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Аннотация
Living in London while his wife serves as a military attach� at the American Embassy, recently retired Santa Fe police chief Kevin Kerney gets an early morning phone call that changes everything and sends him hurrying home to his New Mexico ranch. Riley Burke, his partner in a horse-training enterprise, has been mowed down on Kerney's doorstep by an escaped prisoner cutting a murderous swath through New Mexico.
As the killings mount, Kerney teams up with his half-Apache son, Lieutenant Clayton Istee of the Lincoln County Sheriff's Department, to hunt for a psychotic murderer with a growing appetite for blood�who has no intention of being taken alive.
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Chapter One
Craig Larson stood in the middle of the crowded Bernalillo County Detention Center recreation yard and listened in disbelief as a dumb-ass guard told him he was going to be transported immediately to a minimum security prison outside his hometown of Springer, New Mexico. As it sunk in, Larson wondered if he was just about to become one of the luckiest jailbirds in the whole frigging world. Speechless, he stood rooted to the ground, looking at the guard with his mouth open.
�Come on,� the guard said. �Get moving.�
Larson nodded agreeably and followed alongside the guard, who explained that he would be processed out and turned over to a Department of Corrections officer for the trip to Springer.
�Got any personal stuff in your cell?� the guard asked.
Larson shook his head. Convicted but not yet sentenced, Larson knew there was no way in hell he was supposed to be going to the minimum security facility. All he could figure was that some dip-shit jail employee or retarded court clerk had screwed up. If that was the case, maybe lady luck was smiling.
Larson had jumped bail on the day of his sentencing hearing just over a year ago, after being convicted of embezzling over two million dollars from the estate of an elderly art dealer he�d once worked for. He�d been a fugitive from justice until last month, when cops busted him in an apartment two blocks from the beach in Venice, California, where he�d been shacking up with a divorced, thirty-something schoolteacher with thick ankles and a willing disposition to please.
Extradited back to New Mexico and booked into the county lockup, Larson had cooled his heels for two days before his attorney, Terry Foster, showed up. When Larson told Foster he didn�t like being in jail at all and asked if there was any way in hell he could make bail, the mouthpiece choked back a laugh.
Without attempting to hide his disdain, he told Larson that he faced additional counts for unlawful flight, and because of that the judge would most likely sentence him to the maximum time for his embezzlement conviction. With a touch of glee, Foster also noted that Larson�s fugitive status for more than a year would probably put him in the super-max prison outside of Santa Fe with the hard-core, badass cons. Foster concluded the meeting by telling Larson to find another attorney.
Larson figured Foster was pissed at him because he�d never been paid. But he also believed Foster had given him the straight scoop, because it jibed with what the old jailbirds in the county lockup had been telling him.
Until the guard said he was being transferred to Springer, Larson had contemplated faking alcohol addiction and a suicide attempt to see if he could get sent to a rehab program rather than prison. He knew he wasn�t the type to thrive in an iron-pumping, career-criminal, alpha-male penal institution.
Larson didn�t think of himself as overly aggressive or cruel. As he saw it, using guile, charm, and smarts was a much better way to commit crimes than violence. He resorted to that only when absolutely necessary.
The embezzlement conviction was nothing more than a one-time misstep on his part. Fortunately, the investigators on the case had been as dumb as most cops. Otherwise he would probably be looking at life without parole on death row.
In the processing area, Larson saw enough of the paperwork in front of a bleary-eyed guard to learn that he had been mistaken for another inmate with the same name who was slated to do eighteen months at Springer for a hit-and-run DWI accident.
The guard looked like he�d been held over to work a second shift. He barely glanced at Larson as he processed him out. The state correctional officer cuffed Larson�s hands behind his back and marched him to the sally port where an empty Department of Corrections van waited.
�Am I your only passenger today, Officer?� he asked as the guard pushed him into the passenger compartment behind the steel cage that protected the driver. The name tag on his uniform shirt read �D. Trujillo.�
�You�re it,� Trujillo replied gruffly.
Larson immediately started thinking that a breakaway might be possible. How to make it happen was the question. �Could you handcuff me at the front rather than behind my back?� he asked. �My arms and wrists really start to hurt when I�m cuffed this way.�
Trujillo thought about it. Larson was a middle-aged white guy with no priors who�d been convicted of nonviolent crimes. �Okay, step out of the vehicle.�
Trujillo made the switch, put Larson back in the van, locked his feet to leg shackles bolted to the floorboards, closed the side door, and got behind the wheel.
The sally port door opened and sunlight poured into the dimly lit space. Larson did some mental calculating as Trujillo drove outside into the glare of a hot, cloudless July day. Springer was a good two hundred miles up the interstate from Albuquerque. The drive gave him about three hours to figure out how to persuade Trujillo to stop, unshackle him, and let him out of the van. Even then, how would he get away?
Trujillo packed a semiautomatic sidearm and had a shotgun in a rack attached to the dashboard within easy reach. Both weapons were formidable obstacles to any escape attempt.
Larson listened as Trujillo advised a radio dispatcher that he was under way, transporting one prisoner. He held his breath, half-expecting to hear Trujillo ordered back to the jail, but the radio remained silent. In a few minutes, they were beyond the perimeter of the jail grounds, cruising toward the interstate, and Larson started breathing easier.
�I get really, really car sick sitting in the back,� he said.
�You can shit your pants and throw up all over yourself back there. Makes no matter to me,� Trujillo replied. �I�ll just crank up the air conditioner to get rid of the smell and hose down the inside of the vehicle after we get to Springer. I don�t stop until we get there.�
�You�d do that rather than let me puke outside?�
�Yeah,� Trujillo said with a slight smile. �And if you puke on yourself, you�ll get hosed down too.�
�Wonderful,� Larson replied. �I thought Springer was a boys� school for juvenile delinquents.�
�It was, up until a couple of years ago,� Trujillo answered as he drove the van onto the northbound I-25 onramp.
Trujillo looked like he was in his mid-fifties, which made him ten to twelve years older than Larson. He had a round head, cauliflower ears, pudgy cheeks, and didn�t resemble any of the Trujillos that Larson had known in his youth. But he�d been away from his hometown for almost twenty-five years and how people looked back then was pretty much a dim memory.
Larson decided to probe. �Are you from Springer, Officer Trujillo?�
Trujillo shot him a hard glance in the rearview mirror. �I don�t need you trying to make small talk with me.�
Larson shrugged, smiled pleasantly, and looked out the window. In a few minutes, they would be on the outskirts of Albuquerque heading north. Assuming the identity mix-up at the jail stayed undiscovered, what could he do to get free?
He�d lied about getting carsick, but that ploy hadn�t worked. Getting Trujillo to cuff his hands in front gave him more use of his hands and arms. But that would be of no advantage unless he got unshackled and out of the cage. Other than the puking idea, nothing came to him.
He turned away from the window to find Trujillo checking up on him in the rearview mirror, and the thought hit him that the man couldn�t possibly be from Springer, a town of no more than thirteen hundred people. Unless he�d only just moved there, he would have seen the resemblance to Larson�s identical twin brother, Kerry, who lived on a ranch five miles outside of town.
Larson smiled.
�What�s so funny?� Trujillo asked.
�I just bet you�re not from Springer,� Larson said.
Trujillo grunted in reply.
�Come on,� Larson prodded with a easy smile. �Am I right or am I wrong?�
Trujillo sighed. �I�m from Raton, okay? Now just shut up and let me drive.�
�Whatever you say,� Larson replied as he turned his head to look back out the window. Trujillo kept the van in the right-hand lane of the interstate, and a steady flow of vehicles, including big-rig trucks, passed them by. Larson leaned forward and glanced through the cage at the dashboard speedometer. Trujillo had the van cruising along at a safe and sane seventy miles per hour.
They reached a long stretch of open road and Larson told Trujillo he was getting really sick to his stomach.
�Like I said before,� Trujillo replied, �go ahead and puke all over yourself. I ain�t stopping.�
Larson made a couple of gagging sounds, tried to look sour, which wasn�t all that difficult, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Unless lady luck dealt him a couple more good cards, he was doomed to ride all the way to Springer only to be sent right back to Albuquerque and then on to the super-max with the hard-core badasses after sentencing. The thought made him shudder.
Beyond Santa Fe the traffic thinned out considerably. In an attempt to wear Trujillo down, Larson complained again about being sick, but got no response. He stared at his shackled feet and wondered if he could yank his legs free, kick the cage apart, and wrap his cuffed hands around Trujillo�s neck and strangle him without getting himself killed in a car wreck.
He pulled hard at a shackle with his leg. The steel ring bit into his ankle and made him wince.
Halfway between Santa Fe and Las Vegas, the van blew a rear tire and slewed wildly. Trujillo steered into a spin, got the van straightened out, and braked gradually as he pulled to the shoulder of the highway. He got out to inspect the damage, then called dispatch, gave his location, and reported the tire failure.
�Do you need assistance and backup at your twenty?� the dispatcher asked.
�Negative,� Trujillo replied. He clipped the microphone to the dash and opened his door.
�Since we�re stopped, will you let me out so I can throw up behind a tree?� Larson asked.
Trujillo eyed Larson through the cage. He would much rather not have the vehicle smelling of puke. �Okay.�
He stepped out of the van, opened the sliding passenger door, unlocked the leg shackles, unbuckled Larson�s seat belt, and motioned him out of the van. �Let�s go. I�m right behind you.�
Trujillo prodded Larson toward a big cedar tree near a wire fence twenty feet from the shoulder of the roadway. �Get it over with,� he said, his hand resting on the butt of his holstered sidearm.
Larson dropped to his knees under the branch of the tree. He brought some bile up and spit it out as his hand reached for a small stick lying in the duff.
�Is that it?� Trujillo asked derisively, leaning over Larson�s shoulder.
�Give me a minute,� Larson said. He grasped the stick so that the end protruded from his closed palm, and with his head lowered, he gagged some more for effect and faked throwing up. He shivered, coughed, spit, and waited until he couldn�t hear the sound of any cars on the interstate.
�Are you done?� Trujillo asked.
Larson nodded but stayed put, hoping Trujillo would step closer and look down to see whether or not he�d been faking it. Just as he lifted his head, Trujillo came closer, within striking distance. Larson uncoiled and sprang, jamming the stick into Trujillo�s left eye. The stick protruding from his eyeball snapped off and Trujillo screamed as he hit the dirt.
Larson stepped back, kicked him hard in the balls, leaned down, and drove an elbow into Trujillo�s left eye. He straddled Trujillo, snatched his semiautomatic from the holster, slapped the barrel against his head, and pulled the limp body out of sight of the roadway, just before a car whizzed by. He fished a key ring out of Trujillo�s pants pocket, undid the handcuffs, and looked down. Blood poured from Trujillo�s mangled eye but he was still alive.
Larson thought about finishing Trujillo off and decided against adding a murder charge to his sheet. He shed his orange jail jumpsuit, pulled Trujillo�s pants off, then rolled him on his stomach and cuffed his hands behind his back.
The pants were way too big around the waist and about three inches too short. Larson cinched them tight with Trujillo�s belt, tapped the officer one more time on the head with the semiautomatic to keep him unconscious, and set to work changing the flat tire on the van.
As Larson tightened the last lug nut on the spare, a voice over the radio inside the van asked Trujillo to report in. Larson got behind the wheel and keyed the microphone several times to make static noises, hoping it would sound like a radio transmission failure. Then he floored the accelerator and drove away.
There was an undeveloped rest stop a few miles farther up. Larson knew he needed to ditch the Department of Corrections vehicle as soon as possible and find new wheels. Hopefully, a trucker would be parked there for a mandatory rest break or some motorist who couldn�t hold his water would be making a quick pit stop behind a tree.


The only vehicle at the rest stop was a Honda SUV. A young, good-looking woman in shorts and a halter top stood at the open tailgate at the back of the vehicle, changing a baby�s diaper. Nearby, a young man walked a small dog on a leash near a tree.
Larson pulled in next to the Honda to shield it as much as possible from motorists passing by, ripped the microphone cord off the radio in the van, and jumped out. The young woman turned. The startled look on her pretty face turned to anger when he grabbed her around the neck, pressed the semiautomatic against her head, and told her not to move. The man walking the dog froze.
�Don�t be stupid if you want this pretty lady to live,� Larson called out. �Walk toward me.�
The young man had dark, curly hair; scared eyes; and a face that looked like it hadn�t been used yet. He dropped the leash and the yappy dog took off after a rabbit on the other side of the fence.
Larson cocked the hammer for effect. �Now,� he ordered.
The man took a few cautious steps and stopped. �Don�t hurt my wife and baby,� he said anxiously, his voice cracking.
�Do as I say and you all might live.� Larson backed up to the van, pulling the woman with him, and told her to open the side door. �Pick up your baby and bring it over here,� he ordered the man.
Larson glanced at the naked infant. It was a girl, maybe six months old, lying on a dirty diaper that was soaked in gooey, mustard-colored, stinky shit.
The man came forward, picked up the baby, and walked toward Larson.
�Get in the vehicle and slide all the way over to the far side.�
Cradling the baby in his arms, the young man climbed in the van and scooted across the seat.
Larson put the barrel of the handgun under the woman�s right arm and pressed it against her breast. �Get in beside them,� he ordered.
Flashing a look of pure hate, the woman climbed into the van. She wore a wedding band that matched the one on the man�s ring finger.
�Give me your car keys,� Larson said.
�They�re in the ignition,� the woman said before her husband could respond.
Larson smiled at her. She was the one who had the balls in the marriage. �If they�re not in the ignition, I�ll kill you all.�
The man dropped his eyes, but the woman didn�t even flinch. �Like I said,� she replied, �they�re in the ignition.�
�Good.� Larson pointed the semiautomatic at the man. �Toss me your cell phone.�
Wordlessly, the man unclipped the phone from his belt and tossed it to Larson.
Larson ground it under his foot as he smiled at the woman, thinking she would probably be dynamite in bed if someone made her pay attention properly.
�See the sets of shackles at your feet.� He pointed his handgun at the floorboard. �Lock them around your husband�s ankles and then do the same to yourself.�
The woman snapped on the shackles and then looked Larson squarely in the eye. �Please leave the door open. Otherwise it will get too hot in here for the baby.�
Larson laughed. Even with a gun in her face, she�d scoped out the fact that a van for transporting convicts had passenger doors and windows that couldn�t be opened from the inside. �You�re a piece of work, sweetie, I�ll give you that.�
He got in the driver�s seat, drove the van behind a large juniper tree where it was hidden from the interstate, cut the engine, turned his head, and looked at the young family through the cage.
�I should kill you all,� Larson said.
�Please leave the doors and windows open,� the woman said.
Larson grinned at the woman. �You say please, but you don�t mean it. I should take you with me and teach you how to say it, honey.�
The woman gave him the finger.
�That wasn�t nice,� Larson chided.
He took the shotgun from the dashboard rack and put it on the backseat of the Honda. Then he closed all the van doors and windows, locked the man, woman, and child inside, and drove away. Since he was almost halfway to Springer, he decided to stop in and see his twin brother, Kerry. He had a quick question to ask him.
There weren�t any good alternate routes to Springer so Larson stayed on the interstate, keeping an eye out for cops. He made it to the Springer exit without a problem and drove directly to find his brother, who worked on a ranch along a two-lane highway that looped through open range to the town of Cimarron, some thirty miles distant.
The ranch had once been independently owned, but now was part of a bigger spread controlled by a prominent New Mexico family with strong political connections.
Larson hadn�t visited Kerry at the ranch for a good ten years, and he rattled the Honda along the ranch road that he remembered as being lined with large shade trees. Most of the trees were dead or stunted from drought.
He stopped in front of a cluster of barns, sheds, and corrals. Off in the distance on a small rise he could see the campus of the new prison where the Springer Boys� School once stood. For a moment Larson wondered if Officer Trujillo was dead and if the young couple and their baby would survive. He decided it really didn�t matter and went looking for Kerry.
Larson�s brother was a full-time mechanic for the horse and cattle outfit. Cowboying had been his passion from the time they first did it as a summer job in their early teens. Larson liked the riding-around part, but thought it was way too much work for way too little money. A bad fall off a horse had forced Kerry to change jobs, and since he was naturally good with his hands he became a mechanic.
One of the barns served as Kerry�s garage. The doors were open and country music blared from a beat-up boom box on the hard-packed dirt floor inside. A ranch pickup truck on blocks had had its transmission yanked, and the cannibalized remains of two four-wheel ATVs were parked along the back wall.
Larson called out for his brother and got no answer. A grimy, long-sleeved denim shirt and a stained baseball cap hung on a peg hear the doorway. Larson put the shirt on over his jail-issue T-shirt to hide the semiautomatic stuck under his belt, and checked the other barn and a nearby horse stable. There were horses in the corrals but the barn and stable were empty inside.
He walked down the winding lane to the dell where the ranch house and guest cottage were nestled under large cottonwoods. The rambling hacienda had a long portal on the back side with an expanse of lawn enclosed by a low adobe wall. A flagstone path wandered from a gate in the wall to the guest cottage.
The main house was used infrequently by the owners to put up visiting family members, friends, livestock buyers, and the occasional hunter who paid for the right to hunt big game on the ranch. Kerry got free rent in the cottage for looking after the place when nobody was in residence.
Drawn window shades and curtains and the absence of any vehicles in the circular driveway told Larson the house was most likely unoccupied.
A heavy-duty pickup truck was parked outside the guest cottage. Larson had sent his brother the money to buy it. Through the open windows he could hear the sound of a noontime television news broadcast from one of the Albuquerque stations.
Before Larson got to the front porch, Kerry slammed the screen door open, hooted, and gave him a bear hug.
�What the hell are you doing here?� he asked with a grin.
Larson grinned back. �Saying hello to you, younger brother.�
Kerry had been born twenty-five minutes after Larson. Except for Kerry being a quarter-inch shorter, seeing him was like looking in a mirror. They had the same baby-fine brown hair, light brown eyes, nose with a crease right down the middle, and prominent chin with a small dimple.
Because of a difficult birth that cut off his oxygen supply, Kerry wasn�t nearly as bright as he should have been. In school, he�d tested in the very low normal IQ range and had been put in the slow classes.
�How come you�re wearing my old greasy shirt?� Kerry asked.
�Because I like it,� Larson answered.
Kerry laughed and held the screen door open. �Come on inside.�
The front room of the cottage was neat as a pin. An easy chair faced a flat-screen television that sat on a sturdy handmade stand. A framed photograph on the wall showed Larson and Kerry on horseback when they were kids.
�I need to know who you told that I was staying in Venice,� Larson said as he joined Kerry in the adjacent kitchen. After getting busted, he�d learned that a Crime Stopper tip out of New Mexico had led the cops to him. Only Kerry had known where he was staying.
�No one,� Kerry answered quickly with a shake of his head. He pointed at a half-eaten sandwich on a plate. �You want me to make you a sandwich?�
�No thanks. Somebody knew, Kerry. You told somebody where I was hanging my hat.�
Kerry looked down at his boots.
�Tell me who it was,� Larson demanded.
�Lenny,� Kerry replied slowly.
�I don�t know anybody named Lenny.�
�Lenny Hampson. Came here from Texas. He�s good people. Does auto body repairs out of his garage at his house. Sometimes we get together and have a beer at Josie�s. He heard about you and thinks you�re really cool. I told him you were laying low in Venice, but I didn�t give him your address or anything like that. I swear to it.�
�I believe you, little brother. Did you tell anybody else?�
�Nope.�
�You�re sure?�
�Yep.�
�Do you still have any of that money I sent you?�
Kerry nodded. �I paid cash for my truck like you told me, bought some tools and the new TV, and kept the rest for a rainy day.�
�Let me have it,� Lawson said, figuring Kerry had held on to a good ten thousand dollars. �I�ll pay you back.�
Kerry�s smile faded.
�What is it?�
�I�ve been thinking about getting a new deer rifle.�
�Keep what you need for that and loan me the rest,� Larson said.
Kerry�s smile returned. He took a flour jar from a cupboard shelf, pulled out three thick wads of twenties and fifties, counted out what he needed for the rifle, and handed Larson the rest.
Larson smiled approvingly. �That�s perfect. Now, if I were to visit your friend Lenny, where would I find him?�
Kerry gave Larson directions to Lenny�s house. It was right in town, off a highway that ran east to the Oklahoma state line.
�Let me borrow a set of clean clothes, younger brother,� Larson said.
�You could use some fresh duds,� Kerry replied with a chuckle. �I never saw you looking so grubby.�
Larson washed up and picked out a pair of fresh blue jeans with razor-sharp creases, a long-sleeved cowboy shirt, and a pair of boots. Everything fit perfectly. In the front room he took one of Kerry�s cowboy hats off a wall rack next to the door, pocketed the money, rolled up the clothes he�d been wearing and put them under his arm, stuck the sidearm in his waistband, and told Kerry that he had to get going. He stretched his free arm around his brother�s shoulders, gave him a playful shake, and asked him not to tell anyone he�d stopped by for a visit.
Kerry made a zipped-lips motion with his fingers and smiled in his typical bland, gullible way.
�I�ll call you from the road,� Larson said. �Does Lenny have anybody working with him?�
�He sure don�t.�
Larson left his brother on the front porch, walked up the lane, got in the Honda, and drove away. It was time to find a new vehicle, and he knew just the man to help him make the switch.


The garage where Kerry�s pal Lenny had his auto body repair shop was along an alley at the back of a house. Parked at the side of the garage were four cars with crumpled fenders, bashed-in front ends, or smashed door panels. Along the backyard fence, a sweet four-wheel-drive pickup with an off-road package was parallel parked.
The sound of a grinder on metal greeted Larson as he got out of the Honda. He spotted Lenny at the back of the garage, working on a rear rocker panel, and walked to him.
When Lenny looked up and saw Larson, he turned off the grinder, lowered his mask, and smiled. �What brings you by here in the middle of the day?� he asked. �You got some work for me?�
Larson had figured Lenny would mistake him for Kerry. He pulled out the semiautomatic and pointed it at Lenny�s face. �You�ve got the wrong twin, my friend.�
Lenny pushed his safety goggles up to his forehead and blinked hard. His face flushed red and he started to breathe rapidly. �What�s the gun for?�
�You�re kidding, right?� Larson said. Lenny was short. In fact you could call him stubby. He had big round eyes and a thick neck that made him look porky.
Lenny put the grinder down. �I don�t even know you, mister.�
Larson half-expected him to start stuttering like Porky Pig. �I�m going to kill you for calling Crime Stoppers on me.�
�I did no such thing,� Lenny blustered, almost stuttering.
�That�s a lie, Lenny. Tell me one more lie and you�re a dead man. Did you do it for the money?�
Lenny stared into Larson�s eyes for a long moment and then slowly nodded. �Times are hard. I needed the cash. Ain�t even got it yet.�
Larson smiled. �That�s better, Lenny. It�s always good to tell the truth.�
�Don�t kill me.�
�We�ll see about that. How about we get in your truck and go for a ride.�
�Take the truck, the keys are in it.�
�I need a driver, Lenny. Is it gassed up?�
�I filled the tank yesterday.�
�Excellent. Do a good job as my driver and I might let you live. But first, we need to bring that Honda in here and lock it in your garage. Let�s go.�
Larson kept Lenny company with the handgun aimed at his chest while the Honda got put away out of sight. In the pickup, Larson stowed the rolled-up clothes under the passenger seat with the shotgun and told Lenny to head east on the state highway toward the town of Clayton.
�Where are you taking me?� Lenny asked. He was sweating through his shirt.
�On a scenic country drive.� Larson cranked up the air conditioner. �How long have you lived in Springer, Lenny?�
�Twelve years come this September. I got a wife and two teenage kids. That�s why I needed the money.�
�Perfectly understandable,� Larson said amiably. �Do you know the back roads around here?�
�Some,� Lenny answered.
�Good. I�m gonna tell you what roads to take. If you get me to where I want to go, you may just live to spend that Crime Stoppers� money on your wife and kids. You savvy?�
Lenny gulped and nodded.
About twenty-five miles outside of town, Larson directed Lenny to an unpaved county road that headed south. They followed it to a few miles north of the village of Roy, where it joined up with a two-lane state highway. Past the village a turnoff took them near the famous Bell Ranch and across the Canadian River.
They were traveling in the least populated area of New Mexico, where cows outnumbered the people and traffic was almost nonexistent. A few miles beyond the small Hispanic settlement of Trementia, Larson ordered Lenny off the pavement onto a country road that wandered through a vast basin peppered with red-rock mesas. When the country road turned into a seldom used ranch road, Lenny�s pickup truck with the off-road option package handled the washouts, deep ruts, and boulders without difficulty.
Ten miles beyond the cutoff to the ranch headquarters, Larson ordered Lenny to stop the truck. �Get out,� he said when Lenny killed the engine.
�What are you going to do?� Lenny asked in a shaky voice.
The bright afternoon sun bounced off the hood of the truck. It was getting on to the hottest time of the day. There were few clouds in the sky and virtually no shade on the parched basin. Heat waves rising from the ground distorted Larson�s view of a few nearby stray cows that had raised their heads at the sound of the truck.
Larson waved the gun at Lenny. �Out.�
Lenny scrambled out of the truck.
Larson slid behind the wheel and opened the driver�s-side window. �It�s ten miles back to the ranch headquarters cutoff and about twelve miles to Santa Rosa. You get to pick which way you want to go.�
�Don�t leave me out here without water,� Lenny pleaded.
�If you�d rather, I�ll shoot you now and leave you for the buzzards.�
Lenny shook his head. �Don�t do that.�
�My brother likes your company, Lenny, that�s the only reason you�re still alive. Buy him a beer when you get that Crime Stoppers check.�
Lenny nodded, lowered his eyes, and looked away.
Larson closed the window and drove off. The dust kicked up by the rear tires momentarily obscured Lenny as he stood at the side of the road. Larson thought about backing up and shooting Lenny just to be on the safe side, and he braked the truck to a stop. Through the rearview mirror he saw Lenny take off like a jackrabbit at a dead run cross-country.
He drove on, calculating it would take Lenny a good four or five hours to reach civilization on foot and get to a telephone, if he didn�t die from dehydration first. He would have to ditch the truck and find another ride, but he had more than enough time to get to Santa Fe before then.
Larson pressed the accelerator and bounced the truck over some big rocks. If he remembered correctly, he had about another mile of rough road before it smoothed out.
Larson hadn�t eaten since breakfast, and it was getting on toward late afternoon. In Santa Rosa, a town that catered to travelers on Interstate 40, a major east-west highway, he stopped, loaded up on snack food and soft drinks, and continued westbound. Traffic was fairly light and the big rigs pushed along at eighty miles an hour or more, only slowing to form convoys in the right-hand lane on the long hill climbs. Most of the passenger cars that passed him were from out of state.
Larson knew the route was heavily patrolled by state police, so he kept his speed at the posted limit and fell in behind a rancher in a big old diesel truck pulling a horse trailer. He tensed up when a black-and-white patrol car came at him traveling in the opposite direction, but it kept going and soon disappeared from sight.
He got off the interstate at the Clines Corner exit and headed north toward Santa Fe. He�d started the day in Albuquerque and was about to make almost a complete circle and end it in Santa Fe. There was no one behind him until he reached the White Lakes turnoff, when headlights appeared in his rearview mirror, coming up fast. He cut his speed in case it was a cop, and was quickly overtaken and passed by a black SUV with Texas plates.
Another set of headlights soon appeared in his rearview mirror, and Larson winced when the car closed and he saw the emergency light bar on the roof and the telltale spotlight mounted on the driver�s-side door. On a straight stretch of pavement, Larson slowed slightly to give the cop car a chance to pass, but it hung back. He tried again at the next passing zone but still the cop stayed behind him.
Larson�s mind started racing. If Trujillo had survived and the young family had been rescued, that would put the cops on to the Department of Corrections van and the Honda, but not Lenny�s truck. Had some cowboy with a cell phone on his way back to the ranch picked up Lenny in the desert and called the cops? He groaned in disgust at himself. He should have killed them all.
He checked the rearview mirror, trying to see if the cop was talking on his radio, but he couldn�t make anything out. If it was a tail and the cop had called for backup, somewhere up ahead there was sure to be a swarm of police blocking the highway. He decided to get off the pavement to see what the cop would do.
He crossed the bridge that spanned the railroad tracks near the village of Lamy, flashed his turn signal, and made a left onto a ranch road. He drove slowly for a quarter mile, constantly checking the rearview mirror for any sign of the cop car. The road behind remained empty, but that didn�t mean anything.
Where the ranch road divided, he took the right fork, which dipped into a canyon and rose toward a house that sat on the crest. He topped out to find a truck and small SUV parked in front of the house. A horse barn with a corral stood about a quarter mile across a grassy field, and dirt tracks traveled up a small hill toward a big pi�on tree. In the canyon below there was no cop car or sign of dust kicked up by tires.
Larson decided to switch vehicles. He pulled to a stop, honked the horn, got out, and rang the front doorbell. After waiting a minute, he rang again. When nobody answered, he checked the SUV and truck, only to find them locked.
Larson figured the ranch belonged to one of those rich easterners who liked to play part-time cowboy while the wife shopped Santa Fe. He smashed a glass patio door with the handgun and went looking for car keys. He snatched them from a wall rack in the mudroom just off the kitchen and came outside just as a pickup truck came down the dirt track.
He stuck the car keys in his pocket, hid the weapon behind his leg, and waved as the truck skidded to a stop. A perturbed-looking cowboy in his twenties piled out.
�What are you doing here?� the young man demanded.
�I just stopped by to visit and found that patio door busted,� Larson said, bluffing.
�Hogwash. I was here twenty minutes ago and everything was okay.�
�Well it ain�t okay now,� Larson replied as he brought the handgun up and shot the cowboy twice in the chest.
The man coughed, clutched his chest, and collapsed to his knees. Blood stained his shirt and hands as he fell forward on his face.
Larson stepped up and turned the man over. This one was dead. Now for sure he�d be facing a murder one charge if he got caught.
He got into the SUV and drove back to the fork in the road where the vast Galisteo Basin spread out before him. The other branch of the road paralleled a broad, sandy arroyo. Should he return the way he�d come or take a chance on finding another outlet?
He decided to find another way to Santa Fe. If necessary, he�d drive cross-country and bust through fences. Once he got to Santa Fe, he�d leave the SUV in the mall parking lot at the south end of the city, take a bus downtown, and walk to Jeannie Cooper�s South Capitol apartment.
He�d given her a hefty sum of money to keep something for him and now he needed to collect it.


Chapter Two
Jeannie Cooper rented a small one-bedroom apartment on a dead-end street in Santa Fe within shouting distance of the state capitol. Larson�s knock at the door went unanswered. From a small enclosed patio at the rear of the apartment, he peered through the kitchen window. There was no movement inside.
Larson figured breaking in to search for the property he�d left with Jeannie would not be wise. He had ditched the SUV and was on foot. Without transportation, making a quick getaway if he had to would be impossible. He settled into an old lawn chair on the patio, out of sight from any nearby nosy neighbors, and waited for Jeannie to come home.
Larson had met Jeannie when he�d been working for Melvin and Viola Bedford as their personal assistant. He�d carefully murdered the elderly couple one at a time over a two-year period while embezzling money from their estate. He�d blown most of it on women and vacations at luxury resorts, and had even spent a few bucks on Jeannie, an employee of the landscape company that maintained the grounds at the Bedford residence. As far as Larson knew, she was still watering flowers, pruning shrubs, and pulling weeds for a living.
She was also manic-depressive, what the shrinks called bipolar. When she was up, she could be great fun. But when her dark moods hit, she became self-destructive and impossible to deal with.
Around dusk, the sound of a vehicle pulling into the parking space at the front of the apartment building brought Larson to his feet. He intercepted Jeannie as she unlocked her front door and turned the doorknob.
She looked at him with wide-eyed surprise. �Craig. I thought you were in jail. That�s what the paper said.�
Larson pushed the door open and put a hand on her back to hurry her inside. �I�m out on bail. I need that strongbox I left with you.�
He turned on the ceiling light and looked around the small, tidy living room. A shipshape apartment meant that Jeannie was probably stabilized on her medication and neither manic nor depressed.
�What strongbox?� Jeannie asked.
�Don�t give me that crap.� Larson pushed her down on the couch. �You know what I�m talking about. I gave you a box of papers to keep for me.�
Jeannie gave him a belligerent look. �I don�t have anything that belongs to you.�
Larson stared at her. When Jeannie got stubborn, she completely shut down, and he didn�t have time to wait her out. Better play nice. He sat next to her, sighed, and said, �Maybe I�m mistaken, but I thought for sure I�d left a strongbox with you for safekeeping.�
Jeannie smiled tentatively. �Not that I remember.�
Larson patted Jeannie�s hand. �I guess my legal problem has my head all screwed up,� he said as an apology. �I still can�t believe I was convicted of a crime I didn�t commit.�
He�d left Jeannie a locked strongbox supposedly containing his important personal and family papers. In fact, it held over two hundred thousand dollars in jewelry Larson had stolen from Viola Bedford after he�d murdered her, a year before he�d killed her husband, Melvin.
He had erased the jewelry from the inventory of property owned by the Bedfords and destroyed the paper trail. Since Melvin and Viola had no living heirs, the jewelry was now clean as a whistle, and Larson had been counting on it to go into deep hiding.
Jeannie relaxed a bit. �After you jumped bail, a cop came to ask if I knew where you were. He said they knew you�d murdered Melvin and Viola but just couldn�t prove it.�
�Those assholes,� Larson said. �They make stuff up all the time to scare people and get them to talk. You don�t believe that crap, do you?�
�I didn�t used to,� Jeannie said, �until you came into my apartment, put your hands on me, and called me a liar.�
�I�m really sorry, Jeannie.� Larson flashed a warm smile. �But like I said, I�ve been through a meat grinder with these trumped-up charges the cops laid on me and the bullshit conviction.� He shook his head sadly. �Now you tell me they�re accusing me of murder. It all makes me a little crazy.�
Jeannie squeezed Larson�s hand. �That�s okay, I forgive you.�
�Thanks. Are you doing okay?�
�Most of the time,� Jeannie replied. �I�ve been taking vitamins, some natural supplements, eating strictly vegetarian, and not drinking alcohol. It�s helping.�
�You look great,� Larson said with conviction. He�d always liked her looks. Jeannie was tall, had a tiny waist, round, inviting hips, perky breasts, and big, blue, slightly wild-looking eyes.
She laughed and looked down at her grimy hands and dirty fingernails. �Yeah, I just bet I do. I�m tired and grubby.�
�Still digging in the dirt for a living?� Larson asked.
Jeannie�s eyes lit up. �Yep, but now I�m working for myself. I started my own landscape business this spring, and I�ve been putting in twelve-hour days ever since.�
�Really?� Larson knew Jeannie had no money. She got by on her hourly wages and the occasional small check from her father, a retired postal worker who lived somewhere back east.
That meant she must have started her new business by dipping into the jewelry he�d left with her. He gave her a hard look.
�What?� Jeannie said, flinching at the meanness in Larson�s gaze.
He grabbed her neck and squeezed. �You sold my jewelry, didn�t you, bitch?�
Jeannie choked and turned red.
Larson squeezed harder. �Didn�t you?�
Jeannie�s fingers clawed at Larson�s hand.
�Tell me or you�re dead.�
Jeannie�s eyes welled with tears as she nodded.
Larson eased off on the chokehold a little and Jeannie gasped for air.
�I only sold some of it,� she gasped. �Just what I needed to get my business started.�
�Where�s the strongbox?�
�Let go of me and I�ll get it.�
Larson squeezed Jeannie�s neck and lifted her off the couch, until her feet dangled in the air. �Let�s go get it together. Where?�
Jeannie pointed at the small, adjacent galley kitchen.
Larson marched her into the kitchen, released his grip, and pointed the semiautomatic at her. �Get it for me,� he ordered.
She opened the cupboard under the sink, reached in, and pulled out the box. �Here.�
The box had been pried open. Half the jewelry was gone, but his brother�s wallet with his driver�s license was still inside. Larson had stolen it from Kerry two years ago and it was still current.
He didn�t doubt for a minute that Jeannie had looked inside the wallet, and that was bad news for her. He�d planned to make a clean getaway by assuming his brother�s identity, and that meant nobody could know about it, at least not for a day or two.
He put the wallet in his back pocket. �How much did you get for the jewelry you sold?� he asked.
�Twenty thousand.�
�You got ripped off. Now tell me where you keep the prescription meds you hoard for those rainy days when you want to kill yourself.�
�I don�t have any,� Jeannie replied. �I�m not suicidal anymore.�
Larson had heard her rap before and knew she�d overdosed at least twice after proclaiming she was never going to try to kill herself again. �Don�t make me hurt you,� he said.
�I told you I�m using vitamins and natural supplements now.�
He forced the barrel of the handgun into her cheek and twisted it.
Jeannie blinked and started crying.
�Where are the drugs, Jeannie?�
She took a coffee canister out of the pantry and dumped a large stash of barbiturates on the kitchen counter.
Larson smiled. �Time for you to get mellow.�
Jeannie shook her head. �Don�t you do that to me.�
Larson raked the gun barrel across her nose. �Don�t you tell me what to do, bitch.�
He took her into the living room, sat with her on the couch, and started forcing pills down her throat until she was too out of it to care. He kept force-feeding her the pills, slapping her to keep her awake. Finally, she passed out.
Larson stayed with her until breathing slowed and then stopped. He checked for a pulse to make sure she was dead, found a travel bag in the bedroom closet, packed it with the strongbox, the handgun, and the money Kerry had given him, wiped his fingerprints from every surface inside the apartment he�d touched, and let himself out.
Because of the damage he had done to her face, Jeannie�s death probably wouldn�t go down as a suicide, but at this point he didn�t care one way or the other. He had almost ten grand in cash, over a hundred thousand in jewelry he could convert into a sizable amount of money, and the use of his twin brother�s identity. That would give him some running room if he could get out of Santa Fe quietly.
He decided to take the shuttle bus that ran from the downtown Santa Fe hotels to the Albuquerque airport. Once in the city, he�d find a place to crash and figure out his next step.


Lieutenant Clayton Istee of the Lincoln County Sheriff�s Office finished his shift and hurried home to pick up Grace and the kids, who were packed and ready to start a ten-day vacation in Santa Fe. At the house, he parked his patrol vehicle and changed into civvies while Grace, Wendell, and Hannah loaded luggage and a picnic dinner Grace had fixed into the family sedan.
They locked up the house and started out from the Mescalero Apache Reservation in high spirits. Wendell told �knock-knock� jokes that made Hannah giggle and Clayton groan, until Grace told him to save the next joke for later. After the children settled down, Grace read out loud from a travel guide about some of the interesting things to do and see in northern New Mexico.
They could afford to vacation in pricey Santa Fe because they were staying at the ranch outside of the city owned by Clayton�s father, Kevin Kerney, who had recently retired as chief of the Santa Fe Police Department. Kerney was now living in London, England, with his wife, Colonel Sara Brannon, who was a military attach� at the U.S. Embassy, and their young son Patrick.
It was a three-year assignment for Sara, who planned to retire from the army at the end of her tour of duty, when the family would return to Santa Fe. Until that time, they hoped to make at least yearly trips back home. In their absence, the ranch was being looked after by Jack and Irene Burke, friends who ranched nearby, and their son, Riley, who was Kerney�s partner in a cutting horse breeding enterprise.
Kerney had given Clayton a set of keys to the ranch with instructions to stay there as much as he liked while the family was overseas. Clayton hadn�t planned on taking Kerney up on the offer so soon, but his boss, Sheriff Paul Hewitt, had assigned him to take a two-day seminar on advanced interrogation techniques at the New Mexico Law Enforcement Academy and ordered him to burn a week of leave before showing his face at work again. So for the first two days of the Istee family vacation, Grace and the kids would be on their own while Clayton attended the seminar.
Halfway into the road trip, late afternoon turned into evening and Clayton pulled off at a roadside picnic table on the lightly traveled two-lane highway. Grace served up a spread of homemade fried chicken, potato salad, and double chocolate brownies, and the family ate dinner in the cool of the gathering darkness without one vehicle passing by the whole time they were there.
Back in the car, the children fell silent and soon nodded off. It was pitch dark by the time they left the highway and rattled over the cattle guard and ruts in the dirt-and-gravel road that led to Kerney�s ranch southeast of the state capital. The motion jarred Wendell and Hannah awake.
�Are we there yet?� Wendell asked in a sleepy voice.
�Almost,� Grace answered.
�I need the bathroom,� Wendell said.
�Can you hold your water for a few minutes?� Clayton asked.
Wendell shook his head. �I need to go really bad.�
�Me too,� Hannah said.
�Okay.�
Clayton slowed to a stop and everyone piled out. Wendell relieved himself at the side of the road while Grace took Hannah in search of some privacy behind a tree. Above, at the lip of the canyon where Kerney�s ranch house sat, a small pack of coyotes screeched, chattered, howled, and snapped. The commotion lasted a long minute.
�Are they hunting something?� Wendell asked his father.
�I think they may have caught their prey.�
�How can you tell?�
�From the sound of it. Now they�re fighting over the kill.�
�Maybe we�ll get to see it,� Wendell said.
�Maybe.�
With everyone back in the car, Clayton drove through the canyon and up the hill.
�Grandfather�s house is just ahead,� Clayton said.
�Can we see Grandfather�s horses?� Hannah asked as the headlights briefly illuminated the horse barn across the wide pasture.
�In the morning,� Grace replied.
Clayton wheeled into the driveway, and the headlights of the sedan froze a pack of coyotes surrounding a form lying on the ground in front of the house. The animals turned toward the sound, their eyes glistening in the reflected light.
�What is that?� Grace asked as she tensed up.
Clayton braked to a stop. �I�m not sure.�
�That�s a body out there,� Grace said.
�We�re too far away to tell what it is.�
�A body?� Wendell asked. He unbuckled his seat belt and hung over the back of the front seat. �Where?�
Clayton backed up quickly, killed the headlights and engine, reached across Grace, and grabbed a flashlight from the glove box. �Everybody stay here.�
�If that�s a body, you have to take us away from here right now,� Grace insisted.
Clayton touched Grace gently on the arm. Her demand was not unreasonable. It was especially important to avoid ghost sickness with children, and doubly important to protect them from being taken by the dead, who often wanted company to travel to the other world.
�I will, but not yet,� he said.
�Now, Clayton.�
�You know I can�t do that.� Clayton got out of the car and looked at Grace through the open window. �Stay here and keep the children with you.�
�Let me go with you, Dad,� Wendell pleaded.
�Stay in the car with your mother.�
Wendell sulked and slumped against the backseat of the sedan.
�Stay put, sweetie,� Clayton said to Hannah.
�Can I sit with Mother?� Hannah asked.
�Go ahead.�
She climbed into the front seat and sat on Grace�s lap.
As Clayton approached the coyotes, he picked up some rocks and started pelting them. The animals, three adults and a juvenile, backed off a few yards and then held their ground. He reached the body lying faceup and looked at it. Not much had been eaten, but the man�s face was a mess, and some feeding had been done where the man�s shirt had been shredded around the chest and two entry bullet wounds were visible.
He knelt down and moved the body just enough to pluck a wallet from a back pocket of the blue jeans. The dead man was Riley Burke, Kerney�s neighbor and partner. He took a quick look around. Three pickup trucks were parked in the driveway. One belonged to Kerney, one probably to Riley Burke, and the third had a magnetic sign on the driver�s door that read �Lenny�s Auto Body Shop,� followed by a phone number.
He returned to the sedan, opened the trunk, and pulled out an old wool blanket he kept there for emergencies.
�Who is it?� Grace asked.
�Not now,� Clayton replied. Wendell was wide-eyed and standing bolt upright in the backseat. Hannah was frozen on Grace�s lap. �I�ll tell you more later.�
He walked back to the body, covered it, and dialed 911 on his cell phone. While he waited for dispatch to pick up, he swung the flashlight beam in an arc to keep the coyotes at bay, their eyes flashing back at him in the night.
Clayton quickly identified himself when dispatch answered, gave his location, reported the dead body, and asked to be put through to New Mexico State Police Chief Andy Baca.
�Please identify yourself again and repeat your location,� the dispatcher said after a brief pause.
�I�m Lieutenant Clayton Istee with the Lincoln County Sheriff�s Office,� he repeated forcefully, �and I am at Kevin Kerney�s ranch outside Santa Fe. There is a dead man who appears to have been shot twice in the chest. I need state police officers and a forensic team sent to my twenty right now, and ask Chief Baca to call me on my cell phone immediately. Have you got all that?�
�Affirmative. Did you ID the body?�
�I did and it is not, repeat not, Chief Kerney.�
�Ten-four. I�ll call Chief Baca and have him contact you.�
�Roger that. Do you need directions to my twenty?�
�Negative. I have a sergeant responding and more officers will be on the way shortly. ETA is under twenty minutes.�
�Ten-four.�
Clayton disconnected and heard the beeping sound of another cell phone coming from the pickup truck parked next to Riley Burke�s body. He retrieved it and saw on the screen that Riley had missed six calls, the earliest five hours ago, the latest within the half hour. He wondered why no one had come looking for him, especially with his parents and wife living so close by.
From the driveway came the sound of the sedan�s engine turning over, followed by horn-honking. He put some rocks on the four corners of the blanket covering Riley�s body to keep the coyotes away and walked back to the car. Grace sat behind the wheel.
�I can�t stay here with the children waiting for you,� she said. �We�re leaving. I�ll get a room in town for the night and call you to let you know where we are.�
Clayton nodded. �I may be here for some time.�
�The week is ruined,� Grace whispered.
�Don�t think that way.� He watched Grace turn the car around and drive down the road before returning to the ranch house. The coyotes had closed in on the body. Clayton chased them off before they could do additional damage, and they snarled in protest.
Chief Baca�s call came as Clayton was about to use the house key Kerney had given him to make a quick tour of the ranch house.
�Dispatch says the dead man is not, I repeat not, Kerney,� Andy said. �Is that true?�
�Affirmative,� Clayton replied, as he noticed that Sara�s SUV was not parked in the driveway. Perhaps it was in the garage or stored in the horse barn. �The deceased is Riley Burke.�
�Damn,� Andy said. �That�s going to make Kerney very angry.�
�I know it,� Clayton said as he jiggled the front doorknob and found it locked. He walked through the enclosed courtyard to the glass patio door to the kitchen and saw that it had been smashed. The pattern of glass fragments on the floor suggested it had been broken from the outside in order to gain entry.
�And you think it�s a homicide?� Andy asked.
�No doubt about it, Chief.� Clayton stepped back from the debris so as not to contaminate evidence at the point of entry. �There�s a broken kitchen patio door that suggests a home invasion. I�m going to go through the front door and take a quick look around.�
�Be careful,� Andy said. �I�m about to leave my house for your twenty. See you when I get there.�
�Roger that, Chief.�
Inside the house Clayton turned on the exterior lights to keep the coyotes at bay. The front room and adjoining library appeared untouched. The television and stereo system hadn�t been taken, nor had any of the art on the wall been removed. In the master bedroom there was no sign of a burglar�s quick search through the dressers for jewelry and other valuables.
The absence of disarray made Clayton question the motive for the break-in. Or had Riley Burke�s arrival kept the killer from looting the house?
He checked the truck with the Lenny�s Auto Body Shop magnetic sign on the door and found it was registered to a Leonard Hampson who resided in Springer. He phoned the information to dispatch and watched the coyotes yip and yap at him for being kept away from the fresh kill while he waited for the state police to arrive.


Sergeant Russell Thorpe, shift commander for New Mexico State Police District One, ran north on I-25 with lights and siren. As a rookie officer, Thorpe had worked with Kerney, who�d been deputy state police chief at the time before taking over as top cop at the Santa Fe Police Department. Several years later, Russell had teamed up with Clayton Istee and Ramona Pino, an SFPD detective, on a case that involved the discovery of a graveyard outside of the town of Socorro where a serial killer had buried his victims.
The unearthing of the crime scene was directly connected to the hunt for another killer who�d plotted the murder of Chief Kerney and his entire family, including Clayton, his wife, and children. Fortunately, Clayton had put the man down for good before he could accomplish his bloodletting.
Russell knew that if Clayton Istee said the dead man at Kerney�s ranch was a homicide victim, you could take it to the bank. He was one hell of a fine investigator.
According to dispatch, Clayton had reported that it wasn�t Kerney lying in the driveway at the ranch. Word had it Kerney was living large in London while his wife pulled a gravy tour as the U.S. Army military attach� at the embassy. It was good to know that he hadn�t been killed on a brief visit home.
So who was the dead guy? A caretaker hired to look after the place? A neighbor? Some wandering vagrant? And why had he been killed?
Thorpe knew that about 90 percent of murder victims knew their killers, which meant investigators usually had a good pool of potential suspects to target. The small percentage of random murders, killings by strangers, and murders that occurred during the commission of other crimes could be much more difficult to work because of the absence of any links to the victims.
He wondered if this homicide might have something to do with the bizarre sequence of events that had started earlier in the day when a correctional officer had been brutally attacked by a convicted felon, sent by mistake to the state prison in Springer.
Every cop in the state was on high alert for Craig Larson, who had so far nearly killed the correctional officer, almost suffocated a young family locked inside a Department of Correction van, and left a man to fry in the blistering hot desert grasslands outside of Santa Rosa.
Thorpe�s radio kept him updated as he barreled down Lamy Hill to the ranch road turnoff, and word came to him that one of the vehicles parked at the ranch belonged to Lenny Hampson, the man who been kidnapped by Larson in Springer and dumped in the desert.
Dispatch also reported that two homicide agents were en route about ten minutes behind him, a forensic team was rolling with the same ETA, and of equal interest, Chief Baca was on his way to the crime scene.
On the ranch road, he rolled his front windows down, cut the siren, switched off the emergency lights, and pushed the unit hard through the canyon and up the crest. A waning half moon had just risen, giving just enough light to outline the structure of the horse barn a quarter mile away. The outside lights of the ranch house flooded the porch, courtyard, and parking area in front of the house.
Through the open windows Thorpe could hear horses whinnying and coyotes barking. He flashed his headlights as he approached the house. Clayton Istee stood near a covered form on the ground, waving both hands over his head. Thorpe announced his arrival to dispatch, dismounted his unit, and hurried over to Clayton.
�Look who they sent me,� Clayton said with a smile as he shook Russell�s hand.
�I heard you made lieutenant,� Thorpe replied, grinning back.
Clayton glanced at the three stripes on Russell�s uniform shirt-sleeves. �Yeah, and now you�re a sergeant.�
�How about that? Who�s the victim?�
�Riley Burke.� Clayton flipped off the blanket covering the body.
Thorpe stared down at Riley Burke, took in some air, and let it out slowly through his nose. �I know him slightly, met his wife and his parents on several occasions. They�re Kerney�s neighbors.�
Clayton nodded. �This wasn�t a burglary. A patio door was smashed from the outside to gain entry but nothing inside the house appears to have been taken.�
Thorpe pointed at the truck with the auto body sign. �I�m not surprised. Two hours ago, the registered owner of that truck, Lenny Hampson, stumbled half-dead into a gas station on the outskirts of Santa Rosa and told the local cops that a fugitive named Craig Larson had dumped him in the desert without food or drink.�
Clayton�s eyes widened. Before he�d gone off duty, he�d heard about Larson�s attack on the correctional officer and the theft of the Honda from the young couple with the baby, but the kidnapping was new information.
�That, I didn�t know about,� he said. �Larson may have come here to switch vehicles. There are fresh tire tracks that could be from the SUV Kerney�s wife, Sara Brannon, drives. It�s a red Jeep and it�s not in the garage. I haven�t checked the horse barn.�
�Would you mind staying with the body while I take a peek inside the horse barn?� Thorpe asked.
�Actually I do mind, but I�ll do it anyway because you�re a friend.�
�Don�t you like dead bodies?� Thorpe asked as he started for his unit.
�Not really,� Clayton replied. �By the way, there are six missed calls on Riley�s cell phone, some hours old. I�m guessing his wife and parents are away, otherwise they would have come looking and found him.�
Thorpe stopped in his tracks and turned back to Clayton. �You�re right. Where�s his phone?�
�On the seat of his truck.�
�Will you check Riley�s contact list on the phone against the missed calls while I go look for the Jeep?�
�Not a problem,� Clayton replied.
Thorpe got in his unit and drove toward the horse barn. Clayton retrieved the phone and quickly discovered that the missed calls were indeed from Riley�s wife and parents. He put Riley�s phone on the hood of the truck and used his own phone to call his boss at home and brief him on Riley Burke�s murder and the tie-in to the manhunt for Craig Larson.
�Who�s on scene with you?� Sheriff Paul Hewitt asked when Clayton finished.
�A state police sergeant, Russell Thorpe. He�s solid. More personnel are on the way, including Chief Baca.�
�Do you want in on the investigation?�
Clayton hesitated. State law gave blanket statewide jurisdiction both to sheriff�s officers and the New Mexico State Police. Clayton could rightfully work the case if Hewitt gave him the authority to do so.
�Well?� Hewitt asked.
�That�s up to you, Sheriff.�
�And I say no,� Hewitt replied. �I want you to take that academy course I�ve already spent taxpayer money for you to attend and then go on vacation. Understood?�
�Affirmative.�
�Have you talked to Kerney?�
�Not yet,� Clayton replied.
�Better do it soon,� Hewitt advised. �Five will get you ten, once he learns about the murder, he�ll book the next available flight home.�
�I wouldn�t bet against it.�
�Keep me informed.�
�Ten-four.�
Russell Thorpe came back with news that Sara�s SUV was nowhere to be found, and that he�d asked dispatch to issue a BOLO on the missing Jeep.
Clayton told him the missed calls on Burke�s phone were indeed from Riley�s wife and parents.
�Why don�t you break the news to them,� Russell suggested as he searched inside Lenny Hampson�s truck.
�This isn�t my case, Russell.�
�I know that.�
Clayton looked at the phone he�d placed on the hood of Riley�s truck. Riley had been murdered on Kerney�s doorstep, probably because he�d been looking after the place the way a good neighbor should. More than that, Riley was Kerney�s business partner, and his parents had sold Kerney his land at a fair price after turning away other offers from well-heeled easterners who wanted to play cowboy in Santa Fe. The Burkes deserved to hear of the tragedy and their loss from a member of Kerney�s family, which meant Clayton needed to make the calls. Kerney would expect no less. He picked up the phone.
�You haven�t told me what brought you up to Santa Fe,� Russell said, as he held up the Department of Corrections shotgun he�d found under the seat.
�I start a two-day law enforcement academy course tomorrow and then we were planning to stay over at the ranch for a family vacation.�
�Grace and the children came with you?� Thorpe made sure the chamber was empty and the safety was on before putting the shotgun on the hood of Hampson�s truck.
�Yeah. Grace is checking us into a motel for the night.�
�You actually believe you can be a cop and have any kind of normal family life?�
�Silly of me, isn�t it? But I am starting to doubt it.�
Clayton made the calls, first to Riley�s wife and then to his parents, and they took the news hard. After he finished, he told Thorpe that the Burkes had gone down to Roswell to attend a cattle auction and Riley was to have joined them earlier in the evening.
�This sucks,� Russell said.
�Murder usually does,� Clayton replied, watching a string of flashing emergency lights top out on the crest of the canyon. He counted five approaching vehicles.
Russell stepped off to meet the lead car and Clayton�s cell rang with an incoming call from Grace. She told him what motel she�d checked into with the children and asked when he�d be able to join them.
�I don�t know how long I�ll be,� Clayton said, �so don�t wait up for me.�
�Who died?� Grace asked in a whisper.
In the background Clayton could hear the sound of a children�s television show. �Riley Burke, shot twice in the chest.�
�Oh dear.�
The incoming vehicles parked behind Thorpe�s unit. In the darkness Clayton couldn�t make out the people exiting their units. �Gotta go,� he said.
�If you�re not here in the morning,� Grace said, �I�m driving the children back home to Mescalero.�
The line went dead. Clayton was just about to call Grace back when Russell Thorpe approached with Chief Andy Baca of the New Mexico State Police.
�Hello, Lieutenant,� Andy Baca said, offering his hand. �Why don�t you and the sergeant bring me up to speed?�


The report of the suspicious, unattended death of a woman named Jeannie Cooper brought Lieutenant Ramona Pino, commander of the Santa Fe Police Department Violent Crimes Unit, out on a hot and unusually muggy July night. She drove up Cerrillos Road toward the South Capitol neighborhood, listening to the secure channel traffic of the personnel handling the homicide at Kevin Kerney�s ranch and searching for the red Jeep Craig Larson had stolen.
She stopped at a dead-end lane just off Paseo De Peralta, a street that looped around the historic Santa Fe downtown area. At the end of the lane, Officer Dennis Gavin stood in the glare of his squad car�s headlights talking to a chunky older woman wearing a halter top, shorts, and flip-flops.
Pino approached and Gavin interrupted his interview to introduce her to Sally Newcomb, a friend of the victim who�d called the police after discovering the dead woman in her apartment. Newcomb had a blocky jaw and square face that matched her chunky body.
�According to Ms. Newcomb, her friend Jeannie Cooper has a history of suicidal behavior,� Officer Gavin said. �She just finished telling me that she became worried when Jeannie didn�t answer her phone. Ms. Newcomb came over, saw her truck, and knocked on the door. When she didn�t get an answer, she let herself in with a spare house key she knew Ms. Cooper kept hidden under a rock and discovered the body.�
�I see,� Ramona replied. She looked at Newcomb, who appeared genuinely distraught. She glanced up at Gavin to get a read as to whether or not he was buying the woman�s story.
At six-three Gavin towered over Pino. He gave her a slight nod to signal he thought Newcomb was on the level.
Ramona nodded in return, asked Newcomb to continue giving her statement to Officer Gavin, walked toward the open apartment door, and paused to look around before entering. Once a single-family residence, the building sat behind an electrical power substation that fronted Paseo De Peralta, within steps of some of the fanciest and most expensive art galleries in town. But it was a world apart from the high-end condos and multimillion-dollar homes of nearby Garcia Street and Acequia Madre.
The stucco was cracked and the wooden frames of the old-fashioned casement windows needed a coat of paint. The porch sagged beneath a rusted tin roof that covered the four doors to the separate apartments.
A row of mailboxes stood at the front of a gravel walkway that led to the apartments, and the front yard was packed dirt used as parking spaces that butted up to the porch. Cooper�s apartment, an end unit, had a privacy fence that enclosed a small patio at the back. Using her flashlight, Ramona checked the patio, the front door, and the exterior windows for any visible signs of forced entry and found none.
Inside the apartment, Jeannie Cooper�s body was sprawled on the couch, eyes closed, mouth open, one arm dangling over the side of the couch, the other positioned on the armrest above her head. Ramona looked at the fresh bruises and marks on the face, the red strangulation marks around the neck, and the discoloration at the corners of the mouth that suggested the woman�s mouth had been forced open. She bent over and gently opened the mouth and saw several pills at the back of the throat.
She stepped back, keyed her handheld radio, advised the shift captain on duty of the ten-zero-one�her fifth homicide of the year�and called out the crime scene unit, her two on-duty detectives, and the medical investigator.
Back outside, Officer Gavin waited at his unit with Sally Newcomb. He gave Ramona the microcassette containing Newcomb�s tape-recorded witness statement.
Ramona pocketed the cassette and asked Newcomb to stay with Officer Gavin until the detectives arrived and they could ask her about Jeannie Cooper�s personal life.
Newcomb�s expression turned somber. �Do you think she was murdered?�
�We have to look at all the possibilities.�
�I saw the marks on her face, but I just thought that Jeannie had mutilated herself again,� Newcomb said. �She always does that when she gets depressed. And besides, as far as a personal life goes she hasn�t had one since she started her own landscaping company in the spring.�
Ramona smiled. �That�s exactly the kind of information that could be very helpful to us.�
Radio traffic on her handheld told Ramona that the detectives and crime scene unit were five minutes out. She used the time to start questioning the residents in the other apartments. Two hours later, she had a homicide with no witnesses, no apparent motive, and no suspects. She huddled with her two detectives, Beatty and Olivas, while the MI and crime scene techs finished up inside the apartment.
�We could expand the canvass,� Beatty said, �but I don�t think it would do any good.�
�Agreed,� Ramona said, �although I think come morning we should talk to the business owners in the neighborhood to find out if they saw anyone hanging around in the late afternoon.�
�I�ll do it,� Olivas said, sounding dour, which was more his prevailing outlook on life than an attitude in need of adjustment.
�Okay.� Ramona handed Beatty a notebook she�d found in Cooper�s truck. �There�s a list of her clients and jobs in there. Make some calls and talk to the people she has been working for.�
Beatty, a thick-set, middle-aged man who suffered from serious allergies, sniffled and nodded. �Sally Newcomb told me who Cooper used to work for.� He consulted his notes. �His name is Daniel Peck. Owns a company called Milagro Landscaping. I found his home phone number and address in the telephone directory.�
�I�ll talk to him,� Ramona said.
Beatty rattled off Peck�s phone number and address.
Ramona wrote them on her notepad. �Did Newcomb know if Cooper was seeing anyone six months to a year ago?�
Beatty put his finger to his nose and sniffled. �She doesn�t think there was anybody special, and she couldn�t give me any names of who Cooper had seen in the past. But then, I got the feeling from Newcomb that she may have been interested in reeling Cooper in for herself.�
�Interesting,� Ramona said. �Note that in your narrative, so we can follow up on it if need be.� She nodded toward the apartment. �This homicide has some wrinkles, but by the way the murder was committed, I don�t think jealousy or lust was the motive. The perp forced the pills down Cooper�s throat, which suggests he was angry at her for some reason.�
�Are you thinking the perp is male?� Beatty asked.
�The bruise marks on Cooper�s neck suggest that,� Ramona replied.
�For a female, Newcomb has large hands,� Beatty noted.
�I�m not ruling her out,� Ramona said. �The sloppy attempt made to mask the killing as a suicide tells me that the killer knew the victim. I�d like both of you to take another look inside the apartment. Find me something that will link the victim to a suspect�a romantic entanglement, an illicit relationship, a conflict with a neighbor, former colleague, or ex-lover�whatever. You know the routine.�
�Maybe we�ll find some love letters or a diary containing revealing and damaging tidbits,� Olivas said as he started toward the apartment.
�You really think so?� Beatty asked with sarcastic enthusiasm as he caught up with his partner.
�Nah,� Olivas grumbled. �Nothing is that easy.�
Pino flipped open her cell phone, dialed Daniel Peck�s number, and got his answering machine. She left a message, went to her unit, and drove to Peck�s residence, a post-World War Two pueblo-style house in the Casa Solana neighborhood, which had been the site of a Japanese-American internment camp during the war.
Lights were on inside the house, so Ramona parked and rang the bell. A deeply tanned man in his early fifties with short-cut gray hair answered. He wore a short-sleeved V-neck undershirt that revealed a Marine Corps tattoo on his left forearm. He had pleasant features and crinkly blue eyes.
Ramona flashed her shield and ID. �Daniel Peck?�
�That�s right.�
�I�m Lieutenant Pino and I need to ask you some questions about Jeannie Cooper.�
�I haven�t seen her since she quit working for me to start her own business. Did she overdose and get taken to the emergency room again?�
�No, she�s dead.�
Peck looked stunned. �She finally went and did it.�
�No, she was murdered.�
�Murdered?�
�It appears that way.�
�Poor Jeannie,� Peck said with a sigh. �She was such a gentle, lost soul, except when she got too manic or too down in the dumps. Then you must be looking for Craig Larson, right?�
�Why do you say that?� Pino asked.
�Because I�ve been watching the TV news story about his escape today from that prison guard he almost killed. My company did landscape and garden maintenance at the Bedford estate. Jeannie and Larson had a thing going right up to the time he went to trial for embezzling all that money.�
�You know that for a fact?�
Peck nodded. �I saw it with my own eyes, and Jeannie told me all about it.�
�What reason would he have to kill Jeannie?�
�You�ve got me,� Peck answered.
There was no way Peck could know about the murder of Riley Burke at Kevin Kerney�s ranch or the discovery of the abandoned pickup truck Larson had used to abduct Lenny Hampson from his Springer auto body repair shop. Ramona doubted he was deflecting suspicion from himself. Still, she needed to rule him out as a suspect.
�Can you account for your time since about four this afternoon, Mr. Peck?� she asked.
�You bet I can, Lieutenant. I kept a six-man crew working at a landscaping installation job until six-thirty and then went directly from there to a chapter meeting of Veterans for Peace.�
�I�ll probably want to talk to you again.�
�Maybe we can have that talk over a drink, Lieutenant.� Peck took out his wallet and gave Ramona a business card. �Once you�ve cleared me as a suspect, that is. I�ve been told that I clean up nicely. Best to call me on my cell phone.�
�I�ll do that, Mr. Peck,� Ramona said stiffly.
She headed back to the Cooper crime scene. If Peck�s hunch about Craig Larson was right, he might still be in the city. By radio, Ramona put the word out to intensify the search for Larson.
Russell Thorpe immediately responded to her advisory and asked for a back-channel update. Ramona filled him in on the connection between Larson and her murder victim.
�My, my, he�s been a busy boy today,� Russell said.
�It�s not confirmed that he�s the perp.�
�Did you find the red Jeep?�
�Negative,� Pino replied.
�Is your victim�s vehicle missing?� Thorpe asked.
�Negative.�
�Interesting,� Thorpe said. �Let�s debrief when you wrap up your preliminary.�
�Ten-four, your place or mine?�
�At Chief Baca�s ten-nineteen.�
�Affirmative.�
It was going to be a long night, and although Ramona stayed focused on the tasks ahead, she couldn�t help wonder if Daniel Peck�s unexpected come-on had been sincere or just a ration of BS.


Craig Larson spent a nervous couple of hours waiting for the last shuttle of the night to the Albuquerque airport. He killed the time in the small Santa Fe River Park that paralleled East Alameda, where he could keep an eye out for the arrival of the bus at the hotel across the street. When it showed up, he hurried across Old Santa Fe Trail and joined the half dozen tourists waiting to board. Once on board, he found a seat away from the rest of the passengers and pretended to sleep.
At the Albuquerque airport, Larson went inside, used the lavatory, went back outside, and took a courtesy bus to the airport parking lot on Yale Boulevard. After getting off at a row in the back of the lot, he waited until the driver left on another run to the terminal before slipping through the entrance gate when the attendant wasn�t looking.
He hoofed it along Yale Boulevard to Central Avenue, a good two-mile walk, tensing up when spurts of traffic passed him on the roadway, thinking for sure some gung-ho cop would stop and want to question him about walking along the street late at night. He made it to Central Avenue, where Yale dead-ended. At a nearby all-night drugstore, he bought a local paper, some snack food, and a drink, and walked up Central to the next city bus stop. A sign posted at the bus stop told him he�d arrived ten minutes before the last run of the night.
While he waited, he chewed on the snacks, washed them down with soda, and thought about what he would do after he checked into a cheap motel on East Central where nobody would remember his face or care what name he used as long as he paid cash and didn�t cause any trouble. First, take a hot shower to wash the grime off; second, get some sleep; third, find a good greasy spoon in the morning for a big breakfast; and finally, look in the newspaper for a car to buy from a private party.
That was as far as Larson wanted to take it for the night. It had been an exhausting day.


Chapter Three
At ten minutes after two in the morning, Russell Thorpe dropped Clayton off at the budget motel on Cerrillos Road where Grace had rented a room. Clayton got a key from a drowsy front desk clerk and quietly unlocked the door to find Wendell and Hannah asleep in one of the double beds and Grace fully dressed sitting wide awake in a chair at a small table by the window. Grace put a finger to her lips, picked up the keys to the sedan, and motioned for Clayton to join her outside.
They sat in the car with the windows open, cooled by a slight breeze. There was just enough illumination from the parking lot lights for Clayton to see that his wife wasn�t happy.
�Well?� Grace asked. She avoided looking at Clayton, her eyes glued on the door to their room.
�I�m not canceling our vacation, if that�s what you�re worried about. Sheriff Hewitt ordered me to have nothing more to do with the investigation after tonight, and that�s fine with me.� He glanced at his wristwatch. �I�m due in class at the academy in a little under seven hours.�
�What took you so long tonight?�
�I had to break the news to Riley�s wife, Lynette, and his parents, brief the state police chief, call Kerney in London, give a statement to the investigating officers, and talk to a city detective about another homicide by the same perpetrator.�
�And that took you hours and hours?�
�Yes, sometimes it does,� Clayton replied. �I don�t want to argue with you about this at two in the morning.�
�What did Kerney say when you spoke to him?�
�He�s very angry and upset. He�s leaving for Santa Fe as soon as he can get a flight out. He wants us to stay at the ranch as planned.�
�Are Sara and Patrick coming with him?�
�No,� Clayton answered. �He�ll let me know later in the day when he�s due to arrive.� Grace still hadn�t looked at him�not a good sign. �How are the children doing?�
Grace sighed. �They were completely hyper until exhaustion set in and they couldn�t keep their eyes open for another second. I�m not sure I want to take them back to the ranch so soon after what they saw.�
�They didn�t see anything,� Clayton replied.
�They�re children,� Grace shot back.
�And the best thing we can do for them right now is not make a big deal about what happened at the ranch. If we stay away, it will only make them think that we fear this death, and that would be wrong for us to do. Riley Burke�s wife and family will help him travel from this world to the next, so there is no witchery or ghost sickness to worry about.�
Grace looked at her husband. He�d made a valid point. She�d been thinking purely as an Apache, which wasn�t completely necessary for her to do. After all, this was a situation where Mescalero rituals didn�t really apply.
�You�re right,� she said. �Have the police finished their work at the ranch?�
Clayton nodded. �Except for a broken patio door, everything has been put right. Chief Baca assigned a patrol officer to keep an eye on the place until we show up. I told him we�d be there around eight.�
�You were sure I�d go back?� Grace asked.
�Not really. But I figured if you did want to return to Mescalero with the children, I�d have to stay behind to complete the academy course, get the broken patio door fixed, and look after the place until Kerney arrived.�
�You�ll go with us to the ranch before you start your class?� Grace asked.
Clayton smiled. �Absolutely, but if I�m going to be worth a plugged nickel, I�d better get some shut-eye.�
Grace leaned over and kissed Clayton�s cheek. �You look tired.�
�I am,� Clayton said as he pulled her close for a hug.
Grace tucked her head against Clayton�s chest. �All of us should wear something black tomorrow.�
Clayton nodded. Black helped to protect the living from the dead who might want company on their journey. �Of course,� he said. �Let�s get some sleep.�


Kerney had gotten the call from Clayton at six A.M. London time just as he was rousing Patrick out of bed. The two of them had been on their own for the last two nights while Sara was at a Royal Army base in the Midlands.
The news of Riley Burke�s murder had stunned him into silence. He liked Riley immensely, trusted him completely, and had come to rely upon him as the driving force in their partnership to raise, train, and sell world-class competition cutting horses. He saw a good bit of his younger self in Riley. Both were ranch-raised, loved the land, and grew up dreaming of making a livelihood as ranchers like their parents and grandparents before them. Kerney�s parents had lost their ranch when the government took it over to expand White Sands Missile Range on the Tularosa Basin in south central New Mexico, while Riley�s parents had managed to hang on to most of their Galisteo Basin property in spite of the financial ups and downs of cattle ranching.
Kerney had worked side by side with Riley long enough to know that if Patrick grew up anything like him, he would be about as proud as a father could get.
As he fixed breakfast, Kerney didn�t say a word to Patrick about Riley�s death. Over the course of the last few months the family had been in Santa Fe, Riley had spent a lot of time at the ranch working with the horses, and Patrick had become quite fond of him, often tagging along at his heels asking endless questions that Riley handled graciously. During those months, Riley and his wife, Lynette, had come to dinner at the ranch several times and the friendship among all of them had deepened.
Breakfast over, Patrick washed his face and hands, brushed his teeth, combed his hair, and dressed for preschool. In the drizzle that seemed to be a permanent fixture of the London cityscape, Kerney walked with Patrick through the streets of Knightsbridge to the school, which was housed in a Georgian mansion.
Patrick was still adjusting to living in London, and Kerney wasn�t all that much ahead of him. The city was a marvelous place, vibrant, chock full of things to do and see, and they hadn�t even scratched the surface. But what father and son both loved best was those afternoons after school when they hurried to the Knightsbridge station, took the tube to Lancaster Gate, walked a few short blocks to Bathurst Mews, and rented horses to ride in Hyde Park.
Tucked on a cobblestone lane in an upscale neighborhood, the mews was a hidden-away combination of stables and small houses converted from stables. Before Kerney and Patrick were allowed to ride in the park without an escort, both had had to show that they were proficient on horseback, which they demonstrated with ease for the certified riding instructor, who�d voiced serious doubts about Patrick�s ability to handle the spirited pony he�d picked out.
At the school, Kerney gave Patrick a hug, turned him loose, and watched as he skirted the group of children who had already arrived in favor of a quiet corner where storybooks were arranged on a row of low shelves. According to the school�s director, Patrick had to be urged to join in group activities and play, and Kerney was beginning to worry some about his usually very gregarious son. When he turned four in a few months, he�d attend a nearby private junior school with an excellent reputation that charged a hefty quarterly tuition. His curriculum as a beginning student in what was called the Small School Department, for children ages four to six, would include English, mathematics, reading, and handwriting, along with exposure to history, geography, French, art, music, religious studies, and sports.
It was a far cry from the early education Kerney had received at the elementary school in Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, when he was growing up on the west slope of the San Andres Mountains near the White Sands Missile Range boundary. He hoped time would help Patrick adjust to his new school and surroundings.
Kerney walked home, his thoughts returning to the murder of Riley Burke. Although it wasn�t logical, he felt partially responsible for Riley�s death. If he hadn�t asked him to look after the ranch, the young man might be alive today. Kerney knew it made no sense to feel that way, since their partnership required Riley to be at the ranch routinely to care for, exercise, and train the cutting horses. Still, guilt gnawed at him.
He needed to get back to Santa Fe as soon as possible, both to pay his respects and to give whatever support he could to Jack and Irene and Riley�s wife, Lynette. But before he could book a flight, he had to let Sara know what had happened, and he had to arrange for a nanny to care for Patrick until Sara returned from southeastern England the day after tomorrow. Fortunately, there was a housing board at the U.S. Embassy that could speedily secure the services of a nanny on short notice.
Kerney stopped in front of the house the U.S. government had leased for them. He�d been amazed to learn they were not required to pay rent or utilities for the property. Instead, Sara�s housing allowance went into a special government pool used to lease quarters for all U.S. personnel living in the UK.
The house they�d been assigned was part of a nineteenth-century mansion block that came with its own private communal gardens accessed through a locked gate. A redbrick building with tall casement windows, it had a steep pitched roof, a tall brick chimney, and a completely updated interior on three floors. On the open market, the house would easily rent for much more than what an army colonel could afford under any circumstance.
In the living room�what the Brits called the lounge�Kerney called Sara�s cell phone, got her voice mail, left a message about Riley Burke�s murder, and started checking the Internet for available flights. It was the height of the tourist season and every outgoing flight to the states was fully booked until tomorrow, and even then only business-class tickets were available.
He made a reservation on the earliest flight out of Heathrow, and arranged through the embassy for a nanny to take care of Patrick until Sara returned. He was about to call Clayton when Sara called.
�What terrible news,� she said. �What else do you know about it?�
�Not much,� Kerney replied. �Clayton said Riley was shot twice in the chest at close range and that the perp was an escaped fugitive. Clayton, Grace, and the kids discovered Riley�s body at our front door.�
�Wendell and Hannah saw Riley�s body?�
�Of that I�m not sure.�
�Grace surely wouldn�t have allowed it. I�ll call her as soon as I can. When are you leaving for Santa Fe?�
�You know me too well,� he said. He gave Sara his flight information and told her he�d arranged for a nanny until her return to London. �I�m meeting with the nanny early this afternoon. If she�s not suitable, I�ll asked the embassy to refer another.�
�Have you told Patrick that Riley is dead?� Sara asked.
�I don�t have the heart to do it.�
�Best leave it to me. When will you be back?�
�I don�t know. Sometime soon after the funeral services, I would guess. In a week at the most.�
�Don�t raise my hopes with false promises,� Sara said.
�What does that mean?�
�It means that unless this homicide is solved quickly, I don�t see you walking away from hunting down Riley�s murderer. You don�t have that kind of temperament.�
�I�m not a law enforcement officer anymore.�
�I�m sure Andy Baca will gladly correct that minor technicality.�
�I�ll keep that in mind. Lynette, Jack, and Irene deserve to have Riley�s killer caught��
�Dead or alive,� Sara said.
�My sentiments exactly,� Kerney said.
�When the funeral services are set, let me know right away. If I can wrangle emergency leave, Patrick and I will fly over. We should all be there to pay our respects.�
�I�d like that. So would the Burke family.�
�It�s all about family, Kerney. Give my boy big kisses and hugs for me.�
�I�ll do it.�
Before calling Clayton, Kerney spoke first to his old friend Andy Baca at the New Mexico State Police.
�Have you caught the dirtbag?� he asked when Andy came on the line.
Andy snorted in disgust. �Not yet. He seems to have gone to ground.�
�Can you break away from the office, drive to Albuquerque, and pick me up when I arrive?�
�Of course I can, I�m the chief. Give me the particulars.�
Kerney read off his flight number and arrival time and Andy said, �I�ll see you then.�
Kerney�s call to Clayton went unanswered, so he left a message on his voice mail, went upstairs to the master bedroom, and started packing for his flight the next day.
Although Riley Burke�s murder was more than enough motivation to return to Santa Fe, Kerney knew his eagerness to leave also came from the feeling of being a total outsider in London and among the families of the military officers and enlisted personnel assigned to the embassy. It was a small, tight-knit group, and none of them, including the civilian support staff, knew what to make of the only male spouse in the crowd, not to mention one who was an ex-police chief to boot.
He was beginning to doubt his ability to be a retired, stay-at-home parent in London over the next thirty-four months and counting, and he felt shitty about his deteriorating attitude. Sara and Patrick deserved better.
After preschool in the afternoon, Kerney had promised Patrick a boat ride on the Regent�s Canal and then a visit to the London Zoo. Until then he would surf the Internet to see what he could learn about the investigation into Riley Burke�s murder. By now, there had to be news reports about it. He sat at the desk in a small upstairs bedroom that he�d outfitted as a home office and powered up the laptop.
Among her many duties as the U.S. Army military attach� at the U.S. Embassy to the Court of St. James�s, Sara was responsible for overseeing the activities of forty-plus army personnel detached on special liaison duty with Royal Army units throughout the United Kingdom. For the past two days, she�d been touring bases in the southern part of the country, working her way back toward London. Last night, she�d stayed over at the Winchester Army Training Regiment base in order to make an early morning meeting with a U.S. Army intelligence captain who was briefing the Brits about the latest top-secret version of a battlefield imagery system.
It was her first out-of-town trip since landing behind her desk at the embassy two months ago, and although she missed Patrick and Kerney, she was enjoying the break from being office-bound or scrambling from one meeting to the next with Ministry of Defence command staff and planners.
The job demanded long hours to keep up with all that needed her attention. Fortunately, her boss, the senior military attach�, Rear Admiral Thomas Lincoln Foley, had been supportive and helpful.
Her meeting with the captain went well, and after a tour of the training facilities and the campus, she went back to her quarters, packed, consulted her road map for the next leg of her tour, a briefing at a Royal Armored Corps garrison, and left the post.
As she drove through the cathedral city of Winchester, she let her thoughts return to the murder of Riley Burke. Her first impulse after hearing the news from Kerney was to hunt down and shoot the murderer herself, and she�d all but told Kerney to do exactly that.
Sara wondered if Iraq had turned her into one of the walking wounded who�d survived combat but lost their moral compass. Dead or alive. She�d both said it and meant it, especially the dead part.
In Iraq, she had been shot at and wounded, and she had killed and wounded the enemy in return. She had watched young soldiers die in firefights, examined strewn bloody body parts of civilians blown up by suicide bombers, witnessed soldiers burned alive in Humvees, and seen women and children gunned down by errant fire in skirmishes, until she no longer reacted to the carnage.
She had finished her tour in a cold rage about war, killing, politicians who sacrificed others at no risk to themselves, and the gutless generals who told the politicians whatever they wanted to hear. She came home emotionally numb, disinterested in most of what happened around her, and feeling estranged from a country that seemed untouched by the war. Only Patrick and Kerney truly mattered, and even with them she occasionally shut down.
Until Iraq, she had always bounced back. Even after her Gulf War One tour, she�d returned home without suffering any long-lasting ill effects. She knew she had post-traumatic stress disorder, and after months of trying and failing to cope with it on her own, she�d finally made an appointment to see a shrink.
Going into therapy put a stopper on any future advancement in the military. But she�d reached 0-6, bird colonel, before anyone else in her West Point class, had a job that rarely led to stars on the collar, and planned to retire at the end of the three-year embassy tour of duty, so it really didn�t matter.
Still a little uneasy driving on the left side of the road, Sara entered the motorway traffic, got up to speed quickly, and zipped along with the insane English motorists who seemed to enjoy playing their own version of Formula 1 and World Rally drivers on public roadways.
She looked down at her hands gripping the steering wheel and realized they were shaking, and that it didn�t have a thing to do with driving on the left side of the road with the crazy Brits on the motorway.


After a long, hard sleep, Craig Larson woke up refreshed, turned on the motel room television, and surfed through the early morning news broadcasts. His photograph and the Crime Stoppers toll-free number were being shown on every channel. One station had a camera crew at Jeannie�s house, another had a team at the rest stop where he�d taken the young family�s SUV and locked them in the Department of Corrections van, and a third was interviewing Lenny Hampson with �Exclusive Breaking News� scrolling across the bottom of the screen. They were all playing up his brutality big-time and repeating a warning that �Escaped fugitive Craig Larson is armed and dangerous.�
Larson found it interesting that Lenny Hampson had walked out of the desert, the young couple and their baby hadn�t died from heat exhaustion, and the Department of Corrections screw had survived, although he was in intensive care. That meant out of seven people, he�d only killed two: Jeannie and the young cowboy at the ranch, whose names hadn�t been released to the press. That didn�t seem an unreasonable number. He could have easily killed them all.
He wondered why TV news wasn�t showing the crime scene at the ranch where he�d shot the cowboy. Probably the rich owner didn�t want the publicity.
With his photograph on the television and probably in every newspaper statewide, his plans to have a big breakfast at a nearby diner, study the paper to find a car to buy from a private party, and use his twin brother�s identity would have to be changed.
He opened the window curtains and scanned the half dozen parked cars within his line of sight for out-of-state license plates. There was a blue Chevrolet from Oklahoma parked on the left, two spaces down from his room.
He tucked the semiautomatic in his waistband, concealed it with his shirttail, and stepped outside. The motel was an L-shaped building with the office close to the street, under a big neon sign. There were no maid carts on the walkway that bordered the rooms and nobody going to or from the vehicles in the lot.
He walked down to the room where the Chevy with the Okie plates was parked, and knocked on the door.
�What is it?� a man�s voice asked.
Larson smiled at the peephole. �Management. We�ve got a report of a gas leak in one of the rooms, so we�re doing a safety check of all the wall heaters. It�s probably nothing.�
�There�s no gas smell in here.�
Larson widened his smile and shrugged his shoulders. �Like I said, it�s probably nothing, but I�ve got to check. Fire marshal rules, you know.�
�Okay. Give me a minute.�
The man who opened the door was in his fifties, with rounded shoulders, a gut that hung over his belt, and a puffy face.
Larson nodded politely as he stepped inside the room. �Hope I�m not disturbing the missus.�
�There is no missus,� the man replied. �Hurry it up, will ya.�
�Sure thing.� Larson walked to the wall heater, took off the vent plate, and pretended to inspect it. �Just passing through?� he asked over his shoulder as he twisted the gas valve a couple of times for effect.
�Heading home to Tulsa,� the man replied as he moved toward Larson.
�Nice town, I hear,� Larson said as he turned and coldcocked the man with the butt of the semiautomatic.
The man hit the floor facedown with a thud.
With his finger on the trigger, Larson stood over the unconscious man debating whether to shoot him in the back of the head or not. If he hadn�t let all those other people live yesterday, maybe the cops wouldn�t be so hot on his trail and his face all over the television.
He decided not to shoot him. The motel walls were paper thin, and even if he used a pillow to muffle the sound, a gunshot could still attract unwanted attention. He straddled the man�s body, bent down, and with both hands, broke his neck. The snap sounded good.
Larson pulled a wallet from the dead man�s pocket and took the credit cards, three hundred and twenty-two dollars in cash, and a driver�s license issued to Bertram Roach. Larson wondered if people had called him Bertie.
In Roach�s luggage, he found five hundred dollars in traveler�s checks in a side pocket, and a loaded, nickel-plated .38-caliber pistol under two sets of clean clothes. He set aside the fresh shirts, dumped the remaining contents on the bed, pawed through them, and didn�t find anything else useful.
The keys to Roach�s blue Chevy were on the nightstand. He scooped them up, got Roach�s toilet kit from the bathroom, put it into the empty suitcase along with the clean shirts and the pistol, hung a �Do Not Disturb� sign on the doorknob, and went back to his room. He packed quickly, paused for a moment at the window to make sure the coast was clear, hurried to the Chevy, and drove away.
Checkout time at the motel was noon, so Larson figured he had a good four hours before anyone would be looking for Bertie Roach from Tulsa, Oklahoma. Bertie Roach. Bertie Cockroach. La cucaracha. Larson hummed a few bars of the melody.
On the visor was a pair of sunglasses. Larson put them on, feeling pretty good about the start of his day. He now had wheels that would get him out of the city without drawing any attention, and the rest of the morning to head down the road before the cops started looking for the cucaracha�s vehicle.
Larson�s stomach grumbled as he cruised up Central Avenue searching for a fast-food joint with a drive-through window.


In his early fifties, born and raised in the town of Carrizozo, the Lincoln County seat, Paul Hewitt had been in law enforcement for slightly over thirty years. He�d started out as a patrol officer in Roswell and worked there for five years before transferring to the Alamogordo PD, where he rose to the rank of captain before retiring. After returning to Carrizozo, Hewitt ran for sheriff, got elected in a close race, ran for reelection four years later, and won by a wide margin. Limited to two consecutive terms, he was stepping down in January. This time he�d promised his wife, Linda, his retirement would be permanent.
Both of them were longtime horse owners who loved camping, trail riding, fly-fishing, and backpacking. With two children raised and launched, they planned to spend a good deal of time fishing in New Mexico�s mountain lakes and streams, riding the high country, and hiking the wilderness while they were still fit and young enough to enjoy it.
But that was next year, after winter had passed and they�d returned from two weeks at a Mexican beach resort where they would celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Today, Paul Hewitt was filling in on patrol while Clayton Istee was away at training and taking annual leave for the rest of the week.
A small department, the Lincoln County Sheriff�s Office had only a few sworn personnel to patrol a county larger than Delaware and Rhode Island combined and then some. When first elected, Hewitt had pledged to the voters that his department would provide round-the-clock coverage. Although at times he was stretched thin by officer vacancies, family emergencies, and mandatory training and annual leave requirements, he�d managed to keep that promise, mostly by going out and pulling patrol shifts himself.
Hewitt actually enjoyed working patrol when the occasion arose. It got him back in touch with the rigors of the day-to-day grind his deputies faced and the law enforcement issues and needs that mattered most to his constituents. It also gave him an opportunity to connect with the residents of some of the smaller settlements and villages scattered throughout the county, which often got overlooked until something bad happened.
With three decades of policing under his belt, Hewitt was alert and watchful by second nature as he cruised the county roads in and around the settlements of Tinnie, Hondo, San Patricio, and Glencoe. It had been a quiet morning. He�d stopped several tourists on state highways for speeding, and because he was driving an unmarked, slick-top unit, he issued verbal warnings to them instead of tickets. He�d helped a young woman on her way to work change a flat tire, made a close patrol of several neighborhoods in the fast-growing residential community of Alto, outside of Ruidoso, where some recent burglaries had occurred, and taken a coffee break at a roadside diner owned by a buddy who�d once been a fellow officer in the Alamogordo PD.
Back in his vehicle, which had everything but official police markings and an emergency light bar on the roof, Hewitt drove a long loop that took him from Lincoln to Fort Stanton and on to Capitan, before heading back toward Carrizozo. Traffic had been light all morning, with an occasional big rig on the main east-west, north-south roadways, a few recreational vehicles slowly navigating the climb through the hills to the mesa behind Fort Stanton, and some of the rural folks on their way to town.
Throughout the morning he�d paid close attention to state police radio traffic, listening for an update on the status of the dragnet for Craig Larson. Although Larson had subsequently killed two people, there had been no confirmed sightings of him since he kidnapped the owner of a Springer auto body shop, left him in the desert, and stole his truck.
Hewitt parked on the shoulder of the highway a few miles north of Carrizozo, near the White Oaks turnoff, checked in with dispatch, asked if there were any updates on Larson, and got a negative reply. He was about to start up the road to the old mining town, which was trying to reinvent itself as an arts and crafts center and tourist attraction, when a blue Chevy with Oklahoma plates flew by.
Hewitt�s radar clocked the vehicle at 85 in a 55-mph zone, way above his tolerance level for speeders. He swung around and followed the Chevy, closed the gap, and called dispatch.
�This is S.O. One,� Hewitt said. �I got a blue Chevy with Oklahoma plates traveling south at a high rate of speed on Highway 54 past the White Oaks turnoff. Requesting wants and warrants.� He read off the license plate information.
�Ten-four, S.O. One. Stand by.�
�Ask Carrizozo PD to assist in making a traffic stop,� Hewitt added. He needed a uniformed officer in a marked unit to write the citation in order to make it stick in court.
�Ten-four.�
Less than a mile outside of the town limits, the Chevy slowed. Hewitt came up behind the driver unannounced just as Carrizozo Police Chief Oscar Quinones�s unit came into view with emergency lights flashing.
Hewitt hit the switch to the emergency lights mounted in the grill of his unit and gave a short siren blast to get the driver�s attention. He was close enough to see the driver�s head snap in the direction of the rearview mirror. But instead of slowing and pulling off the highway, the driver accelerated, swerved into the oncoming traffic lane to pass a slower moving vehicle, and headed right for Oscar�s police cruiser. Quinones turned sharply to avoid the crash and his vehicle left the pavement, slammed into a guard-rail, and nose-dived into an arroyo.
Hewitt tried to contact Oscar by radio as he gave chase. At the town limits the driver blew through the traffic light, made a wide turn on U.S. 380 heading west, and accelerated around a tractor-trailer pulling out from a gas station at the intersection. Hewitt stayed on the Chevy�s tail and tried reaching Quinones again with no luck. He told dispatch to send first responders and emergency personnel to Oscar�s twenty ASAP, and requested backup assistance from any and all available units.
Hewitt sat right on the Chevy�s rear bumper, with his speedometer at 110 mph. The Chevy veered over the centerline, forcing oncoming traffic off the pavement. Hewitt eased off, hoping the driver would move back into his lane, but instead the driver braked hard, spun the Chevy around in a tight one-eighty, and came at him head-on.
Paul cursed and turned to avoid the impact, but the Chevy swerved and torpedoed into the side of his unit. Side and front air bags deployed, metal crunched, buckled, and squealed. The unit tilted up on two wheels, did a complete flip, and landed right-side-up with a bone-shaking jolt.
Stunned and shaken, Hewitt reached for the seat-belt latch, but it was wedged tight against the mangled door. He reached for the glove box, found the pocketknife he always kept there, cut through the seat-belt webbing, and was about to scramble out the passenger door when a shadow in the rear window made him reach for his sidearm and duck. Glass shattered with the booming retort of a large-caliber handgun. Hewitt freed his weapon and tried to plaster himself against the floorboard under the steering wheel, which proved impossible.
The sharp sounds of gunfire continued, the rounds tearing into the Plexiglas-and-metal cage behind the seat back. Hewitt opened the passenger door and scrambled out just as something hit him like a sledgehammer in the back of his neck. In an instant, a shock wave of searing pain ran through his body before he passed out.


Still somewhat groggy from the Chevy�s impact with the unmarked police cruiser, Larson threw the empty handgun away when he saw the unconscious cop with a bullet hole just below his neck lying half-in, half-out of the vehicle. He grabbed the cop under the arms, pulled him the rest of the way out of the vehicle, and flipped him over on his back. He looked dead, but even if he wasn�t, it didn�t matter. In fact, nothing much mattered to Larson anymore.
From the corner of his eye he saw an older woman in blue jeans and a Western shirt climb out of a pickup truck parked on the other side of the highway and hurry toward him. From inside the wrecked police vehicle he could hear the dispatcher on the radio talking in �ten�codes.
Larson reached down, grabbed the .45 semiautomatic from the cop�s hand, turned, and from a distance of ten feet, blew the woman away. He snatched the badge clipped to the cop�s belt, paused to pick up the keys the woman had dropped in the dirt, and gave her a quick look. Spurts of blood running out of the hole in her chest told him she was as good as dead.
He could hear the sound of a vehicle approaching a bend in the road a quarter mile distant. He ran to the wrecked Chevy, grabbed his stuff, hurried to the woman�s truck, and drove away before the car showed up in the rearview mirror.
All he could do now, Larson decided, was run and hide, until his luck or the money ran out and he couldn�t go any farther. It wasn�t much of an option, but it was still a hell of a lot better than spending the rest of his life in solitary confinement, or being executed by injection.
Larson eased the truck over to the shoulder of the highway and rolled to a stop when he saw two cop cars racing at him with lights flashing and sirens wailing. They passed by without slowing, and Larson continued on his way, traveling back toward Carrizozo, thinking he needed to find a place to hide out, and soon.


Kevin Kerney arrived in Albuquerque to find Andy Baca at the terminal gate in his state police uniform with his four stars on his collars. They shook hands and started down the long corridor toward the public waiting area behind the security screening checkpoint. Kerney�s plane out of Chicago was the last flight of the night, and except for the footsteps of the passengers hurrying toward baggage claim and the exits, the terminal was quiet and empty.
�How�s Paul Hewitt?� Kerney asked. When he�d last spoken to Clayton, Hewitt was out of surgery, still unconscious, and in critical condition. �Has he pulled through?�
�Barely,� Andy replied.
�Meaning?�
�He�s permanently paralyzed from the neck down.�
Kerney stopped in his tracks as the color drained from his face. �What?�
�He�s conscious, in full possession of his faculties, and a quadriplegic.� Andy gave Kerney a minute to collect himself and said, �Did you check any luggage?�
Kerney shook his head and started moving again. �I�ve got a closet full of everything I need at the ranch. Are Clayton and his family still there?�
�No, they�re back home in Lincoln County. Paul�s number-two man retired two months ago and moved to Arizona. The job has been vacant ever since, but this morning Paul appointed Clayton to be his chief deputy.�
�Good choice,� Kerney said. �Clayton can handle the job. Have you spoken to Paul directly?�
Andy nodded. �I saw him earlier in the evening at University Hospital. He said that with Clayton�s help he�s going to serve out his term in office. He�s trying to be positive, but it isn�t easy on him or Linda. The doctors say he won�t be going home for a while. They want to get him started on a physical therapy program before he�s released.�
�What about Larson? Have you found him? Last I heard, he was the prime suspect in Paul�s shooting.�
Andy shook his head. �We�ve lost his trail again, but we do know for certain that he shot Paul and killed the woman who stopped at the crash site. His fingerprints were on the weapon found at the scene and all over the blue Chevy.�
Andy stepped around two women who�d stopped in front of him to hug and greet each other. �By the way, the semiautomatic he used on Paul is also the weapon he used to kill Riley Burke. He used Hewitt�s gun to kill the woman, Janette Evans, a rancher�s widow, aged sixty-eight.�
�What else can you tell me?� Kerney asked.
�We traced the stolen blue Chevy that Larson crashed into Paul�s unit to a man from Oklahoma named Bertram Roach. The Albuquerque Police Department found his body in a cheap motel room on East Central Avenue. The night clerk at the motel�it�s one of those fleabag establishments used by hookers, pimps, and their johns�gave them a positive ID on Larson as a paying guest.�
They were outside in the dry, cool high desert night where Andy�s unmarked unit was parked at the curb, hazard lights flashing.
Kerney took a deep breath and knew he was back home. He looked at Andy over the roof of the vehicle. �How many people has this guy killed?�
�Four so far that we know about. A couple more of his victims could easily have died.�
�And he just tossed his murder weapon when he ran out of ammo, took Paul�s sidearm, iced a lady who stopped to help, and stole her truck?�
�Affirmative. This dirtbag just doesn�t give a shit.�
Kerney opened the passenger door. �Let�s go.�
�Where to?�
�The ranch. I need to take care of the horses and get some shut-eye before I pay my respects to Riley�s wife and parents in the morning. And then I have to check in with Clayton and Grace, let Sara know what�s happening, and come back down to Albuquerque to see Paul and talk to Linda.�
�And after that?�
�If Larson hasn�t been captured by the time we bury Riley Burke, I want a commission card and a shield.�
Andy opened the driver side door. �I figured as much.�


Chapter Four
Long before dawn, Kerney was back in the horse barn finishing up the chores he�d started the night before after arriving at the ranch. He mucked out stalls, laid down fresh straw, cleaned water troughs, put out feed, shoveled fresh manure from the paddocks, and curried the horses.
Every good cowboy and rancher knew that grooming horses wasn�t done to make them look pretty, but to stimulate a healthy coat and treat any small cuts and sores that would otherwise go unnoticed. The process also included inspecting and cleaning hoofs and checking for thrush, a fungus infection.
Although he enjoyed the pleasure of being close to the animals and the satisfying routine of caring for them, it didn�t keep him from worrying about Riley�s young wife and parents. They had to be devastated at their loss and struggling hard to accept it, and he wondered what he could do to ease their pain and assuage his own sense of guilt about Riley�s murder.
As a cop who over the years had delivered the news of sudden death to many grieving families, Kerney knew that words of sympathy, no matter how heartfelt, seldom gave relief. Surely there was something more tangible he could do for the family. He just didn�t know what would be acceptable to them.
Jack and Irene Burke, like many other small ranchers, were land rich and cash poor, and Riley and Lynette had brought more in the way of shared hopes and energy to their young marriage than tangible assets. Should he sell the horses and give the proceeds to Lynette as her share of Riley�s half equity in the partnership? Would Lynette, an excellent horse trainer in her own right and Riley�s unpaid assistant, be willing to step into Riley�s shoes and take over as Kerney�s partner? Or would it be too painful for her to work day in and day out at the very place where Riley had been randomly gunned down?
He had left for London secure in the knowledge that the partnership was in good hands. But now there was no way without help that he could keep the cutting horse enterprise going and live full-time with Sara and Patrick in England. Maybe it would be best to sell the stock, give the proceeds to Lynette Burke, find a reliable live-in caretaker for the ranch, and wait until Sara retired before trying again to operate the ranch as a business. He decided to hold off on making any decisions until he knew what Lynette wanted to do.
He finished scraping his stud horse Comeuppance�s hoofs and turned him loose by himself in a large paddock near the barn. Like any stallion, he would attack the geldings and try to drive them away or kill them if given the opportunity.
On a selfish level, Kerney didn�t like the idea of getting rid of the stock and dissolving the business. He would then have no legitimate reason other than plain homesickness to make frequent trips back to the ranch.
By sunup the horses were watered, fed, groomed, and inspected. He saddled Hondo, and with the exception of Comeuppance, he trailed the stock up the hill behind the ranch house into the fenced north pasture. He watched them for a while against the backdrop of the morning sun cascading over the slightly misty Sangre de Cristo Mountains. The geldings pranced and high-stepped while Patrick�s pony, Pablito, cantered off in the direction of the windmill. Sara�s favorite gelding, Gipsy, a bald-faced, dark sorrel, trotted back to the gate, snorted, and shook his head as if to signal his displeasure that Hondo couldn�t join him. Then he kicked up his heels and galloped away.
The fun of being back at the ranch made him feel guilty all over again about Riley�s murder. He dismounted, unsaddled Hondo, and turned him loose in the pasture with Gipsy and the other stock. As he walked down the hill with saddle and bridle slung over his shoulder, he wondered what in the hell he could do about any of it.
After breakfast, Kerney cleaned himself up, called Jack Burke, and asked if he could pay a visit. Usually a man of unbridled enthusiasm, Jack sounded emotionally numb and dispirited as he told Kerney to stop by anytime.
Kerney said he was on his way and disconnected quickly to avoid blurting out anything about Riley�s death or Jack�s loss. He still had no idea what he might say, only that he needed to say it in person.
The Burkes lived on a ranch road fifteen minutes from Kerney�s place, in a two-hundred-year-old hacienda sheltered by ancient cottonwoods at the edge of a broad, sandy arroyo. Kerney felt a sudden sense of dismay when he saw Riley�s pickup truck parked in front of the small, enclosed yard that bordered the nearby foreman�s cottage where Riley and Lynette had set up housekeeping.
Jack greeted Kerney on the steps of the screened hacienda porch, shook his outstretched hand, and explained that Irene and Lynette were meeting with the pastor of their church to discuss the services for Riley.
�I�m sorry I�ve missed them,� he said.
Jack nodded listlessly as he ushered Kerney into the living room and gestured at the couch next to his favorite easy chair.
Kerney sat, waited for Jack to settle himself, and asked, �Have the services been set?�
�Not yet,� Jack replied. �We�re still arranging for family to come in. Mine from Deming and Lordsburg, Irene�s from Texas, Riley�s cousins from Spokane and Boise, and Lynette�s parents from Wyoming. It takes a while to get everybody together.�
�I don�t have any words for you, Jack.�
Burke held up his hand to stop Kerney. �That�s good, because there aren�t any, and they all ring hollow in my ears anyhow. Soon, we�ll gather to celebrate Riley�s life. You, Sara, and Patrick have to join us.�
Kerney nodded affirmatively. Last night on the telephone, Sara told him her boss, the admiral, had approved her leave request, and she was ready to book a flight as soon as Kerney gave her the date for the funeral. �We�ll all be there.�
�Good,� Jack replied, gazing down at his tightly clasped hands in his lap. �Good,� he said again, the word barely audible. He tried to brighten. �How is Patrick?�
�He�s fine, Jack.�
�Good. That�s good.�
For a long time, Kerney sat in silence with his friend, imagining how horrible it must feel to lose a son who�d grown into such a fine young man. Jack wasn�t crying or blinking back tears, but he was tensed up tight, every muscle in his hands, arms, face, and neck bunched and corded, a thousand-yard stare in his eyes.
Kerney wanted to tell Jack to let go, give in to the grief, and have a gut-wrenching cry, but he didn�t say a word. Instead, he remained seated and unmoving on the couch for a long, uneasy time until Jack rose, excused himself, walked down the hallway to the bedroom he�d shared with Irene for over thirty years, and closed the door behind him.
Kerney waited awhile for Jack to return. When he didn�t come back, he quietly let himself out. He drove home with a great sadness pressing down on him.
After shooting the cop and the old lady on the highway outside Carrizozo, Craig Larson was camped out no more than thirty miles away in some mountains off a seldom-used Forest Service road.
He didn�t know much about Lincoln County, and he�d been anxious to get off the pavement as soon as possible in case a swarm of cops was converging on him. After passing through the village of Capitan, he left the highway for a well-maintained dirt-and-gravel road that ran directly toward some northerly mountains. For several miles he traveled through grassy rangeland before gradually ascending toward what appeared to be a mountain gap. Soon he was driving through woodlands and he felt safe enough to stop and see what exactly there was in the truck.
There were grocery bags on the floor in front of the passenger seat that he hadn�t had a chance to look into and others in the truck bed. He pawed through them and found an assortment of canned goods, coffee and other supplies, two large jars of spaghetti sauce, ground beef, eggs, carrots, potatoes, a large bag of apples, cheese, crackers, four gallon jugs of water, and basic toiletries including soap, shampoo, and women�s disposable razors. According to the sales receipt the woman had purchased them at an Albuquerque discount supermarket several hours before he�d shot her dead. The nice timing gave him a chuckle. What a bummer if he�d offed her before she�d done his shopping for him.
There were two old canvas tarps folded under the bench seat of the truck and a first aid kit with one of those shiny fold-up space-age emergency blankets that were supposed to keep you warm and did a fairly good job of it. There was also a shovel for digging out the truck if it got stuck. Apparently, the old biddy believed in being prepared.
The only thing she hadn�t provided was a mess kit. He�d have to improvise and empty some cans to cook in. It would be a sin to waste the fresh meat and eggs.
He drove through the forest and half a mile on, he came to a side road with a partially open gate. A wooden sign attached to the gate read �1 Peter 2:24.�
Larson wondered what in the hell that scripture passage said. He guessed some kindhearted Christians had a mountain ranch down that road. Maybe he could take them hostage and use their place as a hideaway until the heat cooled off.
He decided to do nothing and lie low for a while. He drove on and the road soon turned into a rough, narrow, seldom-used track that cut through a dense forest. About two miles beyond the gate, Larson found himself deep in the woods with no signs of any human habitation, no more gates, no additional side roads, and no hiking trails. His only reference point had been a faded Forest Service marker that told him what road he was on, but he didn�t have a clue if it traversed the mountains, joined up with another Forest Service road, or simply petered out into a dead end somewhere up ahead.
He slowed to a stop and thought over his situation. If he went deeper into the mountains only to reach a dead end, the cops could box him in if they picked up his trail, and he�d have no chance of eluding capture on foot. Even if there wasn�t a dead end up ahead, the fuel gauge on the truck was showing about an eighth of a tank, which meant he might be forced to hike out of the mountains even if the cops were nowhere around.
Larson reflected on the gate with the scripture sign. Maybe St. Peter was telling him it might be necessary to slaughter a few Christians. It would be a sin to waste that opportunity, he thought, and laughed long and hard at the repetition of the words in his mind. He turned the steering wheel and drove deep into the woods, until he was out of sight of any vehicles that might pass by.
He walked back to the road, scuffed out the tire tracks with his boots and a stick, and kicked duff over them to hide any sign that could lead someone to the truck. Then he set up camp using the truck as a shelter. He shoveled pine needles in the truck bed and covered them with one of the canvas tarps, stretched the other tarp across the bed, tied it taut with some rope he found in the glove box, and put some small dead and down twigs and small branches over the tarp to keep it from flapping in the wind.
Larson tilted the driver�s-side mirror and looked at his face. His beard was growing in nicely, and he figured if he let it grow and shaved his head, the combination might give him a reasonably good disguise. He started to hack away at his hair with the small pair of scissors from the first aid kit and soon realized it would take a while to get it cropped short enough to shave. With nothing better to do, he kept clipping until his fingers got sore and his empty stomach started grumbling. He got into the truck, sat down on the passenger seat, opened a can of tuna fish and wolfed it down, grinning at himself in the visor mirror. Already he looked different with his hair cut short.
He threw the empty tuna fish can into the trees, got back out of the truck, and started to work with the scissors again. When his hair was short enough, he took a disposable razor out of the pack, splashed some water on his head, lathered up, and started shaving the rest of it off.


By his second morning in the mountains, Craig Larson had an itchy head from a dozen or so small razor cuts, as well as a twitch to get moving. Not once had he heard a vehicle on the road since he�d arrived. A horse and rider had passed by late the first morning, but by the time Larson reached the road, they were out of sight.
He was pretty sure the cops had no idea where he was. With the truck�s radio turned down real low, he�d listened to the news just enough to learn that Paul Hewitt, the sheriff he�d shot, was a paralyzed cripple, and the old lady he�d killed, Janette Evans, a former Lincoln County clerk, had been loved and respected by all. Supposedly, every cop and concerned citizen in the state was looking for lovable Janette�s truck.
Larson decided to leave the truck where he�d hidden it, walk back to the �Bible Gate,� and have a look around before figuring out his next move. He followed the forest road down the mountain until he got close enough to see the gate and then hiked through the woods paralleling the side road, expecting to come upon either a small ranch in a clearing or a vacation cabin in the woods. Instead, he encountered a large riding ring filled with teenage girls and boys on horseback, cantering in circles under the watchful eye of a wrangler.
From behind a tree, Larson watched for a minute. The girls looked quite tasty in the saddle as they bounced and jiggled. He moved past a barn, several stables, and a couple of equipment sheds. Beyond them, he found an enormous log lodge with a pitched shingled roof and a modern-looking building with a vaulted, needle-point roof. A number of railroad cars placed next to Old West-style false-front buildings lined several lanes near the lodge and the vaulted-roof building, which Larson figured might be a church. He wasn�t sure what the false-front buildings and railroad cars were used for, but guessed they might be housing quarters for guests.
He stayed in the trees and out of sight, but moved close enough to read a sign nailed to a post in front of the vaulted-roof structure, which told him it was the worship center. He�d entered some holy-roller summer Bible camp.
Off to one side of the worship center was a compound Larson took to be staff housing. Under a stand of leafy trees, some cabin-size houses and several larger ranch-style residences were partially hidden by evergreen junipers. Laundry hung on clotheslines, toys for toddlers filled small porches, swings and slides stood in backyards, and dogs yipped and yapped behind chicken-wire fences.
Larson retreated and the barking dogs fell quiet as he made his way back to the forest road and started hiking up the mountain toward the truck. Since slaughtering a couple of Christians to hide out at a remote mountain ranch was no longer an option, he would have to rethink his plans.
The image of those teenage girls so sweet and pretty on horseback stuck in his mind. Maybe he should kidnap one of them, steal a vehicle, and just find another hiding place where he could enjoy some female company until things quieted down.


Chief Deputy Clayton Istee of the Lincoln County S.O. saturated his jurisdiction with every available resource in an attempt to find and capture Craig Larson. All sworn department personnel were called back to duty, including one deputy who willingly cut short his vacation in California and flew home to join the manhunt. All municipal and city police officers eagerly joined in, as did district state police personnel, game and fish officers, Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management officers, several New Mexico livestock inspectors, and dozens of local volunteers who were enraged about the murder of Janette Evans and the paralyzing injury to Paul Hewitt.
Even Sergeant Rudy Aldrich of the Lincoln County S.O., who was also the Republican Party candidate for sheriff in the November general election, had managed to set aside partisan politics for the time being and give his full attention to the manhunt.
Several area ranchers with private planes were flying aerial reconnaissance missions with volunteer spotters over the vast tracts of open range and the thousands of square miles of remote high country. Sheriff�s posse reserve officers were out on horseback riding into remote canyons, through large, dense cactus flats, and up dry arroyos and draws looking for any sign of recent foot or vehicle passage.
Clayton ran the manhunt from his unit. As time allowed, he knocked on doors in rural areas to ask if anyone had seen Janette Evans�s truck, backed up officers doing searches of abandoned or vacant properties, and spelled officers for breaks at the various roadblocks set up around the county. With each passing hour the odds of catching Larson decreased, and the continued massive effort to find him was based solely on a hope and a prayer that he might have gone to ground in Lincoln County.
An hour before dusk on the third day of the search, Clayton stopped at the diner on Capitan�s main drag, got a container of coffee to go, returned to his unit, and went over a computer printout that showed all the rural locations that had been canvassed so far. On the slight chance that a hint of Larson�s whereabouts might have been missed during the first go-round, Clayton had ordered another heavy concentration of close patrols in areas with remote ranches, vacation cabins, or second homes, at all forest campgrounds, at mountain trailheads, and along river bottomland, especially near Fort Stanton, where there were caves that could be used to hide out.
He�d divided the county into sectors to be covered, and assigned all but one to his deputies. He had taken the Fort Stanton area for himself, and had just spent the last four hours tromping along the Bonita River searching the caves.
Before driving home for dinner�it would be the first meal with the family since Paul Hewitt had been shot and Janette Evans killed�he decide to check the Twin Pines Adventure Bible Camp at the base of the Capitan Mountains. He finished his coffee, drove east on Highway 380 to the county road turnoff, and made his way along the rolling, juniper-studded rangeland to the Bible camp.
When Clayton had first joined the Lincoln County S.O. as a patrol deputy, he�d made it a point to introduce himself to as many rural residents as possible during his work shifts. After his initial visit to the Bible camp, he�d looked up the citation posted on the gate and found that it basically said that Jesus had suffered on the cross to give mankind the opportunity to live a righteous life healed from sin.
A nominal Christian like most Apaches, Clayton wasn�t all that comfortable with the notion of a single, all-powerful deity. The traditional religion of the Mescalero was a personal, family, and tribal matter, not a theology to spread hither and yon.
The camp had been quite an eye-opener for Clayton. It operated year-round, but summer was the busy season, when teenagers came to ride horses, shoot rifles, mountain bike, backpack, rock climb, play volleyball, work out in the gym, study the scriptures, and engage in Christian fellowship.
He parked at the camp director�s house just as a spirited group of laughing teenagers came down the lane on their way to the worship center. He crossed the porch, knocked on the front door, and watched as the kids passed by, clowning, screeching, and teasing each other in the private world that adolescents inhabit.
The camp director, Reverend Gaylord Wardle, a soft-spoken, middle-aged man with a big, benevolent smile that Clayton had instantly mistrusted at their first meeting, opened the door. He greeted Clayton warmly.
�We�re keeping a close watch on our flock,� Wardle added before Clayton could speak. �We�re doing head counts four times a day. No campers are allowed to leave the ranch unsupervised. All are present and accounted for, and we�ve posted the photographs of the fugitive that another officer dropped off to us in every ranch building.�
�That�s very good,� Clayton said. �Have you or your staff encountered any strangers on the county road?�
Wardle shook his head. �There has been virtually no traffic. With that murderer still at large I think people are afraid to be out in the mountains on their own, away from civilization. The only vehicles we�ve seen have belonged to the Forest Service or the neighboring ranches.�
�Call 911 immediately if anyone unknown to you, your staff, or the campers shows up here unannounced.�
�Wouldn�t that be overreacting a bit?� Wardle asked. �After all, we do have photographs of the culprit.�
�Appearances can be easily altered,� Clayton countered.
Wardle stroked his chin. �Yes, of course. I didn�t think of that.�
Clayton stepped off the porch. �Thank you for your time.�
�Of course. Each day at prayer we ask Jesus to protect all the men and women in law enforcement who are working so hard night and day to keep us safe. Thank you so much for all that you do. Are you any closer to capturing this madman?�
�Not yet,� Clayton replied with a wave as he walked toward his unit.
He drove slowly through camp and out the open gate. On the county road he stopped, got out of his unit, and in the glare of the headlights took a close look at the surface of the road. It had rained in the mountains recently, just enough to wash away evidence of any vehicles traveling into the forest. But there was a set of fresh footprints on the road along with a set of hoofprints headed toward Capitan Gap.
He got a flashlight from his unit and followed the footprints a few yards past the gate, where the tracks left the road and cut through the woods parallel to the Bible camp access road. He got the local phone directory from his unit, paged through it, and dialed Gaylord Wardle�s phone number on his cell phone.
�Are you patrolling the access road to the camp?� Clayton asked when Wardle answered.
�Yes,� Wardle replied. �I�ve assigned nighttime sentry duty to several of my young-adult counselors, just to keep an eye on things, and we�re also locking the gate at lights-out.�
�Have you armed the counselors?� Clayton asked, hoping Wardle hadn�t been that stupid.
�Yes, with .22 rifles, but for their own protection only. Not to worry, they�re all National Rifle Association certified instructors.�
Clayton had no legal authority to order Wardle to disarm his counselors, but that didn�t stop him from offering some unsolicited advice. �To avoid a tragic accident, I suggest you lock up all your firearms, Mr. Wardle, including the twenty-twos your sentries are carrying.�
�These young men are certified instructors,� Wardle repeated in a bit of a huff, �and at Twin Pines we teach and practice the right to bear arms.�
�That is your right,� Clayton replied. �But your gun-toting counselors probably won�t be much of a match for a killer on the run with nothing to lose.�
�I appreciate your concern,� Wardle said icily. �Good-bye.�
Clayton disconnected, sat in his unit, and studied the computer printout of all the canvasses and field searches that had been conducted since the start of the manhunt. A sheriff�s posse member had traversed part of the Capitan wilderness area on horseback, passed through the gap, followed the four-wheel-drive trail to Seven Cabins Canyon, and then ridden cross-county to hook up with the Summit Trail that led to Capitan Peak before doubling back to check the only campground in the area, along Spring Creek.
There had been no sightings of anyone, but Clayton knew a regiment of searchers on foot and horseback could easily miss a person who didn�t want to be found in the vast expanse of forest and wilderness in Lincoln County. Although the Forest Service had removed all back-country hikers from the Capitan Mountains wilderness area, and was routinely checking all access points into federal land, Clayton made a note to have a deputy do a daily drive-by of the Bible camp starting tomorrow. Given limited resources, that was the best that could be done. He put the printout aside and started for the Rez, eagerly anticipating a home-cooked dinner with his family.


Clayton got home just as Grace, Wendell, and Hannah were sitting down to eat. They waited for him while he locked his sidearm in the gun case, washed up, filled his plate with barbecue short ribs and potato salad, and joined them at the table.
During dinner, the children dominated the conversation. Wendell, who attended the Boys and Girls Club several afternoons a week during summer vacation, talked with great excitement about disassembling an old computer that had been donated to the technology class at the club and learning all about what went into making the machine work.
Hannah, who attended a morning arts and crafts program run by volunteers, was having a grand time learning basket making and enlarging her Apache language skills at the same time, which was a requirement for participating. On the table in front of her was a small traylike basket, no more than four inches in circumference, done in the traditional star motif with four tapered points.
�What do you have there?� Clayton asked.
�My teacher said it is well balanced,� Hannah said modestly.
Clayton raised an eyebrow. To the Mescalero, balance was essential to the circle of life, a key concept in the Apache world-view. His daughter�s work had been highly praised. �Did she?� he asked.
Hannah nodded solemnly and held the basket out to her father. �It�s for you.�
Clayton wiped his mouth, took the basket from his daughter�s outstretched hand, and carefully inspected it. Hannah had used split yucca leaves to weave her basket, and for a girl not yet six years old, the workmanship was darn good.
Hannah kicked her feet against the rung of her chair and kept her eyes glued to her father�s face as she waited for his reaction.
�It is well balanced,� Clayton finally said, speaking in the Apache language. �My daughter is too generous with her gift.�
Hannah beamed delightedly.
After dinner, Clayton summoned up enough energy to shoot some baskets with Wendell at the hoop he�d installed over the garage door. Under the glare of exterior lights, Wendell faked, dribbled, and ran circles around Clayton, firing layups, jumpers, and hook shots at the basket with reckless abandon.
Taller than the boys on the Rez his age, Wendell had sprouted at least another inch since summer recess and was showing signs of becoming quite a good athlete. He had quickness, speed, and excellent hand-eye coordination. Clayton, who had lettered in cross-country track and basketball in high school, looked forward to the time when he could watch his son compete and cheer him on.
When bedtime came, he tucked the children in and then joined Grace on the couch in the living room.
�Did Wendell question you about the manhunt for Riley Burke�s killer?� she asked.
�No. Why?�
�He�s been telling Hannah that you�re going to catch and scalp the man who murdered Grandfather Kerney�s friend and shot the sheriff.�
Clayton grinned. �Why, that little Apache savage. Where did he get that notion?�
�It�s not funny, Clayton. I don�t like him scaring his little sister. Hannah was very troubled by what he said.�
�I�ll talk to him.�
�Are you going back out tonight?�
�I should.�
�You�ve given every officer in the department a night off except yourself.�
Clayton sighed. �I keep seeing Paul Hewitt lying in his hospital bed staring up at me, unable to move. The look in his eyes haunts me. I just don�t want to stop until I catch the scumbag.�
�And scalp him,� Grace added.
�That too.�
�I hope you know that you�re not going to remain the chief deputy next January when the new sheriff takes office.�
Clayton nodded. Touting similar clean sweep positions, both candidates had long ago made known their selections for the chief deputy job. If elected, the Republican candidate, Sergeant Rudy Aldrich, planned to appoint a police officer crony from another department, and his Democratic opponent, the Capitan police chief, had tapped a retired state police captain for the job.
�It may happen sooner than that,� he said. �I�ve heard that the chairman of the county commission is going to call for a vote to have the state revoke Paul�s police officer certification based on his permanent incapacity to serve. If that happens, the sheriff�s position will be considered vacated, and since the majority of commissioners are Republicans, they�ll probably appoint Aldrich as interim sheriff to give him a leg up in the general election.�
�I can�t believe they�d do that.�
�Dirty politics in the sheriff�s office have been a part of Lincoln County since the days of Billy the Kid.�
�Would you be willing to stay with the department as a lieutenant under Aldrich?�
Clayton covered a long yawn with his hand. �I couldn�t work for him. He�s an autocratic backstabber and not very bright.�
Grace stood, reached down, and caressed Clayton�s cheek. �Why don�t you get some sleep?�
�The roadblocks come down tomorrow. I need to get back out there and make the rounds.�
�Rest first.�
Clayton stretched out on the couch. �Maybe a short nap. Wake me in an hour.�
Grace squeezed Clayton�s hand. �Okay.�
Ten minutes later she returned from the kitchen to find Clayton on his side sleeping soundly. She had no intention of waking him. Hopefully, he would sleep undisturbed throughout the night. She picked up the book she was reading from the coffee table, turned out the lights, and went quietly down the hall to check on the children before retiring to the bedroom.


Gregory Dennis Cuddy had attended the Twin Pines Bible Camp for the first time at the age of fourteen. Since then, he�d come back eight consecutive summers. In his third year, he�d joined the staff as a peer counselor. Having just graduated with a bachelor�s degree in religious education from Ross Wentworth Bible College, a private evangelical institution in Brownwood, Texas, Greg was now the youth minister assisting Reverend Wardle and teaching Bible study twice a day.
An East Texas boy who loved to fish and hunt and excelled at sports, Greg had been a high school football star. But when a knee injury ended his athletic career, he took it as a sign from God to enter the ministry. In the fall, he would begin his studies for a master�s in theology.
At six feet and two hundred and ten pounds, Greg Cuddy was every mother�s dream of how a grown son should look. He was the all-American boy with light brown hair, an athletic physique, strong masculine features, and a rich baritone voice that would serve him well from the pulpit.
As a teenager, Greg had seriously considered a career as a forest ranger or a game and fish officer, but the call to preach the word of Jesus had been too strong for him to resist. However, he knew that he wouldn�t be happy with the sedentary life of a church-bound minister. He had already decided that once he had his master�s degree in hand and was fully ordained, he would serve Jesus as a career navy chaplain in the Marine Corps.
In addition to his role as youth minister, Greg also supervised the Twin Pines adventure program and served as the camp�s riflery instructor and range master. When word came that the local sheriff had been shot, the woman who�d stopped to help had been murdered, and the killer was on the loose in the county, Reverend Wardle had naturally put Greg in charge of camp security.
Greg enthusiastically instituted a head-count policy, had campers team up in a buddy system so no one went anywhere alone, and assigned the staff to a rotating nighttime sentry duty schedule.
Tonight was his turn to pull a shift. After lights-out, he went to the armory and retrieved the lever-action .22 Marlin model 1897cb his parents had given him on his fourteenth birthday, loaded it, and made a walking tour of the campus before driving a staff pickup down to the gate to make sure it was locked.
After finding everything secure, he sat in the truck with the windows open, the motor and lights off, and let his mind wander. The last several days had been a rush for Greg. He liked the feeling of being in charge of camp security. It was kind of like being sheriff of Twin Pines. He liked the buzz that came from doing something that seemed a little dangerous. The idea of putting it on the line to protect others appealed to the image he had of himself as a natural born leader.
Now he was thinking that maybe he should delay graduate school in the fall, put off becoming a full-fledged minister for the time being, and enlist in the Marine Corps. With a tour of duty under his belt as a jarhead, surely he would be more accepted by other Marines once he became a navy chaplain.
Above the murmur of a slight breeze in the treetops, he heard some twigs snap in the underbrush. He stiffened, clutched the stock of his Marlin, and listened intently to the ensuing silence for a while before relaxing and taking a deep breath.
Wildlife abounded in these mountains. It could have been a deer, a coyote, a porcupine, maybe even a black bear or a mountain lion, although the big cats were rarely seen.
As Greg put the Marlin aside and reached to switch on the engine, a burning pain exploded inside his brain, a flash of white light burst in front of his eyes, and his head hit the steering wheel.


Craig Larson opened the door to the Bible camp pickup and in the glow of the interior dome light looked at the slumped form of the young man he�d coldcocked with the butt of the Lincoln County sheriff�s handgun. On the bench seat next to him was a sweet-looking lever-action .22 rifle. Larson reached across the kid and grabbed the rifle. It was fully loaded with .22 long cartridges, a nice addition to his arsenal.
He decided not to kill the kid right away. He�d left behind too many bodies�alive and dead�that had kept the cops on his heels and within striking distance. Of course, until the last several days, he�d been in such a big hurry to get away from the cops there had been no time to even think about properly disposing of the bodies.
He tapped the kid on the back of the head to make sure he stayed unconscious for a while, wrestled his limp body to the passenger side of the cab, searched his pockets, and found a key that unlocked the gate barring the road. He got the bundle of money and jewelry he�d stashed under a pine tree, along with the pistol he�d lifted from Roach�s luggage at the Albuquerque motel, slid behind the wheel, fired up the truck engine, and looked over at the cross dangling from a chain around the kid�s neck.
Larson chuckled as he closed the driver�s-side door and drove through the open gate. He�d come down the mountain to steal a vehicle from the Bible camp so he could get moving again, and the Christians�God love them�had made it so damn easy. Praise Jesus.
As he drove, Larson reviewed in his mind the route he�d selected from a state highway map in the old lady�s truck. He knew from the radio news broadcasts that the cops had thrown up roadblocks around the county, and although he didn�t know exactly where they had their checkpoints, he figured he was bound to run into one of them at the junction to U.S. 70, a major east-west highway up ahead.
Larson�s plan was to travel east for a spell before heading north. He glanced over at the inert form of Gregory Dennis Cuddy, who, according to his driver�s license, wasn�t going to get to celebrate his upcoming twenty-third birthday. The kid, who had unwittingly supplied Larson with transportation and a loaded rifle, might still be of service. The Texas state line was only a few hours away. Why not dump Cuddy�s body�Kid Cuddy, Larson decided to call him�on a Texas highway before traveling back into New Mexico and heading north? That might get the cops swarming to a place where Larson wouldn�t be.
It was a worthy idea, but first Larson had to find out if he had a roadblock to contend with, and if so how to get around it. Although the Bible camp pickup truck probably wouldn�t raise suspicion, and Larson looked quite different with a shaved head and the start of a beard, he wasn�t about to just drive up to the roadblock and try to bluff his way through.
He stayed within the speed limit on a road with no other traffic, passing through the historic village of Lincoln, where few lights were on in the inhabited houses that fronted the highway. Beyond Lincoln the road was fairly straight with gentle curves every now and then, but he still kept a light foot on the accelerator. As the hills on either side of the highway receded, he came around a long, easy bend and caught sight of flashing emergency lights in the distance.
He slowed just as the truck headlights illuminated a real estate sign at a driveway offering a horse ranch for sale, turned in, quickly drove off the gravel lane, and parked the truck under some trees in a pasture that bordered a riverbed. He killed the lights and engine, and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Across the way stood a house and horse barn accessed by a wooden plank bridge that spanned the river. Everything appeared dark and quiet.
Larson reached over and felt Kid Cuddy�s neck for a pulse, found it, and tapped him on the skull for good measure, to keep him knocked out.
Kid Cuddy, the knocked-out king, Larson thought with a smile. Kid Cuddy, down and out for the count. Soon to be that way permanently.
Larson had no idea where his heightened sense of humor had come from, but he was enjoying it immensely. He switched off the dome light to keep the cab dark when he got out of the truck, picked up the Marlin, stuck the semiautomatic in his belt, and started walking down the shoulder of the highway toward the flashing emergency lights, a short quarter mile distant.
When he was close enough to take a good look, he crouched down in some bushes and shaded his eyes from the flashing lights. He spotted one officer sitting in a black-and-white state police patrol car parked diagonally facing his direction. Orange cones and road flares placed across the pavement served as barriers to stop traffic.
Larson could see the cop clearly. He had a clipboard resting on the steering wheel and was writing something down under the bright glare of a halogen task light. Larson moved closer, until he was no more than fifty yards away, and waited a good five minutes to make sure there wasn�t a second cop somewhere off in the bushes taking a dump. The cop�s driver�s-side window was open and Larson could hear the low sounds of sporadic radio traffic.
Larson had grown up in northeast New Mexico hunting rabbits, rodents, and varmints with a .22 as a kid, before moving on to larger animals and more powerful weapons. At a range of fifty yards on a still night with a clear target and a sweet rifle loaded with long rounds, one good head shot was all he needed to take the cop out.
Larson patted the rifle, silently thanked Kid Cuddy for his Christian generosity in providing him with such a fine weapon, brought the stock to his shoulder, held his breath, sighted down the barrel, and gently squeezed the trigger, thinking this was really going to piss all the other cops off.
Out of the corner of his eye from his hospital bed in the partially darkened room, Paul Hewitt could see his wife sleeping in the chair, her head resting against a pillow supplied by the night nurse. He�d married Linda almost twenty-five years ago and she was still his girl.
Small-boned and only five-foot-three, she managed to seem taller. Paul attributed it to her slender legs, narrow waist, and long neck, which gave the appearance of height. She wore her dark brown hair long, and he loved it when she wrapped it in a French twist and used her grandmother�s hairpins to hold it in place.
Soon after they married, Paul had asked Linda to agree to an end-of-life power of attorney stipulating that in case of a catastrophic injury or terminal illness he was not to be placed on life support. At the time, he�d joked about having �do not resuscitate� tattooed across his chest. Linda had countered his power of attorney with one of her own, stipulating the same conditions.
A man who loved life, Paul longed for death. Below the neck he felt nothing, not even the sensation of his diaphragm moving as he took a breath and slowly exhaled. He was angry at Craig Larson for not killing him and for inflicting a cruel and horrible burden on Linda. He closed his eyes.
Because he was a cop, and a good one at that, Paul knew how to ask questions and get people talking. Fortunately, the spinal cord injury had not caused aphasia, so over the past two days he�d chatted with doctors, nurses, physical therapists, nursing aides, and medical students about his condition. What he�d learned was depressing and disheartening. Physical therapy would consist of someone else moving his arms and legs to keep his muscles from atrophying. He would have to be turned in his bed to avoid sores. He would require laxatives and enemas in order to have bowel movements, would be forced to wear a bag to defecate into and a urinary device to piss into. He would have to be wiped and cleaned, washed and dressed, hoisted and lifted, fed and shaved. Because of his injury, he would now and forever be susceptible to bouts of pneumonia, bone fractures, urinary tract infections, cardiovascular disease, pulmonary embolisms, and a host of other complications.
Linda, as his primary caregiver, would require support, possibly therapy, certainly some regular relief from the stress of looking after her husband. Couples counseling was considered essential to deal with the initial and ongoing trauma of both living as a quadriplegic and living with one.
The miracle of modern medicine that had kept Paul Hewitt alive was a crock of shit.
He opened his eyes. Linda was standing over him, smiling.
�Kill me,� he said.
Her eyes widened in shock. �Don�t say that.�
�Find someone who will.�
�Never.�
�Get me a lawyer.�
�What for?� Linda asked.
�I want a divorce,� Paul said, shutting his eyes to block out the sight of his wife�s face.


Chapter Five
Officer Leroy Alfred Ordonez�s body sat upright behind the steering wheel of the state police black-and-white, his head resting against the seat back. His right eye and mouth were open and there was a hole where his left eye used to be. A gooey blood stream from the wound had trickled down his cheek, coagulated on his uniform shirt, and dribbled on the clipboard lying in his lap. The size of the entry wound and apparent absence of an exit hole indicated that the killer had used a small-caliber weapon, probably a .22, most likely a rifle.
Clayton swallowed hard and stepped away from the black-and-white. Flashing emergency lights hurled brilliant colors into a midnight sky. Behind him, Gene Walcott, the only Lincoln County deputy on roving patrol duty, walked up the highway with a flashlight looking for evidence the killer might have left. In front of him, Captain Steve Ramsey, the district state police commander, stood with another officer viewing a laptop computer monitor Ramsey had placed on the hood of his unit.
Clayton glanced back at Ordonez�s body. Some time back, after four seasons playing minor league baseball, Leroy had returned home to Ruidoso. He�d worked construction for a time before attending the state police academy and graduating first in his class. Leroy liked to joke that he could have made the big leagues if he had only learned to hit sliders, field grounders cleanly, and run the bases without being thrown out.
When their shifts coincided and time allowed, Clayton and Leroy met for coffee or a meal break. Although they never socialized much away from the job, Clayton considered Leroy a friend. At home on his refrigerator was an invitation to attend Leroy�s upcoming marriage to Kathleen Ann Pennington. Grace had circled the date on their calendar and begun searching for a wedding gift. Now a gift wouldn�t be necessary.
Clayton looked away from Leroy. He�d bottled up the image of a paralyzed Paul Hewitt staring at him from his hospital bed, and now he had to clear his mind of Leroy Ordonez. He walked over to see what Steve Ramsey had discovered on the video taken by the camera in Leroy�s unit. Ramsey shifted his large frame to one side so Clayton could look at the laptop monitor, and pointed at the frozen image of a blurry, washed-out pickup truck.
�The killer was driving this truck,� he said, looking down at Clayton from his six-foot-six height. �It�s the only vehicle that passed through the roadblock around the time of the shooting. The driver blasted through the orange cones without stopping. We can�t make out anything inside of the cab.�
Clayton leaned forward for a closer look. What appeared as a blob on the passenger side door might be a magnetic business sign or a logo. �Can you zoom in on the passenger-side door?�
�Until the lab can enhance the video, this is the best picture quality we have right now,� Ramsey replied.
�Go back a few frames,� Clayton said.
The officer operating the laptop did as Clayton asked and froze the image again. The passenger door showed two slightly distinct but very wavy horizontal lines.
�Those lines could be nothing more than shadows,� Ramsey said.
�Can you zoom out?� Clayton asked.
�It�s a late-model Ford,� Ramsey offered as his officer made the adjustment. �Probably a four-wheel-drive F-150.�
�That�s a Twin Pines Bible Camp pickup truck,� Clayton said, flipping open his cell phone.
�Are you sure?� Ramsey asked.
�Let�s make sure,� Clayton said as he pulled up Gaylord Wardle�s phone number from the recently dialed list of calls on his cell phone and pressed send. After twelve long rings, Wardle picked up.
�Where are the camp�s pickup trucks usually parked?� Clayton asked Wardle after he�d quickly identified himself.
�At the maintenance building. Why?�
�What are the makes and models?�
�We have three Ford F-150s, four-by-fours. They�re a couple years old. Why?�
�One may have been stolen. Go to the maintenance building right now, find out if a vehicle is missing, and call me back immediately.� Clayton rattled off his cell phone number.
Five minutes later a very upset Wardle called back to say a truck was gone and the camp�s youth minister, Greg Cuddy, who was supposed to be on security patrol, was nowhere to be found.
Clayton calmed Wardle down enough to get a description of Gregory Cuddy and a license plate number for the truck. �Wake up everyone at the camp and do a head count,� he ordered Wardle. �We need to know if anyone else is missing. I�ll be there as soon as possible.�
�Is a head count at this time of night absolutely necessary?� Wardle demanded.
�Either you do it, or I will,� Clayton replied.
�All right,� Wardle replied without enthusiasm.
Clayton disconnected, filled in Ramsey on what he�d learned, corralled Deputy Walcott, and told him to stop searching for evidence and follow him to the Bible camp. He got in his unit, switched on his emergency lights, and drove away. As the crime scene faded in Clayton�s rearview mirror, a dispatcher issued a five-state regional BOLO on the truck, citing an officer down and the possible abduction of one Gregory Cuddy.
Back at the roadblock, not a word had been spoken about the impact of Leroy�s death on the men who�d found him. In order to cope, every officer at the crime scene had wiped away all personal feelings. Grief would have to wait. Anger would have to wait. The shrinks called it depersonalization, but to Clayton and the others it was simply an issue of their own emotional survival.
According to the time and date stamp on the video, the cop killer had a good ninety-minute head start in the middle of the night, when there were few if any officers patrolling highways, and absolutely none roaming the many unpaved rural country roads of southeastern New Mexico and West Texas. It would take a miracle to catch him before daybreak, and chances of a capture after that weren�t much better. He could be long gone before a dragnet could be launched.
Clayton had no doubt the killer was Craig Larson, but he had to prove it before he could announce it. With the speedometer hovering at ninety-five miles an hour and the emergency lights of his deputy a hundred yards behind him, Clayton raced down the highway.
In his hurry to go home, had he missed something during his visit to the Bible camp? Just thinking that made Clayton wince. He also wondered what would have happened if Grace had woken him when he�d asked her to. Would he have been at the roadblock with Ordonez when Larson arrived? Would his presence have been enough to make Larson turn around and find another route? Or would he also be dead with a bullet in his head?
As he drove the winding road through the hills west of Lincoln, he slowed, concentrated on the road, and tried not to think about all the maybes. Yet he felt negligent. When he turned onto the gravel country road, the dust from his wheels partially obscured the lights of Walcott�s unit. In front of the open Twin Pines gate, Clayton stopped, got out, and took a look around with his flashlight while Deputy Walcott waited at the side of the road.
He quickly spotted very recent tire tracks and two sets of fresh footprints. One set matched those he�d seen earlier in the day and thought belonged to somebody from the camp. But as he followed them up the county road away from the gate, he began to have doubts.
He dropped down and looked at them more closely. The prints looked similar to a set he�d seen at Kerney�s ranch, next to Riley Burke�s lifeless body. Had his lack of sleep made him miss the connection earlier?
On the access road inside the gate, he took another careful look. Tread marks and footprints told him a vehicle had stopped, the driver had left the vehicle, walked to the gate, and returned. Additionally, he found more footprints similar to those of Larson�s that came out of the woods, traveled around the back of the vehicle to approximately the driver�s door, and stopped. There both sets of prints were partially obliterated, but the set that had come out of the woods continued on to the gate before returning to the truck.
Clayton picked a distinct clean impression of each of the footprints, made a quick measurement to determine shoe sizes, and took digital photographs, before proceeding to Gaylord Wardle�s residence with Walcott following in his unit. He slowed to a stop in front of Wardle�s house, to find him standing under the front porch light, a .22 rifle cradled in his arms.
Clayton had Walcott stand fast, approached Wardle, told him to put the weapon down, and asked if anyone other than Cuddy was missing.
�No,� Wardle said as he rested the rifle against the porch railing. �We�ve checked everyone twice. Only Gregory is unaccounted for.�
�You�re sure?�
�Absolutely.� Wardle looked past Clayton at Deputy Walcott, who was waiting next to his unit. �I have a lot of very upset young people here. Can�t you spare more officers for their protection?�
�Just keep everyone inside until we tell you it�s safe, and you�ll all be fine,� Clayton said.
�How long will that be?� Wardle asked.
�Until we tell you it is safe,� Clayton repeated, fast losing patience with the man. He reached out and picked up the rifle. �Yours?�
Wardle nodded.
It was a lever-action. Clayton emptied it, the rounds clattering onto the wooden porch deck. �Do you have a gun cabinet?�
Wardle nodded again.
He handed the weapon to Wardle. �Lock it up, call everyone at the camp who owns any kind of firearm, and tell them to empty their weapons and put them away. I don�t want to see any civilians carrying, and I want an inventory of every gun in your armory as well as those that are in private hands as soon as you can get it to me.�
Red faced with anger, Wardle opened his mouth to speak but Clayton cut him off.
�I don�t need a lecture on your constitutional right to bear arms, Reverend Wardle. A state policeman has been shot dead, and the weapon the killer used may have come from Twin Pines.�
�Oh, my,� Wardle said. �First the sheriff and now this. Of course, we�ll do everything you ask.�
�Excellent. Where are Cuddy�s quarters?�
Wardle gave Clayton directions, and handed him a master key that would open the front door.
Clayton thanked Wardle, left him on the porch, rejoined Deputy Walcott, gave him the key, and pointed him toward Cuddy�s rooms. �I doubt Cuddy was abducted from his rooms, but check anyway. Let me know what size shoe he wears. Call me by radio.�
�What�s that going to tell us?� Walcott asked.
�I found two sets of footprints by the gate, and only one of them is a nine and a half. That�s Larson�s shoe size. The other print is a size ten and a half. If that�s what Cuddy wears, you can bet we�re not going to find his body here.�
�How can you be sure?�
�Because the driver of the camp pickup was attacked at the gate while in his vehicle.� Clayton handed Walcott the digital camera. �Do a quick search and then take this camera to Captain Ramsey.�
Clayton climbed into his unit. �Tell him the last four images are of the footprints by the Bible camp gate. Have him download them to his laptop, transmit them to the state police crime lab computer, and ask if they can match them to any of the footprint evidence found at Larson�s known crime scenes.�
�Where are you headed off to?� Walcott asked.
�I�m going to see where Larson�s footprints on the Forest Service road take me.�
Clayton left the Bible camp and drove slowly up the forest road, using his unit�s spotlight to follow the plainly visible footprints. If they were Larson�s footprints, Clayton figured he must have planned to steal a vehicle at Twin Pines. No attempt had been made to hide the tracks on the way down the mountain.
Where the road turned rocky, Clayton dismounted his unit and walked, scanning for partial prints, broken twigs, scuff marks, trampled grass, or crushed leaves. Born and raised in the mountains of Mescalero, taught to hunt and read sign by his Apache uncles, Clayton was one of the best trackers in the state. As a police officer on the Rez, he�d chased and caught poachers and illegal trespassers, and taught his knowledge and skills to officers throughout the southern part of the state.
He was a good half mile away from his unit when the beam of his flashlight picked up a shoe partial next to an old hoofprint impression at the side of the road. He dropped down for a closer look and found some fairly fresh, broken tiny juniper twigs and evidence that tire tracks had been brushed away.
Clayton stepped off into the undergrowth and quickly found more tire tracks that led him directly to Janette Evans�s truck and Larson�s improvised campsite.
He felt no sense of accomplishment as he called it in. If he�d followed the trail hours ago instead of going home for dinner and a nap, maybe Ordonez wouldn�t be dead, the youth minister wouldn�t be at the very least kidnapped, and Larson wouldn�t still be at large.
It made him physically sick to think about it.


Without pushing it too hard, Craig Larson made good time to the Texas state line. A dozen miles farther on, he passed through the dark and shuttered town of Plains, where the water tank, the tallest structure in the village, pierced the night sky. On the outskirts of town, he pulled off the pavement on the eastbound side of the highway and glanced over at his passenger. Kid Cuddy, the KO�d Kid, hadn�t budged an inch since Larson had coldcocked him before gunning down the cop at the roadblock with a perfect head shot. He checked the kid for a pulse, couldn�t find one, and glared at the body in disappointment. The KO�d Kid had up and died on him, spoiling all the fun.
Larson hauled the kid�s muscular body out of the truck, started to drag it into some tall weeds, changed his mind, and instead propped it against a nearby utility pole where it wouldn�t be missed come daylight. He hoped when the cops arrived they would concentrate their search to the east, but if not, so be it.
He turned the truck around, drove back to Plains, and headed north on a state road that would get him a good distance away from Kid Cuddy before Larson crossed back into New Mexico. The two-lane highway was empty, and except for some oil pump-jacks casting shadows from a dim quarter moon on a flat prairie, and a few pieces of farm machinery sitting in irrigated fields, the land was empty as well. In the several small villages Larson passed through, there was absolutely nobody out on the streets and no sign of life in the houses fronting the main drag.
He let his mind wander back to those tasty-looking teenage Christian girls he�d seen at the Bible camp, bouncing and jiggling on their horses. It got him hungry for a woman, and he decided that he�d be really pissed off at himself if he let the cops shoot and kill him before he got some girly action. He grinned at the anticipation of some good sex and a running gunfight with the cops.
At three in the morning, just south of Muleshoe, Texas, the dial to the gas gauge quivered at the empty line. Larson slowed way down, hoping he could make it to town and find a twenty-four-hour convenience store or a gas station where he could fill up. In town, on a tacky-looking street named West American Boulevard, he drove past an open stop-and-rob twice before he spotted the exterior surveillance cameras pointed at the parking spaces in front of the entrance and at the gas pumps. He made a turn onto a side street, pulled to the curb, and considered what to do next.
The pickup truck had two pine trees and the name of the Bible camp painted on both doors, which was going to make it far too easy to spot once the cops started seriously looking for it. Better to ditch the pickup now and get new wheels. An older model Toyota sedan at the side of the convenience store probably belonged to the clerk on duty. He decided to make an even trade, the Ford pickup for the Toyota, whether the clerk liked it or not.
He sat and watched traffic on West American Boulevard for five minutes and only two cars passed by. If the trend held, that would give him adequate time to do what he had in mind. If not, he would just have to deal with whatever came along. He drove to the store, parked at one of the pumps, stuck the semiautomatic in his waistband at the small of his back, went inside, smiled at an overweight Mexican man behind the counter, and handed him some money.
�Fill up on pump one,� he said genially.
The bored clerk grunted, put the money next to the cash register, and turned on the gas pump.
�Is that your Toyota outside?� Larson asked.
�It�s my sister�s car,� the clerk answered in a thick Mexican accent, looking at Larson with a bit more interest.
�But you�re driving it, right?�
�Yeah.�
Larson pointed the semiautomatic at the Mexican�s head. �Give me the car keys,� he said.
With a shaking hand, the clerk hastily fished the keys out of his pocket and dropped them on the counter. �Take it,� he said. �Take anything you want.�
�Thanks.� Larson scooped up the keys. �Is there gas in it?�
�I just filled the tank.�
�That�s great,� Larson replied as he squeezed off a round. The Mexican�s head snapped back from the impact of the bullet as blood speckled the packs of cigarettes in the rack on the wall.
Larson jumped the counter, pushed the Mexican out of the way, grabbed a pack of smokes from the rack, a disposable lighter from the counter, and the cash he�d given the Mexican. He went outside to the Toyota and fired up the engine; the gas gauge read full. He left the motor running, hurried to the gas pump, got his stuff out of the cab, and hosed down the pickup with gasoline. As the vapor fumes filled the air, he spewed a full stream of regular unleaded toward the store entrance and watched it seep under the glass doors. He dropped the hose on the ground, went to the Toyota, backed away from the store, and lit a cigarette. When the gasoline oozed within range, he flicked the cigarette through the open window, floored the Toyota, and pushed it to the limit down the street.
The fireball explosion that followed rocked the small car, lit up the night sky, and threw debris onto the roadway. Larson smiled in satisfaction. It was just like in the movies. He made a U-turn so he could get a better look at the fire. The pickup truck and store were masked by a wall of flames.
It was gonna be a hell of a mess once the fire was extinguished. It would probably take the cops days before they could piece any evidence together. By then, he would be settled in someplace where he could hunker down for a while and find a woman to party with.
Larson hadn�t felt so good since the day he decided to murder Melvin and Viola Bedford. Back then, he thought he was doing it for the money, but now he realized that he just flat-out enjoyed killing people.


The New Mexico State Police helicopter carrying Captain Steve Ramsey and Clayton Istee touched down on the highway east of Plains, Texas, just as the sun on the eastern horizon began to light up the prairie. Yellow crime scene tape enclosed a body resting against an electric utility pole, roadblocks had been set up in both directions of the highway, and a small team of police officers was searching the area.
Ducking under the chopper�s rotors, Clayton and Steve Ramsey hurried over to a thin man wearing a ten-gallon cowboy hat and a Western-cut sport coat, with a sheriff�s badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck, and introduced themselves.
�Brownlow Clauson, Yoakum County Sheriff. Folks call me Brownie,� the man said, shaking hands with each of them. He pointed at the dead young man. �Got the photo y�all sent and it looks to me that there�s your missing boy. An oil field crew getting an early start spotted the body about four this morning.�
�What else can you tell us?� Steve Ramsey asked.
�Cause of death appears to have been blunt trauma to the head. The boy got bashed at least three times. There are no other visible wounds on the body. Time of death is probably no more than four to six hours. �Course, we won�t have anything definitive until the autopsy.�
�Have you found any hard evidence?� Clayton asked.
�Just footprints and tire tracks so far.� Clauson led them to some evidence cones placed on the soft shoulder of the highway.
Clayton bent down for a look. �That�s our man,� he said as he recognized both the footprints and tire treads, �and he�s still driving the Twin Pines pickup truck.�
�Not any more he ain�t,� Sheriff Clauson said. �I got a report out of Muleshoe just before you landed. A gasoline explosion and fire at a convenience store burned up a truck parked at the pumps, and probably killed the store clerk and maybe a customer or two inside the place. The VIN off the engine block matches that of the stolen Ford 150 four-by-four from that Bible ranch.�
�Are you sure the vehicle ID numbers are the same?� Clayton asked.
Clauson took a slip of paper out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Clayton. �I had the Muleshoe police chief read the VIN off to me twice to make sure I got it right. Could well be your cop killer is now nothing more than some crispy critter body parts strewn around the wreckage of that stop-and-rob.�
�We should be so lucky,� Steve Ramsey replied. �Were you told the cause of the explosion?�
Clauson rubbed the tip of his nose with a forefinger and shook his head. ��To be determined� was what was said. The fire chief has an arson investigator on-scene.�
Clauson glanced from Ramsey to Clayton to the chopper sitting in the middle of the highway. �I guess you boys will want to take that whirlybird of yours up to Muleshoe. I�d sure appreciate it if you did so pronto. Traffic is starting to back up and I�d like to get a lane open for those vehicles.�
�Sure thing,� Clayton said as he looked down the highway in both directions. At one roadblock there were three pickups, one semi, and two cars waiting. At the other, two empty yellow school buses, delayed from making the morning run to pick up students, idled behind the barrier.
Clayton handed Clauson his card. �You might want to have your people look for a .22 Marlin rifle.�
�We�re fairly sure it�s the murder weapon used to kill my officer,� Steve Ramsey added, giving Clauson his card as well.
Clauson pocketed the cards and gave Clayton and Ramsey each one of his own. �I�ll let y�all know if anything turns up. Bad business, killing a lawman.� He glanced over at the dead boy. �This is the first homicide victim I�ve seen in Yoakum County since I got elected.�
�Let�s hope it�s the last,� Clayton replied.
�Amen to that, brother,� Clauson intoned solemnly. �I�ll let the boys up in Muleshoe know that you�re on your way for a look-see.�


The pilot of the New Mexico State Police whirlybird made short work of getting Clayton and Steve Ramsey up to Muleshoe, a small town of no more than five thousand people, close to the New Mexico border. From the air, it was apparent that agriculture dominated the economy. Dairy farms, with irrigated fields in sharp contrast to the checkerboard sections of brown prairie, and tall grain elevators ringed the community. Within the town limits, motels and eateries were clustered along one main drag, and smack in the middle of it were the cordoned off, blackened roofless ruins of a cement-block building. A large hole in front of the building was most likely all that remained of the gasoline pumps. Around the perimeter were blasted-apart remnants of a vehicle, including an engine that had been severed from the chassis. From the size of the crowd kept back by police officers and firefighters, Clayton figured half the population of the town had gathered to watch events unfold.
He wondered out loud about the origin of the town�s name, and the pilot, a native of an eastern New Mexico village within spitting distance of Muleshoe, told him it had come from a nearby ranch that had been homesteaded long before the town was established. He set the chopper down in a vacant lot behind the destroyed building, killed the engine, and reported their arrival by radio as Clayton and Steve Ramsey left the bird.
The man who hurried to meet them was no more than forty but almost totally bald except for buzz-cut sidewalls. He had square shoulders and one of those permanently etched, hard-nosed expressions some cops liked to adopt as their public persona. He introduced himself as Police Chief Billy Pruitt in a dour tone that matched his expression. He had smudges on his face, and gray soot dirtied his white shirt and once polished boots.
As he shook Pruitt�s hand, Clayton wondered if the chief�s full name might be Billy Bob. He resisted the impulse to inquire. �What have you learned so far?� he asked over the sounds of the thudding chopper rotors slowing to a stop.
�It�s been a real mess,� Pruitt answered as he walked Clayton and Ramsey to a panel truck with a Muleshoe PD logo on it, which served as a mobile command post. �After the explosion, the fire burned hot and long. Once the firefighters put it out, it took a while for it to cool down enough for a look-see. The only one who�s been inside is the arson investigator. So far, he�s found the badly burned remains of one individual. But the place is such a shambles, who knows, there may be more.�
Clayton gazed at the ruined structure, looking for signs of movement. �Is he in there now?�
Pruitt nodded. �At the back of the building, where there was less damage.�
�I take it you got the VIN off that engine block sitting at the edge of the crater,� Ramsey said.
Pruitt nodded. �Yep, and that�s the sum total of the evidence we�ve recovered so far.� He stopped talking to answer a cell phone clipped to his belt. As he listened he got an exasperated look on his face. Finally he said, �I don�t care how long it takes, dammit, find his sister.�
�Whose sister?� Clayton asked when Pruitt disconnected.
�There was a new clerk working when the store blew up. According to the manager, he�s an older Mexican named Bernardo Ulibarri who used to work in a local dairy until he injured his back. The manager says Ulibarri has a green card, but that could be a bunch of BS. Supposedly, he lives with his sister, but the address he gave the manager was bogus, and the manager doesn�t remember the sister�s name. I�ve got an officer out looking for her.�
Pruitt paused and looked at the crowds behind the police lines. �You�d think she�d be here,� he said. �Everyone else in town seems to be.�
A figure emerged from the innards of the destroyed building and walked slowly toward the police van, pulling off his gloves, a pair of goggles, and his breathing mask.
�That�s Eloy Miramontes, our arson investigator,� Pruitt said.
Pruitt waited to make introductions until Miramontes, a man in his thirties with a weight lifter�s body, pulled off his boots and tossed them inside the cab of a fire engine with his other gear.
�What have you got for us, Eloy?� Pruitt asked after hand-shakes all around had been completed.
�There are no other bodies inside,� Miramontes replied. �I had to move a lot of debris to get into the bathrooms at the back of the structure, but they were both empty. I took a closer look at the victim and there�s a bullet hole in his forehead.�
�You�re sure of that?� Pruitt asked.
Miramontes nodded. �Shrapnel from an explosion is messy and the entry wound is circular, consistent with what you�d normally see from a gunshot. Also, outside the building I found fingering. That�s the splash effects of the gasoline being spewed around before it ignited. The fire was deliberately started away from the fuel pumps on the side of the structure. There�s even some melted material from the fuel hose embedded in the paving. That tells me it was dropped on the ground prior to the explosion. We�ve got ourselves a felony arson and a homicide.�
Ramsey glanced at Clayton and Pruitt. �Did our perp just walk away from the explosion? Larson obviously isn�t driving the Bible camp pickup anymore.�
�Did the clerk have a vehicle?� Clayton asked.
Pruitt shook his head. �Not one that he owned, as far as we know. That�s why we�re looking for the sister. The store manager said Ulibarri would either walk to work, borrow his sister�s car, or get rides from her. He thinks it�s an older model Toyota, but isn�t sure.�
�We need to know about that vehicle,� Clayton said.
Pruitt grunted in agreement.
Clayton watched a heavyset woman push her way to the front of one of the barriers and wave both hands over her head in his direction.
�Somebody wants your attention, Chief,� Clayton said as he nodded at the woman.
�Wait here,� Pruitt said as he hurried toward the woman.
Out of earshot, Clayton, Ramsey, and Miramontes watched. The woman said something to Pruitt as he approached, gesturing frantically at the rubble of the convenience store. He took her away from the crowd and a TV reporter holding a microphone who�d elbowed her way up to the woman and leaned close to say something. When he finished talking, the woman�s knees buckled, and Pruitt grabbed her arm to keep her upright.
�It seems the sister of our vic may have arrived,� Miramontes said.
�Let�s hope she didn�t get here in an older model Toyota,� Ramsey said. �Because if she did, we�re screwed.�
�So much for our compassion for the bereaved,� Clayton said grimly.
�We�re a sorry lot,� Steve Ramsey replied as the image of Officer Leroy Ordonez�s fianc�e flashed before his eyes.


Several hours before dawn, on a rural two-lane state highway, ten miles beyond the village of Logan, New Mexico, the piece-of-shit Toyota died on Craig Larson. Of course, there was no frigging flashlight in the car, and no tools either, for that matter, even if he could see what in the hell needed fixing. He stayed with the car for a while, with the hood up and the parking lights flashing, hoping some good Samaritan would come along and stop. Be it a cop or civilian, it didn�t matter, Larson was prepared to blow away whoever came to his rescue for their wheels.
After an hour passed and the chill of the high desert summer night had seeped into his bones, Larson realized that the chances were slim that anyone would be out on the road until first light. He gave up on the idea of waiting for help to arrive, closed the hood of the car, turned off the flashers, and pushed the car off the shoulder of the highway, next to a tree. Hopefully, anyone passing by would think nothing of seeing a disabled vehicle at the side of the road.
He grabbed his stuff out of the car and started walking. A good mile or more down the road, he threw the .22 Marlin rifle into a culvert. Carrying the weapon in daylight would only spook any driver passing by.
From the village of Logan north, Larson was virtually on his home ground. He set a steady pace, and by sunup, he was closing in on the hills to the west and knew the tiny ranching settlement of Gallegos on Ute Creek was just ahead. The first vehicle he saw was a school bus traveling from that direction, It had to be on the way to gather up the ranch kids and take them to school farther north in Mosquero, the county seat. As a boy, he�d ridden buses with classmates who spent three hours a day or more traveling to and from school, and he knew it was no different now.
In Gallegos, ranch wives and their children waited in pickup trucks for the school bus to swing back around, and several men were out in a pasture digging what appeared to be a water line trench. Larson didn�t stop, and although his passage earned him some curious glances, no one seemed disturbed to see a wandering vagrant plodding along.
A half hour outside of Gallegos, the school bus whizzed by on its way to Mosquero. He had half a mind to run after it and abduct the entire kit and caboodle, thinking it�d be fun to terrorize a bus full of children and young teenagers, especially the girls. He�d bet even money there were a couple of tasty thirteen-year-olds on it. But the bus moved quickly on, and he was too bone-weary tired to chase after it and try to wave it down.
He topped the crest of a small hill and saw the school bus stopped with lights flashing to pick up some kids. When Larson reached the ranch road where it had stopped, he laughed out loud in delight at the sight of a thirty-year-old pickup truck parked behind the locked gate.
A sign posted at the side of the gate announced that the Dripping Springs Ranch headquarters was eight miles off the pavement. The truck had to be used by the ranch kids to drive themselves to and from the school bus stop.
Larson climbed the gate and found the truck to be unlocked, just as he�d suspected. He searched for an ignition key hidden above the visor, under the rubber floor mat, or in the glove box or the ashtray, without any luck. But there was a small toolbox under the bench seat, with a couple of screwdrivers, pairs of pliers and wire cutters, electrical tape, and assorted other stuff. Larson took what he needed from it, pried the ignition lock off the steering column, and easily hot-wired the truck. The engine turned over and purred.
Larson used the wire cutters on the barbed wire fence and drove north on the highway thinking about his next move. He would have to hide this truck so it wouldn�t be easily found, just as he�d done with the pickup owned by the former Lincoln County clerk and newly deceased Janette Evans.
He had the perfect place in mind. Below Taylor Springs, a few miles east of Springer on the Canadian River, stood the headquarters of the Lazy Z Ranch. The Cimarron Cutoff of the Santa Fe Trail ran right through the center of it. Started by a man who had once owned shares in the Maxwell Cattle Company, it had been passed down to Martha Boyle, one of Larson�s high school classmates.
As a teenager Larson had cowboyed on the ranch during spring and fall works, and he knew it well. It was off the beaten path, and best of all was used only as a private retreat when Martha needed a respite from living the big-city life. He could hole up there for months without raising any suspicions.
He wondered if Martha was at the ranch. If she was, he wouldn�t have to go looking for a woman. If not, he�d go out trolling one night and collect one.
Either way, it was all going to work out just fine. He turned on the radio and drove down the highway listening to George Strait sing about true love and a broken heart.


Chapter Six
For three days, Jack Burke dealt with the loss of his son by working himself into a state of exhaustion. Friends, neighbors, and relatives who stopped by the ranch to voice their sympathy, or offer support, found Irene at home while Jack labored outside at some task that suddenly, desperately needed doing. During those days, from sunup to sundown, Kerney worked alongside his friend. He showed up at the ranch house early in the morning, learned from Irene where Jack had gone, joined him, and along with several of Jack�s close buddies from neighboring ranches, pitched in to help. Talking only when absolutely necessary, the men cut fire-wood for the winter, repaired fence lines, patched water tanks, greased windmills, tuned up the ranch vehicles, and replaced rotted wood siding on the horse barn. It seemed that whatever needed fixing around the ranch, Jack Burke was determined to get done before he had to bury his son.
Not once during those days did any friend, neighbor, or family member suggest that Jack needed to get in touch with his feelings, see a counselor to deal with his grief, or have himself a good, long cry. Everyone saw that Jack was coping the best way he knew how.
Each day at lunch, Kerney sat with Jack and his pals at the table in the Burkes� kitchen and talked about the tasks ahead in the afternoon, while Irene, red-eyed and hollow-looking, occupied herself cooking food to feed all the folks who kept dropping in during the day to offer help, comfort, and sympathy.
So Jack toiled, Irene cooked, and Lynette, Riley�s widow, escaped to Kerney�s ranch to care for the horses her husband had been raising and training, so that she could grieve privately. One evening, Kerney came upon her in the tack room of the horse barn on his ranch, leaning against the wall, eyes closed, hands to her mouth, sobbing quietly. He backed away unnoticed, wondering why grief always seemed to be such a solitary affair, no matter how many people surrounded you. His passing inquiry into the nature of personal suffering didn�t make Kerney feel one damn bit better about Riley�s death. Each time he saw the spot in front of his house where Riley had been senselessly gunned down, he winced.
On the morning of Sara and Patrick�s scheduled late afternoon arrival at the Albuquerque airport, Kerney worked with Jack and his friends clearing out some invasive young juniper trees in otherwise good pastureland that bordered a wide arroyo. After the last of the junipers had been chained, pulled out by the roots, and piled in mounds at the edge of the pasture, he told Jack he needed to go home, clean up, and get down to the airport.
Jack pulled off his work gloves and shook Kerney�s hand. �Thanks for your help. It�s meant a lot to me.�
�Anytime,� Kerney replied, looking at Jack�s tired and empty face. �I�ll see you later.�
�Yeah,� Jack replied. �Tomorrow, I guess.�
�Tomorrow,� Kerney repeated, thinking that was about as close as Jack could get to admitting that he would soon bury his son.
At the airport, Kerney learned that the connecting flight out of Chicago had been delayed by bad weather. He passed the time people watching, unscientifically proving to himself once again that the majority of Americans, as recent statistics indicated, were indeed overweight, if not outright obese.
When Sara and Patrick finally came through the security checkpoint, it was getting on to dusk. He greeted them with hugs and kisses, grabbed their carry-on luggage, and walked them to the short-term parking garage where he�d left the rental car. A hot yellow sun hung on the western horizon, lighting up a dust-laden golden sky.
After Sara strapped Patrick into the child�s seat of the car, he asked Kerney what had happened to his mother�s Jeep.
�A bad man took it and broke it,� Kerney replied.
�Why?� Patrick asked.
�Because he does bad things, like stealing your mother�s Jeep. But it�s getting fixed.� Kerney paid the parking lot attendant and waited for his change.
�Can I take Pablito for a ride when we get home?� Patrick asked as the attendant raised the gate and Kerney drove on.
�No, it will be dark by then,� Sara replied.
�In the morning?� Patrick asked hopefully.
Sara shook her head. �Tomorrow morning we have something else to do, remember? We talked about it on the airplane because it�s the reason we came home to Santa Fe so unexpectedly.�
Patrick nodded seriously. �We have to go to church and say good-bye to Riley, because he died.�
�That�s right,� Sara said.
�And he can�t work with Daddy anymore.�
�Right again,� she noted.
�But I can help Daddy with the horses,� Patrick said brightly.
�Only until we go back to London,� Kerney said as he merged into northbound traffic on I-25.
�I don�t want to go back. I don�t like London.�
�You like horseback riding in Hyde Park,� Kerney countered.
�Yeah, but . . .�
�And you like the zoo,� he added before Patrick could continue, �and London is where your mother has her job. We promised that we would all stay together, remember? Not like the last time when she went to Iraq all by herself.�
�I don�t want Mom to be a soldier anymore,� Patrick announced. �She doesn�t even wear her uniform to work, so why does she have to stay in the army?�
�Let�s change the subject,� Kerney said, thinking his son was no slouch when it came to mounting an argument, no matter how unreasonable it might be.
�Okay.� Patrick yawned in reply and fell silent. Through the rearview mirror, Kerney saw his son�s eyes close and his head droop.
Sara turned her head and looked back at Patrick. �He�s almost asleep,� she whispered.
�Good,� Kerney whispered back.
�What�s happening with the manhunt for the killer?�
�Officially, it�s still going full bore. Unofficially, it has stalled. Larson may have gone into hiding up in his old stomping grounds around Colfax County. That�s the theory, anyway. As far as the police know, he hasn�t murdered anybody since the Muleshoe, Texas, killing. Because the hunt is concentrated up north, most of the smaller departments in the central and southern part of the state have scaled back on the search. But Andy Baca is keeping dozens of his state police officers, agents, and investigators assigned to the case. He�s even pulled central office supervisors away from their desks and sent them into the field hunting for Larson.�
�He�s lost an officer, so he�ll be a bulldog on this one,� Sara said. �What�s Paul Hewitt�s status?�
�Not good,� Kerney said glumly. �I�ve seen him once and I�ve talked to Linda by phone several times. He knows that he�ll never have the use of his arms and legs again, and according to Linda he�s been talking a lot of negative crap about not wanting to live. Clayton�s driving up to Albuquerque tomorrow from Lincoln County to see him. He said he�d call and fill me in afterwards.�
�That�s so sad,� Sara said. �It must be scary for both of them.�
�I�d hate to be facing their future,� Kerney said.
�And Jack, Irene, and Lynette? How are they holding up?�
�They�re coping in their own way,� Kerney answered in a somber tone. �Jack works himself to a nub sunup to sundown, Irene cooks frantically in her kitchen day and night, and Lynette hides out with the horses at our place and falls apart when no one is looking.�
�Have you signed on with Andy to join the hunt for Larson?�
Kerney shook his head. �Not yet. I�ve been sticking pretty close to Jack these last few days. Family and friends will be gathering at Jack and Irene�s after the burial. They�re expecting quite a crowd.�
�I�ll call Irene when we get home and offer to help,� Sara said.
�I�m sure she�d like that. Did you tell Patrick the particulars of how and where Riley died?�
�No, I thought it best not to until he�s older.� Sara reached out and touched Kerney�s cheek. �Are you still feeling responsible for Riley�s death?�
Kerney smiled tightly. �I can�t help it. I keep thinking that I put him in harm�s way.�
�Actually, you gave him a chance to do something he loved. He told you that time and time again.�
�I know I�m being illogical.�
�That�s okay. I understand the feeling.� Sara had lost soldiers in ambushes and firefights during her tour of duty in Iraq, and still felt she could have done more to save them. She looked out the car window at the brilliant ribbon of red sky on the western horizon. �I�d almost forgotten how big and beautiful the New Mexico sky is. I really miss it.�
�Maybe you should take Patrick�s advice and leave the army. Then we can all come back home to the ranch and enjoy the sunsets.�
Sara poked him on the arm. �Don�t you start in on me too.� �Okay, I take it back. London will be our home until you retire.�
�I hope you mean that.�
�I do,� Kerney said, trying to sound convincing.
At the ranch, they dumped the carry-on luggage on the couch, put Patrick to bed, and sat silently at the kitchen table holding hands and talking.
�We�re very lucky,� Sara finally said, thinking that she would fall to pieces if anything bad happened to Kerney or Patrick.
�Let�s keep it that way,� Kerney replied, remembering the moment when he�d learned that Sara had been wounded in Iraq. The thought of it made him shudder.
Sara laughed.
�What?�
�Just how do you plan to keep us safe from the perils of life?�
�By managing contingencies and limiting unintended consequences,� Kerney answered with a grin.
�My, my,� Sara replied, raising an eyebrow. �Where were you when the administration needed help planning the war on terror?�
�Serving my country on the home front as your local chief of police.�
Sara laughed again, rose to her feet, and kissed Kerney on the mouth. �I�m pouring myself a glass of wine and calling Irene,� she said. �See what�s in the garage freezer that I can thaw and cook up in a hurry to take with us tomorrow.�
�I�m sure Irene doesn�t expect you to bring anything.�
�Maybe not,� Sara replied, �but my mother would.�


Paul Hewitt�s wife, Linda, had called Clayton and asked him to meet with the sheriff as soon as he could break away and drive to Albuquerque. Clayton had promised to be there in the morning, and he left Mescalero before dawn, arriving in the city just in time to get slowed down by the last of the rush hour traffic crunch on the interstate. He had no idea why Paul wanted to see him, so as he lurched along in the stop-and-go traffic a quarter mile from the exit ramp that would take him to the hospital, he tried to avoid guessing. But it was irresistible. Perhaps Paul simply wanted to be personally briefed on the manhunt for Craig Larson, or maybe he wanted to share some encouraging news about his chances for recovery. Whatever the reason, Clayton stopped speculating as he left the interstate, drove the few blocks to the hospital, and made his way quickly to Hewitt�s room, where he found the sheriff alone.
�You just missed Linda,� Hewitt said as Clayton approached the bed. �She went down to the cafeteria to get something to eat.�
Clayton nodded. It was still a shock to see a man who had once been so vital and active now able to move only his facial muscles and eyes. �How are you doing?� Clayton asked.
�Just fine,� Paul replied with a touch of sarcasm. �As soon as I get out of the hospital and finish my rehab program, I�m gonna go skydiving without a parachute to celebrate my newfound freedom.�
Clayton raised an eyebrow.
�You�re not laughing at my little joke.�
�It�s not funny.�
Hewitt grunted. �You never did have much of a sense of humor.�
�Apaches believe that humor should never cause embarrassment.�
�Whom am I embarrassing?� Hewitt asked.
�Yourself.�
Hewitt chortled. �Damn, you�ve gotten uppity since I promoted you to chief deputy.�
�I�ve always been just another uppity Indian. Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?�
�Know what I like about you, Clayton? You�re the only person who comes to visit who doesn�t treat me like a cripple.�
�The politically correct words, Sheriff, are �handicapped� and �disabled.� �
Hewitt�s eyes flashed with annoyance. �Neither word adequately expresses my present and permanent reality. �Cripple� comes close. It has more clarity.�
�I can tell you�ve given it a lot of thought, Sheriff.�
Hewitt made a grumpy face. �What a polite way to tell me to stop feeling sorry for myself.�
Clayton said nothing.
Hewitt grimaced. �Okay, I�ll get right to the point. Linda and the doctors have convinced me that I should resign as sheriff, and they�re right. With what I�m facing, I can�t see myself being able to get my head around the job anytime soon. I wanted to tell you in person before I make it official. I spoke to the county commission chairman and asked him to keep you on as chief deputy.�
Hewitt paused.
�And?� Clayton asked.
Hewitt snorted. �I got a lot of mumbo jumbo about how the commission wanted to leave all internal personnel and administrative decisions to the interim sheriff, whoever that will be.�
�I�m sure it will be Sergeant Rudy Aldrich,� Clayton ventured.
�Most certainly. It was also pointed out to me that a majority of the commissioners don�t like the idea of the chief deputy living outside the county limits.�
The Mescalero Apache Reservation where Clayton lived was in neighboring Otero County. �Is it that they don�t like me residing outside the county, or that I�m an Apache from the Rez?� Clayton queried.
�It wasn�t put that way, but feel free to take it as evidence of a combination of not so subtle racism and some political maneuvering to give Aldrich a leg up in the general election. By replacing you with a chief deputy who has some drawing power at the polls, he�ll have a better chance of getting elected. However, I was assured that you would be allowed to revert to your permanent rank of lieutenant once Aldrich is installed and appoints a new chief deputy. Isn�t that generous of them?�
Clayton shrugged. �Okay.�
�Okay?� Hewitt echoed. �That�s it?�
Clayton smiled at Paul Hewitt. �Don�t worry about me, Sheriff. Just do the best you can to get better.�
�Yeah, right. I�ve been told there are a whole lot of electronic gadgets I can learn to operate by using a breathing tube that�s no bigger than a soda straw. Even wheelchairs can come equipped with them. Modern science. Amazing.�
�You�ve got to stop sounding so negative,� Clayton counseled, stone-faced. �It makes talking to you really grueling.�
Hewitt grinned. �You do have a sense of humor.�
Linda Hewitt stepped into the room before Clayton could respond. She greeted him warmly, but the smile on her face was forced and tiny lines tugged at the corners of her mouth. She talked for a time about plans to take Paul home, including what needed to be done at the house to make it more accessible and comfortable for him. Paul chimed in that she�d been wanting an excuse to redecorate, and they all shared an uneasy laugh.
After a few more minutes of small talk and a farewell hug from Linda, Clayton took his leave and made his way down the brightly lit hospital corridor to the elevators and outside to his unit. Grace had asked him to call after his meeting with Paul. He sat in the unit holding his cell phone and wondering what to say. Should he tell her that Paul was the most miserable son-of-a-bitch on the planet and would gladly kill himself if he could? Should he tell her that Linda was working hard to be strong, upbeat, and supportive, but every second of her life since Paul had been shot and their world collapsed was now permanently etched on her face? Or should he tell her that by the end of the week�if that long�he�d be unemployed because he would not, could not, work for Rudy Aldrich.
He put the cell phone down and headed south toward Lincoln County, hoping that along the way he could come up with something positive to say to Grace before he called.


The fancy wrought iron gate controlled by a solar-powered electronic keypad wasn�t what Craig Larson had expected to find upon his arrival at the entrance to Martha Boyle�s ranch road, nor was the nearby sign behind the fence announcing that the Lazy Z was closed to unannounced visitors. On the sign was a phone number to call for permission to enter.
Larson snorted at himself for being so stupid. The last time he�d had any word about Martha must have been ten, maybe fifteen years ago. What made him think that time or Martha had stood still? He figured she must have sold the place to some rich, out-of-state cowboy wannabe, because no New Mexican raised on a ranch would ever lock a gate to keep out the neighbors and post a phone number on a sign to call for access.
He sat in the truck and considered what to do. It was too risky to go back on the highway in the stolen pickup, or even drive the dusty back county roads looking for a place to hole up. Because he knew the lay of the Lazy Z land, it made sense to stick to his plan no matter who now owned the spread.
Larson knew three different ways to get to the ranch headquarters that bypassed the fancy solar-powered wrought iron security gate. He popped the clutch and headed toward a jumbled rock outcropping, wishing he�d kept the Marlin .22 rifle. No telling how many folks would need killing in order to make his plan work once he got there, and the additional firepower would have been helpful.
Just beyond the outcropping, Larson downshifted and entered an arroyo that deepened quickly as it snaked through rolling rangeland. It finally petered out at a boundary fence to the Lazy Z where a rutted track followed the tightly strung barbed wire. He rattled the old truck up a shallow draw to a rickety old gate, stopped, got out, undid the chain that held the gate closed, pushed it open, and drove through. Within twenty minutes he was on top of a mesa looking down at the ranch headquarters.
The old stone ranch house, with its rounded, mission-style doors and windows under a low-pitched roof, and the matching stone barn looked pretty much as Larson remembered them. But the bunkhouse where Larson had once slept and the white clap-board foreman�s cottage were gone, replaced by two fairly large flat-roofed, pueblo-style houses, separated by a wide, landscaped courtyard with a kidney-shaped swimming pool, two tennis courts, a cabana, and a freestanding veranda with an outdoor kitchen and dining area.
A short way beyond the old barn stood an enclosed circular metal structure and several corrals made of expensive steel pipes painted white. Within easy walking distance was a horse barn with stalls that opened onto individual paddocks. There were no animals in the corrals or paddocks.
Larson didn�t like the changes he saw. It made him think about Melvin and Viola Bedford and their showy attempts to act and live like Westerners, when in fact they were nothing but an elderly, retired rich couple from Minnesota. He figured the Lazy Z had maybe been turned into some sort of corporate retreat or a rich bitch�s equestrian fantasy come true.
Larson�s thoughts wandered back to Melvin and Viola and how he laughed behind their backs when they went off to some highfalutin Santa Fe social function wearing their matching cowboy hats, shirts, and boots, and sporting expensive Indian turquoise and silver jewelry. Aside from being old, both were short, fat, and unattractive. They looked like rejects from Munchkinland. When they climbed into their pristine, never-been-off-the-pavement, extended cab 4x4 pickup truck, their heads barely showed above the dashboard. The notion to steal a chunk of their wealth and kill them had grown in Larson�s mind the more he came to see them as ludicrous, undeserving posers.
He scanned the ranch headquarters for a while looking for a sign of movement. Only an older model Subaru at the front of the ranch house and a shiny silver Hummer parked by the circular structure, which Larson took to be an enclosed horse arena, gave a clue that someone might be about. As he walked down the narrow, overgrown switchback trail, he pictured a good-looking woman wearing jodhpurs and riding boots exercising a horse in the riding arena, and that got him thinking about sex.
He held off any further thoughts about the woman as he reached the bottom of the mesa and quickly went from house to house knocking on locked doors and getting no answers. The old stone barn was locked as well, so he made his way to the silver Hummer. It wasn�t locked and the key was in the ignition.
Through the open door to the riding arena he could hear the sound of hoofs on dirt. He waited until the horse passed by before quietly slipping inside and crouching at the side of the door with the semiautomatic in his hand. He focused hard on the horse and rider cantering on the far side of the arena, but it took a minute for his eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight outside. At first he thought the rider was a young boy, but it was a woman, a skinny old hag at that, in her sixties, with leathery skin and stringy long gray hair that flopped against her face as she rode. She wore tight jeans, boots, and a loose-fitting halter top that covered a flat chest. About the only positive things about her were that she sat a horse well and seemed to have a nice ass.
Larson hid the semiautomatic behind his leg when the woman saw him. She reined the horse to a walk and rode over.
�Can I help you?� she said, looking down at him as the horse, a nervous gray mare, snorted and pawed the ground.
Larson pointed the handgun at the mare�s forehead. �Get down or I kill the mare.� He pulled back the hammer for effect.
The woman�s hands tightened on the reins.
�Try to run and I�ll kill you too,� he added.
The woman dropped the reins and dismounted. She was small, not more than five-foot-two, but the boots made her seem taller.
�What do you want?� she asked. �Food? Money? The Hummer? Take it.�
She had a prominent chin and a missing tooth just visible at the right side of her mouth. Her upper lip was heavily wrinkled.
�You work here?� Larson asked, somewhat surprised at the woman�s cool demeanor.
The woman nodded. �I�m the caretaker.�
�Is anyone else here?�
�Not today.�
�Tell me the truth now,� Larson said, pointing the gun at her eye, trying for a reaction.
�I�m not lying,� she said flatly.
Larson gave it a rest. The woman seemed totally unruffled by him, like getting killed didn�t matter. �Who else lives here?� he asked.
�No one, full-time. When guests are here, a wrangler takes care of the horses and stays in an apartment in the old stone barn.�
�What horses?� Larson demanded. �The only horse I�ve seen is this mare.�
�She�s mine,� the woman answered. �The other horses are boarded at a neighboring ranch when no one is here.�
�Who owns this place?�
�A multinational corporation headquartered in Germany. It�s used as an executive retreat. The CEO�s wife is a horse lover.�
�Do you live on the ranch?�
�Yes.�
�Where?�
�I have rooms in the main house.�
Larson waved the gun at the open door. �Take me there.�
The woman reached for the reins. �First I need to unsaddle the mare and put her in the corral.�
�Stop stalling,� Larson barked. �The mare is fine as she is. Let�s go.�
The woman hesitated. �I have some money, if that�s what you want.�
Larson stepped up to the woman and bitch-slapped her. �Just do as you�re told.�
She rubbed her cheek and shrugged. �Whatever you say.�
�That�s a good girl,� Larson said as he pushed her outside into the bright sunlight. �Is the old line camp on Point of Rocks Mesa still standing?�
The question caught the woman by surprise. She stopped and gave Larson a quizzical glance that slowly turned to a look of recognition.
�You know who I am, don�t you?� Larson demanded.
�I don�t know you at all,� the woman replied.
Larson laughed. �Smart answer.� He poked the gun barrel in her ribs. �I asked you about the line camp.�
�Yes, it�s still there, and used as a hunting lodge.�
�Good deal.� He pointed the handgun at the old stone ranch house. �Get moving. What�s your name?�
�Nancy Trimble.�
�Stay in front of me, Nancy.� He walked behind her, thinking that from the backside, she didn�t look that bad at all. In some ways, she reminded him of manic-depressive Jeannie Cooper in a down phase, but there was a toughness to her that Jeannie never had. �You don�t rattle easy, do you?�
Nancy walked on with no comment.
�I like that in a woman,� he added, touching his genitals.
She looked back at him and broke into a hard run, veering in the direction of the stables. He caught up to her and slammed her facedown to the ground.
�Get up,� he ordered.
She gave him a dirty look, got to her feet, and brushed the dirt off her face. �Just shoot me,� she said without emotion.
�You�d like that, wouldn�t you?� Larson replied with a chuckle, trying not to concentrate on her old hag face. �No such luck, Antsy Nancy. I got plans for you.�
He prodded her along to the ranch headquarters, where he hogtied her securely with electric extension cords he found in a pantry, taped her mouth shut, and left her on the kitchen floor while he did a quick look around the old house.
The place had changed a lot. The large kitchen was equipped with restaurant-size appliances; walls had been knocked out to make the living room bigger; two bedrooms had been converted into a master suite; the bathrooms were all redone. It didn�t look anything like the house Martha Boyle had grown up in.
Back in the kitchen, Larson raided the refrigerator, made himself two big sandwiches, and popped open a bottle of imported German beer. He sat on a stool at the kitchen island and started eating, keeping an eye on Nancy, who was lying on her side at his feet. He decided to call her ugly instead of antsy.
After wolfing down half a sandwich, he removed the tape from the old bitch�s mouth so she could talk. �Is that old Subaru yours?� he asked.
When Ugly Nancy didn�t answer, Larson kicked her in the stomach. �Is it, Ugly Nancy?�
Trimble gasped out a yes.
�Good girl,� Larson said, retuning to his meal. �Now, I�m gonna ask you a lot of questions, so don�t piss me off and make me kick you again.�
By the time he finished eating, Larson had learned that the Subaru could easily make it to the old line camp on Point of Rocks Mesa, and that the lodge was fully stocked with food, drink, bedding, and necessities. After another slightly harder kick to the stomach, Ugly Nancy also told him that no one was expected at the ranch for two weeks, that she had no appointments off the ranch in the next few days, and that he could find the key to the gun case in the living room on top of the cabinet.
Larson taped Ugly Nancy�s mouth shut, left her on the floor, opened the gun cabinet, and picked out a lever-action Winchester 30.06 rifle, a six-shot .357 Ruger handgun, two nice hunting rifles, and enough ammunition to keep a SWAT team at bay for several days. He loaded everything in the back of the Subaru before returning to the kitchen, where he cleaned up the mess from his meal. He regretted not being able to take the Hummer, but everything had to appear normal if anyone came looking for Ugly Nancy.
He finished putting things away, dragged Ugly Nancy by the hair outside the house, locked the front door, carried her to the Subaru, stuck her facedown on the backseat, and drove to the horse arena, looking for the mare, but it was nowhere in sight. He�d planned to unsaddle it and put it in a corral with feed and water, but decided not to bother with it. After some playtime with Ugly Nancy, he�d come back and round it up.
The smooth gravel road to the line camp was a far cry from the set of ruts that had once snaked along the back of the mesa and climbed to the top. Larson felt pretty damn lucky. He was on his way to a well-provisioned hideout packing a decent arsenal and bringing along some company, even if she was old, ugly, and unwilling. When the line camp came into view, he wasn�t surprised to see that it had been enlarged and fixed up. The solar panels and television dish antenna on the roof meant he�d have electricity, access to the outside world, and hot water for a nice long shower. Compared to camping out in the Capitan Mountains in dead Janette�s pickup truck, it was gonna be Valhalla.
He parked the Subaru behind the lodge, under a small stand of old cottonwood trees that partially hid the vehicle from view, opened the back door with a key off Ugly Nancy�s key ring, and carried her inside. He dumped her facedown on a bed in one of the two bedrooms, and tapped her unconscious with the butt of his semiautomatic to keep her quiet, careful not to hit her too hard like he had Kid Cuddy. He checked to make sure she was still breathing, and then took a look around the cabin. The living room had a big stone fireplace and a flagstone floor covered by some Navajo area rugs. On the walls were mounted deer, elk, and antelope heads. Flanking the fireplace were two oversize leather chairs and a couch with a thick pine wood frame. In front of the couch was a Mexican tile coffee table. Matching lamp tables were at the ends of the couch.
The kitchen was as well supplied as Ugly Nancy had promised and the bathroom had a separate shower stall that Larson couldn�t wait to try out. He held off on stripping down butt naked on the spot and finished his tour. Inside a large linen closet was a washer and dryer, and on a coatrack in the mudroom by the rear door, he found a coil of good rope.
He took the rope into the bedroom where he�d left Ugly Nancy, undid the electrical cords that bound her, stripped her naked, and tied her up again with the rope, this time facedown and spread-eagled.
Larson put a pillow under her stomach to prop up her rump and gave her the once-over. Her shoulder blades were like fins in her skinny back and her arms were thin yet muscular, but from the waist down, old Nancy had a very nice, juicy-looking butt and slender, well-formed legs. From the way she looked at this angle, Larson figured it wasn�t going to be hard at all to forget about her face.
He left her, went to the bathroom, and spent a good fifteen minutes in the shower. He toweled off and put his dirty clothes in the washing machine. Aroused, he padded naked into the bedroom, where he found Ugly Nancy wide awake.
�What perfect timing.� Larson hopped on the bed, positioned himself between her legs, grabbed her hips, pulled her to him, and slapped her ass. �Giddyup,� he said.

An overflow crowd of tearful, somber mourners packed the church for Riley Burke�s funeral. Ranch families from all corners of the state were in attendance, along with family, neighbors, local friends, and Riley�s old college buddies from New Mexico State University. Eulogies brought smiles and more tears to many of the mourners, and through it all Patrick sat quietly on Kerney�s lap not saying a word.
After the services ended, Jack, Irene, Lynette, and Lynette�s parents were escorted through a side exit, and although Jack had his head bowed, Kerney was close enough to see tears on his friend�s face. He nudged Sara, who had also been watching Jack, and she whispered to him that it was a good sign.
At the graveside, Kerney, Sara, and Patrick held hands and watched and listened as Riley was laid to rest under a bright, cloudless sky. After the minister read the final scriptures and asked all in attendance to remember that Riley was now at peace with his Lord, the mourners dispersed, except for the immediate family, who lingered near the casket.
Because of the large size of the gathering, the wake was held under the shade of massive cottonwood trees outside the Burkes� old hacienda. There were tables loaded with home-cooked food and ice chests filled with beer and soft drinks. Patrick ran and played with other children while the grown-ups shared memories of Riley and recounted family stories. The Burkes were Irish-American on both sides of the family tree, and fond laughter replaced at least some of the tears that had been shed at graveside. The party continued long into the afternoon, and it wasn�t until most people had left that Kerney got a chance to talk with Jack.
�Did you see me fall apart at the cemetery?� Jack asked as the two men lifted one of the tables rented for the gathering into the bed of a truck.
�I saw you cry a little before we left,� Kerney replied as he slid the table all the way in. �But I�d hardly call it falling apart, although your eyes are still pretty red,�
Jack smiled wanly as they folded up the last table and carried it to the truck. �I bawled like a baby after most folks had left the cemetery. Couldn�t hold it in. After we got home, I had to go inside and break down a couple more times while people were here.�
�Good for you,� Kerney said.
Jack closed the tailgate and leaned against it. �The pain is never going to go away, Kerney.�
�I expect not.�
�I�ve just been so damn angry. I want to find the man who killed my son and break him in two with my bare hands. You know what I mean?�
Kerney nodded. �I do.�
�When do you and the family go back to England?�
�I�m not quite sure, but Sara and Patrick will probably leave before me. I�ve got some things to take care of before I can follow along.�
�If you�re worried about the horses and your ranch, we can look after things.�
�Let�s talk about that in a day or two,� Kerney replied. He still hadn�t talked to Lynette about whether or not she�d be interested in taking on the responsibilities of the partnership. If not, he�d sell off most of the horses and hire a caretaker to look after the place until Sara retired and they could return home permanently.
Sara came out of the house with Patrick in tow, waved in his direction, and walked toward Kerney�s pickup truck parked in front of the old toolshed.
�Seems like it�s time to leave,� Kerney said, nodding in Sara�s direction and shaking Jack�s hand.
Jack gripped Kerney�s hand hard in return. �I appreciate all you�ve done these last few days.�
�No thanks are necessary, amigo,� Kerney replied as he thumped Jack on the back and stepped away, thinking it would really help them both feel better if he could catch and kill that son-of-a-bitch Larson before he returned to London.
During the short drive home on the ranch roads, Kerney let Patrick stand between his legs on the driver�s seat and steer the truck.
As they poked along at a top speed of ten miles an hour, Sara asked Kerney about Jack.
�He�s had a couple of good cries.�
�That�s a start.�
�And Irene?� Kerney asked.
Sara shook her head. �Her heart is broken, but her sisters are going to make sure she doesn�t go into a state of permanent depression. They�re already planning to take her to Ireland on vacation in the fall.�
�Good deal.�
�Wasn�t Clayton supposed to call you yesterday?�
�Yep, and I haven�t heard a word from him. I�m sure he�s busy.�
�I want another brother besides Clayton,� Patrick announced, looking back at Kerney. �One that�s younger than me and not all grown up.�
�Keep your eyes on the road, sport,� Kerney cautioned.
�How about a baby sister?� Sara asked.
With his eyes firmly fixed on the road, Patrick considered it. �Okay, just as long as we all stay at the ranch and don�t go back to London.�
�Aha,� Sara said. �So that�s your scheme, is it?�
�What�s a scheme?� Patrick asked.
�Your mother means that it�s a sneaky idea,� Kerney answered.
�It�s not sneaky, because I already told you about it,� Patrick replied indignantly as he glanced at his mother.
�Good point,� Kerney said. �Pay attention to your driving.�
�Yes, sir,� Patrick replied, gripping the wheel tightly with his little hands.
At the ranch, Patrick refused to take a nap, so Kerney put him to work in the horse barn helping him clean out stalls. Soon Patrick ran out of steam. Kerney spread a horse blanket on the floor of the tack room and told his son to take a little break. Patrick stretched out and within a few minutes fell fast asleep.
Kerney had just finished spreading fresh straw in the last stall when Sara appeared.
�Have you lost track of our son?� she asked as she hitched her feet on the bottom rung of the open stall gate and swung on it.
�He�s sleeping soundly in the tack room.�
�Good, now we can talk. If you stay behind at the ranch, will you really return to us in London?�
�What kind of question is that?� Kerney asked.
�An important one. I know you�re no happier living in England than Patrick is.�
�We�re still adjusting,� Kerney replied.
�That�s a pretty slick answer, mister.�
�Then I�ll give it to you straight,� Kerney said with a grin.
�The best possible place for Patrick and me to be is with you in London. Living in Europe for three years will give Patrick experiences few children are fortunate to get. It would be tragic not give him a chance to learn firsthand about the world outside the United States. He may complain about London now, but give him time and he�ll make some good friends in his new school and start enjoying himself.�
�You mean that?�
�I do, although you can count on me to occasionally bitch about missing New Mexico, Santa Fe, the ranch, the sky, the mountains, the smell of the high desert air after a rainstorm, and green chili.�
Sara jumped off the stall gate and gave Kerney a hug. �I�m holding you to everything you just said.�
�Including my bitching?�
�As long as you keep it to a minimum.�
�I�ll try.�
In the tack room with Sara at his side, Kerney knelt down, gently picked up his sleeping son, and carried him in his arms toward the house. He knew he was lucky to have his family intact, knew that circumstances beyond his control could easily rip his world apart just as it had the Burkes�. That didn�t stop him from making a silent vow to do all in his power to keep Sara and Patrick safe.


The day after Paul Hewitt had called in his resignation as Lincoln County sheriff from his Albuquerque hospital bed, with Linda holding the phone for him, Clayton Istee sat in his cramped lieutenant�s office entering numbers into a desk calculator to discover how deep in the hole the department was for paid overtime.
He ran the totals again, just to be sure, and then began examining the fiscal year line-item budget to see where he could find $8,000 to cover the current overtime shortage and another $6,000 to pay for anticipated overtime through the end of the budget cycle. He decided the only way he could make up the difference would be to drop one of the three new police vehicles Paul Hewitt had budgeted for. He hated the idea of delaying the replacement of even one cop car, but saw no alternative.
A knock on his open office door made him look up. Steve Durbin, the chair of the county commission, a man with an ingratiating fa�ade and a viperous personality, smiled warmly at him.
�Clayton,� Durbin said by way of a greeting as he sat in the straight-back chair on the other side of the desk. He had a fleshy face and a wide mouth with thick lips. �I thought at least you would have moved into the vacant chief deputy�s office after your appointment.�
�I haven�t had the time,� Clayton replied. �What can I do for you, Mr. Durbin?�
�Please, it�s Steve. I wanted to tell you personally that the commission has just appointed Rudy Aldrich to fill out Paul�s term in office.�
�I was expecting that.�
Durbin turned on his most sugary smile. �Of course, it was hardly a secret who the majority of the commission favored for the job. However, you do understand that Sheriff Aldrich�s appointment in no way diminishes our appreciation of the wonderful work you�ve been doing here during these difficult times.�
Clayton said nothing.
Durbin kept the smile going. �In light of that, we want you to attend our commission meeting next week so that we can present you with a commendation recognizing the contribution you�ve made to the citizens of Lincoln County.�
�That isn�t necessary.�
�Perhaps not, but it�s well deserved nonetheless. Now, on to a more sensitive subject.� Durbin�s smile blossomed wider but his eyes narrowed. �Sheriff Aldrich has decided to fill the chief deputy position with someone other than yourself and has asked that we keep his choice confidential until he makes a public announcement later in the week.�
�I was expecting that also,� Clayton said.
�The commission unanimously asked me to tell you that we very much want you to remain with the department at your permanent rank of sergeant.�
�Sheriff Hewitt promoted me to lieutenant.�
�True enough, but you are some weeks shy of completing the mandatory six months� probation period. Thus, under current personnel rules, your permanent rank is sergeant. It will be up to Sheriff Aldrich to decide if he wants you to continue to serve as a lieutenant.�
Aldrich had always been weak-kneed and two-faced, but until now Clayton hadn�t realized how spineless the man truly was. He reached for a writing tablet on the desktop and tore off a piece of paper. �Let�s end this charade.�
He wrote out his resignation effective the end of the month and handed it to Durbin, who scanned it quickly.
�I�ll take annual leave until then,� he added. �Tell Aldrich I�ll clean out my desk by the end of the day and turn in my department-issued equipment on Friday.�
Durbin waved the resignation at Clayton. �You don�t have to do this, you know.�
Clayton stood. �Yes, I do. Now, if you�ll excuse me, I have some work to finish up.�
Durbin left with no further appeal for Clayton to remain with the department, confirming that resigning had been the right thing to do.
He looked at his watch. He had half a shift to wind things up and clean out his desk. He decided not to call Grace at work with the news. It could wait until he got home.


Chapter Seven
Larson planned on several more giddyups with Ugly Nancy after he�d gotten some sleep. He left her securely tied up before raiding the well-stocked liquor cabinet in the living room and then crashing in the smaller, second bedroom. He slept twelve hours, woke up refreshed, and wrapped himself in a bathrobe before making coffee in the kitchen. While the coffee brewed, he transferred his wet clothes from the washer to the dryer and went to check on Ugly. He found her where he�d left her, spread-eagled on the bed, but lying in a smelly mess of excrement and piss.
Disgusted, Larson untied her, forced her into the shower, and had her scrub down. He marched her dripping wet and naked back to the bedroom and made her strip the blankets and sheets off the bed and put them in the washing machine.
In the light of a new day and with a clear head that wasn�t groggy with lack of sleep, Larson found Ugly Nancy even more nasty and horrid-looking than he�d remembered. Her little titties sagged flat against her skinny chest, there was an unattractive fold of wrinkles across her lower abdomen, her pubic hair looked like a dirty wire scrub pad used to scour pots, and she had unsightly underarm hair.
As she poured laundry detergent into the washing machine, she asked Larson if she could dress and have something to eat and drink.
He looked for any sign of emotion in her face and saw nothing. �You�re a butt-ugly old bitch,� Larson said in response.
Ugly Nancy laughed between clenched teeth. �Don�t you want any more giddyup with me, Mister Killer?�
Larson slapped her hard across the face. �Don�t piss me off, bitch.� He pushed her back into the bedroom and threw her clothes in her face. �Get dressed.�
While Ugly Nancy put her clothes on, Larson considered what to do with her. The idea of more sex with her was repulsive, and if the cops found him and killed him before he could find a better-looking, young woman to play with, Ugly Nancy might wind up being his last piece of nooky. That just wouldn�t do.
�What if I let you go?� he asked.
Ugly Nancy looked at him suspiciously as she sat on the mattress and pulled on her boots. �You�d do that?�
�I�m thinking about it. But I�m keeping your Subaru, so you�ll have to walk back to the ranch.�
�Why not just take my car and leave me here?�
�That�s not what I�m thinking I want to do,� Larson hissed as he pulled her to her feet. He tied her hands behind her back, found some duct tape to cover her mouth, and hobbled her legs with rope. He yanked her to the front door and pushed her outside.
�I figure you�ve got a three-hour walk,� he said. �Get going.�
She stood rooted to the ground, shoulders hunched, glaring at him.
�Want me to make it more interesting? How about I blindfold you and make you go barefoot?�
Slowly she turned and started walking.
Larson watched her for a moment, went inside, picked up the Weatherby Mark V bolt-action rifle he�d taken from the gun cabinet at the ranch headquarters, loaded it, and walked to the open front door, expecting to see Ugly Nancy hobbling along no more than fifty feet from the lodge. Instead she was nowhere in sight.
He cursed, slipped his bare feet into his boots, and went looking for her. He found her hiding behind her Subaru.
�You�re stupid as well as ugly.� Larson kicked her feet out from under her, pulled off her boots, dragged her back to the lodge, and used more duct tape to blindfold her. He spun her around and pushed her in the direction he wanted her to go. �Now get moving,� he ordered.
He watched Ugly Nancy walk gingerly away from the lodge, zigzagging a little but keeping a fairly straight line as she hobbled slowly across the mesa. Larson giggled when she ran into an occasional cholla cactus, stumbled over some gopher mounds, and stubbed her toes on some rocks. He hollered at her to keep moving.
When she was about a hundred yards out, Larson raised the Weatherby, sighted the target through the scope, and squeezed the trigger. Ugly Nancy fell hard and didn�t move. From all appearances, it was a clean kill, and Larson congratulated himself on another fine piece of marksmanship.
He went back inside the lodge, drank some coffee, dressed in his clothes fresh from the dryer, and went to check on good old Ugly. The bullet that entered her back had pierced her heart.
He grabbed the hobble rope tied around her ankles and dragged her tiny, bony body back to the lodge, where he left it under a cottonwood tree while he fixed breakfast and figured out what to do with her. He decided to walk to the stolen truck he�d left at the edge of the mesa, drive it back, load up Ugly, and take her to an old nearby water tank where coyotes could feast on her when they came to drink. Then, when it was time to leave, he would torch the truck, burn down the lodge, and drive away in the Subaru.
He waited until the cool of evening to fetch the truck and take Ugly to the water tank. He rolled her out of the bed of the truck thinking that what the coyotes didn�t want the vultures and crows would consume. She�d be nothing more than scattered, picked-over bones in a day or two.
Back at the lodge with a bottle of Scotch at his side, Larson sipped single malt and watched TV until the local late night news came on. He was pleased to see that the manhunt for him wasn�t the top story, although after the first commercial break the news anchor did remind viewers that �escaped fugitive Craig Larson is still at large and armed and dangerous.�
He switched channels and found the other local newscasters were also giving the manhunt story less broadcast time. Somewhat reassured that things were quieting down a bit, Larson decided to stay put overnight, but not any longer than that. Although Ugly had told him nobody was due at the ranch for some days, he didn�t know if she�d been lying or not. Best not to take any chances.
In the morning, he�d work out a really good plan, maybe heading north. Since the federal government was building fences and stationing National Guard troops along the Mexican border to keep out the wetbacks, it would probably be far easier and a lot safer to sneak into Canada.
Larson had read stories about escaped convicts who�d lived normal lives for twenty years or more. They�d taken on new identities, held down jobs, and raised families. And he�d heard about guys who�d broken out of prison and never been seen or heard from again.
He had enough money and jewels to get himself set up once he got to Canada and learned his way around. But he didn�t want to make a major move until the manhunt fizzled out a bit more. He needed to find another place to stay where there wasn�t an old biddy caretaker to deal with or any nosy nearby neighbors.
He�d cogitate on it overnight, but the one thing he already knew he needed to do was stop killing people for a while until things calmed down.
He poured another double shot and switched the channel to a late night movie.


It took Grace nagging Clayton for a full day about his foolish pride before he broke down, called Kerney, and gave him the news about his impending departure from the Lincoln County S.O.
�I�m meeting with Andy Baca tomorrow morning to get sworn in as a special investigator with the New Mexico State Police,� Kerney replied without missing a beat. �How would you feel about coming on board to help catch this scumbag?�
�Sara doesn�t mind you coming out of retirement?� Clayton asked.
�Not for this. She said she doesn�t want to see hide nor hair of me until Larson is planted in the ground.�
�She actually said that?�
�When it comes to the people she loves, the woman doesn�t have a mean bone in her body. But if you�re her enemy, watch out. How about you? Will Grace and the kids put up with you being gone for a while?�
�That�s not a problem. She thinks Paul Hewitt should be inducted into a national top cop hall of fame, if one existed.�
�And she�s right. Get yourself up here tonight. You can stay with us. I�m scheduled to meet with Andy early in the morning. I�ll let him know that you�re coming on board.�
�Isn�t that his call to make?�
�Andy will jump at the chance to put a shield in your hand. I�ll even bet you a steak dinner that, before this is over, he�ll offer you a permanent position.�
�We�re not about to move away from the Rez. Not yet, anyway.�
�That�s your call to make,� Kerney replied.
�You haven�t asked for details about what went down at the S.O.�
�I don�t need to. Paul Hewitt called me, told me he�d resigned and was putting in his retirement papers, and mentioned what he thought might happen to you as a result. From what he said about the slacker the county commission appointed as the interim sheriff, I figured you�d turn in your walking papers sooner or later.�
Clayton laughed. �Tell me truthfully, did you call in a favor from Chief Baca to get him to agree to hire me?�
�If that had been necessary, I might have,� Kerney replied. �But you don�t need a leg up; your record speaks for itself. See you tonight.�


The following morning, Kevin Kerney and Clayton Istee arrived in Andy Baca�s spacious office at the Department of Public Safety building on Cerrillos Road.
After greeting his visitors, Andy perched on the edge of his big oak desk, built for a predecessor years ago by convicts at the old penitentiary before it erupted into a murderous riot, and studied his visitors.
Kerney and Clayton sat on the leather couch facing the desk and waited him out.
�We have evidence of one sort or another that links Larson to a whole slew of crime scenes,� Andy finally said. �From the attack on the corrections officer, to a kid on the schoolbus who saw him walking along the highway just north of Gallegos where the pickup truck was stolen from the Dripping Springs Ranch two days ago, we�ve got solid physical evidence, substantial eyewitness accounts, and excellent circumstantial evidence. What we don�t have is a single sighting of Larson or the stolen Dripping Springs vehicle during the last forty-eight hours.�
He picked up two thick case files, brought them to the large coffee table in front of the couch, and plopped them down. �That�s everything we�ve got on Larson, including the crime scene investigations, and all the field interviews and interrogations from every participating law enforcement agency in New Mexico and West Texas. The page count is just slightly less than War and Peace but we�re adding to it every day.�
Kerney lifted one of the bulky files wrapped with thick rubber bands. �Well, by volume it certainly does show a good-faith effort to catch him.�
�And isn�t that just hunky-dory,� Andy replied sarcastically as he sat in an easy chair at the side of the coffee table. �I have over two dozen officers and investigators spread out over the northeastern quadrant of the state, trying to get a line on Larson. As you know, once you get outside of the towns, villages, and settlements, it�s remote, isolated, and largely unpopulated country up there. I could put two hundred officers in the field and it would still take months to cover all the ground. We can�t really be sure that Larson is still even in New Mexico.�
�What do you want us to do?� Clayton asked.
Andy nodded at the case files on the conference table. �First, read the case files and get up to speed. Second, target any gaps in the investigation needed to be filled in, people who need to be interviewed again, and do the necessary follow-up. Talk to the lead investigators on the various cases to see if there are any loose ends that might give us a clue to Larson�s whereabouts. I want you two operating independently from the task force. But coordinate with it as needed and keep me personally informed of your activities.�
�Okay,� Clayton said.
Andy went to his desk, returned with two special investigator shields, and handed one each to Clayton and to Kerney.
Kerney weighed the shield in his hand. �From what I can see, Larson is spiraling more and more out of control with each fresh kill. He�s become totally erratic and unpredictable. I think we need to dig into his personal history to get a handle on him.�
�And completely bypass the existing investigations?� Andy asked.
�Not at all,� Kerney answered. �We�ll analyze both the historical and the current facts.�
�Okay,� Andy said. �What else?�
�If we turn up anything of value,� Clayton said, �I want in on the hunt.�
Kerney nodded in agreement.
Andy looked hard at both men. Because of Larson, he had lost an excellent young officer, Kerney had lost a young friend and partner, and Clayton�s boss, Paul Hewitt, a fine man and a super cop, was now totally dependent upon his wife and caregivers for every aspect of his continued existence. It was ugly all the way around.
�Personal vendettas cloud judgments,� he cautioned.
�Don�t worry about me, Chief Baca,� Clayton replied. �If I find Larson, I promise to bring him back, dead or alive.�
�Me too,� Kerney chimed in.
Andy shook his head in mock dismay. �I�ve never hired a father and son act�I mean team�before. I hope I�m not making a big mistake. Stand up so I can swear you two in.�
Kerney and Clayton got to their feet, raised their hands, and took the oath of office as special investigators with the New Mexico State Police.
At his desk, Andy signed the commission certificates and asked his secretary to send in a lieutenant who would take Kerney and Clayton to have official photo identifications made, get department weapons and equipment issued, have vehicles assigned, and qualify with their weapons at the range.
�I�ll have an empty nearby office set up for your use when you get back,� he added, �and my secretary will make sure you have any and all support and assistance you need.�
�Let�s get started,� Kerney said as a young female lieutenant in a crisp uniform knocked and entered the office.
�Good hunting,� Andy said as the lieutenant ushered Clayton and Kerney out.


Craig Larson woke up lying on a Navajo rug in a pool of vomit. He pushed himself to a sitting position and tried to figure out where he was, but his spinning head and fuzzy vision made it hard to focus. He rolled away from the pool of puke, closed his eyes, and tried to think. All he could concentrate on was a pounding ache in his head that made him want to scream.
Slowly he opened his eyes, sat up again, and recognized the hunting lodge living room. There were two empty Scotch bottles on the end table next to the leather couch. The bolt-action Weatherby he�d used to bring down Ugly Nancy sat on the fancy Mexican tile-top coffee table. On the opposite side of the room, the big-screen television had a bullet hole in it. Larson tried to think of what had made him want to kill the TV, but he drew a blank. There must have been something on the tube he really didn�t like.
He got to his feet, went to the kitchen, soaked his head in the sink, and sucked down water from the faucet. Partially revived, he sat at the kitchen table and tried to sort out what he�d done before he started hitting the sauce. As far as he could recollect, he�d walked across the mesa, fetched the truck, driven Ugly�s body to the water tank, dumped it, and returned to the lodge.
Just to make sure he didn�t dream it all up, Larson looked out the kitchen window. The truck was there all right, parked next to the propane tank, baking in the harsh light of a blazing afternoon summer sun. He mixed up a can of frozen orange juice concentrate from the freezer and started a pot of fresh coffee. The stove clock read 1:10.
While the coffee brewed, he slugged down some orange juice, gobbled some aspirin from the bathroom medicine cabinet, brought the clock radio from the bedroom into the kitchen, and plugged it in. With the TV out of commission, he�d have to rely on the radio to stay updated on the manhunt.
He poured hot coffee into a mug, sipped it, fiddled with the dial, and found five AM stations but only static on the FM band. Of the AM stations, three were playing country music, one was broadcasting a canned talk radio show, and one was a pulpit for an evangelical Christian preacher asking for money.
The noise hurt his head. Larson turned off the radio, washed down more aspirin with orange juice, and considered what to do. He�d originally planned to torch the lodge and burn the truck before leaving in Ugly�s Subaru, but smoke from a fire like that would be seen for miles and draw a lot of attention in a big hurry.
As he abandoned that idea, he walked to the bathroom, stripped off his clothes, and stood under a hot shower. He needed to move on before someone came looking for Ugly, and find a place where he could hide out for a couple more days until he was sure the manhunt had fizzled out.
He toweled off. If he recalled correctly, he�d seen a laptop in Ugly�s office at the ranch headquarters. One of the tricks he�d used when he first started running from the law was to research houses for sale on the Internet. Because real estate agents posted so much information about and so many photographs of properties on websites, it was easy to find vacant houses to case and break into for a night. He decided to drive back to the ranch house, surf the Internet, and see what he could turn up.
Larson dressed, went to the kitchen, raided the cupboards for packaged and canned food, and put it all in a pillowcase. He did the same with whiskey from the liquor cabinet and carried everything to the Subaru. He transferred his money and jewelry stash from the truck to the car, went back inside the lodge, unwrapped all the freezer food from the refrigerator, and spread it throughout the house. Then he scattered dry cereal, sugar, crackers, flour, and rice on the floors, topped it off with the contents of several cans of tomato sauce, opened the doors and windows, and removed all the screens.
By nightfall the building would be crawling with all sorts of insects, birds, snakes, and four-legged critters. If and when the police came looking for Ugly, they would find one godawful mess.
Larson put the weapons and ammunition in the Subaru and took off for the ranch house. He stopped on the mesa and did a quick surveillance on foot just to be sure no surprises awaited him below. Satisfied that all looked okay, he drove down, used Ugly�s keys to open the front door, powered up the laptop in her office, and clicked on the Internet icon on the screen. Within minutes he was scrolling down a real estate agency�s website listings for homes, land, and ranches in northeastern New Mexico.
Larson found three properties in the Springer area to his liking, but the one that stood out was a small ranch on the Canadian River east of town, off a country road with no close-by neighbors. Larson knew exactly where the property was located, figured he could get there without getting back onto the pavement, and best of all the pictures on the website showed the property to be vacant.
He shut down the computer and went scavenging through the house, found a top-quality sleeping bag, an inflatable air mattress, a high-powered flashlight, a camp stove, a portable battery-operated radio, and all the other gear he would need to stay comfortable for a few days. He supplemented his foodstuffs from the kitchen cabinets, and from the gun cabinet in the living room he added a .357 Colt pistol and a 9mm Glock autoloader to his arsenal, along with a hundred rounds of ammo for each handgun.
After closing all the curtains and drapes, Larson locked up the house and left the ranch feeling upbeat. The place where he was going was remote, but not too far away from several working ranches. After settling in, he would reconnoiter the neighbors to see if he could locate a vehicle to replace Ugly�s car when it was time to move on.
Two more days of hiding out should do it, Larson thought with a smile as he fiddled with the car radio and found a country station playing an old Marty Robbins tune. Larson hummed along until he remembered he�d forgotten to chase down Ugly�s mare, unsaddle her, and put her in the stable. He slowed the Subaru to turn around but then decided to blow it off. Whoever found the mare and went looking for Ugly Nancy was in for a big surprise.


Since the day Craig Larson escaped from custody and started his rampage, Everett Dorsey, chief of the Springer Police Department, had gotten very little sleep. Along with his three officers, Dorsey had been putting in eighteen-hour days trying to turn up any shred of information from Larson�s hometown friends and acquaintances that might help get a fix on the fugitive�s whereabouts. An eyewitness had sighted Larson in and near the settlement of Gallegos, less than seventy miles from Springer as the crow flies, which had convinced Dorsey that Larson had been heading home to familiar turf to lie low for a while. But where?
Dorsey had redoubled his efforts to find out where Larson might be hiding by concentrating his attention on the twin brother, Kerry. After three intensive interview sessions he had started to break through when his efforts had been sabotaged by a contract psychologist with the state police sent up from Santa Fe to draw information out of Kerry. But what the shrink didn�t know was that while Kerry looked as normal as the next person, he had a few loose screws, wasn�t very bright, didn�t relate well to strangers, and was as stubborn as a mule when it came to protecting his brother.
Blown off by the psychologist, Dorsey had complained to the major in charge of the state police task force, but to no avail. Condescendingly, the major had advised Dorsey to leave the head stuff to the shrink.
Dorsey eased into his desk chair and rubbed his tired eyes. Housed in a separate three-office suite of the town hall building one block off the main north-south drag, the Springer Police Department headquarters was a dismal place to spend any time. Battered old desks, ancient filing cabinets, and frayed miscellaneous office furniture filled the small rooms. Clutter added to the mess.
Dorsey liked it that way; the cramped, unattractive quarters kept him and his officers from hanging out there, which meant they spent most of their time on the streets actually policing.
Dorsey opened his eyes. If the reports of his officers were to be believed�and there was no reason to doubt them�nobody in the town of Springer had heard, seen, or had any form of contact with Craig Larson since the last sighting. On a much wider scale, the sheriff�s offices in eight counties, the district state police office, area game and fish officers, the local livestock inspector, and the special state police task force out of Santa Fe were reporting the same results.
All of this meant it was possible that Larson hadn�t come home to roost, but had just passed through Colfax County on the way to his next crime. But there had been no new reports of murder or mayhem.
Dorsey�s stomach grumbled from lack of food, but he knew if he stopped to eat, the food combined with lack of sleep would put him into a stupor for the next twelve hours. He was about to go back out and talk again to all of Craig Larson�s high school classmates who still lived in the area when the telephone rang.
Dorsey picked up and a woman with what he guessed to be a German accent asked to speak to the officer in charge.
�This is Everett Dorsey, the police chief, ma�am,� he replied. �How can I help you?�
The woman explained that she was calling from Frankfurt, Germany, that she was the executive assistant to the CEO of the multinational company that owned the Lazy Z, and that she�d been trying to reach the ranch caretaker without success over the last forty-eight hours.
�A group of our corporate executives are due to arrive at the ranch from Hong Kong in three days, and various arrangements needed for their accommodations must be made,� the woman added. �It�s not like Ms. Trimble to be away or unavailable for several days without giving advance notice. I�ve left a message with the Colfax County sheriff and have not yet heard back.�
�Ms. Trimble is the ranch caretaker?� Dorsey reached for a pen and a writing tablet on his disorderly desk.
�Yes, Nancy Trimble. Could you please send an officer to see if she�s ill or has had an accident?�
�I�ll surely do that, ma�am,� Dorsey said, �but first I need to ask you some questions.�
�By all means.�
The executive assistant, Ms. Hannelore Schmidt, told Dorsey that Nancy Trimble was a divorced, older woman in her sixties who lived full-time at the Lazy Z. Schmidt didn�t know what kind of vehicle Trimble owned but said the company kept a silver Hummer on the premises. Dorsey also learned Trimble was the only employee and that no corporate executives or their guests were currently staying at the ranch. Schmidt supplied Dorsey with the name and phone number of a neighboring rancher who boarded the Lazy Z horses when the Lazy Z wasn�t in use.
Dorsey asked Schmidt how he could reach her and she rattled off a string of numbers. He wrote them down, realizing he�d never made an international telephone call before.
�I just dial these numbers you gave me to get through to you?� he asked, feeling like a total hick.
�You must dial your international access code first,� Schmidt replied.
�Okay, thanks.� Dorsey wasn�t about to ask if she knew his international access code. �I�ll call you back.�
�Thank you, Chief Dorsey,� Schmidt said. �But before you ring off, let me give you the key pad code to the ranch road gate.�
Dorsey wrote down the code, said good-bye, hung up, and headed for his unit, not even thinking about contacting the sheriff�s office, which as far as he was concerned had dropped the ball. He�d spent nine years with the Colfax County S.O. before becoming the Springer police chief, he held a cross-deputy commission that gave him full law enforcement powers outside the city limits, and he was a good half hour closer to the Lazy Z than any deputy. Besides, if there was the slightest chance that Trimble�s disappearance was in any way connected with Craig Larson, Dorsey sure as hell wanted to be in on it.
He called Ed Seward, the rancher who boarded the Lazy Z stock, and asked if he�d recently seen or talked to Nancy Trimble.
�Not since last week,� Seward answered. �We stopped and visited in town for a few minutes. Is there a problem?�
�Don�t know. I got a call from the ranch owner�s assistant asking me to make contact with Trimble. Said she couldn�t get in touch with her. Did Trimble seem like her normal self when you saw her?�
Seward laughed. �Nancy keeps to herself, so it�s hard to say what�s normal with her.�
�What kind of car does she drive?�
�A dinged-up green Subaru. One of those hatchback models.�
�What do you know about her?� Everett Dorsey asked.
�Not much. She has a grown son who lives back east. South Carolina, I think. I can go over there and check on her, if you�d like.�
�I appreciate the offer, Ed,� Dorsey replied, �but it�s best if I do that.�
�You�re the law, Everett,� Seward said. �Let me know if I can help out.�
�Will do.� Dorsey disconnected and made radio contact with one of his officers, Rick Mares, and Mitch Lowe, a local state police officer.
�I need backup on a welfare check at a ranch,� he said to both men. �Care to join me?�
�You got something, Everett?� Mitch asked.
�Yeah, a cautious nature,� Dorsey replied.
Mitch laughed. �Give us a ten-eighty-seven.�
Dorsey told the officers where to meet up.
Larson�s new hideout was perfect. The setting was remote, the unlocked barn was less than one hundred steps from the house, and the old pitched-roof house sat on a knoll that gave him excellent views in all four directions. He parked the Subaru in the barn just in case someone came wandering up the ranch road, broke into the house through a side window, and took a look around. The rooms were empty, the curtains and shades closed, and the house was spic-and-span clean. According to the real estate sales brochure he�d found on a kitchen counter, the walls had been freshly painted, the hardwood floors sanded and resealed, a new forced-air propane-fired furnace had been installed, and the one-year-old roof was still under a full warranty. Total cost for the property, which consisted of the house, barn, and shed on eighty acres, was less than the cost of a manufactured double-wide on a postage stamp-size lot in a Santa Fe trailer park.
Larson checked to see if the utilities were working. The kitchen wall phone had no dial tone, there was no juice to the ceiling lights, and the stove and furnace had been turned off. Fortunately he had water, probably from a gravity-fed well.
Larson opened the propane tank valve on his way to the barn, where he unloaded his arsenal, supplies, and gear from the Subaru. It took three trips to get everything into the house.
He set up housekeeping in the living room and kitchen, lit the stove and water heater pilot lights, and turned on the portable radio just in time for a top-of-the-hour local news summary from a station broadcasting from nearby Raton, the county seat and largest community in the far northeast corner of the state. He was still a hot topic on the news, but not the headline story. That honor went to a Raton man who had shot and killed his estranged wife at her place of employment.
The house was hot and stuffy, and Larson was about to open all the doors and windows when he heard the sound of an approaching vehicle. He took a peek though a living room window and saw a late model GMC SUV roll to a stop at the closed but unlocked gate. A portly, older man got out of the passenger side of the Jimmy, opened the gate for the driver, and climbed back in. As the SUV drew near, Larson read the magnetic sign on the driver�s door that read:


TAMI PHELAN

YOUR HOMETEAM REALTOR

RATON, NM

Larson shook his head in disbelief at such shitty luck, picked up the 9mm Glock, and waited for his uninvited guests to arrive. But when a leggy blonde in jeans with big hair and a stacked pair opened the driver�s-side door and climbed out, Larson grinned and changed his mind about his bad luck. He watched Blondie fast-talk the old dude as he climbed the porch steps and waited for her to unlock the front door. He was another porky like Bertie Roach, the man from Tulsa Larson had offed in the Albuquerque motel, and Lenny Hampson, the bigmouth friend of Kerry�s he�d left in the desert.
�The property is in excellent condition,� Blondie said as she swung the door open and moved aside for Porky to enter first. �There are thirty acres under irrigation. It would make an excellent horse ranch.�
Larson shot Porky in the chest as he stepped over the threshold. Grunting, the man crumpled to his knees and fell face forward. Before Blondie could react, Larson grabbed a handful of her big, curly hair and yanked her inside.
�What did you do?� Blondie screamed, her hand flying to her mouth as she stared at the body on the floor. She had bright red fingernails.
Blood from Porky�s chest wound seeped across the newly refinished, once pristine hardwood floor, which was no longer a strong selling point for the property.
�What did you do?� she screeched again, her gaze locked on Larson�s face.
�Three�s a crowd,� Larson explained with a smile as he wrapped his hand around her neck. �You must be Tami.�
Tami averted her eyes. �Please don�t hurt me.�
�Hurt you?� Larson replied softly, feigning indignation. He dug the barrel of the Glock into Tami�s neck and forced her to raise her pretty head so he could take a closer look at her. �Why, when I�m finished with you, sweetie, you�ll be calling me your daddy and begging me for more.�
He cocked the Glock for dramatic effect and ripped open Tami�s blouse. She was indeed stacked.


Everett Dorsey met Officers Lowe and Mares at the entrance to the Lazy Z. The two men stood with Dorsey in front of his unit while he filled them in on his conversation with Hannelore Schmidt of Frankfurt, Germany.
�Nancy Trimble is in her sixties and lives alone at the ranch,� he added, �so it�s possible she might not be missing at all. She could have taken a bad fall or dropped dead.�
Officer Mitch Lowe consulted his paperwork. In his late twenties, he had just completed his seventh year with the state police. A frown crossed his boyish face. �The locked gate was reported by the officer assigned to contact residents in this area. He left a phone message, but there�s been no follow-up since then.�
Rick Mares, Dorsey�s senior officer, a thin and wiry man in his forties, shrugged a shoulder. �It�s been frustrating as hell to make contact with everybody, and a bitch to track people down. There are folks who are out of town, people on vacation or sick in the hospital, people who live somewhere else and have a second home or a getaway place out in the boonies. Hell, we�ve even got some Texas ranchers who own outfits just for summer grazing and there�s not a soul to be found on any of those spreads.�
�It hasn�t been easy,� Lowe concurred.
�Let�s hope Nancy Trimble is alive and well,� Dorsey said as he stepped over to the electronic keypad of the solar-powered gate and punched in the code. �But with Larson on the loose, we go in prepared for anything.�
The gate swung open and the three officers convoyed their units slowly down the ranch road, scanning the landscape for anything that looked out of the ordinary. They arrived at the ranch headquarters to be greeted by a saddled horse that cantered over from a nearby open field, the reins of its bridle falling loose to the ground.
�Could be that Trimble did have an accident,� Mitch Lowe said as he reached out and caught the horse�s reins. He wiped a hand across the dusty saddle. �Nobody has been astride this animal for at least a day, maybe more.�
Dorsey unholstered his sidearm. �Let�s check the house before we get ahead of ourselves.� He knocked on the locked front door while Lowe and Mares inspected the exterior for any sign of forced entry.
�Anything?� he asked when they returned.
Rick Mares shook his head. �It�s locked up tight and the window shades and curtains are drawn.�
�Do we break in?� Mitch Lowe asked.
Dorsey didn�t hesitate. �Kick in the door.�
Inside, they did a quick plain-view search and found evidence that the house had been ransacked.
�Do we call in forensics?� Rick Mares asked as they returned to the front porch.
Dorsey scanned the grounds. �Let�s do a sweep of all the other structures first.�
They forced their way into the two guest houses, walked through the barn, the stables, the tack room, and the horse arena, looked inside the fenced paddocks and the silver Hummer, and did a field search of the immediate surrounding area. There was no sign of Trimble, her body, or her green Subaru.
Mitch unsaddled the horse, put it in a paddock, and fed it some oats. In the late afternoon light, Dorsey stood with the two officers in front of the main ranch house looking up at the mesa.
�Trimble is missing, her car is gone, the ranch house has been tossed. The gun cabinet was left unlocked, so we can presume some weapons are missing along with other items,� Dorsey said. �I�m thinking there�s a good chance Larson has been here. We�ll call in forensics and keep looking.�
He pointed to the ranch road that snaked up the mesa. �Let�s see where that road goes.�
The road, with fresh vehicle tracks, took them to a hunting lodge on the mesa top where they found the truck Larson had stolen from the Dripping Springs Ranch. Mitch Lowe called it in and they took a quick look inside the lodge and found it occupied by vermin, spiders, some squawking crows perched on the back of a leather couch, several flighty robins, and a coiled rattlesnake. There were bird droppings, rat shit, and coyote scat in every room, along with about a million or more red fireants.
Outside, they followed the stolen truck�s tire tracks to a water tank and found a partially eaten woman�s body, which was most likely all that remained of Nancy Trimble. Almost all of her clothing had been ripped off by the coyotes that had obviously feasted on the internal organs. Rope had been used to tie her hands, she�d been hobbled around the ankles, the bottoms of her bloody, bare feet were pincushions of imbedded cactus spines, and there were shreds of gray duct tape at the corners of her empty eye sockets. The entry wound told Dorsey she�d been shot in the back by a high-powered rifle, and signs of recent bruising on her buttocks convinced him that she�d been raped.
Dorsey pictured Trimble panicked, violated, hobbled, blindfolded, and barefoot stumbling across the mesa, knowing she was about to die, and his stomach turned at the thought it. He�d seen his share of human perversion, evil, and ugliness, but this was a new, all-time low.
�Somebody needs to put a bullet in Craig Larson�s head,� Dorsey said as he covered the body with a tarp.


Springer had one motel and a small, ten-room hotel. The state police task force hunting for Craig Larson had filled them up and spilled over to a budget motel on the outskirts of Raton, some forty miles distant. Just after nine at night Kerney drove past the Raton motel, with its �No Vacancy� sign and parking lot filled with cop cars, and pulled in next door at a slightly more expensive lodging establishment. Clayton parked behind him and they registered for separate but adjoining rooms. When they finished stowing their gear, Kerney used his cell phone to call Frank Vanmeter, the state police major in charge of the manhunt, and advise him of their arrival.
Just as Kerney disconnected, Clayton popped into the room and asked if there were any new developments.
�Nope,� Kerney replied. �No fresh kills since the caretaker at the Lazy Z and no sightings of Larson.�
Clayton nodded, turned as if to leave, hesitated, and gave Kerney a questioning glace.
�What is it?� he asked.
�I keep hoping Larson won�t get caught until I find him. I haven�t even being thinking about the innocent people he�s been murdering while he�s on the loose. Is that perverse or what?�
�No, it�s human,� Kerney replied with a grim smile. �I want a piece of Larson just as much as you do.�


Chapter Eight
In spite of her good looks, sex with Tami was a real bummer. Larson figured her to be a frigid, hysterical bitch. The only hole that worked on her was her mouth. He finished quickly, zipped up his pants, and slapped her hard repeatedly to get her to quit begging for her life. When she wouldn�t quiet down, he stuck her head in the toilet and held her under until she went limp.
As he laid Tami�s body out on the living room floor next to Porky, he decided it would have been more fun to send her out into the cactus patch behind the barn to use as target practice. Blindfolded and barefoot, just like Ugly Nancy, except that he wouldn�t have let Tami put any clothes on. Shooting people was far more enjoyable than drowning them.
He searched Tami�s purse. She carried a New Mexico voter identification card for the Republican Party and held memberships in the Toastmasters, the Rotary Club, and the Raton Chamber of Commerce. Her business card showed an address on a downtown street of Raton�s so-called historic district near the train tracks and old railroad station. Her home address on her driver�s license didn�t ring any bells, but he�d last been in Raton half a lifetime ago, so who knew what had changed?
He leafed through Tami�s day planner. The final entry for the day was a notation to meet Carter Marion Pettibone in the lobby of a Raton motel, to tour several ranch properties. The wallet in Porky�s back pocket confirmed he was Pettibone, age sixty-six, of Omaha, Nebraska. It also contained a key card to a room at the motel where Tami had picked him up.
Larson looked down at the bodies he�d neatly arranged side by side. Tami Phelan and Carter Marion Pettibone. What a pair. He could just imagine them as a Bible-thumping husband-and-wife team, evangelizing the back-road, dusty villages of West Texas door to door and on dinky public access television stations.
He went to the kitchen, sipped from the bottle of twenty-year-old whiskey he�d taken from the Lazy Z Ranch, and pondered his next move. For sure, staying put wouldn�t work. There was always the chance that Tami, Pettibone, or both had told somebody where they were going.
Larson retrieved Tami�s cell phone from her purse, found her home number on the speed-dial list, and punched in the number. The phone rang, went unanswered, and switched over to a voice message recorded by Tami. He disconnected, speed-dialed her office number, and got another message from Tami. There was no wedding ring on Tami�s finger and her business card showed her to be the broker who operated the real estate agency. Maybe she lived alone and even worked alone.
Outside, Larson searched Tami�s GMC Yukon. If Pettibone had a cell phone, he hadn�t brought it with him. Back inside, Larson paged through Tami�s day planner and found a two-week-old entry for Pettibone showing his home address and phone number in Omaha circled in red, with a note that he was interested in ranch land of less than 320 acres.
Larson dialed the Omaha number on Tami�s cell and a woman answered on the fourth ring.
�Hello,� she said, in a breathless voice as though she�d run to answer the telephone.
�I�d like to speak to Mr. Pettibone,� Larson said, trying not to crack up at the absurdity of his request.
�I�m sorry, my husband�s not here right now. Can I take a message?�
�When would it be best to call back and speak to him?�
�He�s out right now, but I can take a message for him.�
�I�m just passing through town. Do you expect him back anytime soon?�
�No, he�s away on business.�
�For how long?�
�He�ll be back in three days.�
�Tell him Ted Landry called. He�ll remember who I am.�
�Ted Landry?�
�Yes, ma�am. Thank you�
Larson disconnected and went through Tami�s day planner more carefully. There was nothing in it about picking up the kids from school or meeting the hubby for lunch or drinks. The only names that showed up repeatedly other than clients seemed to be those of a few women friends Tami would meet for dinner or a movie.
The car keys in Pettibone�s pocket were for a Buick, probably with Nebraska plates, which was most likely in the motel parking lot. If Porky�s wife wasn�t going to start missing him for the next three days, the cops wouldn�t be looking for the Buick anytime soon. Larson decided to ditch the piece-of-shit Subaru on the off chance that what was left of Ugly Nancy had been discovered, drive to Raton in Tami�s GMC Yukon, and use Porky�s Buick as his new set of wheels.
Back at the Yukon, he removed the magnetic real estate signs from the driver and passenger doors. Tami had a vanity license plate that read �COWGIRL.� Larson discarded it in favor of the Subaru�s plate, thinking that Tami the cowgirl hadn�t even been as good at giddyup as Ugly Nancy. He loaded the Yukon with all the gear he�d carted into the house, figuring that under the cover of darkness he would transfer his stuff to Pettibone�s Buick.
Finished with his tasks, Larson downed another couple of fingers of whiskey before returning to the living room. What to do with Tami and Porky was nagging him. His druthers were to burn the house down around them, but that would just draw quick attention and bring a slew of volunteer firefighters to the place. He could bury the bodies, but that felt like too much work. Instead, he brought the Subaru from the barn where he�d stashed it, opened the hatchback, folded down the backseats, and manhandled Tami�s body into the car. To get her to fit inside, he had to pull her head up between the front bucket seats and place it on the center armrest. He spread her legs, raised her knees, dropped Porky�s drawers down around his ankles and, grunting under the effort, wrestled him on top of naked Tami. Larson doubted that Pettibone, in life, had ever been on top of such a good-looking piece of tail. That was the downside. In death, however, the upside was that Porky would never know what a bum fuck she was.
He put the Subaru back in the barn, carefully closed the gate to the property, and drove away in the Yukon, with a low-hanging western sun in his eyes. Tami�s cell phone, which hadn�t rung once, was on the front passenger seat, along with the 9mm Glock, the .357 Ruger, and the .357 pistol. The two hunting rifles, the Weatherby and a Remington 700 Safari that fired a .458 Magnum bullet with great stopping power, were on the backseat, along with the lever-action Winchester 30.06. If the cops found him and wanted to party, the firepower he had at hand would make it possible for him to oblige them greatly.
Larson turned north toward the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, which rose up to fill the horizon from east to west. It seemed he had a knack for killing people, but so far his victims had been random folks who�d stood in his way. Maybe it was time to get more serious and up the ante.
Some years back, Larson had been mesmerized by the two snipers who had killed all those people in Maryland and Virginia. He even remembered their names, Muhammad and Malvo. At the time they seemed unstoppable, and he�d paid close attention to the details of the manhunt and their eventual capture.
He knew they had used a Bushmaster XM15 E2S to take down their targets. Patterned after the M-16, it had a ten-shot magazine and fired .223-caliber rounds. He knew the car they�d driven, a Chevy Caprice, had been checked out by the police seven times before the pair were finally arrested, that they used a stolen laptop to navigate around the D.C. area, and that they took turns as the shooter and the spotter, sometimes firing from the vehicle and sometimes not.
Supposedly, Malvo and Muhammad had killed for money: some ten million dollars they�d hoped to get from the cops. In truth, Larson knew it had to be all about the blood sport, not the money. He was starting to feel that way about his own killing spree.
On the interstate heading north toward Raton, a state police car passed him without slowing, and Larson toyed with the idea of assassinating cops. That would be a hell of a lot more entertaining than shooting unarmed housewives at gas stations or in front of grocery stores, like Malvo and Muhammad did. It could also be a lot more challenging too, because cops could shoot back.
Not that Larson planned to give them the chance. The Weatherby and the Remington would provide plenty of range and give him time enough to disappear, just like Malvo and Muhammad. The more he thought about killing cops, the more it appealed to him. After all, cops gave him the most grief, not Pettibone, Tami, Ugly Nancy, Cuddy the KO�d Kid, or most of the other folks he�d wasted. Those poor suckers had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the Lincoln County sheriff, the cop at the roadblock, and the horde of cops looking for him were all trying to bring him down.
Maybe it was time to stop the cops.
Larson liked the sound of that. Stop the cops. He said it over and over. If he really went through with it, he would be bigger than Malvo and Muhammad. Way bigger.
In Raton, along the motel strip, Larson made up his mind to do it. All the cop cars parked outside a budget franchise motel sealed the deal. He passed by slowly, watching a small group of uniformed officers talking as they stood next to a patrol vehicle.
Larson felt invisible. He was no more than twenty-five feet away from them, driving slowly as he passed by, and the cops ignored him completely. And why shouldn�t they? He was in Tami�s Yukon nobody was looking for, and with his shaved head and new beard he now had a completely different look.
He was invisible, maybe even invincible.
Larson grinned as he wheeled into the motel entrance where Porky Pettibone, now lying dead on top of cold and frigid Tami in the back of Ugly�s Subaru, had booked a room.
He�d seen a television show where the cops found a body carefully arranged on a bed and called it staging. He mulled over a way to kill a whole bunch of cops and stage their bodies in a circle jerk. He laughed out loud at the idea of it.
He parked next to the Buick with Nebraska plates and let himself into Porky�s room. The bedside telephone message light was blinking. Larson followed the instructions on the placard next to the phone and dialed to retrieve the message. It was from Pettibone�s wife, reporting that a man named Ted Landry had called for him, and asking if he liked the ranch he�d gone to see with the Realtor.
Larson closed the window curtains and checked the time. It was a good two hours before nightfall, when it would be safe to move his gear to Porky�s car. Until then, he would stay put and do some serious cogitating about ways to kill cops.


After attending an early morning state police task force meeting, Kerney and Clayton talked privately over coffee in the motel restaurant with Major Frank Vanmeter, the task force commander. Barely in his forties, Vanmeter was a twenty-year veteran of the department. He�d been a lieutenant during Kerney�s brief stint as a deputy chief of the state police.
Kerney asked him how the psychologist, Dr. John Casados, had made out talking to Larson�s twin brother.
Vanmeter pursed his thin lips and shook his bald head. �Kerry Larson clammed up. But Casados thinks it likely that he could be deliberately withholding information about his brother�s whereabouts.�
�What makes Casados think that?� Clayton asked as he spooned some sugar into his coffee cup.
�Hero worship,� Vanmeter replied. �Kerry Larson idolizes his brother, who in his mind can do no wrong. He�s an identical twin and the spitting image of his brother, Craig, but slow in the head.�
�Other than the psychologist�s theory, is there any reason to believe that Kerry is protecting or harboring Larson?� Kerney asked.
�No, but Everett Dorsey, the Springer police chief, thinks Kerry would have a pretty good idea where his brother might go to hide out if he�s still in the area.�
�That makes sense,� Kerney said.
�Casados is going to take another crack at Kerry today,� Vanmeter added.
�We know Larson has no other blood relatives in the area,� Clayton said, �but what about old friends and acquaintances? Would they have any ideas about Larson�s whereabouts?�
�Dorsey is working a list of locals who knew the Larson brothers before Craig left town. Former friends and folks they went to school with, people they once worked for, old school teachers and coaches. It�s a long shot.�
Kerney pushed back his chair and dropped some bills on the table to cover the coffees and tip. �But worth pursuing, given the fact that the Lazy Z once belonged to the family of Craig Larson�s teenage girlfriend. His familiarity with the ranch is probably one of the factors that drew him there.�
He glanced at Clayton. �We need to visit with Chief Dorsey and take a look at the Lazy Z crime scene.�
�Except for the vermin-infested hunting lodge on top of the mesa, there�s not much left to see,� Vanmeter said as he nodded at a file folder in Kerney�s hand. �The briefing packet I passed out this morning brings you up to speed on what happened there.�
Kerney stood. �And it does so very nicely, Frank. But I want to take a gander for myself.�
Vanmeter smiled and shrugged. �According to Chief Baca, you both have carte blanche.�
�We won�t step on any toes unless we have to,� Clayton said as he got to his feet.
Vanmeter�s smiled widened. �That�s not the back-channel traffic I heard about what you did when you departed the Lincoln County S.O., Agent Istee.�
Clayton smiled back at Vanmeter. �Those were bruised egos I left behind, Major, not sore toes.�
Vanmeter laughed as he followed Kerney and Clayton to the parking lot.

After dark, Larson had transferred his stuff to Pettibone�s Buick, driven Tami�s SUV to her office, left it in the reserved space at the back of the building, and put the magnetic signs on the doors. He�d forgotten to bring along Tami�s vanity license plate, so he left the Subaru plate on the Yukon and walked back to the motel, where he spent the night in Pettibone�s room. In the morning, he�d risen early, got breakfast at a fast-food drive-through window, and parked the Buick back in the lot at the motel so he could watch what was happening at the nearby budget lodge where all the cops were staying.
Things were quiet at first, but soon officers started coming out the front entrance and driving away in their patrol vehicles. Along with cops in civvies, there were cops in at least five or six different kinds of uniforms.
Between bites of his breakfast egg-and-bacon sandwich, Larson used his finger as a handgun and pretended he was blowing them away as they hurried to their patrol cars. He figured with a real gun, he could�ve taken down three, maybe four of them, before drawing any fire.
Overnight, his plan to assassinate cops had changed from an absolute thing he was going to do to a definite maybe. The plan hadn�t lost its appeal; he just needed to do more head work before taking that first shot.
A bald-headed cop in a state police uniform and two men in blue jeans and cowboy boots with semiautomatics strapped to their belts came out the sliding glass motel doors just as Larson was about to drive away. There was something familiar about the taller of the two men wearing civvies. Larson checked him out carefully as he walked toward an unmarked Ford Crown Victoria. Damned if it wasn�t the cop who�d been the police chief in Santa Fe when he had first been busted. What was his name?
He�d never seen the other plainclothes cop who was getting into his own unmarked car. He was younger, a few inches shorter, and definitely Indian looking, with dark hair that covered his ears. Larson didn�t recognize him.
He watched the two unmarked cars enter traffic and turn toward the interstate on-ramps. Just for the hell of it, he decided to follow them for a while to see where they were going. Watching how they operated might give him some good ideas on how he should kill them.


Ever since Tami�s husband had walked out on her late last year for a twenty-five-year-old bimbo barmaid who lived just across the state line in Trinidad, Colorado, Claudia Tobin had talked to her daughter on the telephone every day. Tami would mostly call in the evenings from home, but sometimes she�d call from her office or from the car on her cell phone when she was out and about.
When Tami didn�t call, which happened very rarely, Claudia, a widow who now lived in Albuquerque and worked as a part-time home health aide to supplement her Social Security check, always called her. Last night, she�d tried repeatedly to reach Tami without success, and she�d gone to bed worried about her daughter.
Very early in the morning Claudia again called Tami�s home, work, and cell phone numbers. After getting no response other than voice mail and answering machines, she called the Raton Police Department and reported her daughter as missing.
A polite-sounding officer gathered some basic information about Tami and, upon learning of the recent dissolution of her marriage, suggested it might be possible that Tami had gone out of town on a mini vacation or business trip, or might have spent the night with a friend.
In no uncertain terms, Claudia told him that she had a very close relationship with her only child and would have known if Tami had decided to do any of those things.
The officer promised to send a patrol vehicle to Tami�s house and place of employment for a welfare check and advised Claudia not to get too worried. He told Claudia that people sometimes act out of character or impulsively after a major upheaval in their personal lives, and that Tami was probably perfectly all right. Before disconnecting, he took Claudia�s phone number, said they would have Tami call her once they made contact, and once again told her not to worry.
Claudia wasn�t having any of it. She called in sick, showered and dressed quickly, got into her ten-year-old imported subcompact coupe, and started the two-hundred-mile road trip on Interstate 25 to Raton.


While serving as the Santa Fe police chief, Kerney had met Everett Dorsey several times during legislative hearings on a concealed-carry bill that eventually passed and was signed into law. Kerney had opposed the bill along with the vast majority of top cops in the state. Dorsey had spoken in favor of it.
A brief conversation with Dorsey had left Kerney with the clear impression that the man was marking time as the Springer police chief until he could retire and pull a full pension.
He slowed to a stop in front of the Springer municipal building and in the rearview mirror watched Clayton glide in behind him. The building was a single-story structure with a brick fa�ade, on a residential street just up from a house that had been converted into the town library. The town hall was sandwiched between the police and fire stations. A lone cop car was parked in front of a walkway that led to a windowless steel door with a �Springer Police Department� sign above it. With Clayton at his side, Kerney tried the door, found it locked, pushed the doorbell, and waited.
Dorsey opened up, let them in, and Kerney introduced him to Clayton. For a moment, they stood and talked in the small, dingy front office, which was badly in need of a paint job and some housecleaning; then Dorsey ushered them into his equally shabby private office.
Kerney asked how the interviews with Craig Larson�s former friends and associates were going and Dorsey shook his head.
�All the publicity has made people around here tight-lipped,� he said. �Folks that knew him in the old days aren�t talking. I don�t think they�re hiding anything from me. It�s more like they don�t want to admit any kind of past personal association with a cop killer who has a price on his head.�
The reward for Craig Larson had started at ten thousand dollars after the shooting of Paul Hewitt and had now climbed to twenty-five thousand.
�Major Vanmeter says the psychologist thinks Kerry Larson knows something about his brother�s whereabouts,� Clayton said.
Dorsey perched on the edge of the dinged-up surplus desk that dominated his cramped office. �That well may be. I told Vanmeter to send that psychologist packing and leave Kerry to me if he wanted to get anywhere with it, but he wouldn�t listen. Kerry suffered brain damage at birth. He looks as normal as anybody, but he isn�t real bright, can be as stubborn as a four-year-old, and he�s real suspicious when it comes to strangers. I don�t see him opening up to a shrink, especially when it comes to his brother.�
�I take it the psychologist knows all this?� Clayton asked.
�I told him so to his face.�
�What if you were allowed to take another crack at Kerry?� Kerney asked. �Could you get him to open up?�
�Possibly, but not with the shrink present,� Dorsey replied.
�I�ll talk to Vanmeter,� Kerney said. �Now, before we go out to the Lazy Z, walk us through what you saw when you first arrived on the scene.�
Dorsey grunted in disgust. �You�ve seen the crime scene photos I took?�
Kerney and Clayton nodded in unison.
�I don�t ever want to see anything like that again,� Dorsey said before beginning his narrative.


Parked a block away from the Springer town hall, Larson watched and waited. Following the two cops from Raton had been a breeze, and although he�d been a little uneasy about driving into Springer, people in their cars and those few ambling down the sidewalks had paid him no mind.
After watching the morning exodus of cops at the motel, he�d expected the town to be crawling with police. But there weren�t any fuzz on the streets. Maybe he�d stay better hidden if he broke into some old lady�s house right here in town, took her hostage, and just laid low until the pigs gave up and called off the manhunt.
Larson�s attention swung back to the two plainclothes cops, who�d left the police department and were about to get in their vehicles. He remembered the older cop�s name, Kerney or something like that. They drove away but he didn�t follow. Best not to push his luck.
He figured the cops were keeping a close watch on his brother, Kerry, hoping he�d show up. Well, there were a couple of ways to get to Kerry�s place the cops didn�t know about. Maybe it was time to get his younger brother to help him out. When it came to killing, two shooters would be better than one, and he�d never known Kerry to go against his wishes. Like Jesse and Frank James, the Larson brothers would show Malvo and Muhammad how to do it.
Larson fired up Pettibone�s Buick, made a U-turn, and headed for an old, seldom-used dirt road that would take him within a half mile of Kerry�s digs.


Late in the morning, Claudia arrived in Raton and used her own key to let herself into Tami�s house, which was located in a foothill subdivision overlooking the small city. Quickly she checked for any signs that her daughter had packed for an out-of-town trip or had left in a hurry. All her clothes were in order, the house was tidy, and nothing seemed disturbed. Stacked in the two-car garage were boxes of Tami�s husband�s things he�d yet to pick up.
Last month, Claudia had told Tami to have Goodwill come and take it all away. That Tami hadn�t done so confirmed Claudia�s suspicion that she still wasn�t over the SOB.
In the kitchen, the message light on the wall phone blinked. Claudia pushed the play button. All she heard was breathing for a few seconds before the caller hung up. It gave her an eerie feeling.
She tried hard to contain her growing anxiety by telling herself she was just being silly. Maybe the police were right and Tami had spent the night with a new boyfriend or gone to Colorado Springs or Denver for a real estate conference or some such.
Claudia dialed Tami�s office and let the phone ring until the message machine clicked on and she heard her daughter�s cheery voice say she was out of the office but could be reached on her cell. But she couldn�t get a connection when she tried the cell phone number.
Back in her car, Claudia drove to the real estate agency Tami owned. The door was locked. Through the big plate glass window Claudia could see clearly that the front room Tami used as her office was unoccupied.
Tami had no employees, so it wasn�t unusual for the building to be locked when she was out showing property or getting new listings. And on the wide open spaces of the northeastern plains, cell phone reception was spotty at best.
At the rear of the building Claudia expected to see an empty space where Tami always parked her Yukon. But to her surprise the SUV was there, missing Tami�s vanity license plate, �COWGIRL,� which she�d had for almost twenty years.
Claudia had seen enough. With her hands shaking on the steering wheel, she drove directly to the Raton Police Department and told the civilian receptionist that her daughter was in danger and she needed to speak to an officer �right now.�


Starting with the crime scenes on the mesa, Clayton and Kerney took their time at the Lazy Z. Using the briefing document supplied by Major Vanmeter, they walked through the trashed-out hunting lodge, looked over the pickup stolen from the Dripping Springs Ranch, examined the spot where Nancy Trimble had fallen, shot dead from behind, and then drove to the site where her body had been dumped.
Fingerprints lifted from the lodge, the ranch house, and the stolen truck left no doubt that the brutal rape and deliberate murder of Trimble were the work of Craig Larson.
With the sun at high noon and a hot breeze freshening from the southwest, Kerney and Clayton stood on the porch of the hunting lodge.
�This kill was different,� Kerney said. �He�s changing.�
Clayton squinted against the windblown sand. �I don�t see it. He shot Officer Ordonez at the roadblock from a distance with a long gun.�
�I would argue that his motive in shooting Ordonez was to escape capture,� Kerney said. �But with Trimble, he first turned her into wounded prey. He�s killing for vicious pleasure now and that�s an entirely different MO.�
�I figured him to be a head case right from the start.� Clayton glanced at the sky. The clear blue morning had given way to a gritty, dusty afternoon.
�Agreed,� Kerney said. �But I think he�s about to take it in a whole new direction.�
�Like what?�
Kerney shook his head. �I don�t know. But let�s assume he�s well provisioned, heavily armed, and is obviously proficient with firearms. That combination scares me. Let�s go down to the ranch headquarters and see what we can discover there.�
Clayton reached down and brushed off some red fire ants that had crawled up his pant leg. The stench from the inside of the lodge was nasty. �I could use a change of scenery,� he replied.


In his cubicle, Sergeant Joe Easley, a twelve-year veteran of the Raton Police Department, read the note that had been brought to him by a secretary. Claudia Tobin was in the reception area waiting to speak to someone about her missing daughter.
From the daily logs, Easley knew that officers had already gone to Tami Phelan�s home and place of business. Although no contact with Tami had been made, nothing suggested any mishap had occurred.
As a longtime cop in a city of under ten thousand people, Joe Easley personally knew by sight or by name virtually every permanent resident of the community. Thus, Claudia Tobin, who�d for years operated a day-care center in Raton before moving to Albuquerque with a husband dying of cancer, was not a stranger to him. Neither were Tami Phelan and her ex-husband, Brodie.
Until Brodie had moved to Trinidad to shack up with a very hot-looking young barmaid, he�d played second base on Easley�s softball team, and Tami was a member of Easley�s Downtown Rotary Club, which met monthly at Suzy�s Sizzlin� Steakhouse.
Joe Easley also knew that since being dumped by Brodie, Tami had been throwing herself at every eligible male in town�and there weren�t that many of them�between the ages of twenty-five and sixty, almost as an act of revenge for being done wrong. Or was it an act of self-loathing? Whatever it was, she was most likely shagging somebody in or around the area, which accounted for her being missing.
Furthermore, since the sighting of Craig Larson in the northeast part of the state, there had literally been hundreds of calls to his department reporting strangers resembling Craig Larson lurking about, hiding in the foothills, camped out at a nearby state park, breaking into vacant houses, stalking women and children, cruising by in cars, or eating in the restaurants and registering in the motels near the interstate.
Each and every call had been thoroughly checked out and found to be unsubstantiated. Easley had taken to thinking of the undercurrent of panic that gripped the community as the �Craig Larson Bogeyman Days.�
A distraught-looking Claudia Tobin got to her feet when Easley came into the reception area.
�Mrs. Tobin,� Easley said pleasantly. �Good to see you. I understand that you�re concerned about Tami.�
Tobin nodded. Easley had remembered her as once being a good-looking older woman with some flesh on her bones. Now she was skinny to the point of seeming anorexic, her dyed blond hair was thinning on top, and she was heavily wrinkled around her mouth and eyes.
�Something terrible has happened to my daughter,� Claudia said. �I just know it.�
�Why do you say that?�
�She�s not at home, her office is locked, her car was left at work, and her license plate has been removed and replaced with another one.�
Easley�s interest level rose a thousand percent. Tami�s �COWGIRL� vanity plate was a common sight in Raton. She even billed herself as the �Cowgirl Realtor� in all her print advertising.
�What kind of license plate is on her car now?� he asked.
�It�s a New Mexico plate.� Claudia opened her purse and handed Easley a piece of paper. �I wrote it down.�
Joe Easley gave Claudia an approving smile. �That�s great. Wait right here. I�ll be back in a jiffy.� He paused at the security door. �Would you like some coffee?�
Claudia Tobin smiled weakly. �Yes, please.�
After getting Claudia some coffee, Easley sat at his computer, accessed the Motor Vehicles Division database, and typed in the license number Claudia Tobin had supplied.
In New Mexico, drivers own their license plates, and when Easley got a hit that the plate belonged to Nancy Trimble, the murdered caretaker at the Lazy Z, his eyes widened. He reached for the phone and dialed dispatch.
�I want two officers at Tami Phelan�s real estate office right now,� he said. �Have them secure her office and vehicle, and await my arrival. Advise Major Vanmeter of the state police that I have evidence pertaining to the Lazy Z murder investigation and need his assistance at that twenty immediately.�
�Ten-four,� dispatch replied.


At the Lazy Z Ranch headquarters, Clayton and Kerney went through every room of the rambling house, which was filled with the sort of expensive, oversize Western-motif furnishings favored by rich people from somewhere other than the West. Looking for anything that might have been missed by the investigators and crime scene techs, they dug into nooks and crannies. From what they could tell, except for the probability that Larson had taken weapons, provisions, and some camping gear, nothing else appeared to have been stolen. A wall safe behind a painting in the master bedroom hadn�t been tampered with, many valuable rifles and handguns had been left behind, and an unlocked petty-cash box in the office adjacent to the kitchen held over three hundred dollars in currency.
�I wonder why Larson didn�t take the money,� Kerney said as he closed the lid to the petty-cash box and watched Clayton power up the office laptop. �Aside from that,� he added, �why did he feel the need to leave? Trimble was dead and out of the way. Nobody else was around. Did something or someone scare him off?�
Clayton shrugged in response as he accessed the Internet and began scanning the most recently visited websites. �What did the medical investigator give as Trimble�s estimated time of death?� he asked.
Kerney read it off the briefing document.
Clayton smiled.
�What?� Over Clayton�s shoulder, Kerney could see the home page of a northeastern New Mexico real estate company.
�This computer was used hours after Trimble died.� Clayton called up all the web pages that had been recently accessed. �He looked at three rural Springer properties posted for sale. I bet he was surfing for his next hideout.�
�The question is which one he chose,� Kerney said.
Clayton started printing the pages. �The vacant ranch on the Canadian River is the one I�d pick. The other two look occupied.�
Kerney used the office telephone to call the real estate firm. When a man answered, he identified himself as a police officer and asked for directions to the ranch property on the Canadian River.
�It�s off a county road a few miles east of Taylor Springs on Highway 56. About three miles in you�ll see a ranch road on the left. Take that due west. About four or five miles farther, you�ll reach the gate to the property.�
�Thanks.�
�Is there a problem there?� the man asked.
Kerney sidestepped the question. �When was the last time you showed the ranch?�
�About a month ago. There�s a small ten-acre inholding on the ranch owned by a family member who refuses to sell, so that�s been putting off prospective buyers. The place has been vacant for six months. But it�s a multiple listing, so I don�t know who else has been showing it.�
�Okay, thanks.� Kerney dropped the office phone in the cradle and said, �Let�s go.�
�Where is this place?� Clayton asked as he grabbed the web pages he�d printed.
�Off the highway out of Springer that runs to Clayton, near the Texas state line,� Kerney replied as they hurried to their units.
�Ah, yes,� Clayton said, �that�s the town that�s named after me.�
�I don�t think it was named after you. It�s been around a lot longer than you have.�
�Yeah, I know that, but I like to think of it as my town. Actually, it was named for the son of Stephan Dorsey, a former U.S. senator from Arkansas. He built a mansion near the Santa Fe Trail Cimarron Cutoff. I understand it�s still standing and owned privately.�
Kerney veered toward his unit. �I didn�t realize you were such a font of historical knowledge about New Mexico.�
�I was forced to study white man�s history in school,� Clayton replied somberly as he climbed into his vehicle. �To further your education, you might like to know that the town of Clayton got its name in the late nineteenth century. Wasn�t that about the time when you were born, old-timer?�
Kerney looked over the roof of his unit and grinned at Clayton. �Just about, wise guy. Just about.�
The vehicles kicked up clouds of dust along the dirt road until they hit the pavement, and more dust flew when they left the highway and rattled their vehicles over the county road to the ranch turnoff. They stopped short of the gate to the ranch property, at the bottom of a small rise in the road that hid them from view.
Clayton joined Kerney in his unit, passed him the pages he�d printed off the real estate website, and pointed to the photograph of the exterior of the ranch house. �If Larson is here, he�s got a clear line of fire from the house to the gate. Plus, he�s got a high-ground advantage once we enter the property.�
�There�s not much cover going in,� Kerney said, flipping to the picture of the barn. �Unless we leave the road, cut the fence behind the barn, drive through, and use the barn as cover to get within striking distance of the house.�
�Then what?� Clayton asked. �Charge the ranch house with our sidearms and shotguns against his high-powered hunting rifles?�
�If he�s got a rifle, that wouldn�t be a good idea,� Kerney said. �Better we should entreat him to give up.�
Clayton opened the passenger door. �Let me take a look at the tire tracks up ahead before we decide anything.�
�While you do that, I�ll call for some backup firepower. Be careful.�
�Always.�
Bent low to stay out of sight, Clayton reached the crest of the small rise in the road, dropped prone to the ground, and belly-crawled in a circle, studying the tire tracks. He returned to Kerney�s unit and brushed a layer of dust off his clothing before settling onto the passenger seat.
�Well?� Kerney asked.
�Two vehicles recently went in, but only one came out. The size of the tread marks show that the vehicle still on the property is a compact or sub-compact passenger car. The vehicle that came and went is either a full-size light duty truck or SUV.�
�When?�
�Yesterday. Blowing dust from the ranch road has barely begun to fill in the tread marks.�
�Trimble owned a small Subaru that was missing from the Lazy Z,� Kerney noted.
�Let�s assume Larson drove it here,� Clayton replied. �Have you called for backup?�
�Yep, and as a result I had an interesting conversation with a Raton PD sergeant named Joe Easley. He�s ten minutes out from our ETA with a state police SWAT team and Frank Vanmeter in tow. Seems Easley found evidence that a missing female real estate agent named Tami Phelan brought a client out here yesterday, and hasn�t been seen since. Craig Larson�s fingerprints were found all over her vehicle.�
�Let me guess,� Clayton said. �The lady drives a full-size SUV.�
�You got it. A Jimmy Yukon. Which vehicle entered the ranch property first?�
�The passenger car,� Clayton replied.
�So what do you think we have waiting for us up ahead at the ranch�a firefight with Craig Larson, dead bodies, or both?�
�Dead bodies,� Clayton replied solemnly.
�You�re probably right.� Kerney gave Clayton a cautionary look. �But we�re still going to wait for Sergeant Easley, Frank Vanmeter, and SWAT before we go in.�
Clayton chuckled. �Gee, thanks for looking out for me, Dad.�
Kerney winced. �Ouch. I deserved that.�
�Yes, you did.�
�Sorry.� Through the rearview mirror Kerney saw a dust cloud on the ranch road, signaling the impending arrival of reinforcements. �Vanmeter and his troops are almost here.�
Some number of police vehicles arrived to disgorge a heavily armed SWAT team of eight officers in full regalia, Major Frank Vanmeter, two uniforms from the Raton PD, and a short, wiry cop wearing jeans, boots, a white shirt, and a Western-cut sport coat, who introduced himself as Joe Easley.
�How did you fellows beat us here?� he asked Kerney as they shook hands.
Kerney nodded at Clayton. �Agent Istee did some cybertracking of Larson on the Internet at the Lazy Z. And you?�
�A missing-person report got us started. She�s a woman named Tami Phelan, a real estate agent in town, reported missing by her mother. We found her vehicle at her place of business, and when we searched her office, we found an entry on her computer that she was scheduled to show this property to a prospective client yesterday afternoon.�
�Have you got a lead on the client?�
�Just a name.� Easley consulted a pocket notebook. �Carter Pettibone. As far as we can tell, he�s not a local. I have officers contacting all the area motels to see if we can run him down.�
Kerney nodded. �Very good.� He turned to Frank Vanmeter, who stood nearby with the SWAT commander and his seven officers. �How do you want to do this?�
Vanmeter laid out a plan that started with a plea over a bullhorn asking Larson to give himself up. If there was no response in five minutes, the request would be repeated one more time before the SWAT team was sent in.
Using the webpage photographs of the ranch property Clayton had downloaded and printed, it was decided the SWAT team would first clear and secure the barn, place a sniper in the hayloft to lay down covering fire, and launch tear gas into the ranch house before moving on the target.
To get into position behind the barn without being seen from the house, the SWAT team would backtrack on foot down the ranch road, follow a shallow, winding arroyo to the fence line, and use the barn as cover to get into position.
�Okay,� Vanmeter said, �let�s do this. And remember, nobody except Larson gets killed.�
The SWAT team nodded in unison and moved out. When they reached the fence line, the SWAT commander gave Vanmeter a heads-up over the radio. Vanmeter made his bullhorn pitch twice to Larson, and when there was no response, SWAT moved to the barn.
Near the assembly point on the ranch road, Kerney, Vanmeter, Clayton, and Joe Easley spent an anxious few minutes flat on their stomachs at the rim of the rise, binoculars trained on the barn, waiting in silence for either a radio report or the sound of gunfire. Finally, the radio crackled and the SWAT commander reported that the barn had been cleared.
�We�ve got two dead victims in the back of a Subaru,� the commander said. �A male and female. The scene has been staged. Naked female on bottom, male with pants around his ankles on top. Vehicle matches the description of Trimble�s car. The license plate is missing.�
�Dammit,� Vanmeter said. �Take the house.�
�Roger that.�
Just as the sniper opened up and started shooting out windows, Joe Easley�s cell phone rang. He answered, listened for a minute, and disconnected.
�We�ve located the motel where Pettibone is registered,� he said. �According to the housekeeper, the room was slept in last night.�
�Well, if Pettibone and the real estate agent are in the backseat of the Subaru,� Clayton said, �it sure wasn�t him who stayed there last night.�
�I�m thinking it might have been Larson who used the room,� Easley said as he watched the SWAT team launch the tear gas canisters through the windows of the ranch house. �Because it sure doesn�t look like he�s here.�
�What motel is Pettibone registered at?� Kerney asked.
Easley told him.
�Son-of-a-bitch,� Kerney said. �That�s where we�re staying.�
The SWAT commander gave an all-clear over the radio.
Fuming at the thought that Larson had been so close at hand last night, Kerney got to his feet and started for the barn just as the SWAT team fanned out and started a field search of the property.


Chapter Nine
Either Larson had remembered the wrong road or it had badly deteriorated over the many years he�d been away. On a narrow, deeply rutted, rocky strip, he attempted to turn around and high-centered the Buick on some large rocks. Additionally, he�d smashed the tailpipe like an accordion and seriously damaged the muffler.
He was out in the Big Empty with nobody around for miles, and there was no way he could pack out all his gear, weapons, and valuables in one trip. He would either have to get himself unstuck, or leave most everything behind and make the long, grueling trek to Kerry�s cottage in ninety-five-degree heat.
Larson crawled under the Buick for a closer look at the problem. The front tires were two inches off the ground and the transmission housing was hung up on a humongous rock. He got the jack out of the trunk and cranked it up as high as it would go. Even at the fullest extension it couldn�t reach to lift the Buick off the boulder. He put some flat rocks underneath the jack and tried again, but with the Buick�s nose angled in the air, he couldn�t get leverage to budge it off the rock.
A second look in the trunk revealed a towing strap tucked in the spare-tire well. He wrapped it around a nearby tree, secured it to the rear axle, revved the engine, put it into reverse gear, and tried to pull the car loose, using the axle as a reel. The rear tires spun, the Buick lurched back several inches, and the towing strap broke.
Disgusted, Larson broke a stout branch off a down and dead juniper tree, crawled back under the Buick, and started loosening the soil around the rock with the stick. It was tough, dirty work, and after an hour he was breathing hard through a cotton-dry mouth.
Wishing he�d brought some water with him, he crawled out from under the car and rested his aching back against the rear bumper. His forehead throbbed from hitting his head repeatedly on the undercarriage, and his knuckles were bruised and bloody.
Groaning at the thought of being stuck in the middle of nowhere all night, Larson put rocks under the elevated front tires and placed more rocks behind the rear tires to prevent it from rolling backward and crashing down on him while he was underneath it. He dug into the rocky soil with the juniper branch again, and used the loosened dirt to build up a platform for the jack under the front axle. If he could raise the front end another inch or two, maybe he could push the car loose from the boulder and slide it free.
After jacking the car up, he could see just the barest clearance between the boulder and the transmission housing. Hoping that was enough, he removed the rocks from behind the rear wheels, put the transmission into neutral, released the parking brake, and pushed the car from the front end as hard as he could. Metal screeched against rock as the Buick rolled back and all four tires dropped down.
Body aching, hot and sweaty, dirt and dust embedded in every pore of his face and hands, Larson grabbed the bottle of twenty-year-old whiskey he�d liberated from the Lazy Z, took a long swig, and poured some of the liquor on his bruised and bloody fingers.
After a careful inspection to avoid getting stuck again, he got behind the wheel and slowly backed up to where he could turn the Buick around. He headed toward Springer, hoping that the broken muffler wouldn�t attract any undue attention from the cops when he got there.
On the main street, two state police cars were parked in front of a small hotel that had a popular eatery favored by locals and tourists alike. Up the street, he passed by the old courthouse, which had been turned into a museum and contained as a main attraction the only electric chair ever used in New Mexico�or something like that.
It reminded him of old gangster flicks he�d seen on television where James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson, or some other screen villain called their guns gats and their women molls and vowed never to let the screws fry them.
Murderers on death row in the state pen didn�t get fried anymore. Instead, they got injected with a lethal cocktail, which was supposedly a more humane way to die. Larson thought forcing the cops to gun him down by shooting some of their own would be a far better way to go.
Even though there were no cops in view, he stayed just under the speed limit as he continued down the main drag. There was one other back way to Kerry�s place, but to use it he�d have to trespass across part of one of the biggest spreads in the state. He�d also have to drive right by the prison and skirt an artificial lake fed by the Cimarron River that supplied the town with water and also served as a recreation area for fishing.
There was some risk, but he was armed and dangerous like the television reporters said, so why not?
He made the turn onto the prison road, and within a few minutes the high, double chain-link fences topped with concertina wire came into view. He gave the prison the bird as he drove past, at the same time silently thanking the nameless, dumb-shit guard at the Bernalillo County lockup who�d mistakenly scheduled him to be transported to Springer in the first place.
Where the pavement gave out, the road swung toward the lake, and soon Larson was clunking over a rocky surface that wasn�t much better than the route he�d abandoned earlier. With no other alternative, he pressed on. Only a few people were at the lake, two elderly couples and a family of four, all fishing from the shore. They paid little attention as he drove by. After the lake, the dirt road smoothed out some, and Larson relaxed a bit as he drove deep into lush rangeland that stretched for miles, right up to the foothill canyons and mountains beyond.
If he remembered correctly, a ranch road up ahead paralleled the wagon-wheel ruts of the historic Santa Fe Trail for a time, and then turned east toward Kerry�s place. Larson doubted the pasture gates would be locked, but if they were, he would bust his way through them one way or another.
He turned on the radio when he reached the ranch road, just in time to catch a news bulletin from a Raton AM station that reported police were investigating a crime scene at a ranch in the Springer area. No other information was available.
Larson wondered if the cops were at the Lazy Z or the other place on the Canadian River, and decided he really didn�t give a shit. It had been another hell of a day and he hadn�t even killed anybody yet.


Kerry Larson finished installing a rebuilt starter in the ranch manager�s three-quarter-ton truck and cranked the engine. It started up fine, just like he knew it would. He would drive it over to ranch headquarters in the morning and catch a ride back to his garage from one of the manager�s two sons, who were home from college for the summer.
Kerry had changed the engine and transmission oil, drained and flushed the radiator, lubricated the chassis, and rotated the tires. Although the three-quarter-ton had seventy-five thousand hard miles on it, Kerry kept it running in tip-top condition, just like he did with all the ranch vehicles.
Following his normal routine, Kerry carefully cleaned the tools he�d used, cleared the debris off his workbench, and washed his hands at the small laundry sink. He stepped out of his stained and greasy overalls, hung them on a wall peg next to the barn doors, and looked up the ranch road that led to the state highway, where a police car was parked under one of the old shade trees.
He�d told the police that he didn�t know where Craig was, but it didn�t seem to matter. They�d sent a head doctor to talk to him, and Chief Dorsey had come around again asking a lot of questions. And now cops were up there on the road watching day and night, just in case Craig showed up. They�d never catch his older brother like that.
Kerry�s last chore of the day was the one he enjoyed the most, feeding and caring for a small herd of riding and pack horses the ranch used to take paying sportsmen out on camping hunts. The herd was made up of mostly geldings and a few mares, all of them gentle and suited for inexperienced riders.
On his way to the horse barn in the bone-dry, calm early dusk, he waved at the officer in the police car, thinking that when the day was done he could do with a meal at the diner on the outskirts of town. Maybe chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, a big slice of apple pie, and a cup of fresh, hot coffee.
He thought about it hard as he put out feed, filled water troughs, cleaned up the manure, and spread fresh straw in the stalls. Going to town was no fun anymore. People he�d known all his life had started looking at him funny after Craig started shooting people and killing cops. It got worse when Chief Dorsey kept telling folks that Kerry had told Craig about Lenny Hampson�s tipping off the cops on his whereabouts. All of a sudden it seemed like Kerry had done something bad, when he hadn�t even known that Lenny had told the cops where to find Craig in California.
He�d explained to Everett Dorsey that he didn�t have cause to see Lenny hurt, and didn�t know when Craig came by the house that he�d escaped from a prison guard. But that part of the story didn�t come out, and now he was getting the cold shoulder from just about everybody. Even folks at the ranch headquarters, who�d always treated him with respect, weren�t looking him in the eye anymore.
Kerry finished up with the horses, said good night to every one of them, and walked down the hill to his house. Inside, he grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator, sat at the kitchen table, and took a long swallow. The old, squeaky plank floor in the front room made him look up just as Craig stepped into view.
Kerry took in his brother�s shaved head, his beard that looked like barbwire, and his grimy, dirt-crusted face. �How come you look like that?� he asked. �What happened to you?�
Craig pulled his brother to his feet, gave him a hug, and laughed. �I did it so people can finally tell us apart. You got any more beer in the fridge?�
�That�s a joke, right?� Kerry grinned and got Craig a brew. �You look like you�ve been rolling around in a manure pile.�
�Not quite.� Larson popped the top and took a swig.
�There�s a cop up on the ranch road.�
�I know that, little brother,� Craig replied.
�People have been asking me to help find you.�
�What people?�
�A head doctor that came up from Santa Fe, and Everett Dorsey, the town police chief.�
�And what did you tell them?�
Kerry crossed his heart. �Nothing. I swear. I said if you didn�t want to be found, to just forget it.�
�What did the head doctor ask you?�
�He wanted to know about all the places we liked to go to when we were kids. Secret or special places.�
�What else?�
�Folks you liked that maybe you would go and visit.�
�Was that it?�
�Yeah, except for telling me that I�d be helping you if I told him what he wanted to know. But I didn�t, because I didn�t like him much. Did you really kill all those people?�
Craig smiled and nodded. �I surely did. Want to help me kill some more?�
Kerry twisted his mouth into a grimace and shook his head. �That�s a bad thing to ask me. The police want to catch you for shooting all those people, and blowing up places in Texas, like they showed on the TV news.�
Larson chuckled. �Tell me about it. I thought my baby brother liked to go hunting.�
Kerry�s expression brightened at the thought. �Yeah, but nothing�s in season right now unless you want to go plunk at some jackrabbits. We could do that.�
�People are always in season.�
�That�s not hunting.�
Larson shook his head in dismay. �Damn, you�re no fun, baby brother. I thought we�d be like Frank and Jesse James. Maybe become mountain men and live up in the high country, like we used to dream about doing when we were kids. But if you don�t want to come along, I could just shoot you.�
Kerry gave a forced laugh. �That�s a joke, right?�
�Shoot you, take your truck, and pretend I�m you.�
Kerry reached into his jeans pocket and took out his keys.
�You don�t have to shoot me for that. If you need the truck to get away, take it. Tell anybody you meet that you�re me.�
�That�s awfully nice of you, little brother, but not without a shower, change of clothes, and a hot meal. Have you got anything you can cook up for me?�
�I�ve got some venison steaks in the freezer from an eight-point buck I took last year.�
�In season, I bet.�
�Yep.�
�Get them out and fry them up for us while I jump in the shower.�
Kerry hesitated. �Would you really shoot me?�
Larson shook his head, showed his teeth, and smiled. �That would just be like shooting myself, now wouldn�t it, little brother?�
�I guess so,� Kerry said as he reached into a cupboard for the frying pan. �I knew you were just funning around,� he added, trying to sort out why he felt so scared.


With the shower spray beating on his head, Larson mulled over possible ways he could kill Kerry, assume his identity, and get far enough away before the cops figured out the switch. Better yet, what if he could get the cops to kill Kerry, thinking it was him? He couldn�t hit on a good idea on how to make it work. But if he came up with a feasible plan, wasting baby brother wouldn�t be a problem.
He got out of the shower, toweled off, dressed in some clean clothes from Kerry�s closet, and looked at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. The scabs from shaving his head had healed over and his hair was growing back. His beard looked hoboscraggly and it itched. He thought about shaving his head again and decided not to waste his time.
He opened the bathroom door expecting to smell venison steaks sizzling in the frying pan. But there was no scent in the air and no noise coming from the kitchen. He called out to Kerry and got no answer. In the kitchen he found the frying pan on an unlit stove burner and the venison steaks in a freezer bag sitting in the kitchen sink.
Holding the 9 mm Glock autoloader just behind his right leg, Larson called Kerry�s name again. He moved quickly to the front room. Through the open door he could see Kerry�s truck was missing.
�Son-of-a-bitch,� Larson said. Had little brother turned on him? Or had he been frightened away by his threat to kill him?
Larson didn�t have time to wait and find out. He left the cottage, walked through a grove of trees to the horse barn, circled around the back of it, and took a quick look up the ranch road. In the fast-fading dusk the cop car was out of sight. Working as swiftly as possible, he saddled one of the geldings, put a pack frame on one of the mares, got some additional gear out of the tack room, and quietly led the animals behind the barn and back through the grove of trees to the cottage, where he filled a pillowcase with food, including the venison steaks.
He was twenty minutes away from the Buick, and if Kerry hadn�t sent the cops after him, on horseback he could make it safe into the high country by daybreak. To get there, he�d have to cross open country, and even in the darkness he would need to keep to the dry washes, arroyos, and streambeds.
Larson decided to move west toward the settlement of Miami and then cut north across a big spread to avoid the huge Philmont Scout Ranch, where thousands of Boy Scouts and their adult leaders were camped for the summer. Once beyond the town of Cimarron, he would turn west again and enter the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. There was hard riding ahead, but he could make it.
At the Buick, he packed up quickly, listening for the sounds of wailing sirens in the night, but all was quiet. He mounted the gelding, tugged on the mare�s bridle, and started out, feeling pumped about the trip ahead. It was like being one of the old Western desperados, like Jeremiah Johnson, or Tom Horn, or maybe Clay Allison, the gunslinger who had terrorized Cimarron back in 1870s.
He�d be like Clay Allison, Larson decided. At the old St. James Hotel in Cimarron, there was a plaque on the wall listing all the men that Allison had killed. Maybe when everything was said and done, they�d put a plaque on the wall for him. But if memory served, he�d have to kill a bunch more people to equal the number Allison had gunned down.


Although he�d thought about telling the cop parked on the ranch road that his brother was down at his house taking a shower, instead Kerry had waved and passed by without stopping. He knew there was something wrong with Craig, something bad-crazy, just from how he�d looked and talked. It was like Craig wasn�t his brother anymore. Still, he couldn�t bring himself to tell the police.
For the past half hour he�d been stopped in front of the marquee of the old Springer movie house, which had been turned into a church. The marquee read �NOW SHOWING: JESUS CHRIST.� While he wasn�t much of a churchgoer, Kerry had occasionally attended with Lenny Hampson and his family. They were trying to help him become a believer. He had thought about talking to the preacher, but the place was locked up tight and he couldn�t remember the preacher�s name and didn�t know where he lived.
The state police substation was just a few doors up the street in what was once an old mercantile store, and a black-and-white patrol car was parked out front. Light from inside the station shone through the large plate glass window onto the sidewalk.
Kerry�s stomach grumbled. Maybe a plate of chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes would help him figure out what to do. He always did better thinking with a meal in his belly. He cranked the engine, put the truck in gear, and drove off.


The Raton Police Department was housed in an ugly mid-twentieth-century, single-story municipal building that had a series of large windows below a boxy, yellow aluminum fa�ade. The department shared a waiting area with the municipal court, and the part of it reserved for police business consisted of four beat-up chairs, three vending machines, one side table with a stack of dog-eared, out-of-date magazines, and a one-way privacy window where you spoke through a hole in the glass to state your business to a woman who doubled as dispatcher and receptionist. Kerney doubted that it could have been made any less inviting to the general public.
After announcing themselves and showing their shields, Kerney and Clayton were passed through quickly and led down a hallway to a briefing area that also served as a conference room. There, seated at tables lined up facing a speaker�s rostrum, were Sergeant Joe Easley, the Raton police chief, Everett Dorsey, Major Frank Vanmeter, three of his state police lieutenants in charge of the field search and interview teams, the regional state game and fish law enforcement supervisor, and the Colfax County sheriff. All had assembled to debrief on the Pettibone-Phelan murders and fine-tune the next phase of the manhunt for Craig Larson.
The Raton police chief nodded to Joe Easley and said, �Let�s get things started.�
�A BOLO on Pettibone�s Buick and another armed-and-dangerous advisory on Craig Larson have been sent out nationwide,� Easley said.
�We�re increasing patrols along major highways and the north-south interstate,� Frank Vanmeter said. He passed around a sheaf of papers and continued, �There�s a list included of the roadblocks we�ve got staggered throughout a four-county area.�
After reporting the tentative conclusions of the medical investigator regarding the causes and times of death for Phelan and Pettibone, and noting that family members had been duly informed, Easley summarized the crime scene investigation findings at the vacant ranch, Pettibone�s motel room, and Phelan�s vehicle. With that out of the way, the conversation turned to the advisability of intensifying field searches, increasing close patrols of rural properties and ranches, and making house-to-house welfare checks and follow-up visits again. �That�s just more of the same-old same-old,� Dorsey said.
�And we�ll keep doing it until something breaks or we get a brainstorm,� Vanmeter replied. �That reminds me, Chief Dorsey: Did you get anything out of Kerry Larson?�
Dorsey dropped his gaze. �Nada.�
�In that case,� Vanmeter said, �I suggest we get back on the job with the troops.� The Raton police chief nodded agreement and Vanmeter stood up. He grimaced in frustration at Kerney as he walked out the door.
As the others followed him out of the room, Kerney cornered Dorsey. �What was Kerry�s mood like?� he asked.
�Not good,� Dorsey said sourly. �He�s just clammed up tight.�
�You said you thought there was a chance he�d open up. What changed?�
Dorsey fidgeted with his car keys, but Kerney stayed planted in his way. Finally Dorsey swallowed and said, �Seems he got this notion in his head that I�ve been telling folks that he�s in cahoots with his brother.�
Kerney raised a questioning eyebrow. �Have you?� he asked, but from the look on Dorsey�s face, he figured he already had the answer.
�Don�t give me any crap, Kerney. Fact is, Kerry has gotten plain paranoid about all of this, to the point he thinks just about everybody in town has turned against him.�
�So you thought you�d play good cop and bad cop with Kerry?� Kerney asked, unable to suppress his dismay. The room was empty except for Joe Easley and Clayton, who were having a conversation by the door.
�Jesus, you can be a real prick. I�ll admit public sentiment isn�t on his side right now. But that�s because folks are feeling jittery about Larson running loose, and Kerry is a convenient target for their frustration.�
�Such understanding souls.�
Dorsey shrugged.
�How about your second go-round with Larson�s old cronies and former friends?� Kerney inquired.
�It�s a dry well,� Dorsey replied, �and priming it got me nowhere.�
Kerney nodded. �Okay. Thanks for the update.�
�Not a problem. Just don�t try to jack me around next time we talk.�
�I didn�t realize you were so sensitive, Everett,� Kerney said, finally stepping aside to let Dorsey pass.
�Screw you,� Dorsey said and headed for the door.
Outside, Kerney found Clayton, who was looking up at a large illuminated star, a big American flag bathed in light, and a glowing �RATON� sign on the peak of a hill that towered over the city.
�That�s Goat Hill,� Clayton said.
�It that something you learned while studying the white man�s ways?�
Clayton laughed. �Nope, Joe Easley told me.�
�So that�s what you two were talking about.�
�Oh yeah. You can learn a lot from the natives. The flag was added to commemorate 9/11. He also told me that the MI determined that Tami Phelan was raped. He�d forgotten to mention that in his briefing. What about you and Dorsey?� Clayton asked.
�Dorsey got nowhere with Larson�s twin brother. I�m thinking he blew it with Kerry. He got real defensive when I questioned him about it.�
�If that�s the case,� Clayton said, �maybe we should go and have a little chat with Kerry.�
�Exactly.�
�Let�s leave your car at the motel and ride together.�
Kerney stifled a yawn. �Suits me.�
�And you can nap along the way,� Clayton added as he stepped off toward his unit.
Kerney shook his head and groaned in dismay as he followed. �To quote Everett Dorsey, �Don�t jack me around.��
�You�re right,� Clayton replied, over his shoulder. �Teasing one�s elders is disrespectful.�


On the ranch road, Clayton pulled his unit up next to the parked state police vehicle, and asked the officer if Kerry Larson was at home.
�Nope, left two hours ago,� the officer replied, �but he�s got a plainclothes tail on him.�
�What has he been doing since he left the ranch?� Clayton.
�He spent some time just sitting in his truck outside a church a few doors down from our substation. At first, we thought he was working up the courage to talk to us, but he just sat there and did nothing. Then he went and had a meal up at the diner on the north end of town. From there he bought a six-pack of beer at the convenience store, and for the last forty-five minutes he�s been at the Springer cemetery near the high school, drinking Bud Light at his mother�s grave.�
Clayton turned to Kerney. �Want to wait for him here?�
�Hold on.� Kerney leaned around Clayton. �How many beers has he had?� he asked the officer.
�Let me check.� The officer keyed his microphone and repeated Kerney�s question. The reply came back that the subject had just opened his fourth brewski.
�Am I sensing a DWI stop here?� Clayton asked.
�With a good cop, bad cop twist to it,� Kerney replied with the smile. �If I remember correctly, Kerry has one prior DWI, which means a conviction will cost him his license and some jail time. That gives us a bargaining chip.�
He got on the radio to Major Vanmeter and arranged to have Kerry Larson stopped by a uniformed officer in a marked vehicle after he left the cemetery.
�Tell the officer to be hard-nosed, but to do it by the book,� Kerney added. �Have him taken to the substation after he fails the field sobriety test. We�ll pick it up from there.�
�I have a patrol supervisor nearby,� Vanmeter replied. �I�ll have him stop the subject when he gets to the main drag. That way it shouldn�t arouse any suspicions.�
�Excellent,� Kerney replied.


Inside the Springer state police substation, a low counter separated the public waiting area from several desks used by officers to do shift paperwork and make phone calls. An unhappy-looking Kerry Larson sat in a chair next to one of the desks, his hands cuffed behind his back, watching the officer who�d arrested him fill out forms. On the desktop were the empties he�d thrown in the bed of his truck before leaving the cemetery, and the one unfinished beer he had been drinking when the cop pulled him over.
The cop, a tough-looking sergeant with a nasty, pushy personality, wasn�t one of the regular officers who worked out of Springer. Kerry didn�t know him, but the name tag on his uniform read �Shaya.� Sergeant Shaya had put Kerry facedown on the pavement before making him stand on one foot, put his finger on his nose, count backward, and do some other stupid stuff. Then he drove Kerry to the state police office and had him blow into a machine that could tell whether he was drunk or not. According to Sergeant Shaya, the machine proved that he was legally drunk. But Kerry didn�t feel that way, just jumpy and worried.
�Maybe I should have come here instead of buying that six-pack,� Kerry said.
Shaya looked at Kerry with interest. �Were you thinking about talking to somebody here?�
�Gary,� Kerry said. �He�s a state cop like you but I can�t remember his last name.�
�LeDoux.�
�Yeah, that�s right. LeDoux.�
�What did you want to talk to Officer LeDoux about?�
Kerry licked his lips and shrugged. �Nothing special.�
�You�re sure about that?� Shaya asked.
Kerry glanced away from Shaya�s stare. �Yeah, I�m sure.�
�Listen, whatever you wanted to tell Officer LeDoux, you can tell me.�
Kerry shook his head. �Nope. I don�t like you.�
�Suit yourself.� Shaya returned his attention to his paperwork.
�Are you going to put me in jail?�
Shaya grunted without looking up. �That�s what happens when you drink and drive.�
�Can�t I just pay a fine? I�ve got cash money in my wallet.�
�No, you can�t. It�s not that simple.�
The front door opened and two men wearing holstered handguns and police badges clipped to their belts entered. One looked like a rancher and the other looked Indian. If Kerry had seen them on the street without their guns and badges, he would have figured them to be just ordinary cow people.
�Who are they?� Kerry asked.
Sergeant Shaya got to his feet. �Stay put.�
He went over and greeted the men, who talked in low voices so Kerry couldn�t hear. When the jawboning stopped, the two men came around the counter, stood him up, and took off his handcuffs.
�I�m Kevin Kerney,� the rancher-looking cop said. He nodded at the Indian. �And this is Clayton Istee. Let�s go in that office and talk.�
�About what?�
�Why you were drinking and driving,� the Indian cop named Istee said.
Kerry stared suspiciously at him. �You Navajo?�
�Apache.�
�I�m not gonna say anything to you about my brother.�
�You don�t have to,� the rancher cop named Kerney said with a smile.
�Then what are we going to talk about?�
�How we can keep you out of jail.� Kerney led Kerry by the arm into the office. �Did you know the law has changed since your last DWI conviction?�
�Changed?� Kerry asked, rubbing his wrists.
Clayton Istee sat him in a chair. �Jail time is mandatory now,� he said. �So paying a fine won�t keep you out of the pokey. Because this is your second offense, you could get six months to a year.�
Kerry looked startled. �I can�t go to jail for a year.�
Kerney nodded sympathetically as he perched on the edge of the desk. �I understand. You�d probably lose your job at the ranch and get kicked out of your house to boot.�
Kerry lowered his gaze and shook his head. �That�s not good. Not good.�
�No, it�s not,� Kerney said. �But it could get even worse for you.�
Kerry looked at Kerney cautiously. �Are you trying to scare me?�
�Not at all. We believe that you didn�t know Craig was on the run from the police when he came to see you.�
�Well that�s the truth of it,� Kerry replied hotly.
�But if you know where he is now, or where he might be, that�s a totally different story,� Kerney said.
�I told you I�m not talking about my brother.� Kerry sounded much less emphatic.
�We�re not talking about Craig,� Clayton said, picking up a cue from Kerney to take the lead. �We�re talking about you. Your life, your freedom.�
�I haven�t done anything wrong to nobody.�
�We believe you,� Clayton said. He pulled up an empty chair and sat close to Kerry. �But if Craig keeps breaking the law, kidnapping and killing people, stealing and destroying property like he has been, and you have helped him in any way, or even refused to tell the police what you knew about his whereabouts, that makes you guilty of all those crimes.�
Kerry gave Clayton a sullen look but said nothing.
�Do you understand what I�m saying?� Clayton prodded, leaning closer.
�Yeah. That�s crazy.�
�No, that�s the law,� Kerney chimed in.
Kerry bit his lips. �Show me.�
Clayton got to his feet. �Wait right here.�
He left the office, got a New Mexico criminal statutes book from Sergeant Shaya, found the appropriate sections, and flagged them with pieces of paper. He returned to the office and gave the book to Kerry.
�Go ahead,� Clayton said, �read them for yourself.�
Kerry lowered his head, ran a finger along the page, and read, his mouth forming words as he went along.
He finished one excerpt, stopped, and looked up at Clayton. �This uses different words than you did.�
�But it means the same thing.�
Kerry closed the book. �What if I didn�t want to help him so instead I just ran away?�
Kerney leaned forward. �Is that what happened?�
�Maybe,� Kerry replied softly.
�What made you want to run away?� Kerney said.
�Nothing.�
�When did this happen?� Clayton asked.
�Today, just after quitting time.�
Kerney and Clayton exchanged glances. The surveillance logs on Kerry Larson, summarized at the debriefing meeting, indicated that he�d stayed at the ranch all day, spending most of his time repairing a truck.
�Come with us,� Kerney said, lifting Kerry by the elbow to his feet.
�Where to?�
�The ranch,� Kerney said. �That�s where you saw Craig today, right?�
�I didn�t say that.�
�No, you didn�t,� Kerney replied. �And I�ll make sure everyone knows that you didn�t squeal on your brother.�
On their way toward the front door, Clayton told Sergeant Shaya to alert the officer on surveillance duty at the ranch that Craig Larson might be on the property and to get a lot of people rolling to that twenty pronto.
�Are you kidding me?� Shaya asked, reaching for his handheld radio.
�Not even,� Clayton said.
�Do I still have to go to jail?� Kerry asked.
�Not even,� Kerney echoed as he hustled Kerry out the door to the unit.


Even with every law enforcement agency in the northeast quadrant of the state on high alert, it took a fair amount of time to put enough officers in place to surround the immediate buildings and grounds where Kerry Larson lived and worked. Once the perimeter was sealed, a SWAT team cleared the garage, barn, stable, and corral before moving on to the main house. Once that had been cleared, Frank Vanmeter set up his command post at the top of the lane overlooking the main house and cottage, ordered the cordon tightened around Kerry Larson�s residence, and brought a state police helicopter on standby in Springer to light up the exterior with its high-powered searchlight.
With the chopper rotors thudding in the night sky a hundred feet overhead, the cottage washed in harsh, white light, and sharpshooters zeroed in on every window and door, Vanmeter waited for his SWAT commander to report on any sign of visual or thermal movement.
�The only thing giving off a significant heat signature inside that structure is the kitchen refrigerator,� the SWAT commander said by radio after checking with his team. �Are we good to go?�
Vanmeter turned to Kerry Larson, who stood between Kerney and Clayton. �Does your cottage have a basement?�
Kerry shook his head.
Vanmeter keyed his radio. �Go.�
The SWAT commander gave the word, and the team moved in under the protection of covering snipers. Within minutes the cottage was declared clear.
Vanmeter pulled SWAT back and ordered the chopper pilot to sweep and light up the surrounding area, in the hope that Larson might be hiding nearby.
�Did you see which way your brother came from?� Clayton asked Kerry.
�No.�
�Okay.� Clayton motioned to a nearby uniformed officer to come forward. �Wait with this officer in his vehicle.�
�Why can�t I stay here?� Kerry demanded.
�You can,� Clayton replied, �if you want me to forget we weren�t going to bust you for that DWI.�
�You said I didn�t have to go to jail.�
Clayton nodded at Kerney. �He said that, not me. Go with the officer.�
After the officer and Kerry moved away, Clayton said, �That�s twice we�ve come up empty.�
�But now we�re only hours behind him,� Kerney said. �Let�s take a look around the cottage.�
Shining his flashlight on the ground, Clayton took the lead as they walked down the lane. When he got to the parking area in front of the cottage, he squatted down, looked closely at some tread marks and hoofprints, and quickly stood up.
�What is it?� Kerney asked.
�Ten-to-one odds our man is on horseback,� Clayton said. �There are hoofprints on top of Kerry Larson�s tire tracks, and they�re very recent.�
He followed the tracks up the backside of the hill with Kerney following. �Two horses,� he said.
Vanmeter�s voice came over Kerney�s handheld radio. �The chopper pilot has spotted a vehicle under a grove of trees. Says it looks like the stolen Buick. I�m going in with SWAT.�
�Ten-four,� Kerney replied as he kept pace with Clayton, who continued to move up the hill in the direction of the horse barn. �It�s likely Larson left the ranch on horseback, trailing another animal. Have Kerry brought to us at the barn.�
�Will do.�
At the barn, they found ten tidy, clean stalls, only eight horses, and empty spaces in the tack room for a saddle and a pack frame. Kerney met Kerry at the barn door and asked how many horses were stabled inside.
�Ten,� Kerry answered.
�Two are missing,� Clayton said, �along with some tack.�
Kerry stepped past them. �Let me see.�
Clayton pulled him back by the arm. �Only if you tell us what else is missing here and at your house.�
�No jail?� Kerry asked, looking at Kerney.
�No jail,� Kerney replied with a smile.
�Okay.�
After a quick tour, Kerry told Kerney and Clayton that the best riding horse and pack animal were gone, along with the necessary tack to load up and travel cross-country. At his cottage, a pillowcase had been removed from his bed, and the venison steaks he�d taken out of the freezer were gone, along with a bunch of food from his pantry and refrigerator.
After reassuring Kerry once again that he wouldn�t go to jail, Kerney turned him over to a uniform, got on his handheld, and asked Vanmeter what was happening at the Buick.
�The Buick is empty and it looks like you were right about the horses. He took whatever he had in the vehicle and left. The tracks head west as far as we can tell.�
�Frank, we need eyes in the sky at daybreak,� Kerney said. �As many as we can get. State Police aircraft, Civil Air Patrol, State Forestry, Game and Fish�whoever�s willing. Have Andy ask the governor for Air National Guard assistance. If Larson gets to the mountains before we find him, it�s going to be a hell of a lot tougher to track him. Let every rancher in the area know that Larson may be traversing their property. Tell them to hunker down overnight and stay close to home tomorrow.�
�I�ve got a lieutenant making those calls right now,� Vanmeter replied.
�Can you get Kerry�s boss to outfit Clayton and me with good horses and enough gear and supplies to stay on Larson�s trail for a week, minimum?�
�Starting when?�
�Right now,� Kerney replied. �But we want good, sturdy, endurance trail horses, not the ones for the tenderfoots that are stabled here at this barn.�
�I�ll see what I can do,� Vanmeter said.
�Better have your lieutenant tell the folks at the scout ranch that they should mother hen all their Boy Scouts for a day or two.�
�Affirmative.�
�Thanks.� Kerney keyed off his handheld and looked at Clayton. �Are you ready for a midnight trail ride?�
Clayton nodded. �More than ready.�
When Larson reached Miami Lake, he checked the time on the nice Omega wristwatch he�d taken off Carter Pettibone�s pudgy dead body. It was just coming up on midnight and he was a little behind schedule, slowed down by the darkness, broken terrain, and a few locked gates he�d been forced to skirt. As he watered the horses, he kept an ear tuned to the sound of any traffic along the two-lane highway that passed by the lake, but all was quiet.
A little west of the lake, the dim outline of Kit Carson Mesa jutted into the night sky, barely lit by the Milky Way. Behind it stood the Cimarron Range, an inky black swath that Larson could feel more than see. But that would soon change, for in the east, the first hint of a rising three-quarter moon broke over the horizon. With it, Larson would have enough light to pick up the pace. He�d have to be careful of badger holes, but figuring six to eight miles per hour riding at a steady trot, he should be across Rayado Creek, beyond Hagerdon Lake, past Coyote Mesa, and entering Dawson Canyon well before dawn.
He decided to throw any trackers off by crossing the highway and heading in the opposite direction, toward the mesa south of the farming settlement of Miami before correcting course. Hopefully, if a search for him was mounted at first light, it would be concentrated there, while he would be a good twenty miles away, about to enter the high country.
Larson mounted up and spurred his horse into a trot, the pack horse following behind. For a time he�d actually be riding in the ruts of the Old Santa Fe Trail, crossing some of the most famous ranching land in the West.
He thought about the Clay Allison plaque in the St. James Hotel in Cimarron. If he remembered it correctly, along with the names of the men Allison had killed, it listed a number of unnamed Negro soldiers he�d gunned down.
While there weren�t any more Buffalo Soldiers around to kill, the idea of riding over to Philmont Scout Ranch and shooting a parcel of Boy Scouts held a certain appeal. But Larson dropped the idea. He�d already racked up one kill down at that Bible-thumping church camp in Lincoln County, and he didn�t like the notion of repeating himself by shooting more clean-cut all-American boys. Besides, his true calling now was to kill more cops.
All he had to do was find the perfect place and then draw them in.


Chapter Ten
Arranging for the horses and gathering all their supplies and equipment held Kerney and Clayton up well past midnight. They delayed pushing off for another twenty minutes while a just-arrived state game and fish officer briefed them on the major trails into the mountains, the best places to find good water and forage for the horses, and the location of several line camps and old cabins to use in case of severe bad weather. He gave them a set of clearly labeled keys that would get them through locked gates on private and public land, some Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Geological Survey topographical maps to guide them, and a global positioning system receiver loaded with more maps.
�The GPS should keep you from getting lost,� the officer said with a smile. �Watch out for the black bears. It�s the tail end of their mating season, and they get seriously irritated when interrupted.�
�We�ll keep that in mind,� Clayton said, throwing a leg over the saddle of the roan gelding he�d picked out to ride.
Kerney mounted a buckskin quarter horse and took the reins of the two packhorses from Frank Vanmeter�s outstretched hand.
�I�ll have aircraft in the air before first light,� Vanmeter said.
Clayton looked skyward. �Maybe not.�
Both Vanmeter and Kerney looked at the clear night sky and then glanced at Clayton questioningly.
�The wind has shifted, the pressure is dropping, and we�re in for a blow,� he explained.
�And you know this how?� Vanmeter asked.
�At dusk, the crows were cawing, the swallows stayed close to the ground, and the hawks weren�t soaring as high as usual.�
�So, it�s like some Apache insight into the natural world, right?� Vanmeter said.
Clayton laughed. �Actually, I learned it in a wilderness survival class I took years ago.� He turned to Kerney. �Let�s go. We�re a good five hours behind Larson, and I want to close the gap before the rain comes.�
�Lead on, Chief,� Kerney replied as he waved a good-bye to Vanmeter.
Clayton shot him a look over his shoulder. �I hope you mean that in the nicest possible way.�
�I do,� Kerney replied as he fell in behind Clayton. �I�m sure you know it was the gringos who came up with the idea of calling the leaders of the Apache bands chiefs. They couldn�t grasp the concept of a warrior society without one person holding absolute authority.�
�And it�s still true today,� Clayton replied. �Have you been studying Apache history?�
�I figured with an Apache son, I�d better learn something about it,� Kerney said.
After a pause, Clayton said, �I think my mother was wise to choose you to mate with.�
�Now that�s a compliment I bet a father rarely hears,� Kerney replied with a laugh.
The two men fell silent as they followed Larson�s trail west across the rolling rangeland. In the deepest part of the night, the wind picked up, the temperature dropped, and the short prairie grasses swirled in cross breezes that whipped through the plains. Soon, lightning flashes were cutting the night sky, illuminating the mountaintops as cascading rolls of thunder roared down the slopes.
Massive, boiling clouds that had been hidden from view came over the peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Clayton and Kerney broke their horses into a fast trot.
�We�re going to have to take shelter before this storm comes in,� Kerney said as he came up alongside Clayton.
�We can hole up in Miami,� Clayton said, �but we�re gonna get wet along the way.�
Damp but safe under shelter in an empty barn on the outskirts of Miami, they shook the rain off their ponchos, hung them over the door to a stall, and watched the deluge start. Lightning strikes lit up the sky and wind-driven rain battered the cottonwood trees that bordered the road through the settlement.
�This weather sure doesn�t help us any,� Kerney said as he wiped down his horse with an old towel he�d found in a rag bin. When he finished, he got more dry rags and moved on to the pack animals.
�It shouldn�t delay us that much,� Clayton said as he dried his mount. �If Larson hasn�t found shelter, he�s been slowed way down on making tracks. When it clears, we�ll circle the village, cut his trail, and follow his tracks. After this storm, fresh hoofprints won�t be hard to find.�
�Plus,� Kerney added, �Larson didn�t do a good job of loading his packhorse. The animal�s left rear hoofprint is deeper than the others.�
�You noticed that, did you?�
�I grew up on a ranch, remember, so I�m not a complete novice when it comes to tracking livestock,� Kerney said as he spread a blanket on a bed of straw and stretched out on it. Some distance away on the open prairie a big lightning bolt struck. �Wake me when it�s time to move.�
�How can you sleep through this?� Clayton asked.
Kerney closed his eyes. �Watch me.�


Drenched and cold to the bone, Craig Larson dug his heels into the flanks of his frightened horse and pushed on. He tugged at the reins of the reluctant packhorse and it grudgingly raised its head and picked up the pace. When he crested a small rise, he stopped and listened. Although he couldn�t see it through the sheets of rain, close by he could hear the roar of the usually dry creek that wandered along the foot of Coyote Mesa.
Larson dismounted and slowly walked the horses to the edge of the creek. Four feet below him, brown, foaming water filled the creek, rising fast, carrying with it tree branches, plastic bottles bobbing up and down, and other debris. He�d have to find a better place to cross. He got back on the horse and rode away from the mesa, toward the grassland where he knew the creek forked and ran between shallow banks. Once there, he dismounted and walked the skittish horses through the knee-deep, swiftly moving water safely to the other side. If he�d arrived five minutes later, he might not have made it across and would have been stuck waiting for the water to recede.
Born and raised in the Big Empty, Larson knew better than to be out in bad weather with lightning strikes hitting all around. But there wasn�t anyplace close by where he could stop and hunker down. Going into the town of Cimarron would surely get him caught or killed, and it was way too risky to head for the ranch headquarters where his brother�s bosses lived. By now the cops probably had all the area ranchers on alert looking for him.
Under a piece of canvas he had fashioned into a make-do rain slick, Larson slogged on, knowing that with the creeks rising fast, the Cimarron River up ahead would be running full and angry. Although it wasn�t a broad river, he could be stranded on the bank waiting for the water to drop. If the skies cleared by daybreak and he was still there, he would be easy to spot from the air.
He looked up, searching for a break in the cover, a hint of predawn light, but it was far too early and the storm was parked low overhead. If it stopped raining but stayed heavily overcast well into the morning, he might still be able to reach the mouth of Dawson Canyon undetected.
Beyond the Cimarron River, he�d have two highways and another river to cross in order to get there. That�s if he made it through the storm and across the plains in one piece.
A lightning bolt seared through the cloud cover and hit the ground half a mile away. The horses shied at the thunderclap that followed, but Larson kept his seat and held fast to the reins of the packhorse.
He hadn�t sat a horse in years, and his butt was sore and his legs ached. Rain ran down the brim of the cowboy hat he�d taken off the coatrack in Kerry�s front room, and then it splattered against his face. Behind him the packhorse slogged through the mud of the rutted ranch road with its head lowered. This was a doozy of a storm that would have every rancher on the plains thanking the dear lord for the moisture come Sunday morning at worship.
In spite of the piss-poor weather, his sore butt, and the obstacles he faced up ahead, Larson felt exhilarated. This was life the way the old-timers had lived it. They fought the elements and anything or anybody that got in their way, including the law. So with gumption and a little luck he just might avoid being bush-whacked, or shot by a sniper from an airplane, or surrounded by a posse of cops. And if he made it to the high country, he could do some payback shooting of his own.
A sudden tension on the packhorse�s reins made him look over his shoulder. The load the animal was carrying had shifted precariously. Larson cursed, dismounted, and with cold hands tried to undo some of the knots he�d tied so he could adjust the load. But the soggy ropes were swollen shut. He tried forcing a knot to give with the tip of a hunting knife, but all he managed to do was cut through it. He tried repositioning and tightening the pack frame, but it was cinched as far as it would go. Fumbling with the loose ends of the cut rope, he managed to retie it, got back on his horse, and cursed again. He�d have to slow down his pace even more or risk seeing his provisions, weapons, and equipment strewn along the ground.
He moved on through the storm with a little less enthusiasm than before. It seemed like ever since he�d stabbed that corrections officer in the eye with a stick and made his getaway, stupid little glitches had come along to fuck things up for him.
Lightning cracked, loud and close enough above him to send a shiver of electricity down his spine. His gelding did a dizzying three-sixty twirl, and the pack animal reared, pulled the reins free from his hand, and galloped off into the gray night. He clamped his legs tight and fought to stay in the saddle as his horse spun again. The horse planted both front hoofs, bucked hard, stomped its forelegs, shook its head, and made another full circle before coming to a shaky, snorting stop.
Larson took a deep breath. With an unsteady hand he turned his gelding in the direction where he�d seen the packhorse disappear into the night, and started after it in a slow trot.


Some time after the downpour had diminished to a steady drizzle, Clayton shook Kerney awake. He sat up and looked out the open barn door. Darkness and a blanket of fog made it impossible to see more than two feet.
�I�ve got Frank Vanmeter bringing in people to start searching around here pronto,� Clayton said. �They�ll go door to door first to check on the residents, and then do field searches, including the mesas, when the fogs lifts.�
Kerney stuck his head out the barn door and looked at the sky. �Which won�t be anytime soon.� He looked at Clayton�s damp, saddled roan gelding. �What have you been up to?�
�Out cutting Larson�s trail,� Clayton said. �When the storm hit, he was well past the village on a straight path for Miami Lake, due west of here. You would have figured that he would have kept going directly for the mountains, but I found his tracks doubling back toward the village.�
�Maybe he backtracked to seek shelter,� Kerney said.
�I don�t think so.�
�Why not?� Kerney asked as he threw his saddle on the back of his horse.
�Because he didn�t make a beeline when he doubled back,� Clayton replied. �Instead he wandered partway up a mesa trail before trying to hide his tracks on some rocky ground. I found some fresh horse apples and several hoofprints from his pack animal. He headed west again.�
�So it was a feint to throw us off.�
Clayton nodded. �But I thought it best to have Vanmeter and his people do a sweep anyway.�
Kerney cinched his saddle. �Good thinking.�
He put the bridle on the buckskin and walked him to the barn door where Clayton waited, sitting in the saddle and ready to go. �So, I take it we�re heading west, young man,� he said.
Clayton nodded and handed Kerney the reins to the two packhorses.
�Lead on,� Kerney said as he mounted up and stared out into the soupy, dense fog. �But try not to guide us into trees, buildings, barbwire fences, ditches, or any moving vehicles,� he said.
Clayton pulled the hood of the rain poncho over his head. �I�ll do my best.�


Larson chased the pack animal into a thick fog that enveloped and disoriented him. He knew he would be in a hell of a fix if he couldn�t find that animal. Already, half of his equipment, gear, and provisions was spread along the last five miles of rangeland. But as far as he could determine, several weapons and all of the ammunition were still strapped to the pack frame, and that�s what he needed most.
With his head bent over the neck of his horse and his eyes glued to the tracks on the ground, Larson didn�t spot the animal until he heard it whinny. He looked up to see it lying in the mud, struggling without success to rise. He dismounted and walked to the animal. It had broken a front leg and the shattered bone showed just above the fetlock.
Cursing the worthless, stupid beast, Larson put a bullet in its brain, and retrieved the weapons and ammunition, all of which had fortunately remained securely tied to the pack frame.
He put the Colt and Ruger handguns in the ammunition bags, tied them to his saddle horn, stuck the 9mm Glock autoloader back in his waistband, and slung the lever-action 30.06 Winchester over his shoulder. He�d been carrying the Weatherby Mark V in the saddle scabbard, so the only rifle he had to leave behind was the Remington Safari.
He looked around for the satchel with the money and the jewelry, and it was nowhere to be seen. Through the fog, Larson sensed a slight lessening of the charcoal gray sky. Should he risk backtracking to find it? He checked Pettibone�s Omega wristwatch, looked again at the sky, and decided against it, although the idea of losing the satchel pissed him off. It was getting on to first light and surely the cops would be out in force looking for him, even if the storm stuck around and dumped more moisture.
He mounted up and turned the horse in the direction of the Cimarron River. After twenty minutes of steady riding, he reached the banks and walked the horse to the edge of the fast-moving water. Larson guessed it was no more than five or six feet deep and twenty feet across, but if he tried to swim across on the horse they could both be swept away.
Back when he�d cowboyed on the ranch there had been a landing strip close to the highway that ran from French Tract to Cimarron. An old plank bridge on a ranch road to the landing strip crossed the river at that point. His best bet was to go there and hope that it hadn�t been washed out.
Larson followed the river, found the ranch road, reached the intact plank bridge, and gave a sigh of relief. It had been rebuilt and reinforced with riprap, and native trees and vegetation had been planted along the riverbed to control erosion. He crossed over the river and rode to the gate that accessed the highway at the end of the landing strip. As he expected, it was locked.
He took the Weatherby out of the scabbard, blew the lock into a dozen metallic pieces, unwrapped the chain from around the gate, and walked the horse through. He couldn�t see more than ten feet in either direction, but there was no sound of traffic on the two-lane highway. He closed the gate, led the horse across the pavement to the far fence line, remounted, and headed west, hugging the fence line, looking for another gate.
Four vehicles passed him by in a twenty-minute stretch, headlights dim and flickering in the soupy fog. But he stayed invisible in the murkiness.
The anger Larson felt about losing his equipment, provisions, and supplies lifted somewhat. He was halfway to safety, with one more river and one more road to cross. Once in the forest, he�d hunt for his food and build a shelter, if need be. But it might not come to that. People lived in the mountains. There was a resort in the high country, some summer cabins, even some mining operations, if they hadn�t been shut down, which happened periodically. There might be slim pickings where he was going, but there were pickings nonetheless.


At a painstakingly slow pace, Kerney and Clayton tracked Larson through the fog until it lifted and revealed scattered provisions and gear on an open expanse of rangeland. They followed the litter to the dead packhorse.
Clayton swung out of the saddle and gave the animal the once-over. �It broke a foreleg,� he said. �Larson put it down.�
�It�s the only killing he�s done so far that makes any sense,� Kerney said. �How far behind are we?�
Clayton got back on his horse. �I�d say we�re no closer than we were when we started out. But he lost his provisions, and left behind a rifle.�
�Well, that�s something,� Kerney said glumly.
�Are you all right?� Clayton asked, eyeing Kerney closely.
Kerney nodded but said nothing in response.
Above, the sky had lifted and patches of blue broke through the fast-moving cloud cover. In the distance they could hear the sound of approaching airplane propellers and helicopter rotors.
Clayton looked up. �We�ve got air support now. That�s something to cheer about.�
Kerney keyed his handheld radio and made contact with Frank Vanmeter. He gave him their location and asked to have all aircraft concentrate the search to the west, north, and northeast of their position.
�You�re sure of that?� Vanmeter asked.
�I don�t think there�s a chance that he�s going to turn around,� Kerney replied. �Not this close to the foothills and canyons. Tell the pilots and spotters to look for a horse and rider only. The pack animal is dead, and most of Larson�s supplies are scattered near our twenty.�
�That�s encouraging.�
�I wish I shared your optimistic outlook. Stay in touch.� Kerney fell in behind Clayton, who�d picked up the trail, heading northeast.
The breeze turned blustery. Over the mountains the sky was a cloudless pure blue. Soon a hot July sun, still blocked to the east by the remaining clouds of the vanishing storm, would begin drying out the land. But it was going to be a muddy twenty-four hours before the puddles, sinks, ditches, arroyos, and dirt roads began to firm up.
Kerney pulled up even with Clayton, who gave him a questioning look.
�What?� he asked.
�You look kind of pale,� Clayton said.
�I�m just fine,� Kerney said firmly.
�Okay. Never mind.� Clayton pointed at the fresh tracks that showed Larson had picked up the pace, and spurred his roan into a trot.


Larson�s decision not to cross the next river right away, but to follow it to the highway that ran from Cimarron to Raton, proved to be the right move. By the time he reached the highway, the torrent in the Vermejo River had subsided and he was able to cross it and the pavement as well on a railroad spur that ran deep into the canyon to several coal mines.
When the sky began to clear, he left the spur for the cover of the old cottonwoods that hugged the bank of the river, and within minutes he heard the drone of an airplane engine. He brought his horse to a stop and through the thick foliage watched a small plane fly low along the railroad spur and disappear in the direction of the Dawson cemetery.
At one time, there had been the town of Dawson, a village of 1,500 people living and working in one of the most productive coal mining districts in the Southwest. In the early 1950s it had been shut down and dismantled by the mining company that owned it. But the cemetery remained, with hundreds of grave markers of miners killed in two of the largest mining disasters in the nation�s history.
As a teenager, Larson had come to several of the annual reunions of the descendants of the old-timers who had lived, worked, or grown up in the town of Dawson, and its colorful and tragic history was part of the folklore of the area.
He waited until the sound of the engine faded before continuing on, and then stopped again when the airplane returned and banked low over the river, heading east. He wondered if the cops were tracking him yet, or still searching for him on the mesas near Miami.
When it was all clear he kept riding, past the adobe shell of an old, roofless two-story ranch house, a collapsed barn, an irrigated wheat field, and a large pasture where fat cattle grazed on lush grasses. Where the spur spanned the Vermejo River again, he walked the horse through a muddy field, found a fast-running but shallow place to cross, and followed the tracks all the way to where the adjacent road ended at a locked gate posted with �No Trespassing� signs. A fork in the road allowed visitors to tour the cemetery, but access to the old town site was denied.
Larson returned to the railroad spur until it bridged the river once more. He remounted his horse, dropped down into the grassy valley, and splashed through the water and up a muddy bank. Since his last visit many years ago, the old smokestacks to the coke ovens had been torn down, but through the trees near the base of a small mesa he could see the outline of the two or three structures still standing. In the past, one had been used as a line camp by cowboys during summer months when cattle were in the high country. If the line camp was still in use, maybe he�d be able to resupply his provisions before moving on.
At the sound of an approaching helicopter, Larson spurred his horse to a gallop. He reached cover under a stand of trees in front of one of the old buildings just as the whirlybird swooped low on the other side of the river and hovered for a moment over an old weather-beaten cabin close to the bank, before continuing up the canyon. When it flew out of sight, Larson circled around the line camp looking for any sign of recent occupation. There were fresh tire tracks in the road at the front of the house, but no vehicle. All the window shades were drawn, so he couldn�t see inside. The front door was padlocked.
Larson figured the padlock meant no one was home. He led the horse up on the porch, used the Glock autoloader to destroy the padlock, and got himself and the animal inside with a minute to spare before the chopper returned and hovered overhead.
When the chopper left, Larson let out a big sigh of relief and looked around. The front room had a small propane cook stove on the counter, next to a sink with an old-fashioned hand pump. There was an ice chest on the floor, but it was empty. However, the pantry held a variety of canned meats, beans, soups, crackers, dried food, and bottled water. A twin bed in the back room was made up with sheets, a pillow, and a lightweight blanket, and the closet held a couple of changes of jeans and long-sleeved cowboy shirts on hangers.
Larson walked his horse into the back room, unloaded the ammunition bags, grabbed the Weatherby from the scabbard, and closed the door on the animal. Hungry, he set about fixing a meal, figuring he�d stay put at least until he ate, maybe longer if the chopper or the airplane kept coming back. He opened a can of meat, put it in a skillet, turned on the camp stove, and let it simmer while he poured a can of beans into a pot and put it on the second burner.
While the food warmed, he positioned the small dining table directly in front of the open door, arranged all the weapons he had on the table, made sure every gun was fully loaded, and put additional ammunition close at hand. Should people come calling, he was ready.
When the meat and beans were warm, he sat behind the table looking out toward the river valley, gobbled the food down, and mopped up the bean juice with some crackers. The chopper came back twice more while he ate.
Larson knew he couldn�t stay long; the cops had to be on his trail by now. Hopefully the chopper would move on to other canyons that wound up the mountains, especially the one with a Forest Service road that could take you all the way to the Colorado border.
He waited thirty minutes, and when the chopper didn�t return, he went and retrieved the horse from the back room, where it had dumped a load of fresh horse apples on the floor.
Larson thought that was a hoot. As he packed food he�d raided from the pantry into his saddlebags, he heard the sound of a vehicle approaching on the dirt road. He picked up the Weatherby, stood back from the open door, and waited. Soon a pickup truck pulling a horse trailer came into view. Larson used the rifle�s scope to look into the cab. Only a driver was inside the vehicle, an older man with a droopy mustache, wearing a sweat-stained straw cowboy hat.
Larson sighted in on the driver and followed him with the Weatherby as he drew closer. Just when the man noticed the open door to the line camp and started to turn the truck around, Larson shot him through the windshield.
The truck careened into a tree and the horse trailer skidded over on its side and slammed into the bed of the pickup. Larson first checked the driver, who was dead with a big hole in his chest that spurted blood. He dug the man�s wallet from his hip pocket and read the name on his driver�s license. One day, Truman Goodson�s name would be added to the plaque at the St. James Hotel that listed the people killed by Craig Lee Larson, �Last of the Western Desperadoes.�
Larson pried open the rear doors to the horse trailer. Two fine-looking cow ponies were inside, both busted up pretty bad. It was a damn shame, as either one of them would have been a far sight better than the horses he�d taken from the stables at the ranch. He put them both down, walked his gelding out of the line camp, gathered his weapons, mounted up, and rode off.
He started counting up how many kills he had made, and decided he should have finished off the prison guard and that scumbag Lenny Hampson who�d squealed on him to the cops. Also, he should have iced that young couple with the baby. Maybe the sheriff he�d shot and crippled had died. Add up all his kills, throw in the ones he let get away, and it would have been a damn impressive list. Too bad he hadn�t thought it through before he got in the groove.
Looking back, he should have written down their names for posterity so when the commemorative plaque went up at the St. James Hotel, nobody was left off. But since the cops would ID all the victims anyway, that wasn�t a problem. His big mistake was not thinking to leave instructions about the plaque with his brother, Kerry.
Thinking he needed to kill more cops to add to his luster as a badass bandito, Larson headed for the base of the mesa behind the line camp, where he could easily find cover if the chopper came back.


Following Larson�s trail under a blue sky in full sunlight proved easy enough to do. By noon, Clayton and Kerney had reached Dawson Canyon, and when they got to the melting shell of an old two-story adobe ranch house, they stopped to water and feed their horses.
Standing over the hoofprints of Larson�s animal, Clayton scanned the low mesas that squeezed the narrow valley. �If Larson was going to skip over to the next canyon, he would have had to do it right about here.�
�His tracks keep following the railroad spur,� Kerney said, �so I don�t think he�s trying to outfox us quite yet.� He opened one of the maps the game and fish officer had given them and studied it. �Besides, the most reliable water source in the area is right here on the Vermejo River. The map shows that the canyons on either side of us drain the runoff from the high country by occasional streams and dry creek beds.�
Clayton nodded as he bit into a sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. �How far into Dawson Canyon does the railroad spur go?�
�About fifteen miles from where it crosses the highway, and ten miles or so from the old Dawson town site.�
Clayton took another bite and chewed it down. �It would make sense that Larson would use the spur line as the fastest route into the tall pines. Once he�s in the dense forest, it�s going to be damn hard to find him and flush him out.�
Kerney put the map away and swung into the saddle. �Let�s get moving.�
�Aren�t you eating?�
Kerney shook his head. �Grumpy gut.�
�That�s why you look so pale. You got a fever?�
�Mount up and let�s go.�
Clayton pulled himself up on his horse. �You didn�t answer the question.�
Some years back, Kerney had been gut shot by a drug dealer during a gunfight, which had forced him to be more careful than most people when it came to what he ate and drank. �I haven�t been doing a good job of minding what I eat,� he explained.
Clayton eyed Kerney with concern. �Let me know if you need to stop or something.�
Kerney handed the reins to the packhorses to Clayton and took the lead. �I�ll be just fine.�
�I knew you�d say that,� Clayton called out. �You�re such a tough guy.�
�Give it a rest,� Kerney called back as he slowed the buckskin to a walk across a muddy patch.
Within the hour, they entered the Dawson town site and came upon the crashed pickup truck and overturned horse trailer under a canopy of trees that had blocked any view from above. The driver and the two horses he�d been hauling in the trailer were dead.
�This guy Larson just doesn�t stop,� Clayton said, cursing as he speed-dialed Frank Vanmeter to give him the news and request assistance.
Kerney looked at the old house, which must have surely been a residence for a mine manager or superintendent back when Dawson was truly a town. He walked over to the truck and horse trailer and studied the skid marks. �I bet Larson shot the victim from inside the house, through the open door.�
Clayton snapped shut his cell phone. �The poor guy never saw it coming.�
Kerney walked across the remnants of an old sidewalk, went up the dirt path, entered the house through the open front door, and gave the interior a quick once-over.
�Are there any other victims?� Clayton asked when Kerney stepped back outside.
�No,� he replied, �but he�s re-provisioned himself, although it�s hard to tell how much he took. I�d guess he�s got two or three days� worth of food. What�s Vanmeter�s ETA?�
�Thirty minutes, maximum.� Clayton put his foot in the stirrup and looked at Kerney. �We�re not going to wait for him, are we?�
�Nope.� Kerney swung into the saddle. �Let Vanmeter know we�re pushing on.�
�I already did.�
Kerney shook his head in mock disbelief. �Then why in the hell did you ask me?�
�I read somewhere that it�s important to give retired people a sense of empowerment.�
Kerney grunted. �You know, I�m starting to think that maybe it�s the company I�ve been keeping lately that�s giving me my grumpy stomach.�
Clayton shook off the barb and gritted his teeth before smiling. �Touch�.�
�You�re damn right, touch�.� Kerney dropped the reins against the buckskin�s neck and the horse stepped out nicely, showing Clayton its rump.


Figuring it was time to throw off whoever might be following him, Larson left the railroad spur far below where it dead-ended. The canyon had narrowed considerably and the tracks squeezed through tapered gaps where the thick pine forest dropped down to the rocky roadbed.
He paused for a few moments to let the gelding graze on bunchgrass along the side of the spur. Then he walked it through the overgrown forest, winding his way around stands of trees too dense to penetrate and making slow progress as he moved up the side of a mountain. The tree canopy cut the bright sunlight down to a dusklike glimmer, and except for the scurrying of squirrels and an occasional birdcall, the forest was quiet.
He reached the crest of the mountain hoping for a fix on the horizon so he could get oriented, but all he saw before him was another steep, thickly forested incline. Winded, he sat under a tree and tried to convince himself that he wasn�t lost.
There was no way he could go back to the railroad spur. If there was a posse on his trail, that would be just plain foolish. He checked the time on Pettibone�s Omega and looked up, trying to use the sun to get a general sense of direction, but the light was too diffused.
He decided to follow the ridgeline for a while before climbing the next crest in hopes of finding a break in the forest that would give him a better sense of direction. The ground underfoot was a hazardous combination of moist, rocky soil covered by a thick layer of pine needles, and he�d already turned his ankles several times on some loose stones.
Larson searched for a route between the two crests, gave up after twenty minutes, and started up the next steep incline. The woods were so thick that no matter how hard he tried to avoid low branches, his face stung with welt marks and there were scratches along the shoulders and flanks of the horse.
He topped the next crest and grunted in disgust at the wall of tall pines on a steep slope that greeted him. The slight tinge of panic that had been growing in his gut turned to bile in his throat. He turned on his heel and did a three-sixty, hoping for a view of anything that would give him a hint of which way to turn, but found nothing.
Larson found himself sweating and laboring for breath in the thin mountain air, his throat dry and his body aching. He could go no farther without resting. Even his jaded horse looked ready to drop. He unsaddled the animal, tied it off to a nearby tree, and stretched out, using the saddle as a pillow.
How long had he gone without sleep? Two days? More? Killing that old cowboy at the line camp felt like it had happened days instead of hours ago. What was the cowboy�s name? Larson couldn�t remember.
He reached into his shirt pocket and took out the cowboy�s wallet. Truman Goodson, that was his name. Before he dozed off, Larson decided he needed to make a list of all his kills before he forgot their names completely.


Where Larson�s trail left the railroad spur, Clayton and Kerney paused, rested their animals, studied maps, and considered their next move.
Kerney ran his finger over a map. �If Larson doesn�t get disoriented, and keeps traveling northeast, he�ll be in mountain wilderness until he reaches the paved highway that runs from Raton to the York Canyon coal mine.�
�If he makes it through the mountains to the highway, which is iffy, I doubt he�s going to ride his horse into Raton,� Clayton replied.
Kerney nodded in agreement.
�And if he doesn�t make it through the mountains,� Clayton added, �chances are slim we�d ever find his body.�
�That�s unacceptable,� Kerney said. �Let�s have Vanmeter saturate the road to the coal mine with uniforms. Constant 24/7 patrols, plus officers stationed at every mile marker along the length of the pavement.�
Clayton nodded. �And if he changes direction?�
Kerney pointed on the map to where the spur line ended. �If he cuts back, eventually he�ll intersect the river somewhere above the end of the railroad tracks. At that point I�d guess he�d follow the river north to the York Canyon coal mine.�
�We won�t know what he does unless we follow him,� Clayton said, �and I suggest we don�t. At least not right away.�
Kerney looked up from the map. �Explain yourself.�
�Where Larson is headed, it�s all up and down, except for two major north-south drainage ravines. Unless he gets totally lost and confused, he�ll reach one or the other of them sometime tomorrow. But if we stay on the spur right-of-way, we can gain a hell of a lot of ground on him and, with an early start in the morning, cut across both ravines if necessary and pick up his trail that way.�
Kerney folded the map. �Let�s get game and fish to put some people on horseback behind us to keep Larson from sneaking down the mountainside.�
�We should keep some planes in the air over our sector during the daylight hours to cover any breaks in the tree cover,� Clayton said. �That should keep Larson on the move.�
�Call Vanmeter, give him our coordinates, tell him what we want, and ask him to get the ball rolling,� Kerney said.
Clayton hesitated before keying the handheld. �You do know with all this, we could still lose him out there.�
Kerney shrugged. �Larson�s luck can�t hold forever. It�s time for us to catch a break.�


The sound of an airplane overhead woke Larson. He sat up, looked skyward, and listened as the sound of the engine receded and then returned again. He told himself that it was nothing to worry about, but decided to get moving anyway while he still had enough light to see by. He saddled the horse, led it to the ridgeline, and found a game trail that wound under old growth trees to a rock outcropping. There he discovered a pool of fresh rainwater in a shallow stone basin.
Both Larson and the horse drank from the pool. When he finished and looked up, he could see through the undergrowth a large burn area of blackened trees that extended to the top of the next summit. Above was blue sky. Staying hidden under the canopy, Larson made his way to the burn area. The shadows cast by dead trees told Larson the direction of the sun.
He checked the time on Pettibone�s Omega. Toward dusk, when the planes stopped flying for the night, he�d cross to the next ridge line, make camp, get his bearings in the morning, and move on.
Larson took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Maybe his luck was still holding. His good spirits returned. This might turn out to be fun again after all.


Chapter Eleven
Frank Vanmeter called by radio just as Clayton and Kerney finished setting up camp for the night.
�Have you caught him yet?� Vanmeter asked.
�You�ll be the first to know when we do,� Kerney snapped.
�Didn�t mean to make you testy,� Frank said, not sounding the least bit apologetic. �Thought you�d like to know that a rancher turned in a satchel he found near the Cimarron River when he was out checking his cattle after the storm. It came from the barn at the ranch where Larson�s brother works and contained at least a hundred thousand dollars in jewelry and cash.�
�Has Larson pulled a robbery that we�ve somehow missed?� Kerney asked.
�I wondered the same thing. So far the answer is negative. But that aside, if Larson was planning on using the jewelry to disappear, he�s now up a creek.�
�And all the more dangerous because of it,� Kerney said.
�Amen to that,� Frank said. �Everything you and Agent Istee asked for is in place. Uniforms are at every mile marker along Route 555, three game and fish officers are moving into the foothills to cover your back, and all aircraft are ready to go again at first light.�
�I�ll talk to you then,� Kerney said.
�Ten-four.�
Kerney filled Clayton in as they fed and watered the horses. Then, on the off chance that Larson might be in the vicinity, they had a light dinner in the growing darkness with no campfire.
Although his stomach still hurt and he had no appetite, Kerney hadn�t eaten all day. So he sat on a fallen log and forced himself to swallow some soup Clayton had mixed up from a packet and warmed over a small propane camp stove, and nibble on some cheese and crackers, hoping to keep it all down. When he couldn�t stand the thought of another bite, he buried the remains of his meal in a pit and covered it, so the smell wouldn�t attract any passing bears or other hungry critters.
�You�re still not feeling good, are you?� Clayton asked as he hoisted the bag of foodstuffs up to a high tree branch and tied it off.
�I�ll be fine after a good night�s sleep,� Kerney replied as he took off his boots and slid into the sleeping bag.
He spent the early part of the night awake, leaving the warmth of his sleeping bag once to vomit and returning to swelter in the cool air. When sleep came, he dreamed bizarre images of Craig Larson�s murder and mayhem, and woke up several times in a sweat. Finally the fever broke, and he fell into an exhausted, dreamless sleep.
In the morning, Clayton woke him up with a hot cup of tea. �I heard you in the night,� he said. �You look awful.�
�I bet I do.� Kerney sat up and took the tin mug from Clayton�s hand. �Thanks.�
�I put some honey in it. That should settle your stomach down some.�
Kerney nodded and sipped his tea.
Clayton looked Kerney over with worried eyes. �We can always pull back and have Vanmeter send in replacements.�
�No way. I�m fit enough to continue.�
�You�re sure of that?�
�Yeah.� Kerney smiled. �Whatever got to me has passed.�
�Do you mean that literally?�
�It�s gone one way or the other.�
�How about some dry toast and a bowl of instant oatmeal?�
�Sounds about right.�
�I�ll get to it.� Clayton rose, went to the camp stove, and got busy with breakfast.
As he drank more of his tea, Kerney watched Clayton, a son he never knew he had until a few short years ago. He thought he was damn lucky to have the man as his son and his friend.
After breakfast, they broke camp and were starting out to cut Larson�s trail when Frank Vanmeter called again. This time, to tell Clayton that Paul Hewitt had died in his sleep overnight.
Clayton stiffened in shock and gave Kerney the news, the expression on his face a mixture of agonized sadness and pure rage.
After thanking Vanmeter, he climbed off his horse, silently handed Kerney the reins, and walked into the forest until he was out of sight. Fifteen minutes later, Clayton returned. His eyes were dry and features composed, but he had hacked off his long hair with his hunting knife. Kerney figured it was Clayton�s way of mourning the loss of Paul Hewitt. It was more eloquent than any spoken words.
�Let�s go,� Clayton said with a hard edge to his voice. He took the reins from Kerney�s hands, got on his horse, and started up the slope of the wooded canyon wall.
Kerney said nothing and followed him.


Throughout the morning, Craig Larson stayed lost until the distant sounds of heavy machinery reached him in the thin mountain air. He followed the sound for hours, winding his way up and down canyons and across the ravines wet with standing pools of murky rainwater from yesterday�s storm. He let his horse drink from them before gulping down the gritty water himself, and although it smelled like burned ash from the recent forest fire and tasted muddy, it didn�t seem to do him any harm. He stayed under the trees with his jittery horse for a good half hour, upwind of an adult bear wallowing in a large pool of water, until it ambled away.
He climbed toward the top of the next ridgeline as the growing sound of engines told him that human activity was close at hand. On the crest, he stayed hidden and looked down into a large valley at an open-pit coal mining operation. It had cut into the earth a good hundred and fifty feet below the surface soil and shale-like substrate. He guessed a good thousand acres were being actively mined while another thousand had been reclaimed with native grasses and shrubs.
There were two monster electric shovels loading ore onto gigantic trucks, and at the far end of the pit, massive front-end loaders were excavating coal from what looked like a blast area. A gravel road left the valley in a direction Larson reckoned hooked up somewhere with the railroad spur. He was glad to be well north of it.
He climbed down from his horse, tied the reins on a tree branch, got some canned food out, and ate it for lunch as he watched the machines and considered his next move. Above him, a single-engine airplane dipped into the valley and flew back and forth across the mining operation.
Finished with his food, he threw the empty tin away, grabbed the Weatherby out of the saddle scabbard, and for the fun of it, sighted the weapon on the big, low-moving electric shovels, the front-end loaders, and the trucks hauling the coal. He zeroed in on the shovel operators, wondering if he could take them out. With the distance to the targets, the constant movement of the machines, and the breezes that were kicking up in the thin mountain air, it would be awesome marksmanship.
Larson decided not to bother. He put the Weatherby away and set out to ride the perimeter of the valley mine under the tree cover. Hopefully, something would turn up to give him a sense of what to do or where to go next.
As he circled, his view of the valley expanded to include another part of the operation where the coal was crushed before being transported to the railhead. He continued the loop, riding for a good hour before arriving on the opposite ridgeline overlooking the valley. From there he headed north until the sound of rubber on pavement made him get out of the saddle.
He tied off his horse to a tree and walked through the forest until he could see a strip of blacktop. It had to be the highway that ran from Raton, past the coal mines and up to the Vermejo Resort Ranch and its fancy lodge, where millionaires came to hunt big game during the day and drink martinis at the bar at night.
He spotted a state police car parked at the side of the road. Within minutes another black-and-white passed by heading toward Raton. He walked on until he could see the access road to the mine, where a state cop car was parked next to a black SUV. A state police officer and a security guard stood talking between the vehicles.
Larson returned to his horse. The cops had figured out exactly where he planned to go and had set a trap for him. There were probably more stationed along the highway waiting to cut him off, with a posse of cops likely coming up behind him on horseback. It was time to make a new plan.
He heard the repetitive thud of a chopper overhead coming up the narrow canyon the highway snaked through. More cops most likely. In his mind it sounded like stop the cops being played over and over again.
That�s what he needed to do, but he had to be smart about it. Run and gun, gun and run, might be the best way. Take a cop out and move on. Then take another and another and another. Make them pay to the max for all the shit they�d put him through. But first, he needed to scope out what he was up against before he pulled the trigger on the first one.
He mounted up and disappeared into the forest, thinking he and not the cops would call the shots.


After hours of riding, Clayton and Kerney cut Larson�s trail at a wildfire burn area that had destroyed a good four thousand acres of timber, sterilized the thin layer of topsoil, and exposed the washed gray granite, hardened quartz, and sandstone rock of the mountainside. They found a disturbed area where Larson had camped overnight, called it in, and kept moving, dropping into the ravine where tracks and sign showed Larson had paused to drink. In the next ravine, they found fresh bear scat and recent hoofprints that traveled even higher, until they topped out on a crest that overlooked an huge open-pit coal mine.
Kerney and Clayton looked down at the raw, gaping wound in the land.
�Well, we all like our cars and electric lights, I guess,� Clayton said.
�Don�t we, though,� Kerney replied, thinking resource extraction could be a whole lot less wasteful. �At least they�re making an effort to reclaim the land. That didn�t use to happen.�
Clayton grunted and moved off to inspect the area for more signs of Larson. Kerney�s gut wrenched and he scurried into the woods and promptly lost all the food in his stomach. Most of the morning he�d been feeling all right, but in the last hour or so the sweats and the chills had returned along with a gut that felt like it was about to explode.
�I�ve called in a chopper to take you to Raton to be looked at,� Clayton said when Kerney returned to the horses.
�I�m not going.�
�Don�t be stubborn. You�re sick. We�ll drop down into the mine so the chopper can pick you up.�
�I don�t want you going up against Larson alone,� Kerney said.
�I won�t be. We�ve got a picket line of uniforms spread out along the length of the highway, so I�ve got all the backup I need.�
�Uniforms sitting in squad cars aren�t the same as someone in the saddle next to you.�
�I�ll be careful,� Clayton said.
Kerney shook his head in protest. �I�m staying.�
�You�re going,� Clayton said flatly. �A sick partner doesn�t do me any good and could get us both killed.�
Clayton was right and Kerney knew it. �Okay,� he said. �I�ll get myself checked out.�
They picked their way carefully down to a cut that took them to a gravel road where monster ore trucks rumbled by, kicking up dust so thick it stung the eyes.
�You know,� Clayton yelled over the sound of a passing truck, �if you eat food during a storm supposedly you either lose your teeth before you get old or your stomach stays cranky.�
�Who told you that?� Kerney yelled back.
�Moses Kaywaykla, my uncle by marriage. In fact, if you�re eating and there�s a lightning flash, you�re supposed to spit the food out right away.�
�Why are you telling me this?�
�To further your continuing education about Mescalero traditions and beliefs.�
�Oh, and I just thought you were telling me I had a cranky stomach to make me feel better.�
�Your sarcasm is duly noted. Actually, I thought it would take your mind off it.�
Kerney laughed in spite of himself. Up ahead, a state police helicopter came over the tree line and landed on reclaimed flats planted in clover, saltbush, and side oats grama grass.
Clayton broke the roan gelding into a canter and Kerney followed suit on his buckskin, the packhorses loping behind. They reached the chopper to find a lady paramedic standing by. She ordered Kerney off his horse, checked his pulse, listened to his heart and lungs, took his temperature and blood pressure, prodded his gut with her fingers, and told him to get in the chopper.
Kerney hesitated. �What�s the verdict?�
�Don�t know,� the paramedic replied with a smile. �Your heart�s strong and your blood pressure is okay. Maybe food poisoning or some intestinal bug, but we�ll let the doctors decide.�
Kerney gave Clayton a dirty look and got in the chopper with the paramedic. Clayton smiled broadly, backed the horses away, and waved as the pilot fired up the rotors. When the helicopter was airborne, he called Vanmeter and told him Kerney was in-bound to Raton from the coal mine. �Has anyone sighted Larson?� he asked.
�Negative,� Vanmeter replied.
�That means he�s probably discovered we�ve been waiting for him and he�s either doing an end run or moving laterally. I�m going back to pick up his trail.�
�You shouldn�t do it on your own,� Vanmeter cautioned.
�I�ll keep my distance,� Clayton replied, lying through his teeth.
As he trotted the horses down the gravel road, loud, shrill whistles blew, the heavy equipment stopped moving, and all was quiet for a moment before an explosion ripped open an exposed coal seam at the far end of the pit. The dust from the blast formed a dense cloud that floated over the valley and coated the stately mountain evergreens above the pit.
Clayton covered his mouth with a handkerchief and rode away from the mine.


All morning long, radio stations in Raton had broadcast half-hour bulletins about the police manhunt for Kerry�s brother. People were warned not to open their doors to strangers, pick up hitchhikers on the roads, or let their children out unsupervised. Listeners also heard that the reward for information leading to Craig�s capture had reached fifty thousand dollars.
On one of the hourly news shows, a newsman interviewed Truman Goodson�s widow, who broke down crying, demanding Craig be brought to justice. Kerry looked up Mrs. Goodson�s address in the phone book and took the fifteen hundred dollars cash he�d held back from his brother to buy a new deer rifle and put it in an envelope without a note or return address, put four first-class stamps on it to make sure it got there, and dropped it in the mailbox on the highway.
On a talk radio show, a trucker called in to say there were dozen of cops concentrated along Highway 555. He cogitated on the idea that they were flooding the high country looking for Craig. Another caller reported a rumor that the police had recovered out on the prairie a fortune in jewels and a pile of cash that Craig had stolen from a bunch of people he�d killed that the cops didn�t know about.
All the police would say officially was that the manhunt for Craig had intensified and the public would be advised as soon as he was apprehended.
Kerry had gone to work in the morning only to be interrupted by a state police investigator accompanied by Everett Dorsey, who for the umpteenth time questioned him about where Craig was heading with his stolen horses and supplies. For the umpteenth time Kerry played dumb.
When he did get to working again, he was bothered by an Albuquerque television news reporter who barged in asking for an interview while a truck with a satellite dish on top of it idled outside. Kerry clammed up, closed the barn doors, and wouldn�t open them until the reporter and his truck left.
When he was finally alone except for the cop on the ranch road watching him, he locked up the garage, walked back to his house, gathered up a coat, a rifle, and some ammunition, and put it all in his truck along with some bottled water, crackers, and a jar of peanut butter in a small backpack. By force of habit, he checked his oil, coolant, and tire pressure before climbing into the cab.
One summer long ago when they were kids, they had been loaned out by the rancher they worked for as summer help to fix up a corral at the Vermejo Resort Ranch. It was on a high-country pasture deep in the forest an hour off a jeep trail by horseback. They�d camped out at the corral for two nights, and in their free time had found a small cave in the mountainside hidden by thick underbrush. It had all kinds of Indian paintings on the walls and ceiling, and from the looks of it nobody had used if for years.
Kerry figured if Craig was really in the high country and the cops were all around him like the radio said, he would head for the cave to hide out because that�s where they had talked about what fun it would be to live like the old-time mountain men.
He would go there to look for him. Maybe he could talk Craig into giving himself up. Then people would stop thinking bad things about him.
He fired up the truck and took off. Half a mile down the highway one of those unmarked state police cars came up behind him, but Kerry didn�t mind. Where he was going, the cop couldn�t follow.
He turned off at the first ranch-road gate along the highway, locked it behind him, and kept going. In his rearview mirror he saw the car stop, turn around, and head back toward town.
As he drove Kerry wondered what had happened to make Craig so bad-sick in the head.


Craig Larson stuck to the trees for cover and followed the highway for several miles in both directions just to check things out. There were cops everywhere watching and waiting for him. He faded deeper into the woods and traveled in the general direction of the Vermejo Resort Ranch. Back when he was a kid, the ranch catered in the fall and winter months to rifle and bow hunters looking to bring home a trophy-size elk, bear, or deer. In the spring, the bird hunters came for the wild turkey season. During the summer, the lodge operated as a dude ranch and nature study center for wealthy vacationers. Guests could go on fake cattle roundups complete with campfire sing-alongs at night, take horseback camping trips into the wilderness, go on guided nature and wildlife hikes, or just stay put at the ranch headquarters, where they could play tennis, swim in the Olympic-size pool, get spa treatments, and drink martinis in the bar. He doubted anything had changed.
Larson had only been there once, years ago, when he and Kerry had fixed up an old corral in a bad state of repair. At the time, the owners were planning to buy a small herd of buffalo and graze them on a broad high valley tucked between two peaks. A sturdy fence had been built to keep the buffalo from straying, and the repaired corral would be used to cull a few head every now and then for slaughter so the lodge could serve up gourmet buffalo steaks, burgers, and roasts to the paying guests.
Larson wondered if he could find his way to that valley. It would be a hell of a lot of fun to stampede the animals and shoot them down just like the old buffalo hunters used to do. He wondered how many he could kill in an hour or so.
As he continued toward the ranch, the canyon narrowed. Staying out of sight of the highway became more and more difficult. Time and again he had to dismount and climb upslope at a steep angle to avoid being seen. About the only traffic on the road was cop cars going back and forth and some dump trucks traveling down the canyon toward Raton.
At the high point of one crest, Larson found himself looking down at a rock quarry where gravel and stone were being mined and loaded on the dump trucks. He eyeballed the grade at the back end of the mine and decide it was too steep to traverse with the horse. But if he backtracked, he would be in sight from the road when he went around the entrance to the quarry. That wouldn�t do.
The Omega wristwatch Larson had inherited from Pettibone by way of murder told him the quarry would probably shut down for the day in another hour. He decided to wait. He found a fairly level area under a big pine tree that had been hit by lightning some time back, and stretched out for a nap. It had been another draining day.


Other than a bad gut stemming partly from an old gunshot wound that had cost him a few feet of his small intestine, a persistent cold and sore throat with postnasal drip, and an accompanying fever, the doctors at the hospital couldn�t find anything wrong with Kerney. They asked questions, had a nurse draw blood, checked his vitals, and tried to keep him overnight for observation. Kerney wasn�t having any of it.
They let him go with a prescription for antibiotics, told him to get some over-the-counter meds to deal with the gut and nasal symptoms, and gave him a referral to see a specialist in Santa Fe for a colonoscopy. The thought of it held little appeal.
After picking up his meds at the hospital pharmacy, Kerney met Frank Vanmeter in the parking lot next to the empty helicopter landing pad.
�Where�s the chopper?� he asked. �I need to get back up the mountain pronto.�
Vanmeter shook his head. �You�re not going anywhere tonight; Chief Baca�s orders. Even if the chief was inclined to let you return to duty, Agent Istee said he wouldn�t be able to meet up with you until morning.�
�Have you and Clayton snookered me?�
�You could say that,� Vanmeter said with a smile as he opened the passenger door to his unit. �I�ll give you a ride to the motel. Take a hot shower, call your wife, get a good night�s sleep, and if you�re better in the morning, maybe Chief Baca will let you return to duty.�
Kerney settled into the seat. �What else did Agent Istee have to say for himself?�
�Seems our boy Larson is leading him on quite a merry chase. He�s doubling back and stopping frequently to cover his tracks. Clayton says he�s no closer to him than he was when you got airlifted from the coal mine. But now things are a bit more complicated.�
�How so?� Kerney asked.
�Kerry Larson is on the loose,� Vanmeter replied. �Going where, we don�t know. He left the ranch, passed through a locked pasture gate with a key, and slipped his tail. If he�s not careful, he could get shot by somebody who thinks he�s his brother.�
�Great,� Kerney said as they pulled up to the motel.
In his room, Kerney followed Vanmeter�s advice and took a hot shower before calling Sara.
�Where are you?� she asked.
�In a motel room in Raton.�
�It�s not like you not to call.�
�Sorry about that. I�ve been tracking Larson on horseback with Clayton the last two days.�
�Have you got him?�
�Not yet, but he�s almost surrounded. Does that sound as lame to you as it does to me?�
�I�m trying not to scoff.�
�We�ll get him.�
�You sound all stuffed up and congested. Are you okay?�
�Just the sniffles, nothing more.�
�You�re sure?�
�Absolutely.�
�I was on the phone with Grace earlier. She�s worried about Clayton. You do know that Paul Hewitt died in his sleep?�
�We heard. Clayton took it pretty hard, but he�s coping.�
�He needs to call home.�
�I�ll let him know in the morning.�
�Isn�t he with you at the motel?�
�No, he�s camped out on Larson�s trail, and Larson�s hiding somewhere on a resort mountain ranch that stretches to the Colorado state line. We�ve got over two dozen officers up there with him.�
�Patrick and I are leaving in the morning for London.�
�So soon?�
�My emergency leave is up, Kerney. Jack and Irene are driving us to the airport.�
�How are they doing?�
�A little bit better. When you get back to the ranch, Lynette wants to talk to you about taking over the breeding program.�
�Did she say anything more about it?�
�No, but two days ago she found out she�s pregnant.�
�That�s heartbreaking,� Kerney said.
�In a way. But in another way she�s delighted. So are Jack and Irene. When will you be joining us in London?�
�As soon as this gets wrapped up.�
�You�re sure?� Sara asked.
�I�m sure.�
�Hold on, there�s a young man here who wants to talk to you.�
Sara turned the phone over to Patrick, and Kerney spent a few minutes reassuring his son that he�d see him in London. He promised to take him riding in Hyde Park soon after he got home. He said good night to Sara, took his meds, set the alarm clock, and went to bed, determined to be rid of what ailed him by morning.


Clayton made camp at dusk, fed the horses, fixed a big meal, and settled in for the night. He remembered his conversation with Paul Hewitt in the hospital and the comment the sheriff had made about going skydiving without a parachute as soon as he finished his rehab. He couldn�t shake the thought that somehow Sheriff Hewitt had found a way to kill himself. Maybe he�d just willed himself to stop breathing. He wondered what the autopsy would reveal, and if it would ever be made public.
Clayton worried about Kerney until Frank Vanmeter called him on the handheld to say the illness wasn�t serious, and that unless Kerney�s symptoms worsened, he would rejoin the search in the morning. He�d missed Kerney�s company. The last two days with him chasing Larson to hell and gone had been the best time he�d ever spent with his father. The man who only a few short years ago had been a stranger was now a true friend.
He tried to call Grace on his cell phone but couldn�t get a signal. He raised Vanmeter on his handheld and asked him to relay a message to Grace letting her know he was okay.
�Anything else you�d like me to pass on?� Vanmeter asked.
�Tell her I�ll call as soon as I can,� Clayton replied.
�Ten-four.�
Clayton ended the transmission, spread open a map on his sleeping bag, and used a flashlight to study it. Except for one drink in a streambed, the horses had gone without water since afternoon. In the morning, he needed to get them to the nearest water source before setting out on Larson�s trail. He noted the closest water to his position, judged it to be less than two miles away, folded the map, and turned off the flashlight. He�d skip breakfast and get started before daybreak. That way he�d be back on Larson�s trail early.


Where the rangeland ran against the foothills, a Forest Service road cut through a canyon and traveled deep into the mountains before ultimately hooking up to a state road that led to the tiny village of Costilla, just south of the Colorado border. There were some primitive campgrounds along the way, up around Ash Mountain, but for the most part the area was mainly wilderness.
For all his adult years, what Kerry Larson loved to do best with his free time was hunt, and time and again he had gone into the backcountry looking to take his annual buck during deer season. In the last twelve years he�d rarely failed to bring a big one home for the freezer.
Kerry knew every Jeep trail, game trail, old abandoned mining road, footpath, and backcountry trace in those mountains. And by nightfall he was five miles beyond where he�d hidden his truck, sitting next to the bank of a crystal-clear stream that fed into the Vermejo River, wrapped in his coat to keep away the chill, eating peanut butter and crackers for his supper.
He figured to be north of the lodge at the ranch by mid morning, and no more than two hours away on foot from the valley where he and Craig had found that cave so long ago. If Craig wasn�t already there, he would wait for him. And when he came, Kerry would make him give himself up to the police.
Kerry washed down his peanut butter and crackers with some water, curled up on a bed of pine needles he�d fashioned next to the streambed, and let the sound of rushing water lull him to sleep.


Craig Larson slept well but woke hungry. Hiking up and down ravines, canyons, and mountains, sometimes having to almost drag his horse to come along behind him, had given him quite an appetite. He checked the supply of food he�d taken from the pantry at the line camp in Dawson where Truman Goodson had caught his bullet. He was down to one can of sardines. He ate it quickly and saddled his horse. It was time to get more provisions, and that meant paying a visit to the ranch lodge. But first, he needed to find water and grass for the horse.
After two hours of difficult riding over rocky ground and through dense tree cover, Larson broke clear into a long finger-like meadow ringed by tall pines, causing a startled doe and her fawn to bolt for the woods. He dismounted and walked the horse to a stream where they both drank before he turned the animal loose to graze on the tall grass.
Larson wasn�t exactly sure of his location, but he knew he was beyond the coal mine and the gravel pit and more or less parallel to the pavement that dead-ended at the ranch. Eventually he would top out on a summit that overlooked the valley where the lodge nestled. Once there, he�d stop and make a plan on how to conduct his attack.
He thought about Truman Goodson and decided to give him the moniker of �Good Old Truman.� That way he could join Kid Cuddy, Ugly Nancy, Cowgirl Tami, and Porky Pettibone as victims firmly entrenched in Larson�s mind. And how could he forgot la cucaracha, Bertie Roach, whose neck he�d snapped in that Albuquerque motel? An idea surfaced that he needed to come up with nicknames for all the people he�d killed. It would make the memorial plaque that much more historically interesting.
Larson let the horse graze for a good long time before riding on. Underneath a tall pine, he looked back and saw a rider trailing three horses come into view at the far end of the meadow. He pulled the Weatherby from the scabbard and looked through the scope. It was the Indian-looking cop he�d seen coming out of the Raton motel with the state police officer.
He sighted in on the cop and squeezed off a round. Horse and rider went down in the tall grass and neither got up. The three riderless horses, one saddle mount and two pack animals, scampered back into the trees.
Larson dismounted and fired five more rounds at the spot where the horse and rider had fallen. From his vantage point he couldn�t tell if his shots had hit the mark. He waited a good ten minutes for any sign of life before scrambling partway up the slope to see if his quarry was down.
He cautiously peered around a tree and a bullet almost took his ear off. Larson blind-fired rounds before retreating to his mount and riding away. He figured the cop�s horse was dead. If the cop was unharmed, he�d have to round up his scattered animals before he could continue the chase.
Larson decided to get to higher ground, find a good spot, and pick the cop off if and when he closed the gap.


Cradling his rifle in his elbows, Clayton belly-crawled through the tall grass. He made it to the tree line, found cover, called in a 10-55, officer under fire, gave his location, and inspected the leg his roan had fallen on. From what he could tell it was maybe a pulled ligament and not broken. Standing behind a thick pine tree for protection, he stood up and put some weight on the leg. It didn�t buckle.
He keyed his handheld and reported he was limping a bit but otherwise unhurt, then went looking for the buckskin and the two packhorses, and found them one by one. He returned to the edge of the meadow, secured the horses, and crawled back to the dead roan. It had taken all six rounds meant for Clayton. Keeping his head down, he removed the animal�s saddle and bridle, secured it on his back, and crawled to where the horses waited.
Kerney�s voice came over the handheld as Clayton was about to circle the meadow and attempt to get behind Larson.
�Are you all right?� he demanded.
�Affirmative.�
�I�m in a chopper five miles out. Give me your exact GPS coordinates.�
Clayton did as asked. �I�m at the near edge of a narrow meadow,� he added. �You can�t miss it.�
�Ten-four.�
�If you�re planning to come along with me,� Clayton said, �eighty-six the idea. The roan is dead and I�m riding the buckskin.�
�You�re not getting shot at again without backup,� Kerney countered. �Put your saddle on one of the packhorses and stay off my buckskin. How far ahead is Larson?�
�No more than an hour if you hurry and he isn�t perched somewhere up high waiting to pick us off.�
�Is the meadow big enough for a safe landing?�
�It is.� Clayton could hear the approaching chopper.
�Cover us if it�s a hot LZ.�
�Ten-four.�
The bird came over the ridgeline, dropped fast into the meadow, and made a quick pass from one end to the other before delivering Kerney, who tumbled out the door and zigzagged to the trees.
Clayton walked to him and handed the reins to the buckskin. �Hold this while I saddle the packhorse,� he said.
�You�re limping,� Kerney replied, eyeing Clayton�s leg.
�Yeah, I�m limping and you�ve got a crabby gut.� Clayton unhitched the frame from a packhorse and wrestled it to the ground.
�I�m better.�
�That�s good to hear,� Clayton answered. �As soon as I�m on horseback I�ll be better too, because I won�t be limping.�


Kerry Larson hiked through a thinned-out stand of trees at the edge of the valley where the Vermejo River gurgled clear and cold in a rocky streambed. He was well north of the ranch lodge, with one tall summit left to climb to reach the secluded valley where he and his brother had long ago rebuilt the old corral.
Kerry had been back several times since then on solo elk hunting trips. He always took some time to visit the hidden cave with the Indian drawings and watch the small herd of buffalo that roamed the fenced-in valley.
Although he had no way to prove it, Kerry knew for certain that his brother would come to that valley, and it wasn�t just the mountain man comment that made him know it. In the past, he�d have hunches Craig was about to call him or had sent him something in the mail, and it would happen just like he thought.
He started up the mountain, his thighs aching from the effort, his calves still sore from his steep descent into the valley. He paused for a drink of water from the canteen in his backpack. What could he say to Craig to make him stop running? He had always bossed Kerry around, but not this time. Not this time.
Kerry concentrated his thoughts as he climbed, trying hard to put together words he could use to get Craig to do the right thing and give himself up.


Craig Larson heard the chopper and changed his mind about lying in wait to bushwhack the cop. He�d already passed beyond the meadow and didn�t want to return and risk the possibility that the helicopter had landed and disgorged a half dozen more cops who were already scrambling up the hillside to run him down. He guided the horse through the trees as fast as it would go, stopping occasionally to listen for the sound of pursuit. Except for the wind in the trees and brief bird songs all was quiet behind him.
Larson walked the horse sideways down a steep gully where the tree cover parted enough to give him a glimpse of the highway below. Beyond the slight curve in the road he caught sight of a stretch of grassland, and hurried the gelding along to take a better look. He broke free of the trees on a rock shelf that gave him an unobstructed view of the valley and the ranch lodge with its many outbuildings, barns, stables, and corrals.
The lodge was an old timber-frame building with a pitched shingled roof, deep verandas, and massive stone chimneys. The guest parking lot adjacent to the building held a dozen expensive passenger cars and SUVs.
The barns and outbuildings sprinkled through the sheltered valley were of the same design as the lodge. A rectangular building set well back behind the stables had a gravel lot at the rear where an assortment of much less expensive vehicles were parked. Larson figured it to be staff housing.
In a large paddock in front of the stables were several sleek, fine-looking horses. Larson decided to bypass the lodge, see what kind of food he could grab in the staff quarters, and get a fresh mount from the paddock.
He doubted he would be able to get in and out without being spotted, so he checked the magazine in the Glock autoloader to make sure it was full before backing the horse off the outcropping and following a well-worn trail down to the valley.
Once on the valley floor, Larson spurred his horse toward the staff quarters, expecting to be seen and challenged. But nobody came to intercept him. He made it safely to the stables only to be greeted by a young freckle-faced woman who stepped outside to meet him.
�Can I help you?� the young woman asked.
Larson smiled as he slid off the horse, stuck the Glock in the young woman�s face, and hustled her back inside the stables.
�Why yes you can, Cutie Pie,� he said. �Tell me, where is everyone else beside you?�
�You�re that man,� the woman replied, almost screeching. �That man.�
Larson put her in a headlock and pressed the Glock against her eye. �I�ve got no time for small talk, Cutie Pie. Where is everybody?�
Cutie Pie swallowed hard before answering. �Most of the guests are out on a trail ride with our wranglers. The others are on a birding walk with our wildlife manager. And the lodge staff are getting ready for an early evening wedding reception.�
�That�s good, Cutie Pie,� Larson said, easing the pressure on her neck. �The building behind the stables is where the staff lives, right?�
The woman nodded. She had pretty blue eyes filled with tears.
�Who is there right now?�
�Nobody. Everyone�s at work.�
�What about the gardeners who keep the grounds shipshape?�
�There�s only one gardener and he�s helping set up for the wedding party.�
�Is there food at the staff quarters?�
�Yes, we have our own kitchen.�
�Good. Let�s go.� Larson released his grip and poked her in the kidney with the Glock. �Act natural. Try to run, and I�ll kill you. Scream or shout, and I�ll kill you. Understand?�
�Yes.�
Inside the staff quarters, Larson found the refrigerator and cupboards well stocked. He ordered Cutie Pie to fill a pillowcase with food and carry it back to the stables.
He walked behind her, prodding her along with the Glock. �What�s your name, Cutie Pie?� he asked.
�Celia Calvin.�
�I�m gonna make you famous.�
�How? By murdering me?�
Larson laughed as he pushed her into the stables. �I probably should. No, I�m gonna let you live so you can tell people Craig Larson didn�t hurt you much.�
�How much is not much?�
Larson slapped her. �I hate a smart mouth on a woman. Don�t make me change my mind about killing you. You tell them I didn�t violate you. No rapine, as the old-timers used to call it. You tell them Craig Larson was a gentleman. That he tipped his hat to you and thanked you for the food and the loan of a horse. You got that?�
�Okay.�
�Say it!� Larson ordered with a snarl.
�No rapine,� she replied in a shaky voice. �You were a gentleman who treated me like a lady.�
Larson bared his teeth and smiled. �That�s good. Real good. Bring that chestnut mare in here and saddle it for me.�
Celia did as she was told. When she finished, he clubbed her on the side of the head with the Glock, laid her facedown on the floor, hogtied her with rope, and stuck a rag in her mouth. He packed the food from the pillowcase into saddlebags, transferred the sheathed Weatherby to his fresh horse, and mounted up.
Behind the stables and the staff quarters, the forest underbrush had been cleared and the trees thinned, creating a parklike setting. There were several well-marked trails that led to vantage points above the valley, complete with signs giving the mileage to each destination. Larson followed the trail that took him in the general direction of the buffalo pasture and the cave hidden in the mountainside.
He was about to leave the trail and strike out cross-country when a man packing a sidearm and leading a group of four sturdy-looking boomers, two men and two women, came into view. They all had binoculars around their necks and wore floppy hats, hiking shorts, and hiking boots.
When the man with the pistola held up his hand and told Larson to stop, he shot him with the Glock. The boomers looked on in stunned silence for a minute until one of the women started to scream.
He pointed the Glock at her but didn�t pull the trigger. �Shut the fuck up,� he yelled.
She covered her mouth and gagged for air.
�I should kill you all,� Larson announced, �but I won�t. Because I want you to tell the law it was a fair fight. You tell them he was gonna draw down on me. Understand?�
The foursome nodded in unison.
Larson waved the Glock at the dead man. �What was his name?�
�Wade Christopher,� one of the men replied, his gaze fixed firmly on the ground.
Larson smiled. �Wade. I like that name. It�s a good Western name. I�m proud to have shot him down.� He pointed the Glock in the direction of the lodge. �Get going, before I change my mind.�
The foursome moved quickly around the body, sidestepped Larson on the chestnut mare, and scurried down the trail. He fired a couple of bullets in the air to hurry them along and continued up the mountain.


Chapter Twelve
Clayton and Kerney arrived at the ranch and learned that a young woman, sobbing in the arms of the resort manager, had been knocked unconscious and tied up by Larson. Four very distraught lodge guests who�d witnessed Larson shoot down the ranch wildlife manager on a hiking trail huddled nearby. They didn�t know if the victim was alive or dead.
Clayton called it in as they rode hard to reach the spot where the man had been gunned down. Before they were out of sight of the lodge, the first of a string of wailing squad cars could be heard coming up the canyon.
At the crime scene Kerney advised Vanmeter by radio that the victim was dead.
�According to the resort manager, there�s a large group of guests out on a guided trail ride,� he added, �and a wedding reception is scheduled for this evening at the lodge. Let�s get the reception canceled, a roadblock set up on the ranch road to keep people out, the trail riders found and brought in, all guests and staff accounted for, and everyone under police protection, ready to be evacuated quickly if need be.�
�Ten-four.�
�We�re moving on,� Kerney said.
�Best to wait for backup,� Vanmeter replied.
�There�s no time to wait. We�re closer to Larson than we�ve ever been. Put some SWAT sharpshooters on the chopper, bring them to the ranch, and have them ready to go airborne at a moment�s notice. That�s our backup. I�ll call for it if and when we need it.�
�Affirmative. Be careful out there.�
�Let�s all be careful,� Kerney replied.
Up ahead, Clayton waited impatiently. When Kerney joined up, Clayton pointed at trampled bunchgrass under some trees.
�He�s traveling cross-country,� Clayton said as he turned his horse to go up the trail. �I checked one of the maps the game and fish officer gave us. The only logical place he can be heading is to a small mountain valley above us. There�s a notation on the map that it�s home to a small buffalo herd owned by the ranch. Other than that, it�s rugged, uninhabited country.�
�Why in the blazes is he going there?� Kerney asked as he came abreast of Clayton�s horse.
Clayton shook his head. �Don�t know, but if we stay on the trail for another mile or so, we�ll intersect a jeep track that will take us right to the valley. If we push it, we may even be able to get there before him.�
�Then let�s ride.� Kerney spurred his horse and left Clayton, who was astride a less than speedy packhorse he�d drafted as his mount, in the dust.


Kerry Larson reached the valley where the buffalo, enclosed by a high fence, were clustered on three hundred acres near one of the streambeds that drained out of the higher peaks and coursed through the basin. The land never got a break from the animals, and the tall grassland and wildflower meadows that had once filled the valley had been grazed and trampled into hardpan. The shallow, wandering, clear streams had been turned into deep, fast-running gullies bounded by eroded banks.
Kerry thought the cattle down on the short grass prairie ranches lived better than these poor animals, who survived on feed brought in by ranch hands on the jeep track. He�d learned somewhere that these were domestic buffalo. Dangerous, as any big animal on the hoof could be, but not wild. They still needed to roam though, maybe not like the truly wild ones up north somewhere in a national park, but enough so the land could heal and not be ground to powder under their hoofs.
Kerry circled the fence, looking for sign that Craig had arrived. Finding none, he climbed the side of a mountain that rose almost vertically from the valley floor, and went directly to the mouth of the small cave he�d discovered with his brother that summer long ago. It was hard to spot the opening through the thick branches of an ancient mountain mahogany, but once there, he threw some stones inside just in case some critters had taken up residence. The stones caused no ruckus, but to be make sure it wasn�t home to a rattlesnake nest, he shined his flashlight around before crawling in.
For a few minutes he sat and looked at the Indian drawings that were still visible on the cave walls. There were deer and bear figures and one of a hunter with a bow and arrow. But his favorite was a warrior wearing a headdress. Down in one corner of the back wall, he and Craig had carved their initials in the rock, along with the date. Kerry ran his hand over the letters, remembering the good times with his brother.
He wrapped his small backpack containing his remaining supply of food and water in his coat and went outside to find a good place to wait on Craig�s arrival. With his back against a big old pine tree and a clear view of the whole valley, he settled in, his rifle close at hand.
He still hadn�t come up with any good words to use on his brother. He was slow all right, just like Craig always said he was. But he wasn�t a bad man, and he didn�t want his brother to be bad anymore.


Not long after leaving the trail where he�d met up with the pistol-packing guide and his flock of bird-loving tourists, Larson found himself on a well-used jeep track that traveled straight up over a summit and down some switchbacks to the valley. At the crest he stopped and looked over the buffalo herd clustered behind the high post-and-wire fence at the far end of the basin. He counted twenty animals, including four calves. That wasn�t as many as he�d hoped for, and they looked none too wild and woolly, but if he could get them stampeded, it still might be fun to see how many he could bring down with the Weatherby Mark V.
A rifle shot from the far side of the valley cut through the air. Larson jumped off the chestnut mare, pulled the Weatherby, and hit the dirt, looking frantically for the shooter. Another shot echoed through the peaks, followed by the sound of his brother�s voice calling him.
Cursing, Larson stood, used the scope of the rifle to scan the mountainside across the valley, and spotted Kerry clutching a long gun and waving at him with his free hand. He hollered, waved back, got on the chestnut, and started down the switchbacks, totally mystified. How could Kerry have possibly known where to come looking for him? More than that, what in the hell was he doing here?
He kept his gaze fixed on his brother as he dropped down the mountain, watching Kerry scramble to the fence line and run along the perimeter toward a gate a good half mile distant. Seeing no horse or vehicle, Larson figured Kerry had hiked into the valley. But why?
A wave of paranoia unexpectedly hit Larson. He pulled the chestnut to a quick stop. What if Kerry had brought the cops here to ambush him? Or barring that, what if the cops had been smart enough to follow his dumb-ass brother? He did a tight three-sixty on the chestnut, looking for any movement or glint of a reflection off a gun barrel or sunglasses. Heart racing, he scanned high and low, half expecting to feel the sudden impact of a slug take him down. After a long ten seconds, nothing had happened. He hurried the chestnut to the valley floor and galloped to his brother, who was still a good quarter mile away from the gate to the high fence.
�What in the hell are you doing here?� Larson shouted as he closed the gap. He slipped out of the saddle, tied the chestnut mare to a fence post, and watched his brother jog the final fifty yards.
Winded, Kerry slowed to a walk and caught his breath. �I came to take you home,� he said with an apologetic smile.
�Do what?� Larson replied incredulously. �What the fuck are you talking about?�
Kerry stopped three feet away from his brother, his hand tight on the stock of his rifle. �Take you home so you can stand up for me and make it right.�
�Make what right?� Larson demanded.
�That I�m not the cause of you killing all those people.�
�What is that supposed to mean?�
�People say I told you about Lenny Hampton turning you in to the police and that�s what started you off being a killer. If I hadn�t said anything, you just would have gone away.�
�But you did tell me about Lenny, didn�t you?� Larson said with a short laugh.
Kerry hung his head. �Not to get him hurt. Or those other people either.�
Larson smiled. �Well, let me ease your pain, little brother. I started killing people long before I left your pal Lenny Hampson begging for his life in the desert. Does that make you feel any better? Or do you need a note to take back to all your friends explaining that you�re not to blame for the notches on my gun?�
�Don�t make fun of me.�
�I wouldn�t think of it,� Larson snapped. �But now that I turn the situation over in my mind, it comes to me that you could be an accessory after the fact.�
�What�s that?�
�Somebody who helped me get away from the police.�
�Because you lied to me.�
�The cops aren�t going to believe that.�
Kerry squared his shoulders, both hands locked on his rifle. �That�s why I need you to come with me and give yourself up. To tell the truth.�
Larson laughed in his brother�s face as his hand found the grip of the Glock autoloader. �Never gonna happen, younger brother. And if you point that rifle at me, I�ll shoot you down, brother or not.�
�So you can pretend to be me, right? Just like you said the other day.�
�It�s an idea with some merit,� Larson allowed. �How did you know I�d be here?�
Kerry shrugged. �I just thought on it for a spell and figured this is where you�d come.�
Larson laughed. �Well, isn�t that something? And here I didn�t even know I was headed this way myself. Are you sure you weren�t followed?�
�I know I wasn�t, but you were.�
�You�re right about that, little brother. Are you gonna stay and help me when the cops get here?�
�I�ll help you give yourself up.�
Larson groaned in mock disappointment. �That�s not it. I want you to help me shoot the sons-of-bitches.�
Kerry shook his head. �I won�t do that.�
�Then you�re worthless to me.� Larson tilted his head in the direction of the buffalo herd at the far end of the valley. �But that�s okay. You always have been.�
Larson and Kerry locked eyes. It�s like looking in a mirror, but it�s not, Larson thought. �Let�s you and me shoot those buffalo before the cops get here,� he said. �Then you can skedaddle.�
�What?� Kerry asked, mystified.
�I�ve heard that when they�re running, the ground shakes. And when you shoot them while they�re at a full gallop, the thud when they fall sounds like a small explosion. Man, I�d like to see that.�
Kerry looked at his brother as if he were a stranger. �That�s a bad-crazy idea. It�s just more killing for no cause.�
�You think so?� Larson snarled. �I�ll tell you what a bad-crazy idea is. Firing your rifle twice in the air was really bad-crazy. Now the cops know exactly where I am, even if they�re five miles back.�
He stepped up to Kerry and pushed him hard in the chest with the flat of his hand. �Just walk away from me. Get the hell out of here before I shoot you. Go home. Go back to your spark plugs and grease gun, and your simple-minded life. Get going.�
�You�re gonna get yourself killed,� Kerry said.
�Maybe so. But if you stay, I�ll probably get you killed too. Go on now.�
Kerry dropped his gaze and hesitated.
�Get,� Larson ordered sternly. �Do as you�re told.�
Kerry turned, stepped away, stopped, and looked back, his expression like that of a crestfallen puppy.
�Go,� Larson repeated, more severely.
Reluctantly, Kerry walked away, headed back the way he�d come. Larson watched him for a few minutes before mounting up. He turned the chestnut toward the mouth of the valley, where he had spotted a ledge about two hundred feet up the side of the mountain that would give him cover and a great vantage point. That was where he would make his stand.
He looked back once in Kerry�s direction. He was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he was hiding in the woods waiting to see what happened and would still manage to get himself killed before the day was out.
Larson decided he couldn�t worry about Kerry anymore. For a time, he had honestly believed that killing him would have been as easy as pie. But when he�d tried to work himself up to pulling the trigger, he�d realized that it just wasn�t in him.
Must be brotherly love, Larson thought with a snicker as he guided the chestnut to the ledge.


The sound of a rifle shot brought Kerney and Clayton to a full stop. The second shot got them out of their saddles and moving cautiously on foot up the jeep track. Just shy of the crest, they dropped down and belly-crawled to a mountaintop shelf shaded by the broad branches of a tall pine tree. They scanned the valley floor and surrounding peaks using binoculars. Below, a small herd of buffalo moved slowly inside a fence that ringed the confined basin. Above, a pair of ravens floated on thermals in the cloudless midday sky.
�See anything?� Kerney whispered.
Clayton shook his head. �Other than a bunch of buffalo in a used-up dust bowl, nothing.�
�Me neither. He could be right below us, or off to one side or the other.�
Clayton put his binoculars aside and turned over on his back. �So other than us becoming targets for him to shoot at, how do we get him to make his play?�
�We could ask him pretty please to give up,� Kerney said as he turned on his side to face Clayton. �Or better yet, we could ask Kerry to ask him to give up. That�s assuming Kerry is still alive after finding his brother.�
�And here I thought you missed those fresh footprints we passed on the jeep track,� Clayton replied with a hint of approval in his voice.
�Not likely.� Kerney returned to scanning with his binoculars. �Let�s assume Kerry has joined up with his brother. That might not be the case, but I�d rather err on the side of caution.�
�Agreed.� Clayton flipped back on his stomach. �So how do we smoke them out?�
�You stay here while I move to the other side of the valley. Once I�m on the ridge across from you with a good line of sight into the basin, I�ll have the chopper bring in the SWAT team. That should get both brothers� attention.�
�There�s no cover down there,� Clayton said.
�I�ll tell Vanmeter to have the team treat it as a hot LZ.� Kerney pointed to a small clearing outside the fence line, near a stand of trees. �If the pilot lands the bird there, the team can get to cover quickly. Once they flush our targets or draw their fire, we can take our best shots.�
Clayton nodded. �Ten-four. You stay here. I�ll head over to the other side.�
�No, you won�t,� Kerney said as he started to crawl back away from the shelf. �I�ve seen the way you�ve been walking, and don�t tell me it doesn�t hurt like hell. You probably tore a ligament when that horse fell on you. Maybe you even cracked a bone. Stay put and stay alert.�

At the mouth of the cave, Kerry Larson removed the scope from his rifle, stretched out behind the branches of the mahogany bush, and quickly spotted Craig working his way up the mountainside riding the chestnut horse. The trees rose straight up on the rocky, steep slope, and twice the chestnut slipped badly and sunk to its haunches as it scrambled around a tall pine.
Finally, Craig got out of the saddle and led the horse up to a ledge where they disappeared for a minute into heavy timber. When Craig came back on foot, he was carrying two long guns and a bag. He leaned the rifles against a large, jagged rock and took boxes of ammunition and two handguns out of the bag. Kerry couldn�t see Craig anymore after he settled down behind the rock, but he could see the faint swishing of the horse�s tail in the trees behind him; a sure giveaway sign for anyone with a pair of binoculars and a keen eye.
Kerry used the scope to search either side of the jeep track that dropped over the crest to the valley below. It was the only way in, short of breaking a new trail, which would be pretty much impossible to do without chain saws, bulldozers, and a crew of twenty men. When the cops came, they would come that way.
For a moment Kerry thought he saw a quick movement on a shelf off to one side of the track. He held the scope steady on the spot but the only things moving were tree branches in the gusty wind.
The question of what he should do when the cops came pounded through his head, over and over. Help Craig? Help the cops?
Sometimes, when he couldn�t get something figured out, he used a trick he�d learned as a child to clear his mind. He put the scope back on his rifle, crawled into the cave, sat, folded his arms across his chest, closed his eyes, and rocked back and forth.

It took Kerney more than an hour to hike through the forest and find a good location with a sweeping view of the valley. He scanned for Craig Larson and his brother before plugging his headset into his handheld radio and reporting his position to Clayton.
�Okay,� Clayton replied after a brief pause. �I�ve got your twenty. Any sign of our targets?�
�I thought I saw some movement in among the trees behind an outcropping, but I can�t be sure.�
�What if Kerry Larson didn�t come here to join up with his brother?� Clayton asked. �And if he is here, how are we going to tell the twins apart?�
�Good questions. Once SWAT lands and finds cover, we�ll have the team leader broadcast an appeal asking Kerry to stay out of harm�s way. I�m calling SWAT in now. Stay alert. Put down suppressing fire if one or both of them go after the chopper.�
�Ten-four.�
Kerney made the call and Vanmeter gave him a five-minute ETA. When he heard the approaching chopper, the sound of the rotors and the threat of Craig Larson out there somewhere, armed and dangerous, put Kerney back into the Vietnam jungle for an instant. He shook off the flashback just as the bird crested the mountain and dropped quickly toward the LZ.
Larson fired twice at the helicopter before Kerney spotted him on the outcropping he�d scanned a few minutes earlier. He zeroed in his Browning rifle and squeezed off three quick rounds. Across the way, Clayton, who had no line of sight, held his fire.
�Where is he?� Clayton asked.
Larson fired again at the descending chopper and ducked behind the large boulder. Kerney�s bullets ricocheted and splintered into shrapnel off the rock face.
�He�s about a quarter mile on your right and two hundred feet down. He�s on a rock outcropping behind a boulder.�
�I can�t see it from here. I�m moving.�
Larson�s next bullet cut the air six inches above Kerney�s head before it tore into a tree trunk. Kerney scooted back to cover.
�Keep in sight,� Kerney answered, �and I�ll guide you into position. Larson can�t see you.�
�Any sign of Kerry?�
�Negative.�
Larson rose up and fired once more at the chopper as it landed, and Kerney�s bullet creased the boulder next to his head. Larson answered with a shot that blew rock fragments off the spot Kerney had just vacated. He responded with suppressing fire that kept Larson�s rifle silent while the SWAT team made it to the cover of the trees.
Spooked by the helicopter and the gunfire, the buffalo herd began to stampede away from the chopper. When Larson started firing again, it was at the buffalos. Two big animals went down before he quit shooting. As the herd thundered by Kerney�s position, kicking up a cloud of dust from the hardpan valley floor, he saw a flash of movement behind the boulder.
�Stand fast,� he radioed Clayton as he focused on the outcropping with his binoculars. �I think Larson�s on the move.�
�I�m holding,� Clayton replied.
Kerney kept the glasses locked on Larson�s position. There was a quick movement in the trees and then nothing. Below, under the tree cover at the edge of the basin, the SWAT commander�s voice came over the bullhorn, asking Kerry Larson to lay down any weapons he had, make his whereabouts known, keep his hands in plain sight, and remain calm until an officer reached him.
�Well?� Clayton demanded.
Kerney saw the backside of a horse with a man hunched over a saddle flash between two trees. �He�s on horseback but I can�t tell whether he�s traveling up or down the mountain.� He slung the binoculars around his neck, retreated farther into the forest, and started down the slope. �I�m heading to the valley floor.�
�Roger that,� Clayton replied. �I�ll stay up high and track him from here.�
�Ten-four.� Kerney passed the word by radio to the SWAT commander, told him to have his people concentrate the search on the south side of the valley, and continued down the mountain, slipping on the steep slope and fighting his way through thick underbrush.
Once again, the sound of the SWAT commander�s voice rang out over the bullhorn, telling Kerry Larson to disarm himself, keep his hands in plain view, remain calm, and await the arrival of an officer to take him into custody.
Kerney hoped Kerry would do as he was told and avoid getting shot.


Twice Kerry Larson heard somebody calling his name and saying to stay put and remain calm, or something like that. He couldn�t catch it all inside the cave, but from the sound of the arriving helicopter and the shooting, he knew the cops were in a gunfight with his brother.
He collected his thoughts for a moment. He could either stay hidden until the shooting stopped or go out and see what the cops wanted with him. He worried that maybe he would be arrested for that �after the fact� thing Craig said he�d done, being an accessory or something. That Indian cop had said the same thing at the state police station in Springer and showed him the writing in the law book.
He couldn�t stand the idea of going to jail. It scared the bejesus out of him. He needed to put into words that he�d come here to get his brother to give up, not to help him, and that he hadn�t been in cahoots with Craig to help him get away.
He grabbed his rifle and crawled out of the cave into the blinding sunlight. Clutching the weapon, he blinked to clear his vision, scampered down to the flats, and started walking along the fence line. He passed two dead buffalo and shook his head at the idea that Craig had killed them for the fun of it. At the gate, he paused and looked through his rifle sight at the ledge where he�d last seen his brother. All the ammo and weapons Craig had arranged on the outcropping were gone, a sure sign he�d moved on.
�Drop the rifle,� a voice behind him said, �then raise your hands and turn around slowly.�
Kerry turned. Twenty feet away stood the policeman who had partnered up with the Indian cop to track his brother down. He had a nasty-looking semiautomatic rifle pointed at Kerry�s chest.
�Don�t shoot me.�
�Drop the rifle,� Kerney repeated.
�I wasn�t going to hurt anybody,� Kerry replied, as he laid his rifle carefully on the ground.
�I believe you. Step away from the weapon and back up to the gate with your hands raised.�
�Okay.� Kerry walked backward to the gate, his hands high above his head.
Kerney approached, kicked the rifle away, and quickly cuffed Kerry to a gate railing. �You�ll be okay. No one will hurt you. Someone will be here shortly.�
Kerry nodded, and then looked up at the rock ledge.
�We know where he is,� Kerney said, following his gaze.
�He�s bad-crazy,� Kerry whispered, half-afraid Craig might hear him.
�I know,� Kerney replied as he started a zigzag run across the narrow valley, hoping bad-crazy Craig wasn�t looking at him through the scope of his rifle, about to gun him down.


Clayton hugged the ridgeline, traveling as fast as his bum leg would carry him, the pain shooting through his kneecap with each step. He slipped on a loose rock, and the jolt to his knee made him pause and catch his breath. He couldn�t tell if he�d cracked a bone in his leg, but the fibula felt real sore. Maybe it was just a bruised bone.
He pushed on, dipped below the ridgeline twice and clambered back up, before finding some fresh hoofprints. He followed them for a while before checking in with Kerney by radio.
�He�s moving laterally, deeper into the forest,� he said into his headset.
�Give me your twenty,� Kerney responded.
Clayton described what he could see of the mountainside beneath his feet.
�Got it,� Kerney replied. �I�m coming up. How�s your leg?�
�Fine,� Clayton responded as he started out again, wincing at the pain.
�Don�t give me that. Stay where you are.�
�Negative. He�s no more than five minutes ahead of me.�
�Is that based on traveling with two good legs or one?� Kerney shot back.
�I�m moving,� Clayton answered flatly.
Kerney spied a narrow ravine that coursed down the mountain about a hundred yards from Clayton�s summit location. He ran to the mouth of the ravine and began scrambling up, at times pulling himself over large rocks, the Browning slung on his back and his binoculars bouncing on his chest.
Halfway up, a small rockfall cascading through the trees caused Kerney to stop. He looked just in time to see Clayton tumble down a steep slope and land hard, his rifle flying through the air and clattering a hundred feet below.
Kerney called out but got no answer. He climbed the ravine as fast as he could, repeatedly shouting Clayton�s name. It took ten minutes of hard going to reach him, alive but unconscious with what appeared to be a broken leg. With a pocketknife, Kerney cut Clayton�s pant leg. There was bruising and swelling around the lower leg but no visible sign of fracture. Discoloration marked the side of Clayton�s skull and Kerney felt a knot above his left ear.
But his color was good; his skin dry to the touch, his pulse regular, and his breathing strong. Because of the possibility of a head injury, Kerney didn�t elevate Clayton�s feet. He contacted the SWAT commander and asked if there was a medic on the team.
�Affirmative. Officer Hurley was a combat medic in Afghanistan.�
�Send him to me,� Kerney said. �I have an officer down with a broken leg and a possible head injury. He�s unconscious.�
Hurley�s voice came over Kerney�s headset. �Is he in shock?�
�Not so far as I can tell.�
�Give me your location.�
Kerney told him where to look and pitched some baseball-size rocks over the treetops, as a visual cue for Hurley.
�I have you.�
�Larson�s brother is cuffed to the fence gate,� Kerney added.
�We have him in custody,� the SWAT commander replied.
�Send the rest of your team east of my position, and put the chopper up for aerial recon. Larson is moving away from the valley.�
�Ten-four.�
Kerney used his shirt to make a pillow for Clayton�s head and stayed with him, hoping he would wake up, but he didn�t. Every few minutes he checked Clayton�s pulse and respiration while he guided the SWAT team medic to him over his headset.
When Officer Hurley arrived, he quickly inspected Clayton�s skull. �No major swelling around the knot on his head. That�s good.�
He took Clayton�s vitals before inspecting the leg. �No signs of shock, and the break isn�t a compound fracture. All good news.�
Relieved, Kerney nodded.
Clayton opened his eyes, and before Kerney could say a word, Hurley quizzed him to make sure he wasn�t disoriented, sick to his stomach, or agitated.
�How�s the leg feel?� he asked.
�It hurts. Who are you?�
�Pat Hurley. I�m going to immobilize the leg and give you a painkiller, which should help. But it�s gonna take a while to get you off this mountain. I�ll stay with you.�
�That�s okay, I�m not going anywhere.� Clayton smiled apologetically at Kerney. �Sorry to have slowed you down.�
Kerney squeezed Clayton�s hand. �Not a problem. I�ll check back on you in a while.�
�Okay. Be careful.�
Kerney picked up his Browning, told the SWAT commander over his headset he was rejoining the hunt, and started climbing.

Craig Larson didn�t like being shot at. Stopping the cops only made good sense if he could kill them when they weren�t expecting it. Better yet, it was best to kill them when they were unarmed and not expecting it. The cop who had been shooting at him from across the valley had nearly killed him twice, dammit.
He hadn�t gotten very far into the forest when the chestnut lost its footing, spooked, and almost scraped a ponderosa. Larson ducked to avoid a branch, but the tree limb took him out of the saddle anyway and left him sitting on the ground with a throbbing head.
The horse skedaddled before Larson could reach up and grab the reins, and he was left with only the Glock autoloader and one spare magazine. He got on his feet and started walking. If he was going to survive, he needed to catch that chestnut and retrieve the Weatherby and the rest of his ammo.
Up ahead, the sound of a deep, short blow by the chestnut, followed by a loud whinny, got Larson�s attention. He found it with the reins hung up in some thick underbrush, still carrying the Weatherby and the ammo bag. He got it untangled, mounted up, and headed in a direction that would take him around the valley and into higher, rougher country closer to the Colorado state line.
Off in the distance, Kerney heard the whinny of Larson�s horse. He broke into a steady jog toward the sound of it. In the dense, overgrown forest, Larson had little advantage over a man on foot. In pursuit, Kerney dodged trees and skirted groves of mountain mahogany bushes until he came upon a faint game trail. He followed it, running faster, pushing aside the branches of new-growth pine trees that crowded the trace. After about a quarter mile, the trail widened and became more distinct. There, he found fresh hoofprints.
Kerney slowed to a walk, his heart pounding and his chest heaving from running in the thin mountain air. There were tail hairs from the horse in some of the pine branches that overhung the trail, and up ahead a warm pile of dung. He stopped, put a fresh clip in the Browning, switched off the safety, and started moving, treading lightly, breathing as quietly as he could, his eyes scanning for the slightest movement.


The chestnut was completely done in. It walked with its head lowered, mouth open, and showed bared teeth as though prepared to bite. It lashed its tail in irritation and slowed to a stop even after Larson spurred it. He slid out of the saddle, took the Weatherby and ammo bag, turned the animal loose, and watched it wander slowly down the trail.
He was about to follow along on the trail when he heard a sound behind him. He turned to find the cop who used to be the Santa Fe police chief holding a Browning semiautomatic rife on him.
�How many more cops are there?� Larson asked.
�Enough,� Kerney said, �and they all want to kill you.�
Larson dropped the Weatherby and ammo bag. �So, I give up. That way none of you can kill me.�
�Why spoil all the fun?� Kerney asked, pointing the Browning at the Glock semiautomatic stuck in Larson�s waistband. �Are you sure you don�t want to go for that Glock?�
�Against your Browning?� Larson shook his head. �No way.�
�I�ll lose the Browning. Fair enough?�
Larson considered the offer. Maybe he had a chance if he could pull the Glock and get a round off while the cop was losing the Browning. He needed time to think about it. But adding another cop�s name to the plaque of his kills at the St. James Hotel would be really bitching.
�Did you guys kill my brother?� he asked.
�Don�t change the subject,� Kerney replied. �Do you want a chance against me, or a lethal cocktail mixed up especially for you at the state penitentiary?�
The cop looked like a dangerous mother. All of a sudden the idea of prison didn�t seem so bad to him. He raised his hands over his head. �I know you. You used to be the police chief in Santa Fe, right?�
�Right.� Kerney shot him in the midsection with the Browning.
Larson sunk to his knees and clutched himself. �You weren�t supposed to do that.�
Kerney walked up, pulled the Glock from his waistband, and tossed it aside. �Why not?�
The first wave of shock hit Larson hard. �Rules,� he sputtered. �You�re supposed to follow the rules.�
�In your case, I made an exception.�
Larson shivered. �Get me help. Please.�
�You�re liver shot, Larson. You�ll be dead in under twenty minutes.�
�Please,� Larson begged. �Help me.�
Kerney backed away from Larson and waited for him to lose consciousness. Then he called Clayton and told him the hunt was over.
�Larson�s just about dead,� Kerney added.
�How dead is that?� Clayton asked.
�Ninety-five percent dead.�
�Ninety-five percent. That�s good.�
�I think so. How are you doing?�
�Officer Hurley says if the rescue team doesn�t drop me when they haul me off this mountain, I should survive with no permanent damage to my leg or my thick head.�
�I like your odds.�
�Yeah, me too,� Clayton said. �Thanks for making Larson mostly dead.�
�I had no choice,� Kerney replied.


Chapter Thirteen
Kerney stayed with Clayton as the rescue team carried him safely down the mountain and put him on a helicopter for a short flight to the Raton hospital. The remainder of the day he spent wrapping things up. Convinced that Kerry Larson had not deliberately or knowingly colluded with his brother, Kerney released him from custody and had an officer drive him to where he�d hidden his truck. He took statements from the young woman Larson had battered and the guests who�d witnessed the murder of the ranch employee on the trail. He debriefed with the SWAT team, made arrangements to return the borrowed horses and equipment used to track Larson, and talked to the ranch owner about compensation for the roan that had been shot out from under Clayton.
Late in the afternoon, Andy Baca flew in from the Santa Fe headquarters with his boss, the governor�s cabinet secretary for public safety, and the state police captain in charge of internal affairs. The trio stopped by the Raton hospital to check on Clayton before making the short hop to the lodge, where the resort manager turned over his office for Kerney�s use. Although Pat Hurley had reassured Kerney that Clayton�s injuries were not serious, he was relieved to hear Andy report that Clayton was alert, fidgety, and eager to go home.
Kerney spent a good hour briefing Andy and his boss on the conclusion of the manhunt and the shoot-out. After the brass left to talk to Vanmeter and the SWAT team leader, the IA captain came in. He advised Kerney that any official statement he might wish to make regarding the use of lethal force in the shooting death of Craig Larson would be viewed by the department as a pro forma exercise. He turned on a small tape recorder and asked Kerney to describe the events leading up to and during the shooting. Kerney took the cue and said that he�d come upon the heavily armed subject in the forest and had been forced to shoot him to stop the action and protect his own life.
The captain nodded, turned off the tape recorder, told Kerney he would report to Chief Baca that it had been a righteous shooting, shook his hand, and went off to take statements from Vanmeter and the SWAT team leader. As far as Kerney knew, it was possibly the shortest official investigation ever into a deadly shooting by a police officer.
In Raton, Kerney went to visit Clayton at the hospital while Andy Baca, the cabinet secretary for public safety, the county sheriff, and the local police chief held a press conference on the steps of the county courthouse to officially announce that Craig Larson had been killed during an intense gunfight in a remote mountain valley. Television reporters from stations in Colorado, Oklahoma, West Texas, and New Mexico were on hand sending live feeds to all the broadcast networks and cable news channels.
The ER staff had put Clayton in a wheelchair and parked him in a room where he could watch the proceedings on television.
�The brass are making some big political hay out of this one,� he said as Kerney entered the room, �big-time.�
�As well they should,� Kerney replied. �It�s a gripping story with a good ending. Justice prevails. Order is restored, and folks are once again safe in their home. Have you called Grace yet?�
�Yep.� Clayton pushed the mute button on the TV remote. �She knows I have a sore head and a broken leg. She knows it, but doesn�t like it.�
Kerney laughed. �I wouldn�t think so. You�re officially on medical leave. Andy has arranged to have you sent home by ambulance tonight. He also wants to talk to you about staying on with the department once you�re fully recovered.�
Clayton shrugged a shoulder. �I�m not sure about that.�
�I know, but it�s quite a compliment nonetheless. The state police don�t often bring officers from other departments into their fold without making them start at the bottom of the ladder.�
�It�s not a decision I can make alone.�
�Call Grace and tell her you�re coming home.�
After Clayton called Grace, the two men watched the tail end of the news conference until a male nurse stuck his head inside the open door to announce that Clayton�s ride was ready. Outside the entrance to the ER, Kerney helped the driver load Clayton into the ambulance, said good-bye, closed the rear doors, and told the driver to run with his emergency lights on all the way to the Mescalero Apache Indian Reservation.
At the motel, he stood under the shower for a good ten minutes, letting the hot water wash away some of the tension in his muscles and bones. He hadn�t eaten all day, but he was too tired to care and really didn�t feel all that hungry anyway. He swallowed some of the over-the-counter medicine the doctor had told him to take for his gut, rolled into bed, and was asleep within minutes.


A week into Clayton�s convalescent leave, Andy Baca paid him a visit at home while Grace was at work and Wendell and Hannah were at their grandmother�s house for the afternoon.
�How soon do you get off the crutches?� he asked.
�Another two weeks. The doc says I�m healing up nicely.�
�Have you thought any more about staying on with us?� Andy asked. �I have an investigator slot open in Las Cruces, but I could transfer the position to the Alamogordo office. It would shorten the work commute for you. And the pay is a hell of a lot better than what you were making with the sheriff�s department.�
�It�s tempting,� Clayton said as he walked to an easy chair, leaned his crutches against the armrest, and eased himself onto the cushion.
Andy settled on the couch. �What�s holding you back?�
�If the Capitan police chief gets elected sheriff in November, and his chances are pretty good, he wants to bring me back at my old rank of lieutenant in January.�
�Does that possibility appeal to you?�
�I�m not sure.�
�How about this idea until you do decide,� Andy said. �Finish your convalescent leave and continue to work for me in the Alamogordo office. If you feel you must rejoin the Lincoln County S.O. when the new sheriff gets sworn in, so be it.�
Clayton�s eyes widened in surprise. �You�d do that?�
�Yep, for selfish reasons only.�
�Such as?�
�Well, aside from the fact that you�re a hell of a good detective, it would be bad PR if you weren�t working for me when we pin the departmental Medal of Valor on your chest.�
Clayton looked stunned. �What?�
�We�re giving one to Kerney also.�
�He deserves it.� Clayton shook his head. �But me . . .�
�Do you have a problem with this?�
�Giving me a medal for getting my horse shot out from under me, breaking a leg, and knocking myself unconscious doesn�t make much sense.�
�That�s not quite how the citation will read,� Andy replied with a chuckle. �Don�t be so modest. The cabinet secretary wants to present the medals to you and Kerney at a Santa Fe ceremony.�
�When?�
�We haven�t set a date yet. It depends on when we can get Kerney back from London.�
�Does he know about this?�
�Not yet, but I suspect he�ll be just as cantankerous as you about it.� Andy rose and stepped over to Clayton. �Do we have an agreement?�
�It�s an offer I can�t refuse,� Clayton replied with a grin. He pulled himself upright, stuck the crutches under his arms, and gave Andy his hand. �Thank you, Chief.�
Andy patted Clayton on the shoulder. �I�ll let the Alamogordo office know to start making room for you. Call me as soon as you have a date when you can return to work. We can put you on light duty for a while, if need be.�
�Yes, sir,� Clayton replied.
He walked Andy to the door, watched him drive away, and returned to the easy chair. Clayton hadn�t told Chief Baca that the tribal council had approached him to take over as police chief. But as he�d discussed with Grace, he planned to let the tribal administrator know before the end of the day that he was declining the offer.
He�d worked for the tribal police for over five years before joining the Lincoln County Sheriff�s Office, and the chief�s position was a job he didn�t want to tackle, at least not yet. Perhaps when he had a full law enforcement pension that could buffer him from all the intricate tribal politics, he would consider taking it on. Or maybe then he might run for election to the tribal council.
He knew turning down the tribal council�s offer would make his mother unhappy. Ever since he was a kid, she had harbored ambitious plans for him. She had never approved of his decision to get a degree in criminal justice and go into law enforcement. But it was Clayton�s life to live and his mother�s dream of wanting to see her only child installed as a tribal leader would have to wait.
He reached for the phone to call Grace and decided against it. He would talk to her about all of the important news of the day after dinner, when the children were asleep.


Lynette Burke, Riley�s pregnant widow, had agreed to take over the cutting horse enterprise with the understanding that the animals owned jointly by the partnership would be moved to Jack and Irene Burke�s spread. None of the Burkes was ready to spend a lot of time at the ranch where Riley had been gunned down.
Kerney leased some pastureland to a local organic beef producer, who wanted to finish a few head each month on native grass before taking the animals down the road to a small slaughterhouse in Moriarty, a short distance away. He offered State Police Sergeant Russell Thorpe free rent to stay in the guest quarters in return for looking after his remaining horses and keeping an eye on the place. Thorpe jumped at the chance.
Back in London, Kerney was not only glad to be reunited with Sara and Patrick, he also felt surprisingly more at ease in the city than he had before. A growing familiarity had something to do with it, but he also found himself enjoying all the amenities that one of the world�s most important cities had to offer.
After recovering from jet lag and spending a weekend running errands and grocery shopping with Sara and Patrick, Kerney pulled Patrick out of preschool for a week to make up for all the time they�d missed together while he�d chased down Craig Larson. During a glorious run of sunny, mild weather that had Londoners out in droves, the two of them rode horses in Hyde Park, took hikes along the River Thames, visited the children�s zoo at Battersea Park, watched an impromptu softball game played by expat Americans living in London, went boating in Regent�s Park, and explored neighborhoods adjacent to where they lived.
At the end of one afternoon jaunt, they met up with Sara and shopped for the required school uniforms Patrick needed when he entered private school in late August. Running a little late, Sara came rushing into the clothing store to join them, dressed in a black pantsuit and looking strikingly beautiful. Passersby on the street and shopgirls in the store would have never guessed her to be a highly decorated, combat-wounded career military officer.
Patrick didn�t like the summer uniform of rust-colored corduroy shorts and beige short-sleeved shirts, arguing that he should be allowed to wear blue jeans and cowboy boots like he did back at the ranch. Ganged up on by both parents, he quickly lost the squabble.
Because he was growing so fast, they decided to wait until fall to buy his winter school uniforms. Kerney paid the bill, still a bit shocked by what things cost in England compared to the States.
Packages in hand, they took a bus to within a short walk of the embassy for a prearranged tour and visit to Sara�s office. Kerney and Patrick had only seen the building from the outside, during one of their safaris around the city. It was a starkly functional structure except for a huge gilded eagle perched on the parapet and a statue of General Eisenhower anchoring a corner plot outside the building.
According to the embassy staff, in the aftermath of 9/11, the building had been surrounded by portable wire fencing with concrete-and-marble bollards to keep car bombers away. Armed police foot patrols had roamed the grounds and a temporary guard shack served to process visitors.
It had all rather offended the locals, who resented an armed fortification set in the middle of tranquil Mayfair, and they lampooned it as a failure of American aesthetics. Now the embassy was no less well protected, but the portable chain link barrier was gone, replaced by an attractive iron fence, the closed-off road in front of the building had been nicely landscaped, and new entry pavilions had been created to process the steady stream of visitors and visa seekers.
Sara took them through the pavilion reserved for American citizens, where Kerney and Patrick presented their passports and military dependent identification cards to a security clerk who checked their names against a list of authorized visitors. They walked through a formal reception area with a soaring ceiling and walls of bronze plaques to a bank of elevators and went up to a suite of offices housed behind a locked door.
Holding Patrick�s hand, Sara gave them a tour and introduced them to the one-star navy rear admiral who was her boss, and a few of her army, marine, and air force colleagues. Her own large, handsome office overlooked the lush lawn and majestic trees in Grosvenor Square.
Patrick immediately climbed into the chair behind the big desk and started asking his mother questions about the maps and pictures on the walls, the books and papers on the desk, all the people he�d just met, and what they did.
Sara sat with Kerney on the couch and patiently answered Patrick�s questions as he swiveled in the leather desk chair. When he stopped swiveling, he admired the framed desk photograph taken at the ranch, of himself on his pony, and asked his mother where the glass jar filled with seashells had come from.
�Your father and I gathered those seashells on beaches in western Ireland when we were first married,� she replied, remembering a honeymoon that now seemed so distant, given all that had happened over a few short years.
Patrick eyes widened. �I�d like to go to the beach and see the ocean again.�
�How about next weekend?� Sara proposed as she squeezed Kerney�s hand.
Patrick waited for Kerney�s response.
�The beach and ocean it will be,� Kerney replied.
Patrick beamed and resumed swiveling.
Kerney turned to Sara. �I got a call from Andy Baca today.�
�Really? What did Andy have to say?�
Sara�s telephone rang and she took the call before Kerney could reply. A concerned look quickly crossed her face as she reached for pen and paper and scribbled notes.
After thanking the caller, she hung up, gave Kerney a glum look, and said, �I�m going to have to cut our visit short.�
�Problems?�
�You could say that.� Sara scooted behind the desk and plucked Patrick out of the chair. �In the words of the Royal Army major who just called, one of my chaps has gone missing.�
Kerney raised an eyebrow as Sara passed Patrick to him. �That�s not good news.�
�No, it�s not,� Sara said in agreement. She gave Patrick a kiss on the tip of his nose. �I�ll walk you out. What did Andy want?�
Kerney set Patrick down on the floor. �Nothing that can�t wait,� he said.
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