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at $125,000.
Cuevas is charged with

murder in an unrelated
FortBendCounty shooting.
The case, Elliott said, is ex-
pected to go to trial in De-
cember.

The suspect’s imminent
release follows a recently
filed search warrant in Har-
ris County that show Cue-
vas’ landlord knew him by
another name. The lease
agreement for the home in
the 1100 block of Ivy Wall
Drive — where authorities
said the juvenile tiger had
been living — listed Nick
Halden as the renter.

The landlord was shown
a picture of Cuevas and
identified him as Halden.

Elliott was unable to ex-
plain why Cuevas used an-
other name on his rental
contract and presumed it
had to do with his mixed
martial arts career.

“Many of these fighters
use a different name when
they fight,” Elliott said.

Police used the search
warrant to seize a gun safe
from the home in case it
contained firearms—which
would be another violation
of Cuevas’ bond in Fort
Bend County. The safe was
taken to a police property
room to be opened.

Elliott said the gun safe
was empty.

The tiger vanished for
nearly a week — with police
surmising that exotic ani-
mal traffickers had stashed
the animal — after a viral
video showed the after-
math of its May 9 escape.
The cat has since been relo-
cated to the Cleveland
Amory Black Beauty Ranch
wildlife sanctuary near Dal-
las.

Police believe Cuevas is
the tiger’s owner, an asser-
tion that Elliott has repeat-
edly disputed.

Cuevas’ wife helped lead
police to the tiger, police
Commander Ron Borza
said.
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Showers of celebration
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YES Prep graduating seniors Monserrat Espinoza, from left, Alexa Fernandez
and C.J. Garcia cheer on their classmates as they announce their college choices
during Sunday’s annual signing ceremony at Rice Stadium. A record number of
seniors — more than 1,400 — took to the stage despite the rain.

A Medina County man
has lived under a cloud for
months since he was ac-
cused by attorneys in a civil
lawsuit of igniting a deadly
San Marcos apartment fire.

Ryon Wayne Castro, 32,
has not been criminally
charged in the arson fire
that killed five young adults
at Iconic Village Apart-
ments near Texas State Uni-
versity in 2018. The deaths
were ruled homicides, but
a lead investigator said
months ago that Castro was
not a focus of the probe,
which so far has produced
no arrests.

But the lawyers accusing
Castro aren’t backing
down.

“Our concerns about Mr.
Castro’s role in this event
have not been alleviated
and will remain a focus of
our ongoing discovery ef-
forts,” one of the lawyers,
Dan Byrne of Austin, said in
an email Thursday.

Byrne, who represents
two of the parties being
sued, had said at a hearing
in November that Castro’s
ex-girlfriend, Beth Conboy,
told people on themorning
of the fire that she suspect-
ed Castro of igniting it.
Byrne also told a judge that
Castro had “a history of as-
sociation with arson” and
“opportunity and motive”
to set the fire.

Byrne and other attor-
neys publicly blaming Cas-
tro haven’t provided details
or disclosed any other fac-
tors to explain why they
think he’s responsible.

Conboy, 23, a resident of
the apartments who suf-
fered serious injuries after
jumping from a window to
escape the blaze, said she
had not seen “any solid evi-
dence” to suggest Castro
was responsible — though a
neighbor whose roommate
was killed suspected him.

“I do not believe that he
had anything to do with
this,” Conboy said in a de-
position last fall.

She denied ever telling
anyone that she suspected
Castro of setting the fire.

Efforts to reach Castro
for comment were unsuc-
cessful. He gave a deposi-
tion in the lawsuit last
month, represented by
Houston attorney Jason
Lawrence, who didn’t re-
spond to requests for com-
ment. Castro’s testimony

isn’t among the publicly
available lawsuit docu-
ments.

The inferno at Iconic Vil-
lage killed Texas State stu-
dents Dru Estes, 20, of San
Antonio; Haley Michele
Frizzell, 19, of San Angelo;
andDavidAngelOrtiz, 21, of
Pasadena; former Texas
State student Belinda
Moats, 21, of Big Wells; and
James Phillip Miranda, 23,
of Mount Pleasant.

All were in various sec-
ond-floor apartmentsof the
samebuildingwhen the fire
erupted shortly before 4:30
a.m. July 20, 2018.

Another victim, Zachary
Sutterfield, now 22, sur-
vived with third-degree
burns to nearly 70 percent
of his body and a traumatic
brain injury when he
jumped from an outdoor
balcony to escape.He is still
recovering at his San Ange-
lo home.

After the fire, some resi-
dents said their smoke de-
tectors never sounded or
were activated only after
the danger was well under-
way. The apartments, built
in 1970, weren’t required to
have fire sprinklers.

Thirteen survivors and
the parents of two victims
killed have sued the apart-
ments’ owners, leasing
managers and various com-
panies formore than $1mil-
lion, accusing them of safe-
ty lapses. The defendants
have denied any wrongdo-
ing.

The case is set for a jury
trial in Austin on Nov. 1.

The defendants con-
vinced a state district judge
to designate Castro and an
unidentified “John Doe” as
responsible third parties in
the suit, using a strategy
commonly known as the
“empty chair defense” to
point to someone else to re-
duce their own potential li-
ability.

In previous interviews,
criminal investigators
haven’t backed the defense
theory. San Marcos Fire
Marshal Kelly Kistner has
said the probe wasn’t fo-
cused on Castro “at all.” He
could not be reached for an
update last week.

Investigators haven’t dis-
closedwhere they think the
blaze started or how it was
ignited.

‘A wall of fire’
Conboy, a musician and

songwriter originally from
Wimberley and now living

in the Boston area, is
among the lawsuit plaintiffs
who survived. Her upstairs
corner apartment was
across a breezeway from
the unit where Sutterfield,
Frizzell andOrtizwere stay-
ing and was two doors
down from where Moats
lived.

Conboy testified that
Castro would occasionally
stay at her place while they
were dating. They met in
January 2018 during a game
of unicycle football in a
parking lot in San Marcos.

After threemonths, their
relationship soured be-
cause Castro was jealous
and controlling, but he nev-
er threatened or assaulted
her, Conboy testified.

“We did not have an easy
relationship, and we did
not have an easy breakup,”
she said. “He was a bit pos-
sessive of me.”

Conboy said she broke
up with Castro several
times, starting in June 2018,
a week before someone
burned a decorative tapes-
try draped on a couch in
her apartment breezeway.
Conboy said she was out of
town; her roommate told
her about it by phone but
wasn’t home herself when
it happened.

Miranda — a neighbor
who later died in the apart-
ment blaze — put out the
tapestry fire, Conboy said.
The burning fabric was on
the ground in front of her
apartment door, “at least 6
to 10 feet away from the
couch,” she said.

Conboy said she called
the SanMarcos FireDepart-
ment but that nobody came
to examine the tapestry, so
she eventually threw it
away. Fire Chief Les Ste-
phens declined to com-
ment on her assertion.

Conboy said she also re-
ported the tapestry fire to a
leasing manager in the
Iconic Village office, who
“basically told me that
there was nothing that she
could do.”

An ATF agent later told
Conboy there was no con-
nection between the tapes-
try fire and the larger infer-
no, that the two fires “100
percent are not related,”
but would not tell her how
investigators knew that,
she said.

The lawsuit trial is ex-
pected to last six to seven
weeks.
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