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Chapter 1 
 Peligro 

Jasper Chesney. When you go through school with a name like Jasper Chesney, you learn 
to fight real good. Especially when you're fat, too. And if you're smart, you get out of school 
quick as you can. Jasper Chesney was smart. He quit in the tenth grade, despite the vice-
principal's warning that he'd never make more than a subsistence wage if he did. That was in 
Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Now, four years later, he and his brother Luke huddled behind a big 
rock in the Arizona desert. In the next five minutes, or ten, they would become thirty thousand 
dollars richer. That just goes to show how much the vice-principal of Gatlinburg High knew. 

 
* * * 

 
Megan Upton tightened Taco's saddle girth one more notch and pulled her stirrups down. 

Her gangly sorrel raised his head. Megan's best friend Lisa swung bareback aboard her white 
mare. Megan was doing well with this English hunt seat. She didn't like it as well as a western 
saddle, but she liked it a lot better than bareback. She paused to scratch her sorrel's long, hard 
nose. 

Lisa whined, "Come on, will you? We only have a few hours of daylight left." 
Megan mounted properly and gathered in Taco's reins. "Where to?" 
"I dunno. How about the long way over to my place by Cutter Road, and raid the fridge." 
"Sounds good to me." 
Megan watched admiringly as Lisa led off at a canter on her fat white Baroness. Lisa drew 

her knees up along the mare's shoulders like a girl born to ride. Her auburn ponytail bounced 
very little. They climbed the gentle desert slope behind Megan's house and angled off eastward 
along the base of the ridge. 

 
* * * 

 
Mel Carter scowled at the phone on Joe Rodriguez's desk. He'd let it ring, but he couldn't 

stand jangling phones, or, in this case, buzzing ones. He stepped across the aisle, picked it up 
and identified himself. 

"Hi, Mr. Carter," a child's voice bubbled. "Pop's not there, huh? Is Tom around?" 
"Hi, Rico. Your dad's out on an errand for Jerry, and Tom's downstairs working an 

interrogation." 
"Would you ask Pop to call me when he comes back? It's about the school thing tomorrow 

night." 
"I don't think he's coming back. I'll leave the message on Tom's desk." 
"Thanks, Mr. Carter. Oh, wait. If Pop's not coming in anyway, I'll just leave a message on his 

answering machine at the apartment." 
"Okay. Bye, Rico." 
He paused to look across the homicide squad room to the distant windows, brilliant with 

Arizona sunlight. 
When Mel left his native Pennsylvania for the police department here in sunny Phoenix, he 

thought he'd enjoy the lack of lousy weather, the long, long year full of warmth. Big deal. This 
Pennsylvania farm boy sat in a downtown office shuffling paper, nowhere near a window let 
alone the outdoors. He might as well be living in Fairbanks. 

The second-hand brightness glinted off Joe's desk. Joe didn't let paperwork bog him down. 
There are disadvantages to that; the lieutenant is always on your back, for one thing; but Mel 
envied Joe's attitude, in a way. 
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Mel went back to the eighteen pounds of paperwork on his own desk. How was he going to 
make a dent in this case load answering everybody else's private line? If he had put the phone 
system in, it'd be different. 

The worst was yet to come. Joe's private line rang twice more before Mel got out of there 
around six, and one of them didn't even speak English. 

 
* * * 

 
Joe Rodriguez pulled his MG Midget to the side of the road and dug out the hand-written 6 

by 9 page of directions again. Tanqueray Road. This was it. It looked like a cow track. And 
apparently, two miles down it, an even more primitive road would angle right. He stuffed the slip 
of paper back into his glove box and headed north. 

Actually, an MG Midget does not have a glove box. Joe had built an open wooden box-shelf 
beneath the radio because you can't get along without a glove box any more than you can get 
along without the steering wheel. In it he kept maps, sunglasses, tire warranty, registration and 
all the odds and ends that accumulate in a glove box. But because it was open in front, he had 
to stuff things like parking lot stubs and this piece of paper beneath heavier items like maps, lest 
a backdraft blow them away. 

Joe regretted bringing the MG out here. He should have taken the time to go home and get 
his Suburban. The MG's clearance, something like five inches max, didn't deal well with the six-
inch ruts and rocks on this road. And the jolting... He prided himself in the perfect condition of 
his little car, and his front end alignment was going to be shot. 

Three miles later an unmarked track angled right. Cutter Road was billed as the only right 
turn possible off Tanqueray, so that must be it. He shifted down to first and crept along the base 
of a ridge. How did Jerry, a city man, ever know about this place? Quite probably he didn't. 
Quite probably, knowing Jerry, he had taken this paper from the informant without the slightest 
idea what it said. 

An informant who spoke Spanish. Joe could handle that. About the Lynch case. The Lynch 
thing just wasn't happening and they were scrabbling for any little tidbit. Still, Joe didn't hold out 
much hope for this meeting. It was a fishing expedition. You toss in some bait and see what 
bites. So often, what would bite turned out to be a minnow. A small fish in the corner of the 
pond. What the department wanted to catch were the big bass, the bosses, and they hardly ever 
nailed them, especially when the bass were big enough to be able to throw the minnows to the 
cops and escape being eaten themselves. 

No matter. Joe's was not to reason why. He'd see what this fellow had to offer, and see if he 
could trade any of the information up, from the lowly minnow closer to the bass. 

Joe thought about the raft of paper work waiting on his desk. Jerry was on him constantly 
about reports and supplementals and trip records. How did Jerry expect all that to happen when 
he kept sending Joe out on these excursions? Of course, Joe certainly wasn't going to voice 
that point or Jerry might catch on and quit sending him out in favor of getting paper work 
finished. Horrors. 

Besides, Jerry Hocks, Joe's lieutenant in homicide division, disliked deserts. Whenever 
anything to do with a case took place outside the city limits, Jerry sent Joe, and not just because 
Joe felt comfortably at home in the wilderness of his ancestors. Joe enjoyed, or endured, the 
reputation as the greatest tracker and outdoorsman in the history of the Phoenix Metro police 
department. Bull hooey. He was pretty good, but that's no superlative. He would much prefer to 
be considered the department's best-ever thinker. No one seemed to rate thinking highly, 
though, when it came to finding out who had been on a remote crime scene, or some little kid 
wandered off. 
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He topped a rise and could see, briefly, the big, broad blot of an end to Cutter Road. Then 
he was winding down through desert scrub again, the heat waves shimmering in the waning 
sun. 

Cutter Road widened into a turnaround expansive enough to accommodate a semi and 
there ended. Joe parked on the east edge of the bare, flat pad and extruded himself from the 
Midget. Silence. No birds, no breeze. Deathlike stillness. Joe felt uneasy and couldn't tell why. 

The informant had not arrived yet, apparently. No tire tracks disturbed the hard dirt. Horses 
had been through, but that was several days ago at the earliest. Joe saw no signs of mining or 
any other activity back here. Tanqueray and Cutter roads must be left over from some land 
developer's aborted attempt at a subdivision. Abandoned meshes of road existed all over the 
desert for that reason. Where were the nearest homes? Joe could see no power lines, phone 
poles or anything else to suggest development anywhere near. 

A sheet of white paper hung skewered from a mesquite branch over to the right there. How 
could the informant put a note there without driving in? Was the man somewhere around? That 
vague uneasy feeling intensified, and ceased being vague. Joe approached the paper. He saw 
his name on it. 

His neck prickled. Fifty feet to his left, his peripheral vision caught movement. Two men rose 
up from behind a boulder, extending their arms toward Joe, aiming large-caliber handguns. 
Instinctively Joe's left arm flew up to protect his face as his right hand plunged for his own 
sidearm. 

From the two men exploded a continuous roll of thunder. The impact lifted Joe off his feet 
and blanked out all his thoughts. He floated through the air and slammed into the sun-baked dirt 
onto his right side. With eyes he could not close he watched his lifeblood spray out across the 
parched earth. 

 
* * * 

 
"Gunshots!" Lisa dragged Baroness to a halt and turned her toward the sounds. "And I know 

who it is! My brothers borrowed Dad's guns without him knowing it and they're out fooling 
around." 

Megan pulled Taco alongside. "Cutter Road. Come on, Lisa. Let's go back." 
"Nothing doing! I'm gonna catch those bozos redhanded. They're in for it!" She thumped 

Baroness in the ribs. The horse lurched forward into a casual jog. 
"No, wait! What if it's not them? What if they're shooting in this direction? Lisa...!" 
"They won't be shooting this way," Lisa called over her shoulder. "They'll be shooting toward 

the ridge, for a backdrop." 
"Lisa...!" But Megan's Taco followed Baroness without being told, just as Megan always 

seemed to follow along with everything Lisa did. Not that that was too bad. Lisa loved to do 
things, exciting things. It was Lisa who talked Megan's mom into buying Taco. Lisa took courses 
outside school and learned all kinds of sports the phys ed classes didn't teach. And now Lisa 
was out to stick it to her brothers royally. Lisa was fun because she did everything to the max. 

 
* * * 

 
Jasper stood with his eyes shut and his gun bucking in his hands until it quit bucking and 

simply clicked when he pulled the trigger. He opened his eyes. Luke was running forward 
toward the downed man. Jasper followed. He stumbled up onto the turnaround and stared. On 
TV it looks so easy to off a person. Neat. They die so neat and easy. This mess... This bloody 
mess... The man's mouth hung open a little; his eyes, at half mast, stared blankly. 

Jasper broke into a cold sweat as a wave of nausea welled up in him. He staggered over 
into the brush and dropped to his hands and knees. He lost his lunch beside a grey-white bush. 



FATAL FISHES/Sandy Dengler 

 

He felt a little better then, but still shaky. He climbed uncertainly to his feet, embarrassed. He 
forced himself to really look at the victim's face. The man's features were mildly contorted, more 
by surprise than by pain, it appeared. He had gone down hard and fast. Not a bad way to go. 

Luke had retrieved the body's wallet and badge case and now was digging out the car keys. 
"We'll drive his car around and pick up the truck. You take the truck then and I'll take the car." 

"His gun. There's his gun laying there. Take that." 
"No. Hit's too easy to trace back to us. All we need's the proof here. We leave everything 

else. We don't want anything extra that might link us up to this." 
"The paper. They said about a paper." 
"He don't have it. I looked in all his pockets." 
"But the wallet's worth thirty thousand." 
"Thirty thousand." Luke hauled to his feet and headed for the little green sports car. 
"Thirty thousand." Jasper glanced back at the body. "Whadda we do if somebody sees us?" 
"Whaddaya think?" 
 

* * * 
 
Megan concentrated on keeping a proper seat in this English saddle and tried to quit 

worrying about what they might find at Cutter Road. She didn't care whether Lisa's brothers got 
in trouble or not, actually; boys deserve whatever they get; except for Jimmy. He was really 
cute. 

Lisa dragged Baroness to a halt so abruptly the mare sat back, and Megan almost ran into 
her. Lisa had frozen, aghast, her eyes wide, her hand clapped over her mouth. Her face drained 
white. 

Megan saw a long hovering dust cloud. Someone was driving away from the turnaround at a 
fast clip. So it wasn't Lisa's brothers. Then she saw the body. 

Near the far edge of the Cutter Road turnaround lay a dark-haired man so bloody you didn't 
know what color his shirt had been. He looked kind of Mexican, but not really. He sprawled on 
his right side, sort of melted against the ground, lax and still. A medium sized revolver had fallen 
in the dirt in front of him. Megan numbed out. 

But then Lisa was kicking Baroness, driving her forward, up onto the turnaround. 
"No, Lisa!" 
Lisa slid off behind the body and dropped instantly to her knees. She bent over him from 

behind, watching, as she laid a hand on his throat. Then she was ripping his sport coat off him, 
literally tearing his shirt open. 

"Lisa..." Megan couldn't pry herself out of the saddle. The horses both danced about 
nervously. 

"Snap out of it! Fall apart later. I need you now. Come on!" Lisa yanked off her T-shirt and 
jammed it against the body. There she knelt, naked as a jaybird on top except for her bra. "Take 
off your bra. I need it. And your socks. We can use our socks." 

As if drunk, Megan slid down out of the saddle. She got her bra off, but she did it without 
pulling her T-shirt over her head. She dropped the bra beside Lisa and slid her arms back into 
her shirt. 

"His left arm there. Stop the bleeding with your socks, and then wrap the bra around it. Take 
it easy; it's probably broke." 

"Me... I can't..." 
"Stop it! Of course you can." And Lisa, as always, was right. 
The man's eyes closed and Megan could see him breathing now, sucking in air with jerky, 

tortured breaths. 



FATAL FISHES/Sandy Dengler 

 

Lisa was into it up to her elbows now, tackling the challenge with the determination that 
made her the classic overachiever. "This is the bleeder, up by his neck here. Arterial. I think I've 
got it slowed down enough he has a chance. How's the arm doing?" 

"I don't know... I guess..." Blood is much slipperier and greasier than you'd think. 
Lisa licked her lips. "Listen carefully now. You ride back to the house as fast as you can and 

call 911. Then wait out by the highway for them and lead them in. They'll never find this without 
someone showing them." 

"What do I tell them?" 
"They'll ask all the questions they have to know. Go." 
"No." The man's deep, raspy voice barked so suddenly, Megan jumped. 
Lisa leaned over him and purred, "It's under control. You'll make it. It's all right now." 
"No doctor." He took another deep breath and coughed. 
"No what?" 
"Don't go yet. Wait." He lay a few moments just breathing. Only his lips moved. "Listen." He 

took a long, hard breath between every phrase. "Stop and listen. Very important. Extremely 
important." 

"You don't have time to waste. We…" 
"No. Listen." He turned whiter beneath his tan, if that were possible. "I'm a cop. The men 

who. Who did this. Are bad cops. You must not tell anyone. Not police. Not family. Especially 
not police. If they know. You talked to me. Or saw me. They'll kill you. Please listen. No one." 

"But I don't…" Lisa stopped. "Look, mister. I've got some good medical training, but I can't fix 
you. You need a hospital, right now." 

"No." He gulped air between phrases. "If I go. To a hospital. Or a doctor. Or anything. I'm 
dead. They'll find. No." 

"Mister..." 
"And they'll. Kill you, too. Go away quickly now. Before anyone sees. Sees you. Both of you. 

Go! And never ever. Tell a soul. No one. Please." 
"You'll die if we don't…" 
"I'll be. All right. Give me a. A few minutes. You go. It's all right. Just get away. Away from 

here. Never. Tell." 
"Lisa...?" Megan started to stand up. 
Lisa did not. "Find his wallet." 
Without questioning, Megan patted pockets, checked coat pockets, came up empty. 
Lisa hunched forward, nearly nose to ear with the fallen man. "Your wallet's gone. Prove 

you're a cop." 
He lay still a moment. His lips moved. "Badge number." He started to recite meaningless 

numbers but Lisa cut him off. 
"No good. Something I can check on." 
Silence. Then, "You have the right. To remain silent." He rattled the whole thing through 

without a stumble, stopping every few words for a breath. 
Lisa nodded and raised her eyes to Megan. "We'll take him to your place while he's still 

strong enough to make it. Then…" 
"No!" It exploded out of him and he nearly died coughing. "Please believe. The danger." 
"He's right, Lisa. Come on." 
"Now you listen!" Lisa's green eyes skewered into Megan. She gave the body a gentle jerk 

and glanced down at him. "You, too. We're already into this too deep to back out, even if we 
could. I can't. I took EMT training although I can't even be certified for two years yet, because I 
want to help people, and I can't just walk away from you. I won't." 

The man seemed to be drifting away. He murmured, "Hue.Tened hu-... Por Dios. El 
peligro..." The voice trailed off to nothing. 
 


