up the way he did. 
 
    Ah well, it was a Friday night after a long week and he deserved a little relaxation. He was only twenty-four. He had his whole future ahead of him. 
 
    As long as he could get out from under those damn student loans. 
 
    As the second screwdriver hit, he got more into the music. It was rebellious, defiant, but not despairing. From what little he could make out of the words, Rebecca was angry at a lot of things, but only the right stuff. No unfocused rage like so much of the punk he’d listened to, but songs about how religion was just a power trip and how the capitalist elite had screwed the world and how the younger generation had been left to pick up the mess. He wondered if she really was an anarchist. He saw a lot of anarchist patches on jean jackets in the crowd, but most of the people who wore them looked middle class. The punk scene had a lot of poseurs. He didn’t need to be in the scene to know that. 
 
    He got more into Rebecca too. The way she gyrated on stage, angrily throwing her fist in the air and screaming into the microphone, was sexual without trying to be. The guys in the crowd loved that. The girls lapped it up too looking up to her. Yeah, maybe this band could go places. 
 
    A nerdy guy with thick glasses (wearing a button-down shirt of all things) came on stage and took pictures with an expensive-looking camera. Peter guessed this was Daryl and immediately felt better. No way a babe like Rebecca would go for someone like that. 
 
    The Anarchrists only played a single set, being the opening band for Islamic Skate. The crowd cheered as they walked off, and roared when the headliners came on stage, four guys a little older than Peter. He guessed they’d been around for a while. They tuned up as the lead singer, a skate punk with brawny arms and legs covered in tattoos, talked to the crowd about their upcoming album. 
 
    Rebecca and her band moved over to a small table next to the bar. Through the crowd, Peter could see they were selling merchandise. He headed over there and ended up at the end of a short line. A few people bought CDs or t-shirts. A girl with long hair parted down the middle, one side jet black and the other bright red, gushed to the band about how wonderful they were. Once she had bought a vinyl EP and left, Peter moved forward and was rewarded by Rebecca leaping from her seat and giving him a hug. 
 
    “Hey! You made it. What did you think?” 
 
    “Awesome. You really had the crowd going.” 
 
    Rebecca introduced him to the rest of the band, but he missed all their names as Islamic Skate started in on their first song. They were even louder than The Anarchrists. Peter motioned that he wanted to buy a Zippo and the EP on vinyl and gave the money to the drummer who was handling the cash box. Rebecca shouted something into his ear. All he caught was the word “bar.” Sounded good to him. 
 
    They moved to the far end of the bar where it was a little quieter, meaning they still had to shout, but at least they could hear each other when they shouted. 
 
    “So, when do you go on the tour?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Next month. We’re hitting five cities. Phoenix, Flagstaff, Las Cruces, Albuquerque, and a big show here when we get back. We’re hoping to have our next EP out by then if we have the money. The recording’s all done but we need to press the vinyl and make the CDs. Otherwise we’ll just put it up as an MP3.” 
 
    “Vinyl’s better. You gotta put it out on vinyl.” 
 
    “I know, but all of us have shit jobs. Pressing a record ain’t cheap.” 
 
    “Oh wait, how are you going to go on the tour? Martínez will not give you time off.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “He has to. He’s my uncle.” 
 
    “No shit? He never said.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. He doesn’t like me. Says I’m a lapsed Catholic, which I am. Everyone in the band went to St. Mary’s Catholic High School, and we all ended up smoking, drinking, and running around with boys. He says I’m a lazy sinner.” 
 
    “Are you a lazy sinner?” Peter asked with a smile. 
 
    “No one who runs a band is lazy. But yeah, I’m a sinner.” She said it with pride. 
 
    “If he doesn’t like you, why did he hire you and why do you think he will let you go on tour?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “You got a lot to learn about Mexican families. We bitch at each other and bitch at each other and bitch at each other, but we always have each other’s backs. My father never understood that. He’s Anglo. He split when I was nine.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Rebecca made a face. “Don’t be. I’m not.” 
 
    The bartender came over to them and greeted Rebecca by name. She leaned over the bar, gave him a kiss on the cheek, and ordered two screwdrivers. 
 
    When the drinks came, the bartender gave her a nod and left before Peter could pay. 
 
    “Being a girl has its plus sides,” Rebecca said, raising her glass. Peter did the same with his own. This was his third, and he realized he should pace himself. He took a small sip. Rebecca downed half her glass in a single gulp. 
 
    “This is the only kind of screwdriver I like,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “Is there any other kind?” Peter wondered if he had just missed some dirty joke. 
 
    “The band,” Rebecca said, as if it was obvious. 
 
    “The band?” 
 
    “You know, the British Nazi punk band.” 
 
    “I’m not too up on Nazi punk bands.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    “Are you really an anarchist?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah. We need to smash the state.” 
 
    “I voted for Bernie Sanders in the primaries.” 
 
    “What do you want, a medal? Reformists are just one faction of the capitalist ruling class. They think they can stop the revolution by giving a few scraps to the workers. They don’t give a shit about us.” 
 
    “Um, OK.” 
 
    “It’s too loud in here to talk politics. Tell me more about that stuff you do in the desert. I looked through more of your Instagram. You have some amazing pictures. You should post more.” 
 
    Peter hardly ever used any of his social media accounts. They were filled with images of all the great stuff his old college friends were doing. Kyle had landed a job with a publisher in New York City. Marlene was going to law school. Brandon had taken on managing a surf shop in California. April had opened a pop-up jewelry shop in San Francisco and managed to get featured in a local magazine. And there were more—all these people who had been just like him and were now a step above, several steps above. He didn’t want to see their stories. Of all his friends, only Goran was still in Tucson, still struggling. 
 
    “I kinda think all social media is a waste of time, you know? Well, your stuff isn’t because it’s advertising your band. But yeah, I love the desert. I go hiking almost every weekend if it isn’t too hot. Sometimes I do night hikes when it’s the full moon.” 
 
    “Those ghost towns are really cool. I like the photo you had of the old mine with the little cart on rails right in front.” 
 
    “Yeah, the old Vulture Mine at Vulture City. It’s between Phoenix and Prescott. That’s a really cool place. You can see part of the old stamp mill, a bunch of houses and even the old jail. They have an ironwood tree right next to the jail where they hanged eighteen miners for stealing from the mine. That was a great trip. I went up to visit my parents, they live in Prescott. Goran came along to see some of the sights up there.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s sweet. Did you introduce him to your parents?” 
 
    “Ha ha. He’s a good friend. The best I have left. Everyone else sort of scattered.” 
 
    “That’s what happens, college boy. You got to meet locals like me. I’m Tucson born and raised.” 
 
    “I’m glad I did meet you.” 
 
    She held his eye for a moment, then drained her vodka. 
 
    “Let’s go out for a smoke,” she said. 
 
    “All right.” Peter put his drink down, still mostly full. 
 
    “You gonna leave that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    Rebecca picked it up and downed it. Peter raised an eyebrow. If he had drunk a screwdriver that strong that fast, he would have gagged. He was definitely in the presence of a professional. 
 
    “Now I definitely need a cigarette,” she said, smacking her lips. 
 
    She took him by the hand and led him outside. Several smokers hung out in small circles talking. Rebecca greeted a few people she knew, and they moved a little further away from the door so they could be alone. Peter’s ears rang. 
 
    Rebecca pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Still not bringing your own?” 
 
    “I might have to if I keep drinking vodka at your concerts.” 
 
    “I’m going to be a bad influence on you.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” 
 
    Rebecca dove in and gave him a long, lingering kiss. Their mouths opened and their tongues intertwined. Peter held her close, feeling a tightness in his pants and the exhilarating feel of her body pressed against his. 
 
    She pulled away, gave him a playful slap, and said, “That’s all you get on the first date.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting more,” He said, running his hand through her hair. Smooth and silky, and a bit damp. She had been sweating like crazy under those stage lights. 
 
    “Bullshit you weren’t,” Rebecca said, pulling out a cigarette and putting it in his mouth. 
 
    “Well, not expecting. Hoping, though.” 
 
    “That’s better. I like a man who’s honest.” She put a cigarette in her own mouth. 
 
    “Allow me.” He pulled out his new Anarchrists Zippo and flicked it. Nothing happened except a few sparks. He tried again. Same thing. 
 
    “You have to fill it first,” Rebecca laughed. She pulled out her own and lit for them both. 
 
    They chatted outside for an hour, missing Islamic Skate’s entire first set. Peter found Rebecca great company. She was a little too young, and way too cool for him, but she really seemed to like him too. The liquor and her easy manner loosened his tongue, and he started opening up about his disappointments with college and what came after. 
 
    “I just don’t seem to be going anywhere. I mean, we live in one of the richest countries in the world and I don’t have any opportunities. I’m stuck working for your uncle.” 
 
    “Same here. The band’s really struggling. No way we’re going to get enough money to press the record before we go on tour. That means we’ll miss out on a lot of sales, and we’re dipping into our own money just to keep the band going.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you borrow some from your family?” 
 
    “My mom’s a waitress. My uncles and aunts all hate the band. You wouldn’t believe the amount of nagging I had to endure to get a job at Uncle Juan’s.” 
 
    They talked some more about their frustrated dreams. It was nice to talk to someone who didn’t judge him and hadn’t gotten any further than he had. Peter felt a sense of respect for this girl growing beside the attraction. Unlike him, she had a plan, a dream. He had just been farting around all his life. He’d gone into business because his dad had gone into business and had made a decent living. Peter didn’t really have any dreams of his own. 
 
    They went inside for the second set, drank more, smoked more, and enjoyed another long kiss before Rebecca told him she was going home. The way she said it made it known that what she had said about the limits of a first date still applied even though she had drunk a lot more than him. It was scary the way she could put back vodka. 
 
    Peter drove home carefully. Tucson went to bed early, so there weren’t many cars on the road, and he worried about the cops pulling him over. 
 
    He got to the house without any troubles and parked on the street. Goran’s Jeep was parked in the driveway with the interior light on. As he got out, he noticed the Jeep door was open. 
 
    “Goran?” he asked. He peered into the cab. From the ceiling light he could see the glove compartment was open and its contents strewn all over. Nothing looked like it was missing though. The stereo was still in place and some CDs he kept in a little rack on the dashboard were there too. 
 
    Closing the door to the Jeep, he went to the house. He could see the light in the living room and Goran’s bedroom, both of which faced the street, were lit. 
 
    The front door was unlocked. 
 
    “Goran?” he called after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    The living room was a mess. The coffee table was overturned, a standup lamp was on its side and smashed, and a large red stain had soaked the carpet. 
 
    Drops of the same color made a trail leading to Goran’s bedroom. 
 
    “Goran?” 
 
    Peter followed the trail. Just inside the bedroom door, his roommate lay on his side. He had a large wound in his stomach and a livid cut along his neck. His body was haloed by a large bloodstain on the carpet. No blood issued from the wounds. 
 
    Goran was dead. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    “Did you see anything suspicious when you came home earlier?” 
 
    Peter had answered all the detective’s questions before, but he kept asking them, over and over again. Peter barely noticed. He was too stunned. He sat in the passenger’s seat of a police car drinking bad coffee a cop had given him while a homicide detective went through the questions yet again. 
 
    “I noticed his room was all messed up. The drawers and closet all open and stuff lying all around. I figured he was trying to find something in a hurry.” 
 
    “And you saw no one in the vicinity of your house? No signs of forced entry?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did he have any enemies?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. 
 
    “We found a small bag of marijuana in a box on the television stand. Was that his or yours?” 
 
    That was a new one. Peter paused, then said. “It was his.” 
 
    “Mr. Orloff, we need all the information we can get to try to find the person or persons who murdered your friend. Are you being straight with us?” 
 
    Peter took a deep breath. “It was both of ours. We don’t deal or anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr. Orloff. We have more important things to worry about than an eighth of an ounce of controlled substances. Did your roommate ever use any other drugs?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Were you aware that he had an unlicensed firearm in his possession?” 
 
    Peter stared at the detective, who stuck his head out the window. “Bert, come on over here with the firearm.” 
 
    A policeman walked over and held up a 9mm in a clear plastic evidence bag. He held up another bag with a spare clip and a box of ammunition. 
 
    “I didn’t know he had that,” Peter said. 
 
    Both the cop and the detective studied him for a minute. 
 
    “Is anything stolen from the house?” the detective asked. 
 
    “Not that I’ve seen. Did they take his wallet?” 
 
    “No, they did not. But his phone is missing. Do you know where your roommate’s phone is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We’ll look up his phone company records and put a trace on it. If the perp is dumb enough to still have it, we’ll be able to trace him. You have anywhere to stay?” 
 
    Peter hadn’t thought of that. He couldn’t stay here, but who could he call? He hadn’t made any more friends after the great graduation exodus. He could call just about anyone in a situation like this. No one would say no. Even Martínez wasn’t that much of an asshole. But he didn’t want to put anyone out. Besides, he wanted to be alone. He didn’t want to deal with all the questions that would come from showing up in the middle of the night with such a story. 
 
    “I’ll get a motel,” he said. 
 
    “All right,” the detective said. “We might need to speak to you further so please give us your phone number and don’t leave town.” 
 
    After Peter gave him his number, he opened the door to the police car. 
 
    “Oh, one more thing, Mr. Orloff. You mentioned you were at a concert with a new girl from work. Could you give me her number?” 
 
    Peter stopped with one foot out the door. “What do you need that for?” 
 
    The detective gave him a flat smile. “We just have to cover all angles.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m a suspect? Because her band mates met me too. And the bartender. You can ask them.” 
 
    The flat smile grew flatter. “Nothing to worry about, Mr. Orloff. Simple procedure.” 
 
    Peter gave him Rebecca’s number, heart beating fast. The detective gave him a business card which said, “Detective Thomas Heatwole, Tucson Police Department, Homicide Division.” Beneath was a cell phone and office phone number, plus an email address. 
 
    “We’ll talk to you tomorrow and give you an update. In the meantime, if you think of anything, anything at all about your roommate or tonight’s events, no matter how minor they seem, please get in touch.” 
 
    Peter nodded. Numbly, he passed under the police tape surrounding his house, ignored the stares of several neighbors peeking out their windows, and got into his car, now parked between two patrol cars. 
 
    He drove without thinking where he was going. After a while he found he was headed east. He kept going, passing darkened houses and closed shops, until the blocks broke up into occasional ranch homes, then nothing but desert. He found a pull off and parked, getting out to sit on the hood of his car. Around him was the sweet smell of the desert, the creosote and cacti, the sagebrush and quartz. The stars made a brilliant canopy overhead. Somewhere in the distance a coyote howled. He sat for a long time, thinking nothing, feeling dead, until exhaustion forced him to get back in his car and head back to town. 
 
    He picked the first motel he found, paid for two nights with his credit card, and crashed in his room without really seeing it. Sleep took a long time to come. 
 
    He woke up to the sound of screaming. Peter sat bolt upright, his veins running with ice water. 
 
    “Where’s my money, bitch?” a man’s voice shouted right outside his door. 
 
    “I told you I gave you ever cent I had!” a woman’s voice replied. 
 
    Peter crept to the window. The bent Venetian blinds allowed him to peek out. 
 
    A woman in a red miniskirt and matching halter top stood opposite a tough-looking guy with way too many tattoos. 
 
    “You say you only did three tricks? I know you did a fourth. There was that Hummer that stopped for you at two o’clock. I was sitting in the diner and saw you get in, you lying bitch!” 
 
    Peter turned away and looked at his hotel room. He’d been too much in shock to really notice it the night before. He’d gotten a real dump. The bed was sagging. The carpet made him glad he had fallen asleep with his socks on, and he saw some suspicious stains on the wall that he decided he wouldn’t think about. 
 
    Then he realized he had another night in this place. 
 
    He heard a smack outside and a woman wailing. Frowning, he opened his hotel room door. 
 
    The pimp turned and looked at him. His hooker held her face and bawled like a baby. 
 
    “What the fuck are you looking at?” the pimp demanded. 
 
    Peter looked him in the eye. “Don’t hit women.” 
 
    The pimp cocked his head. “Bitch, you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Fucking college boy, you don’t tell me what to—” 
 
    The hooker grabbed his arm. “Spike, come on. Remember what the judge said. We can’t have this right now.” 
 
    The pimp spat on the ground. “This is your lucky day, college boy. My bitch is talking sense for once.” 
 
    The pimp strutted away. His girl clung to him. They rounded the corner of the ugly motel and disappeared. 
 
    Peter slammed the door and felt a cold wash of fear. Why had that guy backed down so quickly? He was bigger than Peter and had probably been in way more fights than he had. 
 
    Peter shuffled into the bathroom to take a shower, and in the cracked mirror he saw why. 
 
    His hair was a mess, and his face was drawn. His bloodshot eyes had dark black circles around them, but also glittered with a fierce fire. 
 
    I look crazy. 
 
    Who wouldn’t be after last night? 
 
    Peter took a long, hot shower, letting the water soothe his tense muscles. As he did, he tried to make sense of what had happened. Who would have killed Goran? And why? It hadn’t been a robbery although apparently the murderer took his phone. The stereo and TV were still there, and Peter’s laptop was sitting on his desk. They hadn’t even stolen Goran’s gun. 
 
    His gun. 
 
    Goran had never told him he kept a gun in the house. 
 
    Why not? He used to brag how his father and uncles taught him how to shoot. They had all been veterans of the Yugoslavian civil war. Goran talked about that war a lot and other wars. He was always watching documentaries about Iraq or Afghanistan and bragging about what he’d do if he were a soldier there. You’d think a gun nut would show off the fact he owned a gun. And he had never brought his gun along when he had taken Peter along on his trips to ghost towns and old mines. They could have used the protection. You met some weird people out in the desert. Plus, there were the rattlesnakes. The most poisonous creatures in the desert just loved to cool themselves in old buildings and the entrances to mineshafts. 
 
    What had Goran been involved with, for someone to come and kill him? 
 
    Thank God he’d been at that concert. Most Saturday nights he was already in bed asleep by the time Goran came home. If he hadn’t met Rebecca and hurt his ears listening to punk music all night, he’d be lying on the floor all bloody too. 
 
    He turned the heat up in the shower. Already the bathroom air was thick with steam even though the door was open. It relaxed his body and soothed his mind. Goran’s loss left an aching pain inside him. He’d never known someone who had died. Well, two of his grandparents, but they had died in nice clean hospital beds in their eighties, not bleeding to death on the floor after being stabbed. 
 
    But why? What had Goran been up to? Was it something at the bar? He worked at Chelsea’s, a high-end bar downtown for the suits and social climbers. It didn’t seem like the kind of place for mob connections or drug running or anything like that. 
 
    But what did Peter know? With all those rich clients, maybe it was the perfect place for drug dealing. Was that what happened? Did Goran end up on the wrong end of a drug deal? 
 
    Somehow that didn’t seem to fit. Goran smoked weed, sure, but he’d never seen him take anything worse. He was more of a drinker, and a heavy drinker at that. 
 
    “This is nothing,” he’d say on his fifth vodka. “You should see how we drink at my cousins’ house in Serbia!” 
 
    Plus, Goran never acted secretive about anything. There were no midnight callers, no packages being slipped into his room. He was upfront about everything. Peter even knew his phone code. Goran would open his phone while sitting right next to him without trying to hide it. Peter hadn’t actively tried to find out the guy’s phone code, he had no need to, but he couldn’t help but notice. A big Z. Easy. 
 
    Had the killer someone he knew who had noticed that code too? Was that why it was the only thing missing from the house? Detective Heatwole had mentioned his wallet hadn’t been stolen. The killer hadn’t even taken his money. 
 
    Besides work, what else could Goran have been up to? He knew a few local Serbs, both Serbian-Americans and immigrants. He’d mentioned some Serbian cafe and grocery store he went to sometimes to buy sausages and cookies from the “mother country”. Things like that. Had it been someone in the Serbian community? 
 
    A girl? He had a lot of one-night stands. Bartenders met lots of women. Maybe someone got jealous, killed him, and stole the phone because it had incriminating photos of the girl? Goran bragged a lot about his sex life, something that always made Peter feel depressed by way of comparison, but he had never mentioned sleeping with someone’s girlfriend or wife. Goran was a decent guy and Peter doubted he would do that, at least not knowingly. 
 
    What else? What else? 
 
    There were all those trips to the desert to check out abandoned mines and ghost towns. He was crazy about Old West history. Peter enjoyed that too, but Goran was the real nut about it. Peter only went on about a quarter of the trips Goran made. Working nights, Goran often made his trips during the day, or headed out for overnights in the desert, bringing along a tent and a Sterno stove. Had he been doing something other than exploring Arizona’s past? 
 
    The wailing of an alarm jolted Peter out of his reverie, spiking into his ears and sending him into a panic. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   Peter stumbled out of the shower, slipped and almost fell on the slick tile, and burst into the bedroom. 
 
    It was the fire alarm. Steam had filled the bedroom and had set it off. He grabbed a towel, put it around his waist, and hurried to open the door and window. 
 
    The fire alarm still shrieked. Peter ran back to the bathroom, got a second towel, and flapped it by the door to circulate the air. 
 
    An Indian man appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “What is going on here? What are you doing to my motel?” 
 
    “Sorry, got a bit steamy in the shower.” 
 
    Cursing under his breath in some foreign language, the man stepped into the room, put a chair under the fire alarm, climbed up, and yanked the battery out. The siren cut off. Peter could still hear the ringing in his ears though. 
 
    “Stop messing around,” the manager said. “Hot water costs money. Aren’t you clean enough by now?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “This is a respectable establishment.” 
 
    The manager walked out, taking the battery with him. 
 
    Peter sighed and closed the window and door. He went back to the tub and washed his feet. Just crossing the bedroom had stuck all sorts of unidentifiable junk onto the soles. 
 
    Peter got dressed, taking deep breaths to calm himself down. That alarm had nearly given him a heart attack. 
 
    So now what? It was only ten in the morning. He didn’t want to go back home. The detective said the crime scene investigation unit would be done by morning and he could go back to the house if he wanted, but that was the last thing he wanted to do. He supposed he’d need to talk with the landlord. The cops would have informed him, but the landlord, actually some big property company, would want to hear it from him too. There was no work until Monday, thankfully. He couldn’t face that damn office right now. 
 
    Peter ended up sitting on the end of the bed for more than an hour, the events of the previous night running over and over in his mind until his phone rang. 
 
    It was Rebecca. 
 
    “Hey, how you doing? Want to get some brunch?” 
 
    Something about that bright, chipper voice brought everything back from the previous evening. Suddenly he burst into tears and the story of what happened poured out of him. He sat there on a lumpy bed in a cheap motel sobbing like a baby while he told a near stranger about how his roommate had been murdered. 
 
    They met at a diner close to his motel. By the time she arrived, he had gotten himself together and sat slumped in a booth nursing a coffee. 
 
    She came in wearing black jeans, boots, and an Anarchrists t-shirt. Peter noticed in a detached way she looked as hot as she had been the previous night. Not that he was interested right now. 
 
    Rebecca gave him a long hug and sat down next to him, keeping her arm around him. Peter recounted what happened the previous night in a more coherent way that he had over the phone. They ordered and ate. 
 
    “Are you scared?” Rebecca asked after a long silence. 
 
    The question took him aback. 
 
    “No. I mean, it scared me at the time, but why would I be now?” 
 
    “What if they came back looking for whatever they were trying to find the first time?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You said Goran’s room was all messed up. What if he didn’t mess it up himself? What if someone came looking for something, didn’t find it, and waited for him to come back home?” 
 
    Peter went cold. “I would have noticed if someone was hiding in the house.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. And they didn’t have to be in the house. They could have waited outside in a car. They let you go in and out because you weren’t the target.” 
 
    “The murderer could have been watching me?” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. 
 
    “But wait, why didn’t they steal his gun?” Peter asked. “They wouldn’t have wanted him to have that if they were planning on jumping him.” 
 
    “Maybe he had it with him.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t he use it?” 
 
    “Maybe they got the jump on him. Or maybe it was someone he knew and trusted. You said there was no sign of forced entry.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “Too many maybes. I don’t know. You could be right. We know nothing, though. The cops will figure it out. That detective seemed pretty smart.” 
 
    “The Tucson PD? Are you serious? Those guys are a joke.” 
 
    Peter shrugged. There had been a couple of cases of corruption lately, and a few embarrassing screw ups. 
 
    Rebecca nudged him. “Remember that time they were searching for a stolen van and they discovered it had been parked for a week next to a police station?” 
 
    Peter smiled. “Yeah, that was pretty weak. But seriously, this homicide detective looked like he knew his stuff. Oh, he asked for your number. I think he wants to check my story.” 
 
    “Me and the girls will back you up. Stan will too. He’s the bartender you met. Don’t sweat it. So, what are you going to do now?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I have a motel for tonight. I can’t go back to the house. I guess I’ll have to eventually, though. I can’t afford to stay in a motel forever, even the cheap place I got. Oh hell.” 
 
    Peter had just thought of something. 
 
    “What?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I need to get some clothes. I’m wearing yesterdays. I must go back to the house. I was so messed up last night I didn’t even take my toothbrush.” 
 
    Rebecca put a hand on his. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    Peter looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Would you?” he pleaded. 
 
    She nodded. “No problem.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. You barely know me and I’m dumping all this stuff on you.” 
 
    “I’m a good judge of people, and I can tell you’re a really good guy, Peter Orloff.” 
 
    Peter gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks.” 
 
    They drove to the house, Rebecca following in her beat-up old Ford. Peter could hear it rumbling behind him. 
 
    A police car was parked in front of the house. Yellow crime scene tape sealed off the entire lot, held in place by steel rods the cops had hammered into the earth. Goran’s Jeep was still in the driveway. Peter and Rebecca parked in the street. 
 
    As they approached, a policeman got out of the patrol car. 
 
    “Are you Peter Orloff?” 
 
    “Yes. I came to get some things from the house.” 
 
    “May I see some identification, please?” 
 
    Peter showed him his driver’s license. 
 
    “Are you guys done in there?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Pretty much. The investigative team has already dusted for prints and everything, but they’re coming over again in a bit. They wanted to take another look through the victim’s room, so just stay out of there.” 
 
    Peter shuddered. “I wasn’t planning on going in. Has his family been notified?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you give me their number? I should probably talk to them.” Peter had never met any of Goran’s relatives. 
 
    “I’m not authorized to do that, sir.” 
 
    “Could you at least give them my number?” 
 
    “Sure.” The policeman took it down and promised to forward it to them. 
 
    Peter turned to Rebecca. “You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “It’s OK.” 
 
    Together they ducked under the crime scene tape and went to the front door. Peter took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and unlocked it. 
 
    The bloodstain on the living room carpet made him wince. The stain had faded a little as it dried, otherwise it looked the same. Rebecca spotted it a moment later and put her hand to her mouth. Gripping each other tight, they moved to the bedroom. Peter couldn’t help but look at Goran’s room. 
 
    The carpet was stained there too, along with a ghost of his roommate in the form of an outline of his body in white tape. 
 
    Peter went into his room. Rebecca stayed in the hallway, stunned and pale. Peter grabbed his laptop, and a couple of days’ worth of clothing, and stuffed them in an old backpack he had used when he had been a student. Then he went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and collected his toiletries. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Peter said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Rebecca’s voice came out dry, almost strangled. 
 
    Peter left the house with a great sigh of relief. He stood for a moment, face turned to the sky, letting the warm Arizona sun bathe him. 
 
    “Come over to my place,” he heard Rebecca say. “You shouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    “I don’t want to trouble you.” 
 
    “You’re not. Come on.” 
 
    It turned out her place wasn’t far. She lived in a two-bedroom apartment in a nice apartment complex of adobe-faced concrete buildings surrounding a pool and a jacuzzi. Palm trees stood here and there beside the paved sidewalks. 
 
    “Nice place,” Peter said, wondering how she could afford it. 
 
    “Crowded,” she said. “The whole band lives in the apartment. I have to share a room.” 
 
    “You guys must be close.” 
 
    “Too close. We all went to the same school together and were the misfits. We’re all atheists, which didn’t go over with Sister Mary well. Actually, Angela is only an agnostic. She’s always been wishy-washy.” 
 
    The inside of the apartment was cluttered with music instruments, heaps of CDs and records, and stacks of the band’s products. One of the bedroom doors was closed. 
 
    “Brigitte works night,” Rebecca said in a low voice. “She’ll be asleep for another couple of hours. Looks like the others are out. Angela usually crashes at her boyfriend’s house all weekend. Want a beer?” 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m a bit hung over from last night.” 
 
    “Probably not in the mood, either,” she said, putting a hand on his cheek. 
 
    Rebecca made them some spaghetti, and then they watched a movie. Peter couldn’t pay attention. He realized Rebecca was trying to get his mind off things, but that was impossible. The screen flickered in front of his eyes and he couldn’t even focus on the images. 
 
    He only realized he had nodded off when he jerked awake. The movie had finished, and Rebecca was sitting beside him reading. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead.” 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “A couple of hours. You didn’t even wake up when Brigitte got up and left. Oh, that detective called me like you said he would. Asked a few questions about how long you were at the bar. I think he was happy with my answers. Want some coffee?” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks,” Peter said, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    Peter watched as she spooned the grounds into the coffeemaker. There was something about the casual way she did it that put him at ease, like taking care of him just came naturally. 
 
    “Thanks for being so nice,” he said. 
 
    “Looks like you need it right now. Is there anyone you need to call?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “I guess I should call my landlord. And I’ll need to check in with the detective.” 
 
    “I mean friends. They’re probably worried about you. The murder was on the news, you know. I saw it on TV after you nodded off.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “Nothing you don’t already know. You better call everyone so they know you’re OK.” 
 
    Peter thought for a moment and realized that there was no one down here who cared enough to be concerned anyway. A couple of drinking buddies he hung out with down at the bar at the Hotel Congress. A few friends of Goran he barely knew. Everyone else he knew was gone. Until now he hadn’t realized how much his social life had collapsed since he had graduated. He’d been so busy trying to get somewhere with work, and so frustrated at getting nowhere, that he hadn’t really noticed that he only had one friend left in town. 
 
    And now that friend was dead. 
 
    Peter sat, feeling the tears brim up again. Rebecca came over and kissed him on the forehead. 
 
    “Sorry,” he rasped. “I’m being a big pain. I should go.” 
 
    “You are kidding?” she replied, rubbing his back. “You don’t need to go.” 
 
    She glanced in the direction of the bedroom. “You know, I rarely get the apartment to myself, it would be a shame to waste it” 
 
    Her hands strayed downward. 
 
    “Rebecca, I’m…” 
 
    “Not in the mood. Of course you’re not. Want to trade topless back rubs?” 
 
    That actually pulled a laugh from him. She had a strange way of making him laugh. How could he possibly say no? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
   Being with her was pressure-free and easy. It surprised him to find himself getting hard, but he didn’t want to try anything beyond the back rub. His hands didn’t even stray beyond her back to her small but beautifully pert breasts. Peter felt that would be a betrayal of his friend somehow, although knowing Goran, if his ghost was floating above them, he’d probably be encouraging him to get all he could. 
 
    After they had finished, they lay in a warm, contented heap until Peter’s phone rang. He grumbled an apology and answered it. 
 
    “Mr. Orloff? It’s Detective Heatwole from the TPD.” 
 
    “Oh, hello.” 
 
    “We have a few questions for you. Would you be able to come down to the station?” 
 
    “Um, sure.” 
 
    The detective gave the address of the station. Peter kissed goodbye to Rebecca, who wouldn’t let him leave until he promised to call her that evening, and he headed out. 
 
    The police station was a grimy old concrete building overly lit with florescent lights. It reminded Peter of the Department of Motor Vehicles except it was full of cops and criminals. Some drunk guy in handcuffs with one eye swollen shut had thrown up on the floor of the waiting room. 
 
    Luckily, Peter only had to wait a few minutes before Detective Heatwole came out to the waiting room, shook his hand in a formal manner and ushered him into a small office overflowing with files. A battered old metal desk took up much of the space, covered with paperwork and an out of date computer. Peter took a seat in an uncomfortable plastic chair while the detective sat behind his desk, folded his hands, and studied him for a moment. 
 
    “So how are you holding up, Mr. Orloff?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “Still pretty shocked to be honest.” 
 
    “You are staying with friends?” 
 
    “No. I thought about going to Prescott and staying with my folks, but you didn’t want me to leave town. I’m staying at a motel.” 
 
    “Which motel?” 
 
    Peter paused. Why would he care? “The Desert Vista on east 22nd Street.” 
 
    The detective then had Peter run through the events of the night of the murder. Peter felt confused. He’d gone over this a bunch of times already. Why was he asking again? 
 
    Then the detective changed the script. 
 
    “Were you aware that Goran Knežević had several arrests for criminal trespassing?” 
 
    Peter blinked. “No, I didn’t know that. Where did he go?” 
 
    Detective Heatwole’s gaze turned to his computer screen. 
 
    “Once in the steam tunnels under the University of Arizona, another time in the abandoned Sonora Shopping Center, and twice on private property in the desert.” 
 
    “Oh. He was into old ghost towns and stuff. He was probably exploring some.” 
 
    The detective fixed his gaze on him. “That explains the two counts in the desert. Both reports showed him to be making unauthorized access to historic ruins, but it doesn’t explain the two counts in the city of Tucson.” 
 
    Peter had nothing to say to that. Detective Heatwole went on. 
 
    “It sounds like he did this often. Did you ever go with him on any of these trips, Mr. Orloff?” 
 
    Peter almost said no, then realized that if he got caught in a lie, he’d be under suspicion. Goran had loved to take photos with his phone when they were out there, and he had been in some of those photos—posing in the doorway of a dilapidated old saloon, next to an abandoned mineshaft, holding up rusting equipment. If they accessed Goran’s Google Photos, they’d know all about it. 
 
    Hell, they didn’t even have to do that. All they had to do was check Peter’s own Instagram account. It was private, but a court order would take care of that. 
 
    And the way the detective was looking at him, they had almost certainly thought of that already. 
 
    “Yeah, I went to some of the ghost towns. We never trespassed though. We only went to places on public property. I didn’t know he was sneaking into places in town.” 
 
    That second part, at least, was true. While they had trespassed several times on private property out in the desert, Goran had never mentioned he was doing urban exploration. 
 
    That was strange. Any time his roommate went somewhere without him, he’d always tell him all about and show off his pictures. 
 
    The detective studied him a moment, then asked. “Are you sure he never told you about his firearm?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “No. He never once mentioned that. I never saw it.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet any of Mr. Knežević’s family?” 
 
    “No. They all live in Phoenix. He was born and raised there.” 
 
    The detective cocked his head. “Records show he was born here in Tucson. He lived here all his life except for his four years of high school when he apparently went to Serbia.” 
 
    Peter stared. Goran had always talked about growing up in Phoenix. He had even talked about his school. It was a real school; one Peter had heard of. They had talked about Phoenix a lot and had even gone up there a couple of times. Goran knew the city well. And while he had mentioned several trips to visit cousins in Serbia, he had never told Peter that he had gone to school there or spent four years of his adolescence there. 
 
    Goran had been lying to him about his past for years. 
 
    In stuttering speech, Peter relayed all this to the detective, who listened attentively. When he was done, Detective Heatwole was silent for a moment, and then said, 
 
    “That’s all for now, Mr. Orloff. Thank you for your cooperation. We’ll look into all this. I’ll call you in the next day or two. Will you be staying at the same motel during that time?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “And where do you work?” 
 
    Peter told him. The detective even asked for Señor Martínez’s phone number and his parents’ phone number in Prescott. Then he gave him a handshake lacking in any warmth and sent him on his way. 
 
    Peter left with the distinct impression that the detective suspected him of hiding something. 
 
    But more confusing was the fact that Goran had hidden something—almost everything—from him. 
 
    He and Goran had met at a party of a mutual friend back in sophomore year. A little while later that mutual friend had organized a hike, they had both gone on. They had hit it off, both sharing their love of the desert and its unique history. While most guys their age had no interest in the past, they had visited Native American ruins together, and some more easily accessible ghost towns like Ruby and Jerome. 
 
    Goran had always been the more enthusiastic explorer of the two and went on many trips alone. Peter was just as interested in going on a simple hike through the desert to see the diverse plants and animals it contained or climbing the rugged slopes of the region’s mountains. Goran only looked at these hikes as pleasant paths to what he really wanted to see—the old ruins. He had certainly been good company. Peter had learned a lot about life in Serbia and the Serbian-American community in Phoenix. Goran had talked about all of that in an extensive, and consistent, detail. 
 
    How much of that had been a lie? What was Goran hiding? 
 
    He sat in his car in the police station parking lot trying to figure it all out and came up with nothing. At last he called the property manager at the rental company that owned the house. She had been informed about the murder of course and kept saying how sorry she was and how everyone at the company was so shocked and saddened. David let that roll by. The woman had never learned how to say Goran’s name correctly. After a minute they got down to business. She apologized that they didn’t have any other properties available. Considering the circumstances, they would allow him to break his lease and still get back his security deposit if he wanted to move out. In the meantime, they would replace the carpeting as soon as the police let them. So far, they hadn’t had any indication of when that would be. 
 
    Peter thanked her and asked her to keep him informed. It looked like he was stuck in that dump of a motel for a while. He could always move, but $35 a night was almost more than he could afford already, and he wouldn't find any a nicer place at that price. He only hoped he didn’t bump into that pimp again. 
 
    Then he noticed he still hadn’t changed. He had been so distracted at Rebecca’s house he had forgotten to do so. He drove back to the motel to put on some new clothes. Then he’d try to take a nap and call Rebecca later. 
 
    When he got back to the motel, he found they hadn’t cleaned his room. That didn’t exactly surprise him. He took a thirty second shower to get the grime of his old clothes off him and then he changed. He sat on the edge of the tub to put on his socks. 
 
    As he put on the second one, he flinched, jerked his foot out, and dropped the sock. 
 
    He had felt something hard and pointed inside. Sometimes scorpions hid inside clothing. Gingerly he poked the sock with the end of his toothbrush. There didn’t seem to be anything inside. Curious, he turned it inside out. 
 
    An SD card fell out, followed by a tiny slip of paper. 
 
    He picked them up with nervous curiosity. He hadn’t put those in there. 
 
    The piece of paper, barely half the size of a postage stamp, had writing in tiny letters, 
 
    “NO COPS," 
 
    It was Goran’s handwriting. 
 
    He held up the SD card. Had this been in Goran’s phone? Did he know they were coming for him and wanted to hide something? 
 
    Peter got dressed, sat on his bed, and got his own phone out of his pocket. 
 
    As a precaution, he turned off roaming data as well as his WIFI. Whatever was on this thing, he didn’t want there to be the slightest chance of someone else seeing it. Peter had a feeling that Goran died for what was on this card, and for some reason his roommate hadn’t wanted it to involve the police. 
 
    He slipped the SD card into his phone and checked the files. 
 
    They were all photos, almost a hundred of them. Some showed desert landscapes while others showed crumbling old adobe and clapboard structures. Several showed the entrances to mine shafts. 
 
    It looked like a lot of image galleries they had made on their trips. The only difference was that he recognized none of these places. 
 
    Wait, there was another difference. The photos all showed buildings or mine entrances, or landscape features that appeared again in the background of the shots of structures. There were no images of old mining equipment or other artifacts. Goran had loved those bits of the past. Peter remembered how his roommate had been psyched to see a pair of dusty old whiskey bottles on the counter of the old saloon at Vulture City. He must have taken twenty shots of just those bottles, and twenty more of some faded old cans sitting on a shelf at the general store. 
 
    There were no shots like that here, even though in the background or edge of some photos he saw items Goran would have been interested in, like parts of a nineteenth-century stamp mill for breaking up ore, and the frame of an old brass bed. 
 
    He also noticed that each of the buildings had been photographed at three different angles, no more and no less. The mineshafts only had one image each. 
 
    So, what were these photos? 
 
    He checked the metadata on them and found that all of them had been taken in the past two months. Crosschecking with his calendar, he found what he suspected, that all of them had been taken on trips during the week, when Peter hadn’t been able to come along. Judging from the dates there were five different trips involved, including six sites. One day Goran had gone to two different sites and judging from a recognizable hill in the background they had been two sites spaced closely together. 
 
    He noticed the location data had been erased, or never switched on. Goran had wanted to record these sites in this mysterious way but hide their location to anybody else. 
 
    Anybody else but Peter. Goran had known Peter would be able to figure out where these were, given enough time. 
 
    And Peter knew just how to do it. 
 
    But first he had to go back to the scene of Goran’s killing. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   The police car was no longer parked in front of the house and the crime scene tape had been removed. Peter supposed that meant they had finished their investigations. Now the property company would replace the carpeting and the house would look the same as it had before. Peter could live there or move out and someone else would move in who wouldn’t know what had happened there. The neighbors would talk about the murder for a while, but eventually they would move away too. Then no one in the neighborhood would remember the Serbian-American with the hard-to-pronounce last name who had been stabbed to death in his own home. His tragedy would become remembered only to a few. For the rest of the world, it would be a forgotten item in an old newspaper. Goran, who had so loved history, would become an unimportant part of it. 
 
    Peter winced as he looked at his little one-story house. From the outside it looked just the same as before. But it would never be the same for him. He’d have to move. 
 
    But right now, he had more important things to take care of. 
 
    Goran owned a collection of books on Southwest history and ghost towns. He also had a map marked up with the places he had been and places he still wanted to see. Goran had shown him that map plenty of times and it was covered with marks. No site was too small or seemingly insignificant to escape his interest. Isolated ranches, lone mines that had played out within a year, adobe villages from the Mexican era now all but melted back into the earth, it all captured his attention. 
 
    He had to get that map. He had to get those books. 
 
    But when he entered the house, trying not to see the stain on the living room carpet and averting his eyes as he stepped over the huge dark blot in the doorway to Goran’s bedroom, he found the books were all missing. 
 
    Peter stared at the bookshelf in disbelief. All his other books were there—his books on military history, his action novels, a few old textbooks, but all the books on Southwestern history were gone. 
 
    Wait, no. Not all were gone. His books on Native Americans remained. Only the books on ghost towns and mining were gone. The map, which had been stuck in an old book on mining history published in the 1920s, was gone as well. 
 
    Whoever had killed him had wanted whatever information was in those books, and whatever information was in the SD card Goran had hidden in Peter’s sock. They knew what they had been looking for. 
 
    But what was that? What could be out in some overgrown old ruins that would make Goran live a secret life? What made him worry so much was that they would come for him that he had hidden the SD card where Peter would eventually find it, with a warning not to go to the police? If Goran thought he was in danger why didn’t he go to the police himself? 
 
    Peter went into his own room and gave it a thorough search. Nothing was missing. Whoever had killed Goran had obviously known Goran was keeping secrets from him, otherwise they would have ransacked his room too. That meant that Goran knew the people who came here. When he had come home and found the place searched, and probably his books and map already missing, he knew they were onto him and hid the SD card in Peter’s sock, warning him not to go to the cops. 
 
    But if he thought he was in danger, why go off to work like nothing happened, and then come back here? 
 
    Or had he gone to work? Peter didn’t know that for sure. In fact, he knew nothing. 
 
    As Peter left the house, he stood at the front door and gave the street outside a good examination. It had always looked so mundane to him, just a bunch of one-story little boxes in a poor side of town. A few of the yards had been made green with collections of cacti, a palm tree gave a spot of shade here and there, but otherwise it looked like so many other neighborhoods in this city. 
 
    Now, though, it had taken on an eerie menace. It wouldn’t be long before whoever took Goran’s books and phone would realize they didn’t have all the information they needed. Those pictures on the SD card held the key, otherwise Goran wouldn’t have hidden it in a place he felt sure the murderers wouldn’t think to look. 
 
    But sooner or later those murderers would realize they were missing a piece of the puzzle. Sooner or later they would come looking for it. 
 
    Looking for him. 
 
    Peter shuddered. Perhaps he should drive straight over to the police department and tell Detective Heatwole everything. Then he could get the hell out of town. Go back to Prescott or go camping in the middle of nowhere until this whole thing was taken care of. 
 
    NO COPS 
 
    Those had been Goran’s last words to him. It had been a warning. If Goran had survived the night, no doubt he would have snuck into Peter’s room and retrieved it, so he knew if Peter read his message, they would be words from beyond the grave. The message was not some selfish tactic to keep Goran out of trouble with the law, but a warning to Peter personally. 
 
    So why was going to the police dangerous? And why hadn’t Goran written a longer message explaining fully? 
 
    Maybe he didn’t have enough time. 
 
    Then why not call or text? Did he think his communications were being monitored? 
 
    It was now evening. Rebecca wanted him to call her, but he had something to look into first. 
 
    He headed downtown. 
 
    Chelsea’s was on the ground floor of one of Tucson’s few skyscrapers, if a building with only twenty stories could properly be called a skyscraper. Situated in the heart of Tucson’s office district, it was one of those places with all glass on the exterior, so everyone passing by could see who was inside drinking overpriced martinis and cocktails. 
 
    This wasn’t Peter’s sort of place at all, even if he could have afforded it. As he entered wearing his jeans and t-shirt, he felt underdressed amid all the guys in their suits and the women in their expensive dresses. 
 
    Why are the guys all looking like they‘ve came from the office? Peter wondered. It’s Saturday night. 
 
    Peter made his way past the dark wooden tables, shivering a little at the overpowered air conditioning. He had only been here once before, but he recognized the manager standing behind the bar chatting with a female bartender. 
 
    The guy’s name was Roger. Goran had talked about him. Reasonably nice guy who didn’t mind Goran flirting with the women who came in here as long as he didn’t get too obvious about it and didn’t give them free drinks. Roger had a thing against giving free drinks. Even Chelsea’s birthday special only got you a drink at half price. 
 
    As Peter stepped up to the bar, Roger, and the bartender turned to him. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” they both said. 
 
    “You’re Roger, right? I’m Peter Orloff, Goran’s roommate.” 
 
    Both of their faces fell. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Roger said. 
 
    “He was such a nice guy,” the bartender added, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said, his voice coming out hoarse. He cleared his throat and looked at Roger. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    “Sure. Come to my office.” 
 
    Roger directed him to the back of the bar and through a door marked private. They ended up in a windowless office with spare furniture and no decoration on the walls except a couple of calendars from beer companies. The contrast with the sumptuous public part of the bar was like night and day. 
 
    Peter took a seat in a plain wooden chair in front of the desk. Roger, instead of going behind it to his own seat, sat on another chair right beside Peter. 
 
    “We’re all really broken up about this. He was a great guy. If there’s anything we can do, just ask.” 
 
    “Well, actually I was trying to figure out a bit more about why he was killed. The police don’t have any solid leads yet. Did Goran ever mention any troubles to you? Did he look nervous last night?” 
 
    Roger shook his head. “As a matter of fact, he never came in last night. It was the first time he had missed a shift since he caught the flu last winter, and the only time he didn’t call to say he couldn’t make it. We called him but got no answer.” 
 
    “Really? I came home from work around 5:30 and he was gone, I figured he had gone to work. He didn’t come back before nine when I went to a concert. When I came back at about one in the morning, he was already dead.” 
 
    “That’s strange. The police were asking about that. The initial report stated that he had been stabbed to death around eleven at night, well after he should have been here and after we had called him a number of times.” 
 
    Peter paused. So, Goran had gone out at some point in the day after Peter had left for work, came home to find his room ransacked, and then left again but didn’t go to work. So, he was out all day and at least part of the night. But then he came home even though he knew someone had searched his room. 
 
    That made no sense. 
 
    Peter asked a few more questions about whether Goran had been acting strangely, or if anyone unusual had come to see them, even if there had been any rude customers, but the bar manager could only answer with a shrug. He was obviously as confused over Goran’s death as Peter was. 
 
    Realizing he was getting nowhere, Peter thanked him and left. Just as he stepped out into the warm night, he got a call from Rebecca. 
 
    “Hey, how are you doing?” Hearing her sweet voice was just what he needed right now. 
 
    “Confused and freaked out,” he admitted. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “We seem to be good at that.” 
 
    Peter smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, we are.” 
 
    They met at a cafe they both knew at the center of town. Rebecca got there first and picked an isolated table away from the other customers. 
 
    Peter related everything he had learned, even the SD card and mysterious note hidden in his sock. Rebecca listened without saying a word, mouth hanging open. A part of Peter’s mind told him he shouldn’t be burdening a near stranger with all of this, but it felt so good to unburden himself he couldn’t help it. 
 
    Once he had finished talking, she sat thinking for a minute. Peter felt his respect for her go up. Usually people just launched into their opinions, which were generally whatever thing popped into their head first. Peter could tell she was actually giving this some thought. 
 
    At last she spoke. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Sunday. Why don’t you look through those photos and see if you recognize any landmarks? Maybe you can figure out where some of those places are. If you can, we can go check them out tomorrow.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Sure. I don’t mind helping out.” 
 
    “Rebecca, my roommate got murdered. Whoever did it is looking for these same places. You shouldn’t get involved.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Goran thought that too.” 
 
    Rebecca leaned forward and put a hand on his. “Look, I know this is serious, but I want to help. You’re all torn up about this and it’s hard for you to see straight. It’s not your fault. I’d be the same way if it happened to me. It would be better if we both went. Besides, whoever did this doesn’t have the SD card. They don’t know where to look.” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “There is that.” 
 
    “You said Goran went to these places on the weekdays. Did he stay away overnight on those dates?” 
 
    “No. He hasn’t stayed away overnight for a couple of months. These pictures have all been taken more recently.” Peter snapped his fingers. “Hey, that means they’re close by! Thanks, I would have never thought of that.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I told you you need me.” 
 
    Peter leaned over and kissed her. 
 
    “OK, if I locate a place you can come. But we have to be careful, all right?” 
 
    “What could go wrong?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   The desert spread out on either side of Goran’s Jeep as they drove down a cracked and little-used county road about fifty miles northwest of Tucson. Rebecca had been right. After staring at the photos for a while, Peter had figured out the location of one of the sites. Two shots of an old ranch house had a distinctive jagged peak in the background, a stone spire looking like a finger pointing at the pale desert sky. Peter had seen it once when he had been hiking in the area. 
 
    He’d never heard of this ranch. The photos only showed one building, taken from three angles like all the other building shots, along with a photo just of the stone spire. 
 
    He had stayed at the motel again last night, trying to ignore the pimp arguing with his girl again. He also tried to ignore the creaking bedsprings in the room next door. Why did the hooker have to get a room right next to his? Between the noise and thoughts of his roommate, it had taken some time to fall asleep, and then his dreams were filled with strange photographs and bloodstained carpets. 
 
    Peter felt nervous taking his roommate’s Jeep. What if the cops came by and noticed it was gone? But he remembered the state of the roads in this area and knew his aging Nissan wouldn’t be able to handle the journey, let alone Rebecca’s Ford. He didn’t have the money for a rental. 
 
    “We’re really off the beaten track,” Rebecca said, looking at a map they had bought at a service station. Goran had a collection of much better maps, but they were all gone along with his books. “How did you know about this place?” 
 
    “Goran took me hiking here once to look at an old mine right at the base of the spire.” 
 
    She put down the map. “You think he wanted you to know about it?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. I know nothing about him anymore. It’s unreal. I mean, we were really good friends. We hung out all the time for years, and now I find he was lying about a bunch of stuff. About everything, really.” 
 
    “It looks like he had a good reason.” 
 
    Peter winced. “Yeah. I wish he could have trusted me though.” 
 
    “And gotten you roped into whatever he was up to? Sounds like he was doing you a favor.” 
 
    “I’m roped in now.” 
 
    Rebecca didn’t reply. 
 
    The county road went up and down a series of low hills as they approached the stone spire. From this side, the spire had a jagged base with one side higher than the other. In the pictures the view was flipped, so he knew the ranch lay on the other side somewhere. 
 
    After searching, he found an old track cutting across the desert and heading for the other side of the spire. After they had been on it for about half a mile and was pretty sure he had found the right way, he stopped the Jeep and got out. 
 
    The silence of the desert calmed him as it always did. He took a deep breath of fresh, hot air, its scent tinged with the smell of mesquite and agave. 
 
    “What’s up?” Rebecca asked, getting out. 
 
    “I wanted to look at the track.” 
 
    He studied the way they were going. On these little-used tracks, tire impressions could last a long time. There had been no rain for more than a month, and not too many high winds, so he might get lucky. 
 
    He did, or at least he thought he did. He saw a faint impression on either side of the track. Angling his head to get the light just right, he could see they were made by a large vehicle. 
 
    “Are you doing some Lone Ranger and Tonto move?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “Trying to. The problem is that I’ve always been more of a hiker than a hunter. Do these look like Jeep tracks to you?” 
 
    “Kinda. I can barely see them.” 
 
    Peter measured the width of the tires with his fingers and found they matched the Jeep tires exactly. The pattern of impression on the old tracks and the ones he had just made looked identical. 
 
    Peter nodded. “I’m sure Goran drove here in the past month or so. Probably more recently than that.” 
 
    “But you already know that. You have dates on the pictures.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I trust them,” he said, climbing back into the Jeep. “After all the stuff I’ve found out that wasn’t true, I don’t trust anything anymore.” 
 
    After another mile they saw the ranch house up ahead. It was a low, dark brown rectangle against the jagged yellow landscape of the desert. The track looped around some boulders and then headed straight for it. Peter slowed and glanced all around the isolated landscape, suddenly nervous. 
 
    If anything happened to them out here, no one would know. There was no cell phone coverage, no paved road for several miles, and he had no idea where the nearest inhabited house might be. They were all alone. 
 
    “Stop looking around like that, you’re giving me the creeps,” Rebecca said, hugging herself. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m creeped out myself.” 
 
    The track led past the remnants of a barbed wire fence and into a flat, open area in front of the ranch house. The building was of a single story, about forty feet long and fifteen feet wide. The timber walls looked fairly solid, but the roof was bowed and a large portion of it had fallen in, exposing the rafters. The collapsed remains of what Peter took to be a barn lay in a heap not far off. 
 
    They got out of the Jeep. Once again Peter felt the pull of the desert, its silence and its smells. But this place gave him an eerie feeling. His friend had been here on one of the last outings he had ever made, and he had left the record of that visit for Peter to unravel. 
 
    “Must have been an Anglo living here,” Rebecca said, kicking a rusty old horseshoe that was lying in the dust. 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Because a Mexican would have built the house using adobe from that arroyo over there. Only an Anglo would be dumb enough to haul a load of timber all the way out here.” 
 
    “Are you being racist?” Peter asked with a smile. 
 
    “Nah, I hate everyone. The whole human race can go to Hell as far as I care.” 
 
    Peter suppressed a smile. Her punk attitude didn’t convince him. He had already shown her caring side. Hell, she had practically mothered him the past couple of days. 
 
    Well, except for the naked back rub. That was definitely not motherly. 
 
    “So now what?” Peter asked. 
 
    “You tell me. You brought us here.” 
 
    Peter walked to the ranch house. It was empty inside except for a sagging bookshelf and the metal frame of an old bed. Whoever had lived here had abandoned it long ago. 
 
    “Aren’t you going inside?” Rebecca asked. She was right behind him. 
 
    “The roof looks unstable, and the place is probably crawling with black widow spiders.” 
 
    “But we came all this way.” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “I know, but for what? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be looking for. Why couldn’t he have written out an explanation?” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t have time. Or maybe he was afraid the photos would fall into the wrong hands. Maybe he figured you could figure it out but not the people who were after him.” 
 
    Peter turned on the flashlight on his phone and shone it through the interior, hoping to see a note or a sign or something. Anything except the dozens of black widow spiders he saw. 
 
    “Hope you aren’t freaked out by spiders,” Peter said. 
 
    “Nah, they’re actually pretty cool. Don’t want to get bit by one of those though.” She turned and surveyed the front yard. “Hey, wait a minute.” 
 
    She walked over to where a small flat stone lay in the yard. No other stone was near it, but until Rebecca walked up to it he hadn’t really noticed it. 
 
    She turned and looked back to the ranch house. Then she walked to her left about twenty yards and stopped by another flat stone, this one close to a prickly pear cactus. She looked at the house again. 
 
    “If I’m right, there will be another stone out back,” she said, pointing. 
 
    They went around the house and found another flat stone about the same size as the first two. Rebecca framed her fingers to make a rectangle and put them in front of Peter’s face. 
 
    “Look familiar?” she asked. 
 
    “Hey! This is where Goran took the picture.” 
 
    “Same with the other two pictures. I took some photography classes. Teacher says I’m a natural.” 
 
    “So, if Daryl ever starts a punk band you can take pictures of his shows.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” 
 
    “No,” Peter drawled, looking around the landscape. “So why mark where he took the photos? What difference does it make? And why did he take three photos and only three photos of each building?” 
 
    Peter snapped his fingers “I got it! They’re pointers. Three lines intersect in the building. He’s giving us directions to a spot inside the building!” 
 
    Rebecca perked up. “Buried treasure?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    Peter rummaged around the back of the Jeep where Goran kept a tool kit and all sorts of handy items. He found a big ball of twine and some metal pitons with loops on the end, just what he needed. Goran had probably put them in there knowing Peter might one day need them. Sadness tugged at him. It was like Goran was still here. 
 
    He cut three long lengths of twine, got a hammer from the toolkit, and went to the first rock Rebecca had spotted. He hammered a piton into the ground in front of it and tied the end of the string onto the loop. Standing up, he realized there was a straight shot right through the front door. He headed for it, playing out the string behind him. 
 
    He got to the doorway, glanced around at all the black widow spiders, and tossed the string inside. 
 
    “You picked a hell of a place to lead me, buddy,” Peter muttered. 
 
    After driving the second piton next to the second rock in front of the house, he saw he could pass it through one of the front windows, which he did. Then he went to the back and found that the third string also led through a window. 
 
    Peter moved to the door. 
 
    “Hey!” Rebecca called. He turned and found her holding up a pair of work gloves she had taken from the back of the Jeep. 
 
    “Yeah, those might not be a bad idea.” 
 
    “Damn right,” she said as he walked back to her. “If you get bitten by a black widow, I’m stuck. I have no idea how to get back to the highway.” 
 
    She softened her words with a kiss. Her eyes shone eagerly, and not just from the contact. 
 
    “Let’s see what’s inside,” she said. 
 
    She walked with him to the doorway and stood there as he entered. She turned on her cell phone to give him some light. In its glare, Peter saw a spider was already walking along one of the strings lying in the ground. He stomped it and picked up the strings. 
 
    He pulled them taught, adjusting his grip until he had the strings wrapped around his hands in order to shorten them. That way he could see where their tips touched. Once he got to that spot, he looked down. 
 
    It looked like bare earth to him. 
 
    He used his boot to scrape away the dust and his breath caught. The earth looked disturbed, like it had been dug up and then packed back down. 
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. 
 
    “Stay there, I’ll get a shovel.” 
 
    Rebecca was back in a heartbeat. She gripped a shovel in hands clad in gloves of black leather. She stepped into the ranch, passing into the shadow and relative cool of the interior. 
 
    “Oh, so now you join me,” he said, taking the shovel. “Do you always keep leather gloves in your purse?” 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “Har har.” 
 
    As soon as Peter smacked the shovel into the caliche and stepped down hard with his boot, he hit metal. He used the shovel to scrape off the thin layer above what turned out to be an ammo box painted olive drab. 
 
    “Was your friend in the army?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “No, but his dad and uncles were.” 
 
    He yanked the ammo box out of the little slot that had been dug for it. There was no writing on the side of the box. He opened it. 
 
    From inside he pulled… he wasn’t quite sure what. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
   It was a square, flat piece of lead, weather-beaten and dented. The edges were smooth, and Peter recognized it as a piece of lead tile. They were used by early settlers to make roofs and wash areas waterproof. You could find them on a lot of abandoned historic sites. They had been common before lead poisoning became something people were aware of. Peter had even seen lead pipes and hand pumps. 
 
    But what was it doing hidden in an ammo box and buried in the ground? 
 
    When Peter flipped it over, he got his answer, or at least a part of one. 
 
    Etched into the soft surface were several lines. All started near two edges of the tile and went off from it. They seemed to make no clear pattern. 
 
    He felt Rebecca move close, peering at the tile. 
 
    “It’s part of something bigger,” Peter said. “I’m sure of it. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle. We need all the pieces.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Peter shook his head. “No idea. More security? So, if they found one piece they still wouldn’t have the message or whatever it is?” 
 
    “But why all the secrecy?” 
 
    “I knew him for years and I have no idea. He was so good at living a double life that I never suspected him. You know how some people tell stories about themselves, something in their past, and you can just tell that it’s bullshit? We had a girl like that in our dorm. Claimed she had grown up in Indonesia, but she knew nothing about the country and didn’t have any photos. I guess she thought it made her sound exotic. Well, Goran lied about everything and I never suspected. He really had his story down. Knew all about where he was supposed to have been, even had anecdotes. He used to tell me stories about all his friends in school, a school he never went to. He told so many stories I feel like I know those people, and they probably don’t even exist.” 
 
    “They’re probably based on real people and he just put them where he needed them.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Going to a Catholic school, if you wanted to have a life, you had to learn how to lie.” 
 
    Peter chuckled and nudged her. “You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    “If you think I’m unbelievable now, wait until you see me on tour. Then we really party hard.” 
 
    “Going on tour with you sounds like fun, but it looks like I got my own work to do right here.” 
 
    Peter took the ammo box and the tile and covered up the hole, trying to hide it as best he could. Then he gathered the string and the pitons, kicking dust into the holes he had made and covering them with the flat stones Goran had used for markers. He even flipped each stone over to check if there were any messages scrawled on them. 
 
    “This could get you obsessed,” Rebecca remarked. 
 
    “It already has.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They walked to the car, Peter feeling strangely thrilled and desolate at the same time. Why was Goran opening up about his life now after it was over? Why involve him in this at all? 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “I’m with you in this. I want to see what this is all about. Besides, you shouldn’t be alone right now.” 
 
    He kissed her. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “That means a lot.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said, looking around. “Can we go now? This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Once they were back on the highway headed for Tucson, Rebecca said, “That’s better. I’m a city girl. I never spent much time in the desert.” 
 
    “Really? I’ve always been into hiking and stuff. My dad likes to fish so I guess I got it from him. I don’t like standing in some stream though. I’d rather be out and moving.” 
 
    “So, you never answered my question. What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “Once we get back to town, I will buy a topo map and as many books on ghost towns and old mines as I can. The ones I can’t find I’ll order online and have them sent priority mail.” 
 
    Peter tensed when he thought of the expense. He had already thrown down a fair chunk of change on his credit card with the motel, and now he was going to put more on it. He might have to have a balance on his card this coming month. He hated doing that. With a 29% APR, it didn’t take many months carrying a balance for that debt to get away from you. It had almost happened once when he had first gotten out of college and couldn’t find work. Applying for positions became a full-time occupation as bills piled up. He was too proud to ask for money from his parents or move back home. Prescott had fewer job opportunities than Tucson anyway. But the debt mounted, he hadn’t made even a single student loan payment, and he was getting close to the point where he’d have to move back to Prescott or end up on the street. The Azteca Maize Company had saved him at the last minute. Barely. 
 
    Rebecca stayed with him when they went to a hiking shop and he bought a complete set of detailed topographic maps for all of southern Arizona. Then she had him drop her off so she could go to band practice. 
 
    “I’m not coming into work tomorrow,” he told her. “I need to work on this.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll call you after I get off.” 
 
    They kissed and parted. 
 
    Peter parked Goran’s Jeep back in the driveway and drove off in his own car. He barely looked at the house. Just thinking about that place made him shudder. 
 
    For the rest of the afternoon, Peter scoured the new and used bookshops in town, picking up anything he thought might help. He found a couple of the titles Goran had owned. He wrote down the rest of the ones he could remember and when he got home made a big purchase online. 
 
    “Damn,” he said when he saw the total. “I’m definitely going to have a balance on my card this month.” 
 
    He cursed and closed his laptop. Why was he struggling like this? He had a useful degree from a major university, and he was stuck in an underpaid job with no chance at promotion. He couldn’t even pay for any extra expenses! What if his car broke down? Or he got some sickness that came with a lot of copays? Then he’d be in even more debt than he was now. 
 
    Well, there was nothing he could do about that now. He called Señor Martínez to explain what had happened and ask for some personal days. 
 
    To his surprise, his usually cheap boss was sympathetic. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I heard about it on the news and remembered you mentioning him. He had a very distinctive name that’s how I remembered him. Sure, if you need one or two personal days to get things together, I totally understand. Take care.” 
 
    It was only after Peter had thanked him and hung up, he realized his boss had specified “one or two” personal days. 
 
    “Typical,” Peter snorted. 
 
    Sitting in his cheap motel room, he spread out the topo maps and studied the images on his laptop, trying to match the landscape in the pictures with the map. 
 
    It was slow going. He started by looking only at Pima County where Tucson was located. That didn’t take long because the city and its sprawl took up much of the eastern third, and some other spots in the county were too populated for any historical remains to have survived. 
 
    He focused on the fringes. To the northeast of Tucson ran the Catalina Mountains. The far side was mostly unpopulated, and they had explored a lot of old mines there. There was also the central part of the county, mostly taken up by the Tohono O’odham Indian Reservation, which only had a few little towns and some scattered ranches, and Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, which was unpopulated except for the ranger station. The far west of the county was pretty abandoned too. 
 
    He took hours, but he finally thought he had come up with a match in the first place he suspected, on the far side of the Catalinas. Goran had taken a photo of a mine shaft running into a hillside, and another shot of the rugged peak above it. 
 
    Peter had almost missed it. He had seen that peak many times, but not from so close and at such a low angle. It was only after he looked at the picture for about the tenth time, he recognized it. 
 
    “You gotta be easier on me, buddy,” Peter said, shaking his head. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes, tired from staring at the map. He had circled a couple of other likely spots, but he would have to check up on those later. 
 
    He lay down on his lumpy bed to think and ended up drifting off. He fell into strange dreams of old buildings in the silent desert. Ammo boxes bored out of the soil like worms, vomiting out waves of lead tiles. All of them had words, but the words were in Serbian. A babble of foreign voices echoed through the desert, sounding desperate, eager for him to hear what they said. But he understood none of them. 
 
    A mineshaft opened in a hillside in front of him, expanding like a yawning mouth. Something golden flickered inside, like candlelight reflected on a ring. He drew closer, entered the mine, reaching out… 
 
    His phone woke him up. It was Rebecca. 
 
    “Hey, how are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Umph. Hey, how was band practice?” 
 
    “You sound sleepy.” 
 
    Peter yawned, the action reminding him of the expanding mineshaft. 
 
    “Yeah, I drifted off. Think I found another site though.” 
 
    “Cool. Want to get together tonight?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He cleaned up and headed out, taking the map with him so he could show her. 
 
    Rebecca wanted to meet at the Rig, because she had to talk with Stan, the bartender and owner, about the show the Anarchrists would do when they came back from their tour. 
 
    The Rig was much quieter on a Sunday night, just a few regulars and some professional drinkers. When he got there, Rebecca was listening to some guy at the bar telling some story. He was at least ten years older than her and obvious trying to pick her up. When he leaned in close, Rebecca made him back off by picking up her beer with her arm outstretched, nearly ramming the bottle into his chin. 
 
    What a girl, Peter thought. Why do I have to meet my first cool girl in years right when all this stuff is happening? 
 
    When Rebecca spotted him, she got up, actually shouldered past the older loser, and gave him a long kiss. By the time they came up for air the guy was gone. 
 
    “About time you got here,” she said, giving him a playful slap. “I didn’t think that guy would ever leave.” 
 
    “You handled him just fine.” 
 
    “Sure, I kept his hands off me, but God he was so boring!” 
 
    “Shh,” he said, chuckling and nudging her. “You don’t have to announce it to the whole bar.” 
 
    They sat. Peter ordered a beer. No vodka tonight. He listened as Rebecca outlined the homecoming show they’d do once the tour was over. She sounded eager and optimistic, and Peter held her hand and didn’t talk much. It was nice to hear someone talk about good things, about the future. 
 
    Peter only had two beers but nursed them, enjoying her company. He returned to the motel late. A Hummer was parked near his room and he could hear the squeaking bedsprings of his neighbor from the parking lot. Another working girl was lounging near the soda machine. Peter didn’t look at her as he went to his room… 
 
    … and found the door open. 
 
    Peter’s skin crawled. He glanced around but saw no one near except the hooker on the corner who was smoking a cigarette and watching the cars drive by. 
 
    Biting his lower lip, he pushed the door open and flicked on the light. 
 
    No one was inside, but the books he had bought earlier in the day and had left on his bedside table were all gone. 
 
    Then he saw something shiny on his pillow. He walked over to it. 
 
    It was a bullet. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
   Peter broke out in a cold sweat. Trembling, he looked in the bathroom, the closet, and even under the bed, dreading every glance, thinking he’d get a bullet at any second, but unable to resist looking. There was no one. They hadn’t come for him; they had come to give a warning. Whoever had killed his friend was telling him he’d get the same treatment if he didn’t mind his own business. 
 
    But how did they know he was searching through the old ruins? Because of the books, of course. But they must have suspected that before, otherwise they wouldn’t have trailed him here. 
 
    The Jeep. They had been watching the house and saw he had taken the Jeep for the day. He wouldn’t have done that if he hadn’t been going into the desert. 
 
    So, they knew. 
 
    They knew Goran had hidden something out in the desert. They probably knew it was scattered over several locations. And they knew Peter knew and was looking. 
 
    Shaking, he got back in his car and drove away. He only got a block before he had to pull into a convenience store parking lot to take some deep breaths and get his nerves in shape. 
 
    What had Goran gotten him into? Whoever killed his roommate knew he was nosing around in what they considered their business. 
 
    But why warn him? Why not grab him when he came to the motel? They obviously thought he didn’t have the images, or that’s what they would have done. So why alert him at all? Because of the books? Did they think he was on the trail? If that were the case, wouldn’t they suspect he had the images? 
 
    He had no idea. It was only after the convenience store clerk peeked out the window at him, giving him a look like he thought Peter was going to come into the place and rob it with a shotgun, that Peter collected himself and drove off. He went several blocks before summoning up the courage to return to the motel. He needed to check it out. 
 
    The door didn’t show any signs of forced entry. Had they picked the lock? Maybe that’s what they did at his house too. Maybe Goran hadn’t let them in after all. 
 
    The closet and drawers had been searched through. He collected his things. He needed to find another motel. 
 
    When he went to the motel office, he asked the Indian owner if anyone had come asking for him. 
 
    “No, nobody,” the man said, not taking his eyes off his phone, on which some Bollywood movie was playing. 
 
    “I need to go. I, um got a sudden call and need to go to Albuquerque.” 
 
    “You need to pay for today. Checkout was twelve hours ago,” the owner said, finally looking up from his phone. 
 
    “Right,” Peter said, gritting his teeth. After he had paid, he said, “If anyone comes asking for me, tell them I’m off the job and went to see my uncle in Albuquerque.” 
 
    “That is none of my business,” the Indian man grumbled, waggling his head and looking back at his phone. Peter figured he was sick of getting involved in all the stuff that happened in his establishment. Taking a neutral stance was probably a good idea. 
 
    “Just tell them, all right? I’m off the job and went to see my uncle in Albuquerque. That’s important.” 
 
    Maybe I can convince them they’ve intimidated me. Hell, they have intimidated me. 
 
    “No problem,” the manager mumbled, eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    Half an hour later, he was sitting in a bar with Rebecca. Being a Sunday night, it was quiet just like the Rig, and they had one end of the bar for themselves. At the other end of the bar, the bartender and two drunken old men watched a baseball game. 
 
    “So how did they find you?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “I have no idea. What am I going to do?” 
 
    “I’d let you stay with me, but I got a roommate.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t worry. I wouldn’t stay with you anyway, with these people tailing me.” 
 
    Rebecca looked relieved, and Peter realized that she hadn’t really wanted him to stay over. For a moment he felt hurt, and then realized that he had already dumped a long-term relationship’s worth of drama on her, and they’d only met two days before. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do? Call the police?” she asked. 
 
    Oh, it isn’t ‘we’ anymore, is it? 
 
    Peter thought for a moment. His first instinct had been to get the hell out of there, but after that why hadn’t he called the police? It would have been the smart thing to do. He supposed he still could, but he knew he wouldn’t. Goran had warned him of this, and so he must have had a good reason. What that reason was, Peter had no idea. 
 
    He took a slug from his drink—Rebecca had ordered them both beers instead of vodka—and looked at her. 
 
    “I will keep searching for whatever it is my friend wanted me to find. They stole the books, but I had the topo map with me. They didn’t get that. I also have the lead tile.” 
 
    Rebecca put a hand on his. “Are you sure? This is dangerous. Whoever broke into your motel room threatened to shoot you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Peter said, confused. “But Goran was a good friend, one of my best friends, and he got killed because of all this. For some reason he wants me in on whatever he was doing, and he says the police shouldn’t be involved. I have to trust him.” 
 
    “Trust someone who lied to you all this time?” 
 
    Peter bit his lip. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. He was lying to protect himself. It wasn’t some ego boost or any disrespect to me. For some reason he had to. And we’ve been through a lot together. You know once he saved my life, and then I saved his just a month afterwards?” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    Peter took a sip of his beer, saw it was nearly empty, and ordered another round. He’d been drinking a lot in the past couple of days. With all the extra expenses he couldn’t really afford it, but it wasn’t every day you found a bullet on your pillow. 
 
    Once they got their drinks, Peter began, 
 
    “A couple of years ago, in our senior year, we were exploring an old mine in the Rincon Mountains. Remember how I told you going into those was dangerous and we never did that? Well, this time we did. I don’t know why, we were just being stupid. We could see a pile of old mining tools sitting in a cart a little way inside the shaft. We figured we’d go take pictures. It wasn’t so far in. We checked the walls and the ceiling, and they looked sturdy enough.” 
 
    “So, we went in, being careful every step of the way, and got to the cart. It was really cool, filled with old drill bits and pickaxes, all pretty well preserved. We stated taking pictures. The shaft continued out of the reach of our flashlights. We were tempted but decided not to push our luck. The tunnel was wider around the cart, with a little side room. I stepped into there to get a better shot of the cart and the floor collapsed underneath me.” 
 
    “It turned out there was an old wooden covering over a test pit. There was so much dust and rubble all over the place I didn’t even see the wood. It was so rotted it broke under my weight. Luckily the pit was only eight feet deep. I sprained my ankle, though, and would have never gotten out of there myself. Goran lowered a rope and pulled me up.” 
 
    “Wow. You were lucky.” 
 
    “No, I was stupid going into a mineshaft, but at least I wasn’t stupid enough to go in alone. People die every year from doing that. Anyway, a couple of months later we were exploring an old mining town. The place was pretty messed up. Nearly all the buildings had fallen down. Goran saw the end of a vintage Coke bottle sticking out from under some wood and reached to pull it out. That’s when the rattlesnake hiding underneath the wood bit him. Got him right between the fingers.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Rebecca said, putting her drink down. “Did you guys ever think you should get a new hobby?” 
 
    Peter laughed. “Not once. I used the snake bite kit on him but his hand was swelling up really bad so I drove him back to Tucson, blowing every light I could. It’s a miracle we didn’t get stopped by the cops. By the time we got to the hospital, Goran’s hand looked like a balloon and he was seeing double.” 
 
    “Wow. So you guys really were there for each other.” 
 
    Peter nodded sadly. “Yeah. Basically, I trust him even though he’s always lied to me. He was there when I needed him, and I was there when he needed me. Goran always said, ‘Serbs are the most loyal friends you can have.’ I’m thinking that’s true. I will keep following the trail he left me.” 
 
    The next day he did. 
 
    The mine was easy to find once he had studied his topo map. A paved road passed about half a mile down slope from it. The road was cracked and partially covered with sand and had obviously not been maintained for years. The Jeep could still manage it though. Peter parked when the mountain looked like it was at the correct angle, but he couldn’t see the mineshaft. He figured Goran picked one that wasn’t visible from the road. 
 
    He checked his phone. He had put all of Goran’s pictures on his phone in a directory labeled “24th birthday”, figuring that if someone got access to his phone, they wouldn’t think to look there. He couldn’t decide if he was being paranoid or careful. 
 
    The desert was still except for some buzzards wheeling overhead. A plane flew high above the buzzards, a glinting needle in the pale blue. In the distance to the northwest he could see the sun shining off the buildings in Marana, a town by Interstate 10 on the road to Phoenix. All this distant activity somehow made him feel more isolated. That used to make him feel at peace. Now it felt ominous. 
 
    Bringing along a backpack full of the tools he thought he’d need and plenty of water, Peter trudged up the slope. He didn’t see any obvious trail, so he gauged it by instinct. There was a cliff face above and a bit to the left, and a fold in the slope hid its base and approach. He skirted around a bulge in the slope, heading right, and as he suspected he found a clearer, more level way going up to the cliff. This might have been the old miner’s path, but any trace of it was now gone. 
 
    He huffed up it, sweat trickling down his back where it was covered by the backpack. It was hitting 100 today for sure. Even though he had left at dawn, and it couldn’t be later than 10:30, it was well into the 90s already. Just what he needed, a spring heatwave when he had to find who-knows-what somewhere in the desert. 
 
    The slope leveled out and Peter found himself in a little gully that turned right, cleaving into the mountain. As he turned the corner, he stopped. The mine was almost in front of him. The entrance, a rectangle of black compared to the glare of the sun, stood at the end of a narrow gorge cut into the rock face. Peter nodded in appreciation. Goran had picked his hiding place well. Unless you were standing right in front of it, there was no way to know there was a mine here. If it hadn’t been for Goran’s picture showing this mountain, he would have never found it. 
 
    At his feet lay a small, flat stone. He looked around and didn’t see any others. 
 
    “Only one, Goran?” he whispered. “I guess that means I should go straight in.” 
 
    He went to the opening of the mine and hesitated. Like many of the more remote mines, the state hadn’t sealed it off and posted warnings. Most likely nobody knew about this place. 
 
    Shining a flashlight into the interior, he could see a narrow shaft sloping down and turning out of sight to the left. The support timbers looked solid, but Peter knew not to trust them. He passed the beam of the flashlight over the floor. It was solid stone. He doubted Goran dug a hole like he had at the old ranch. 
 
    So where was the piece of lead? Or was he making too many assumptions already? Maybe there was something else here to find. 
 
    Peter took a cautious step inside, careful not to brush against the timber supports. The mineshaft felt cool after the desert sun and completely quiet. 
 
    Something at the edge of his vision caught his eye. Turning and looking down, he saw an ammo box tucked behind the upright timber support just inside the entrance. 
 
    “Thanks for making it easy, buddy.” 
 
    Peter checked there were no spiders or snakes around and picked it up. Inside he found another lead tile. 
 
    He closed the ammo box. Two down, and there were another four locations he needed to find. Then maybe he’d know what all this was about. 
 
    Peter froze as the sound of footsteps came up the path. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
   Peter stood as if paralyzed as the footsteps drew closer. Two burly men rounded the corner and stopped. They did not look surprised to see him. 
 
    They looked in their forties, but in good shape, their muscles visible under their tight t-shirts. Both wore sunglasses, jeans and regular shoes instead of boots. Neither of them wore a hat either. They were obviously not hikers. 
 
    Peter stepped out of the mine. He didn’t want to be cornered in there, not that he could pass by them in the narrow gorge. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” one of them asked. He had a faint accent that sounded familiar. 
 
    Peter forced a smile. “I was just out hiking and found this mine. Pretty cool, huh?” 
 
    “What’s that?” the man asked, pointing at the ammo box. 
 
    Peter paused. He tried to come up with a decent excuse but couldn’t get anything out. 
 
    “Nothing,” he heard himself say in a weak voice. 
 
    “We’re with the state land bureau,” the man said. His friend, who hadn’t said a word, nodded. “Did you know you were trespassing on state land?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry about that,” Peter said, his blood running cold. These guys weren’t with the state. First off, it was called the Bureau of Land Management, and secondly, he was not on state land. 
 
    Then he figured out where the guy’s accent was from. He’d heard it before when people called for Goran. 
 
    It was a Serbian accent. 
 
    “We need to see some identification and take a look inside that box.” 
 
    “Oh sure,” Peter said. “Like I said, I’m sorry that I—” 
 
    He swung the ammo box at the guy’s head, connecting at the temple. The man cried out and fell to the side, banging against the side of the gorge and falling to his knees. 
 
    Peter raced past. He sensed more than saw the second man lunge for him and miss. 
 
    And then he was running for all he was worth. 
 
    He could hear footsteps right behind him, and the cry of the other one further back. Peter sprinted down the path, then turned to go straight down the slope. His boots gave him surer footing than the shoes the two Serbs wore, and when he dared a glance back Peter saw he had gained a little ground on them. 
 
    He also saw the one closest to him had drawn a Bowie knife. 
 
    He scrambled down the slope, then took huge bounds, eating up the distance and risking breaking his ankle or his neck if he stumbled. 
 
    A stone flew past his head. Peter didn’t slow down. Several more stones passed close, one hitting just behind him and bouncing up to hit the back of his leg. 
 
    He nearly fell over at that, the world tipping crazily, Peter cartwheeling his arms before righting himself. 
 
    Then he got to a smoother portion of the slope and picked up speed. He could hear them behind him, some distance back now. Neither was throwing stones anymore. 
 
    He thought he just might make it when a rock slid out from under his foot and he fell. 
 
    He landed hard on his elbow, nearly dropping the ammo case. Cursing, he struggled to his feet and saw the first pursuer almost on him. Peter dodged to the right, and the Serb struggled to control his descent, his city shoes slipping on the rocks and almost making him fall too. Peter cut further to the right and then made a beeline for the Jeep. He could see a four by four parked right behind it, blocking the faded road. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Peter made it to the car, wrenched open the door, tossed his backpack and the ammo box onto the passenger’s seat, and sprang inside. 
 
    That was when the guy chasing him finally caught up. Peter felt a strong hand grab him by the shoulder and pull. Peter grabbed the door and slammed it on his arm. The man cried out but pulled again, tearing Peter’s shirt. Peter bashed the door in the guy’s face, then slammed it on his arm again. 
 
    This time the guy let go. Peter closed and locked the door and revved the engine. 
 
    By then his second pursuer had caught up. He carried a Bowie knife too, and he slashed at the tires and Peter peeled out down the rough road. He heard a loud clank he hoped was the knife hitting the metal of the wheel well and not the tire and picked up speed. 
 
    Swearing, panting, with sweat pouring down his face, Peter drove as fast as he could on the cracked and sandy road, glancing in the rearview mirror every few seconds. 
 
    The four by four was following. 
 
    Now what? Peter tried to think. If they managed to drive him off the road and get his Jeep stuck or crashed, he’d be a dead man. The four by four was gaining on him, and he didn’t know where this road led. 
 
    He scanned the area ahead. When he saw what he wanted, he jerked the steering wheel back and forth and slammed on the brakes to make it look like he had lost control. The four by four loomed in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Peter cut hard to the left over an open stretch of bare rock. He spun around in a tight turn just as the four by four tried to follow and got back on the road. 
 
    Just as he hoped, the larger vehicle got snarled up in some bushes at the edge of the stony area. As Peter got back on the road and hit the gas, he looked in the rearview mirror and saw the four by four moving back and forth, trying to get free. 
 
    Peter’s heart didn’t start racing until the four by four was out of sight and he was back on I-10 heading for Tucson. 
 
    What the hell just happened? How had those guys found him? They must have been tailing him. But wait, he would have seen them when he was on the desert road. There were long stretches of it where you could see for a mile or more. No way he wouldn’t have noticed them in the rearview mirror. Had they been waiting for him at the pull off? But how would they know he was coming? 
 
    After another few miles, a terrible thought occurred to him. He pulled off at the nearest service station. 
 
    Finding a parking space, he took his flashlight and opened up the hood. After a few minutes of not finding anything, he crawled underneath. It was sweltering under the hot engine in the baking sun, and he was still soaked in sweat from the chase, but he forced himself to concentrate. Slowly he moved the flashlight beam along the undercarriage of the Jeep. 
 
    Then he found it—a little metal box stuck on with a magnet to the bottom of the Jeep. It was about the size of a box of matches and felt like something electronic. 
 
    Peter yanked it off the undercarriage, walked to the service station bathroom, and dropped it down the toilet. 
 
    A transmitter. It must have been. They had stuck a device that transmitted his location onto the bottom of Goran’s Jeep, knowing he would take it and go search for what Goran had hidden in the desert. 
 
    He had led them right to the mine. He had shown them his face and shown them that the pieces were hidden in ammo boxes. 
 
    He had also seriously pissed one of them off by bashing his head with that ammo box. 
 
    Peter glanced at the access road and parking lot as he came out of the bathroom. No sign of the four by four. Just to be safe, he took a county road through desert dotted with a few houses to the dusty concrete cluster of Marana, before cutting west into the Tohono O’odham Reservation, taking another county road south to the far side of the Tucson Mountains before getting back on a main road and going back to town. 
 
    Now what? They were probably watching the house, and he couldn’t go back to the motel. He had all his stuff in back, so he’d just have to find another motel. 
 
    But first he wanted to inspect what he had already found. 
 
    Stopping in the parking lot of a strip mall, Peter pulled out the two lead tiles. Both had scratches on them made by a screwdriver or leather punch or something like that. The lines didn’t hook up though. He tried turning the tiles every possible way but nothing lined up. It looked like you needed all the pieces of the puzzle before you saw the picture. 
 
    Checking his phone, he found he had missed a call from Rebecca while out of range in the desert. He called her. 
 
    “Hey, how’s work?” he asked, the words sounding incredibly lame after what he’d been through. 
 
    “Twice as boring with you not here. You OK?” 
 
    “Today was… hard to explain.” 
 
    “Well, if you come over right after I get off work, you’ll have time to chill for a bit. A zine is interviewing us.” 
 
    “That could be cool.” Peter smiled. She had assumed he would come over. So had he. This was going easier than any girl he’d ever hooked up with. 
 
    At least something was easy in his life. 
 
    He killed the rest of the afternoon finding another motel and going back to buy the same books from the same bookstores as before. One cashier gave him a funny look, obviously recognizing him and his purchases from before. He also went to check out his own car but did not find any trace on it. That was a relief. If they had traced his personal car, they would know where Rebecca lived. She was too far involved with all this already. He resolved to keep her out of it from now on. The whole thing had become too dangerous. 
 
    He drove to Rebecca’s apartment complex, taking a roundabout route and checking his rearview mirror for any vehicles that might be following. He didn’t see any but parked two blocks away and walked just to be on the safe side. 
 
    When he got to the apartment, he found all four of the band members of The Anarchrists hanging out in the living room with a scrawny teenage punk guy who had half his head shaved and the other half dyed bright yellow. He had a voice recorder in his hand. 
 
    “Oh hey!” Rebecca said as she answered the door. “You’re just in time. This is Amp, the editor of Violent Rush. Totally awesome fanzine. Grab a beer and make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    A beer sounded like an excellent idea. He went to the refrigerator while the kid who called himself Amp in a desperate attempt to sound edgy continued the interview. 
 
    “So tell me more about this tour,” Amp said. 
 
    “We finally have the dates set. We start the 14th of next month in Phoenix where we’re doing a show with Islamic Skate. Then we’re in Flagstaff the 16th opening for the Sand Devils. Las Cruces the 18th, I don’t know who else is on the bill yet. Then from the 19th to the 21st we’re part of the Desert Punk Festival in Albuquerque. We’ll be playing three shows for that, one every day, and doing some mixes with other bands. Then on the 25th we have a big show back here in Tucson. We will line up at least two opening bands for that, probably Devil’s Fire and someone else. Stay tuned. We’ll announce it all on Instagram once we have our shit together.” 
 
    All the girls laughed. Peter said nothing as he came back into the living room. He noticed the bass player had moved to another chair to leave room on the couch next to Rebecca. He smiled at her and sat down. 
 
    Peter took a long pull of his beer and focused on the interview. He needed to take his mind off what had happened for a minute and get his head together. 
 
    “So what about the next album?” Amp asked. 
 
    “Angel to Devil will be an EP. We have six tracks on it. The MP3 will be out before we go on tour.” 
 
    “What about other formats?” 
 
    The girls looked at each other. After a minute the guitarist spoke up. 
 
    “We’ll definitely have it out on CD, eventually. We really want to get it out on vinyl too.” 
 
    Peter couldn’t believe this. They were going on tour in less than a month to supposedly promote their new EP, but they didn’t have it out. They didn’t even have the lineup for all their gigs. These girls needed a business manager big time. 
 
    Amp nodded, his dyed hair flopping against the side of his face. “Cool. I guess that’s just about it. Anything you want to add?” 
 
    “Never mess with a Catholic schoolgirl!” the drummer shouted, pumping her fist in the air. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “Great, the next issue should be out in a month or so. Thanks for the beer,” Amp said. He got up, said goodbye, and left. 
 
    “That worked out pretty good,” the bassist said once he was gone. 
 
    “Wait. The zine isn’t even going to be out until after you’re on tour?” Peter said. 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “It’s a fanzine. They come out whenever.” 
 
    “But what kind of promo are you getting for your tour then?” 
 
    “Oh, the venues will put up posters,” the drummer said with a shrug. 
 
    “And we’ll put up more when we get to town,” the guitarist added. 
 
    “That’s cool, but you could get a lot more people if you got on some websites or blogs or something ahead of time. Any good punk podcasts you could get on?” 
 
    “I guess,” Rebecca said. “But who’s got the time for all that?” 
 
    They sat around and drank more beer. Rebecca didn’t ask him about his day in front of all the others. He was glad about that and allowed himself to get swept along in their conversation about bands he’d never heard of and venues in other cities he had never been to, but after a while the nerves came back, and he began to fidget. Rebecca noticed and nudged him. 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk,” she said. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    It was early evening, and Tucson was being treated to one of its magnificent sunsets. High, striated clouds had turned a deep red to the west, and the Catalina Mountains were soaked with the same hue. Rebecca and Peter walked along a quiet residential road, admiring the view. At last she turned to him and asked what had happened. By the tone of her voice it was obvious she could tell something had gone wrong. 
 
    Peter told her everything. It was a crazy, almost surreal experience. He had had no one threaten him like that before. But there were so many questions too. Why didn’t they kill him at the motel? Because they wanted to trail him? Then why didn’t they kill him at the mine? They didn’t even pull guns. And now he had gotten away from them, what would be their next move? If they knew about him through Goran, they might know all sorts of stuff about him—like where he worked or even where his parents lived. 
 
    “I just don’t know what to do,” Peter said after he had finished. “Maybe I should go to the police, but Goran warned against it. I don’t know why he did that, but it’s like I’d be in more danger if I called the cops than if I just went it alone. But if the cops can’t help me, who can?” 
 
    Rebecca put a hand on his arm. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this all day, and I think I know someone who might be able to help you. He’s a bit crazy, though. Seeing him won’t be safe.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “I haven’t seen safe since I came home and found Goran murdered. Who is this guy?” 
 
    Rebecca looked at the ground and slumped her shoulders. “Someone I’d never introduce you to if you weren’t in this mess. He’s my cousin, and I don’t want to see him any more than you will.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
   Antonio Morales did not look like the international drug smuggler Rebecca said he was; he looked like a common street thug. His arms were covered in Catholic tattoos of the Virgin of Guadalupe and Christ on the cross, plus other symbols and numbers that Peter guessed were anything but Catholic. He wore a wife beater t-shirt, saggy jeans, and had a red bandanna. 
 
    The bandanna worried Peter the most because it wasn’t on Antonio’s head. It lay on a little side table next to Antonio’s chair, covering something. 
 
    Antonio sat on a beaten-down old sofa on the front porch of his little house in South Tucson, in the heart of the Mexican barrio. Not the Hispanic barrio, but the Mexican barrio, because just as many people here were born in Mexico as in the United States. A lot didn’t have immigration papers. Not that the government cared. As much as politicians talked about getting rid of illegal immigrants, undocumented workers kept big sectors of the economy running. If the INS really wanted to crack down on illegal immigrants, all they had to do was go to every restaurant, motel, and construction site and start asking for IDs. But they never did that because Arizona’s economy would grind to a halt. 
 
    Peter didn’t know if Antonio had immigration papers or not, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to ask. Even if he didn’t that was probably the least illegal thing about him. 
 
    Rebecca sat on the stairs to the porch while Antonio had told Peter to sit in a chair on the porch. He noticed the chair was set as far back as possible and was behind a pillar, partially masking him from the street. 
 
    “Rebecca tells me you got some questions,” Antonio said. 
 
    Peter took a deep breath. How much to tell him? 
 
    “I was wondering if you knew anything about a Serbian gang here in Tucson.” 
 
    Antonio nodded. “The Serbs aren’t really a gang, they’re not street. Got nice middle-class houses and boring cars and normal clothes.” 
 
    “But what do they do?” 
 
    “A shitload of stuff. Rebecca tell you about me?” 
 
    The sudden change in subject took Peter off guard. 
 
    “Um, she said you import for dealers. Don’t worry, I’ve probably bought from some of those dealers. I’m not going to narc on you.” 
 
    “Rebecca ain’t stupid, hombre. She wouldn’t have brought you here if you were a narc. You don’t look stupid neither. You’ll keep your mouth shut because you don’t want to end up with your tongue pulled out and your ears cut off.” 
 
    Peter didn’t have a response to that. Antonio went on. His expression hadn’t changed from the same stony face with which he had first greeted them. 
 
    “Drugs are my thing and I don’t know most of the people doing stuff outside that. The Serbs don’t deal drugs, so I know little about them. They’re deep into a lot of shit, though.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Guns is the big one, and human trafficking.” 
 
    “You mean they work as coyotes? I thought Mexicans did that.” 
 
    Antonio shook his head. “No, they’re not taking money to smuggle people over to border, they’re bringing kidnapped people into the States for prostitution.” 
 
    Peter felt a cold, with a sick feeling in his stomach. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    Antonio cocked his head. “Why would I lie, man? You asked, and I’m telling it to you straight because you’re with my cousin.” 
 
    “I… I just don’t think the Serbian guy I know would do that.” 
 
    Antonio laughed—a harsh, mocking sound. 
 
    “Shit, man, you really that dumb?” 
 
    Peter slammed his fist on the arm of the seat. “No, my friend wouldn’t do that. He’s a good guy. But maybe his family would.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, bro.” 
 
    “What else can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “There aren’t very many, but they’re tight. Real tight. They got a place on the west side near the university. Some cafe and grocery store.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “I don’t know much more about them. Don’t know any names, just stuff I’ve heard on the street. They’re into extortion and smuggling stolen gems too, from what I hear. There’s a big Serbian gang of jewelry thieves that works in Europe. I’m thinking they’re probably importing their stuff, cutting it, and selling it in the States so it can’t be traced. That’s about all I know.” 
 
    “Thanks. You’ve been a real help.” 
 
    “Don’t go after them, hombre. You’re in way over your head.” 
 
    “I am,” Peter sighed. “But I can’t get out of this.” 
 
    Antonio glared at him. Peter tried to hold his gaze and failed. 
 
    “If anything happens to my cousin, I’ll come after you myself.” 
 
    Peter and Rebecca left. Once they got in her car, Rebecca said, “Don’t tell my uncle we went to see him. He’d tell my mom, and she’d kill me. Hell, the whole family would kill me.” 
 
    “Antonio’s not popular, huh?” 
 
    “You have to understand that my parents’ generation started with nothing. None of them went to college, which is why my mother is giving me so much grief about not being enrolled full time. They all had to work their way up from nothing.” 
 
    “Even our boss?” 
 
    “Especially Uncle Juan. He’s quite proud of what he’s built. You know he started out working at a Circle K?” 
 
    Peter laughed. “Señor Martínez used to pour Slushees? That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all year!” 
 
    Rebecca laughed, then poked him in the ribs. “Don’t be mean, middle-class boy. He has every right to be proud. All my family does. They worked their asses off, all except for my cousin. He got ahead a different way.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s right about what he said?” 
 
    “You mean about what the Serbians are up to? He’d know better than anyone I’ve met.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Goran would be involved in anything like that. No, he couldn’t have been.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t want to be part of it. Maybe it’s like a mafia and if you’re related to people in it, you’re forced to participate.” 
 
    “But he was so relaxed and easygoing. He never acted suspiciously.” 
 
    “Maybe they only recruited him after he got out of college. Maybe they thought he was too young before.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Peter sighed. He checked his phone. “Hey, that package of books arrived. It’s probably sitting on my front porch. Drive me back to your place so I can get the Jeep.” 
 
    “It’s quicker for us to stop on the way. You don’t want it stolen.” 
 
    “I literally just got the text. It can wait half an hour.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. And I’ve had enough stolen already. But what if they’re watching the house? I don’t want them to see you.” 
 
    “I’ll park on the next block and hang back.” 
 
    They drove to Peter’s neighborhood and Rebecca parked. Peter got out and took a roundabout route to his house, one that would give him several views of the house from a distance. He did not see any suspicious people or vehicles, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Summoning his courage, he headed down his street and to his house. The package was leaning against his front door. Glancing around to check the coast was clear, he hurried up and grabbed it. 
 
    As he left, he passed his car in the driveway, and that got him to wondering. Getting on his back, he wormed his way beneath the car and shone his phone on the undercarriage. 
 
    Another location tracer was stuck on the bottom of his car. 
 
    Peter’s mouth went dry. These guys were relentless. They had lost track of the Jeep, so they slapped a tracer on his car hoping he’d use that too. 
 
    He pulled it off and was about to throw it on the ground and stomp on it, when he got a better idea. Hiding it under a little pile of gravel in the corner of his front yard, he went into the house and grabbed a pair of binoculars. Then he went back to Rebecca waiting in her car. 
 
    “Going to go bird watching?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope, Serb watching.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
   The first part was the hardest. He had to convince Rebecca to let him borrow her car but not come along. He needed a car the Serbs weren’t familiar with, but he didn’t want her along in case they got spotted. He wouldn’t risk her any more than he already had. 
 
    Rebecca finally gave in and handed over the keys, and he drove back to his house. There he retrieved the tracer and drove as quickly as he could to the north side of town, where the city faded out in the foothills of the Catalina Mountains, replaced by the trophy homes of the wealthy, each one ruining a patch of once-beautiful desert hilltop. 
 
    The only reason he knew this neighborhood at all was because he had worked delivering pizzas one year in college. He always hated having to deliver up here. Rich people never tipped because they never had a job that relied on tips. But the neighborhood would suit his purpose. 
 
    He stopped by a driveway, tossed the tracer out the window, and continued uphill before he took a right to where he knew there would be an overlook screened by a bunch of tall prickly pear cacti. It was out of sight of any nearby houses. Once there, he shut off the engine, got out, and crouched behind the cacti with his binoculars. 
 
    A car approached. Focusing the binoculars, he saw it was a new black Lexus with tinted windows. It came to the end of the driveway and stopped. Peter wrote down the license plate number. 
 
    That sure didn’t take long, he thought. 
 
    The Serbs must have been set out after him as soon as he left his driveway. Perhaps the tracer set of an alert when it moved. He didn’t know much about them. He didn’t know much about anything in whatever world Goran had been in. 
 
    A man got out of the passenger’s side. He was well dressed and had a short salt and pepper buzz cut. Like the two men who had almost cornered Peter in the mine, he was muscular and looked aggressive. Peter felt glad he was only seeing him through binoculars. 
 
    The man searched around for a minute before spotting the tracer and picking it up. He looked around, slowly scanning in all directions. Peter tensed as the man looked his way, but his head kept moving. After a minute he got back in the car and the driver turned the vehicle around and went back down the slope. 
 
    Peter got in Rebecca’s Ford and followed. At first he thought he had lost them in the winding streets of the foothills, but he picked them up a couple of miles further on. They were headed into central Tucson. Peter kept back, allowing a couple of cars to get between them. 
 
    That made him lose them a second time. An SUV got between him and the Lexus and he didn’t spot they had turned until it was too late. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    He couldn’t lose them now. This was his only chance to get a glimpse at what was going on. He did a 180, cutting across two lanes of traffic and cursing as the Ford’s sluggish, rumbling old engine almost didn’t get him around in time to avoid a collision with a Chevrolet. The driver honked and gave him the finger. 
 
    “Sorry, but this is more important than you getting to the shopping mall,” Peter grumbled. 
 
    He cut off another car turning onto the street where the Serbs had gone and found they had made it nearly a block ahead, and about to pass through an intersection. 
 
    The light turned yellow. 
 
    “Please don’t speed up. Please don’t speed up,” Peter whispered. If they went through and he got stuck behind the light, he’d lose them for sure. 
 
    He let out a great gust of relief as he saw the brake lights come on. 
 
    Then he tensed again as he found himself pulling up right behind the Lexus. 
 
    “Oh crap.” 
 
    Peter put on his sunglasses, hoping they didn’t look in their rearview mirror. He couldn’t see a thing through their tinted windows. 
 
    They sat there for what seemed like hours as the red light shone mockingly above. Peter had his hand on the stick shift, ready to shift into reverse if they opened their doors. 
 
    Then another car came up behind him and he was trapped. 
 
    At last the light turned green. The Lexus moved forward, and Peter followed, maintaining a slow speed to give the Serbs some room. The car behind rode his bumper, obviously impatient. 
 
    The Lexus made another turn down a small residential road. Peter cursed under his breath. Following them would be obvious, but what else could he do? He made the turn. 
 
    They didn’t go far. After about a third of the block the Lexus turned into the driveway of a nondescript home. Peter noted the address and passed them. From his rearview mirror he saw the older man get out, along with a younger man. They headed for the house and then Peter lost sight of them as he continued down the street. 
 
    He resisted the urge to turn around and make another pass. That would just look suspicious, and he’d lucked out enough in not getting recognized. If one of the men from the mine had been in the car, he’d have been in serious trouble. 
 
    Peter drove back to Rebecca’s house, taking a circuitous route like he had become accustomed to doing. He didn’t even have to think about it now. Paranoia had become a habit. What was the old joke? You’re not paranoid if everyone really is out to get you. 
 
    “Not everyone,” Peter muttered. “Just a criminal gang who killed one of their own and who would gladly kill me.” 
 
    Rebecca was waiting for him outside the apartment. 
 
    “How did you know I was coming back?” Peter asked. 
 
    “That engine sounds like a 747.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Peter realized that he had used the worst possible car to tail someone. He really needed to get better at all this. “Shall we go inside?” 
 
    Even though it was past six, it was still hot. 
 
    Rebecca snuggled up to him. “No, let’s go for a walk and catch the sunset.” 
 
    They strolled around the neighborhood as Peter related what happened. He cut off when his phone vibrated. He had turned off the ringer before setting up his little sting operation. Another paranoid precaution. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Orloff? This is Detective Heatwole.” 
 
    “Oh, hello. Have you made any progress?” The question came out more sarcastic than Peter had intended. He felt like he was doing more investigating than the police. 
 
    “We’re working on several leads. Did you take Mr. Knežević’s Jeep?” 
 
    Peter stopped, growing cold. 
 
    “No,” he said. That short, simple word sounded so full of guilt and fear he almost expected to hear a police siren wailing in the distance, coming his way. 
 
    “His Jeep went missing sometime yesterday. Have you been back to the house?” 
 
    “Not since the morning after the murder, when I went to get some clothes and toiletries. It was there then.” 
 
    “We’ll put out an APB for the vehicle and list it as stolen. By the way, we’ve given the property owner the all clear to go in and clean up. They said they would replace the carpet and give everything a thorough cleaning. You should be back in your home tomorrow.” 
 
    Detective Heatwole said this with a false cheer that Peter figured was supposed to sound supportive. Instead, it made him depressed. 
 
    “I’m going to move. I can’t live there now.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable, Mr. Orloff. Keep me informed of your new address. Are you still at the same motel?” 
 
    “No. Now I’m at the Twin Palms on 3rd Avenue. The last place was too noisy. Oh, if your vice squad wants to make a few busts, the Desert Vista is a good place to look.” 
 
    The detective chuckled. “Thank you. That’s all for now. Have a good day, Mr. Orloff.” 
 
    He hung up. Peter rubbed his temples. He suddenly had a raging headache. 
 
    “The cops noticed the Jeep was gone. They think it was stolen.” 
 
    “Now what we going to do?” Rebecca asked, rubbing the back of his neck. “How can we search the desert without the Jeep?” 
 
    “We’ll still use it,” Peter replied, feeling a sudden determination. 
 
    “But if the cops catch us…” 
 
    “Then I tell them everything. In the meantime, I will still try to solve this myself.” 
 
    “We. We are going to try to solve this.” 
 
    He kissed her. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you think he suspects you?” They continued walking as the western sky turned crimson. 
 
    “Yeah. I think he was kind of suspicious of me before and he’s twice as suspicious now. The cops didn’t take the keys to the Jeep, so they must figure I took them. What are the chances of the Jeep being stolen just a day after the owner is killed?” 
 
    “If they find out you lied about taking the Jeep, they’ll probably think you’re lying about other stuff too. You could end up being charged for Goran’s murder.” 
 
    “Damn it! This is getting crazy. What am I going to do?” 
 
    Rebecca stopped him and put her hands on his shoulders, looking him in the eye. 
 
    “You will sit down with that map and those books you ordered, and you’re going to try to find the rest of the pieces.” 
 
    “But I couldn’t see any—” 
 
    “You’ll find them if you keep looking. Goran knew you’d be able to. Just work on it. I have band practice in an hour. You go back to that motel. I’ll join you later. Take your Nissan and leave the Jeep here. From now on you only use that Jeep when we need to go to the desert.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    His new motel was slightly less crappy than his old one. It was on the west side of town where there were a lot of run-down motels with half-broken neon signs dating from the Sixties and Seventies. The TV didn’t work, the previous resident had left cigarette burns on the bathroom counter, and the Venetian blinds were partially broken and let in light from the street outside, but at least there wasn’t a prostitute turning tricks on a squeaky bed next door. Peter realized his standards were going down. 
 
    At least the quiet gave him a chance to concentrate, and it paid off. 
 
    In one of the books he had ordered, one he remembered Goran owning, he found the location of two sites. 
 
    Both had the same oddly shaped hill in the background, a double hump with a lower ridge to one side that looked like a camel lying down. The book identified it as the old mining town of Easy Lode. It had been one of the best silver strikes in the Arizona Territory back in the 1890s, with rich ore close to the surface that was easy to mine. The easy lode turned out to be too easy, though, and the town got attacked by bandits who stole much of the silver after it had been extracted from the ore. When the townspeople fought back, the bandits killed several of them and burned the town down. 
 
    The residents of Easy Lode rebuilt it, but the lode soon began to play out. The townspeople, already nearly broke from the cost of the theft and the rebuilding, abandoned the place in 1905. Another strike nearby revived the town in the 1930s, but this soon played out as well. 
 
    The book gave a general description of the location, in Pinal County a few miles southeast of Florence, and a close look at the topo map pinpointed the spot. Crosschecking Google Earth with the book and Goran’s photos, he found that when the mine shifted to the other side of the double hill in the 1930s, so did the settlement, although both were called by the same name and had the same post office, so officially they were the same town. 
 
    It looked like Goran had put one of those tiles in each town. 
 
    Two hours later Rebecca showed up and was delighted with the news. 
 
    “Awesome! We’ll go tomorrow.” 
 
    “Don’t you have work?” 
 
    “Sure, but I’ll tell Uncle Juan you’re really broken up and need me.” 
 
    Peter laughed. “You’re unbelievable. You think your uncle will let you get away with that?” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll give me a guilt trip, but it’s nothing I haven’t heard before. He won’t fire me. He said I was useless even as he hired me.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s told me that a few times too, and I still work there.” 
 
    Rebecca looked around the room and a mischievous smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Wow, this is a real dump. Where’s the crack whore?” 
 
    “She costs extra. I’m trying to save on expenses.” 
 
    Rebecca snuggled up close to him and put her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Want to hear a secret?” she whispered. 
 
    “Hmmm, sounds like a good secret,” he murmured between kisses. 
 
    She leaned in close, her breath hot in his ear. “I’m really turned on by sleazy motels.” 
 
    “I should have stayed in the last one. There was a hooker turning tricks in the next room. I could hear her all day and all night.” 
 
    “Oooh, we could have done it at the same time.” 
 
    She took his shirt off. 
 
    “Once all this is over, I should come on tour with you and we can stay at the sleaziest, filthiest motels we can find.” 
 
    Peter had said the right thing. She pushed him down on the bed and straddled him. 
 
    This time, they didn’t just settle for a naked back rub. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
   Easy Lode was as easy to find as the ore had been easy to mine. A paved county road went halfway there before turning into a well-maintained dirt road passing through sandy scrubland. He could see the camel-shaped hill up ahead. They passed a ranch only about a mile from the hill. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t exactly in the middle of nowhere,” Rebecca said. “I’m surprised he put two of the pieces so close to civilization.” 
 
    “Judging from the dates they were the last pieces he buried. Maybe he was in a hurry? He liked this area, and he knew it well. There’s a lot of history in Florence.” 
 
    “That dusty little town?” 
 
    “It was a real Wild West shoot- ‘em-up kind of place back in the day. A sheriff even got into a gunfight with his former deputy.” 
 
    “Sounds like something the Tucson Police Department would do. Oh look! A rabbit.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was this sheriff named Pete Gabriel. He had a deputy named Joe Phy. Both were hard drinkers and straight shooters. Gabriel was the sheriff for a few years but tired of it and decided not to run for reelection and endorsed Phy. But then Phy beat a teamster so bad he almost died and when a crowd gathered and shouted at him to stop, he pulled a gun on them. After that Gabriel withdrew his endorsement and Phy lost the election. That caused some serious bad blood between them.” 
 
    “That cloud looks like Texas,” Rebecca said, pointing. 
 
    “Are you listening? Anyway, one night back in 1888 Gabriel was drinking in the Tunnel Saloon when Phy comes walking in. Gabriel could tell Phy had come to fight, and they both drew their revolvers.” 
 
    “Yee-haw.” 
 
    “Phy was the faster draw and shot Gabriel in the guts. Got him in the lung too. But that didn’t stop the old sheriff. He kept on shooting and Phy retreated to the street, thinking Gabriel would be too weak to chase him. Well, he was one tough hombre and—” 
 
    “One tough hombre? Oh God.” 
 
    “Listen. And then he shot Phy three times, killing him. Gabriel survived somehow.” 
 
    “Because he was one tough hombre?” 
 
    “Exactly. He died from drinking poisoned water a few years later.” 
 
    “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “This stuff is interesting!” 
 
    “Interesting for a guy.” 
 
    “What do you want to talk about, knitting?” 
 
    “How about that cheap motel road trip you were talking about.” 
 
    “Let’s survive the week first.” 
 
    The dirt track led down into a valley. The double hill stood on the south side and just in front of it they could see a few dilapidated wooden and adobe buildings. 
 
    “This must be the newer town,” Peter said, “It’s not in too bad condition.” 
 
    “Looks pretty bad to me.” 
 
    “It’s a ghost town. These things are relative.” 
 
    “Like cheap motels?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Peter parked the Jeep in a flat, open area that looked like it had served as the old town square. Several buildings bordered it on three sides. As they stepped out, they saw some spent shotgun shells lying around. 
 
    “Looks like the local yokels come here for target practice,” Rebecca said, pointing to the front of one long, low building that was perforated with dozens of gunshots. 
 
    “Idiots,” Peter spat. “These are historic buildings.” 
 
    As he looked around more, he saw smashed beer bottles and cans, plastic candy and potato chip wrappers, and the desert to one end of town was all torn up by quad bikes. 
 
    “Goran must have flipped out when he saw the way this place has been treated,” he muttered. 
 
    Rebecca looked around her, amazed. “I never thought places like this existed outside of the movies.” 
 
    She wandered among the twenty or so buildings still standing. A faded sign identified the general store. Peering through the broken window, they saw a dusty counter, bare shelves, and a couple of barrels. Another building was a gas station, complete with old style gas pumps with glass tops. In the ruins of a collapsed house, she found a faded and tattered old cloth doll. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she whispered. “That ranch house was kinda cool, but this is a whole town! Too bad more buildings aren’t still standing. It looks like most have fallen down.” 
 
    “This place got abandoned eighty years ago. Being so close to Florence I’m surprised any are still standing at all,” Peter said. 
 
    “There’s the building in Goran’s photo,” Rebecca said, pointing to a private house that still had its front door intact. 
 
    “You have a good memory.” 
 
    “This is the best preserved of all of them. I wonder if it got abandoned last.” 
 
    Peter pulled out his phone to check the angles of the shots. By the time he had, Rebecca had found all three flat stones. 
 
    “Told you I’d be useful,” she said with a grin. 
 
    They drove in the pitons and set up the strings. One line went right to the front door while the other two went through windows that had lost their glass probably before either of them had been born. Rebecca opened the door cautiously, the hinges groaning in protest. 
 
    “Creepy,” she said, looking inside. 
 
    “Getting into ghost towns now?” 
 
    “Yeah, but let’s get out of here before someone comes along and asks what we’re doing. Is this floor safe?” 
 
    She stared at the splintered boards beyond the front door. 
 
    “The boards rest on the ground. See how it’s level with the ground outside?” Peter said. “That was a common way to do floors cheaply back then. One step above having a dirt floor.” 
 
    He entered the building, trailing the line of string behind him. Rebecca went around the back and passed the other two strings through the windows. 
 
    Peter didn’t even need to get the strings fully aligned because he could see where a couple of floorboards had been pulled up and put back into place. The nails were missing. 
 
    “Getting sloppy, Goran. I think you really were in a hurry.” 
 
    He pulled up the boards, keeping an eye out for black widow spiders, and saw the ground underneath had been dug up. 
 
    Within a couple of minutes, they had another ammo box, and another lead tile. 
 
    Finding the next one at the older site of Easy Lode was just as straightforward. That town, on the other side of the hill, had no building left standing. Goran had buried the tile beneath an old mining cart next to a mine shaft that had been sealed by the state parks association with a set of metal bars. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can make any sense of the scratchings on these things,” Rebecca said. 
 
    She lay the tiles on the hot hood of the Jeep and moved them around like pieces of a puzzle. Peter watched expectantly, wondering if it would make a map or a drawing. 
 
    It didn’t. Instead it made a clear series of numbers. 
 
    8793. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “No idea. I guess the other two sites will tell us. If we can find them. I’ve been researching this stuff for a couple of days now and I still can’t crack those last two.” 
 
    “We’ll find them. We’re just overlooking something.” 
 
    They loaded everything back into the Jeep. Suddenly, Rebecca stopped and stared. 
 
    “Oh. My. God.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remember that burnt mesquite tree in one of the pictures? The one you said looked like it got struck by lightning?” 
 
    “Yeah. It pissed me off. Why did Goran use that as a landmark? It’s not like itwill show up on any map.” 
 
    Rebecca pointed. On a low ridge a few hundred yards past the ruins, stood the tree. 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    Rebecca nudged him. “That’s the most intelligent thing I’ve heard you say all day.” 
 
    “Har har.” 
 
    “I deserve a kiss,” Rebecca said. 
 
    Peter obliged her. “You deserve a lot more than that.” 
 
    She gave him an eager grin. “Let’s see what’s there.” 
 
    They hurried over. While the tree was the main landmark, Goran had left them other clues—three shots of an old shed. 
 
    On the far side of the hill, they spotted the shed. Within minutes they had set up the strings and dug up another ammo box. 
 
    When they opened it they didn’t find any lead tile? Instead, they found a printed-out photo of a building. A modern building. 
 
    “That’s not what I was expecting,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.” Peter studied the photo for a moment. “Hey! I know this building. It’s the Engineering Department at the University of Arizona.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have buried something there, could he?” 
 
    “I don’t see how. And anyway, according to the photos the final site we’re missing is in the middle of the desert, not someplace on campus.” 
 
    “So what’s this then? And what are those numbers on the tiles?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. 
 
    They got back in the Jeep and drove to a rest stop where they got lunch. As they ate, they spread the topo map on the table, trying to find the last location. 
 
    “This one is really hard,” Peter said. “There aren’t any big landmarks and the mine looks like a million others in the state. At least there’s a bit of a clue with the photos. See how there are saguaros in the background? Those only grow in the southwestern part of the state. Well, and Mexico, but I don’t think he’s going to lead us down there. Have you noticed how there’s none up here? We’re already too far north and east for the saguaro’s range.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this stuff?” 
 
    “I’m a desert rat. I love everything about the desert. That’s what you miss living in the city all the time. You can’t even see the stars in Tucson.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m cooler.” 
 
    “Oh, so I’m not cool?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed and kissed him. “Not really. But you’re cute and a great kisser and I love the fact that you’re so loyal to your friend. So, tell me, granola hippie man, what happened with that saguaro?” 
 
    She pointed at a cactus in Goran’s photo that instead of having the usual tapered top like the end of a sausage, had a large, fanlike growth. 
 
    Peter stared. 
 
    “Holy crap, I think you just solved it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “This kind of mutation is rare. It happens when insects or frost mess up the growth of the plant. Then it grows into a weird fan like this. There’s one like this on campus next to Old Main. Close to the engineering building, actually. Wait, a minute…” 
 
    Peter remembered a university website that talked about saguaro and mentioned the mutant cactus on campus. He looked it up. Just as he remembered, it had photos of other examples. He scrolled through the images. 
 
    “Hey, isn’t that it?” Rebecca said. 
 
    There was a photo of a saguaro with a fan top in the middle of a stand of other saguaros. It looked identical to the one in Goran’s photo. Checking more closely, they could see the topography looked the same too. 
 
    The caption read, “Example just north of Lukeville in Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument.” 
 
    “Wow. Now I remember. Goran and I looked at this website together. He figured I’d remember.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Rebecca said eagerly. 
 
    “It’s clear on the other side of side of the county. It’s got to be at least two hours away.” 
 
    “So what? Better to do it now. Besides, Uncle Juan will kill me if I skip work tomorrow too.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going. I wasn’t saying that. I’m just wondering why he put it so far away when all the others are just an hour or so from town.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s something more important.” 
 
    “Maybe. I’m worried about driving the Jeep on the highways all the way there. We have to pass through the Indian Reservation. There are plenty of cops on those roads. Plus, Lukeville is almost on the border. There will be Border Patrol vehicles around.” 
 
    “Can we go a back way? You’re like an expert on all the little roads in this state.” 
 
    “We could, but we’d be even more visible if we run into a cop.” 
 
    “Got a spare fifty bucks?” 
 
    “Not really. This is bankrupting me.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll pay for it.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Antonio’s buddy runs a chop shop for stolen cars. He can give the Jeep a cheap paint job.” 
 
    Peter rubbed his temples. This was getting crazy. He had stolen his murdered roommate’s Jeep and now he had to go to a chop shop to avoid the cops? He almost missed his boring old life when the only thing he had to worry about was paying the bills. 
 
    “All right,” he sighed. “Let’s go.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
   Rebecca and Peter drove Goran’s bright red Jeep along I-8 west toward Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument. 
 
    “Goran hated red cars. Said they stood out too much and looked ugly,” Peter said. 
 
    “We stood out too much with it being its original color.” 
 
    “I feel bad, though, changing something that was his.” 
 
    “From what you say about him he was a pretty practical guy. I think he’d understand.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve been thinking about that photo of the engineering building. You know they have a nuclear reactor down there?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s just a research reactor, but I’m wondering if that may be what all this is about. Once when I was still at school, I peeked down there. The reactor is in the basement behind a big steel door. It had a key code.” 
 
    “The numbers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said, nodding. “It might be the code to get in there.” 
 
    Rebecca went pale. “What would your roommate be doing with the access code to a nuclear power plant?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “I don’t know. This just gets worse and worse.” 
 
    They drove on in silence. 
 
    The terrain grew wilder and more rugged. They hardly saw any houses any more, only the occasional gas station and convenience store by the side of the highway, isolated outposts in a desert that was subtly changing. The saguaro still stood as sentinels watching over their journey, but a new type of cactus began to appear, long and thin like the saguaro, but smaller and clustered together, ten or twenty of them growing from a single base and fanning out like some deformed hand with far too many fingers. 
 
    “Those are pretty,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “Those are the organ pipe cacti. Didn’t you ever come out here?” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. “I think we did a field trip in middle school. I was too busy sneaking smokes to really notice anything.” 
 
    “You live in the most beautiful place in America and you hide in the city. You know, once a couple of springs ago there was a few days of rain, one right after the other. How often does that happen? I knew what would happen next though. I went out to Picacho Peak and the whole desert was carpeted in wildflowers. Every color you could imagine. You see, the seeds lie dormant under the soil, waiting for decades for a rain like that. Then they all bloom at once and last only a couple of weeks or so. Then the seeds go dormant again and wait for another long rain.” 
 
    “You should be a park ranger instead of working for my uncle.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe so,” he said with a chuckle. Then he stopped chuckling and thought about it. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. 
 
    But at the moment he had more important things to think about. 
 
    Like the sheriff’s patrol car approaching them on the highway. 
 
    Rebecca didn’t speak, and he knew she was thinking the same thing he was. 
 
    That they really should have splashed out the extra money to change the plates. 
 
    The patrol car passed by without slowing. Rebecca let out a gust of air. 
 
    “Dating you is anything but boring,” she said. 
 
    “I wish it was a little more boring. Staying home and watching TV doesn’t sound too bad after all this.” 
 
    Then he realized she had used the word “dating”. He felt a warm flush. Yeah, dating her felt damn good. 
 
    They reached the ranger station, a low, unobtrusive building with a museum and info desk in the middle of gorgeous desert. An American flag snapped in the hot breeze. A school bus and a few other cars were in the parking lot. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Rebecca said. “Girls always look more innocent.” 
 
    “You’ll look more innocent if you cover up that Anarchrists t-shirt.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I have nothing to cover it up with. How about you do the talking?” 
 
    They entered the ranger station where the air conditioning hit them like a solid wall. 
 
    “Gah! Now I really wish I had something to cover up with,” Rebecca said, hugging herself. 
 
    Peter hugged her and rubbed the goose bumps from her arms. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” she purred. 
 
    “Sorry for the chill,” a chipper voice said from the front desk. A stout, middle-aged woman in a park ranger uniform stood behind it, with an easy smile and a tangle of curly red hair under the broad brim of her hat. “Government regulations.” 
 
    “The government tells you what temperature to keep the building?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Yup. It’s not a waste of electricity, though. The whole building is solar powered.” 
 
    “Cool,” Peter said. 
 
    “A bit too cool,” Rebecca added. 
 
    He kept an arm around her as they went to the front desk. 
 
    “I was wondering if you could help us,” he said. “My girlfriend goes to U of A and is working on a botany paper on saguaro. You have an example of a fan-shaped deformity that she’d like to take pictures of.” 
 
    “Well sure,” the park ranger said in her chipper voice. “You folks sure came a long way for a term paper.” 
 
    “I’m a very eager student,” Rebecca said. 
 
    Peter pulled out his phone where he had saved the website of cactus mutations. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a long way, but it seemed like a good excuse to come out and enjoy the desert.” Peter heard the words come out rushed, and a bit forced. He felt like this woman could see right through him. To cover up his awkwardness, he showed the park ranger his phone. “Here it is.” 
 
    “Oh yes! I know that one well. It’s on one of our trails.” 
 
    She pulled out a free courtesy map and showed them the trail, marking on the map approximately where the cactus was. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s right next to the trail about two miles from the trailhead. You can’t miss it. Now did you folks bring sunscreen, headgear, and plenty of water?” 
 
    Rebecca nudged him. “Oh, he’s like a super hiker. He’s thinking of becoming a park ranger.” 
 
    The woman’s voice became even more chipper. Peter didn’t think that was possible. “Oh! That’s wonderful. I can tell you it’s a very rewarding career. Here, let me get you a brochure.” 
 
    Before Peter could object, the park ranger hurried into the back office. Rebecca giggled. 
 
    “Why did you tell her that?” he asked her in a whisper. 
 
    “Because you totally fit in this job. Besides, you’d look cute in one of those hats.” 
 
    “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
    The park ranger returned with a brochure. “All the basic information is in here and check out the website printed on the back. It has an FAQ that will help you with any of your questions. And if you have any further questions, I’m Annie, and this is my work email.” 
 
    Annie wrote down her email at the bottom of the brochure. They thanked her and left. 
 
    As they went, they passed another park ranger, this one a male in his thirties, who was just headed inside. 
 
    “You folks get everything you need?” he asked. 
 
    Do they all use the word “folks”? Peter wondered. 
 
    “Yup,” Rebecca said. “We’re off to hit the trail after a giant mutant cactus.” 
 
    The park ranger stared at her. They continued to the Jeep and gathered up their gear. Peter had brought along a day pack with two bottles of water and the tools they’d need, along with some snacks and a compass. He had Rebecca carry the binoculars and more water. 
 
    It was more water than they needed for such a short hike, but experience had taught him you could never have too much water in the desert. 
 
    They headed out. Both of them kept an anticipatory silence. Finally, they would find the last piece of the puzzle. Finally, they were going to find out what Goran had been up to. 
 
    And then what? Peter had no idea, because he had no idea what he might find in the last ammo box. 
 
    They walked quickly, not seeing the beautiful desert around them. Normally Peter would have stopped a dozen times to admire the view and take pictures, but now his mind was focused on only one purpose. 
 
    At last they saw the saguaro up ahead. It was a huge one, at least fifteen feet tall, with a thick trunk. The top was fanned out, strips of the prickly green plant matter curled in on itself on the edges. They ran to it. 
 
    No strings or pitons were needed. It was obvious where Goran buried the ammo box. 
 
    A flat stone lay near the base of the saguaro. Just in front of it was an area of disturbed earth that had been stamped down. 
 
    “He wasn’t very careful this time,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” Peter replied. Something about this unsettled him. 
 
    They glanced around to make sure they saw no one. 
 
    “Keep watch while I dig it up,” Peter said. Rebecca moved off to a little hill about a hundred yards away where she could get a better view of the surrounding area. She gave a thumb’s up. 
 
    Peter knew he needed to work quickly. This was a well-established trail. Anyone could come along. The last thing he needed was hikers asking questions, or even worse, that school group. 
 
    He pulled an army surplus entrenching shovel. He had bought it the day before because it could be folded up and hidden in his backpack. Unfolding it and locking the pieces into place, he got to work. 
 
    Like with the other caches, the Goran hadn’t buried the ammo box very deep. His shovel hit metal just a few inches down. He scraped the last of the dirt away, glanced at Rebecca, who gave him a reassuring nod from the hilltop, and hauled the ammo box out. Rebecca ran back to him. 
 
    Peter waited for her. She deserved to be there when the final piece of the puzzle came to light. 
 
    She knelt down by him and smiled. They kissed. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Damn right I am. It’s about time we got to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Peter unclipped the ammo box, opened it, and found… 
 
    … nothing. 
 
    The ammo box was empty. 
 
    “What the hell?” Peter said. 
 
    He stared at the empty interior, even put it upside down and shook it as if something might fall out that he had missed. He dug around in the hole that had held the ammo box, searching through the loose caliche hoping to find something, anything. 
 
    “Is this all some sort of joke?” Rebecca grumbled. 
 
    “It couldn’t be. No, it can’t be.” 
 
    And then he had a terrible thought. The dirt had been looser at this site. It hadn’t been nearly as well disguised as at the other sites. 
 
    Like it had been dug up more recently. 
 
    “Somebody beat us to it,” Peter whispered. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then let’s get the hell out of here.” Rebecca started shoving the dirt back in the hole. Once she was done, she stamped it down with her foot and covered the spot with the flat stone. 
 
    In a daze, Peter packed his gear. They headed back to the trailhead. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Peter could only shake his head. His mind was in a whirl. Had someone really gotten to it before they had? If so, how? They didn’t have the photos. Had something in the stuff they stole from Goran’s apartment given them a clue? Maybe he had marked this last spot on the map or something. 
 
    That made little sense. Goran had been so careful to cover his tracks. He wouldn’t have made a slip like that, would he? 
 
    But Peter had been going on the assumption that this Serbian gang was his family. If that was true, they might have spotted something without his noticing. Or maybe he let slip when they attacked him. 
 
    When they attacked him after he let them in without a struggle, thinking he was safe. 
 
    Had his own family murdered him? The thought made Peter sick. 
 
    But Goran had an inkling that this might happen. That’s why he hid the stuff and alerted Peter in the first place. 
 
    Peter had no answers, only far more questions than before. 
 
    At least the Serbian gang had no answers either, just one piece to a six-piece puzzle. 
 
    Which meant they would come after him for sure. 
 
    They returned to the parking lot and went to the Jeep. Peter still didn’t have an answer to Rebecca’s question about what they would do next. 
 
    He froze, staring at the Jeep. Now he had a new, far more pressing problem. 
 
    All four of his tires were flat. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Peter inspected them. They had all been slashed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
   He felt a chill run through him. The Serbians who had attacked him on the north slope of the Catalinas had tried to slash his tires. 
 
    He and Rebecca glanced around and saw no one. The school bus had gone as had a couple of the cars. 
 
    The male park ranger stepped out of the ranger station. 
 
    “Is that your Jeep?” he asked as he approached them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said uncertainly. 
 
    “I noticed your tires were slashed. Didn’t see who did it though. Might have been the school group. A bunch of teenagers. Probably resentful that they were dragged away from their computers for a couple of hours and took it out on your Jeep.” 
 
    I’d like to believe that, Peter thought. Out loud he said, “Could it have been anyone else? Did you see anyone hanging around?” 
 
    The park ranger shook his head. “No, I didn’t, sorry. Why don’t you folks come into the ranger station and cool off while I call a tow truck? It will take about an hour to get here, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m just going to check they didn’t mess anything else up.” 
 
    The park ranger nodded and walked back into the ranger station. 
 
    “I don’t think it was a bunch of school kids,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “I don’t think so either.” 
 
    Peter checked his engine and undercarriage, but didn’t find any tracer. Once he was done, he realized there would be no point in placing a tracer if they were going to immobilize his Jeep. 
 
    But then why did they slash his tires? The Jeep hadn’t been broken into. Nothing was missing. He rummaged throughout the interior in any case, Rebecca helping him, and found no tracer or any other sign that anyone had gotten inside. 
 
    They went into the ranger station. There was no one at the front counter, but through an open door behind it they could see the male park ranger at a desk, looking at a computer screen that was turned away from them. 
 
    He looked at them from over the top of the screen. 
 
    “I’ve already called for assistance. You folks just sit tight.” 
 
    “Um, all right.” 
 
    Peter and Rebecca glanced at each other. 
 
    They sat for a while in the visitor’s center next to a display about cacti. After a time, Peter got up and paced. He saw the park ranger watching him. 
 
    “They’ll be along soon,” the park ranger reassured him. 
 
    “Where’s your colleague?” Peter asked. He hadn’t seen the chipper woman since they had gotten back. 
 
    “Out on a call.” 
 
    Peter paced more. A car came into the parking lot. Peter’s heart did a little flip-flop. He breathed easier when he saw the two young men who got out wore hiking gear. 
 
    The male park ranger came out of the office and stood at the desk. As the two young men walked into the ranger station, he nodded to Peter and Rebecca. 
 
    “That’s them.” 
 
    One of the young men pulled a gun. 
 
    “You’re coming with us,” he said in a Serbian accent. 
 
    Peter and Rebecca froze. 
 
    “Hands up,” barked the other newcomer, “and no trouble.” 
 
    They raised their hands. Peter glanced at the park ranger, who looked away. He had a look of shame on his face, but he didn’t say a word as the two men led them out of the ranger station. 
 
    “Look,” Peter said, his voice quavering. “She has nothing to do with this. Why don’t you let her go?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Peter’s mind raced, desperately seeking a way out. They were being led across an open parking lot with a gun at their back. No one was around. They were in the middle of nowhere. The only person who knew they were being abducted was in on the game. 
 
    A park ranger? A federal employee was mixed up in all this? 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    One man opened the doors to the back of the car, a late model four-door Ford, and gestured for Peter and Rebecca to get in. Rebecca started to cry. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Peter said. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    The man slammed the door. The other one got in the passenger’s seat up front and held the gun on them. After the first man got behind the wheel, he hit the child safety lock. Peter and Rebecca sat still in the back, locked in and silent like a pair of chastened school kids. 
 
    “Where are the rest of them?” the man with the gun asked. 
 
    Peter didn’t need to ask what he meant. As a precaution, Peter had left the lead tiles and the photo of the engineering building back at his motel room. 
 
    “What’s all this about?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Answer my fucking question!” the man snapped. 
 
    “If I give them to you, will you let us go?” Peter asked, quickly adding, “Because we don’t know anything. We don’t know you people. We don’t know what this is all about. I’m not even sure I know Goran’s real name! Look, if you get what you want, you don’t need to have two more murders on your hands. You and your buddies can walk away with no trouble, but if me and my girlfriend go missing, the cops will sniff around even more than they are already. It would be better for you!” 
 
    Peter realized he as babbling. He forced himself to stop. 
 
    A long silence. 
 
    “Sure,” the gunman said. “We’ll let you go.” 
 
    Another silence followed. The lie hung in the air like a bad smell. 
 
    Peter knew it was a lie, but if he agreed, it was another few hours of life. Another few hours that might give them a chance to get away. Plus, the Serbs would have to take them back to Tucson. That meant witnesses. Cops. 
 
    “All right,” Peter said, his breath coming out in a rush. “I hid them in an abandoned building back in Tucson. I didn’t trust my motel room. You already traced me to one.” 
 
    A flicker of confusion passed over the gunman’s face. “Give me the keys to your Jeep.” 
 
    Peter handed them over. The driver took them. After a long search in the Jeep, he came back and said something to his companion in Serbo-Croatian. 
 
    The gunman frowned. “All right, we’ll go back to Tucson. But if you’re lying, you and your girlfriend get it.” 
 
    The driver grinned. “Your girlfriend more than you.” 
 
    Rebecca trembled. 
 
    The driver turned the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot. Just as he did, the chipper female park ranger came out from behind a cluster of organ pipe cacti, appearing at the trailhead of a different trail. She gave a friendly wave. Peter gave her an urgent stare, afraid to do any more than that. He saw a flash of recognition in her face, a chipper smile, and the smile died in a look of confusion. 
 
    And then they pulled out of the parking lot and left her behind. 
 
    Peter’s heart sank. The woman would only wonder for a moment about the young man who wanted to be a park ranger going off in a different car and giving her that strange look. She would go back to the ranger station, her colleague would spin her some story, and she would forget about the whole incident. 
 
    Until she read in the newspaper about his and Rebecca’s dead bodies. 
 
    Hell, that might not even happen. After they got what they wanted, these guys could drive to the middle of the desert, cap the both of them, and leave their bodies for the buzzards and coyotes. Nobody would ever find them. 
 
    The drive back to Tucson was long longest trip of Peter’s life. Rebecca took his hand. It felt cold and sweaty. Other than that one small movement, she didn’t move at all, but sat rigid in the back seat, staring straight ahead. 
 
    After about half an hour, Peter dared to speak. 
 
    “How did you find us?” 
 
    “What do you think?” the driver grunted. “The park ranger tipped us off.” 
 
    “Park rangers don’t make much money,” the gunman chuckled. He had been watching them the whole time in the rearview mirror, his pistol in his lap. 
 
    “Yeah, but… how did you know we’d be coming there?” 
 
    “Mind your own business,” the driver said. 
 
    Like it isn’t my business, Peter thought. They must have been waiting for us. They arrived in a little more than an hour. Tucson is almost three hours away. They must have been staying in a motel somewhere waiting for us. And when we went down the trail, the park ranger slashed our tires so we couldn’t leave and called them. 
 
    So these guys must have dug up the box under the saguaro, taken whatever was in it, and waited in the area to catch us. They must have known enough about what we were doing to have known we had gotten the rest of the pieces. 
 
    But how? 
 
    Peter remained silent. It wasn’t like these guys would tell him anything. They had made that quite clear. 
 
    Peter tried to figure out how to get away. He checked the fuel gauge. Nearly full. They wouldn’t have to stop at a gas station before Tucson. The doors were child locked. Even if they could open them and jump out, and they were doing seventy down the highway. 
 
    A cop car passed them. Peter tensed but could see nothing he could do. 
 
    The car whooshed past and was gone. He slumped. A moment later he realized he could have dived forward and yanked on the steering wheel. They might have crashed or at least swerved, and that would have gotten the cop’s attention. 
 
    Cursing himself for thinking of that too late, he eased himself a little closer to the center of the back seat and kept his eyes open for other police cars. Every time he saw the glint of a car in the shimmering heat ahead, his hopes rose, only to plunge when it turned out to be a normal vehicle. 
 
    Then, after another hour of expectant waiting, he saw a car approach that caught his attention. 
 
    But for all the wrong reasons. 
 
    It was a green four by four. 
 
    Peter would have groaned out loud if he wasn’t so afraid of making a noise. This must be the rest of the gang coming to meet them. That guy he had smacked with the ammo box would be there, and he’d be pissed. 
 
    They won’t kill you before you give them the photo and the tiles, he reassured himself, trying to control his quick breathing. 
 
    But they could do a hell of a lot to you in the meantime. 
 
    Rebecca too. 
 
    To his surprise, the two Serbs in the front seat didn’t react as the four by four approached. Peter squinted. Maybe it was a different vehicle of the same make, model, and coloring? 
 
    As they came close, he could make out two burly guys in the front seat. He thought they were the same guys. 
 
    The four by four cut in front of their car, hurtling toward them headlong. The driver cried out and swerved, lost control, and fishtailed. 
 
    He hit the brakes, but it was too late. With a squeal of tires and a stink of burning brake pads, their car hit the shoulder on the opposite side, shuddered violently as it ran across gravel and dirt, and lurched to a stop as it smashed through several cacti and ground to a halt. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
   Peter saw very little of that, because he had banged his head into the seat in front of him and reeled back, feeling like he had just been punched by a heavyweight boxer. 
 
    He felt Rebecca push him out of the way as she leaned over the front seat. The locks clicked and the back door opened. Rebecca shouted something and hauled him out. He blinked, first at the heat and the bright sunlight, then at the trickle of something hot and sticky running into his left eye. He wiped his eye and pulled away a hand covered in blood. 
 
    “Shit,” he mumbled. Then his mind cleared. “The gun! Did you get the gun?” 
 
    “It was at his feet and he was just reaching for it, run!” Rebecca shouted as she yanked on his arm and led him into the desert. 
 
    Peter glanced back just in time to see the first gunshot. The loud pop of their kidnapper’s automatic cracked the hot desert air. 
 
    Peter and Rebecca ducked, but the guy wasn’t aiming at them. He crouched behind his car, firing at the four by four, which stood about two hundred yards away. An answering shot came from just behind it. 
 
    “What the hell?” Peter shouted. 
 
    “No time to figure it out. Run!” 
 
    They ran, as the firing increased in tempo behind them. They scrambled up a rocky hill, glanced around long enough to see there were no buildings or other cars in sight, and hurried down the other side. 
 
    After a while the firing stopped. They slowed to a walk, well out of sight of the road. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Rebecca husked, stopping and giving him a hug. Her shirt was soaked in sweat. He realized his was too. She pulled away from him and looked at his forehead. “That’s a pretty bad bump. Are you all right?” 
 
    Peter had barely noticed the pain until she mentioned it. He had been in too much of a panic. Now it throbbed. At least it had stopped bleeding, the baking desert air drying the blood into a sticky scab. 
 
    “I’ll live. We better keep moving.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Peter paused to get his bearings. The highway was about a mile behind them and as far as he could remember from their panicked, headlong flight, they had run in a straight line. Peter and Rebecca moved to a nearby hill and cautiously ascended it, looking around constantly for signs of their pursuers. Once at the top, they could see the highway in the distance. 
 
    “Where are the two cars?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Peter shaded his eyes and studied the highway. They were gone. 
 
    Sunlight flashed off metal. A pickup truck passed along the highway, but it didn’t slow down and was gone in a minute. 
 
    “Looks like they left,” he said. 
 
    “But why were they fighting? Are there two gangs?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “I have no idea. I guess one side killed the other and took their vehicle. Didn’t want to leave any evidence. Or maybe one side ran away. I hope someone saw the gunfight and called the police.” 
 
    “This highway is pretty abandoned,” Rebecca said. “We hardly saw any cars for the past hour.” 
 
    They stood for a few minutes watching the highway and, in mute testimony to Rebecca’s words, no vehicles passed. 
 
    Peter scanned the surrounding area. He didn’t see any other roads. It was midafternoon, and the sun was beating down on them. They both were wearing hats and had proper hiking boots, but they didn’t have any food and more importantly, they didn’t have any water. Peter checked his cell phone. No signal. 
 
    “Looks to me like we got two choices,” he said. “We walk through the desert hoping to find a house or another road or something, or we take our chances going back to the highway.” 
 
    “They’ll be searching for us back at the highway. Was that four by four that knocked us off the road the same one that chased you the other day?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then I don’t want to meet them either.” 
 
    “If we go through the desert, we could die of thirst.” 
 
    Rebecca turned to him. “If we go back to the highway and they find us before anyone else, they’ll kill us, and they’ll rape me first.” 
 
    Peter fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “All right, we’ll go through the desert. Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll go parallel to the highway. That way we have a better chance of coming across a side road or something. And every couple of miles we’ll go up a hill like this one and take a look around. If we see a gas station or a diner or anything, we’ll go to it.” 
 
    “Giving them another chance to find us.” 
 
    “Damn it, if we just strike off into the desert, we’ll die for sure! We can walk maybe two hours before we’re really thirsty, maybe two hours more before we start getting dizzy and disoriented. We have to walk by the highway.” 
 
    They were walking down the hill now, heading east, toward Tucson an impossible distance away. 
 
    “You’re the expert,” Rebecca sighed. 
 
    There was no trace of sarcasm in her tone, merely a heavy resignation. As afraid as she was of meeting up with the Serbs again, she knew that to lose sight of the highway meant death. 
 
    And it meant death quicker than she realized. Peter had seen what dehydration could do to someone, even on a short hike. Once he had been hiking Sabino Canyon, a popular trail in the Catalina Mountains close to Tucson. As he was hiking up the canyon, he came upon a middle-aged man and his ten-year-old son coming down. The boy had a small water bottle in his hand that was almost empty. The man was flushed and sweating profusely. 
 
    Peter stopped to talk with them. 
 
    “You guys all right?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” the father said. His words came out slurred, and his eyes did not quite focus on Peter. 
 
    “You need some water.” 
 
    “Oh no, we’re fine.” 
 
    The boy looked at his dad with an obvious worry. 
 
    Peter opened up his pack and gave them a full one-liter bottle of water. “Here, have a drink of this.” 
 
    The man took a sip, trying to act nonchalant. Then he handed it to his son, who took several big gulps. 
 
    “Have some more,” Peter told the father. 
 
    The father obliged. 
 
    “Keep it,” Peter said. “I have another bottle in my pack. I always bring along more than I need. You’re about two miles from the parking lot. It’s all downhill from here. Just stick to this trail and you can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the father croaked. He still wasn’t focusing properly. 
 
    Peter turned to the boy and looked him in the eye. He could tell that the boy knew this was serious. 
 
    “Make sure he drinks that.” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    Peter watched as the father and son walked down the trail. The kid gestured to his dad, who took another long drink. They remained in sight for five more minutes, and the man took several more drinks, his gait becoming surer and his motions more controlled. 
 
    Finally, they went around a turn in the canyon and passed out of sight. Shaking his head, Peter continued up the slope. 
 
    It had been a brief interaction, but it had stuck with him. They had probably been hiking for only three or four miles at most, considering that the kid didn’t look tired, but they had only brought along that little bottle of water. The dad, realizing they were getting short, had given all of it to his son. In the end that wasn’t the right thing to do, because as dehydration had set in his thoughts had become muddled, his movements uncertain, and he had lost all rational judgment. He had essentially left his child alone in the desert. If Peter hadn’t come along, he estimated a fifty-fifty chance that the guy would have collapsed before getting to the parking lot, and what would the kid have done then? 
 
    And now Peter and Rebecca were in an even worse situation. There was no parking lot two miles away, no friendly hiker to give them water. They were on their own. 
 
    The sun was beating down, and they walked in silence. The desert here was rough, with jagged hills and loose stones amid the cacti and sagebrush. There was no cover, the hills being too low and rounded to offer shade, the plants being too short to offer any either. After about half an hour they got to the top of one of the higher hills to have a look around. They had drifted a little further from the highway which was now only visible as a vague line in the shimmering heat, punctuated by the occasional spark of sunlight off the roof of a passing car. They saw no buildings, no side roads. Nothing but sun, rock, and a highway that held danger. 
 
    They trudged on. Peter checked his phone and saw they had been walking for an hour and a half. They still had no signal. He had grown thirsty. It wasn’t the swollen agony of a mouth with no more saliva, his throat didn’t have that sharp spike of pain when he tried to swallow, but he knew that wasn’t far away. He also knew when you felt thirsty in these conditions you were already in trouble. He estimated he could tough it out for another hour, maybe two. No more. 
 
    And Rebecca? She walked alongside him, head down, features drawn. 
 
    “What’s five times five?” he asked her. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What’s five times five?” 
 
    “Twenty-five. My mind’s still good, Peter, except I’m fantasizing about swimming pools. Swimming pools filled with Gatorade.” 
 
    “Shit. Now I am too.” 
 
    She took his hand and managed a faint smile. “Sorry.” 
 
    They walked on. Another mile. And another. Still no side road. Still no gas station. The desert, which Peter usually thought so beautiful for its wide-open spaces and subtle beauty, had narrowed down to the area just before his weary feet. There was no more beauty, only exhaustion and a sharp, agonizing thirst. 
 
    For a time he drifted, thinking of nothing but vague fantasies of being home, sitting in the bath with a tall, cool glass of water in his hand, ice cubes clinking. 
 
    He forced himself to focus. There wasn’t much time. He was getting to be like that careless father in Sabino Canyon. Rebecca shuffled along beside him. She had let go of his hand, her arms slack at her sides, her movements clumsy. 
 
    He began angling to the right, to the highway. They had no choice now. If they were lucky, they would be picked up by some passing motorist. If not… well, at least the Serbs would give them some water. They needed them alive until Tucson at least. Until then they could drink. 
 
    A plan came into his head, slowly and with effort through his muddled thoughts. Rebecca would hang back out of sight. If a regular motorist stopped first, fine. If the Serbs caught him, he’d tell them Rebecca collapsed in the desert. Maybe they’d leave with just him, and then Rebecca could flag down the next car she saw. 
 
    With a raspy voice he explained this to her. She didn’t answer, and he was not sure she understood. 
 
    Up a hill, down the other side. Up a taller hill, and Peter stopped. 
 
    They were half a mile from the highway now. No cars in sight, but a side road cut to their left, barely two hundred yards away. A big green metal box stood there, the size of a garage, with a fence topped with barbed wire around it. Some sort of electric relay station, most likely. Maybe there was a phone box there for the workmen. It would be locked, but a good hit with a rock would fix that. 
 
    Peter pointed and got a vague nod from his girlfriend. 
 
    They stumbled down a long slope and got to the relay station. Peter saw a utility phone box on the outside of the gate to the fence and staggered over to it, so eager to get to it that he forgot to look around him. 
 
    As he suspected, the box was locked with a padlock. He picked up a rock and smacked it. He marred the bright brass surface of the lock, but it didn’t break. 
 
    “Come on,” he gasped, and hit it again. It still didn’t break. 
 
    “Damn it!” he flailed at it, smacking it several times until the rock cracked in his hand. 
 
    Rebecca tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. 
 
    Down the access road, on the other side of the highway, stood a red phone box with the words “SOS Emergency Phone” painted on the side. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Rebecca snickered. 
 
    They went over to the highway. It stretched long and lonely in either direction. 
 
    He picked up the phone which automatically dialed 911. 
 
    “Hello, what’s your emergency?” asked a professional female voice on the other end of the line. Peter would have wept with gratitude if he had any fluid left in his body. 
 
    “Our, um, car broke down. We don’t have any water.” 
 
    “Is anybody injured?” 
 
    Peter glanced up and down the highway. Still no cars. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We have your location from the phone you called from. An emergency vehicle will arrive to pick you up as soon as possible. Try to find some shade within sight of the phone and stay put.” 
 
    “Thank you. How long?” 
 
    “I’m calling the recovery vehicle right now, sir. It will be at least fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He hung up, feeling unsettled. Why hadn’t he told her what had really happened? They needed more than some nice guy in a car with a bunch of water, they needed the police. 
 
    NO COPS. 
 
    Goran’s last words to him remained imprinted on his memory. Now that they were out of immediate danger, Peter found himself already thinking about how to go on with the search. They had lost the final piece, but they had enough to try to figure out what was going on. Unraveling what had happened to Goran, and what his roommate was trying to communicate to him, compelled him forward. 
 
    But not yet. Not right now. He was too exhausted. 
 
    There was no shade in sight except for a tiny patch cast by the phone itself. He let Rebecca stand in it while he remained in the sun. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” he said. “We’ll drink in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Just saying the words revived them a little. 
 
    “Thank God,” Rebecca said. 
 
    Peter managed a smile. “I thought you were an atheist.” 
 
    “Wiseass.” 
 
    “How are we going to explain why we don’t have a car?” Peter wondered out loud. 
 
    “Let’s figure that out once we get water. I can’t think straight.” She sat down. Peter hauled her back up, almost toppling over with the effort. 
 
    “Don’t sit. You might pass out if you sit.” 
 
    They stood in silence. Time stretched out. Peter wasn’t sure if it was going quicker or slower. He just stood, the heat pressing down on him, his thirst a painful longing. Now that water was close, that help was almost there, he could no longer ignore his thirst. It became an overriding obsession, an ache in every part of his body. 
 
    A glint of sunlight off metal in the distance. A vehicle approached. 
 
    “That was quick,” Rebecca said. Her voice was scratchy and faint but expressed limitless relief. 
 
    “Really? It seems like hours.” 
 
    The vehicle emerged out of the heat haze. 
 
    It was a green four by four. 
 
    “It’s them. Run!” Peter pushed Rebecca toward the desert. “Get out of sight. I’ll give myself up. I’ll say you got lost in the desert. Maybe they’ll only take me, then you can wait for the emergency vehicle and get help.” 
 
    Rebecca stumbled into the desert. The area on this side of the road was flatter, but after moving about fifty yards she hunkered behind an organ pipe cactus, disappearing behind its wide spreading growth. 
 
    Peter remained where he was, slumped and forlorn. It was all over for him, but maybe, just maybe, he could get Rebecca out of this. 
 
    The four by four pulled off on the shoulder. Peter glanced behind him, hoping that another vehicle would come into view. No such luck. 
 
    The two bulky Serbs from the mine stepped out. One had a bandage on his forehead. 
 
    “You got me,” Peter croaked. “Give me water and I’ll take you to—” 
 
    One ran off in to the desert. 
 
    “Wait! She collapsed a mile back. She’s not over there.” 
 
    But they must have spotted her as they drove up because the guy ran right for the organ pipe cactus. 
 
    Peter stumbled after him. The second Serb grabbed him by the middle and hauled him toward the four by four. Peter slugged him, but his blow lacked any real strength. 
 
    “Cool it,” the man said, pinioning his arm. “We’re not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Just let her go. I’ll give you everything you want.” 
 
    The guy shoved him in the back seat. Peter tried to get back out and got pinned to the seat. 
 
    “Calm down! We’re on your side.” 
 
    Peter didn’t listen, desperately trying to look past him to see what was happening to Rebecca. 
 
    He saw her being led back to the four by four. 
 
    She was shoved into the seat beside him. One guy got in the driver’s seat while the other, the one Peter had hurt, drew a Bowie knife and got in the back seat with them. 
 
    They drove off. After a mile they passed the emergency pick up vehicle passing the other direction. 
 
    Peter sighed. It was all over. 
 
    The driver handed back a bottle of water. “Drink.” 
 
    It was a small bottle, just a half a litre. Peter let Rebecca drink most of it. The few swallows he got went down like honey. 
 
    The guy with the knife turned to them. “We’ll get you some more water at the next rest stop. First, we have to talk about what’s going to happen with you and us.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
   Peter rubbed his temples. He had a sharp headache that the little water he had drunk had not taken away. 
 
    “Just let her go. Let her go and I’ll give you everything.” 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you,” the driver said. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Peter replied. 
 
    Rebecca said nothing. She kept her head down and kept still. 
 
    “We’re Goran’s cousins,” the man with the Bowie knife said. 
 
    Hearing his dead friend’s name snapped something deep inside Peter. 
 
    “He must have been ashamed of you. Gunrunning. Human trafficking. You’re scum, fucking scum!” 
 
    Rebecca gave him a worried look that stopped him from saying more. 
 
    “You’re so wrong. That’s what we’re fighting,” the man with the Bowie knife said. 
 
    “You already got us,” Peter grumbled. “I’m going to show you where the other pieces are. You don’t have to insult my intelligence.” 
 
    “Those other guys are part of an organized crime syndicate,” the Serb went on. “They run guns from Mexico to the black gangs in California, and the big white drug dealers. They smuggle women in too, make them work as whores. We’re trying to fight that. Goran stumbled upon some of their secrets and got killed for it. Why do you think we were shooting at them? We were trying to save you.” 
 
    “You were trying to save us so you could use us the same way they wanted to. You’re just another gang.” 
 
    The man with the Bowie knife shook his head. “We want to avenge my cousin and catch these bastards. We shot one, and the other dragged his friend into the car and managed to get away. Instead of chasing them we came to find you. We knew you were stranded in the desert and we need the information you have.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you found us. Now cut the bullshit,” Peter said. 
 
    The guy with the knife turned to the driver and said something in Serbian. Another red SOS phone was up ahead. They parked next to it. 
 
    “Get out,” the guy with the knife ordered. 
 
    Peter’s heart began to pound in his chest. Slowly, they did as they were told. Both Serbs got out too. 
 
    “Now get in the front seat.” 
 
    Confused, they got into the front seat, Rebecca ending up behind the wheel. The driver handed her the keys and the man with the knife handed his weapon over to Peter. They both removed the pistols that were tucked into their jeans beneath their shirts and put them on the dashboard. 
 
    “Drive away if you want to. You can get back to Tucson and be safe. Or you can listen.” 
 
    Rebecca and Peter stared at each other. The two Serbs stepped away from the four by four. 
 
    “Go on. Or stay with us and help us avenge Goran.” 
 
    Peter looked at the Bowie knife in his hand, and the keys in Rebecca’s. The guns lay within easy reach. 
 
    “What do you think?” he whispered. 
 
    “I… don’t know,” she whispered back. “I don’t think they’re going to hurt us, at least. I’m not convinced they’re the good guys they say they are, though.” 
 
    “We could learn a lot more if we talk to them.” 
 
    Rebecca paused, then nodded. 
 
    They stepped out of the car. Rebecca tossed the keys back to the driver. 
 
    “I’m keeping the knife and the guns,” Peter said. 
 
    The Serbs shrugged. “If that makes you feel better.” 
 
    They got back into the car and drove off. This time, both Serbs sat in the front seat. The man who had given up his knife turned around. 
 
    “This is Miroslav, and I’m Rodavan. We’re Goran’s cousins.” 
 
    Peter had heard those names before. Goran hadn’t lied about their names, at least. 
 
    “He lived with you in Serbia? He pretended he spent that time going to school in Phoenix.” 
 
    “He lived in Serbia, yes, but not with us. There are many things he had to hide. I will get to that. But let me show you something.” 
 
    He turned on his phone and scrolled through the photo gallery, then handed it to Peter. 
 
    There were a series of photos of Goran, Miroslav, and Rodavan in a living room drinking vodka. They were laughing and horsing around. 
 
    “Would we take this kind of picture if we were going to kill him?” the man asked. 
 
    Sadness tugged at Peter. Goran looked so alive in these photos, like he always had. 
 
    He noticed the phone was picking up a signal. It was weak, but it began to get stronger. They must be approaching a gas station or town. 
 
    That meant people. That meant he could call 911. He could still get out of this and go his own way. 
 
    But curiosity overruled that. 
 
    “So tell me what’s going on,” he said. 
 
    “What you must understand about Serbia is that we are big on family, much more than in other countries. It’s not just brothers and cousins, it’s whole clans. In our village, half the people are related to us in some way, and we are friendly with the two smaller clans that live there. They were our allies in the war when we had to kick out the Horvat and Juric clans.” 
 
    “You kicked out half your village?” Peter asked. If Rodavan wanted to prove himself the good guy, he wasn’t doing a very good job. 
 
    “They betrayed us! It’s complicated. I don’t expect a foreigner to understand. Just understand that our clan, the Kneževićs, is very large. We are in several villages in Serbia and some are even in Macedonia. They fled there to get away from the war. Even the best traveled of us hasn’t met every Knežević.” 
 
    “The war brought hard times, and some Kneževićs decided to make money in bad ways. They sold drugs and run whorehouses. Our part of the clan never did that.” 
 
    “Did you run guns?” 
 
    Rodavan studied him for a moment. “Yeah, we did. The Balkans are a rough place and people need guns. And we needed the money.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that here,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “We don’t. It’s the other part of our clan that does this. The problem is, the FBI knows about Serb clans, and they think we are just as guilty as the rest of them. If they knew what was going on, they would arrest the two of us, and the other good Kneževićs.” 
 
    NO COPS. That’s what Goran wrote to me. He was protecting his family. 
 
    “Why all the lies? Why did Goran tell me he grew up in Phoenix when he was hanging out with you guys in Serbia?” 
 
    They came to a gas station and convenience store. A few trailers were clustered in the desert just beyond, one of countless tiny settlements in the desert for people who wanted to live away from the city for dead cheap. 
 
    Miroslav pulled the four by four into the parking lot and parked. 
 
    “I’ll get you some Gatorade and some water. Anything else?” he asked as he got out. 
 
    “Something to eat, please,” Rebecca said. Peter nodded. Suddenly he realized he was famished as well as thirsty. 
 
    Miroslav left. Rodavan went on with his story. 
 
    “Goran had to lie. He had to cover for himself. Because he was in the wrong part of the Knežević clan.” 
 
    “What? I don’t believe it. Goran would have never run guns or trafficked women. He was a decent guy.” 
 
    Rodavan nodded sadly. “He was a decent guy, you’re right. That’s what got him killed. But he couldn’t help how he was raised. His mother and father were big into the business. They hid some of it from him. He knew they were fencing stolen jewels, but he didn’t know about all the other stuff until later. The problem was, he was growing up in this country, with these ideals. He didn’t want to live a life of crime, and his parents knew if they told him the whole truth—that they were selling guns to the Bloods and Crips so they could kill each other, and that his mother worked as a madam—that he would reject them, reject the clan, maybe even go to the police. So they sent him to Serbia to be educated.” 
 
    “Wait. He said he lived stayed his cousins in Serbia. He named you!” 
 
    “He only told part of the truth. He did live with his cousins, but different cousins, not us. He only met us later and became friends. He was so happy to finally meet some relations who were decent, especially after what he saw in Serbia. The cousins he lived with are the ones who kidnapped you, Zivko and Andrej.” 
 
    Peter put his head in his hands. “This is crazy.” 
 
    Rodavan went on. “He spent four years in Serbia, living the life. He learned to fight, to shoot, learned the family business. They broke him into it slowly. He was still a kid, so they didn’t trust him with anything important, but they did raise him to be a criminal.” 
 
    Peter slapped the seat. “He didn’t do any of that stuff. I don’t believe it!” 
 
    “He didn’t. Don’t worry. Goran was a good guy. Once he graduated high school, the clan sent him back to his parents. The plan was for him to go to college here, integrate back into society, and then start working for the Knežević clan. Goran played along because he was afraid. He figured he could get out of it somehow. For four years in college they didn’t call on him to do anything. But after he graduated, they began to put pressure on him.” 
 
    “What did they want him to do?” 
 
    “You know that nice bar he worked at?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Lots of rich guys come in there. They got him that job so he could offer men hookers, ones they had trafficked.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “He didn’t. He delayed them as much as he could, made up all sorts of excuses. He told us all about it. They kept pressuring him and pressuring him. Finally, they gave up and tried a different tactic. They saw he wasn’t going to budge on the prostitutes, so they tried the guns. They gave him a pistol and practiced in the desert with him, like he had practiced with Zivko and Andrej in the Serbian hills in high school.” 
 
    “An unlicensed 9mm. Yeah, the police found it.” 
 
    Rodavan sighed. “They would have.” 
 
    “Goran was always pretty gung-ho,” Peter said. “I guess they figured it was a good way to get to him.” 
 
    “They eased him into it, little by little. They had him help clean some guns they would sell, had him drive some merchandise from one city to another. He never dealt with sellers or buyers, only did minor stuff. They thought they were getting to him, bringing him into the fold, but what Goran was really doing was gathering evidence. He decided to take down the whole clan.” 
 
    “Including you guys?” 
 
    “No, I meant the bad part of the clan. Then someone screwed up, and he learned what he shouldn’t have learned. He learned they were going to make a big sale to terrorists. Goran never got a chance to tell us what.” 
 
    Peter had a feeling he knew. 
 
    “So how was he killed?” 
 
    “We can only guess. But from what we’ve figured out he began hiding clues to what was going on in the desert as insurance, thinking that if they killed him someone else would know. But they figured that they’d get to him before he could tell anyone about it. They were monitoring his calls and emails, they had access to everything thanks to a computer hacker on the payroll. He knew this and couldn’t tell us or anyone else directly about it. He didn’t want to tell you because he didn’t want you hurt. How did you find out about all this, anyway?” 
 
    “Never mind about that. Go on.” 
 
    Rodavan frowned. “You’re going to have to trust us sooner or later if we’re going to bust these people.” 
 
    “Says the guy who pulled a knife on me.” 
 
    “We never wanted to hurt you.” 
 
    “You attacked me at the mine!” 
 
    “No, we tried to intimidate you. Me brandishing my knife was only to get you to stop and cooperate. We never would have hurt you.” 
 
    Rodavan unconsciously touched the bandage on his forehead. Peter winced. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Peter wasn’t sure if he was truly apologizing or hoping this guy wouldn’t get his own back. 
 
    Rodavan grinned. “It’s OK. I would have done the same in your position. It looks like Goran wasn’t as careful as he thought. The clan has lots of connections, bribes lots of people. They figured out Goran was hiding something in the desert and came after him. We don’t know any more details.” 
 
    “They searched his room first and stole all his maps and books, so they must have known he was going to old ruins to hide the clues. I guess that was pretty obvious considering how much he loved those places,” Peter said. “But they didn’t find the pictures that would lead them to the burial sites. He hid them in a safe place where I could find them. He left a note saying not to call the police.” 
 
    “He was protecting us,” Rodavan said. “If you had gone to the police, they would have brought us all in.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand is that he saw his room had been ransacked, left, didn’t go to work, and then came back. When he came back, they killed him.” 
 
    “They knew about his job at the bar, so he wasn’t safe there. He probably just drove around the city for a while and then decided to come back because he had nowhere else to go. He had a gun, so maybe he felt he would be all right. But they’re tricky. They probably sent someone he didn’t know, a hired killer posing as a pizza delivery man who has come to the wrong house. That’s a common trick. You see the uniform and the pizza box, and you open the door. He doesn’t look like the people you are afraid of, so you don’t think anything about it.” 
 
    “What was this big sale the clan was planning?” 
 
    “Goran didn’t know the whole story. He was trying to find out. He has been feeding us information. Going to pay phones to call us. He thought he was being followed and was paranoid about being seen at a payphone. He didn’t call us at all for three days before his murder. The last thing he said was that the sale was something big with a Middle Eastern connection.” 
 
    Peter thought of the photo of the engineering building, the one with the research reactor in the basement, and his blood ran cold. 
 
    Rodavan put a hand on Peter’s shoulder. 
 
    “So, there it is. You have it all. You can go to the police or you can help us. Goran trusted you to help.” 
 
    Goran trusted me to find the answer. But I only have part of the answer. 
 
    Miroslav returned with two bottles of Gatorade, a large bottle of water, and a couple of microwave burritos. Peter grabbed one of the Gatorade bottles and chugged it. Once he finished, he wiped his mouth, looked at Rebecca, who nodded, and said, 
 
    “You got yourself a partner.” 
 
    Do I really have a choice? These guys are my only link to finding out the truth. 
 
    “Two partners,” Rebecca snapped. “I’m not getting left out at the last minute.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous. No place for a woman,” Miroslav said. 
 
    “Spare me the Eastern European macho crap. I can handle myself.” 
 
    Rodavan shook his head. “Girl, I spent four years fighting in the war. I hunt. I’m a boxer. So is Miroslav, and not even I or my brother can handle ourselves with these people.” 
 
    Rebecca held his gaze. “Then you need all the help you can get.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
   The four of them sat in Peter’s cheap motel room. He had assembled the four lead pieces to show the number “8793” and then the photo of the engineering building at the University of Arizona. 
 
    Peter had decided to come clean. Miroslav and Rodavan could have killed them at any time, and they hadn’t. He still had heaps of questions left unanswered, but the biggest of all was what had been in that final ammo box, the one Goran’s clan had found somehow. Maybe these two guys would be able to help when they saw the other pieces. 
 
    He sure as hell hoped so, or they were stuck. 
 
    The two Serbs stared at the pieces and the photo for a long time while Rebecca bandaged Peter’s forehead. 
 
    “I have no idea what this is supposed to be,” Miroslav said. 
 
    “You don’t know what’s in the basement of the engineering building? Many people don’t, actually. It’s a research reactor. I only know because I used to party with a physics student.” 
 
    “A research reactor? A nuclear reactor?” Miroslav said. “Why would they put it in the middle of campus? That’s stupid.” 
 
    “They put it there back in the Fifties when there weren’t so many regulations about that stuff. My friend explained to me that it’s very small, too small to have a meltdown. It was basically for training students. But that doesn’t mean it’s safe. There’s still radioactive material within the reactor itself. I’m thinking this number is the access code to the electronic lock to get inside. Once there, you could steal the uranium or contaminated water and make a dirty bomb.” 
 
    Miroslav and Rodavan stared at each other, their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “What’s a dirty bomb?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “A regular bomb with a bunch of radioactive material packed inside,” Peter said. “When the explosion goes off, the radioactive material gets spread everywhere. You can make a few city blocks unlivable. Think of the panic. You don’t even need to know any nuclear physics to pull it off. All you need is access to some radioactive material and not care that you’re getting a dose of radiation while you’re making it. Easy enough to find a radical Muslim to volunteer for that.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “Men.” 
 
    “What do you think the last piece was, the one they got?” Miroslav asked. 
 
    “No idea,” Peter admitted. “Probably a clue to the people who wanted to buy it.” 
 
    “What I don’t get is why all the mystery,” Rebecca said. “Why not just have one ammo box with a note inside explaining everything?” 
 
    “To protect the clan,” Rodavan said. “None of these pieces by themselves tell you anything. Only putting them all together does it make sense, and only Peter could find these things and make sense of them. He wanted someone outside the clan, someone he could completely trust, to do the right thing.” 
 
    “So he didn’t completely trust you?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Miroslav made a face. “The life made him scared. He didn’t know who to trust in the clan. It’s not so simple, half the clan good and half the clan bad. The loyalties are … well, complicated.” 
 
    Peter and Rebecca glanced at each other. 
 
    Peter took a deep breath. “So what do you suggest we do now?” 
 
    “The criminals already have most of what they want,” Rodavan said. “They know you don’t have all the information Goran wanted to give to you, and as far as they are concerned, you are dead in the desert. Let’s make them think that more. I will get a friend, an American friend who works with us, to call the police and file a missing person’s report on you. I can’t do it myself because they will ask my last name. Then they will think you are dead.” 
 
    “How would they know that … oh. They have a contact in the TPD?” 
 
    “We have suspected this for some time. It is not the detective investigating the crime, that much we know. He is doing too good a job. He’s already questioned us. We told him nothing. He questioned the others too.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea. I doubt they’d guess that you picked us up. It was a one in a thousand chance that you came along right then. Do it.” 
 
    The Serb made a call, speaking in English as he gave the instructions to whoever was on the other end of the line. 
 
    Once he hung up, he said, “They will strike soon. They have a man injured and know we’re on to them. They also will think you are out of the way. But the police, at least the honest ones, are still investigating. They will want to get their business done.” 
 
    “It’s already night. You think they will try to break into the engineering building?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Rodavan sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe. But we don’t know when, so how do we catch them? If only we knew where they were based!” 
 
    Peter smiled. “I know. I followed them once when they tried to put a tracer on my car. I can lead you right to them.” 
 
    Miroslav and Rodavan looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    “Let’s go get them. But we need our guns back first.” 
 
    Peter hesitated. “I don’t want any killing.” 
 
    “Do you think we want that? Then we would be in real trouble with the cops.” 
 
    “You might have killed that guy on the road,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “That was self-defense. He fired first.” 
 
    Peter wondered about that. But then he realized that this had gotten serious. There was no way they could bust into that house and find out the truth without having some weapons in their hands. That would be suicide. 
 
    “You got a gun for me?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Oh, come on, what do you know about guns?” Rebecca said. 
 
    Peter ground his teeth. This wasn’t the time to be snarky. 
 
    “We don’t have any spares,” Miroslav said. 
 
    Peter hesitated once more, then handed over the guns. He kept the Bowie knife. Neither Serb objected. 
 
    They got into the four by four and Peter directed them to the house where he had tailed the Lexus that had tried to tail him. As they did, Peter told them of how he had tricked them. 
 
    “Not bad,” Rodavan said with a smile. “I am glad they underestimated you. We will not make the same mistake.” 
 
    That was an odd turn of phrase, Peter thought. 
 
    “We’re both on the same side,” Peter said. He couldn’t quite keep a hint of a question out of his tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” Miroslav said. 
 
    Peter shifted in his seat. “So be honest with me. You stopped at that emergency phone because you were afraid we were going to ditch you, right?” 
 
    Rodavan grinned. “That was a worry, yes.” 
 
    Peter laughed. It looked like these guys were all right. 
 
    Still, there remained a nagging doubt. Something bothered him, some detail in the back of his mind he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    But then he had no more time to think about it because they were entering the neighborhood. 
 
    Miroslav parked the four by four in a parallel street and they walked. The two Serbs kept their guns tucked under their shirts and Peter did the same with the Bowie knife. Rebecca was unarmed, but she refused to be left behind. 
 
    “I got to keep you guys from doing anything stupid,” she explained. 
 
    They came to the house, a ranch style home that looked much like all the others in this middle-class neighborhood. There were no cars in the driveway.  Couple of lights shone from behind the Venetian blinds. 
 
    They watched the house for a few minutes from a vantage point down the street. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Do they have a dog?” Miroslav asked. 
 
    “Not that I saw.” 
 
    “Stupid people. Always were sloppy. We go in the back way.” 
 
    They moved across the street and eased up to the side of the house. A wooden gate and fence blocked off the side of the yard, with another fence screening the view from the neighbors. Miroslav pulled out a set of lock picks and got to work on the simple lock. 
 
    Rebecca raised an eyebrow and gave Peter a meaningful look. 
 
    I get it, Rebecca, Peter thought. Honest men don’t know how to pick locks. 
 
    Miroslav opened the lock in just a few seconds, then stepped back and hid the lock picks as a car went by in the street. The car didn’t slow down. Peter wondered if the driver had even seen him, lost as he or she was in their own little world. He had been like that just a week ago, not seeing all the evil and crime going on all around him. 
 
    Miroslav and Rodavan pulled out their guns and eased open the gate. A dark strip of gravelly lawn led to the backyard, where in the dim light cast by the distant streetlights Peter could make out a barbeque and some lawn chairs. 
 
    They moved slowly, wincing every time their shoes crunched the gravel underfoot. Peter couldn’t believe how much noise they were making. He figured that in reality it wasn’t so much and couldn’t be heard inside the house with all the windows shut, but to him it sounded like a herd of elephants. Sneaking into a house wasn’t like it was in the movies. 
 
    They came to the corner of the house. Peeking around, they could see the rest of the backyard. No one. A sliding glass door stood closed, with blinds screening off their view. A light poked through the slats. Peter judged that it was too weak to be from the room itself and probably came from further within the house. 
 
    A faint sound came to his ear. Voices? 
 
    Miroslav gestured for them to move forward. There was a back-patio area covered with concrete. They moved more quietly there. 
 
    Peter tried to peer through the blinds but could see little except a patch of linoleum floor. He guessed it was the kitchen. He pressed his ear against the cool glass and heard a voice, low and rough although he couldn’t make out any words. There was a thud and what sounded like a muffled grunt. 
 
    Miroslav gave a light tug on the sliding glass door, found it locked, and got to work on it. Peter and Rebecca stepped back. 
 
    That caution probably saved their lives. 
 
    As the lock clicked open, a shot rang out. The hole burst open in the glass, the area around it spider webbing into a thousand cracks. Miroslav and Rodavan sprang in opposite directions, cursing. 
 
    Both pumped several rounds through the glass door, shooting blind but spraying the kitchen enough that Peter didn’t see how anyone could survive. 
 
    Miroslav yanked open the door, and as Rodavan fired several more times, the plastic blinds dancing and falling, rolled into the room. 
 
    On impulse, Peter followed, gripping the Bowie knife … 
 
    … and ended up straight in the line of fire. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
   Peter caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure in the hallway beyond the kitchen, half hidden by a doorway leading to another room. The light that had shone there a moment before it had been switched off. 
 
    There was a flash as the figure fired, and a bullet zinged past Peter’s ear so closely he could feel the heat. He dived to one side, with the sickening realization that no matter where he went in that direction, he would still be in view. 
 
    Another bullet thumped into the cabinet right next to his head. 
 
    Then Miroslav rose up and fired twice. The figure jerked and fell out of sight. 
 
    Peter froze where he had landed on the linoleum floor, unsure if the man was dead. Rodavan entered the room, gun leveled. 
 
    For a moment there was silence. 
 
    “Cops will be coming soon,” Rodavan said. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    With Miroslav covering him, Rodavan crept down the short hallway, ready to fire if the stranger showed himself. 
 
    The stranger was quicker. 
 
    He popped out from around the corner, lying on the floor. In the half second it took for Peter’s companions to adjust their aim, the man put a bullet in Rodavan’s gut. 
 
    Miroslav took him out with a single shot to the forehead. Even in the dim light Peter could see the back of his head open and brains spray out to stain the carpet. 
 
    Peter recoiled, a sick feeling in his stomach. He watched in horrified fascination as Miroslav rushed to his cousin, who was doubled over and screaming on the floor. 
 
    Peter got to his feet. Vaguely he was aware of Rebecca entering the kitchen, but he felt drawn to the living room. He had heard something beyond the Rodavan’s screams. Passing by the two Serbs and stepping over the dead body while avoiding looking at it, he came to a large living room and flicked on the light. 
 
    A man was tied to a chair in the center of the room. All the blinds were drawn, making the living room feel like a prison. The man was past middle age, with a gut and gray hair he combed over a bald spot. He had a black eye and several other fresh bruises. His eyes widened as Peter stepped into the room. 
 
    Something on the coffee table caught Peter’s eye. It was a printout of a photograph of the same man tied to the chair. The paper had been folded at one time, and dirty fingerprints marred one edge of the photo. 
 
    Dirty fingerprints. A light brown the same color as the Arizona soil. This man’s picture had been the final clue. 
 
    But who was he? 
 
    Rebecca figured it out first. Pulling out her phone, she searched for something on the Internet, then showed the screen to Peter. 
 
    It was a collection of photos of the engineering faculty at the University of Arizona. 
 
    “Dr. Ronald Mortimer, Professor of Nuclear Physics and Engineering.” 
 
    “We got to get out of here!” Miroslav shouted from the hallway. “The cops will be coming soon.” 
 
    “Or more of the gang,” Rebecca said, pointing to a phone on the coffee table. 
 
    Miroslav stalked into the room, his hands covered in blood. He took one look at Dr. Mortimer tied to the chair and said, “There you are, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    “He’s who the gang was looking for,” Peter said. 
 
    Miroslav nodded and turned to Peter. “Cut him loose and take him along. We have to get Rodavan out of here and back home.” 
 
    “He needs a hospital!” Peter objected. 
 
    “He’s got a gunshot wound. The police will investigate. I know someone who can help him.” 
 
    Miroslav went back to Rodavan and tried to pick him up. The Serb wailed in pain. 
 
    Peter stayed where he was. 
 
    “Come on!” Rebecca said. 
 
    Miroslav picking the lock… Miroslav not wondering who the man tied to the chair was… and the final clue… the fact that clues had to be hidden at all. Why didn’t I see it before? If Goran had trusted his cousins, he would have simply told them. 
 
    Only Goran knew the contact at the Physics Department. Only he knew the professor who would help them steal the nuclear materials. 
 
    Peter found himself walking over to the corpse. Misoslav had his back turned just a couple of steps beyond, struggling to get his brother to his feet. As if from a great distance, Peter saw himself pick up the dead man’s gun, level it at Miroslav, and fire. 
 
    Humanity took over at the last instant, and Peter lowered his aim to take him in the small of the back. Miroslav cried out, dropped his brother, and fell on top of him. 
 
    Peter grabbed one of their guns and kicked the other out of reach. 
 
    “What are you doing!” Rebecca screamed. 
 
    “There are two gangs,” Peter said. “Two fighting halves of the same clan. Goran was trying to keep the secret from both.” 
 
    But if he had no one to protect why did he tell me not to contact the cops? Why not go to them himself? 
 
    “Watch those two,” Peter told Rebecca, who rushed to pick up the other gun. He strode over to the professor. 
 
    “Get talking,” he told him. 
 
    “I… I don’t know what’s going on! These men kidnapped me and—” 
 
    Peter smacked him across the face with the butt of the pistol. 
 
    “My friend got killed because of you. I nearly got killed, and my girlfriend too. I’ve been on the run for the last several days. I want answers. Now.” 
 
    Dr. Mortimer hesitated. Peter put the muzzle of the pistol to the professor’s temple and Mortimer blurted out, “My contact with the Serbs got murdered a couple of weeks ago. I was supposed to meet him, and he didn’t show. Then I saw his face on the news. Someone had shot him. I thought it was the rival gang. He had warned me about them. They both wanted access to the reactor. They had been working together and fell out over money.” 
 
    “He got killed a couple of weeks ago? Not a few days ago?” 
 
    The professor nodded. Peter breathed out a sigh of relief. Goran had not been the contact. 
 
    Most likely he had killed the contact after getting the information out of him somehow. 
 
    “Did your contact know your face? Did he know the access code to the reactor?” 
 
    “Yes. But he needed my help to remove the materials.” 
 
    Rebecca called from the hallway. “Peter, we need to go!” 
 
    “One minute.” Peter turned back to the professor. “When were you supposed to remove the materials?” 
 
    “Tonight. But with these guys killing each other I got scared and tried to stay out of it. They got a photo of me somehow and found me.” 
 
    “Who were you going to send the stuff to?” 
 
    The professor didn’t have time to answer because the front door was kicked in. 
 
    On instinct, Peter fired on the man who barged in, who turned out to be the older man with salt and pepper hair who he had followed to this house previously. 
 
    But Peter’s aim was off. He’d never done much shooting and his snapshot went wide, smashing a window near the door. 
 
    It was enough to make the man flinch and miss his own shot. 
 
    The bullet intended for Peter instead got the professor in the back of the neck. 
 
    Peter ducked into the hallway as two more bullets chased him. He heard Rebecca screaming and saw her pick up the last gun. Peter put his hand around the corner and emptied his magazine in the room. Then he dropped his gun and put the second gun in his right hand. 
 
    He dared a peek around the corner and nearly got his head blown off. His panicked fusillade had hit nothing. The older man crouched by the front door, most of his body protected by the wall. 
 
    The sound of running feet behind the house told him more Serbs were coming around that way. 
 
    Peter and Rebecca huddled close, both clutching guns they really didn’t know how to use. They were cramped in a short hallway with two writhing gang members. The floor was soaked in blood. The hallway provided shelter from the living room but not the kitchen. At any moment more gang members would burst through the shattered glass door. 
 
    At that point it would be all over. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” Peter said. 
 
    “I love you too,” Rebecca replied. 
 
    Sounds of the movement in the backyard made Peter fire a couple of blind shots into the night. He knew he had probably not hit anyone, and he knew that wouldn’t keep them off for long. Life was now measured in seconds. 
 
    The wail of several police sirens from outside. They sounded close. 
 
    The man at the front door shouted something in Serbian. Peter heard footsteps in the back yard running away. 
 
    He dared a peek around the corner again. The front door stood empty. Professor Mortimer sat slumped in his chair, obviously dead. 
 
    A sudden burst of gunfire from the street outside. Peter clung to Rebecca, waiting for the storm to pass them by. 
 
      
 
    The next day… 
 
      
 
    Peter and Rebecca sat in Detective Heatwole’s office. They had just endured a long, angry lecture about obstruction of justice, automobile theft, and illegal use of a firearm. Peter was wondering how he was going to afford a lawyer when the detective turned down the heat. 
 
    “Considering how things turned out, we will drop the charges. We probably wouldn’t have intercepted the theft of radioactive materials if it wasn’t for your actions.” 
 
    Probably? Peter thought. You definitely wouldn’t have stopped it. But if you’re dropping the charges, I’m sure as hell not going to point that out. 
 
    Detective Heatwole went on. 
 
    “We’ve managed to bust the entire operation, and we’ve gotten some good intel on their Middle Eastern connection. We wounded one suspect, the one who ran out the house from the front and tracked down and captured the three who fled from the backyard. One of the detainees decided to turn state’s evidence. We will make more arrests soon.” 
 
    “Going against his clan? I didn’t think Serbs would do that,” Peter said. 
 
    The detective shook his head. “They say blood is thicker than water, but with these scum it turns out money is thicker than blood. The whole clan was fighting against itself. From what an expert at the FBI told me that’s not uncommon.” 
 
    Rebecca spoke up. “I still don’t understand why Goran told Peter not to go to the police.” 
 
    Detective Heatwole grew serious. “Two reasons. As far as our investigations show, his parents kept far away from all criminal activity. They moved away from Tucson some time ago, hoping to put all that as far away from them as possible, but the clan still had a hold on them. They forced them to let their son move to Serbia.” 
 
    “Goran was kidnapped?” Peter said, aghast. He remembered Rodavan saying that Goran’s parents had been big into the family crime business. Another lie he had believed. He’d been so desperate for answers, and Rodavan had seen his desperation. That combined with his weakness after being in the desert had made Peter easy to fool. 
 
    “Essentially, yes. They forced Goran to go to Serbia.” 
 
    “All that trouble, all that danger, and he hid it so well,” Peter murmured. “I wish he had told me.” 
 
    Rebecca put her hand on his. “He couldn’t. You know that. Plus, I bet he wanted to at least pretend to have a normal life. You gave him a chance to be normal sometimes.” 
 
    Peter nodded. He had helped his friend more than he had realized. He only wished he could have helped him more. 
 
    Detective Heatwole shifted in his seat. 
 
    “The second reason he didn’t want you to go to the authorities was even more unsavory. One faction of the clan had a police officer on their payroll. Their contact in the TPD was a certain Police Sergeant Higgins. We had an internal investigation already going on him. Turns out he followed you in an unmarked car, saw you give your friend’s Jeep a paint job, and head west out of town. He alerted Rodavan and Miroslav Knežević about you.” 
 
    “And here we thought we were being clever,” Rebecca grumbled. “We were out of our league.” 
 
    “You were being clever. You cracked most of this case yourselves. The problem was, the other part of Goran’s clan had seen him looking at the park’s website, and a website from the University of Arizona that identified that cactus you mentioned. They knew he was hiding one of the ammunition boxes out there, and they bribed a park ranger to find it and give it to them, and then to keep a watch for you.” 
 
    “Those two guys, Zivko and Andrej, even stayed close to the park, knowing we’d be along soon,” Peter said. “And we ended up bringing Miroslav and Rodavan right to them and starting a gunfight.” 
 
    Detective Heatwole nodded. “Both factions knew you had almost cracked the case. That’s why they were so desperate to tail you. They didn’t underestimate you although I am afraid I did. I am sorry I ever suspected you.” 
 
    “So do you know who killed Goran?” 
 
    “We’re still investigating. Your friend’s knife wounds match the knife that Rodavan was carrying, though.” 
 
    “Bastard. I hope that gut shot hurts like hell.” 
 
    “Spending life in prison will hurt a lot more.” 
 
    Peter got some satisfaction out of that. It wouldn’t bring his friend back, but it was justice at least. 
 
    “Well, at least you got to bust them all and keep the radioactive material from being stolen. That’s good news,” Peter said without enthusiasm. 
 
    The detective looked from Peter to Rebecca and back again. 
 
    “I have some even better news.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Several members of the Knežević clan had prices on their head, and the FBI has a standing reward for any information leading to the arrest and conviction of any terror cell. I added it all up, and the two of you will split $1.2 million.” 
 
    Peter nearly fainted. 
 
    Rebecca made a little choking sound. “Did you say million?” 
 
    Detective Heatwole chuckled. “That’s right, $600,000 for each of you. While it won’t set you up for life, it sure will get you two young people off to a good start.” 
 
      
 
    Three months later… 
 
    The brand new van with the Anarchrists logo painted on the side was packed with the latest instruments and sound equipment, leaving little room for the three band members. That didn’t matter to Peter and Rebecca, who drove behind it in Goran’s Jeep, which was now Peter’s thanks to Goran’s grateful parents. 
 
    He had been spending a lot of time with Mr. and Mrs. Knežević, who had come out of hiding and who would be key witnesses in the trial. They’d become close, and Peter felt like he had a new aunt and uncle. 
 
    Peter drove, happy for having had a full day enjoying the desert scenery of Nevada as they headed west for the eighth stop on the Anarchrists’ five-state tour. Next stop was Reno, then Los Angeles. It had been a hell of a job putting it all together, but Peter loved the work. It was something completely new for him, working at something he actually cared about. Sales of the Anarchrists’ latest album, available on MP3, CD, and vinyl, had been growing steadily, and there had even been online sales to Canada, Mexico, and the UK to people who had obviously never been to one of their shows. Their social media followers had increased tenfold, and the band was getting to the point where it was financially viable. None of the musicians could quit their day jobs yet, but with some more hard work they’d be able to. 
 
    Peter glanced at Rebecca sitting in the passenger’s seat scribbling away in a notebook, hard at work writing songs for the next album. 
 
    She saw him staring and looked up at him with a smile. 
 
    “Sorry for disturbing you,” Peter said, looking back at the road. The sun had set, and the last reddish glow on the horizon was fading. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can write in this light.” 
 
    “I’m a night owl.” 
 
    “More likely you’re scrawling an incomprehensible mess.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “You’re right, park ranger, but it doesn’t matter. I only write it down to fix it in my head. I don’t need to look at it till later.” 
 
    “This one’s going to be a full album, right? Not an EP?” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s time to get in the big leagues. Our last tour was a flop. I guess it was bound to be considering all we had just been through. This one is going great. I can’t believe you got us on a radio show in Belgium.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Belgian state radio has a punk show. Hey, maybe you’ll get big there and we can have a European tour.” 
 
    “Do they have cheap motels in Europe?” 
 
    “I suppose they have them everywhere.” 
 
    He felt her warm, moist lips on his neck. 
 
    “Then I’m all for it,” she whispered. 
 
    The Anarchrists’ van moved to the right-hand lane and the turn indicator came on. 
 
    “Looks like they’re heading for the next exit,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “We’ve driven enough for one day.” 
 
    They followed the van as they pulled into a Motel 6. Peter slowed, glanced at Rebecca. 
 
    “Too respectable,” she said. 
 
    Peter gave three honks on his horn and drove on. A long, loud honk from the van bade them goodbye. 
 
    They drove along the business loop of a small town by the highway, glancing at every sign and building. 
 
    “So what are you going to do once the tour is over?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “There’s plenty to plan for the next album, and the social media account to take care of, but yeah, that’s not a full-time job. I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “Not go back to Uncle Juan?” 
 
    “Hell. No.” 
 
    “Become a park ranger?” 
 
    Peter laughed. 
 
    Rebecca nudged him. “Hey, why not? You’d get paid to hang out in the desert with the scorpions and rattlesnakes.” 
 
    “Maybe. I wouldn’t be able to go on tour with you though.” 
 
    “I can visit you in the park.” 
 
    “I figured you’d be through with the desert after all we’ve dealt with.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m not through with you.” 
 
    Then they spotted just what they were looking for. 
 
    “Wow, a motel right next to a truck stop, now that sounds classy,” Peter said. 
 
    Rebecca read the sign. “Long and short-term stays. I bet they mean you can stay for an hour or for the whole night.” 
 
    “We’re there,” Peter said, pulling into the parking lot. “You know, I’ve never stayed in a five-star hotel in my entire life and now I can finally afford it, I’m having more fun going to these dumps with you. Remember the mirror by the bed in that place outside Austin?” 
 
    “I remember the crack pipe we found under the bed.” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “Crack smoke kills bedbugs. That’s why we weren’t bitten,” Peter said. 
 
    “I got bitten,” Rebecca said, nuzzling up to him. “And you got bitten too.” 
 
    “But not by bedbugs.” 
 
    They parked. He turned to her, looking into her eyes as they glowed under the unsteady flicker of the motel’s old neon sign. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking…” he began and hesitated. 
 
    She poked a finger in his chest. “Don’t even say the word ‘marriage’. We’re too young.” 
 
    “What? No! I mean, I like you and all, but yeah, too young.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    He kissed her. “Love.” 
 
    She put her arms around him. “I love you too.” 
 
    They kissed for a long moment. When she finally pulled away she asked, 
 
    “So what have you been thinking about?” 
 
    “About becoming a park ranger.” 
 
    She laughed and slapped his knee. “I knew it!” 
 
    “You’re rubbing off on me.” 
 
    Rebecca glanced at the motel, taking a double meaning from what he said. 
 
    “Har har. It’s funny, I never really knew what I wanted to do with my life. I guess that’s why it’s been going nowhere. It was only when I met you, I realized I could do something I loved. Like your band. You put your all into it, even when it looked hopeless.” 
 
    “It’s not hopeless now. Don’t quit as our manager.” 
 
    “I won’t. I can do all that stuff even while I’m training and even after I get a posting.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “You’ll be the first ever park ranger to be handling a punk band’s social media accounts.” 
 
    Peter laughed. “Maybe. But don’t worry, I won’t quit on you.” 
 
    Rebecca kissed him again. “And I won’t quit on you.” 
 
    They got out of the car and strolled inside. 
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    rofessor Nick Upton stepped out of the front door of the anthropology department at Republic University and started to run. This time he’d go farther than he ever had. This time he was finally going to push it. 
 
    It was late morning on a Saturday and the quad was quiet. Just a few flirting undergraduates sitting on the steps of Old Main or sprawled out on the grass, while a couple of Nick’s colleagues headed for their own departments housed in the turn-of-the-century red brick buildings around the quad. Avoiding their wives, probably. Nick knew all about that. 
 
    The sun was shining, and the air carried the first sharpness of approaching autumn. He jogged under spreading oak and ash trees whose leaves were just beginning to turn. Soon the upper Midwest would be ablaze with color—a perfect contrast to the colorless town of Republic from which the university took its name. 
 
    Nick left the quad, getting into a rhythm, pacing himself for the long run to come. Six miles. He’d do six miles today. Maybe more. If he got tired, he could always call a cab to get back to the university. Cheryl would never know, and he could brag about his jog later. Twenty years of marriage and he still wanted to impress her, not that he ever did much of that these days. 
 
    He huffed out past the last red brick buildings of the old university and through the more modern concrete boxes built in the Seventies. The names of the departments stood above their entrances in letters of weathered steel. Chemistry. Geology. Biosciences. That last building had just gotten a big glass and steel extension that looked more like a corporate building in a major city than a university department in a private liberal arts institution. The state was big on farming, and one of the big agrochemical companies had thrown a lot of money at the university to get its name on the building. Nick curled his lip in disgust. 
 
    Another two minutes and he was off campus, nodding at a security guard as he left the leafy path for the more utilitarian sidewalk of the main road. Nick jogged in place, waiting for the light to change as cars and pickups shot past him. Someone in a Hummer shouted through an open window. 
 
    “Faggot!” 
 
    “Just because I know how to read doesn’t mean I’m gay, redneck,” Nick grumbled. 
 
    Republic was a city in name only. At Nick’s moderate pace, it took him a grand total of five minutes to pass the strip mall, the McDonalds, the Waffle House, and the Guns & Ammo Center to reach a broad open path cutting between the beginnings of a forest. 
 
    This had been a railroad once, but it had since been converted into a public footpath as part of the national Rails to Trails Campaign. Back in the day, the railroad had run through this town, though ultimately it had been replaced by the eighteen-wheelers on the highway, supplying the chain stores and the giant Walmart while taking away the few products Republic still created—including the feed mill, the agrochemical plant, and the America First Security Lock Company. Nick wished one of those trucks would take him away. 
 
    He was already sweating, and his Fitbit told him he had run only one mile. Two more to go before he reached the end of the trail and then three miles back to the department. Next would be a quick clean-up in the bathroom, and a hamburger and a couple of beers in Student Town, the two city blocks of decent shops that catered to the university and the only place in this damn town where someone with a PhD was welcome. 
 
    The trail was broad, even, and shaded the entire way. It was the perfect place for a middle-aged and only moderately fit man to jog. More importantly, it was quiet. The last few houses flanking the trail were soon behind Nick, and he huffed alone down the trail toward its end. The train tracks continued beyond that, of course, but the state had stopped clearing them away and widening the path. The original plan had been to link the trail to other projects across the state and the country, to create an entire network of hiking, running, and biking paths on the afterimage of the old rail network. But this hayseed state and its inbred neighbors hadn’t seen the value in that. 
 
    Despite the cool air, Nick’s shirt clung to his body with sweat. He kept running. He had a beer belly to get rid of and getting rid of the beer was not an option. Besides, his hairline was racing toward the back of his neck at a rate of an inch a year. He couldn’t be both pot-bellied and bald. That would be just too pathetic. 
 
    A man ran toward him, heading back to town. He was dressed almost identically to Nick—shorts, loose old t-shirt covering an out-of-shape frame, moderately expensive running shoes. Nick vaguely recognized him from an all-faculty meeting. He couldn’t place the man’s department, but it was a no-brainer that he was from the university. The locals’ idea of getting fit was guzzling cheap beer while shooting raccoons. No townies came on this path, and neither did Republic University’s few minority faculty members. They didn’t stray beyond Student Town. 
 
    The jogger gave Nick a courteous, half-recognizing nod and continued on his way. 
 
    Nick glanced at his Fitbit. Two miles. Good. He was getting better. He used to quit and walk back at this point. 
 
    He continued, running into the silence of the path’s last mile. The path delved deeper into the forest and began to narrow. Nick supposed that, at this point, the money had run out for the project. The trees began to press close, their spreading branches creating a darkening tunnel. 
 
    The path made a gentle curve to the left and suddenly ended. The transition was startling. From a path that could have been in any city on the East Coast, from where Nick had come and where he desperately wanted to return, the scene became the epitome of the Rust Belt. 
 
    Thick underbrush and close-set trees shrouded rusted rails running off and out of sight. A small, new sign pointed right, where Nick knew that a narrow trail ran for half a mile to the highway access road. A housing development stood over there—townies only. There was also a payphone, as quaint a relic of a former age as the tracks themselves. Briefly, Nick was tempted to take a shortcut and call a cab, cut a six-mile run down to three-and-a-half. 
 
    Don’t wimp out, he chided himself. You always wimp out. 
 
    Running in place, he glanced back the way he had come. Another three miles of the same thing. Or he could continue. The space between the tracks made a relatively smooth path, the ties all but buried by the earth that was relentlessly swallowing this relic of an older time. He’d never been this far before. 
 
    Yeah, but I could trip on something, and there are probably ticks or wasps’ nests. 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. Where was the young anthropologist who had drank ayahuasca with Amazonian shamans? The guy who had studied Voudon in the most remote parts of the Louisiana bayou? 
 
    He’d become a boring, middle-aged, middle-class professor who hadn’t published a paper in years. 
 
    Nick gritted his teeth and plunged into the woods. 
 
    He slowed a bit, keeping an eye out for where he was going. The tracks made a good path, just as he had suspected, the earth and carpet of leaves and moss creating an even running surface. Only a few times did he have to adjust his step to avoid obstacles—a couple of warped ties that stuck out of the ground, a rusty old bucket, a pile of corroded beer cans, a few scattered shotgun shells. The hicks must have come out there to party. 
 
    But not recently. All the stuff looked old, the plastic of the shotgun shells cracked and brittle, the labels on the beer cans faded. Nick was alone. 
 
    The tracks continued straight through the woods. It was even darker here, the canopy of trees almost a roof overhead. Silent, too. No wind and, he realized after a moment, no birdsong, not even any insects. 
 
    Nick slowed to a walk, looking around. His Fitbit told him he had run for another mile. Why so quiet? Back on the main trail, his run had always been accompanied by the chirp of birds and the scrabble of squirrels along bark. The silence felt oppressive, unsettling. 
 
    Had he spooked the wildlife? Nick smiled. Silence in the woods usually meant that a predator was nearby, but the rednecks had killed the last bear in the state twenty years earlier, and wolves had disappeared long before that. Nothing out there was more dangerous than a few wasps. 
 
    He resumed his regular jogging pace, continuing through the forest. 
 
    Nick got only another half mile before he saw the first of the stick figures. 
 
    It hung from a low branch at the end of a piece of rough twine. It was made of twigs lashed together with twine to create the image of a four-legged animal. A wolf, perhaps. Canine anyway. Nick stopped and studied it for a moment, curious. When he looked farther down the track, he noticed another figure not ten yards away. He walked over to it and saw a stick man. Just beyond that was another four-legged creature. 
 
    Intrigued, Nick walked on. Twenty yards or so farther, another of the figures dangled from a branch. This one was a triangle pointing downwards with two short twigs tied to the top side. Nick got the impression of a Devil’s head. 
 
    His skin prickled. What were these figures doing out here? 
 
    Looking along the track for more figures, he spotted the dark bulk of an old building up ahead. He approached, ears perked for any sound in the still, silent forest. 
 
    It was an old railroad station, its tin roof patterned with leaves and fallen branches, the wooden walls warped and splintered. Only the concrete platform, covered with graffiti, still stood in good order. Nick felt a chill when he saw several of the figures dangling in the trees that grew close around the station—stick men and four-legged beasts, Devil’s heads and pentagrams. 
 
    Nick’s heart pounded, and not just from the run, and yet an overwhelming curiosity drew him forward. He ascended the three concrete steps to the platform and stopped, peering inside the station’s open doorway. 
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior. The door lay on the floor just before the doorway, blown down by some storm or removed by human hands. Nick was surprised to not see the usual detritus of an abandoned building. No beer cans, no cigarette butts, no used condoms. Even the graffiti on the interior walls looked old and faded. It was like no one came there anymore, except for whoever had put up those weird stick figures. Flies buzzed around the entrance and Nick smelled something foul, like overripe garbage. 
 
    He stood on the threshold where the concrete platform ended, and the wooden floor of the stationhouse began. Not trusting the floor to hold him, he stuck his head in and peered around. 
 
    Just to the left of the entrance, not three inches from his nose, a squirrel hung from the roof on the end of a piece of twine. The string was wrapped around the squirrel’s neck, and its belly had been cut open. Flies blackened its entrails as well as the stubs of all four of its legs. Its feet had been cut off. 
 
    Nick cried out and drew back. An instant later, he heard a rustling behind him. In the underbrush on the opposite side of the tracks, he caught a glimpse of a dark figure disappearing behind a thick oak. 
 
    The sight jolted him into action. Nick leaped off the platform and sprinted down the tracks, fleeing for the safety of the main path. 
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