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            Prologue

         
         Late on Wednesday afternoon, the first week in December, Sheriff Joanna Brady sat at her desk, mired in paperwork. She was
            laying out the details of her request for a budget increase for the next fiscal year, something that had to be in the hands
            of the county supervisors well before their next scheduled Friday morning meeting. At this point Joanna’s department was grossly
            understaffed, and only an increase in the bottom line would allow her to hire more sworn officers. Unfortunately, right this
            minute Joanna’s heart wasn’t in it.
         

         
         When her cell phone rang with her daughter’s photo showing on the screen, Joanna welcomed the interruption. “Hey,” she said,
            more cheerily than she would have thought possible. “How’s it going?”
         

         
         “It’s snowing,” Jenny said, not sounding the least bit happy about it. She was in her second year at Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, where she had quickly run out of patience with Flag’s winter weather. That had happened during the second blizzard of her freshman year, and now, to her utter dismay, this year's Farmers’ Almanac was predicting yet another season of record-breaking snowfall. “We’ll probably have another foot by morning,” she added gloomily.
         

         
         Joanna had to bite her tongue to keep from mentioning that Jenny could have chosen to go to school in Tucson, where it was
            much warmer and seldom if ever snowed, but the offer of a scholarship and a spot on NAU’s rodeo team had carried the day.
         

         
         “How are things with you?” Jenny asked.

         
         “Fine,” Joanna replied, but that was an outright lie, because things definitely weren’t fine, not even close. As Jenny rattled
            on about her day and about the latest rivalries on the rodeo team, her mother’s mind wandered back to a conversation with
            Detective Ernie Carpenter earlier that afternoon.
         

         
         Ernie, who had been Joanna’s lead investigator for as long as she’d been sheriff, had let himself into her office unannounced
            and then closed the door behind him before dropping into one of her visitor’s chairs.
         

         
         “It’s back,” he said.

         
         Joanna struggled for several long moments, trying to come to terms with exactly what “it” was, but then, observing his somber
            demeanor, she got his drift.
         

         
         “The cancer?” she asked.

         
         He nodded.

         
         Years before, Ernie had been treated for prostate cancer, choosing to go the radiation-seeds route. Since then he’d been in
            remission, and Joanna had almost forgotten about that original diagnosis. Now she realized she’d been noticing that he seemed
            to have lost some weight recently and was looking a little more worn than usual.
         

         
         “It’s metastasized,” he added. “It’s in my lymph nodes and my liver.”

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Joanna murmured, “so very sorry. Does anyone else know?”

         
         “Only Rose,” he said. “I’m not ready for the guys around here to start treating me like the cancer guy with one foot in the
            grave, even if it’s true.”
         

         
         Joanna couldn’t help half smiling at that. When it came to gallows humor, Ernie Carpenter had always been at the top of the
            class.
         

         
         “So here’s the deal,” Ernie continued. “I’m letting you know that I’m pulling the plug as of January first. Rosie and I have
            talked it over. The seeds gave me a pretty good run, but it looks like that’s coming to an end. I’m not going to put myself
            through some kind of godawful round of treatment that would maybe give me a few more months at best but zero quality of life.
            That’s not fair to me, and it’s sure as hell not fair to Rose. I’m going to take my retirement, and the two of us will hit
            the road. We’ll travel while I can travel, and when I can’t do that anymore, we’ll come home.”
         

         
         He left off there. The recurrence was bad enough news, but the idea that Ernie planned to forgo any additional treatment was
            stunning. Joanna’s first instinct was to ask, Are you sure? But the set of Ernie’s jaw caused her to stifle. Yes, he was sure. He and Rose were sure. They had obviously reached this
            conclusion together. This was their business and nobody else’s.
         

         
         “How can I help?” Joanna asked quickly. “What can I do?”

         
         “Keep this under your hat, for one thing,” he replied. “You find sympathy in the dictionary between shit and syphilis, and
            I’m not interested in sympathy. I wanted to give you a heads-up in advance so you can start getting your ducks in a row as
            far as detectives are concerned, but I don’t want a lot of hoopla about this. I’ll tell Jaime, of course. He’s my partner,
            and I owe it to him, but that’s it. I’m not telling anyone else.”
         

         
         Joanna thought about that before speaking up. “I’ll give you a week,” she said.

         
         Ernie seemed taken aback. Clearly that kind of terse response was not what he’d expected. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “You have until a week from today to tell Jaime whatever you decide to tell him about why you’re retiring. You can let him
            know about the cancer or not—that’s entirely up to you—but after that, all bets are off. If you don’t want to be labeled ‘cancer
            guy’ on your way out the door, you’d better put on your big-boy underwear and announce your upcoming retirement, because there’s
            no way in hell I’m letting you leave this department without a retirement party, and that will need to be scheduled ASAP.
            Got it?”
         

         
         Sitting there at her desk, she met Ernie’s gaze and held it. He was the first one who blinked.

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” he said finally. “I hear you loud and clear.” He had stood up to leave just then but paused at the door and
            added, “By the way, I’ll be using up some of my vacation time and taking tomorrow and the next day off. Rose and I are going
            to Phoenix to pick up an RV, and we’ll be spending the night.”
         

         
         “Good-o,” Joanna said with a wave. “Travel safe.”

         
         When the door closed behind him, Joanna was left alone with the term “RV” echoing in her heart. When her mother and stepfather—Eleanor
            and George Winfield—had hit retirement age, they, too, had dived into the RV life, expecting to spend many “golden years”
            cruising the USofA. Unfortunately, that plan had been cut short. A hail of bullets fired by a troubled teenager from a highway
            overpass had forever ended George and Eleanor’s travels together. Joanna dreaded the idea that Rosie and Ernie’s traveling
            days, too, would soon end in a somewhat different but equally tragic way. So it was hardly any wonder that when she’d turned
            back to writing her report, she hadn’t been up to the task.
         

         
         “Well, Mom?” Jenny’s exasperated voice broke into Joanna’s reverie. “Have you heard a word I said?”

         
         “Sorry,” Joanna replied. “Something was going on, and I was distracted. What were you saying?”

         
         “I was asking if you and Dad would mind if I brought someone home for Christmas vacation.”

         
         The fact that Jenny routinely referred to her stepfather as “Dad” was something that never failed to gladden Joanna’s heart.
            But Jenny was planning on bringing someone home for Christmas? Who? A boyfriend, maybe? Jenny had friends who were boys—most
            notably Nick Saunders, the kid from St. George, Utah, who was also on the NAU rodeo team. He and Jenny boarded their horses
            at the same place in Flag and sometimes looked after each other’s mount when one or the other was out of town. Joanna knew
            the two were good friends, but if there were any romantic links between them, the subject had never come up. And if this was
            someone else, who was he and what were his intentions?
         

         
         “Who is he?” Joanna asked.

         
         Jenny laughed aloud. “It’s not a he, Mom,” she said. “It’s a she—Beth, my roommate. That’s her name, remember? Beth Rankin.”

         
         Jenny’s reply sent Joanna spinning down yet another mental rabbit hole. Halfway through her sophomore year, this was the first
            time Jenny had suggested bringing one of her college friends home for a visit. But having someone stay over for several days
            might be a problem. Family members were well accustomed to the many inconveniences of having one-year-old Sage and seven-year-old
            Denny in the house. A college student might not be up for that. And then there was the challenge of sleeping arrangements.
         

         
         “With the guest room changed into a nursery . . .” Joanna began.

         
         “Don’t worry, Mom,” Jenny put in quickly. “I’ll bunk on the sofa in the living room, and Beth can stay in my room. She had a huge blowup with her folks over Thanksgiving, and she isn’t planning on going home. The idea of having her stuck on campus all alone during winter break is just . . .” 

         
         “Of course she can come,” Joanna said quickly. “Didn’t you tell me she’s an only child?”

         
         “Definitely,” Jenny returned, “with an over-the-top helicopter mom.”

         
         “You might want to warn her in advance that a household with a one-year-old and a seven-year-old may be a little more than
            she bargained for.”
         

         
         “I’ll pass that along,” Jenny said. “But maybe being around Sage will do the same thing for Beth that it did for me.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Being around a baby made it blazingly clear that I’m nowhere near ready to have one,” Jenny answered. “Sort of like making
            the case for birth control without anyone having to say a word.”
         

         
         It was Joanna’s turn to laugh. “In other words, delivering the ‘birds and bees’ talk by remote control.”

         
         “You’ve got it—indirect but very effective.”

         
         They both laughed at that.

         
         “All right,” Joanna said. “Tell Beth she’s more than welcome. As for you? Thank you.”

         
         “Thank me for what?”

         
         “For being the kind of daughter you are,” Joanna said. “For making me laugh and for reminding me what the season for giving
            is all about.”
         

         
         “You're welcome,” Jenny said, “but now that I’ve called you, I’m going to call Dad, too, and make sure my bringing home company
            is okay with him as well.”
         

         
         “Good idea,” Joanna said. “No, make that an excellent idea, but I can’t imagine he’ll say no.”

         
         “I know, but I’ll call him anyway. I don’t want him to think we’re ganging up on him.”

         
         “Okay,” Joanna said. “Bye, then.”

         
         When the call ended, Joanna felt as though she’d just been run through an emotional spin cycle. Glancing at her watch, she
            was surprised to see that it was after five. That meant that her secretary, Kristin Gregovich, had most likely already bailed.
            Just to be sure, Joanna walked over to the door Ernie had left closed on his way out and opened it. Sure enough, the chair
            behind Kristin’s desk was empty, as was the dog bed next to it where Spike, the department’s recently medically retired K-9,
            spent his days.
         

         
         Kristin’s husband, Terry, happened to be Joanna’s K-9 officer. During a shoot-out nearly a year earlier, Spike had taken a
            bullet that had been intended for Joanna and very nearly died as a result. Spike’s extensive injuries had made his returning
            to active duty impossible. When his replacement, a newly trained pit bull named Mojo, appeared on the scene, Spike had been
            disconsolate each morning to see Mojo ride off in Terry’s patrol vehicle. Taking pity on the grieving dog, Kristin had asked
            Joanna if she could bring Spike along with her. These days Spike spent his workdays dozing on a dog bed beside Kristin’s desk
            while Mojo went out on patrol.
         

         
         With the outer office completely deserted, Joanna didn’t linger. “Okay,” she said to the empty room. “Since everyone else
            has called it quits for the day, I guess I’ll do the same.”
         

         
         She went back into the office long enough to gather up her laptop and stuff it into her briefcase. Then she headed home, leaving
            through the private door at the back of her office, an exit that led directly to her reserved parking place just outside.
         

         
         Joanna had a short commute—eight minutes door-to-door—from the Cochise County Justice Center to her home at High Lonesome Ranch. She sometimes wished it were longer, to give her a larger buffer between her life as an Arizona sheriff and her life as a wife and mother, between dealing with bad guys and dealing with kids, between fighting bureaucracy and handling dirty diapers. The bureaucracy battle would be never-ending, but Joanna’s daughter Sage was now more than a year old, and with any kind of luck the diaper era would be coming to an end in a matter of months. 

         
         At the moment Joanna’s husband, Butch Dixon, was off on the second leg of a book tour for his latest novel, book number five,
            A Step Too Far. His lighthearted, genre-jumping stories might have been cozies but for the fact that his main protagonist, Kimberly Charles,
            was a law-enforcement officer. The books were set in a small and entirely fictional town in southern Arizona, but the strong
            resemblance between Sheriff Brady and Butch’s fictional Sheriff Charles was hardly coincidental.
         

         
         Butch’s editor often referred to him as a solid “midlist” author, and for authors in that category going on tour was mandatory.
            In this instance conflicting scheduling issues had required breaking the tour into two separate parts. The half before Thanksgiving
            had focused on out-of-state appearances. The second half featured drivable events located in and around Arizona and New Mexico.
            For the earlier part of the tour—the national one—Butch had used media escorts. For more local venues, he was driving himself.
         

         
         With Butch out of town, Joanna checked his schedule daily. Today she knew he had a three-hour dinner break between the end of his afternoon event in Mesa and the start of an evening one at White Tank Library in Waddell, Arizona. Joanna had never heard of Waddell until she Googled it and learned it was a Phoenix suburb located at the base of a mountain range on the far western side of the Valley of the Sun. In terms of the Phoenix metropolitan area, Waddell was about as far from Mesa as humanly possible. 

         
         Once in the car, Joanna plugged in her phone and dialed Butch’s number. “How’s your day going?” she asked when he picked up.

         
         “Pretty well,” he said. “I’m grabbing a burger at a Denny’s in Avondale right now, so I don’t have to fight rush-hour traffic
            all the way from central Phoenix to White Tank. Since I’m on my own, I can’t use express lanes, and that’s a pain.”
         

         
         “How was attendance this afternoon?” Joanna asked.

         
         “Red Mountain in Mesa was a full house,” he replied, “but people are still surprised when Gayle Dixon turns out to be male
            instead of female. I get the feeling that the bookstores aren’t exactly thrilled to have an author out on the road this late
            in the season. With Christmas on the way, it’s as though I’m more of an annoyance to them than I am a help.”
         

         
         “Speaking of Christmas,” Joanna said, “I just had a call from Jenny. She was asking if it was okay for her to bring someone
            along home for Christmas vacation.”
         

         
         “I know,” Butch said. “She called me about that, too. I was afraid it was going to turn out to be a boy, and they were coming
            home to announce an engagement. I told her sure, the more the merrier. I met Beth last fall when I drove up to Flag to help
            Jenny and Maggie get settled in before school started.”
         

         
         Maggie was Jenny’s quarter horse—the equine half of a prizewinning barrel-racing team.

         
         “Beth struck me as being very quiet,” Butch added. “She’s evidently smart enough but very shy. Jenny’s so outgoing, I wondered
            how they’d get along.”
         

         
         “Based on that Christmas invite, I’d say they’re doing fine,” Joanna assured him. “By the way, Jenny’s last final is on Friday, the fifteenth. I’m guessing they’ll show up sometime late on Friday evening or else sometime during the day on Saturday.” 

         
         “That’s what she told me, too,” Butch said. “When I come home this weekend, I’ll have to get my rear in gear if I want to
            have Christmas decorating done and holiday baking in hand before they show up.”
         

         
         Butch was due home on Saturday. Joanna had been looking forward to the two of them enjoying a relaxing weekend together. Her
            vision for the upcoming weekend didn’t include the hustle and bustle of getting ready for Christmas.
         

         
         “Why not leave most of that for the girls to do after they get here?” Joanna suggested. “Jenny’s always loved decorating,
            and since Dennis is seven now, he’s big enough to be a help this year, too. Ditto for making Christmas goodies. Put all three
            of them to work in the kitchen. It’ll give them something to do.”
         

         
         “Besides staring at their cell-phone screens you mean?”

         
         “Exactly,” Joanna agreed with a laugh.

         
         “Based on what Jenny had to say about the weather up in Flag, I’m really glad New York left the northern end of the state
            off the tour schedule this time around. Phoenix traffic is a pain, but it’s better than driving in snow and ice.” Then, after
            a brief pause, he added, “So what are your plans for tonight?”
         

         
         “The Christmas cards didn’t go out last week, which means they have to go out by Friday at the latest,” Joanna told him with
            a sigh. “In other words, tonight I’ll be up to my eyeballs in doing those. Eva Lou said she would stop by this afternoon to
            help address envelopes. I left her copies of the lists, but I’m the one who has to do all the signing and stuffing.”
         

         
         Eva Lou Brady had been Joanna’s first mother-in-law. After Andy Brady’s untimely death, Eva Lou and her husband, Jim Bob, had stayed close to their daughter-in-law and granddaughter, a relationship that hadn’t diminished once Butch appeared on the scene. They had welcomed him with open arms, treating him as though he were their own son-in-law rather than a widowed daughter-in-law’s second husband, and once Dennis and Sage had turned up, they had welcomed them with the same kind of loving enthusiasm. Jenny was their first grandchild. Dennis and Sage counted as numbers two and three. 

         
         Joanna’s folks—her father and mother as well as a beloved stepfather—were all gone now. Butch’s parents—his father, Don, and
            his incredibly toxic mother, Margaret—were full-time RVers who, to Butch’s immense relief, preferred to spend most of their
            time east of the Mississippi. That meant that in the grandparent department Jim Bob and Eva Lou Brady were the only ones left
            standing.
         

         
         “Eva Lou’s a doll,” Butch said, “and I’m so glad she’s helping out, but I should have worked on the Christmas-card issue before
            I left on tour.”
         

         
         “You did,” Joanna reminded him. “For one thing, you wrote, laid out, and printed the Christmas newsletter, but if I remember
            correctly, at about the same time you had a horrendous batch of copyediting to do.”
         

         
         “Right,” Butch muttered, “with a brand-new copyeditor who was more than a little challenging.”

         
         “So get off your cross about the Christmas cards,” she told him, as she pressed the remote and opened the garage door. “You're
            good.”
         

         
         “Sounds like you’re home.”

         
         “I am,” she said. “I’ll let you go. Give me a call once the event is over and you get back to the hotel.”

         
         “Will,” he said. “Love you.”

         
         “I love you, too,” Joanna murmured. “I love you a lot.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         When Joanna opened the car door, the irresistible aroma of cooking food—most likely a beef stew—filled the garage, and she
            uttered a small prayer of thanks for the presence of Carol Sunderson in their lives.
         

         
         Carol was Joanna and Butch’s not-quite-live-in nanny/housekeeper. Years earlier Carol and her physically disabled husband,
            Leonard, had been living in a rented and extremely decrepit mobile home while caring for two preteen boys, grandchildren who’d
            been abandoned by their drug-addicted daughter. Leonard had perished in a house fire caused by a faulty electrical circuit
            that their landlord could and should have corrected.
         

         
         The fire had left Carol and the two boys, Danny and Rick, homeless. All this had come about several months after Joanna and Butch had moved from High Lonesome’s original ranch house into the new one they’d had built a little farther up the road. For a time they’d had renters in the old house, but when the renters decamped within days of the Sunderson mobile-home fire, Joanna had suggested letting Carol and her grandsons live there for free. 

         
         Carol Sunderson might have been poor, but she was also proud. Unable to afford rent of any kind but disinclined to accept
            charity, she had offered to help out in the Brady/Dixon household in lieu of paying rent. Joanna had encouraged Carol to take
            her former landlord to court, where years later he’d been held liable for damages in Leonard Sunderson’s death. A court-awarded
            settlement had improved Carol’s financial situation immeasurably, but her living arrangement with Joanna and Butch remained
            in place. She and the boys continued to live rent-free in Joanna’s old house while Carol helped out as needed in the new one.
         

         
         The grandsons, Rick and Danny, were almost grown. Rick was a senior in high school. He had a driver’s license, an old clunker
            of a car, and a part-time job in town delivering pizza. Danny, a sophomore, was currently making a name for himself on Bisbee
            High School’s varsity basketball team. With her boys able to come and go relatively independently, Carol was a daily calming
            presence in Butch and Joanna’s busy home. Joanna’s position as sheriff called for long hours at times, and without Carol’s
            logistical assistance in terms of household management Butch wouldn’t have been able to write books much less go on tour.
         

         
         Joanna entered the house via the laundry room, pausing there long enough to stow her weapons in the gun safe. Once that was done, she closed the metal shutters that covered the exterior windows and doors. High Lonesome ranch was located at the base of the Mule Mountains on the far western edge of the Sulphur Springs Valley. As the crow flies, the two houses were less than ten miles from the border with Mexico. In recent years, because of the drastic increase in cartel-related smuggling, living there had become riskier. That was the reason Butch and Joanna had installed rolling shutter systems and security window screens on both houses. Joanna had always loved sleeping with the windows open, so sleeping in what amounted to a locked vault wasn’t her first choice, but better to be safe than sorry. 

         
         Entering the warm kitchen, Joanna found herself in a kind of controlled bedlam. Sage, squealing with delight, rocketed around
            the room in her walker, leaving behind a trail of Cheerios. Lucky, the deaf black Lab Jenny had rescued years earlier, followed
            dutifully in Sage’s tracks, sniffing out and scarfing up abandoned Cheerios as he went. Carol stood at the counter, dishing
            stew out of their relatively new programmable pressure cooker into a serving bowl while a frowning Denny concentrated on setting
            the table. He stood at Joanna’s end of the kitchen nook with a table knife in his right hand and with that hand placed over
            the left side of his heart. That way he could be sure the knife would be placed on the correct side of his mother’s plate.
         

         
         “Soup’s almost on,” Carol announced. “You might want to get Sage out of the cart, change her, and strap her into the high
            chair.”
         

         
         “Will do,” Joanna said, giving the housekeeper a mock salute before capturing the child, lifting her out of the walker, and
            heading for the nursery. A few minutes later, as Joanna strapped Sage into her high chair, she noticed that the table was
            set for only four. On nights like this, Carol usually cooked enough for everybody and her crew ate here in the kitchen right
            along with everyone else.
         

         
         “The boys aren’t coming?” Joanna asked.

         
         “Rick’s working, and Danny has a basketball game in Douglas. I’ll take some stew home for them to eat later on.”

         
         “Are you going to the game?” Joanna asked.

         
         “I don’t know,” Carol said. “The varsity game starts at seven. Danny wanted me to come, but I wasn’t sure if you’d be home
            in time.”
         

         
         Joanna’s not showing up at home on time was often a sore subject with Butch—and occasionally with Carol, too.

         
         “Well,” Joanna said, “I’m home now, so you should be able to go. I’m perfectly capable of cleaning up the kitchen and putting
            the kids to bed.”
         

         
         While Joanna supervised Denny and Sage, Carol bolted down some dinner of her own. Then, after loading stew into plastic containers
            for each of her boys, she headed out. Left to handle the evening tasks on her own, Joanna discovered that they took longer
            than she’d expected. It was after eight thirty before she had the kids bathed and in bed and the kitchen cleaned up as well.
            Only then did she sit down at the dining-room table—the space deemed Christmas Card Central—to deal with the task at hand.
         

         
         When Joanna had first decided to run for the office of sheriff, it hadn’t occurred to her that she would end up having to
            become a politician as well. Her first husband, Andy, had been a deputy sheriff running for office against his boss, then
            the current sheriff, when he’d been gunned down by a drug-cartel hit man on his way home from work. During the reception after
            Andy’s funeral, one of the guests had broached the idea that maybe Joanna should run for office in Andy’s stead. When she
            finally agreed to do so, it had been more to get people to shut up about it than with any expectation of winning. And once
            the election was over and she’d won, she took office without realizing that she was on a path that would bring her to her
            life’s work, that of being a professional law-enforcement officer—a LEO. For most LEOs being a cop is just that, but being
            sheriff is different. Sheriffs have to do the job, yes, but in order to keep it they have to run for office. That reality
            had forced Joanna to become a politician, and that was what had brought her up against the Christmas-card problem.
         

         
         In ordinary times—meaning prior to Joanna’s becoming sheriff of Cochise County—a single box of twenty-five cards would have been enough to do the trick. In terms of her personal list, that was still true—holding steady at twenty-five or so. Those were longtime friends and relations—the ones who got the family holiday newsletter with a collection of chatty year-in-review updates written and arranged by Butch and illustrated with selected photos: Denny with his two front teeth missing, Jenny in a cowboy hat sitting astride Maggie as both horse and rider celebrated their latest barrel-racing win, Sage and Denny posing with a professional mall Santa in a photo that Butch had managed to have taken the day after Thanksgiving. For that one Denny had been grinning from ear to ear while Sage screamed her head off. Santa photos were like that, Joanna supposed—you win some, you lose some. 

         
         Once she went to work on the cards, Joanna discovered that Eva Lou had approached the problem in an efficient and typically
            logical fashion. All the envelopes had been addressed in Eva Lou’s flawless, old-school penmanship. Once addressed, the envelopes
            had been divided into two distinct groupings. Eva Lou had slipped cards and neatly folded copies of the newsletter under the
            flap of each envelope in the personal stack. In the other stack, plain envelopes awaited cards only. The personal stack was
            much smaller, so Joanna tackled it first—signing both the cards and newsletters and adding personal notes as needed.
         

         
         She was done with that one and starting on the larger stack when her phone rang with Butch on the line. “You must be done,”
            she said. “How’d it go?”
         

         
         “Well enough, I guess,” he answered with a singular lack of enthusiasm. “I’m getting pretty tired of giving the same old talk
            and answering the same old questions, but I love telling stories, so I should shut up and enjoy it, right?”
         

         
         “Right,” she replied.

         
         “What are you doing?” he asked.

         
         “Christmas cards,” she answered bleakly. “Eva Lou got all the envelopes addressed. I did the personal list first before starting
            on the others.”
         

         
         “As in saving the best for last?” he quipped.

         
         “Not exactly,” she answered.

         
         “What’s going on at work?”

         
         And that’s when Joanna realized she hadn’t told Butch about Ernie Carpenter’s bad news. Ernie might have sworn Joanna to secrecy
            inside the department, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t share the news with Butch. More accustomed to using a keyboard than
            writing by hand, Joanna leaned back in her chair to rest her aching shoulder as she told Butch what had happened.
         

         
         “This is awful news for Ernie and Rose, but it’s also going to leave your detective division pretty shorthanded, won’t it?”
            Butch observed when she finished.
         

         
         “Very,” Joanna agreed with a sigh. “I’ll be down to only two detectives, Jaime and Deb.”

         
         Jaime was Jaime Carbajal, Ernie’s longtime partner and the other half of what had always been known as “the Double C’s.” Deb
            was Deb Howell, who had been promoted from deputy to detective due primarily to Ernie’s careful mentoring.
         

         
         Joanna had expected Deputy Jeremy Stock to be next up in the detective ranks. He had passed the exam, and she’d been waiting
            to bring him on board when his hidden life as a fatally abusive husband and father had come to light. Not only had he murdered
            his remaining family members before taking his own life, he’d come dangerously close to taking Joanna’s as well. And Joanna’s
            next candidate for promotion, Deputy Daniel Hernandez, had recently left her department in order to take a job with Tucson
            PD at substantially higher wages.
         

         
         “Didn’t you tell me Garth Raymond passed the test?” Butch asked.

         
         Joanna nodded. “Yes, with flying colors,” she replied. “The problem is, he’s my youngest deputy. He took the test on a dare
            because some of the other guys were hassling him about his being a ‘college boy.’ He outscored all of them, so yes, Garth
            is a ‘college boy’ and smart as a whip, but he’s also been with the department less than two years. If I end up fast-tracking
            him to detective, I’m worried there’ll be some blowback.”
         

         
         “Young and smart sounds like a good combination,” Butch observed. “After what Garth did to save that girl out in Skeleton
            Canyon last year, it seems to me as though he’s also an altogether good human being. In other words, if I were you, I’d discount
            young and go for smart.”
         

         
         “I’ll bear that in mind,” Joanna said.

         
         “And you should probably give Myron a call,” Butch added. “If you’re going to give Ernie an appropriate send-off, the clubhouse
            at Rob Roy Links is the place to do it right, but with the holidays in full swing his banquet facilities may already be totally
            booked.”
         

         
         Myron Thomas had managed to establish and maintain one of the best golf courses in southeastern Arizona, creating a resortworthy
            facility out of what had once been farmland along the San Pedro River.
         

         
         “A big party there will cost money,” Joanna said. “The board of supervisors will never approve of having the department pay
            for it.”
         

         
         “Then we’ll pay for it,” Butch declared, “as in you and me, babe. Fortunately, I just turned in a manuscript, and that delivery-and-acceptance
            check is burning a hole in my pocket.”
         

         
         Butch’s career as a mystery writer had grown into something neither of them had ever anticipated, and having chunks of discretionary cash show up occasionally for them to use as needed was a real blessing. 

         
         “Thank you,” Joanna said. “I’ll give him a call first thing tomorrow.”

         
         “Okay,” Butch said, “I’m doing an early-morning TV interview, so I’d best hit the sack. What about you?”

         
         “I’m going to keep plugging away on the cards a while longer,” she told him. “Have a good night. I miss you.”

         
         She did keep plugging. On the nonpersonal side, there were no newsletters to sign and stuff, but the process still took time.
            Here she could easily have opted for using cards with her signature supplied by the printer, but these messages were going
            out to many of her supporters and loyal volunteers. Joanna felt that, at the very least, each of these folks deserved the
            courtesy of a personal signature on their holiday greeting. And that was why the cards had to be done entirely at home. Marliss
            Shackleford, a local newspaper reporter and Joanna’s personal nemesis, was always on the lookout for the slightest misstep
            on Joanna’s part, and if there’d been any hint that Joanna was doing politicking while on the job, Marliss would have made
            sure it was headline news in the Bisbee Bee.

         
         At eleven, and not quite halfway through the second batch, she gave up and put down her pen. There was no sense in staying
            up any later in an attempt to finish them.
         

         
         “Come on, dogs,” she said aloud. “It’s time to go get busy.”

         
         Lady, Joanna’s Australian shepherd, got to her feet and headed for the laundry-room door. Lucky, deaf as a post and sound
            asleep, didn’t move a muscle. Joanna reached down, touched him awake, and then delivered the same command in sign language.
         

         
         Joanna opened the garage door to let the dogs out and then stood in the open doorway, waiting for them to finish. The night was clear and bitingly cold. The dark sky overhead was alive with glimmering stars. In the shadow of the Mule Mountains, the lights from Bisbee didn’t detract from the nighttime sky, nor did the lights from Douglas and Agua Prieta, twenty-five miles away. 

         
         Standing there, enjoying both the chill and the stars, Joanna focused on one star that clearly outshone all the rest. She
            wasn’t sure what star it was—Venus, most likely—but it reminded her of the star, the one that had shone over Bethlehem. After
            all, wasn’t this a time for peace on earth and goodwill to men? As a sense of peace really did settle over her, Joanna called
            to the dogs.
         

         
         “Come on, guys,” she said. “Let’s go to bed.”

         
         Lucky and Lady came at once, and they all went inside, but as far as peace on earth was concerned? Joanna Brady couldn’t have
            been more wrong.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         It was almost midnight, and Beth Rankin sat on the cold tile of the bathroom floor, leaning against the chill of the porcelain
            tub and waiting for her phone call. She had silenced the ringer so as not to awaken her roommate, Jennifer Brady, sound asleep
            in the room they shared in Conover Hall at Northern Arizona University. The last thing Beth wanted was for Jenny to wake up
            and start asking questions about who would be calling so late at night.
         

         
         Beth supposed she ought to be using the time for studying rather than just sitting here staring at her silent cell phone.
            After all, finals were coming up. She needed to do well. Her late grandmother, Granny Lockhart, had bequeathed her a generous
            trust for the sole purpose of enabling Beth to attend college, but that bequest came with strings attached, including keeping
            up with her classes and getting good grades. If Beth were to blow it and end up dropping out of school, that money would be
            forfeited, with no way of ever getting it back.
         

         
         Shivering and in a futile effort to keep warm, Beth drew her Lumberjack sweatshirt more tightly around her body and pulled the hood up over her ears. Her mother wouldn’t have approved. Madeline Rankin thought sweatshirts, especially hoodies, were vulgar and common. She claimed they made ordinary people look like gangbangers, not that her mother had ever met one of those. Beth had purchased the forbidden sweatshirt in the bookstore that first week of school in the vain hope of fitting in. The strategy hadn’t worked. The other kids, with the possible exception of Jenny, looked on Beth as though she came from another planet. And maybe she did. Maybe Hastings, Nebraska, was another planet, even though she didn’t live there anymore. That was where she had grown up, but none of her family still lived
            in Hastings. This past October her parents had sold out and had moved—lock, stock, and barrel—into Beth’s deceased grandmother’s
            old place in SaddleBrooke, a fifty-five-plus community near Tucson.
         

         
         Beth had visited her grandmother there once, and she hadn’t minded it then—mostly, she supposed, because she hadn’t minded
            her grandmother. Granny Lockhart was one of the nicest people Beth had ever met. Too bad Granny’s niceness hadn’t been passed
            along to her daughter, Madeline. Granny had been easygoing and fun. Beth’s mother was neither.
         

         
         Beth’s first visit to SaddleBrooke once her mother was in charge—the one over Thanksgiving weekend—had been a total disaster.
            At home Beth had lived under Madeline’s many strictly enforced guidelines, including a lights-out deadline of 10:00 p.m., no exceptions. The night before Thanksgiving, Madeline had noticed a light under the guest-room door at midnight. She had
            stormed inside and caught her daughter red-handed, talking on the phone with Ronald. Madeline had pitched a conniption fit,
            not only because of the lateness of the hour but also because of the presence of the phone.
         

         
         For religious reasons, Madeline didn’t approve of devices of any kind. Typewriters were okay, up to a point, she supposed, but as for computers, cell phones, and iPads? No way! Those were not allowed in her house under any circumstances! 

         
         Naturally, that was the other piece of forbidden fruit, in addition to the sweatshirt, that Beth had purchased that first
            week of being away at school—her very first and very own cell phone. She’d wanted to purchase her own laptop as well, but
            with all the other expenses of starting school, her monthly stipend hadn’t been able to stretch that far. Fortunately, her
            new roommate, Jennifer, had allowed Beth to use her laptop until a month later, when Beth’s next stipend came in and she was
            able to purchase one of her own. For that first month or so, the phone was all Beth had needed.
         

         
         When her mother had barged in on her that night, naturally Beth had ended Ron’s call. What followed had been a blazing shouting
            match between mother and daughter in which Madeline had demanded Beth hand over the phone, something Beth refused to do. It
            was her private property, and she was keeping it. The exchange became so heated that eventually Beth’s dad, Kenneth, had bestirred
            himself long enough to insert himself into the fray, not that he’d had a word to say in Beth’s defense. He never did. In any
            disagreement between mother and daughter, Beth’s dad always took Madeline’s side. Only now was Beth beginning to realize that
            maybe it was easier for him to do that and take the path of least resistance. There was little doubt that if he’d come down
            in Beth’s favor, Madeline would have made his life a living hell.
         

         
         In any event, the fight between Beth and her mother, staged in the early-morning hours of Thanksgiving Day, had been epic. Finally, with her mother still standing there screeching at her, calling her daughter an ungrateful wretch among other choice names, Beth had calmly climbed out of bed, gotten dressed, packed her things, and left the house in the middle of the night, curfew be damned! 

         
         It was a three-mile hike from her folks’ place out to the highway—a difficult three-mile hike at that, especially since Beth
            was dragging a Rollaboard behind her and wearing a heavily loaded backpack. It had been cold, too, but not that cold. After
            all, she was accustomed to winters in Nebraska, and those were cold down to the bone.
         

         
         Since Beth was without a vehicle, her father had driven up to Flagstaff to bring her to SaddleBrooke. Now she had to get back
            on her own. During the trip down, she hadn’t paid that much attention to the landscape around her or to the roads they were
            traveling. Once she finally reached SaddleBrooke’s main entrance, she was dismayed to see that the highway outside the development
            was virtually deserted at this time of night. Beth had thought maybe she’d be able to flag down a bus and purchase a ticket,
            but she soon discovered that no buses were available, leaving her with only one option—hitchhiking.
         

         
         She knew that sticking out her thumb in the middle of the night was a dangerous proposition, especially for girls her size—a
            petite five foot three. But she had already figured out that there were lots of dangerous places these days, including college
            campuses. With that in mind, she’d started carrying a switchblade in her pocket and a can of wasp spray in her purse, just
            in case she needed them.
         

         
         A seemingly unnecessary stoplight at SaddleBrooke’s brightly illuminated entrance blinked endlessly through its cycle of green, orange, and red, while Beth stood there for what felt like forever. Twice, approaching vehicles raised her hopes by slowing, but each time they ended up turning into SaddleBrooke rather than stopping. At last a pickup truck came speeding through the green light, only to slow to a crawl on the far side of the intersection. To Beth’s surprise, the backup lights came on as the driver put the vehicle in reverse. When the truck finally stopped in front of her, the driver buzzed down the passenger window. “Need a ride?” he asked. 

         
         Feeling wary, Beth loaded her luggage into the bed of the truck and then climbed into the passenger seat. Fortunately, her
            Good Samaritan, as nice as could be, turned out to be a guard at the prison in Florence. He was on his way to fill in for
            someone else who’d gone home sick. Once at the prison, he parked Beth in a lobby and found a buddy of his who was willing
            to give her a ride to Apache Junction once his shift ended at 6:00 a.m.

         
         From Apache Junction on, there’d been lots more traffic, and none of the people who’d offered her rides had been the least
            bit out of line either. Her experiences along the road led Beth to conclude that maybe hitchhiking wasn’t nearly as dangerous
            as everyone, and most especially her mother, claimed it was. Even so, it was still late afternoon on Thanksgiving Day before
            Beth finally made it back to Conover Hall on the NAU campus. For dinner she’d made do with cheese, crackers, and a soda from
            a 7-Eleven just off campus. Beth hadn’t spoken to either one of her parents since then, and she had no intention of doing
            so. She was done with them, and, she supposed, they were done with her as well.
         

         
         Yawning, Beth checked the time—ten past twelve. Ron’s late-night phone calls—make that his midnight phone calls—were a challenge. Initially they had e-mailed back and forth using Jenny’s computer until Beth purchased her own. Now, however, even though Beth had a laptop of her own, they communicated almost entirely by one-way video chats. Due to Ron’s job requirements, midnight was the only time of day when he could speak to her, and even then he had to initiate the calls. Ron had Beth’s number; his number was always blocked and his image blurred for security reasons. Beth didn’t regard that as an entirely satisfactory arrangement, but she went along with it. And once he finally did get around to calling, they usually talked for an hour or more. 

         
         Going to bed late and getting up early left Beth perpetually sleep-deprived. No wonder she fell asleep in her classes. No
            wonder she couldn’t hold her head up when it came time to do homework. It was lucky Beth was smart enough to get by anyway.
            Independent study through library excursions intended to augment her mother’s bare-bones homeschooling meant that Beth was
            already familiar with a good deal of the material being presented in her freshman-level classes. She suspected she’d be able
            to pass most of her courses without cracking a book, but she needed to maintain the 3.0 GPA that Granny Lockhart’s trust required.
         

         
         With a sigh Beth looked at her phone once more. Ron was later than usual, and she needed to get to bed soon. She had an early
            class on Thursday mornings, but she didn’t want to go to bed without talking to him. This was the best part of her day. She
            needed to hear his voice, needed to listen to the sweet things he said to and about her. His loving words each night were
            all that made her life worthwhile.
         

         
         But now, sitting there alone, Beth thought about her parents. She had long rebelled against the teachings of the beloved pastor
            at her parents’ church. After Madeline and Kenneth Rankin married, they had fallen in with a small but strict religious sect.
            Pastor Ike, the sect’s original founder, was the one who had decreed that electronic devices were the source of all evil,
            a belief Madeline Rankin had accepted with a willing heart.
         

         
         Pastor Ike also insisted that children educated at public schools were doomed to become pawns of the devil, which led to Madeline’s decision to homeschool her daughter. Granny Lockhart, a librarian and a lifelong reader, had sent her own daughter to public schools. Naturally, Madeline’s path to rebellion had led her in the opposite direction, becoming an indifferent student who hated reading and despised books, choices that made her embrace Pastor Ike’s teachings without any reservation. 

         
         Madeline’s contempt for learning should have precluded her from homeschooling her daughter, especially a child who happened
            to be exceptionally bright. By the time Beth was twelve, she had easily outstripped her mother’s limited grasp of both math
            and science. When it became apparent to all concerned, even Madeline, that Beth wouldn’t be able to progress further without
            outside help, rather than enrolling her in the local public school system Madeline had sought help from their neighborhood
            library. Madeline might not have liked books, but she was willing to tolerate her daughter’s love for reading, and that one
            chink in her Pastor Ike armor was all it had taken to set Beth on a brand-new path.
         

         
         Once set loose among shelves loaded with books, Beth had become a voracious reader, devouring everything in sight. She read
            biographies and autobiographies of world leaders, scientists, and philosophers. For math and science, she turned to things
            that were essentially college-level textbooks, most of which were well beyond Madeline’s limited capabilities to understand.
            But among the books Beth dragged home, the ones Madeline deemed to be approved reading material, Beth had managed to smuggle
            in some unapproved items as well—mysteries and romances, mostly. They were the kinds of stories where dashing young men arrived
            on the scene in the nick of time and carried vulnerable women off to live far better lives than they would have had otherwise.
         

         
         But there was more to be found in libraries than just illicit books. Beth found computers there that had to be used in order to access materials. With Madeline nearby and sniffing her disapproval, Beth, under the guidance of a helpful library aide, laid hands on a computer keyboard for the very first time. Once that happened, Madeline’s previously unchallenged influence over her daughter’s life officially ended. 

         
         Beth soon discovered that library-based computers had far more to offer than just access to the computerized card catalog.
            With her face hidden behind a screen, she had cracked open the door to the outside world, including the miracle of Internet
            dating.
         

         
         Eve, upon encountering that long-ago apple in the Garden of Eden, could not have been more thrilled than Beth was once she
            learned that by posting her profile on a Web site, she might end up meeting someone who was similarly minded, someone for
            whom she might be the perfect match. She had made a tentative start there, but it wasn’t until after she arrived at NAU that
            she connected with Ron.
         

         
         It had happened right at the end of orientation week. Jenny had known all about setting up electronic devices, and her help
            had been invaluable in making Beth’s phone operational, creating accounts and passwords, and getting her logged on to the
            Internet.
         

         
         And then, on Saturday night at the end of that week, with her roommate out for the evening, Beth had used Jenny’s laptop to
            post her profile on a different dating site from the one she’d tried before. Minutes later Ron had responded. Several others
            did, too, but those didn’t count and she didn’t bother replying. No, she saw finding Ron as a combination of beginner's luck
            and divine intervention.
         

         
         Ronald Cameron was twenty-four and very good-looking. He was a recent college graduate, with an entry-level job working cybersecurity
            for the U.S. government. He lived in Washington, D.C. He loved to read. His parents were divorced. Like Beth, he had grown
            up with a domineering mother. He had just bought his first-ever new car. In other words, he checked every one of Beth Rankin’s
            boxes.
         

         
         With all that in mind, Beth’s freshman-orientation week at NAU had been far more than a mere introduction to college life. It was also her introduction to the world at large, all of it made possible by the generosity and wisdom of her grandmother, Elizabeth Lockhart. 

         
         Granny Lockhart had never approved of the way Madeline raised Beth, insisting that homeschooling was destined to stunt Beth’s
            intellectual and social development, but it was only in death that the old woman had been able to deal out her ultimately
            winning hand. After Elizabeth’s passing, Madeline had been annoyed and Beth puzzled when Hugo Marsh, her grandparents’ longtime
            attorney, had insisted that seventeen-year-old Beth join her parents for the reading of her grandmother’s will.
         

         
         By the time the process was over, a furious Madeline had been totally outmaneuvered. Elizabeth Lockhart had left her fully
            mortgage-free home in SaddleBrooke to her daughter and son-in-law, but she’d gone through all the legal and financial hoops
            necessary to create what was essentially a generation-skipping trust. Everything else went into that, enough to provide for
            her namesake’s undergraduate education and then some.
         

         
         Both the will and the trust came with several ironclad stipulations. One said that anyone going against the will would automatically
            be precluded from benefiting from it. That specification alone had left Madeline in a state of seething fury.
         

         
         But there were rules attached to Beth’s part of the bargain, too. In order to be eligible to benefit from the trust, Beth
            was required to attend Elizabeth Lockhart’s alma mater, Northern Arizona University, in Flagstaff, Arizona. While an undergraduate, she was required to maintain at least a 3.0 average. Upon graduation any funds remaining in the trust were to be released to Beth and to no one else for her to use however she saw fit. Any noncompliance meant that all remaining funds would automatically revert to a secondary beneficiary, Granny Lockhart’s preferred charity—a national women’s organization devoted to handing out scholarships. If Beth chose not to go on to college at all or if she attended some other school or dropped out prior to graduation, she was out of luck. 

         
         Madeline had fully expected for Beth to remain at home while attending school, preferably at a local community college. She
            most especially didn’t want her sheltered daughter going off to some faraway school where she would be exposed to all the
            wicked goings-on that seemed to be so much a part of college life these days. But according to Granny Lockhart’s wishes, it
            was NAU or nothing. Madeline’s parents had always been well-off, and she’d assumed that, as their daughter, she would be their
            primary heir. The idea that any of what she regarded as “her money” would end up in the hands of some kind of women’s scholarship
            fund drove Madeline nuts, but there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.
         

         
         Left with no alternative and unwilling to pay for Beth’s schooling on her own, Madeline had grudgingly taken possession of
            the house in SaddleBrooke, allowed her daughter to enroll as a freshman at NAU, and kept her mouth shut—right up until Thanksgiving
            weekend, when Beth had gone so far off the rails as to bring one of those forbidden, filth-filled cell-phone things into Madeline’s
            home. For Madeline that was the last straw, and for Beth it was the next rung on her ladder to independence.
         

         
         The phone buzzed in Beth’s hand. Ron at last. “Hey, babe,” he said, “how’s my sweet Betsy from Pike?”

         
         Beth didn’t like it when he called her that. The term came from a corny old folk song about Betsy crossing the prairie with her husband, Ike. The reason Beth hated the song so much was the Ike part. The name reminded her too much of home and church and Pastor Ike—of everything Beth Rankin was trying to escape. She wanted to tell Ron that she would rather be called Beth or even Elizabeth, but she wasn’t brave enough. She let the words pass without making an objection. 

         
         “Oh, Ron,” she breathed. Just the sound of his voice sent her heart fluttering wildly in her chest. “I’m so glad you called.
            I was afraid we wouldn’t have a chance to talk tonight. I love you so much, and I didn’t want to miss it.”
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