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DEDICATION


 


 

 I’d like to make this dedication on both CEO Clover’s behalf, and my behalf. We dedicate this book to our dear friend, and Clover’s veterinarian, Dr. Ray Cox. 
   
 Since I moved into this area, in 1979, I have had dogs. When I first moved here, my standard poodle, Katy, had an urgent medical problem, I had no idea where to take her. My previous Vet was across town. So, I picked the nearest animal hospital, and took my ailing dog there. 
   
 When I saw the young, very young, doctor, I cringed, wondering if he could save my dog. Was he experienced, I questioned myself. He told me that her stomach had flipped over on itself. It was gastric torsion, a twisted stomach. This would require that he extend a tube down her throat, and try to get her stomach turned. If that didn’t work, my precious dog would need emergency surgery.  
   
 I had a rapid decision to make. Dr. Ray looked confident, and quickly explained the procedure. Although I was apprehensive, there was something about this young Vet that allowed me to trust him. When he completed the procedure, he told me it was a success. Thankfully, the surgery would not be needed. I was appreciative. He has been my dogs’ doctor and our friend throughout the last thirty-eight years.  
   
 AND he is not only one of the world’s best in his profession, he is a consummate reader. Over the years I’ve gotten to know about his wonderful family, about the work he does, and we’ve discussed his love of literature.  
   

Silver Wilderness Range is dedicated to Dr. Ray Cox, D.V.M. – founder of Deer Creek Animal Hospital; Littleton, Colorado.  
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Chapter 1

 
  
     Sheriff Royce Madison had just driven her Ford Police Interceptor SUV toward the side road. She was on the outskirts of Timber City, Colorado. A quick turn would take Royce onto Main Street. For over forty years, from her infancy, this was the path to the town she most loved. 
 Timber City, Colorado was glowing in autumnal majesty. The area always appeared to light up as the aspens began to diminish. Reds and rusts intensified. A multitude of flaring colors blended, and the entire outdoors became a well-designed canvas. 
 Before arriving back at the Timber County Justice Building, which abutted the old City and County building, she had a call. The dispatcher informed Royce that although a squad car was on scene, the sheriff’s presence was being requested. Royce continued her drive through Timber City to the Western side of the small mountain community. 
 Beyond was a magnificent range area called Silver Wilderness Range. Just before the range, a cluster of old, historical Timber City homes had long ago been constructed. She looked at the address again. It was certainly well-known to the sheriff. 
 When she arrived, she allowed her vehicle to roll to a stop in the long driveway, behind one of her deputy’s squad car. On the post, beside the mailbox was a ‘For Sale’ sign. The signage shocked her. 
 Glancing up, she saw Daisy Barnaby on the porch of the large, elegant, century-old home. The woman was frail, and in her mid-eighties. She sat sternly, only slightly leaning back against the splats of her porch’s rocking chair. She clutched a small decorative throw pillow. 
     Royce went immediately to Deputy Sam Dawson. He was seated in his squad car. Sam was the most recent hired deputy. Royce enjoyed being around the sweet dispositioned young deputy. There wasn’t much noticeable about him. He looked like a million other men. With light brown hair, neatly clipped, and dark hazel eyes, he was plain looking. Then, when his toothy, infectious grin eased across his face, he looked joyous. And his was an identifiably special appearance. 
 “What’s going on with Daisy?” Royce inquired. 
 Sam’s face twisted into a frown. “She’s a trespasser.” 
 “A trespasser! She’s lived here all her life.” 
 “I suspect they might have the wrong address.” 
 “Who might have given you the wrong address?” the sheriff questioned. 
 “Silver Wilderness Assisted Living Center’s administrator. Her name is Eileen Austin. She called in a report about a missing resident. Mrs. Austin even told me where to find her. She says that the assisted living community now owns Miss Barnaby’s house.” Sam’s musical snicker indicated that he was not a fan of Eileen’s. Royce was amused because Sam was such an even-tempered deputy. He was often teased. Other deputies and town’s people called him Deputy Sunshine. 
 “I take it that Eileen Austin was unpleasant.” 
 “Royce, she was beyond curt. Insistent.” He grinned. “I figured you’d get her path corrected in a hurry.” 
 “I’ll try to destabilize her curt persona,” Royce promised. 
 “Miss Barnaby asked if I’d call you.” 
 Royce’s head automatically lifted as she glanced across the forty-acre rangeland that was between Daisy’s house and the assisted living home. Beyond, the facility was set up like a compound. There was a stone wall surrounding some of the Silver Wilderness Center’s property. It abutted the part of the range where the foothills began to lift into the wilderness. 
 “I’ll see if I can help Miss Daisy. Before I call on Eileen Austin.” 
 “Miss Daisy seems a little cantankerous, but she was sweet to me.” 
 Royce explained, “Miss Daisy is a friend of my grandmothers. She’s been a teacher in Timber for decades. She taught both my father and mother in grade school, and a generation later, Miss Daisy taught me. I’ll try to sort this out without a disturbance.” Royce’s sarcasm was evident. 
 Sam’s wide grin flashed. “I wasn’t about to handcuff her.” 
 Amused, Royce joked, “Back in school, I wouldn’t have sassed her.”  Royce squinted up at the bright sky. Her thoughts traveled in reverse for a few moments. “She was tough. But we respected her. And learned more from her than any other teacher. She saw to it.” A partial smile emerged before she looked away. 
 “Neither of us could probably take her down,” Sam said with a chuckle. 
 “Not a chance.” 
 The German shepherd’s ears lifted. She’d heard her name. Royce was still becoming used to not using the word ‘chance’ in her conversations. Her trusty K-9 Deputy Chance would stand at attention each time the partially grown German shepherd would hear her name. 
 “At ease,” Royce uttered. She approached the porch swing and sat across from the woman. “Miss Daisy, I’m Royce.” 
 “I know who you are. You’re the sheriff and your daddy, he was sheriff, too.” 
 Royce realized the woman was cognizant of her surroundings. “Miss Daisy, I’m just checking to see if you’re okay.” 
 “Those awful people at that Silver Wilderness Center have stolen my house from me. They say I’m senile. But I’m no such thing. I’m fine. You were my pupil from second grade to fourth grade. And your daddy was in my class from first grade to third grade. Both of you excelled in science. When you were in fourth grade, you won a science prize by making a rain gauge for measuring the water content in snow.” 
 Royce smiled. “I’d almost forgotten that.” 
 She watched the slight beam of a smile across Daisy’s lips. “I haven’t forgotten. Those folks at the assisted living place tell that I’m not right in the head. They gave me pills and then I got confused.” 
 When Sam approached, Royce asked, “Did Mrs. Austin explain?” 
 The deputy looked away. Royce assumed that he had been told by Eileen Austin that Daisy was impaired. “Some. She just requested that Mrs. Barnaby be returned. When I say requested – I mean more like she demanded. She’s in their care, Mrs. Austin said. She claims that the facility has guardianship of her.” 
 Royce asked Daisy, “What seems to be the problem today?” Royce leaned back, studying the older woman. Daisy Barnaby’s thin, small frame was taut, and her face was drawn into a scowl. “How can I help?” Royce questioned softly. 
 Daisy squinted. “As I said, I’ve been run off of my own home.” 
 “Who exactly is running you off?” 
 “My only living relative and those scoundrels at the Silver Wilderness Center. And they’re drugging me and lying.” Daisy glanced up. Her eyelids closed. 
 “Drugging you?” 
 “But I stopped swallowing the pills. I started flushing them down the toilet. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to hike over here.” 
 “You walked all the way across the range?” Royce inquired with amazement. 
 “The range has been my backyard for my entire life,” she answered. “It was a hike this morning, but I made it.” 
 Royce frowned. She hadn’t been told that Miss Daisy was now a resident at the Center. That was something she would have expected to have heard. Royce commented, “It’s quite a trek. Are they mistreating you at Silver Wilderness?” 
 “I just said that they’re drugging me. Heck, yes. I don’t want my brain all confused.” 
 She paused. The woman scanned the horizon. “And you’re the law, so I better tell you this. I’m afraid they killed someone.” 
 Royce leaned forward. “Killed someone?’ 
 “Seth Egan disappeared. It was late at night. In the hallway. He was fighting with Mr. Austin, Eileen Austin’s husband.” 
 “Arguing?” Royce asked. “Larry Austin and Seth Egan fought?” 
 Daisy’s face grimaced. “Yelling, and I could hear the shuffling, and then I heard someone falling. Mr. Austin was calling for a fella named Alec to come help him restrain Seth. I never saw Seth again. Not that anyone wanted to see Seth. He’s an ornery old goat. That was awhile back. I can’t remember when. They put so many pills down me, time has gone all catawampus. Please don’t make me go back there.” 
 Sam’s face cast a quick glance toward Royce. She could tell that he was also dubious about how to proceed. “Sheriff, if Miss Barnaby is fearful, maybe we shouldn’t return her right away.” 
 “Sam, I’m just deciding about whether to take her to my mom’s bakery, or over to The Timber City Times. I’m sure Gwen and Nadine would like to visit with her, too.” 
 “Do you want me to take her there?” 
 “No. I’ll want to get more information.” Royce frowned. “You can do me a favor. Call and tell Eileen Austin that I’ll drop by Silver Wilderness Center later to talk with her.” 
 “She said it was urgent. She isn’t going to like that,” Sam replied. 
 “Tough.” Royce took a deep breath of the late autumn mountain air. “I’m not liking any of this.” 
 Nodding in agreement, the deputy spoke quietly, “You’re getting the same feeling about something being off?” 
 “The very same feeling.” She returned to Daisy’s side. “Miss Barnaby, why don’t we go into Timber City and visit with Gwen and Nadine.” 
 “You aren’t taking me back to that home?” 
 “No, I’m not.” The sheriff’s usual calm, well-modulated voice sounded defiant. Her expressive sapphire eyes backed up her hostility. Her usual slender, square face, with pouty lips, softly cleft chin, and dimples, was normally pleasant. Her corn silk colored hair was clipped short and stylish, and it now showed a few wisps of gray. Royce’s tall, wiry build displayed pride. Her carriage produced a commanding stride. She worked out regularly, and her shoulders lifted, increasing her authoritarian demeanor. That came from being a woman sheriff for the past decade and a half. She knew better than to look vulnerable. 
 “You’ll get in trouble with Mrs. Austin,” the elderly woman admonished. 
 “Now, Miss Daisy, you’ve known me too many years to believe I’d ever get in trouble with anyone.” Royce put on her sunglasses, and smiled. 
 Daisy chuckled. “That I do, Royce. That I do.” It was the exact same laugh she used when the class had met with her approval years ago. 
   
 *** 
   

The Timber City Times office had transformed from the small weekly newspaper and print shop to an updated version, yet without changing the flavor of the old west. Gwen Ives and her lover of over forty years, Nadine Atwell, were co-publishers of the paper. Gwen and Royce’s mother had been best friends from the time they were toddlers. Gwen had come out to Royce’s mom, shortly after she’d met Nadine. 
 Molly, owner of Molly’s Pantry, had taken that news with complete acceptance. Twenty years later, Molly daughter – the sheriff – came out to her mother. Molly found it difficult, but supported Royce. 
 Now, as the sheriff opened the over-sized Timber City Time’s door for Daisy Barnaby to enter, she considered how much she loved both Gwen and Nadine. Nadine Atwell glanced up from her receptionist’s desk. “Hi, Royce. Daisy.” Nadine pressed her eyeglasses back and squinted. “If you’re looking for Gwen, you just missed her.” 
 As the women shared greetings, Royce wasn’t certain how she would approach the topic. “We’re not really looking for Gwen.” 
 “So how can I help you two women?” Nadine questioned. Nadine could usually be found at the front desk, sorting stories, and answering the phone. Her short brown hair was graying as it flowed back from her face. With an aquiline nose, and strong chin, she was aging gracefully. Her topaz eyes flickered when she smiled. Her crooked teeth somehow added to her charm. 
 Royce leaned nearer to Nadine. “We have a little problem, and I’m asking for your assistance. Miss Daisy has wandered off from the Silver Wilderness Center. We need somewhere for her to stay. Inconspicuously. I don’t want to take her to the Court House.” 
 Nadine frowned as she spoke to Daisy, “I didn’t know you were residing there.” 
 “I’ve only been there a couple weeks. At least that’s what I think,” Daisy replied. “They had me so doped up; heaven knows how long it’s been. I know I’ve been wearing down, we all do. But back in the old times it wasn’t easy, but I’ve always been in control. I was a clever girl. Early on I learned to be strong. Feisty, even.” Tears began brimming her eyes. “When they have you all hopped up on drugs…” She paused, shutting her eyes as her hands covered them. “I never was one for drinking. Much less drugging up on medication that wouldn’t allow me to think.” 
 Nadine’s focus went back to the sheriff. “Royce, what’s this about?” 
 “I’m not sure. But I want to find out.” Royce rocked back on her heels. “I need a favor. Can you and Gwen keep Miss Daisy undercover until I get to the bottom of this?” 
 “Of course.” Nadine stood, walked around the desk counter’s corner, and put her arm around Daisy’s shoulder. “She’s safe here. We’ll put her up in the guest room. Our backyard is fairly private, so she won’t be seen.” 
 “I’d appreciate that,” Royce uttered. “I’ll be back later.” 
 She heard Nadine instruct the elderly woman about where her new room would be, as well as the bathroom and kitchen. Royce knew Daisy would be well-cared for with Gwen and Nadine. When Nadine returned to the reception area, she asked in a voice quiet with secrecy, “Are they really drugging her?” 
 “On the quiet. Daisy told me that they had. Nadine, Miss Daisy has never been a fraction off the truth anytime she’s said something. She isn’t confused. Also, another patient has been missing. Under curious circumstances. I’m on my way out to the home to get some answers. This all needs to be completely confidential until I resolve the case. If there is a case. I just don’t want Miss Daisy endangered.” 
 Nadine gave a thumbs up. “You do know Gwen will want to have the newspaper exclusive when you go public.” 
 “You’ve got it. I don’t suppose you and Gwen would like to do a little investigating about Silver Wilderness Center? I need to know everything I can about the background of owners. The administrator and everyone responsible.” 
 “I haven’t heard anything negative about their business practices. No major malpractice lawsuits.” 
 Royce grimace. “There may not be anything negative. But Daisy claims they stole her house.” 
 “Daisy mentioned a year ago that she would like to will it to the city for part of our historic homes. She said it could be used as a small history library. I know she never would have sold it. Silver Wilderness now owns it?” 
 “That’s what I need to find out. All of this is off the record. I’m conducting an investigation. Nadine, I’ll let you and Gwen know more after I visit the Center.” She walked to the door, followed by Deputy Chance. “Nadine, thanks.” 
 “My house spouse will love honing up her investigatory skills,” Nadine replied with a chuckle. 
 Royce gave Chance’s topnotch a tickle. “Chance, girl, we’re going to visit some folks.” Royce would attempt to tread lightly when meeting Eileen Austin, the grouchy administrator of Silver Wilderness Assisted Living Center.        
   
 *** 
 
 The drive to the Silver Wilderness facilities was brief, barely enough time for Royce to appreciate the late autumn landscape. From the chill in the air, she was betting on an early turn to winter, and an early first snow. She gazed up at the spine of peaks, and the woodland area they called wilderness. It jutted upward from the range below. One side was a high ledge, with a small mantle atop. The remaining mountains lifted slowly. Enormous boulders, pines, and meadows were slotted between granite walls. Soon the landscape would be frosty; then snow would fill the entire panorama. 
 Pulling her SUV into the parking lot, she debated about taking Chance with her. As she exited, she gave the German shepherd a hand command to accompany her. Chance followed as if she was happily aware that she got to be with Royce, but she needed to be on her best behavior. 
 Once inside, Royce approached the young women at the check-in counter. She asked to talk with the administrator. “Is this about the alert that went out for Miss Barnaby?” 
 “It does concern that.” 
 While waiting, she surveyed the upscale décor of the waiting area. When Administrator Eileen Austin walked toward her, Royce studied the well-groomed, perfectly coiffed, stylish woman. She was an attractive, and a fashionable fifty-year old. Surgically assisted, she looked a decade younger. The woman was aware of her looks. Flashing brown eyes, average height, light brown hair that was streaked with lighter mid-length hair. Her hand graciously extended toward the sheriff. 
 “Mrs. Austin?” Royce asked. “I’m Sheriff Madison.” 
 Eileen turned, walking back to her office. “Come with me.” 
 Royce followed after her into a luxurious office. Eileen motioned for her to have a seat. “And where is Daisy Barnaby?” 
 “Not to worry,” Royce responded. “She’s safe and comfortable. I do want to interrogate her before returning her.” Royce watched as Eileen’s back stiffened. Her face appeared suddenly pinched. Her eyes were less warm, and her demeanor now brusque. 
 “Sheriff Madison, we hate to take your time. She is legally in our charge. Silver Wilderness Center is her legal guardian. I see no reason for her to be held hostage by the Sheriff’s Department.” 
 Royce’s lips curled upward. “We don’t hold anyone, other than criminals, hostage. And as for being legally your responsibility, being in my custody trumps your responsibility.” 
 Sputtering, she sat behind her desk with rage. “You can’t do this.” 
 “Sure, I can.” Their stares dueled. “Mrs. Austin, Daisy Barnaby was taken into custody after trespassing on what I’m told is Silver Wilderness Center’s property.” 
 Looking somewhat pleased with herself, Eileen answered, “We aren’t filing charges.” 
 “You are the owners of the property that belonged to Miss Daisy?” 
 “Yes, about two weeks ago we acquired the property.” Smugly, she added. “It now belongs to the Center.” 
 Royce allowed a moment’s silence before she questioned, “Do you want to run that transaction past me? I don’t understand how a woman’s property is signed away like that?” 
 “I don’t know what you’re implying, but it was a completely legal arrangement.” She walked toward the door. “I’d like you to leave. I’ll be getting my legal team together, and you can question them. They’ll be in touch. In the meantime, I’d like our resident returned.” 
 “I’ll be in touch with you. Probably before that happens, since I need some questions answered” 
 Eileen Austin charged, “Any investigation you conduct will only stain the good name of Silver Wilderness. It will tarnish the Center.” 
 Royce walked very near. “Mrs. Austin, it will only be stained and tarnished if there is some criminal or financial negligence or abuse.” 
 The administrator’s jaw was clamped so tightly, Royce considered that Eileen would probably wear away a couple millimeters of dental enamel. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce and Chance stopped by the Sheriff’s Department before their afternoon was over. 
 The first quiet time she’d had throughout the day, she shut the door to her office, and sat. She punched the cell phone number of the former Timber County District Attorney, Lyn Evans. She had dated Lyn, and they remained in contact. While waiting for Lyn to answer, Royce thought about Lyn, and how she admired her D.A. ex. 
 When Royce and Lyn first met, she recalled seeing a trim figured woman in a tailored business suit. Royce noticed Lyn was attractive. Her dark hair was swept back and was neck-length. Her eyes were deep blue, and her gaze at the sheriff was intense. 
 “Sheriff,” Lyn answered. “You were in my thoughts.” 
 “Telepathy,” Royce said with a chuckle. “Actually, I need your help on a case.” Royce explained Daisy Barnaby’s situation. “I recall your telling me about a case you worked on a few months ago.” 
 There was a pause. “Nasty case. Those scams are difficult to nail down. But we managed to get indictments on all the perps. And sent half a dozen of those implicated up for five or more years. Not what I wanted, but at least they’re off the street. White-collar crime. Anyway, I’ll check out the information and see what I turn up on the principals of the center. When I was in Timber County, I never heard anything shady about Silver Wilderness Assisted Living Center.” 
 “I haven’t either. Undersheriff Nick’s father was there for several months rehab last year. Nick seemed happy with the treatment his father was getting.” Royce hesitated. The center didn’t have a bad reputation. But Royce went back to what Daisy had said. “Lyn, thanks for offering to assist on this. Miss Daisy wouldn’t make this up. I’m stymied.” 
 “I’ll get as much information on the Center as I can. I’ll call you back tomorrow. By the way, how are things going with Hertha? Have you moved in yet?” 
 Royce eased the shrug of her shoulders against the back of the chair. It was a conversation that made her slump. “Things still are where they were.” 
 “You still haven’t moved in with her and her children?” 
 “No.” She felt defeated just talking about it. “Hertha and I talked about living together. I’m just not ready. After all, she left me and left our fifteen-year relationship. Then a year later, she returns.” 
 “She left because her mother died. Her mother had custody of the kids. As their only remaining relative, Hertha become custodian of her nephew and niece. She knew how you felt about raising children. Now, if she didn’t have the kids? Be honest with us both, Royce. Would you be living with her?” 
 “I’m not sure. The children are wonderful. Good kids. But I’m not sure I can take that kind of responsibility on. Parenting. That frightens me. Suppose we get together and Hertha leaves me again. You shouldn’t do that to children. And it would be difficult for me if they were in my life, then were taken away.” 
 “What makes you think she’d ever leave you again?” 
 “Sometimes she mentions that the kids are bullied here in Timber. Because they’re Native American, kids make fun of them. It hurts them and hurts her, since she’s their aunt and only living relative. And she’s mixed race -white and Native American, so Hertha’s been bullied. When she says those things about the kids being bullied now, I feel as though I’ll be left behind. She’ll take the kids back to their original home.” 
 “Royce,” Lyn said, then paused. “I understand. She hurt you. And she hurt herself. She stepped up and took the children after her mother died. And with both the kid’s parents deceased; Hertha was loyal to her family. She took those kids and wanted to do the best she could by them. Yes, she may return to their home. But my guess is that she would only leave Timber if the two of you couldn’t make it. Or in your case, Royce, wouldn’t make it happen.” 
 “I’m to blame?” Royce’s voice was raspy when her throat constricted. 
 “Give it time.” 
 “Right now, I’m worried about my grade school teacher and an elderly resident who has gone missing.” Royce heard the chiming laugh of Lyn. It made her smile. “Well?” 
 Lyn sputtered. “Well, if they were both missing, I would say they were having a dirty weekend. Call off the search.” 
  Royce joined in the laughter. “If Miss Daisy Barnaby heard you say that, you would be spending the remainder of your life standing in the corner.” 
 “I’ll see what I can dig up. And check on some of the tricks used in my nursing home abuse case here in the city. Nursing home crime may have come to your mountains.” 
 The sheriff covered her eyes. She realized that Timber County had changed over the last decade and a half. The county was divided into two sections. One was the rustic downtown city of Timber City. The downtown part of Timber was filled with elegant homes that were charming, turn-of-the-last-century dwelling. 
 A few miles beyond Timber, at a higher elevation, was the ski village of Crystal. The ski resort was developed for the leisure, wealthy crowds of sportspersons and shoppers. Surrounded by the pristine white, craggy snow peaks, Crystal had been expanding, both in commerce, as well as residential areas. Glamorous celebrities not only flocked to the lodge and hotels, but also, became residents. 
 “Royce, are you still there?” Lyn checked. 
 “Yes. Look, if you’ll email any information you get to our district attorney, it might be helpful.” 
 “I’ll be glad to. Is Mike still there?” 
 “You trained him to be a tough D.A. Michael Parker still credits you for training him to be fierce in the courtroom.” 
 “I’ll send the emails to you both, and also give Mike a call. I’ll help him in any way I can. When it comes to kids and seniors, I’m relentless about it.” 
 “Thanks, Lyn. Whatever transpired, I can’t help but believe every word Miss Daisy said. The woman is completely credible.” 
 With a contentious tone, Lyn’s throaty voice uttered, “Very trusting, Royce. Maybe you can give a little of that trust to the woman you lived with for sixteen years. Hertha needs your trust.” 
 Royce considered her exit strategy. “I’ll do that. Lyn, I’ve got to get going. I need to check on the BOLO for Seth Egan. The missing senior. We’ve been on the lookout, but now it will be official. If Miss Daisy is concerned, I’m concerned.” 
 When Royce hung up, she knew that she would be using the disappearance of Seth as a way to confront the executives at the Silver Wilderness Center. On any occasion that she deemed appropriate. 
 When Deputy Sam approached her desk, she looked up. “Any news on Seth Egan?” 
 “None. No missing person has been reportedly found. No bodies have surfaced. Would you like me to take Deputy Chance to the range and see if she locates any strange scents? She’s the best tracking dog I’ve ever worked with.” 
 Chance’s head lifted and she rushed to Sam. Her tail was whipping as she neared him. “I guess that’s your answer,” Royce spoke with amusement. Chance was always ready for a run in the wilderness. She longed for work. “She needs to stretch her legs. Since I’ve got at least an hour’s worth of paperwork, it will be a good outing for her.” 
 Royce watched Sam and Chance leave. Sam was called Deputy Sunshine by his fellow deputies, and the county’s citizens. He sported a cheerful walk. Professional, yet buoyant, and carefree. Royce agreed that when Sam came onto the force, the spirit of the entire Sheriff’s Department lifted. 
 Sam was not jovial when he called an hour later and told Royce that he and Chance were on their way back to the office. Chance hadn’t picked up any cadaver scents in the quadrant of property they’d searched along the range. He complained that as the wilderness lifted, there were a myriad of places that could conceal a body. He and Chance just hadn’t found the right hiding spot where Seth might be. 
 Deputy Sunshine, aka Mr. Optimistic said that was a positive. At least there was a chance Seth Egan was alive. 
 




Chapter 2

         
 
 Gran, Dora Madison – Royce’s grandmother, crossed the kitchen. She was thin, spindly, more now than when she was younger. In her eighties, Dora’s face showed wrinkles, and her eyes were the prominent part of her face. Although her frame was becoming more and more bony, she argued that she had always been a scrawny woman. Yet her energy level always astounded Royce. “I hear there was a spot of bother at the Silver Wilderness Center yesterday.” 
 Royce yawned before she spoke, “Yes. I’m not sure what to think. Did you know Miss Daisy was at the home?” 
 “First I heard of any of it. Royce, Daisy isn’t the type of woman to make a story up. She was straight-laced from when she was a child. We were friends since back then.” Gran shrugged as Royce sat at the round oak table. “I fixed you some steel-cut oats. Mornings are beginning to get a little chilly.” 
 “Gran, just sit. I’ll get them.” Royce went to the stove and began stirring. She took bowls from the cupboard. After filling them with the oats, she sprinkled cinnamon on them, then a squirt of honey, and milk. “Coffee or tea,” she asked her grandmother as she placed the bowls on the table. 
 “I’ll have coffee this morning. Royce, I’m concerned for Daisy.” 
 Royce poured the coffee. “Gran, I’m perplexed by it. I think we can get it sorted. I talked with Lyn, and she’s optimistic.” 
 “Nice woman, your friend Lyn. And you think she’ll help?” 
 “Of course, she will,” Royce answered. “She’ll be coaching our Mike Parker. Lyn had a case similar to this. She’ll be checking. And Nadine said that they would do some investigating.” 
 “Gwen and Nadine love snooping.” As Gran blew on her spoonful of oats, she closed her eyes a moment. “The last time I saw Daisy was when I was in Timber recently. Daisy and I went into Molly’s and had us some tea and pie. She looked healthy then.” 
 Royce shooed Gran’s cat, Shelley. “Shelley is always in the kitchen,” she spoke teasingly. “Your kitty gets to eat first, then us.” 
 “As it should be, Royce. Our Chance girl always waits until you’re finished eating.” Gran quizzed, “You really think Daisy can get her homestead back?” 
 “We’ll do what we can. I’ve also got a missing person. At least, I think we might have a missing person. According to Miss Daisy, a man named Seth Egan disappeared after an altercation at the Center. Ever heard of him?” 
 “If it’s the same Seth I’m thinking of, he’s a fella in his mid-seventies. I haven’t seen him for months. He lives over in Crystal, or at least he did. He became a big shot for a major financial institution in New York. Then he started his own company. So, he was away from Timber County for most of his life. Later he bought an exclusive pricy home in Crystal. That was after he had a spot of bother with the law. He was accused of pulling some fast ones on investors. I think the Egan family mostly moved away or died. A couple years ago, he must have returned.” Gran looked perplexed. “I can’t imagine why he’d go missing. I remember he’s a big, strong man. I’ve heard he was a trouble maker when he was younger. Where would he go?” 
 “I can’t imagine.” Royce finished her oats in silence. “Gran, I can’t understand what’s going on with the Silver Wilderness Center. But I’m determined to find out.” 
 Chance had been on the kitchen floor, but the minute Royce stood, Chance went to her bowl. Royce fixed the hungry dog her blend of kibble and canned food. 
 “Royce, you be careful out there.” Gran gave her granddaughter a hug. “And I’ll check around and see if any of my friends know anything about Seth.” 
 There was a moment’s quiet before Royce thanked Gran. “This is strange that Seth would be missing. And Daisy escaped.” 
 Before Royce got to the doorway, Gran questioned, “Are things progressing with Hertha?” 
 Royce had hoped that conversation wouldn’t come up. “I stayed over here at the cabin because I needed to think. And I’m never certain of anything to do with Hertha. I’ve got a case I need to concentrate on now.” 
   
 *** 
 
 After the morning meeting, Royce dismissed the deputies. She called Nick aside to ask him about the treatment of his father. According to all she’d been led to believe, the Center was fine. Nick reiterated that his father’s stay was excellent. In fact, he said that they treated his dad so well, that he’d commented that when his time came to find a nursing home, that would be the center he would select. 
 However, that might be the case, Royce considered, because Nick was Undersheriff of Crystal. They probably wouldn’t pull anything. Add to that, Nick’s father had previously sold his home, plus he was only there for rehab. His was not the same circumstance as Daisy’s. 
 Daisy had no one looking after her. And she had a large home that was probably worth a great deal. 
 Royce spent the next hour on the phone. She answered questions from adjoining counties about the BOLO on Seth Egan. There were a number of reports, but nothing substantive. Royce had pulled up Egan’s photo identification, and circulated it. The stats were on the BOLO, but there were calls describing a completely different man. 
 Royce also had a talk with D.A. Mike Parker. Mike had taken Lyn’s recommendation to put a stay on the entire transfer. He’d also attempted to get in touch with Daisy’s only living relative, Rick Durant. Mike reported that Durant had not returned his call. Royce told him that she had also made numerous calls with no response. 
 When things quieted down, Royce decided to go across the street to visit her mother. Molly was the proprietor of Molly’s Pantry. The bakery also had a small breakfast and lunch counter. Royce had grown up on the second story level of the Pantry. It was a wonderful home for a child. 
 She had lived there until she went to college. She had just started at the university when her father, the sheriff, had been shot and killed. Although she’d planned on becoming an enforcer before, after Grady Madison was gunned down, her determination was resolute. 
 “Morning, Mom,” she said to Molly Madison. 
 Molly straightened out the collar of the shirt she was wearing. Then she put on a fresh apron. Her short, stocky body was always clad in a neatly pressed shirt and skirt, and an apron. Her hair was beige and streaked with gray. Blue eyes were similar to her daughters. Her face was round, unlike her daughter’s oblong face. Royce had her mother’s dimples, and smile. 
 “Morning, Royce. Have you been to see Hertha this morning? You seem to be overlooking her.” 
 “Not yet. Things are just moving a little fast.” 
 “Royce, I know you’re worried about Hertha. But I also know you love her. Naturally, you’re thinking about moving in with her. And I know it scares you. You worry about her leaving again. But we’ve got to be the best version we can. It takes trust. Relationship vows don’t come with exclusion clauses.” Molly began chopping pecan. 
 “I’m sure you’ve heard all that I’ve got going on right now. I haven’t had time to stop by and see her yet because I’ve been busy.” 
 “Your Gran filled me in. And Gwen and Nadine also dropped by this morning.” Molly lowered her voice in secret. “They had some donuts, then took some sweets for Daisy.” 
 “I just dropped by to tell you about it.” Royce said, “But I guess you have all the info. The backstory. You’re up to date, Mom. We have nothing.” 
 “It’s a darn shame.” 
 “That’s why I need to take care of it as fast as possible. I’ll drop by Hertha’s, and then I need to go over and chat with Miss Daisy. See if she knows any more than she’s told me yesterday.” 
 Molly motioned for Royce to follow her from the front of the bakery area to the kitchen in the back room. “Both Gwen and Nadine verified that there’s not a doggone thing wrong with Daisy. They say since they’ve got her stashed over there. Undercover, they said they’d keep her undercover. Legally, they don’t want to get in any kidnap charges from the Center out there. That Eileen Austin is difficult.” 
 Royce’s eyebrows lifted as she grinned. Molly was what she thought of as a ‘mild’ person. When she said Eileen Austin was difficult, she was being mild. Molly and Gwen had been raised as neighbors from childhood, and were like sisters. As they grew, each developed different ways. Molly’s way was to describe folks with softened words. Gwen would call the same person a rotten witch. 
 And both amused Royce. 
 “Mom, I met Mrs. Austin yesterday. And I have a feeling she’s a great deal more than difficult. She all but threw me out of there. Said to meet with her lawyers.” 
 “What are you going to do?” 
 “After I see Hertha, I’ll go to the Times for a confab with Gwen, Nadine, and Miss Daisy. I’ll do what needs to be done. I’ll visit Silver Wilderness Center and interrogate the difficult Mrs. Austin.” 
 Molly chuckled. “You’re making fun of me!” 
 “Love you, Mom,” Royce said with a wave and a smile. Molly was laughing, so it was fine. “Come on, Chance. We’ve got lots of lawbreakers to bring to justice.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Entering the High Country Animal Clinic, Royce saw Hertha leaning over a beagle puppy. “Settle down, Ellie, we’re just checking you out.” 
 “I don’t remember seeing her before,” Royce commented as she approached. She tickled Ellie’s ears. The markings on the primarily white beagle were brown ears, and one eye was covered. There were spots of brown and black on her body. “This little pup is magnificent.” 
 “Royce, please grab ahold of her while I give her the last of her puppy shots.” 
 Dutifully, Royce felt Ellie fill her arms. The pup whimpered as Hertha finished the injection. “There, girl, that wasn’t so bad,” veterinarian Hertha White said as she scratched the puppy’s topnotch. 
 With Ellie in her arms, Royce leaned down to greet a dog she’d known since he was a pup. Lukas was a curly, snowy-white cockapoo with bright, shiny, and insightful eyes. “Hey, Lukas, did you jump over, or squeeze through, your kennel play area? Maybe you just escaped to play with Ellie.” Lukas followed after Hertha. 
 “Let’s put Ellie back with the others. Come on, Lukas, time to join the tribe. I’ve got a little pen set up for them.” 
 Hertha had sold her mother’s home in southwest Colorado. She used the money to build on an addition to the animal clinic. First, she built a huge indoor facility, to shelter dogs and cats that were boarding there. Because that was a substantial part of the clinic business, the veterinarian was insistent that it be roomy, and pleasant. 
 Both Royce and Hertha made the rounds with the dogs inside. Lukas stayed right with them. His eyes gleamed with intelligence. Royce bent down and allowed the others to check Ellie out. 
 They all loved ear tickles, so the women made the rounds, petting and tickling. Pelle was a Shih-Tzu Maltese hybrid. Ida, the sweet dingo hybrid kept busy exploring the toys. The part corgi, and part Jack Russell, named Charlie, was what his owner called a cojack. Roommates were a beautiful old blonde Cocker spaniel named Cooper, and a sweet little pup named Lilly. She was a Chiweenie – her mother called her. A hybrid. The wire-haired terrier, Frankie, was a lovely little guy. 
 Hertha giggled, “I think they all approve of the newest patient in the gang.” 
 The outside shelters had just been installed. Hertha and her assistant, Carrie, tried to change out the group so that would each dog could get sunshine, and fresh air. Outside she had shelters installed giving the dogs a wonderful place to play. 
 “Ellie is definitely a hit with them all.” Royce was amused. Hertha’s laugh had been Royce’s special musical treat throughout the fifteen years they spent together. So many things to capture her love. With that, Royce felt the jab of heartbreak about her situation. 
 Hertha mentioned, “The outside group seems to be enjoying one another. Willow is the little Jack Russell and Pomeranian cross.” Willow ran through the yard. Hers was a barrel body with thick fur, and she had a Pom face. And Teddy, the small Maltese Terrier and Chihuahua mix was attempting to get Willow’s attention. “They all seem to get along fine.” 
 Royce noted, “I love Willow’s curly coat and the face of a Maltese. Adorable. And I know Hertta,” Royce leaned to scratch the head of the little Bichon Havanese, Tibetan Spaniel, Cairn Terrier, Russian Toy Terrier mix. “And the schnauzer Dreydl. I know Dreydl lives for her outings.” 
 Hertha planned, “I’ll put my little Louie out later. Louie always likes to say goodbye when the kiddos go off to school. It’s a ritual. He’ll enjoy being outside. It will be a long winter, and not all days will be sunny. So, they might as well appreciate it today.” 
 Royce asked, “I hope Vannie and Antero have their sweaters.” 
 Taking Royce’s hand, she squeezed it. “Parenting is so much more difficult that I’d imagined. I told them to take a jacket or sweater. They probably didn’t.” 
 Hertha and Royce walked through the small animal clinic, and opened the door to let Louie inside. He was Hertha’s recent rescue pup. The schnauzer-Kerry Blue terrier mix scurried to greet her pals in the back room. Royce opened the gate and allowed Louie in the kennel. Chance had stayed behind. She was impatient to get on the road with the sheriff. 
 Royce stopped a moment to watch the room Hertha called the Cat Den. It was screened, so that when the windows were opened, the cats could get fresh air. There were padded scratching trees, and small cubby holes. The cats were enjoying their den. 
 A multi-colored cat with a white nose, mouth and chest, was named Sweetie. And her suite mate was a lovely golden striped cat named Buddie.  
 Royce was also wishing she had gone to The Times before seeing Hertha. The sheriff had no reasoning behind her feelings. But she felt stifled. “I’ve got to see Gwen and Nadine. I’m sure you’ve heard that there are a couple new cases on my desk.” 
 “Molly told me about Daisy Barnaby, and said there was a missing man.” 
 “Yes, that’s why I didn’t drop by last night. Or call. I was late before I finished up documenting, and coordinating with the D.A.’s office.” 
 “I understand, Royce,” Hertha said gently. “I know you’re busy. I don’t like to harp, but I wish you would have called. You usually do, and the kids look forward to saying goodnight to you. Last night they asked me if they’d done something to displease you. I explained that you’re busy fighting crime. But in my heart, I was asking what I’d done to you. Is there something?” 
 Royce glanced away quickly. “No. No, I’m just busy. I keep wondering if Daisy will lose her house. And if Seth Egan is still alive.” Royce began walking toward the front, and to the street. “Besides, I hate leaving Gran at the cabin alone when we’ve got one senior displaced and hiding out, and another either on the run, or harmed.” 
 “I understand.” Hertha stepped inside the clinic. “Let me know if you’ll be able to stop by for dinner. If you’re working, I could bring some dinner over to you.” 
 “Thanks,” Royce replied. She then leaned down and kissed Hertha’s cheek. “I’ll let you know. And tell the kids I love them and they could never do anything wrong.” 
 Hertha’s eyebrows lifted. “Well, for starters they could do at least one thing wrong. Not take sweaters with them.” 
 “They’ll be fine. I’m not sure I even knew what a sweater was until I got into high school,” Royce joked. As she walked across the street, Royce felt a longing for Hertha. The woman she loved was always with her, was always a part of her. She could close her eyes and see Hertha’s shapely body, her bronze golden eyes, thick ebony lashes, and her dark hair with small streamers of silver at the temples. Her faint laugh lines around her eyes. She could feel the touch of Hertha’s burgundy full lips. Her warmth. 
 Royce realized that her feelings of love for Hertha had not changed. But some deeply buried emotion had. Was she too superficial to allow love? Too cold to forgive? 
 Even Chance’s proud stride was falling behind Royce’s rushed walk. 

 

 *** 
 
 “I never realized Daisy had such a great sense of humor,” Nadine said as she greeted Royce and Chance at the door. “I always thought she was a straight-laced old schoolmarm.” 
 Gwen Ives and Nadine Atwell lived together in an elegant old home since their relationship began. Prior to that, Gwen had been born and raised in the refurbished Victorian home. It was directly behind The Timber City Times – with a walkway back to the home. Like most of the Timber City homes, it was built with the finery and charm of a historically important structure. 
 Royce walked on the maple-floor through Gwen and Nadine’s foyer and hallway. The egg-and-dart wood trim led to the parlor. Antique furnishings decorated the lovely room. Royce was glad to see that Gwen was watching over Daisy Barnaby. In case the woman did have issues of fading in and out of dementia. If Silver Wilderness Center had properly diagnosed her, Royce didn’t want her to wander away. 
 As the women sat in tufted, high-back chairs, Daisy quickly spoke. “This is so wonderful to wake up with clarity. I hated how the drugs made me woozy. And my mind felt cottony. It isn’t normal for me to feel as though I have a noggin full of nonsense. And even my steps were wobbly.” 
 Immediately Royce quizzed, “Miss Daisy, I’d like to question you about that. Which of the staff members actually administered the medication?” 
 “Why that would be the night nurses. Rhonda and Amber usually. But a couple nights ago, Alec Zellner came in at about midnight. He saw I wasn’t fully asleep. He must have suspected that I’d discontinued taking the pills. He muttered ‘naughty, naughty.’ Then he went away for a few minutes and came back with a syringe. I felt the needle was injecting what must have been a fairly good dose of tranquilizer, or whatever. It knocked me out.” 
 “Is Alec Zellner a nurse?” Royce inquired. 
 Daisy answered with distain. “He’s the director. He’s been a medic, and EMT. I think I heard he was a trained nurse. He wears a doctor’s lab coat. But I’m sure he isn’t a doctor. He also doesn’t work in the lab.” 
 “What about the other nurses on the night crew?” 
 “The two I know best are Rhonda Smith. She’s the night supervisor. And a young nurse named Amber. They’re both nice enough. Poor Rhonda got yelled at by Alec Zellner. Said she wasn’t watching me when meds were dispensed. I’m not so sure but what she overlooked my meds on purpose. She sure doesn’t like that Alec.” 
 “Do you have any recollection of when your house papers were signed?” 
 “None. Other than I saw my cousin’s child, Rick. Well, he’s fifty-five years old now. But I always think of him as young. He moved away after he finished schooling. I always loved him when he was a child. When he came into my room, he was condescending. Well, he patted my shoulder and spoke loudly and slowly about how I would be taken care of now. Like he was doing me a favor. I tried real hard to talk, but everything was locking up in my mouth. Words weren’t right.” 
 “And so, Rick believed that you were incapacitated?” 
 “Exactly. Sheriff, I loved him like he was my own.” She glanced away quickly. “He wasn’t to know I was drugged up. I couldn’t even hold my head up.” 
  Gwen comforted Daisy, “No, I don’t imagine he was in on it.” 
 Royce patted Daisy’s arm. “I’ve been calling him. I expect his call anytime.” 
 “Royce, you tell him I love him.” Daisy’s eyes flickered with sadness. 
 “I’ll tell him.” Royce stood. “No matter what, stay right here with Nadine and Gwen. I’ll keep checking in with you, but it’s important that you stay put.” 
 Gwen walked Royce to the front door. “Either Nadine or I am with her all the time. She seems completely normal. I believe every word she says.” Royce stood on the elaborately decorated front porch. She turned as she heard Gwen’s voice. “Royce, I’ve heard of this kind of thing happening. But I never believed it. Not here in Timber County.” 
 “Have you had any luck on the background of Eileen Austin? Or Alec Zellner?” 
 “I didn’t want to mention anything we’ve dug up in front of Daisy.” 
 “Yes, I don’t want her to know what we’re finding out. If the court were to order her returned, it would endanger her.” 
 “What I can tell you is this. Eileen is from Memphis, Tennessee. She met Larry Austin twenty years ago.” Gwen shrugged. “Hell’s bells, it’s been that long.” 
 “I know Larry had the property and the lodge at Silver Wilderness.” Royce pulled up from her memory what she knew about him. “His family owned the lodge. It became his when his parents died.” 
 “Larry is a hothead, a wannabe cowboy. Also, a wannabe ski bum. His skill as a skier, and a rancher were minimal. He always looks ropey with that scraggly stash. He should trim his hair and his mustache once in a while. Anyway, I don’t see what Eileen saw in him. They married when he met her at a western club down in Memphis. She was a backup singer. He was a decade older than Eileen was. Eileen Rogers was then a thirty-year old woman from Dallas. She had very little going for her. But she was bright enough to marry a meal ticket. Larry thought he’d won the lottery. She was joining him in a small growing community. No bright lights, but he did have enough property and a lodge to satisfy Eileen. They tried to fix the lodge up and for a few years rented space, and made a living.” 
 Royce guessed, “Then they hit the mother lode. He opened the Center.” 
 “Lots between that. They found some big money. Dr. Melvin Verner. He’d become rich when Crystal became the huge ski resort. He apparently chucked some money into the Silver Wilderness Center. As they experience growth, he decided to spend half a day, Monday through Friday, working at the Center.” 
 “He put money in?” Royce asked. 
 “A sizable amount of money. But he has made it back. As I understand it, he spends mornings at the new hospital in Crystal. He has a fancy mansion in Crystal, and a fancy wife. But he spends his weekday afternoons at Silver Wilderness Center. So he’s cleaning up by charging patients when he calls in on them. He and Eileen are partners.” 
 “Where did that leave Larry?” 
 “An owner of the property. He wants nothing to do with the business. He’s able to play. He skis, tracks, hunts, fishes, plays outdoorsman, and once in a while he acts as handyman at the center.” 
 “And,” Royce inserted, “if we are to believe the scene Daisy described, he is also a strong arm of disciplining rowdy patients. I’ve heard that Alzheimer’s patients are sometimes difficult. They’ve got orderlies, but I’m guessing Larry enjoys fisticuffs. He’s a bouncer.” 
 “Undoubtedly that would suit Larry Austin. He was such a jerk when he was growing up.” Gwen shook her head recalling back. “He was a couple years younger than I was, but I remember he was the biggest loudmouth in his class. A bully.” 
 “If you find out anything more, please let me know.” 
 “Check with your gran about Larry. I think there was a confrontation between him and your father. Even back in those days, your father was the enforcer protecting smaller, younger kids.” 
 Royce felt the pang of losing her father. In the last twenty years, that seemed always to be there. The love for Grady Madison remained solid. But then, the entire county loved Grady. Other than the bullies and criminals. 
 Patting the side of her leg, she murmured, “Come on, Chance. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”  
 




Chapter 3

         
 
 Undersheriff Nick Hogan and Deputy Terry Doyle had dropped off some reports at the Timber County Court House. They called to Royce as she crossed the street, walking toward the parking lot. The newly built Justice Center housed the Sheriff’s Department, and the D.A.’s office. That building was built to abut the old Timber County Court House. 
 Royce grinned at them. “Taking the afternoon off?” she teased. 
 “Look, boss,” Terry said, “You know I’d rather be sharing a squad car with Chance, than with these two.” 
 “I’m headed over to the Silver Wilderness Center. You can come with me if you want. While I’m inside getting information from the administrator, you can give Chance some exercise on the range,” Royce offered. 
 “I’m in. Gladly,” Terry said. To Chance she chattered, “We’re getting some recess time, you sweet pup.” Chance’s tail swung. “That’s right.” 
 “Why don’t you wait for us in my vehicle,” Royce suggested to Terry. “I’ll be right there.” 
 When Terry left, Nick scratched his thinning curly hair. His dark eyes were part of his handsomeness. Although he seemed somewhat paunchy, he was athletic. At forty, he exercised religiously on a regular basis. He asked Royce, “Are you still thinking they’ve got some problems out there?” 
 “I do, Nick. I know they were good to your father. But there are different circumstances in the cases. We need to find Seth Egan.” 
 Nick offered, “I saw Seth Egan a few times. He owned one of Crystal’s finest homes. When he lived in New York, he only visited Crystal a few times a year, max. After his retirement, he returned. I heard he ran one of those dicey financial institutions. When it crashed, he lost everything. He didn’t do much jail time, but many people thought he should have.” 
 “He did save his home in Crystal?” 
 “I’m not sure. I know he was living in it. Maybe it had been in his wife’s name. Everyone around here knows his story. Some believe he socked away some additional money. Royce, he definitely has his detractors. After all this time, there are people that probably still wanting retribution. He was a pain before he retired, and according to the Silver Wilderness staff, that was an attribute he never got over.” 
 “So, they get a holiday every time he goes missing?” 
 Nick chuckled. “That’s about the size of it. The guy is big and tall. He still has fighting strength. It took two deputies to deliver him back to the home after one of his escapes.” 
 “It doesn’t sound as if he’s a pleasant person.” 
 “Nope. Arrogant. Well, you know the type. Filthy rich.” Nick’s eyes squinted. “Those Wall Street money managing companies were nothing but legalized crooks. That takes tearing down any ethics you have so you can become rich. But his family had money before he went to New York.” Nick snickered, “I’m amazed he didn’t go into politics. He’s a blusterer.” 
 Royce spurt a laugh. “He probably would have been successful.” She paused. “I wonder why he went into the Center.” 
 “I talked with one of the staff, Supervisor Rhoda Smith, and she said that he was experiencing a palsy condition, and a mild dementia. At times he seemed fine, or at least more like his horse’s arse self. At other times, he was incoherent and violent. Mean spirited, is how she described him.” 
 “Who checked him into the Center?” Royce inquired. 
 “He has a couple living in his home. I guess Seth was suffering from his palsy condition, and he fell. They called Dr. Verner. He had an ambulance take him to Silver Wilderness.” 
 “I wonder why they didn’t take him to Crystal Hospital.” 
 Nick shrugged. “Doctor’s decision. The Center probably took over guardianship.” 
 “Doctor Verner owns half of Silver Wilderness.” Royce felt a pang of remorse. “I’m getting jaded. I used to be so trusting.” 
 “Royce, this profession changes us. When we were youngsters starting out, we didn’t know how diabolically crass humanity could be. The viciousness. But we need to keep our spirits up.” He teased, “You’d better take Deputy Sunshine on your rounds with you today.” 
 “Maybe I can get Terry to tell me some of her Irish jokes.” Royce turned, “Meanwhile, I’d better get going.” 
 “Royce, do we know where Daisy Barnaby is?” 
 “She’s safe.” Royce turned back to Nick. “And will be kept secure. We can turn our attention to locating Seth.” 
 “Royce, I’m not sure about this. From what I’ve heard, Seth Egan wanders away on a regular basis. Twice this summer we’ve sent teams after him.” 
 “There’s obviously a reason why he wants to escape from the home.” 
 “I hope we’re not infringing on their ability to do their jobs. I know you think the Center is fishy as a trout pond, but we haven’t had complaints.” 
 Royce knew her face was becoming red. “Nick, we can’t take a chance. The people out there are captives because of their conditions. If they’re being mistreated, that’s a problem. I’m going to run the staff for warrants.” 
 “That’s a little melodramatic. I was there. Beverly was there, and many of our friends. No one saw anything out of line. I don’t want their reputation ruined by speculation.” 
 “I don’t either, but we’ve got to investigate it. Look, I’m on my way up there now. We can talk later. Have everyone keep a lookout for Seth. He might have hitched a ride back to Crystal.” 
 When Royce got to her SUV, she saw Terry giving Chance attention. “At the Center’s back property, we’ve had Chance search for cadavers, and for Seth, but if you want to go over more of the south side of the range, you might come up with something. Chance loves to search.” 
 Terry nodded. “Will do. You think they’re shady out there?” 
 As Royce drove, she felt an unsettling emotion. She knew that Nick questioned her investigation of Silver Wilderness Center. Now, she also wondered if Terry thought it was a waste of time and effort. “I think that there is something off about it. We have Daisy’s side, and her cousin’s son, the witness that might be able to provide some light on the transaction. He hasn’t been answering his phone.” 
 “Where does Daisy’s relative live?” 
  “Los Angeles. We’ve left messages. It was only a few weeks ago Daisy went into the center. Two weeks ago, Rick Durant showed up, signed the papers. And now he’s missing.” 
 “Sooner or later he’ll appear.” 
 Royce hoped so. “Terry, last time we talked you said your parents were concerned about you’re being a deputy. Is it getting better?” 
 “Not really. I can’t blame them. We lost my twin brother in combat. That had to impact them. I told them it’s safe up here. They don’t believe me.” 
 “Terry, I understand how they feel. I’m not certain it can get better. My mother is still terrified because my father was murdered when he was on duty. And I also understand why you want to be a deputy.” 
 Terry blurted, “Royce, I want to be a deputy so one day I can be sheriff.” 
 Together they laughed as Royce pulled her vehicle onto the Silver Wilderness Center’s driveway toward the entrance. She parked, and watched Terry taking Chance in the direction of the Range. Chance’s long legs lifting her into the air as she bounded across the field. Terry’s laugh was heard as she followed Chance. The sheriff wasn’t certain if the young woman or the young German shepherd was having the best time. 
 Terry Doyle was an exemplary deputy. Her light brown curly hair bobbed as she chased after Chance. At about five foot-five, and fit, she enjoyed the outdoors. Her medium complexion and brown eyes seemed to deepen in color during the summer. Royce smiled. She was happy to hear that Deputy Doyle had the same kind of aspirations that Royce had when she was that age. Royce vowed to encourage her. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce didn’t want to face Eileen Austin’s cloyingly sweet side, nor did she want to see the flashing brown eyes searing with anger. 
 Certain that Administrator Eileen Austin was making it a point to keep Royce waiting, the sheriff made a few phones calls on her cell phone. When Eileen appeared, she ushered Royce into her office. “Have you located Daisy Barnaby?” Eileen sat, and placed her hands firmly on the desk. 
 “I’m awaiting your attorney’s call.” Royce sat in a small, uncomfortable chair across from Eileen. 
 Eileen’s charm turned on and off like a spigot. Her fake cordiality was on tap. “You do understand that it would be best if the two of us come to an agreement. There’s a perfectly reasonable solution.” 
 “That being?” 
 “I can easily explain. First, you should know about the Silver Wilderness Center. We are a care facility. Short-term and long-term care. I like that term, because we do care.” Eileen’s smile was pure sugar. “We pride ourselves on being a trifecta of care. We offer both nursing home, and assisted living. It depends on the skill-level required. Secondly, we offer an excellent rehabilitation center. And thirdly, our services expand to a compassionate end-stage hospice. There is no need for intervention.” 
 “I take it that you considered Daisy part of your nursing home crowd.” Royce’s words were sarcastic. 
 “Miss Barnaby was being cared for in the same context as some of our Alzheimer patients. We tended to her needs. She often slipped into a memory issue status.” 
 “She was being drugged into a state of oblivion.” 
 “Corrections, Sheriff. She was medicated to be manageable. When she entered, she was unmanageable. For her own protection, and the staff’s protection, she was tranquilized.” 
 “Exactly what were the circumstances of her coming here?” 
 “Well, as you know the house in question…” 
 “Daisy’s home?” 
 “The house in question.” Eileen took a deep sigh. “The house is right across the range land from our Center. Someone reported that they found her on the ground. We were the nearest medically equipped facility. Dr. Verner works here, and also at the Crystal Hospital. We are fully staffed. It was logical that she was brought to us. We found her to be dehydrated. We treated her. However, she didn’t mentally respond.” 
 “And you kept her here?” 
 “Yes. We were in touch with her only relative, Rick Durant. Mr. Durant came here, and after seeing her, he agreed she was in need of assistance. He signed the agreement. Contract.” 
 “Plenty amazing,” Royce said. Her words were laced with disbelief. “And you took over her home?” 
 “That is one of our programs. We simply offer to take over the patient’s financial liabilities, including all future obligations. We sell properties, and put those proceeds into bank funds to be drawn from each month. You can’t run a facility like this without money. The contract with Mr. Durant, states that Silver Wilderness takes control of her assets and has power of attorney. This is overseen by the same conservatorship as all other assisted living facilities. It is costly. We agree to take on the complete support of the patient. We charge between $4500 and several thousands of dollars a month. Depending upon the care required. You see the complexes we’ve built. The staff we hire. We insist on the best treatment. And that takes money. At any rate, when a patient expires, the beneficiary of their will, which would be Mr. Durant, receives the remainder of the funds. If the expenses exceed the original agreement, the Center picks up the tab.” 
 “Have there been patients that left you with the tab.” 
 Irritated, Eileen glared directly at the sheriff. “There have been. You see, people of this generation often can’t care for elderly parents. They haven’t time, nor do they have experience. Many are often more than happy to place their loved ones in a home. In the trade it is known as warehousing the elderly. We do what the family cannot or will not do. We are doing the community a great service.” Her scorn was visible. She added, “It is usually the family exploiting the funds.” 
 Royce’s glare matched Eileen’s. “I’ll be looking forward to meeting with your attorney, and your financial team.” 
 “Now, our business is concluded,” she smugly said, as she stood. Her words were starched, and said as if she was tamping her temper. 
 Royce remained seated. “Not completely concluded. I also have questions about the disappearance of Seth Egan.” 
 “Seth Egan!” she repeated. Her hands were balled up as she sat. “He has still not returned. We understand that the Sheriff’s Department is searching for him. He has wandered away from here multiple times. That is all I know about his disappearance.” 
 “I believe the night he went missing there was an altercation.” 
 “Now you’re accusing us of a crime?” 
 “I’m attempting to find a missing man. There was a fight prior to the last time he was seen. I’m asking you what the altercation was about.” 
 “I have no idea. Seth Egan could be a handful. He was a trouble-maker. I believe my husband, Larry, tried to calm him and return him to his room. He called for backup and our director assisted in getting Mr. Egan under control.” 
 “Alec Zellner.” 
 “Yes, Alec. His office is on the second floor. If he isn’t busy, perhaps you could find out any details from him.” Eileen walked to the door. “I’ve got a full agenda today, and really must ask you to leave.” 
 “I’ve got to address two cases. A missing man and a mistreated woman.” Royce walked to the door, then turned to face Eileen. “I’ll be seeing you again.” 
 She heard the door slam behind her. Royce enjoyed it when she irritated someone she was interviewing. Innocent people seldom got upset at enforcers. 
   
 *** 
 
 Director Alec Zellner had left the building. Royce made a notation to try again – soon. Perhaps one of the staff had warned him that Royce was wanting to chat with him. Royce and Terry arrived back at the Sheriff’s Department to find a stack of phone calls awaited the sheriff’s return. After finishing the catch-up work, Royce took five minutes to close her eyes and consider what she knew, and what she didn’t know. 
 She calculated the reasons why Seth and Miss Daisy had ‘wandered off’ from the home. Daisy believed that Seth had been harmed, and what she had seen in the corridor set her up for being forever drugged, or harmed. She had good instincts. As a teacher, she couldn’t have faked knowledge, or confidence. Royce recalled that her teacher knew exactly what she knew. And when she didn’t have an answer for students, she would tell them she didn’t know the answer, and would find the answer and report back to her class. Her mental recall was always brilliant, as was her verity. 
 If she felt threatened by what she had seen, she undoubtedly had reason to be frightened. 
 Royce motioned to Chance. “Come on, girl. Let’s go find our confidential informant.” Plato Wallace was a derelict. He fancied himself the sheriff’s Confidential Informant. With a potbelly and slow plot, he dressed with a derelict’s rumpled disorder. He wore western attire, with a crumpled hat. In his seventies, his skin was darkly tan, and leathered. Hard living had made his appearance older. With tobacco-stained teeth and fingers, he was also usually mildly inebriated. He knew nearly everyone in Timber City. 
 As sheriff and shepherd rounded the corner, Royce spotted Plato Wallace. She gave him a wave, then walked down the alley toward where he was leaning against the building. 
 “Hey, Royce, I hear you’re lookin’ for Seth.” 
 “I am. You know him, don’t you?” 
 “Yep.” He leaned back on the heels of his western boots. “He’s a crusty old fart. Few years older than I am, so I never knew him much back in our school days. When he come back to Timber, he was really bitter as hell. He’d got caught bilking folks out of a lot of money on Wall Street. Said folks didn’t appreciate him. When he was a kid, he was a crybaby. No one ever did right by him. Nobody understood him. He was a cheat then, and still is probably in cahoots with someone up to no good.” 
 “Still is?” 
 “Well, I’m guessin’ so. A couple months ago he escaped, and we played a couple games of pool. Always cheated. And all that crap about the lousy pool table tops in the pool hall. Well, he’d say his pool table was made with Italian marble. Nothin’ like the pool hall table. He musta thought we were all thick as bricks. Seth was always braggin’ and complainin’ about ever’thing.” 
 “He resented losing fairly?” 
 Muttering, he answered, “Yeah, he never lost and never was wrong. Pissed and moaned all the time.” Plato scratched his stubbly beard. “Well, he moves back here after all these years. Acts like he wants his rear-end kissed.” 
 “Do you think there might have been foul play involved with his disappearance?” 
 “Yep. Might a been a problem. I remember one time he was pitchin’ a fit. He’d escaped from out there at Silver Wilderness Center. He was all riled up and says that they put him in the psyche ward. He’d taken after one of the staff for calling him names. Don’t rightly know what the names were. Just that it sure made him pissed.” 
 “Plato, if you hear anything about him, or see him, let me know.” 
 Plato gave a nod. “I wouldn’t half mind if you’d sic your big dog on ‘em. There ain’t nothin’ wrong with them pool tables.”  
 




Chapter 4

 
  
 A shiver of winter, her grandmother called the upcoming season. Royce felt the chill in the air when she jogged that morning. The elevated mountains never seemed to bother her when she exercised. Often, she used the exercise room in Crystal. But when staying over at Gran’s cabin, she liked being in nature. When autumn said hello to winter, it seemed to slow folks down. Gran had complained of morning’s coolness recently. 
 That morning Royce had also helped her grandmother harvest pots of herbs that were stationed around the property. Gran had carefully planned it, by planting seeds in the best spot for each individual herb. After they finished clipping herbs, Gran loaded her dehydrator with the leaves. The aroma was magnificent, Royce had commented. 
 After she’d showered and dressed, she left. While driving to the center of Timber, Royce considered that her Gran was now in her early eighties. That brought on the worry of caring for her. At the time Gran prided herself as being full of spunk. She had always taken care of her own health and her family’s well-being. 
 Now, Royce considered what Eileen Austin had said. Royce didn’t want her grandmother warehoused. It was on her mind as she pulled up to the High Country Animal Clinic. She had promised Hertha that she would walk the kiddos to their bus stop. The elementary school was located on the edge of town, and a school bus picked most of Timber’s children up in the town center. Then drove them to school. 
 “Hey,” Royce said as she felt the children’s arms wrap around her. “Is everyone set for school?” 
 “Yes,” seven-year old Vannie answered. She wore a brightly colored red dress. “And we’ve got our sweaters. I love school, and learning,” she exclaimed. Both children had dark hair, and skin. Their eyes were usually sparkling and intensely curious. “Most things I like about school.” 
 Vannie’s brother, Antero was a year younger. And he had been silent about going to school. He mumbled, “I hate school.” He slumped as he walked. His denims were new, and freshly laundered, and his shirt his favorite shade of blue. Nearly a teal. 
 Royce saw concern on Hertha’s face. Hertha’s voice was mellow, but couldn’t hide her distress. “Antero, give it time. The kids will come around. Just be kind and considerate.” 
 “They call us names. And one kid tripped me. Then they laughed.” 
 Vannie added, “They said his Indian name couldn’t be Surefoot.” 
 Royce traded glances with Hertha. “If you do as your mother says, it will get better in time. The kids used to call me Stringbean when they teased me.” 
 The sheriff walked Vannie and Antero across the street to the bus stop. As they climbed up the bus stairs, the issued their goodbyes. Words were solemnly spoken. 
 Al, the bus driver, watched as the children were seated. He asked Royce, “Guess you been busy looking for that fella from the Center?” 
 “Yes.” The sheriff thought perhaps a pre-emptive strike would be productive. If the driver watched the bullying, and corrected the perpetrators, it might help. Royce leaned nearer, changing subjects, and quietly whispered, “Al, could you watch after the kids. There’s been some bullying, and I don’t want anyone hurt.” 
 “I’m guessing Hertha’s kids are the only Native Americans in the school system. I’ll keep an eye out. In a week or so, they’re all going on an outing. Their class will ride the ski lift at Crystal. I’ve got a wedding to attend, but they’ve got a substitute driver. New guy. I’ll mention it to him, too. Earl Harris is his name. He and Laura Price, now Harris, just got married this summer.” 
 “Laura is an office worker at school,” Royce recalled. “As I remember, she’s a friend of Principal Jane Garnett.” 
 “She’s the one. Laura had been widowed. She was really downtrodden after her husband died. Then she meets this Earl on line. Next thing you know she’s at the altar. They’re both around sixty. Not many spouses available as a person gets to that age.” 
 Royce smiled. “Not many available up here at any age.” 
 “Most are taken. Glad I got my wife, and she’s healthy,” he said with a laugh. Well, the youngsters will have a great field day going up to the Crystal Ski Lodge. The kids’ll get a ride up on the lifts. Sheriff, we’ll take care of them. And I hope you find that fella from the Center.” Al shut the bus doors and gave a wave. 
 On the way back to the clinic, Royce considered her own plight. She admitted she wanted things to work out with Hertha. But now, the children weren’t thrilled with the school situation. And, Royce surmised, Hertha would leave the area to make them happy. Hertha was half Ute Native American. That was the half of her that demanded loyalty. Familia loyalty meant making certain she did what was best for her brother’s children. Now her children. 
 Hertha had gone into surgery, so Royce sat a few moments in the Cat Room, to play with the kittens. Cleo, Hertha’s cat, quickly took a seat in Royce’s lap. The little spotted cat, being watched after her annual injections, was Patch. Soon Patch was also on her lap. 
 The sheriff enjoyed their attention. Another cat with the appearance of a Siamese rushed across the room. Kokomojo’s was a distinctive champagne-colored coat. Her bib, lower lip, and feet were white. She had expressive blue eye. Royce patted a small place on her lap, “Come on, KoKo.” 
 Royce enjoyed the tranquility of the clinic. The pets seemed to know that they were in good hands. The sheriff closed her eyes a moment. She chastised herself for mistrusting her own tranquility with Hertha. 
   
 *** 
 
  Later, Royce spent a couple hours in her office fielding calls, and attempting to touch bases with the several people on her list. The sheriff wanted to speak with Silver Wilderness Director Alec Zellner, Supervisor Rhonda Smith, Nurse Amber Kerr, Doctor/partner Melvin Verner, and Silent-Partner Larry Austin. 
 She had also made several more failed attempts at running down Daisy’s cousin, Rick Durant. No one seemed available. That had not only seemed a coincidence to Royce. It appeared to be a communication conspiracy against her. 
 She felt stymied. By midmorning, she strode across the street. She went around the Times office and into the back yard of Gwen and Nadine’s home. She’d heard Nadine’s laughter, and when she arrived at the garden area, saw Gran and Nadine. 
 “Your grandmother and I were just talking about you, Royce,” Nadine said. She was standing in the rows of onions, and carrots. 
 “And laughing?” Royce questioned with a grin. 
 “Well, we were inside with Daisy. She told us about some of your pranks back in grade school,” Gran explained. “I just stopped by to trade off some herbs for some of Nadine’s vegetables. The season’s ending, and I’m going to do some canning.” 
 Nadine complained, “Some of my produce has gone missing. I gladly give my neighbors armloads of veggies. But most of them ask. Not lately. And someone got off with my little cotton shopping bag that held my garden tools. Little shovel and such. Now I’ll need to find another one. Empathy these days seems to be out of the question.” 
 “How is Miss Daisy?” Royce asked. 
 “Doing fine.” Nadine frowned. “Her mind is as sharp as sharp can be. There’s nothing wrong with her.” Nadine lifted her shovel and dug a bunch of onions from the ground. “I am furious that the Silver Wilderness Center is cheating her of her home.” 
 “We have to prove it,” Royce glumly said. “I talked with Lyn earlier, and she says that although Daisy’s house is worth money, it might not have been worth the kind of money that a long stay would cost. By her calculations of eight thousand a month, if Daisy lived ten years, her surplus of approximately a million for the house would be gone. And Daisy seems to be in great health. So, what is their motive for the deception?” 
 “Maybe they thought she would fade away slowly,” Nadine said. “But the cousin’s son, Rick Durant, would come into any surplus.” 
 Gran shook her head. “It is just so sad that they’re charging that kind of money, these days.” 
 Nadine grimace. “Gwen said that there is also a risk fee. Some of the costs are to pay any legal of expenses, too. In case the Center gets sued. After all, they’ve got a small surgery. Dr. Verner charges huge fees. That might cost them if anything goes wrong. And patients that could fall and sue them. Well, she named a batch of reasons. But still. Doc Norman doesn’t charge much.” 
 Royce thought about the country doctor, Norman Nilson. He had turned seventy-seven. After he’d spend decades as a family doctor to many in Timber City, he’d retired twice. Finally, a year ago he rented a small storefront office and opened his practice again. Mae Gates, now sixty-two, had been nurse in his practice, and she joined his later effort. They primarily saw to his older patients. Gran was his patient, and most of the other Medicare patients preferred Doc Nilson to care for them. 
 “He has minimal overhead,” Nadine said. 
  Gran affirmatively shook her head. “Why he’s just a good heart. Always has been. So, we go to his little clinic. As soon as we can, we’ll have him take a look at Daisy.” 
 “We won’t need to keep Miss Daisy undercover much longer,” Royce reported. “But we’ll need to get a clean bill of health for the court case. According to Lyn, proving that they kept her under duress is part of the lawsuit they’ll bring against Silver Wilderness.” 
 “There’s not a blasted reason in the world for drugging her up like that,” Gran accused. “Daisy just got through telling us that a man called Alec has rattled her bones, getting her into her room. She said if she’d a been pushed and had fallen, they’d claim she fell out of her bed. Please don’t ever put me there, Royce.” 
 Royce sucked in air. “Of course not, Gran.” The thought of that made her stomach churn. “Listen, I’m going over to The Bell Ringer Tavern to see if Faye has ever seen, or knows anything about Seth Egan. I don’t know if he ever went there since his home is in Crystal.” She was aware that in the past Seth had played pool at a place next to The Bell Ringer. He might have dropped in for a drink. She would also check the pool hall. Royce’s trusty C.I. Plato had mentioned that he’d played pool with Seth. 
 Royce also wanted to see what Faye could tell her about Larry Austin. Plato mentioned that Larry Austin had also been spotted at The Bell Ringer. Plato tattled that Larry had a midlife crush on the proprietress of the saloon. Faye Arnall had attracted the married Larry Austin. Plato claimed that Fay ‘caught his fancy’ but Faye didn’t reciprocate. Although Royce didn’t believe Faye would be interested in Austin, she also wouldn’t have thought Larry Austin would have appealed to Eileen Austin. 
 Now she wondered what had been the appeal to a young songstress in Memphis all those years ago when Larry and Eileen met. 
   
 *** 
 
 “Sheriff,” Faye Arnell greeted Royce. “I hear you’re looking for Seth Egan and Daisy Barnaby.” Faye stood behind the bar, laughing shrilly. Her round, freckled face was surrounded by rusty and gray curled hair. Nearly sixty, she was curvy, and grinning. Her lips were still painted bright red and her eyes gleamed kiwi green. Laughing, she guessed, “Hell, they probably ran off together.” 
 “Nope. I have it on good authority that Daisy is still in the area.” Amused, Royce sat at the bar across from Faye. The Bell Ringer Saloon was the kind of bar that never changed. The legacy built a century and a half remained. Wood floors, swinging doors, the feel and the look of a country bar, The Bell Ringer was a meeting place for nearly every type. Young, old, resident, or tourist – they all enjoyed Faye’s drinks and celebratory ambiance. She’d been the proprietor for thirty-five years. 
 “I saw pictures of Seth Egan. He normally hung out with the snooty Crystal crowd. He even tried to run for office a couple years back, but folks were smart enough to know he was a stuff-shirt braggart. And crooked as a tall dog’s back legs. I’ve seen him before, but I’m not sure it was in here. Definitely not recently.” Faye topped off her own glass of beer, and poured a cup of coffee for Royce. “Exactly what is going on?” 
 “We’re searching for Seth Egan. That’s public knowledge. We’re also investigating why Miss Daisy was being kept against her will at Silver Wilderness. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it. I don’t want it getting out.” 
 “Well, according to the old bat at the Times – Gwen, Daisy is fine.” 
 “You two are going to have your feud forever,” Royce teased. “I thought things were going better. But you’re both still upset, I see.” 
 “Yep. I ‘spect so. Don’t worry; I’m not saying anything about Daisy.” Faye laughed heartily. “Gwen told me to keep my mouth zipped about it. Said not to write it on my boobs, ‘cause my breasts don’t keep secrets.” Faye looked down at her bulging bosoms. 
 Royce sipped the hot coffee. “You know everyone in town, so I thought I’d also ask about Larry Austin.” 
 “Larry comes in often. He doesn’t stay out at Silver Wilderness Center because Eileen drives him crazy.” Faye’s eyebrows expressively lifted. “He’s hot to trot, and Eileen is a cold-storage queen.” 
 Royce paused. “I don’t know either of them. Just seen them around. Eileen would probably drive anyone around the bend,” she commented. 
 “Hell, Eileen doesn’t give a damn about Larry. I’d say after the honeymoon, she wished she was back in a gritty Memphis bar wailin’ out.” 
 “She certainly has more financially that she got singing for tips. But she has to put up with Larry.” 
 “She probably could have done worse. Not that Larry is a prize. He’s a bull-shitter. Lots and lots of malarkey slither out of his mouth. A real horse’s hindquarters. He drops money in here, so I am civil to him, but he’s obnoxious as hell.” Faye leaned against the bar. “He’s always making plays for all the women.” 
 “Including you?” 
 A laugh burst from Faye’s mouth, “Especially me. I’m getting too old for this. Your mother always seems so happy. She never messes with damned men. She never gets her britches in a twist over all the ego games they play. I get my share of lovin’, so I don’t know why I’m always in the dumps.” 
 “Mom is cheerful because she’s used to being cheerful,” Royce explained. “I’m only cheerful on the outside.” 
 “How are things going with you and Hertha?” 
 “Fine. You know how relationships are. Not all good and not all bad.” 
 “For fifteen years you and Hertha were doing nothing but good. Do you still blame her for leaving you last year?” 
 “I try to be understanding. Just between us, if she left me once, she might again.” 
 “Royce, she’s a decent person. Hertha had to be with her dying mother. Then she lost her mother, and then she became guardian of the two kids. She was going through a lot.” 
 “I was there to help her. She stayed with her ex.” 
 “Don’t keep going over it, Royce. Life’s too short. My life has been passing me like a freight train. I can’t bring any of it back. Or I would. Don’t give up on Hertha.” 
 “No.” Royce finished the coffee and stood. “Thanks for understanding, Faye.” 
 “I’m not sure I do understand. I know you didn’t want children involved in your life. But hell, you seem great when you’re with them.” 
 “They’re wonderful kids. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me.” Royce tipped her hat, and pushed the swinging doors of the bar. She felt tears in her eyes. She blinked them back. 
 Chance didn’t need to be called, the faithful shepherd followed as closely as she could. 
   
 *** 
 
  Royce stood tall as her five-foot ten could stand. As she waited outside of Dr. Melvin Verner’s Silver Wilderness Center’s office, she wondered how he would present himself. 
 His receptionist repeated, “He’s got a full schedule today, and he got to do his rounds.” 
 “I realize that,” Royce attempted to keep her voice well-modulated. It wasn’t going to be friendly, because she wasn’t feeling friendly. “Listen to me closely. You’ve had two seniors disappear from here. Two seniors that this facility is responsible for. I suggest you call the doctor right now. Tell him that unless he wants three dozen deputies taking this place apart, he’d better respond to my request to speak with him. I can have a warrant in half an hour.” 
 The young woman’s eyes widened. She slowly lifted the phone. “Dr. Verner, Sheriff Royce Madison is here to see you. And she’s insisting…” 
 Royce saw his door opening. His smile was painted across his face. “Sheriff. Sorry to keep you waiting. Let’s go in my consultation room.” To his receptionist he ordered, “Take care of getting my patient settled back in her room.” 
 Verner was in his early fifties. Over six-foot, he was slightly overweight, yet he looked exercised, and handsome. Blue eyes, graying styled hair and perfectly trimmed mustache made him appear modelish. Royce could imagine him in a Viagra ad. She knew him only slightly. From what she’d ascertained, he was pompous, said to be demanding by his employees, worshipped by his patients, and often abrupt, and sometimes alluring. 
 When he motioned for her to sit across from him at the desk in a small room, Royce removed her hat, then eased her body into the chair. 
  Dr. Verner immediately began the conversation. “I was not aware that there was an issue. I hadn’t been notified about anything problematic that would concern the law. It is not unusual for our patients to wander off. We have a huge complex, and the range gives patients an inviting place for them to roam. Often they shouldn’t be on their own.” He flashed his PR smile. 
     Royce wasn’t going to waste his time, nor was she going to waste hers. “There are a few matters I’m interested in finding out. You’ve signed off on Daisy Barnaby as being senile. Pre-Alzheimer. At least this was what I was told. And she was given medication – tranquilizers and sleep medication, for this condition. I wonder if you’d be able to share any available files.” 
 “We have strict regulations about patient’s records being kept confidential. I have a private practice, and position at the hospital, as well as my work here at the Center. I’m sure you’ve done your homework and found that my reputation here is excellent. I’m not certain what you hope to do by stirring this up.” 
 Royce leaned forward. Her hands were pressed to his desk. “I’m certain that you’re aware of what I’m investigating. Elderly abuse. Geriatric care fraud. Misuse of guardianship. I’ll make certain I make you aware of all I’m investigating as the case goes on.” 
 “You know you’re wading into deep water.” His jaw clenched. 
 “You must already feel as though you’re in deep water. I’m merely following you.” She stood. “I’m certain you’re not going to release your files. Or answer my questions. You’ve got two missing seniors. Eventually, you’re going to need to come up with some answers.” 
 His stand was as if a spring was released as he popped up. “I’m not sure why you’re bothering us. We’re doing the community a service.” 
 “Perhaps most of your employees are doing good works. I have yet to believe anything beyond that. You’re keeping some of your staff away from me on purpose. I’m going to talk with Alec Zellner, and the rest of your staff eventually.” 
 His smirk lifted as he spoke. “Every one of our employees has signed a confidentiality agreement. They know that they aren’t permitted to speak to anyone without losing their jobs. In the morning, I’ll again remind everyone of that. I’ll reinforce our agreement, and they’ll do as they’re told.” 
 Royce stood. She rubbed her forehead before she answered. “That ought to do the trick. I hope you’ll let us know if you locate the two missing patients.” 
 She liked Dr. Verner less than she had thought she would. 
 On her way to her vehicle, she saw Chance’s head pop through the window. All the windows were down, so that there would be plenty of cool air. Royce opened the door. Chance bolted out for her run. Watching the German shepherd dash across a field always had a way of calming Royce. When Chance returned to her side, she pointed to the passenger’s seat. “Let’s get out of here, Chance.” 
 Driving back to her office, Royce recalled Daisy’s words. She’d said, “Why Royce, I was born there in that house. I never would sign over that property. My life belonged there.” 
 Royce had asked if she felt safe living alone in that large older home. “Are you ever lonely?” 
 “Not in my home. Why Royce, I never feel alien to that place. When heaven finally hijacks me, I’ll only ask if I’m allowed to bring my home with me. I can share it with the angels.” 
 That had triggered the investigation.  
 




Chapter 5

         
 
 It was early morning. The night before Royce had made another excuse for not staying with Hertha. She said she was tired, and she needed to chop firewood for her grandmother. While splitting and chopping wood at the cabin, she had time to think about the case. If Seth Egan appeared suddenly, it would free her time to concentrate on Daisy’s case against the Silver Wilderness Center. 
 Now, Royce planned, she would spend the day talking with Seth Egan’s neighbors, and trying to check places where he might be hiding out. She would also try to interview Night Supervisor Rhonda Smith and Nurse Amber Kerr. The nurses worked in that ward, and could possibly shine some light on the disturbance the night Seth Egan disappeared. However, Royce was not optimistic that either would be chatting since Dr. Verner had undoubtedly threatened everyone involved with their jobs. 
 Because Royce was officially off duty for the day, she wore her civvies – denims and a long-sleeved sweatshirt. Her drive was cut short as she exited the edge of Timber City. Rather than continue on toward Crystal, she would stop at Miss Daisy’s home. She noted that the ‘For Sale’ sign that was covered with a SOLD plate above it had been removed. The Center had obviously received the stay of judgment that D.A. Michael Parker had delivered. 
 Daisy loved her home, was fighting to keep it. There were hummingbird feeders, and someone had filled them recently. Royce was certain it was Daisy’s neighbor. As Royce rounded the house, she careful looked at the view from each angle. A portrait by nature around each corner. 
 As Royce walked, she felt a smile, and a desire to phone Lyn Evans. Lyn’s familiar laugh was raucous. “Royce, darling, Mike is getting this D.A. thing down pat. I told him he isn’t working for billable hours, so rush it. He seems very eager.” 
  “He is a nice guy. My last conversation with him was about getting a subpoena to talk with the Center’s staff. And a warrant to obtain records. He doesn’t seem certain if he’ll be able to get those.” 
 “I’ll contact him. Hell yes, he can get those. You’ve got two missing persons, both of whom are in the guardianship of the center. Get a couple dozen deputies to execute the warrant. It would be terrific showbiz. Check CD trays; pull flash drives of everything that looks like a computer. Open every drawer. And the warrant should include phone records. I’ve looked over what I have, and there is definitely a pattern. Once Mike has the financials, he can check for breach of fiduciary obligations. I’m betting he’ll find some financial abuse.” 
 “If Daisy wouldn’t have escaped, no one would ever have known. By the way, I haven’t had any luck finding Rick Durant. Records show he’s living in L.A. I have a cell phone number, but he never returns my calls.” 
 “I’ve got people there. I’ll try to check it out. I wish I could get a few days off to come to Timber. Maybe if the case I’m currently working on wraps up, I can fly there.” 
 “Mike would certainly appreciate it.” 
 Lyn chuckled. “How about you?” The sheriff recognized the flirty melody of Lyn’s voice. She knew that Lyn’s eyes were shimmering a hydrangea’s blueness. “Would you appreciate seeing me?” 
 “It would be nice to see you.” Royce’s smile went to a beam. 
 “Are things going any better with you and Hertha?” Lyn lulled her question. 
 “Not really.” 
 “Royce, she isn’t the problem. You are.” There was a pause. “Come on, she redacted you. But that was for reasons. I’m opining about your great love, and you aren’t listening, are you?” 
 Royce expelled a gulp of air. “I’m trying not to make a mistake.” 
 “Royce, you love her. Your trust is hardened off. And the lady wants to microchip you sooner than you want to be micro-chipped. That’s undeniably correct, love.” 
 “I’ve got to go. Thanks, Lyn.” 
 Royce knew that Lyn wasn’t fooled by Royce’s abrupt goodbye. Royce and Chance looked around the exterior of Daisy’s home. Then they ran across the range, and onto the wilderness trail that lifted upward. This had to be one of the loveliest spots on earth, Royce thought. The wilderness lifted with soft mountainous climbs, into a ridge of stony peaks. The terrain included huge boulders. Some places looked like grottos made of decorative stone. Off to the side was a sheer wall with a thirty-foot fall. Above, on the mantle, one path passed near the precariously dangerous ledge. Most hikers and bikers took the alternative route. 
 “Plenty amazing,” Royce uttered with a sigh. The tranquility always touched the sheriff’s soul. There was symmetry, it seemed, to this case. Royce saw the lower range, then the precarious first layer of meadow wilderness, and then the dangerous ledges. Narrow and jagged, they were undependable, yet glorious. 
 After a hearty climb up the side of the mountain, Royce examined the magnificence of the area. She saw something moving through a path about a hundred yards away. Squinting, she saw a mountain bike coming toward her. It was a bike lurching over the path. 
 Even the helmet hadn’t hidden the rider’s face. It was Silver Wilderness Director, Alec Zellner. Brown, nearly black, eyes were behind the tinted eyeglasses. His eyes and mouth registered his distain. A wider face than Royce had imagined. She had studied the man’s photos. His face was dough-colored and round. He was now in his mid-thirties. His thinning blond hair had been shaved from his head. He was large, well over six-foot, and bulked up with muscle. As though basked in evil, his face was a sneering mask. 
 Royce had assumed from all she read and what little she’d seen of him that he was a smug, smart-aleck bully. She’d examined his background, noting that he had several harassment complaints against him. He’d worked with four or five hospitals over the past decade, as well as EMT, and settled in at the Center three years ago. 
 His background was spotty. He’d started his career in medicine by become an EMT. Then hospital work. And finally, beginning as an orderly, he moved his way up to director. When Royce had read the report, she questioned how he would have so quickly been elevated to the position. 
 She heard the crunch of rocks and mountain loom beneath the bike tires as Alec attempted to stop. Royce ran toward him, she didn’t want to give him time to turn the bike. “Alec,” she called out. 
 As if caught in a trap, Alec nodded to her. “Sheriff, I didn’t recognize you out of uniform.” His expensive biking outfit had very nearly hidden his identity 
 “I’ve been trying to locate you.” Royce attempted to keep her voice friendly, yet authoritarian enough to get his attention. “We’ve got to talk.” 
 “I’m late getting in to work, can this wait until later. Say ten.” 
 He began his attempt to turn his mountain bike on the narrow trail. She stood too near for him to accomplish his escape. 
 “Now is best for me,” Royce said in a commanding voice. She was fairly certain that at ten AM, he would be out of his office. “Are you planning to cycle on the path above the sheer?” Royce often warned bikers. 
 “I’m a valiant dude,” he replied with a hostile snarl. 
 “There’s a huge difference between valiant and reckless. Our department of truly valiant deputies is constantly risking their lives to save valiant dudes.” She wanted to keep him talking. 
 “I thought Search and Rescue did that.” 
 “Sometimes the Sheriff’s Department beats them to the party.” She paused a moment. “Alec, weren’t you an EMT?” 
 “City only. I lived my life mostly in Denver, until I got this job.” 
 “How did you get to be director of a nursing home center in Timber County?” 
 “I sent in my resume and was hired on as an orderly. With my credentials, I was promoted quickly.” He glared at Royce. “But I’m sure you’ve got my history. Now, I’ve got to get going.” 
 “Valiant dude, have yourself a rest and answer my questions. I need to know about the night Larry Austin and Seth Egan skirmished. You were called, and I want to know what you saw. How you were implicated.” 
 His breathing was ragged. Royce knew some of that breathlessness was dramatized for thinking time. “I wasn’t implicated. Larry called for the orderly. Then he called for me. Seth was a problem when his meds weren’t correct. Larry is athletically built, but Seth was like a raging bull. I simply helped Larry restrain him. Even with the two of us, Seth resisted. I’m a strong man. I lift weights. But when dealing with an out of control mental case…” 
 “And then? What came next?” 
 “We put him in restraints until he settled down. Then we took him to his room.” Alec was sweating profusely. He leaned against his handlebars for a moment. 
 “Did you medicate him?” 
 “He passed out, or probably pretended to pass out. I looked at his report, and it showed that he’d been medicated. So, I left him. Larry finished getting him settled under the bedcovers.” 
 “How do you suspect he escaped from the Center?” 
 “We think someone left the emergency door ajar. Sometimes the staff members sneak outside for a quick smoke.” He jeered, “Geriatric care is stressful.” 
 “When you entered the scene, and Larry was fighting with him, did Seth fall to the floor?” 
 “Yes, briefly, he was on floor.” 
 “Bloodied?” 
 “There was some blood. Not much. It doesn’t take much blood on a light-colored floor to make it look like a massacre.” 
 “A much older man is bloody and on the floor, and you restrained him.” 
 “These people are dangerous. We’ve had staff injured. Don’t you want to know about that? How many casualties we have a month?” 
 “Next time I see Seth, I’ll issue him an arrest warrant for battery.” 
 “Any more questions?” With a malicious glare, he emphasized his words, “I ask you a question. Do you have any more questions?” 
 “Just one. If it were your grandfather being punched, how would you feel?” 
 Alec had no answer he was willing to share. Yet there was an unmistakable flash of emotion. Anger. “I’ve got to get back.” 
 “I’ll have more questions soon,” Royce threatened. “I’m going to find out what happened to Seth Egan.” Royce wisely assumed that Alec would continue with his arrogance, and pretense. Those were two non-qualities that would help Royce’s investigation. Not an easy accomplishment. But Alec was not to know that, Royce contemplated. At least he believed she was a bumpkin sheriff. That was how Royce wanted it. Some people, she mused, are transparent when attempting to stifle their haughtiness.                 
   
 *** 
 
 The informal interview with Alec Zellner, although brief, had told her a great deal. And best of all, she knew where to locate the Director of Silver Wilderness Center. She would check out the biking/hiking path. She watched him ride off toward the sheer, then called Chance. “Let’s head back to town.” 
 As she drove to the center of Timber, Royce calculated the components of the interrogation with Alec. 
 She first stopped by Molly’s Pantry to talk with Molly. She peered through the windows of the small bakery. Behind the counter and display cases, Royce viewed, Molly’s assistant. Pearl Ward was a young woman when in her late teens, she had become Molly’s student of baking. Pearl found a wonderful tutor and mentor in Molly Madison. 
 Pearl’s long curly hair was pulled back beneath the netting. She always used a varied rainbow of colored dye. Molly claimed Pearl’s hair was a theater show. Both Molly and Pearl were chatty, and exuberant. 
 Royce sat at the counter. “Pearl, is Mom in the back baking?” 
 “She took some donuts over to Gwen and Nadine.” Pearl edged behind the tall counter. “She fixed some really yummy buttermilk apple coffee cake. Would you like some?” 
 “That sounds too good to pass up. And a cup of coffee, please.” 
 While Pearl sliced the coffee cake, and poured the coffee, Royce decided to see if Pearl knew anyone that worked nightshift at the center. 
 Pearl placed the coffee and cake in front of Royce. “Gosh, Royce, I don’t know anyone.” As if a light bulb was clicking, she snapped her fingers. “I tell a lie. My friend Jim’s older sister is a nurse out there. I’m sure she works night because she’s been taking care of her bed-ridden grandfather during the day. When her mom works.” 
 Immediately, Royce knew it sounded like the Kerr family. They owned and operated a local antique shop. Mostly frontier and western items. The home was behind the small shop. “Amber Kerr?” she guessed. 
 “Yes. Jimmy’s sister is Amber.” 
 “And you know her?” 
 “Not well. But sure, I know her.” 
 Royce took a final sip of coffee. “Great coffee. Look, could you call Amber and tell her I’m on my way over to visit with her?” 
 “Sure.” Pearl went to the wall phone. “Most nurses are real nice.” 
 “That they are, Pearl. That they are.” Royce threw down some money, and spoke as she walked to the door. She opened the door and heard the familiar bells. “Thanks, Pearl. And thanks for calling.” 
 An introduction card, Royce considered as she walked behind the antique store. When Amber opened the door, the attractive young nurse ushered Royce inside. Her green eyes were welcoming. Blonde neatly trimmed hair was short, and fell in tiers. “Come in, Sherriff. Have a seat,” she pointed to the table. “Tea?” 
 “I just had something at the Pantry.” 
 “I know what you want to talk with me about.” She sat slowly. “I’m not supposed to tell anything about what happens. We’ve all signed confidentiality agreement.” 
 Royce knew if she were to discover anything, she would need to tread lightly. “I understand. I’m attempting to find Seth Egan. And find out what I can about the treatment of Daisy Barnaby.” 
 “I loved Daisy. Daisy has a precious soul. Seth was always miserable.” She grinned, then feigned a ‘whoops’ as she reached for her mouth. Through the finger coverlet across her lips, she spurted, “I’m not supposed to talk about my patients.” 
 Royce chuckled. “I like Daisy, too. She hasn’t got any detractors. And Seth has a great many enemies.” 
 Amber was busting to talk about Seth. Finally, she said, “Oh heck. I’m not violating a confidence by telling you that he’s got enemies all over the world. A few years ago, his company cheated people out of money. Like that criminal Bernie Madoff. Seth was a hedge fund scam artist. I overheard him on his phone telling someone to go to hell. The money’s gone. The man on the other end was shouting about taking Seth out. Seth laughed at him.” 
  Royce raised her eyebrows. “He ruined people’s lives by stealing their savings. And Seth must not have been contrite about it.” 
 Amber leaned closer. “No wonder that man wanted to kill him.” 
 “Amber, you’ve been a good confidential informant by sharing this with me. If you hear anything else you think might be of value to me, please let Pearl know.” 
 Amber shook her head affirmatively. Shyly. “Just please don’t tell Dr. Verner or the Austins that we talked. Or that creep Zellner.” 
 “Alec?” 
 “He’s always after the women. Then he says he’s single, so there’s no harm. He makes my skin crawl.” 
 “Mine, too,” Royce confided. “But I’m sure for different reasons.” 
 As Royce left, she felt that she and Amber had bonded. There had been a pact of sorts. And Amber now trusted her. “Come on, Chance. Let’s go solve some crime.” 
 Royce had no idea where Seth was. Or where his body was buried. She wasn’t weighing in on an opinion about whether Seth dead or alive. Some crimes she had a feeling about. Some inner signals. This was a blank. 
 Wheedling information was not easily achieved.  
 




Chapter 6

           
 
 Although Royce had stayed over with Hertha, there seemed a rift in their romance. The sheriff questioned if that romance – the true one before Hertha had left her – was back, and in hiding. Or if their love couldn’t be jumpstarted. 
 Vannie and Antero were up and at play on their day off. Royce went into the living room and saw them in their pajamas, chasing and playing with the dogs that were kenneled at the High Country Clinic over the weekend. The trio of dogs had stayed inside the home with Chance and Hertha’s dog, Louie. The youthful black Lab, Wrigley, was nearly sitting on Vannie’s lap. Melo, the elderly Cocker spaniel rested next to Louie. And Keena, a young, energetic Samoyed, was chasing after everything that moved in the cottage. 
 Hertha generally kept the animals in the house, rather than place them in their kennels. The pack usually enjoyed it, and the children felt as though they were treated to the fun of it all. Vannie and Antero assisted Hertha in feeding them, while Royce fixed breakfast. It was indeed the homey feeling that Royce had always dreamed about. She wondered why she was hesitant about family life, and about Hertha. 
 No doubt, her family and friends were attempting to ease Royce’s concerns. Yet, Royce wasn’t certain what precisely her concerns were. Seeing the warmth, Royce knew that she wanted to blend with it. Be a part of the festivity. She struggled. She told herself that what everyone else said, she should believe. Royce wanted to believe in a relationship with Hertha. 
 At breakfast, the children talked about their excitement of taking an excursion to see the Crystal ski resort, and to ride the ski lift. Before big snowfall, and snowmaking machines. It had not opened yet, but they were providing tours, and school field days. 
 “Royce, tell us a story again,” Antero implored. 
 Hertha said, “Remember, I told you how Royce saved my life?” She passed the toast. “Go ahead, Sheriff, let’s get your perspective.” 
 Royce took a sip of coffee. “That was years and years ago. Some bad man had captured your mother.” 
 Vannie continued the story, “And you and Mom had a secret way of looking around…” 
 Royce said, “We used some tactics from the Ute Nation.” 
 Inserting more, Hertha lectured, “You know how I always tell you to practice the Ute language. Well, if Royce and I hadn’t shared tales of our cultures, I wouldn’t be here.” 
 Vannie spoke her Native language. “Three, two, one. Peini, waini, suu. We still can use them. And Royce how did you look at Mom to save her.” 
 Royce wanted to answer that she looked at Hertha with love. “Your mother and I looked into one another’s eyes. Then I looked down, to the right. And counted. We knew the code word, and your mom dropped to the ground, and I had a clear shot. She was saved. Everything in life is good knowledge, and there when you need it to save someone. So, I hope you keep learning the Ute language.” 
 Vannie grumbled, “Why learn it when we’re the only ones speaking it.” 
 Royce answered, “Because some day it may save your life.” She chuckled, “Or maybe just to make you feel good that it is a part of a wonderful tradition.” 
 Antero giggled. “Kannega, mamaci, tangwaci. Those words mean home, woman, and man.” He began to imitate the dance of the Bear. He roared while everyone laughed. “Mama-kwa-nhap.” 
 Hertha spoke, “The Ute word meaning ‘all right’ is Towaoc.” 
 “Yes.” Royce repeated it. Her eyes met with Hertha’s. There was glumness in each woman’s eyes. 
 The children went back to their rooms to get dressed. 
 Hertha reached across the table. “Royce, I love you. No matter how I try to show you how much, I fail. I see it in your eyes. What we have is an incomplete love. I don’t know how to make it better.” Her teary eyes blurred. “I know we need to have trust. And I’ve said it a thousand times, I am sorry.” 
 “We need to give it time.” Royce’s eyes filled. “Maybe we are incomplete. For fifteen years we enriched one another. There was trust. Please, let’s both be patient.” 
 Hertha got up to get the coffee pot. She was just pouring a second cup of coffee for Royce, when Royce received a surprising phone call from Rhonda Smith. The night supervisor of Silver Wilderness Center always seemed pleasant. Royce recalled seeing her a couple of times. The woman was in her late thirties, with brown, medium trimmed hair and matching bronze-colored eyes. She was short, and with a medium build. 
 “Sheriff, I was talking with Amber earlier. She suggested I contact you. But I would be violating the terms of my contract. I could lose my job.” 
 “I’m sensitive to that, Rhonda.” She seemed reticent to talk. Royce began trying to ease her doubts. Royce felt that the night supervisor wanted to talk. Royce finally suggested, “Look, Rhonda, I really need to talk with you. Would it make you feel better if we met at my grandmother’s cabin? It’s remote, and everything you share with me will be in confidence.” 
 “I know your grandmother from church. I know she’s reliable, and dependable. I just worry.” She hesitated. “I’ve got so many responsibilities. I can’t lose my job.” 
 “Meet me out at her cabin. We’ll talk. You don’t need to tell me anything incriminating. Just listen to what I’m thinking about the two disappearances. I’d truly appreciate it. And I promise I won’t ever mention that we’ve talked.” 
 “If we could meet now, within the half hour, that will get me back in time to attend church.” She hesitated. “I know where the cabin is. My grandmother took me with her to visit your gran a few times before my grandmother died. I think that’s why I enjoy working with the elderly. I got to know my grandparents and their friends. I came to realize they are treasuries of wisdom.” 
 “Thanks, Rhonda. I’ll see you in thirty minutes.” Royce immediate called her grandmother. Dora welcomed the company, and would have coffee and pastry awaiting the sheriff and Rhonda. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce arrived in time to talk with Gran about her cabin being used as a private meeting place. Gran agreed that if there was malevolence at the Center, it would be unwise to implicate Rhonda. This single mother raising three children since her husband abandoned them, did not need to lose her job. Royce vowed to keep her confidence, and protect her. 
 When she arrived, Rhonda was uneasy until Gran gave her a big hug. “Thanks for talking with my granddaughter.” 
 Rhonda was dressed for church, and continually tugged at her collar. She fidgeted. With a sheepish grin, she admitted, “To tell the truth, I’m doing it more for you, Dora.” 
 Royce chuckled, “I’d have a tough time being sheriff without my Gran.” 
 After they were seated around the table, Royce said, “Don’t answer anything you find uncomfortable. I just have questions about Seth and Daisy.” 
 “I don’t know where they went. But I think they’re both still alive,” Rhonda surmised. Her voice was shaky, and fumbling for words, “Daisy is friends with everyone in town.” 
 Royce sipped the mint tea Gran had prepared. “Do you believe there was any collusion between the Center and Daisy’s cousin, Rick Durant? I ask that because of the way Daisy’s home was signed away.” 
 “Rick wouldn’t have harmed Daisy. I got a chance to know him when he visited, and made the arrangements. It was a very difficult time for him.” 
 “You are certain that he believed Daisy was unable to take care of her own business?” 
 “Absolutely.” Rhonda looked down. “Poor Miss Barnaby was in a terrible state. And especially on the days Rick was visiting her. She wasn’t walking. When we tried to get her up, it was more stumbling than walking. And her speech was incoherent.” Her eyes expressed concern. “Maybe it was the stress of seeing him again, and that aggravated Daisy’s condition. The human body is unpredictable. According to her daily reports, she wasn’t being given any more medication.” 
 “And Rick talked with you about Daisy’s arrangements?” 
 “Yes, he seemed sincere about wanting to help her in any way he could. I got to know him. He continued to say when the arrangements were made, that they had an attorney there.” 
 “He didn’t act as if he might want the property sold first, then paid out monthly?” 
 Rhonda gave a chipper snicker. “Nope. In fact, he said he’d offer to pay for it, if it wasn’t enough – if the house didn’t provide for her care. That’s something not all families offer. Some do nothing but bicker among themselves.” 
 “Do you know what he does for a living?” Royce had check his background, and was unable to find much about him. 
 “Yes. He was an airline pilot with one of the major airlines. He’s retired now. He lives in Los Angeles.” 
 “A pilot,” Royce said with disbelief. “I can’t imagine why his name didn’t come up.” 
 “Erick Durant. He showed me his copies of the transaction. He was looking at them and talking to Daisy. She was unaware of what he was saying. He told her how sorry he was that he had signed over her home. And he hoped he was doing the right thing. In confidence, he told me that if she ever was rehabilitated, which the Center stated would never happen, but if it did, he would feel terrible. Yes, his name is Erick. I saw it on the papers.” 
 Royce shook her head, “We were looking for Richard Durant.” Royce was disappointed. Lyn had said that if Durant hadn’t signed the contract, it would be case closed. Forgery had been committed. If he was forced to sign it, it legally was extrinsic to the word of the contract and wouldn’t hold up in court. Extrinsic evidence. That left only if he signed it under false pretenses. 
 “I could tell he didn’t want to sign, but thought it best.” 
 “Next question concerning Daisy. Rhonda, was there any indication that she was so heavily medicated that the drug presented her in a vegetative state?” 
 Shaking her head, frowning, Rhonda defensively replied, “The Center wouldn’t have done that. Miss Daisy was often agitated. The doctors didn’t feel that was good for her condition. The medication she was given was to relax her.” Rhonda’s breathing was becoming labored. “No, that would have been a terrible thing to do. Dr. Verner wouldn’t have been involved in such a thing.” 
 Royce studied Rhonda blinking eyes. “And how about Eileen and Larry Austin? Or Alec Zellner?” 
 Quickly, guardedly, Rhonda uttered, “I don’t think Eileen and Larry would do anything evil. She goes to church every Sunday. And Larry is a gruff old cowboy, but not capable of such an evil plot.” 
 “Alec Zellner?” 
 Her silence seemed to be a thick cloud of denial. “Why would he?” 
 “Maybe as the Center’s director, he wanted to see Silver Wilderness Center’s financial success.” 
 “I try not to see bad in people. I…” she stuttered, “I don’t think they would be a part of anything like that. You don’t know these people.” 
 “Perhaps I don’t,” Royce replied. “That’s why I’m asking you these questions.” 
 “Well, please don’t tell anyone we talked.” She bit her lip. “They’ve been good to me. They gave me pay raises. And named me supervisor. I depend on this job. And I was grateful to them for giving me the opportunity.” 
 “Rhonda, you have my word, anything you told me will be in the strictest of confidence. You’ve been a great help. I appreciate your help. And I ask that you won’t share any of our conversation either. It could endanger us both. Do you understand?” 
 Rhonda understood completely. Royce could also tell more from the way her glances appeared to be jumping. Leaping from side to side. Royce knew Rhonda wasn’t telling her everything. The sheriff questioned, “And what about Seth?” 
 Then she blurted out. “Seth isn’t senile. He knows what he’s doing. He was institutionalized because he was drunk and violent. But I believe the Center needed to keep him, because he was so terrible. Not to make money.” 
 “You believe he’s alive?” 
 “He was smart enough to sneak out of the door. He was smart enough to see that the latch hadn’t worked, and the aide had left it unlocked.” 
 “Do you have any idea which aide left it open?” 
 “No. I’m not sure which aides were on duty. The aides and orderlies probably wouldn’t confess to leaving it opened, blocked. They wouldn’t have done it on purpose. Larry goes outside to smoke. Alec rarely goes out that door. He uses the front door. He keeps his bike inside the entrance.” 
 After Rhonda left, Royce sensed her own quiet. 
 Gran had been listening to their conversation. She huffed, “That takes the biscuit. She has more to say, and isn’t saying it. It may just be a smidgeon of the story, but she’s being mighty cautious.” 
 “I understand her dilemma. Thanks for letting me use your cabin as an interrogation room.” She hugged her grandmother. “I’ll be out chopping wood. You’ll need much more; it looks like we’re going to be getting an onslaught of snow this winter. I want you prepared.” 
 The season was changing, and Royce was reminded of that when the children mention their excitement that the snow would soon be coming. They were excited by the prospect. When she was a girl, she looked forward to the blizzards. Snow days. And wondrous forts, igloos, and ramparts were built of snow. Snowballs! They were the weapons of grade-schoolers. Eye/hand coordination her father, Grady, had told her. Aim with anticipation, and watch for the kid with a loaded snowball. For a moment, Royce smiled. Grady Madison’s admonition had served her well over the years. It had made her an expert shot. It had also made her wish there were fewer guns. 
 By the time Royce had reached the timbered logs that she would be chopping and stacking, she was again thinking about the cases of Daisy and Seth. 
 The sheriff was worried. If Seth might be alive, he might not be able to withstand the late autumn frost. As temperatures dipped, he would not be safe from hypothermia.  
 




Chapter 7

         
 
 The following morning Royce was still attempting to take in all of the possibilities. She was not seeing a clear link between Silver Wilderness Center, or SWC, as they were now referring to it, and the plan of turning over all property as the patients entered. 
 At the morning meeting, the deputies seemed subdued. Something was going on, but most of them had no idea what it might be. They only knew was that they were chasing an old gent that was perhaps dead. And if not dead, nowhere to be found in Timber County. 
 An investigation by the prosecutor’s office was going on. It was a hush-hush investigation. The ex-D.A., Lyn Evans, seemed to be acting as chief investigator, assisted by the Timber County Prosecutorial Attorneys, headed by Mike Parker. 
 When the deputies had returned to their roster duties, Nick and Royce entered her office and clamped the door shut. Nick questioned, “Is Lyn certain that there’s a case? And who is involved?” 
 “Nick, that’s what we need to find out. We need more about Seth Egan’s background.” 
 “Background, hell,” Nick chided, “I think the guy’s underground.” 
 Royce’s lips lifted upward. “You could be right.” 
 “Royce, I’m vexed about why we’re trying so hard to find him. I’ll go back to his home in Crystal. It’s being set up to be sold. From what the custodians told me, Silver Wilderness Center recently told them that they should clean everything out, and put items in a storage unit. Then soon the house was to go up for sale. I checked the records, and he has more against his house than it’s worth.” 
  Royce’s frown deepened. “I’ve heard that he lost nearly everything when he was indicted for fraud. But the house in Crystal belonged to his wife. She hastily left town. But she must have known that the house was upside down. Too many legal expenses. She obviously had some funds after the divorce. She’s living in a swank property and socializing in Las Vegas.” 
 “This case really isn’t much of a case,” Nick complained. 
 “I know it must seem as though I’m calling audibles. But, Nick, I have a feeling. And Lyn feels the same. Something is problematic when it comes to Seth’s disappearance.” 
 Nick’s right eyebrow shot up. “Okay, we’ll see. We are searching for an old timer living his ground-down glory in a fancy assisted living home. He even snookers them. And he’s still down and out. Seth was sliding fast. I wonder if SWC knew the house was going into bankruptcy.” 
 “They might have gotten him to sign off on their little scheme before his estate toppled. They might not have known there isn’t clear titled to the Egan property. Well, that’s my guess.” Royce’s fingers combed her hair back. “We have boom times as real estate explodes up here, especially in Crystal. So, it is possible that Seth’s penniless. That had to be a shock to Silver Wilderness to find that Seth wouldn’t be paying his bills. At least that’s what his financials are revealing.” 
 Nick sighed. “So now they’ll get title to Seth’s personal property only. A seven-year old Range Rover. Out at SWC that wouldn’t even pay for a sponge bath.” 
 Royce calculated, “If he’s been there all summer and autumn, the price tag could have cost SWC a bundle.” She leaned back in the chair. Her fingers twined together. “See if you can’t get any more information from the couple watching the home.” 
 “All I know now is that they have a little cabin about a fourth of a mile behind Seth’s home. They took care of everything for him.” 
 “What’s your fix on if they might be hiding him?” 
 Nick laughed, “Probably not great. Mr. and Mrs. Emmett haven’t been paid since Seth was admitted. Names are Harriet and Barney. They told the Center that they would take some of antiques that were left behind. Take it out in trade. I guess the Austins refused that offer. But said after the sale of the house items, etcetera, they would pay the Emmett’s for overseeing that the stuff is moved into a storage locker. Maybe a pod.” 
 “So, they may get paid. And they wouldn’t be interested in hiding Seth. That doesn’t ease my concern that Seth is dead.” 
 “From what Larry Austin said when I interviewed him,” Nick remarked, “everyone took a bath.” Nick snickered, “Literally not Larry.” 
 Royce grinned. “Larry Austin could use a flipping bath.” 
 They chuckled. Nick got to the door and turned. “Royce, this damned case is making me suspect everyone. And right now, there’s nothing to suspect. Other than two elderly folks have gone missing.” 
 “But there’s something there.” 
 “I know, you’d believe your teacher – whatever she said.” He paused in the doorway. “What’s your day looking like?” 
 “I want to talk to Doc Nilson. He’s been Daisy’s doctor for decades. Then,” she hesitated as she took a deep breath. “Then, I have no idea.” 
 “This case is much less fun that hating the perps, and having a shootout.” 
 Shrugging, the sheriff agreed. “You know, you’re right. But there are a few cases that I’d never want to revisit.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Dr. Norman Nilson had only left Timber County on one occasion. That was when he went to college, medical school, and did his internship and residency. When he returned to Timber, he was a young man in his late twenties. He joined Timber’s hospital staff, not only because the area was his home, but also because he knew most young doctors wouldn’t bother with the small community. And it would never be profitable. 
 Now at seventy-seven years of age, he was still tall, but now stooped. He had a slightly protruded belly, but he seemed fit. Although he walked daily, he blamed his pouch on his wife’s delicious cooking. He’d started wearing spectacles in his fifties, about the same time his hair loss began. His face became craggy over the years, but always displayed a pleasant smile. Royce was amazed at his energy and his enthusiasm. 
 “I’m so glad you’ve opened up this office,” Royce commented as she shook his hand. “It’s in the center of town, right where the action is.” 
 His semi-gruff laugh was deep, as was his voice. “Royce, I’ve tried to retire twice before. When this storefront went up for sale, I figured the folks needed a clinic. Somewhere to patch up patients before they get to the hospital. And besides, I’m too young to retire.” 
 “We all appreciate it, Doc.” Royce recalled the times Dr. Nilson had patched her wounds, and healed her childhood illnesses. “You may know what I’m here for. I would like any information you can give me on Daisy Barnaby’s health and well-being.” 
 His glasses began to slide down the rim of his nose. “I have never given her a competency exam.” He chuckled. “If anyone in the county is competent, it’s Daisy. And I have talked with our friend Gwen about Daisy.” 
 “You’re aware of the problem?” 
 “And I’ll keep your confidence, Sheriff. I’ll stop by Gwen’s home and chat with Daisy over my lunch hour. Maybe Nadine will feed me one of her delicious meals.” 
 Royce appreciated his jocularity. “Nadine has developed a delicious mint tea. Mint right out of her garden.” 
 “She told me someone’s been helping themselves to her produce,” the doctor remarked. “I’ll ask her if I can sample her tea. If kids haven’t run off with her garden mint.” 
 “And you’ll examine Daisy, and let me know what you think?” 
 “Daisy Barnaby has never displayed any signs of dementia, nor Alzheimer’s disease. Last time I saw her was the beginning of summer for her annual exam. The woman was tough as nails, and her mind was sound. Today I’ll look for any change.” 
 “Thanks, Doc. And I’ll make an appointment for my annual exam later.” 
 “This doesn’t count as an exam, Royce.” He chuckled, “See Mae at the front counter for an appointment.” 
 Royce nodded her agreement. She approached the stocky nurse in her early sixties. Mae Gates was short, stout, and seemed to match Doctor Nilson energy. Her gray hair was thick, and full. And had been gray since her thirties. Bright brown eyes always appeared to shine. She called her smile a public relations tool to heal humanity. Although she believed firmly in medical science’s approach to healing, she often traded Native American medical treatments and techniques with Hertha. 
 “What brings you in, Sheriff?” 
 “Just needed a word with the Doc. He reminded me that I need to schedule an appointment for my annual exam. No hurry.” 
 “I’m glad it isn’t an emergency, Royce. I was talking with your mom just yesterday. She worries you aren’t getting enough sleep. With the two older folks gone missing and all. I just wonder how two could disappear so quickly.” 
 Royce realized that Mae was curious, and that she had no idea Daisy was being sequestered at Gwen and Nadine’s. Although not a busybody, she made it her business to know pretty much everything that happened in the county. 
 Royce commented, “Mae, if you hear anything, will you let me know.” 
 “I know Miss Barnaby, and I’m very concerned. I’ve seen Seth Egan around.” Mae wrinkled her nose. 
 “You’re not a fan of Seth’s, I take it.” 
 She leaned across the counter. Looking both ways before she began with her secret report, she tattled, “He is such a roaring egomaniac. And all that business of schemes that he was in trouble over. None of that even fazed him. He knew most of us believed he was a crook. He even cheated some of the wealthy folks up in Crystal. Well, that never stopped Seth Egan from being a crowing blowhard.” 
 “Do you know what folks in Crystal he swindled?” Royce probed. 
 “A few of the fellas he skied and hunted with when he was younger.” She turned the appointment card she’d been writing on for Royce. She printed out two names. “There were more. I guess he even suckered the past mayor of Crystal. That brought on a heart attack. His wife gossiped about how Seth Egan as well as killed her husband. God rest their souls. She died a few months after he did. What a darn shame. Well, they say sometimes one longtime spouse dies, the other does soon after.” 
 “Yes. Thanks, Mae.” Royce took the appointment card that Mae handed her. 
 When she exited, she scratched Chance’s neck fur. As they were crossing the street, Royce examined the card. She had been penciled in for her exam appointment in a month. When she reached the sidewalk, she flipped the card. 
 “Whew!” she blew a quiet sound of exclamation, stifling her amazement. The first name on the card was an executive with Crystal Ski Resort. He and his family had moved from Colorado years ago. The second name was Larry Austin. 
   
          *** 
 
 Royce spent the rest of the morning answering calls and speculating. Had Larry Austin lost money, and wanted to make Seth Egan pay? The word ‘motive’ was playing over and over in her mind. Larry didn’t seem as though he was a man that liked losing money. 
 After lunch, she checked in with Daisy to find out about her time with Doc Nilson. As Royce suspected, Doc had not only given Daisy a clean bill of health, but he said that both her mind and her body were extraordinary. That upheld the premise that Daisy’s mental stability was sound, and that she should not have been medicated. Other tests would need to be completed, but Dr. Norman Nilson knew a qualified psychologist that could verify his finding. 
 Before leaving, Gwen and Nadine extended an invitation for Hertha’s children to collect apples from the two trees in their backyard. The fruit would be succumbing to frost soon, and the children would enjoy climbing the branches, and harvesting the last of the apples, just as Royce had done in her childhood. Antero said he liked copying Royce. 
 A smile swayed across Royce’s face. That always pleased her. 
 The remainder of the afternoon was spent with phone calls, paperwork, and department problems. When Hertha’s call reached Royce, the sheriff was unwinding from the busy day. She requested that Royce take the kiddos apple picking since there had been an emergency with an older dog needing surgery. 
 Knowing Chance would enjoy the run in the Gwen and Nadine’s backyard, as well as playing with the children. Royce and Chance picked up the excited children, and crossed the street to harvest apples.        
 “Chance,” Vannie called, “look at Zane’s new collar.” 
 Royce, Gwen, and Nadine sat in the lounge chairs watching the dogs and the kids playing. They discussed the goings on. And the sheriff felt relaxed for the first time in days. Gwen and Nadine both were also convinced that something at SWC was definitely shady. 
 They laughed when the children giggled as they swayed on the branches and pulled apples off the tree. As Antero climbed one of the higher branches, Royce yelled for him to be careful. 
 Immediately after her caution, there was a loud crackle as a branch snapped. It sent the boy falling onto the ground. Royce rushed to his side. 
 “My arm,” Antero wailed as he held it up for inspection. 
 Royce and Gwen examined the scrape. “Bones aren’t broken,” Gwen reported. She called Hertha and explained what had happened. 
 “I’ll take you to your mom to have a look at it,” Royce tried to comfort him. She scooped him up. To Gwen she said, “Can Vannie and Chance stay with you?” 
 Before Gwen could answer, Hertha was dashing across the yard. She screamed, “Royce, why did you let him climb the tree like that?” 
 Royce eased Antero back onto the ground. Hertha began examining his arm. 
 “He fell,” Royce replied. 
 “You were supposed to be watching them.” Her face flushed with anger. “What were you thinking?” 
 “I was thinking about how much fun it was when I was a child,” Royce’s voice rose. “I wanted them to have that fun.” 
 “I was in surgery, and I trusted that you would make certain they were taken care of. Damn it,” Hertha yelled. The words seethed between her teeth. 
 Royce had only known Hertha to curse a few times during their years together. She stood silent, not wanting to incite Hertha’s anger. 
 “Royce, I’m responsible for these children. They aren’t used to climbing up high. You knew that!” As Antero slowly stood, Hertha called to the children, “Let’s get back to the clinic. Carrie will keep an eye on you.” 
 Gwen faced Hertha. “It wasn’t Royce’s fault.” 
 “Nothing is ever Royce’s fault, according to all of you,” Hertha blasted back. 
 Nadine questioned, “What’s wrong with her?” 
 Royce answered with a shrug. “I’m certain she thinks we should live together. As you can see, I’m not ready. And won’t be unless and until these episodes end. I should have watched him more carefully, I guess.” 
 Nadine attempted to sooth the situation, “I didn’t even see how high he was climbing. We were talking and…” 
 “And I should have had them both by the hands.” Royce patted her leg for Chance to come with her. 
 Gwen angrily responded, “It wasn’t your fault. Maybe Hertha should go back to her hometown.” 
 Royce walked ahead, with Chance at her side. She dug into her pocket and pulled out a disk of butterscotch. Unwrapping it, she felt pangs of hurt. “This butterscotch fix might help,” she muttered to herself. 
 When she crossed the street to her vehicle, she pulled out her cell phone. “Mom. Antero fell from the apple tree, and Hertha’s upset. He’s okay. Anyway, would you take them some cupcakes or something, and see how he’s doing.” 
 “Certainly, I will. That poor little guy,” Molly voice was sympathetic. “I’ve got some cherry cupcakes that they’ll love. Why aren’t you with them?” 
 “Hertha blamed me. I was supposed to be watching them.” 
 There was silence on the line. “Well, I’ll try to get her settled down. She’s got a lot of responsibility with them. Sometimes contentment is worn thin. It’s just a rough patch.” 
 “Thanks, Mom, I’ll call you later.” 
 “Where are you off to?” 
 “Mom, I’m going up to Crystal to exercise, and talk with Nick about the case. I’ll be back at Gran’s later.” 
 When she hung up, Royce felt moisture clouding her eyes. 
   
          *** 
 
 Immediately upon arriving at the Crystal Sheriff’s Department, Royce went to the changing room to put on her exercise clothing. Then she went to the exercise room. Some luck was with her, she thought. Nick was working out on the exercise bike. He looked up. 
 As Royce sat at the rowing machine, she disclosed, “I found out that Larry Austin was one of the victims of Seth Egan’s Ponzi scam, or whatever he was pulling on his investors.” 
 Nick’s eyes opened widely. “That explained why Seth got a couple punches.” Nick chuckled. “Sucker punches.” 
 “Yes. Payback. I’m wondering if the amount Larry lost was enough to make him want to kill Seth.” Royce’s thoughts seemed heavy. “However, if he got Seth committed to the Center, that would certainly be payback. But then to find out Seth didn’t have the funds, and the house was upside down, that might be a motive for taking his rage a little beyond.” 
 “Murder.” 
 “Exactly. Larry Austin’s home will be my first stop in the morning. The early deputy meeting is all yours. I want to go directly there to confront Larry.” 
 “Thanks a bunch,” Nick said with a scowl. “I hate talking to a crew wearing guns, and half asleep.” 
 “Actually,” Royce said, feeling a flush as she rowed, “I’m glad I don’t have to go before them. I’m sure they all think I’m wacky trying to find the missing Seth. I know they’ve scoured the county. But I’m more and more convinced that he’s somewhere in our area.” 
 “The town has turned out on several searches. Everyone is looking. Maybe we should refer to him as Waldo.” 
 Together they laughed. The sheriff announced, “Oh, and to make your morning even more painful. I’m requesting that Deputy Sunshine Sam ride to the Center with me.” 
  Royce then took the rowing machine up a notch. 
 




Chapter 8

         
 
 Bright and early Royce drove directly to the Silver Wilderness compound. Behind the main building was the original Austin home. Years ago, Larry Austin’s family had made it into small lodge. Included were individual cabins that were also rented out. Those had been torn down years ago. Larry’s dude ranch – with lodge and cabins had deteriorated. Larry’s lack of business acumen had stifled the business. Many in Timber also believed Larry’s laziness contributed to the demise. 
 At that time, Dr. Melvin Verner and the Austins, Larry and Eileen, had struck a deal. Dr. Verner and Eileen had discussed the problem and agreed to solve both of their problems. Verner promised healthy profits if an assisted living home would be erected. 
 The Austins provided the property, and Dr. Verner had built the Center. Together they had indeed profited. Dr. Verner had cashed in by utilizing five-minute, $250 visits to each patient, nearly every day. And a pipeline to Medicare funds. Eileen and Larry had an enormous boost in their personal finances. The Austins had renovated their bedraggled lodge, and had become society within Crystal. That, Eileen had cherished. Larry was happy to have an infusion of cash, and easy living. He thought of himself as a gentleman rancher, with the benefit of being as scruffy and free as he liked. 
 Royce knocked on the door of that lodge. Larry Austin greeted the sheriff, and said he was on his way to the barn. “I need to let our herd of cattle out on the rangeland.” 
 Royce saw the barn and the grazing patch of fenced land beyond the barn. “I’ll join you,” Royce insisted before Larry had time to blow her off. “I like seeing livestock. What’s your head count?” she inquired. 
 “Got us about five dozen. I’ll be winnowing that number when I take a few of the steers to market. The milk cows are doing us proud. And hell, we’ve put half a dozen calves out this season. Good ‘uns.” 
 “Sounds as if you’ve got your hands full.” Royce kept up with Larry’s long stride. “How do you get time to work at the Center?” 
 “That Center ain’t my bailiwick. Hell, I’m greedy as the next guy. Housin’ those old folks is a mighty lucrative deal.” His laugh boomed, as he opened one of the stalls housing a dozen cows. “You see, boarding them is like a golden calf crop without too much bother. And I like these cows a hell of a lot better than I like those moanin’ patients.” 
 “Back when nursing homes began, it was supposed to a charitable cause.” 
 “Damn fools are damn fools, no matter the era.” With a pole, Larry herded the cows out to the corral. The back portion of the corral was barbed wire. The front part was wooden posts and fencing. 
 The sheriff wondered if the fancy façade of the Silver Wilderness Center might not also have a back wall of barbed wire. The expression on his face told Royce that he was picking up on her disdain. 
 “Gouging by over-charging, does that make you feel better about life?” 
 “I’ve got nothin’ to feel better about.” He slid his battered western hat back from his forehead. “Silver Wilderness does a lot of good. Nobody these days has time to make a living and take care the old folks. We provided a very welcome service to the elderly.” 
 “Larry, I have a couple questions. One of the elderly gentlemen strolled away from the care and supervision of the Center. Seth Egan is missing. Where could he be hiding?” 
 Glaring, Larry spat words, “First off, Egan isn’t a gentleman. He’s an old horse thief. He deserves to be hung.” 
 “According to records, Seth Egan’s firm stole your investments. He was a fraudster.” Royce paused. Larry’s icy eyes squinted. “To be real honest with you, Larry, that would piss me off if someone cheated me out of my money. Did it make you mad enough to see that Seth got paid back for charlatan ways? Do you know anything about his disappearance?” 
 “I lost twenty grand. Back then, I could have used that money. But it’s over now. Now he’s just a crazy old coot.” 
 “A crazy old coot that you beat up?” 
 “I never beat an old man. He’s so crazy that he’s strong like a damned bull. Sometimes we need to restrain patients. If I did any pounding on him, it was a way of protecting myself from his insane assaults.” He gazed down at Royce’s badge. He pointed to it. “What do you do when drugged-up nutcases jump you?” 
 “Use my stun gun. Or my K-9 dog.” Royce hand commanded Chance. Chance immediately took her attack stance. Her growl made Larry jump back a few steps. “Usually one or the other settles a criminal down.” 
 “You can take your dog, and leave.” 
 Royce stood still, ignoring his command. “I’m not done. Larry, do you think Dr. Melvin Verner, or Alec Zellner, or your wife, might be capable of fraud?” 
 He faced off with Royce. “That’s absurd. We charge plenty big fees. We don’t need to do anything fraudulent.” 
 Royce didn’t believe his adversarial response of innocence. He’d played too many poker games in his time. He was schooled in the deceit needed for card games. “I’m sure I’ll be checking in with you again, Larry.” 
 “I can’t say I enjoy talking with you.” 

Nor I you, Royce thought. 
   
 *** 
 
 The usually stoic Lyn Evans sputtered while listening to excerpts from Royce’s chat with Larry Austin. “Royce, I’m hoping all four of the suspects are in on the corruption at Silver Wilderness Center.” 
 “My bet from here is they’re all duplicitous in some way.” 
 Lyn chuckled loudly into her cell phone's mouthpiece. “Sounds like we’ve got a conspiracy going on somewhere?” 
 “Any news on any of them?” 
 “Royce, there are definitely a few red flags in each of their backgrounds. But it’s surface. Zellner’s sheet showed he was released from a couple of employers. That could be anything. And at this point, we have no way of knowing. Larry Austin’s file shows only minor infractions of public drunkenness and fights. Eileen has had one allegation against her. A fraudulent Facebook charity. The collection monies went into her bank in Memphis. And Dr. Melvin Verner was alleged to have had some Medicare fraud charges that were dropped after being reimbursed. The doctor was contrite as he blamed it on intricacies in the system. Although shady and questionable, he skated from there. And now he’s obviously going to face more allegations of fraud. I’m certain he believes he’s sliding under the wire now, too. When the four of them got together, it started a confluence of greed. The more they got away with, the more they bilked.” 
 Royce sighed. “There’s nothing here in Timber on Verner. Not surprising. Either he learned his lessons before he arrived here, or he learned how not to get caught.” 
 “What was your take on Dr. Verner?” 
 “Lyn, he’s arrogant. If something financial is going on, he’s undoubtedly aware of it. He inferred that he was too busy running the medical side of the Center. As well as working at the local hospital, part time. He claims that he has no time to be naughty with the books and deals.” 
 “Eileen?” 
 Royce paused, considering her description. “She’s attractive. Cloyingly sweet. Wanted to be a country-western singer. Married a cowboy, with a makeshift ranch. She’s in the center. She handles the financial end of the business. A key player.” 
 “And Zellner?” Lyn chuckled, and asked, “What is it you call him?” 
 “Valiant Dude. He said he was a valiant dude.” Royce laughed. “I just went with it. He’s a blockish, gigantic man. Full of himself. The guy is director of the Center. He wears an expensive suit there, then changes jackets. He’s always seen in personalized physician lab coats, or the mid-length consultant’s lab coats. Replicating himself in a costume, and perhaps presenting himself as a doctor. He’s shifty. Although most of his work is sitting at a desk crunching numbers. Doing the filing. And more than likely he’s culpable for scrounging up business for the Center. He’s one of those well-groomed, yet larcenous crooks. A fleecing agent. He’s doing what he calls acquisition for the Center.” 
 Royce heard Lyn bellow. Lyn remarked, “I see them all the time here in the city. Even their handshake is shadowy. Royce, they’re all over. There’s a hunger in their eyes. Alec is impersonating a real live doctor. Give credence to his pitch. He’s got a ‘doctor complex’ and he wants to be important. Wants a title. And he wants to steal the aged generation’s money? Exploit their vulnerability.” 
 “Exactly. He must be doing well at it. He ruthlessly seizes homes and property so he can keep himself in a lifestyle of exclusive toys. He drives an expensive sports car. Wears the best clothing. He has a high-end mountain bike. I wonder where he’s getting the money. I’m sure he makes bucks, but where he lives, and how he lives is high, high end.” 
 “We got a financial on him. Royce, there’s his sizable income. And then there’s a category called commission that we questioned. It is more than his salary. Perhaps that’s where acquisition comes in.”     
 “I interviewed a couple of the nurses and they call him a playboy. Nauseating how those kinds of guys call themselves playboys, and they are clearly harassing the women. He chases after all the women superstars in Crystal. And Crystal is filled with hot women. Athletes, film stars, rock stars, and the superrich.” 
 Lyn agreed, “Crystal Ski Village hosts some big players. Lots of money. And yes, the women are hot. I call them billboard beauties. Flawless women with no imperfections.” 
 “And they don’t give him the time of day.” Royce stretched. 
 “Speaking of hot women, how are things with you and Hertha?” 
 “Yesterday I was watching the kids, and Antero fell from the apple tree. She blamed me for yacking with Gwen and Nadine, and not paying attention to the children.” 
 “You don’t sound too upset by her little flare-up.” 
 “So many things have changed between us.” Royce pondered the question. She was becoming hardened. Her heart had been rung out when Hertha left her. Yet love seemed eternal. 
 “Does she ever say anything about me?” 
 “At first she said that she was glad I’d had someone nice to spend the year with while she had dumped me for her ex. And once in a while she says things like I’d be better off if we had stayed together – you and me.” 
 “We’ve remained friends, Royce. And if I wouldn’t have needed to progress my status, we’d probably still be together. So, in a way, I suppose you must feel that I dumped you, too.” 
 “Lyn, you were honest from the beginning. We both knew you’d be moving when a great job offer came around. You knew I wasn’t going anywhere. She promised never to leave me. It’s an entirely different thing.” 
 “Maybe she’s insecure about you. You’re not exactly rushing in to sweep her off her feet.” 
 “You know how complex it is. I’m just not there.” Royce closed her computer file, and turned off her computer. “And I’ve got a missing man. And a woman fraudulently held captive by a nursing home. I’ve got mountains of day-to-day work to do. Routine work never slows down.” 
 “Do you want me to come to Timber and give you a hand?” 
 “Nice offer, Lyn. But I know you’re busy. And you’re already helping me.” 
 There was a pause. Then Lyn said, “We’re not at the place where I’ll be of as much help as I plan to be. Working via phone and skype with your D.A., Mike is fine for now. When we get into making charges, I promised Mike that I’ll be showing up.” 
 “I’ll hold you to that. This stealing land and property from seniors really upsets me.” 
 “In Middle Ages England the law of property was called Feudal Law. When I get a case where seniors are being bilked, I feel damned feudal inside. In fact, if those people at the Center are utilizing any form of defalcation to rip off the elderly, I’ll see that they’re indicted, prosecuted, and jailed.” 
 Royce’s grin was wide. “I know you can do it.” 
 “This group – Eileen, Larry, Melvin, and Alec – they don’t want to be in my red zone.” 
 After hanging up, Royce looked down at her scattered notes. Chance moved closer to her desk. “Chance, we are very similar. Both mostly quiet, and easy going, and we both enjoy justice. And no one wants to be in our red zones either.” She scratched Chance’s head. “Especially your red zone. Tough girl!” 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce entered Molly’s Pantry, after walking through the alley in hopes of finding her confidential informant, Plato. “I was checking on Plato, and thought I’d drop by for a cup of coffee,” Royce told her mother. 
 As Molly poured the freshly brewed coffee, she snooped, “Coming in through the alley door, maybe you’re not wanting to encounter Hertha. You’ve got a speck of trouble?” 
 “You’ve heard from Gwen that she’s upset with me?” 
 “From Nadine. Although they both stuck up for you! But I admit, I constantly worried about you when you were a child. When you’re a mother, your children worry you. I see Hertha’s side of it.” 
 Royce’s back stiffened. “I came in here to relax for ten minutes, Mom. I don’t want a scolding from you. I tried to help Hertha out with the kids.” 
 Molly came around the counter to sit beside her daughter. “You’re not going to be able to keep Hertha if she can’t depend on you.” 
 Sipping the warm coffee, Royce confessed, “I’m not sure that matters to me anymore. I’m tired of trying out for Parent of the Year. All I can do is allow the kids to have the kind of freedom that I had. Climb trees, run in the meadows. Enjoy life, and enjoy Timber City.” 
 “It’s a different world, Royce. You need to keep an eye out for those little ones.” 
 “I don’t think there’s any way of pleasing her. She constantly threatens to return to her homeland, the kid’s homeland. I know what I went through when she moved back there last year. When she left me. I don’t want to be dropped again. I don’t.” 
 “She’s back here for good, Royce. She’s got her animal clinic going again, and she’s here to stay. Maybe she says such things only to get your attention. You’re just like your daddy was. You get a case, and you don’t listen to anything other than what’s happening on your case.” 
 Swallowing, Royce stiffened. “Mom, I’ve always immersed myself in my job. It’s not a safe profession. I’m responsible for the safety of my deputies. If I miss something I should have seen, they could end up dead. Or I could end up dead. Before, Hertha was okay with understanding my being on the force.” 
 “She wasn’t minding her business, and two children. She’s got a profession where there is stress, too. Taking care of animals is important. But she tries to make room for you and the kiddos.” 
 “I’ve got to get back to the department.” 
 “Oh, I nearly forgot.” Molly pulled a piece of paper from her apron pocket. “A message from Rhonda Smith.” 
 Quickly reading it on her way back to the Sheriff’s Department, Royce smiled. Rhonda’s message indicated she wanted to meet up with the sheriff at her Gran’s cabin. She would stop by on her way home from work. She got off her night shift at seven in the morning. 
 Perfect, Royce thought. In the morning she would have time for her shower and breakfast. Then interview Supervisor Rhonda Smith. Rhonda might have information that would be helpful to the case. Or maybe she just wanted to stop by for Gran’s amazing griddlecakes bedecked with Vermont maple syrup.  
 




Chapter 9

         
 
 The cool morning air was thick with clouds that gave off a special pine scent. Royce inhaled deeply as she filled her arms with firewood. Gran insisted on firewood for the kitchen range, and the potbellied stove that heated the kitchen and the living room. Both were wood-burning, and both were polished cast iron. 
 Royce stomped her feet as she entered the mudroom. Then she placed a few of the logs in the stoves. The morning chill began to be warmed away. 
 “That’s the ticket,” Gran said as she poured the griddlecakes onto the spitting griddle. “Good eating for days like today.” 
 The steam from the batter lifted. “Smells great.” Royce added, “Rhonda is going to love your cooking.” 
 When Rhonda arrived, she appeared concerned. Her face was gaunt. The breakfast was ready, so the three women ate, and talked about recipes. Although she definitely enjoyed the griddlecakes, she wasn’t as chipper as usual. 
 Royce suspected the nurse had something on her mind. “Rhonda, your note seemed urgent.” 
 “Sheriff, I’m putting my livelihood on the line.” A grimace tightened her face. “I just don’t know what to do. They continue to tell us not to breathe a word to anyone about anything to do with Silver Wilderness.” 
 “But you have concerns?” 
 “It isn’t as if the patients are mistreated. I mean,” she sucked for air to continue, “to my knowledge no one is harming them. But I have seen some medication being given at times that wouldn’t be appropriate.” 
 “Who is administering the dosages at these times?” 
 “Alec Zellner. I’m confused by what he’s doing. There are times when he seems to be under-medicating, yet he puts in the charges for a full series of meds. We have abbreviations for all the charges. And he switches them around. And if the patient becomes too awakened, and becomes loud, he then medicates them again. But the second time, it’s again only half a dosage. But it is charged for a full injection. I’ve seen him short patients on pills. Oxy, some of the other opioids. And the morphine injections aren’t administered the way I was instructed to do them.” 
  “Do you know if others have noticed any of this?” 
 “I’m probably the only one. I was a bookkeeper and manager before I changed careers and became a nurse. I watch for the how charges are calculated.” 
 “So Zellner could be shorting in order to either make more money for the Center. Or he’s taking the drugs. Maybe to resell.” 
 Rhonda responded, “To me that’s what it looks like. I’m not sure if anyone else knows about it. Dr. Verner doesn’t act as if he knows, but if he reads the charts, well, he must know about it. And Eileen Austin is more interested in bringing more patients in, and once they’re residence, she only pays attention to the bottom line.” 
 “If they’re padding the bills, she might or might not know it. Maybe Zellner isn’t allowing her to be privy to his overcharging.” To herself, Royce thought, valiant dude might have a sideline. Stealing drugs for resale is undoubtedly profitable in Crystal Village. 
 “I just don’t want to believe that Eileen or the doctor would be doing such things.” 
 Again, Royce considered that they might have an entirely different scam. Taking the property of the elderly probably produced much more revenue. Reselling drugs would be small potatoes, and risky. In comparison to getting away with the estates thefts from patients, it would be minimal. Yet the sheriff also realized that greed intensified. For some, no amount of money in the world is enough to satisfy their craving. 
 Royce divulged, “At this point, Rhonda, we don’t have any conclusive evidence one way or another. But something is going on there. Right now, we’re trusting one another to keep tight-lipped. You said that you know about finances. If you had the charges, files, would you know how to decipher them?” 
 “Of course.” 
 “Would you be willing to decode the charts, and take a look if we actually did have the files? Knowing that both or either Eileen or Dr. Verner might be implicated?” 
 “If anyone was doing wrong by those elderly and infirmed folks, I would be willing to help no matter who it was.” 
 Gran place another flapjack on Rhonda’s plate. Rhonda smiled. “Dora, your griddlecakes are the very best. I’d love your recipe.” 
 Gran’s eyebrows lifted as she smiled. “Plenty would like the recipe. But my recipes are sacred. I’ll sure be willing to give you a copy, since you’re helping out with this business.” 
 “Gran,” Royce teased, “You’ve got a little extortion in your persona.” 
 “I suspect that’s not breaking a Commandment,” Gran dipped her head. 
 Rhonda snickered. “As long as I get the recipe, I don’t care if it is a sin or a crime.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce was convinced she could trust Rhonda Smith. Relying on gut instinct had rarely let Royce down. As soon as she arrived at the Sheriff’s Department, she contacted Lyn Evans. She wanted to make certain that Lyn could trust Rhonda, since both Lyn and D.A. Michael Parker were handling the intricacies of this investigation. She felt confident now. 
 Lyn immediately stated that she would be talking with Mike and as far as she was concerned, this would present a key witness. Coordinating on this case with Rhonda might be the gift that the prosecution needed. 
 Royce was pleased. 
 Deputy Sam entered her office. “Sheriff, you look like the kitty that just cornered the canary. News on Seth Egan?” 
 “No. Nothing.” Royce returned his grin. “But we’ll find him.” 
 “If he’s to be found. I’m hoping we don’t find a body. The search team hasn’t found a darned thing. It would be easier if we knew for certain if he’s alive.” Sam frowned. “Usually there are clues. The missing person gets ahold of someone. There’s evidence of someone on the run. It’s getting to cold. And Seth would need some provisions. We searched the places I most suspected he would be found. If Chance couldn’t track him, he wasn’t there.” 
 “There’s that river crossing that would clean up the scent so Chance couldn’t trace. Did you, or do you know if Terry took Chance to the other side of that creek bed?” 
 “I know that I didn’t.” He grinned his contagiously bright grin. Then with an embarrassed chuckle, he blurted, “I didn’t want to take my trousers off to wade across. And I’m pretty sure Terry wouldn’t. She keeps her trousers very tightly laced.” 
 Royce’s warm, rich laugh burst from her lips. “Do you have a little crush on Deputy Doyle?” 
 Sam looked away. “She has never given me a second glance. Or a first.” 
 “She’s missing a good guy.” 
 “Sheriff, we couldn’t even work together. She kept telling me not to be facetious. So, romance is off the table.” 
 “I know we have restrictions about office romances. But it could be overlooked by permanently assigning one of you to Crystal and one of you to Timber.” 
 Sam walked to the door. “Too bad there’s no need for that.” 
 “If you have time, why don’t you take Chance? Drive out to the West Creek exit. There’s a place you can cross the stream without taking your britches off.” 
 He called to Chance. “I just hope Chance won’t object to getting her neck ruff wet.” 
 “It’s shallow, don’t worry. It’s almost a creek bed.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce plodded over to the Times Office. Nadine was at the reception desk. “Daisy is in the conference room looking at old issues of the paper. Go on back. She was getting cabin fever, so came over early. It was dawn.” 
 “And you’re not talking to me?” 
 “Royce, I don’t want to get in between the feud you and Hertha are having. Gwen told me to stay out of it. And I agree. I will say that I told Hertha it was as much Gwen and my fault as it was yours.” 
 “Are they okay? The kids?” 
 “Yes. The kids are talking about the field trip. Well, nowadays lots of folks call it an outdoor education trip. Everyone’s fine. Hertha’s sad.” 
 Royce exhaled with a groan. “I came over to talk with Daisy.” 
 Nadine pointed toward the back. “She’ll enjoy your company.” 
 Royce entered the conference room and sat across from the circular oak table. “Miss Daisy, I have a few questions to ask you.” 
 “That’s good. Gwen and Nadine are treating me like royalty. But I’m getting a little bored. Not bored like when I was held captive at that Center.” 
 “I have some questions about when you were in the facility. Can you remember when you were being drugged, who usually gave the injections? Or gave you pills?” 
 “That phony Alec. Wore that doctor’s lab coat all the time. First time I met him, I called him doctor. Then one of the nurses said he wasn’t a doctor but he sure thought he was. He got all riled. He was wanting a date with that nurse. Her name is Amber. She was sweet, but not to him. When he’d walk out of the room, she’d make a face and that amused me.” 
 “The two nurses, Rhonda and Amber. You liked them?” 
 “I surely did. Good women. I could tell.” 
 “You would trust them?” 
 “Royce, I did trust them various times. I think they were on to me trying to keep myself conscious. They never fussed, and they didn’t squeal on me.” 
 Royce returned Daisy’s smile. “Thank you for your references for them both.” She paused. “And you say Alec wasn’t so trustworthy?” 
 “Not at all. He was evil. He’d give that needle a hard shove.” 
 “He would generally give you an injection?” 
 “Usually when he knew I was awake. I played possum so much of the time. I’d spit the pills out. Flush them. But when he’d inject me, it was a mild sedative, I think. I tried with everything in me to stay rational.” 
 “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 
 “Why there’s more folks there that shouldn’t be medicated like that. Injecting confusion when rationality is all that’s left. They’re still at the Silver Wilderness Center going through it.” 
 “We’re working on fixing that, Miss Daisy.” Royce stood. She put her hat on slowly. “Thank you for escaping. We wouldn’t have known about how they’re doing this to people if not for your escape.” 
 “Royce, you have your daddy’s determination.” 
 Royce smiled. “I must have lots of my father’s DNA.” 
 Daisy’s face lit up. “I always tried to keep up with the times. That DNA is magic. We’re all authored by DNA. It’s this narrative thread of humanity. I just love watching those public broadcasting shows. We explore existence.” Her face became glum. 
 Royce looked away sadly. “I’m so sorry you missed out on some of that.” 
 “Oh, I’ll get back onto it, Royce. Sometimes I think about humans and their habitats. When does property become a hindrance? When are belongs a burden? I think those people just wanted what I had.” 
 “We’re going to get your home returned to you. I promise.” 
 “You’ll get this mess cleared up.” 
 The sheriff gently touched Daisy’s arm. “I plan to do just that.” 
 Royce walked to the door, with a lingering thought. Or die trying.

 She slipped a butterscotch candy between her lips. She felt a shiver like lightning going down her back. Royce realized that she was now about her father’s age when he got shot down. So young, he was taken from those he loved. And from those who loved him. Tears filled her eyes as she made her way back to the Sheriff’s Department. Her farther, Grady Madison, had been in her thoughts. Royce never measured events by timelines, or by good or bad omens. 
 Recollections of her father were always with Royce. And he was probably also recollected by everyone that the sheriff knew. Royce reveled in stories the town’s people told about Grady Madison’s heroism – as well as his simple kindness.      
 




Chapter 10

         
 
 Entering the office of Director Alec Zellner was not the best morning experience, Royce mused. There were dozens of certificates on the wall behind his desk. ETM, awards for the groups he worked with, nursing awards, and a collection of other ego certificates. Royce wondered about how bogus they might be. She was becoming jaded, she cautioned herself. 
 As they greeted one another, he held out his hand. An automatic charm-wink was issued. Royce made a quick gesture of tipping her hat. Alec motioned for her to be seated directly across from his desk. His starched white physician’s consultation coat made him appear even larger than his six-four, 200 pounds. He had an engraved pin – gold, with his title and name. 
 With irony, he spoke, “We’re trying to run a nursing and assisted living center. We’re very busy. And you must have nothing to do.” His eyes peered at her through gold wire glasses. 
 “Listen closely, Director. I’m also very busy. Yet I am compelled to spend my morning questioning you. So, get ready.” She leaned forward. “You must be doing quite well, financially. You live an expensive lifestyle.” 
 “That isn’t any of your business, Sheriff.” 
 “Certainly, it is. From this time forth, your business is my high priority business. You have an expensive taste. You’re making a large salary. But probably not large enough for your fancy penthouse, sports car, vacations, parties – Well, it seems as though you spend lots more than you make. That makes me question how you could be finding funds for the difference. Were you born with a gold spoon in your mouth?” 
 “My family had money. My grandfather had money. My father was the black sheep in the family.” He gritted his teeth a moment. “None of my family’s money came down to me.” 
 “And?” She suspected he was making that up as he went along. Maybe there had been money, however none filtered down to him. But perhaps it wasn’t because his father was not a recognized heir. 
 “And I make year-end bonuses here. I’m certainly not in arrears with any of my creditors.” His shoulders lifted as he haughtily exclaimed, “You’re giving me grief because I’m living the life you’d probably like to be living. You’ve probably never been out of this pathetic little county.” 
 “My Gran has a saying. You can bloom where ever you grow.” 
 His smirk lifted. “Your Gran is my business. And old folks are big business.” His laugh was a snort. 
 Although he didn’t seem to lack confidence, there was skittishness. Royce attributed it to either anger or fright. She knew if she persisted, it would irritate him. She spoke slowly. “Does the Center use extra precautions with drugs being dispensed?” 
 “All narcotics are accounted for. We have a small surgery, and a specially monitored room for all medications. Thumbprint recognition pads. Only those of us with permission are admitted. It’s pretty standard, Sheriff.” 
 “Would there be any way an employee could illegally retrieve drugs?” Royce broke, looking thoughtfully around the room. Then her stare was back on Alec. “Let me rephrase my question. Could an employee somehow short the patients being medicated? Sort of smuggle dosages?” 
 “We trust our staff implicitly. There wouldn’t be any of that going on. There are required drug test for all employees. I’ve never had a dirty drug test result. I’m proud to say.” 
 “But would it be possible – especially on night shift?” 
 “Not likely during any shift.” 
 “Have you ever suspected anyone?” Royce questioned. 
 “Of course not. If I suspected anyone, they wouldn’t be here very long.” He stood. “I hope you’re finished.” 
 “I always know where to find you. Here, or out on the bike trail.” 
 As he followed her to the door, she turned. She examined this nameplate. “I half expected it to say Valiant Dude.” She gave it a little flick with her finger. “Or do you save that one for riding the trail on your expensive mountain bike.” 
 His jaw muscles quivered. His eyes glared directly into hers. “You are so envious of my lifestyle. You’re not rich and you’re not a man.” With a nod of his head, he smirked. 
 “It doesn’t take being rich to make you a man or woman. And it doesn’t take being a man to please a woman. So, I guess I’m not envious of you at all.” 
 Her return scowl ended only when she turned and went into the hall. Sheriff - one; misogynist – zero. Her mental rejoinder required a smile. 
 Although she attempted to be objective, she wanted to arrest Alec for treating helpless, aged people badly. For stealing what was left of their lives by mediating them into oblivion. She wanted to cuff his hands behind his back, and read him his rights. 
 Alec Zellner had definitely displayed a hatred for the sheriff. That was exactly what she wanted. 
   
 *** 
 
 Fortunately, while Royce was at the information desk asking about Eileen Austin, the administrator breezed through the door. “Just in time,” Royce greeted her. 
 “I’m on my way to an appointment. I haven’t time for you.” Her designer high heels tapped until they reached the sidewalk. 
 “I’ll walk you out.” She caught up with the woman. Eileen was definitely making a stiletto getaway. Evading politely, Royce thought. “I wonder if you could tell me about drugs and how they are dispensed.” 
 “Oh, for Christ’s sake! Like every other center for assisted living dispenses medication. Dr. Verner writes a prescription, and our pharmacist dispenses the drugs. The drugs are delivered to the locked station, and that needs a recognized thumb print. We have not had missing opioids, or any other medications. We have required drug test for every employee. Drugs are strictly regulated. We follow the letter of the law.” 
 “And I enforce the letter of the law.” 
 Eileen nearly caught her heel as she rushed to get into her gleaming Mercedes. She regained her stance, and swooped into the driver’s seat. The door’s slamming, and screeching away from the parking area, proved to Royce that Eileen wasn’t any fonder of the sheriff than Alec was. 
 Two morning wins were fine with Royce. 
   
 *** 
 
 By the time she arrived back in Timber, Royce had received her mother’s call. Molly requested that the sheriff drop into Hertha’s Clinic. The reason, Molly clamored, was that the children were being bullied. Hertha had not wanted Molly to call to inform the sheriff. That hadn’t stopped Molly from telling her daughter. 
 “Mom, Antero told me that the kids were stealing his lunch. And they were also shoving him around. Hertha reported it to the principal, Jane Garnett.” 
 “That’s it, Royce. It isn’t the kids this time. That substitute bus driver insisted they go to the back of the bus, where they belonged, he said.” 
 “I’ll drop by to talk with Hertha. Then I’m going to their school and have a chat with Principal Garnett.” 
 “Are you going to make up with Hertha?” 
 “I was accused of neglecting her child, Mom. It just isn’t going to work. But I’ll help her with this bus driver business.” 
 “Thank you, Royce.” 
 Royce stormed across the street. She loved the children, and she was livid at the way they were being treated. 
 She entered and saw Wrigley, the beautiful, large male black lab, Melo the older black Cocker spaniel, and the Samoyed pup, Keena. Royce bent over to greet the trio of dogs. She had remembered everything about each of them. Wrigley had an emergency surgery to remove a tennis ball from his stomach. And Melo had a hip problem. Both had recovered and were now day-boarding at the High Country Kennel. The sweet Keena was waiting for her shots. 
 “Hey, pups, how’s it going,” she greeted the dogs. 
 “All is fine,” Hertha answered. “Lots of playing.” 
 “Too bad that isn’t the case with Antero and Vannie.” Royce sighed. “Mom said that there was some trouble with the bus driver.” 
 “Yes. That substitute bus driver. Earl Harris is his name. When the kiddos got on the bus, he pointed to the back. He said they belonged there. Or on a reservation.” 
 Royce felt her face flush. “I’m going out to see Jane Garnett now. Things had better get sweeter because the school is in jeopardy of having a lawsuit filed against them. Bullying and hate crimes are being taken seriously now. And Earl Harris is a county employee.” 
 “Royce, we can’t afford to get run out of town. Or burned out of town. You know there are some ugly men out there. I’m terrified the children will be harmed. It just makes me so angry.” Her eyes were moist from tears that Hertha was attempting to fight back. 
 The hug between the women was automatic. Natural. Royce touched the side of Hertha’s face with tenderness. “Don’t worry. We need to put a stop to this now. If we don’t, the bullying will continue. It always does.” 
 “I tried talking with Principal Garnett. She told me she would watch things. But perhaps the children are too sensitive about their heritage. That was her thought about the matter.” 
 “I’m still going to pay her a visit.” Royce released Hertha from her arms. “I understand, Hertha. I know you must feel as though it would be best to go back to your homeland – your people. But we’ve got to fight to resolve this damned racism. It isn’t fair.” 
 “I’m not going back.” 
 “I know you promised me that, but I’m just saying with this kind of hatred, I could understand. I would never want you and the kids endangered.” 
 “We’re staying. I don’t want to go away. You’re here.” 
 Sadly, Royce said, “I was here the last time you left. I didn’t understand your reason. I do now.” 
 “I was wrong. And Royce I’m sorry that I struck out at you the other day – about Antero’s fall. Everyone said it wasn’t your fault. I’m just upset about everything else, and I shouldn’t have blamed you.” 
 “It’s okay. Call if you need anything. And I’ll let you know how it goes with Jane Garnett.” 
 Royce crossed the street. She called to Chance, and they got into the Interceptor. Driving directly to the school, Royce saw that some of the children were outside during a recess. She felt their curious gazes following her as she entered the school. She was directed to the Jane Garnett’s office. 
 “Ms. Garnett, I hate to trouble you, but we have a problem. You spoke with Hertha White about her children.” 
 Principal Jane Garnett was a short woman, stylish, and with a fixed smile. Her makeup was scant, and her graying hair was drawn to the back of her head, and secured in a bun. “Yes, Sheriff. She’s making something out of nothing. Those children have never been harmed. And Earl Harris is a good man. He accompanies his wife, Laura, to church every week. He’s never been a problem.” She chatted away, “Laura and I were in school together.” 
 “I don’t know much about the Harris family. Can you tell me a little about them?” 
 “Laura Harris and I have been lifelong friends. She was married to Red Jenkins. She was widowed several years ago, and she was so downtrodden with grief. Last year she met Earl on a dating service. Online.” Jane shrugged and a grin escaped. 
 “And so they married. And you think that makes him alright?” 
 “Well, theirs was a match made in heaven. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he makes her happy.” 
 “He did not make those children happy.” 
 “Well, I expect he was trying to tease them. I did have a talk with him about it. He begged me not to fire him. It’s difficult to get a job around here. Laura urged me to put him on as a bus driver. I could only give him substitute work. But he is also qualified for janitorial work, and we might have a position for him next year. He’s helpful about moving things around. He fixed the auditorium chairs, and done some of the…” 
 Royce interrupted, “I don’t care what he’s done around the school. If he ever again speaks to those children, or any children, like that, I’ll be handing out arrest warrants. For both him and you. It is a hate crime. His words were racist. And I’m holding you responsible to see that those children are not being bullied. Or in any other way harmed.” 
 Almost stumbling back, Jane moved as Royce walked toward the doorway. “I’ll talk with everyone. No need to be stern. Of course, we can’t do much when children have squabbles…” 
 Royce spun around; her eyes were a few notches up from stern. “You’d better do much. Call together the parents. Send a note home with all the children. I don’t want to bring criminal charges. But you can bet I’ll do exactly that. I’ll roll you both up in warrants. Those children’s mother can bring a lawsuit against you. And she’ll win. And don’t ever, ever disrespect the mother of those children. She will not be vilified for making certain her children are not bullied.” 
 “He’ll never say anything to them again. He said he wouldn’t. He’s a man of God, and a man of his word.” 
 Royce walked away. When she got to her vehicle, Chance was sitting at attention in front of the vehicle door. “Hop in, girl,” Royce ordered. “Time to attack paperwork.” 
  As she drove, the sheriff felt a desire to pound someone. Suddenly she laughed. There were so many candidates from which to select. Earl Harris, Jane Garnett, and the entire executive branch of the Silver Wilderness Center. With an embarrassed grin for losing her temper, Royce shook her head. 
 “Chance, before paperwork, I should take you to a nice quite place, and let you run those paws. And maybe I could use a little nerve-settling jog myself.” 
 




Chapter 11

         
 
 “I tell you, Seth fell into a crevice, or maybe an old mine shaft we aren’t aware of,” Nick muttered. “Royce, you’re stuck in a grove on this one. We’re spinning our wheels. For the past couple of weeks, we’ve had deputies out there with search teams. He could have fallen in the creek and got carried fifty miles downstream. I don’t believe he’s among the living.” As the sheriff and undersheriff ended the deputy meeting and walked back to Royce’s office, he gave a huge sigh. “Some hunter will probably find the body. Or maybe the snow will bury him, and it will be spring before we find the body. But he’s not alive.” 
 “You’re probably right, Nick,” Royce acquiesced. “It could be that he isn’t,” she agreed. “But if he isn’t dead, we’ve got to find him before the blast of winter-like weather hits. We’ll be getting snow soon. If he’s out there and it snows, he’ll certainly be dead.” 
 “I think he’s a goner now,” Nick repeated. 
 “And if he is, the chances are that he could have been murdered.” They sat across from one another. “Nick, if he was killed by someone, we need to find the body and the evidence before it deteriorates.” 
 “Meanwhile, we continue looking for this ghost of a man. I agree, with all his flipping enemies, he’d could have been murdered. Nobody liked the duffer.” 
 “Okay, I’ll take a deputy and we’ll scour the home he lived in. Talk to the Emmett couple.” Royce snapped her fingers as she questioned, “What were their first names again?” 
 “Harriet and Barney.” Nick chuckled. “They aren’t high on my suspect list.” 
 “Reason?” she asked with amusement. 
 “He doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing. Bumbling around, trying to figure a question out. And she doesn’t even know where she’s at. Coaxing anything from them is tough. They aren’t capable of pulling a candy bar heist. Interviewing them was dismal. She asked me three times what house did we want to search?” 
 “Maybe he has another house we don’t know about.” 
 Nick’s expression changed. His laugh seemed to explode. “Royce, I’m sure Seth’s creditors examined every square foot of Crystal’s property. And then donned a rubber glove to examine each of Seth’s orifices.” 
 Royce chuckled. “Okay, why don’t I snag either Sam or Terry and go to talk with the blithering Emmetts?” 
 “Take Terry. Deputy Sunshine is on a ticket writing campaign.” 
 “You talked with him about his lack of tickets?” 
 “I told him not to listen to sob stories.” Nick shook his head, then stood and put on his hat. 
 “He’s all yours for the rest of the day,” Royce said. She suggested, “Why don’t you take him on a ride with you, and you show him how it’s done.” 
 With an embarrassed smile, he half whispered, “Mr. Revenue will be on the road this afternoon. So, no speeding, Sheriff.” 
 “No problem. I’ve got dozens of excuses for speeding.” As Royce left, she heard Nick playfully moan. 
   
 *** 
 
 Meeting with Harriet and Barney Emmett went fine for the first five minutes. Royce and Terry stood with hats in hand on the Emmet’s weathered front porch. 
 Harriet grumbled, “We got work to do, so we should be hightailing it.” 
 Royce countered, “Mrs. Emmett, we really need to speak with you about Seth Egan. It’s imperative that we find Seth.” 
 “I know weather won’t hold up sending the snow,” Barney spoke solemnly. “But we talked with the other deputy. Told him all we know.” 
 Royce attempted to get a fix on the Emmetts. Both in their early fifties, they looked as if they’d been a matching set for the entire time. Harriet and Barney both had graying hair. His was receding. Both had piercing blue eyes. They each stood about five feet tall. He was probably two inches taller. Both allowed many seconds between each word. 
 “Do you have a key to the Egan home?” 
 They looked at one another, which caused an automatic glance between Royce and Terry. Terry jumped in, “Your delay in answering makes me think you do have the key.” 
 Barney shrugged. “We got us a set of house keys when we were cleaning out the house. I’d hired a couple of hands to do the lifting. We might still have the keys.” 
 While he walked away, Harriet stood still as stone and gazed at Royce and Terry. 
 With the few moments delay, Royce remembered seeing them a few times in town. She considered that it was funny about her knowing people. A few years ago, there was an amazing influx of people into the area. There were newcomers that she had maybe nodded to, or spoken with a few times. It was changing. Timber County was changing. 
 But then she had also changed. Much of Timber’s solitude had disappeared, just as hers had. 
 When Barney arrived, with keys jingling, he pointed toward the massive stone home off to the side. A small dirt path of a road led to the Seth home. Barney pointed the way. “You know this might could be breaking and entering,” he lectured. “I got two sets of keys. Can’t find the other set. It belongs to the bankin’ fellas. They took it over. Well, the people out at the Center, they was gonna own it. Mrs. and Mr. Austin were plenty perturbed about it.” 
 “Do you think when they found out, they might have been angry enough to kill Seth?” Royce inquired. 
 Harriet had been lagging behind, she quickened her pace. “Everybody in the area was made angry enough for that. Seth was an old devil.” Her lips pursed. 
 Barney mumbled, “Now, Harriet, he did give us work.” 
 “He even shorted us. From the beginning.” Her words were terse. She enunciated slowly when she was angered. 
 Royce frowned a moment. “I’ve heard that he has his detractors.” 
 Harriet and Barney continued trading glances. 
 “How about you two?” Royce asked. “After all, he cheated you folks. You’re probably the only friends he had.” 
 “We weren’t his kinda people,” Harriet answered. 
 “And he wasn’t ours,” Barney added. “The only thing we ever did together is go hunting.” 
 “Was he equipped with any survivalist training?” Royce interrogated. 
 “Naw. He’s a smart fella, so maybe he could get on to livin’ in the wilderness. But I don’t think so. I give that a thought, that maybe he was hiding out. But a fella needs endurance, and I’m not sure he has enough.” Barney firmly stated, “He’s got him a ticker problem.” Barney tapped his own chest. He mighta fell down a mine shaft, never to be heard from again.” 
 “It is possible,” Royce said. “And you have no idea where he might have gone if he had endurance?” 
 “Nope, not a clue. I’m guessing his bones have been spread all over the Wilderness area by coyotes.” Barney barked a laugh. 
 “That seems to be the consensus.” As the front door swung back, Royce tried to find the light switch. She blinked her eyes and coughed from the dust. 
 “There’s no electricity,” Barney spoke. “Ain’t gonna be put back on the market until everything is cleaned up proper and they try to sell it.” 
 Royce and Terry retrieved their flashlights. Shining them in the darkened areas, the two women carefully walked through separate parts of the house. When Royce got to the bedroom closet, she checked the inside. Her fingers ran across the closet’s back corners. 
 Royce called to Barney. When he arrived in the room, she asked, “Barney, you have permission to be in the house?” 
 “Yep. Since I did the cleaning up. After the pod was filled, they said I could have anything else I found. Nothing but trash.” 
 Royce pulled a flash drive from the closet. “So basically, you can take this, right?” 
 “Yeah, but who the heck would want that thing?” 
 “You’d give it to me?” 
 “I got no use for it. You can have it.” 
 When they returned, Harriet was waiting in the foyer. 
 Royce quizzed, “Where were the furnishings taken?” 
 “Don’t know,” Barney answered. “Folks from the Center had the big pod taken away. We thought we’d get some of the takings. But no. You got more questions?” 
 “Not for now.” Royce and Terry walked back to the vehicle. 
 Terry laughed “What would you have done if they sent the law in for us busting in like that?” 
 “I’d explain that we’re not in the commission of a crime. And that we thought we might have heard someone in duress. Groaning. After all, we are looking for a missing man. Necessity. We were excused from criminal liability if acting under the duress of circumstances to protect life.” 
 “I’ve heard of ‘necessity’ but never expected to hear it in Timber County.” Her laugh was strained. “While turning over a home.” 
 Fortunately, Royce had Barney’s permission to remove the tiny flash drive she’d found on the closet shelf. Still, she wouldn’t want to in any way implicate her deputy. She would tell Terry only if she found any important information on the thumb drive. 
 Royce turned the ignition key. “When we get back to Timber, and also in the morning, I’d like for you to call every pod company in the area. If they don’t have a record of any pods removed from this address, check to see if a pod was taken by Silver Wilderness Center. Also, check if the Center has purchased any pods. Clearing out the homes they trade off for their services might have required they buy a couple pods.” 
 “I doubt that Seth would crawl up inside a pod.” 
 “Probably not. But let’s keep a lookout for pods.” Royce slipped a butterscotch disk between her lips. She handed a candy to Terry. “When scouting for crime, butterscotch helps.” 
 “I love it. Glad you carry the candy.” She paused, then asked, “Why butterscotch?” 
 “It was what my dad liked.” 
 “I’ve read stories about him. He’s a legend around these parts.” 
 “Yes,” Royce agreed. 
 “My brother was my parent’s favorite. Mine, too. When he was killed in the war, my dad stopped telling stories, giving advice. Everything. Now they’re upset with me for becoming a deputy. They wanted me to be safe.” 
 “Everyone wants you safe, Terry.” 
 “Are there any more mentoring tidbits I should know?” 
 “Yep. When you’re in a shootout, always shoot to kill. It isn’t a tickling match.” 
 Terry’s laughter exploded. “Ge’ez, you’re beginning to sound like Nick.” 
 “Seriously, be very careful. Don’t take chances.” 
 Chance’s head poked between them as the German shepherd stretched to see why her name was called. 
 “At ease, Chance,” the two women said in unison. 
 The remainder of the drive was quiet. 
 Royce wondered what might be on the thumb drive. She was glad that she was tall. Chance whined, wanting her head scratched as she attempted to press through between the front seats. Her paws rested on the console. Terry tickled her topnotch. 
 Terry sighed. “So, that was a wasted trip.” 
 “We found out a great deal,” Royce replied. She planned to examine the flash drive in the morning. 
 “Now we know that Seth had hunted the area. So, he might be familiar with the wilderness. But I think he probably died the first night when he escaped.” 
 “When he was murdered,” Royce disputed. 
 Terry teased with a smile, “Before that sinister night he croaked.” Terry’s gallows humor kicked in. “Sheriff, I understand your insistence that it was a homicide. With all the people that hated him, it would be a waste if he dropped over of a coronary.” 
 Royce shook her head. “Plenty amazing. You youngsters certainly amuse me.” 
 




Chapter 12

         
 
 Mornings were dark longer. Dawn was only in its beginning when Royce and Chance walked around to the alley behind Molly’s Pantry. Royce was hoping that her informant – Plato, would be hanging out for a sack of Molly’s pastry. Molly always wanted to make certain the derelict had something to fill his stomach. She wanted no empty bellies in Timber County. 
 “Bingo!” Royce exclaimed when she saw Plato leaning against a building. “I was looking for you.” 
 “I hate dark mornings,” he moaned. “I was sorta waiting for your mom to toss me some crusts. And I’m needing smokes,” he responded with a crooked grin. 
 Royce dug in her pocket and pulled out some tattered bills. “Got to keep my confidential informant happy.” 
 “Sheriff, you’re gonna be happy, too. That fella, Rick Durant, you know Daisy’s cousin’s kid?” 
 Royce leaned nearer, “Yes?” 
 “Well, he’s come to town finally. Checked in at the Eagle Inn boarding house. I was told that by the fella who sweeps up there. Rudy.” 
 “That does make me happy. Anything on Seth?” 
 “I reckon them deputies are right. I think he’s a goner, too.” 
 “I surely could be wrong,” Royce confessed. “But Chance and I don’t think so. And if he is dead, I’m betting he was murdered.” 
 Plato shifted, then his frown lifted. “I remember old Seth told me about the Center out there a killin’ folks.” 
 “Killing folks?” Royce paused. 
 “He accused them of killing folks. He even tells me that he overheard the doc tellin’ a guy how there is some killin’ drug that made it hard to discover in bodies. Tells that too much of it kills nice and clean. But the other guy said that they’d probably have ‘em cremated. Unless the family pitched a fit.” 
 Plato’s voice lowered, “Seth claims it is called sucky-lynch…” 
 Royce frowned. “Succinylcholine?” 
 “Might be so, but I don’t rightly recall. Makes ‘em stop breathin’ and all.” 
 Royce recalled having heard about this drug having been used in murders. It was a neuromuscular blocking agent used as an adjunct to surgical anesthesia. A muscle relaxant for surgery, or when a patient is on a breathing machine. Too much is deadly. Difficult to detect. That was probably what Seth had heard. But what patients. 
 “Plato, did he name any patients?” 
 “Naw. He might a been bullshittin’ like always. But if it happened, it was probably old folks with no one caring.” 
 Royce swallowed. She’d been to the Center dozens of time to visit with some of the elderly people she knew. And she would take Gran to visit her friends. Royce asked herself why she hadn’t snooped around. Questioned folks. But what would they have told her. People were frightened to talk now, and certainly would have been then. The sheriff felt guilty that she hadn’t investigated. Maybe there would have been something she could have done. 
 “If you can think of anything else, let me know. Good work, Plato. And keep a lookout for Seth.” 
 “I’ll put five bucks on he’s been et up by a bear.” 
 Something told Royce that Seth might well have been munched up by a grizzly. And that he probably would have given the bear indigestion. 
   
 *** 
 
 After stopping a few minutes at Molly’s, and telling Molly that Plato was awaiting his breakfast, Royce boxed up some donuts and Danish for the Deputy’s meeting. Wanda was at the dispatch desk. Exchanging hellos, Royce put the pastry down on the counter. She told the dispatcher, “I’ll be in my office for a few minutes. Then I’ll be out for a while. Please ask Nick if he’ll handle the meeting. I’ll be in touch later.” 
 Royce opened her computer. She pulled the flash drive that she’d obtained from Seth’s closet from her pocket. As she loaded it and awaited the file to emerge, her whisper was brief, “Goddess of Enforcers, please let there be something important on this.” 
 There were two files. One had a precarious looking padlock over it. The other looked as though it might be no problem at all to open. Clicking on the file felt magical as she saw a list of names appear. There were some names she knew. Some she did not. One stuck out. Larry Austin. That meant that the list might have been Seth’s financial victims. Royce printed up three copies. One for her, one for Nick, and the other for D.A. Mike Parker. She then emailed the file to Lyn Evans. 
 She folded her copy, and then made a note on Nick’s copy and on the copy for the D.A. She explained to them about it being Seth’s list. Perhaps from someone at Silver Wilderness. It needed to be confidential. She asked Wanda to see that Nick got his immediately, and that the other be delivered to Mike’s office. 
 The sheriff and K-9 Deputy Chance left the office and strolled toward the Eagle Inn. Royce had the desk-clerk call up to his room. She was told that he would be down in a few minutes and would meet her in the coffee shop. 
 When he arrived, Royce was amazed at the dapper cousin Rick. He had maintained his youthful appearance, and walked with vigor. Dark eyes, brown hair, a tanned face with nice features, and a smile. “I’m Erick Durant, and you’ve been looking for me?” 
 “Yes. About your aunt. Daisy Barnaby.” 
 “I was out of the country, and finally got word that she was missing.” His face was suddenly strained. “Whatever it takes, we’ve got to find her. I can hire some P.I.s to help.” 
 His concern was heartfelt. Royce sensed out the difference, and immediately felt he was trustworthy. “Don’t worry. She’s fine.” 
 “You’ve found her?” 
 “Rick, we have located her. We were trying to get in touch with you. Our first search was for Richard, not Erick. I have some confidential information for you. We’re in the midst of an investigation, so I won’t go too deeply into it. I’m going to take you over to the D.A.s office and let him talk with you. For now, I can say that Daisy is secure, and well.” 
 “The last time I saw her, I thought it might be the end.” His eyes watered. “Sheriff, I love that old gal.” 
 “Timber County loves her, too. And you can call me Royce. I was her student.” 
 “She taught me so much about this area.” His smile was affectionate. “I’m sorry it was difficult for you to get in touch with me. I’m a retired pilot, and now conduct bush tours and do a few private trips. I don’t need the money, but I love the flying. Can I see Daisy?” 
 “Mike Parker is our D.A., and he can make that determination.” 
 “It concerns her care at the Silver Wilderness Center, doesn’t it?” His frown deepened. “I had anxiety about her health. Her face, as she slept, made her look as though she was in agony.” He paused, looking away. “I know she loves Timber, and wouldn’t want to leave. But, I didn’t feel entirely comfortable with her there.” 
 “I’ll confide in you about this much, she was in agony. But she’s better now. They said that you signed the agreement. Did they put any pressure on you to sign?” 
 “Emotional. The said it would be best for her. If left alone she couldn’t manage and would be endangered. Although it was as if I had to sign everything over, so that they would continue to care for her. They assured me there would be some money left. But that meant nothing to me. Cousin Daisy wanted to have the rangeland left without development. And she wanted it to be a reserve for young people to study nature. Naturally, I insisted that only the deed to the house be transferred. They tried to get me to sign the range property deed as well. But I didn’t. I wanted that to be Daisy’s dream.” 
 Royce leaned toward him. “Wait a minute. Daisy owned the range?” 
 “Owns. She still does.” 
 “I think we just got our case against Silver Wilderness strengthened. You didn’t sign for the land. But I saw the paperwork. The signature was the same on both the house deed, and a second deed I thought might be for the lot behind her house. It never occurred to me that she owes all the property. The range.” 
 “Except for the small section that a man named Lawrence Austin owns. The land and its deed belong to Daisy.” Perplexed, he insisted, “I did not sign that deed. In fact, I mentioned to Mr. Zellner that I wasn’t signing her property away. It was not to be sold. If there were additional charges for Cousin Daisy’s care, after the funds from the house being sold, I would pay them.” His fist hit the table. “I didn’t care what costs I might have incurred. I’m wealthy. In addition to making money as a pilot, I’ve invested in the aerospace business, including the technologies, and it’s been very good to me. I would never have allowed Daisy’s dream to be taken from her. Never.” Anger flared as he hit the table again. He took a final sip of his coffee. 
 “Let’s take a walk down to the D.A.’s office,” Royce encouraged. “You can tell them what you told me. Rick, for now we’ve got to place it in their hands. I promise, Miss Daisy is going to have a wilderness reserve.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce sat in on the conference call between Lyn, Mike, and Rick. While encouraged, both Lyn and Mike indicated that it would be tricky. Lyn instructed that it would be best if there was more evidence. Handwriting experts would be need. CBI had certified forensic graphologist. The case could use their assistance. She offered to fly to Crystal when her current court case was settled. She would be staying at her luxury Golden Nugget apartment complex when she arrived. 
 When the phone conference ended, Royce called for an unmarked squad car to take Rick to Gwen and Nadine’s, so that he could see his mother’s cousin, Daisy. Gwen had graciously invited Rick to stay with them a night or two. They had spare bedrooms, and that way both Daisy and Rick could stay out of the public eye. As Lyn had stated, not showing the prosecution’s cards is best for the time being. Rick quickly agreed. 
 Royce sat across from Mike. “You don’t seem to mind sharing the case with Lyn.” 
 Mike’s face flushed. “I’ve got to tell you, I’m new at this. There are so many facets to trying this kind of case. I’m overwhelmed. And I’m very happy that Lyn has agreed to come aboard. She’s prosecuted this type of case. She knows what to look for. I’m grateful to her. In fact, before she left – when I took over as D.A., she worked mentoring me. She taught me a great deal. And she promised to be of help to me whenever I needed help. I have needed help. And she’s helped.” 
 “She’s one powerhouse attorney,” Royce commented about her ex-lover. 
 “A place at the Golden Nugget. She must make big bucks.” Mike commented. “I never knew that was where she stayed. But then I was only here a week or two before she left. Wish I had gotten more time with her.” 
 Royce exhaled loudly. “She’s not paying for it out of her D.A. paycheck. She wouldn’t mind my telling you this. She’s a candy heiress. Evan Cholates. That’s her family’s company.” 
 “Nice. And delicious. So, she’s got digs there, and here. And extremely luxurious. If you treat her right,” Royce laughed, then continued, “she’ll see that you get a box of chocolates very week for life.” 
 “Chocolate is a great incentive. Actually, I’m just thrilled to have her assist. She’s got excellent credentials here in Timber. As I’ve been looking over her past cases, I’ve come to appreciate how excellent she is. I’m a little star struck.” 
 “When it comes to the intricacies of law, she has that shimmer.” 
 “She’s already been emailing me about replevin legal actions to get back personal property wrongfully held by another person. She’s going to have the entire process ready to put down as soon as we begin.” Mike’s usually calm demeanor was becoming enthusiastic. “We’ll have everything ready to be entered. All admissible evidence. When we move with our search warrants, that will include all that’s on their computers, their financials, and each person’s data.” 
 “She likes detail,” Royce recalled. “She will wring out every little transgression. And from here it looks like it just might be a bucket full of crime.” 
 “Defalcation,” Mike offered as he sat straight up, “we’re going to make them account for every dollar spent. How these blanket guardianships came to be. Signatures – see if they’re all fraudulent. Lyn Evan’s knows her lis pendens and fiduciary requirements for a place like the Silver Wilderness Center.” 
 Royce laughed heartily. “And I’m here to keep you busy.” 
 “You’re the one that put me onto this.” His face became starkly saddened. “So many would have simply taken Daisy Barnaby back to them. And walked away.” For a few moments, his words stalled. Then he said, “We walk away from the elderly. Times like these we all need to think about what they’ve done for us. And for the world. And how little we give back. It’s made me think about trying to bring my grandmother to Timber. I don’t want her to end up alone. My parents aren’t negligent people, but they’ve been raising and educating my brother, two sisters, and me. Maybe she can come visit me. She might like it here. Do you think your grandmother would introduce her around?” 
 “Does she play canasta?” 
 “Yes. And poker.” 
 “My Gran would love showing her the senior circuit.” 
 Royce stood, held out her hand and shook his. 
 “Thanks, Sheriff.” 
 “And thank you, Mike.” 
 “Oh, and just for your information, we’re checking the names on that list you sent over. So far, every single one on there has had dealings with Seth Egan in the last twenty years. Never a good outcome. From the few we’ve gotten information on, it seems as though Egan ruined people. Families. People’s hope for a secure tomorrow. I’ll bet the prosecuting attorneys in his criminal case were overjoyed when he pulled time.” 
 Royce thought about the victims. She thought about the perpetrator. She and her deputies were trying to save a much-hated man from freezing, from exposure to a brittle, ice cold death in an early snow storm. 
 It was to be expected that Royce would suspect someone had killed him. He had his detractors. Justified hatred for the man, of course. And the ultimate ending of Seth Egan’s life was a mystery. Either way, he was dead, or destitute, and running from his life as a patient, or miserable in some way. Sometimes, Royce mulled, there was an automatic wisdom within justice.  
 




Chapter 13

          
 
 It had been an unusually busy morning. Royce had gone through the third shift, graveyard, and duty reports that the overnight crew of deputies had generated. Her glance snagged on a police report. After midnight one of the deputies in Crystal pulled over a slightly intoxicated Alec Zellner. 
 Valiant Dude had been speeding. His white Dodge Viper ACR had been rolling at ten miles over the speed limit. He had been released because it was his first offense, and he told the deputy that he was a friend of Royce’s. The deputy had put Royce’s name in quotation marks, indicating Alec used her first name. 
 Royce immediately called the deputy in and asked him about it. Right away, knowing the Sheriff’s policies, he reported that he didn’t let the guy off with just a warning because they were friends. He didn’t seem terribly impaired, and he had a clean license. Royce questioned him. Could it have been drugs, rather than alcohol, or with alcohol? The deputy shrugged. He didn’t think that was the case. 
 As he left, Royce told the deputy that this man was not her friend. Then she said with a humorless, dry denial, “I have no friends when it comes to crime.” Then both deputy and sheriff laughed. 
 She would, however, stop by and visit with her newly found friend. The drive to Silver Wilderness Center was needed. She could only stay tied to her desk for just so long, and then even a trip to see the obnoxious Alec Zellner was a good thing. 
 Royce didn’t wait to be shown in. She assumed he was there, so she walked in. He looked up with a rapid jerk. His weary eyes focused in on her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You can’t just bust in here.” 
 Shrugging, Royce smiled. “Hey, pal. Now that we’re friends, I thought you’d enjoy a visit.” 
 “I don’t. I’m busy.” 
 “Nursing a hangover. Or are you into something stronger?” 
 “I don’t do drugs. In fact, we take drug tests every month. I’ve never failed one.” 
 She sat down opposite him. His consultation jacket was a light blue. He began buttoning it, and his fingers were trembling. “Wrong button. Try starting from the top down or the bottom up. Easier.” 
 “Look, I don’t know where those two crazy old bats are. They are not here. You’re supposed to be searching to find them.” Smug, yet with an air of insecurity, he added, “If you’d stop harassing the brass here at SWC, you might find them. You should be looking for them.” 
 “And you were supposed to be looking after them.” Her hesitation was with purpose. He was getting more nervous. “Give me your best guess. Is Seth still alive?” 
 “To be perfectly blunt, no one believes the rotten asshole is alive.” 
 Royce realized there was little hope of finding Seth Egan alive. No tracks. None. No one had heard from him. “Maybe he is.” 
 Alec’s eyes batted furiously. “He’s dead. Give it up. You’ve got no hint where he is. You’ve scoured the county.” 
 “He hasn’t been found here. And there are no John Does found anywhere in Colorado.” 
 “He couldn’t have got out of the county. But he’s not in great shape.” 
 “If he isn’t alive, I think he was murdered.” She watched his response. Alec’s breathing became shallow when she said the word murdered. “Give me your best guess. Who would murder him?” 
 “I wasn’t the last to see him alive. Larry Austin was there.” Alec removed his spectacles. He waited several moments before returning them to his face. “Check with Larry.” 
 “Larry couldn’t stand him. You couldn’t stand him.” The sheriff watched his reshuffling of papers, and repositioning the items on his desk. “Am I correct? Larry hated him. Certainly, enough to pound him to the ground. And you hated him. So, which one of you killed him?” 
 “If you’re wasting my time by stating the obvious hatred for Seth, I confess. I did hate him. Not as much as Larry hated him. Larry had more of a motive than I did. He ripped Larry off. Did you know that?” 
 Royce smiled. “I did. How did you find out about it?” 
 “The old man told me. Seth was out of his head on drugs. He said he was afraid of Larry because he’d done a little sting on Larry’s savings account. The stocks and bonds that Larry’s father had left him were converted to Seth’s funds. That left Larry with the ranch and a little patch of property where he plays farmer. He hated Seth enough to kill him. But I don’t think he did. We all think Seth is dead of natural causes. Out there alone, lost, and he keeled over. I told you, he wasn’t in good shape. Didn’t take care of himself.” Alec smirked, “And he wasn’t alert enough to take care of himself.” 
 “Anyone getting away with financial fraud for twenty years has got to be a wily coot.” 
 Alec was bright red. Royce gauged from his color that his hangover must be at a throbbing stage. She tipped her Stetson and walked away. She also saw an important glimmer of hatred. Alec did not like the assumption that Seth was smarter than his victims. There had to be a reason for that glimmer. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce had just entered the Sheriff’s Department conference room. Terry diligently worked all day on finding the pod that held the property of Seth Egan. “I hate phone work,” she complained as she hung up the phone. “Have you ever noticed that Sunshine Sam even keeps that cheery crap going even though he’s on his hundredth call?” Leaning back, her chair suddenly tipped. She gave a squeal. 
 Standing directly behind her was Sam. He had been walking past when he heard his name. He tugged at the back of her chair. “Calling me?” He asked with a melody in his voice. 
 “You are a jackal,” Terry seethed. 
 Sam laughed as began to leave. Royce interceded, “You two are like a couple of kids.” 
 “Sorry,” Sam said. “I shouldn’t have touched her chair.” 
 “What’s with you two?” Royce inquired. “One’s sniping, and the other is teasing.” 
 “We can’t stand one another.” Terry scrunched her face up. As he left, she added, “I wonder how the guy gets dates.” 
 Royce offered, “One time I went into the Quartz Club, and he was out on the town with a very adorable woman. She seemed to be very taken with him.” 
 “Maybe she was a working girl.” Terry’s glare hadn’t left the door Sam had exited. 
 “I don’t think he’d date someone he might have to arrest,” Royce bantered. “How about the university students during break. They were all over him. Some women love the comedic happy guys.” 
 “I’m not one of them.” Terry huffed, “We’ve never gotten along. I know, you told me that you and Nick didn’t used to get along when you were young deputies.” Terry picked up the phone. 
 “Why don’t you ask him out? Invite him over for your best cooked meal. At least try to become friends.” 
 “I’m a deputy. I don’t have a best cooked meal. I don’t even have any eatable meals. And he wouldn’t come anyway.” 
 “Why do you say that?” Royce playfully asked as she restacked the reports. 
 “Look how he treats me. Pulled my chair back to scare me.” She slammed down the phone. She huffed. “He actually pulled back my chair. I might have fallen.” 
 “While you were calling him a jackal, he tipped your chair. But he would have caught you if you would have fallen. You know that. We’re all here for one another.” 
 “I do know that. And I do actually respect him. Okay, I shouldn’t call him names. I’ll try to be more civil. If I can stand all that joy to the world stuff.” 
 “Just give one another a chance.” Royce paused. “He may become your permanent partner. You need to have one another’s back. Be protective of each other.”  
 “In the morning I’ll praise Deputy Sunshine’s joyful demeanor.” Her face was broadcasting her displeasure. “I’ll tell him I like him.” She glowered. 
 “There you go! He’ll appreciate that no end.” Royce teased. 
   
 *** 
 
 Definitely putting in extra hours was exhausting Royce. The last phone call of the evening was a frightened Amber Kerr. “Hold on,” Royce cautioned, “slow down. I can’t understand you.” Amber was obviously crying, overwrought and her voice quavered. 
 “Sheriff, I had to go into work this afternoon and it was terrible. They were doing drug inventories. Zellner was being an ass. He screamed at me. I think he knows I talked with you. He threatened to take nightshift away from me. We get paid premium hours when we work nights. That’s going to cut into my paycheck.” 
 “Anything he’s saying isn’t true, Amber. He’s bluffing. I didn’t say anything about you or anyone else. In confidence, I was there this morning. He had been caught speeding. I went there to talk with him about that. I didn’t mention anything other than asking him if he had a drug addiction. He claimed everyone took a drug test, and he always passed. And once before I had questioned the way drugs were dispensed because of Daisy Barnaby. But you were never mentioned. I promise you that. Trust me, Amber, no one mentioned you. Or will mention you. Act naturally, and don’t worry.” 
 The sounds of sniffles began to slow. “I just don’t want to lose my job. I love those people, and they depend on me. I always try to calm them.” 
 “I promise it will be okay.” 
 “He’s always acting out. Saying women are ingrates. Saying women snitch. It’s almost as though if I don’t do as he tells me, he’ll put me on days. I feel trapped.” 
 “Amber, I know it’s difficult for you. In the past have you ever reported him to management?” 
 “Yes. I told Rhonda. I think she tried to explain to him that he can’t treat women like this. But it didn’t do any good. So, I went to Eileen.” 
 “Was she helpful?” 
 “She said when she was younger, just getting started, she always flirted just enough.” 
 “Just enough?” Royce felt enraged. “What did she mean by that?” 
 “She was acting as though she was taking me aside to let me know about how the game is played. She told me that sex is often the admission ticket to keep a job or get a promotion. That’s so convoluted. I mentioned that wasn’t how things are in this generation.” 
 “And her reply was?” 
 Amber’s voice was weak, wispy as she said, “The men in her generation were still running the world. And we had to make allowances for that.” 
 “I’m sorry, Amber. We are working on solving several things, and I can’t right that wrong at this moment. There will be an empowerment revolution. And when we’ve resolved this case, I can assure you, things will change. That is something that we can and will remedy for you. I hope you’ll trust me.” 
 “I do, Sheriff. And you can trust me.” 
 “Amber, have there ever been any patients – patients without families that have run out of funds, and they died sooner than you would have thought?” 
 There was silence. Suddenly with a gush of words, she reported, “Several. But with elderly, it’s difficult to say anything. We’ve always relied on what the doctor has said. But there have been times when I’ve wondered. Some patients have spiraled down quickly.” 
 “We’ll talk about it later. For now, just keep your eyes and ears open. And let me know if Alec bothers you.” 
 When Royce hung up, she realized that the four major players were Dr. Verner, Eileen and Larry Austin, and Alec Zellner. And they were getting antsy. Nervous. They were now probably rushing to use the drug dosages correctly and to keep the books straightened. 
 The executive branch of Silver Wilderness Center noticed that a small-town sheriff was suspicious. And they believed that sheriff to be inept. They counted on that sheriff to miscalculate. 
 They had no idea that one of nation’s toughest prosecutors was lining them up in her site. And the crosshairs were a precarious placed. When Lyn Evans took prosecutorial aim, she never miscalculated. 
  When Royce Madison took aim, if she miscalculated, her second shot was deadly. 
 Royce suddenly chuckled. Alec the womanizer, the chaser, the harasser, didn’t give women any kind of nocturnal shivers of delight. He turned them off. His attempt to bed them by threatening them into submission was a crime. An often it was an unreported crime. What a bozo. 
 The story of womankind needed a revision. Alec’s behavior – twisted motives of sexual harassment, might be the only crime that would take him down, but assuredly Royce planned to make it happen. Cronyism, sexism, and harassing anyone were outdated in Timber County, Colorado. 
 “Come on, Chance, let’s get back to the cabin for some shuteye.” Royce lightly slapped her leg, a sign for Chance to follow her. “I’ll bet you’re getting hungry.”          
 




Chapter 14

         
 
 That morning after the deputy’s meeting was disbursed, Royce decided to drive up the Granite Bluff back road, which was on the other side of the Silver Wilderness Range property. She first stopped off to check the Stony Basin Creek bed. 
 She walked along the edge of the creek. Certainly, if Seth were trying to keep from being tracked, he could easily cross over on the large stones where it could be achieved. And where the bed dried was, he could leap across the trickling stream. 
 Royce wanted to explore every possibility. At times, life presented its own ideas. Something inside would direct Royce to certain areas, or suspects. She and Chance got back into the vehicle. As she drove, she wondered why nothing was making a completed path of events. Were the suspects of Silver Wilderness Center all involved? 
 Finding that the rangeland belonged to Daisy was an additional reason any of the Center’s executives would want her silenced. Rick Durant had only signed one deed. Secondly, Lyn had called that morning to tell Royce that they had a big break. Although the Center had immediately tried to sell the home, they had not sold the property. And it was no longer available for sale. Had they been worried the signature would be challenged? 
 As for any attempt to sell the rangeland, the land had never been for sale. According to D.A. Mark Parker, one of the people interested in purchasing the home asked about the adjoining property. Larry Austin had relayed the plans of the Center. They would not be liquidating that property. The client had recalled it because of Austin’s enthusiasm. It would be used as a retirement development for people over fifty. Patio homes, a small nine-hole golf course, pool, club house, and all the amenities tucked perfectly into that area. 
 Lyn stated that had violated the agreement about the land not going up for sale. It was a legal ‘gotcha’, she had said. According to the habendum clause, the part of the deed that describes ownership rights being transferred was corrupted. It was a violation of the contract. 
  Royce’s concerns about the case were eased. Lyn warned that they weren’t ready to charge in yet. It was important to line the ducks up with military perfection. The roundup need some fine-tuning. 
   
 *** 
 
 With thoughts churning, Royce drove slowly. Suddenly, her radio blared and emergency alarm. A body had been found. The dispatcher gave the directions. Luckily Royce was on the way to location. The body was found beneath the sheer ledge of the Wilderness area. Nick got on his radio. “We’re on it.” 
 “I’m nearby, I was on my way out to the area,” Royce said as she sped up. “Seth Egan?” the sheriff questioned. 
 The dispatcher corrected, “It wasn’t Seth. A woman found the body. She just called in. She identified him as the administrator of the Center.” 
 “What?” both Royce and Nick incredulously exclaimed. 
 “This woman said that she was hiking and found the body of Alec Zellner.” 
 Royce hit her siren and lit up her light bar. As she turned onto the dirt road, she drove quickly until the road evaporated into grasslands. She carefully crossed the bumpy field. She saw Doctor Melvin Verner and a young woman standing over the body. 
 As Royce exited her vehicle, she saw Verner kneel down over Zellner’s crumpled and bloody body. Verner looked up at her. “This woman found him, Sally…” 
 “Price,” the woman added. “I was beginning my morning run. I thought someone had lost their backpack. So, I ran over to get a closer look. I saw the bike was all wrecked. As I approached, I saw his body. I didn’t touch anything. I called the Center. I knew they had a medical staff. And I recognized him. I knew he worked there. I’d seen him when I’d visited my friend’s grandmother.” 
 “We’re going to want to talk with you. To get your statement. Can I ask you both to stand back?” Royce instructed. A squad car was arriving. The sheriff motioned to put the crime tape up. Dr. Verner still hadn’t moved. “Verner, we need to you move.” 
 “Damn it, I’m a doctor,” he yelled. 
 “You aren’t the Medical Examiner. So, get behind the tape.” 
 “Sheriff, he’s my colleague.” 
 Royce pointed behind him. “We’ve got vehicles coming, and I don’t want anyone getting in their way. And we’ll want to take your statement.” 
 He glared at her, then walked slowly back to where the deputy was winding the yellow tape. 
 Continuing to study the body, and the blood impact splatter, Royce cautiously took a visual study. Looping around, she saw a pattern that bothered her. 
 When the coroner arrived, he began shooting photos. Royce approached him. “Dr. Verner was near him, so the scene has been compromised.” 
 “Looks pretty self-evident,” M.E. Ben Prichard stated in his calm deep voice. “The guy went off of the path. Bike slid, and he fell down the cliff.” 
 “I don’t think that was all there was to it,” Royce commented. “His face looks as if it has been struck several times by a bat.” She leaned over the shoulder of the medical examiner. “See, the blood spray going in different directions from the wounds.” 
 “Could be, Sheriff.” Carefully staring, Ben agreed. “Yes. I see. It looks suspicious. Could have been the fall as the body bounced against the sheer. But your theory also looks plausible.” 
 “Until we prove otherwise, we need to keep the site as fresh as possible.” 
 Nick arrived, and came immediately to Royce’s side. “I’ll have a deputy get the reports started. Zellner was a speed freak.” 
 “Nick, it’s a homicide.” 
 “Someone threw him off?” Nick was perplexed. 
 “I think so. I’m going to take that little path up to the trail.” 
 “Be careful, Sheriff.” 
 Royce hiked up the path, and when she reached the top, she went directly to the place where Alec’s bike went off the trail. As she spotted the tire marks, she saw a skid area deepening the mark. At the side along the narrow trail, she saw a sturdy bush with a stump protruding. She knelt to look at it. There had been a rope around it. It left a mark – a rope burn. She looked carefully across the trail. She could see indentations where a rope drug across the path. The sheriff followed the markings to behind thick brush. 
 Someone had rigged a rope from the tree stump across the trail. A murderer had lain in wait for Alec to bike past by the trap. The rope was pulled as the bike began to go over it. The bike skidded slightly, then toppled down the rock sheer. 
 Royce radioed to Nick. “It’s a homicide. Have the investigative team come up here and get it taped and photographed. I’m on my way down.” 
 When Royce got back to the body, she examined it again. She explained her theory to Nick. “Someone battered him with a bat, a club – maybe a tree limb after he fell. Whatever it was, it’s gone now. And there was definitely a rope around the base of that bush. A rope burn was left. There had been pressure against the bark. Both an instrument that struck Alec, and the rope are missing.” 
 Royce motioned to where Chance was sitting directly beside vehicle. “Here, Chance. Track.” Chance approached the body. She sniffed, and her head turned. “Trace, Chance!” 
 Chance glanced around again, then took off out into the field. Royce jogged after the German shepherd. When Chance stopped, Royce rushed to where her K-9 Deputy was pointing. She had carefully moved in a circular route, avoiding the exact trail that the dog had run. The direct route might have destroyed any shoe or boot prints the murderer left. 
 At the point where Chance was standing, beneath her was a recently dug mound. She alerted. Royce called for the investigation team to get photos prior to their uncovering the area. As well as shoe print impressions. Royce already was certain that beneath the dirt, they would find a rope and a club. As the digging began, a scent of medicine, perhaps Clorox, and other chemicals, lifted. Royce hoped there would be trace DNA on the items. But she worried if it had been entirely denigrated by the chemicals. 
 Within fifteen minutes of careful digging, a twenty-foot rope, along with what appeared to be an approximately fifteen-inch broken limb, and a cleaner’s bottle of Clorox, were found. 
 Nick stood next to Royce as the murder weapons were retrieved. They were bagged for evidence. Nick turned away. “Royce, the guy was probably dead when he landed. Doc Prichard said he had a broken neck. The limb or club beating was over-kill. Or someone wanting to make sure there was no way Zeller did survive the fall. Either way, they guy is dead.” 
 Royce speculated, “Maybe the body twitched, and that made the murderer nervous. Alec was hammered hard. Could have been a revenge homicide. So, it could be wanting to make certain the job was done, or the brutalization was pay back.” 
 As the team placed the bagged body into the M.E.’s van, Royce and Nick walked back to the crowd. Nick reported as they disburse. “We’ve got all the information and the first two witnesses on the scene.” 
 “Who have you got on the roster that wouldn’t mind guarding this area until we see if there’s anything else that needs to be processed?” Royce asked her undersheriff. 
 Nick hadn’t wanted to laugh while there were a few looky-loos on site. He turned to a different direction, and sputtered, “You’re asking for the laziest deputy.” 
 “Yep. You make the call.” 
 Nick radioed for one of the deputies to stand guard, then he followed Royce and Chance to her vehicle. Royce poured water for Chance, then leaned back against the fender. She said, “Alec Zellner wasn’t the most likeable guy in the world, but I wouldn’t say he was a candidate for murder.” 
 After a murder, Royce realized that many enforcers felt that it cast a haze over the soul. She knew Nick’s sensitivity called for his jocularity to kick in. Homicide was an out-of-control conveyer belt speeding through a thin line between revulsion, and sympathy. 
 True to fashion, Nick joked, “We had four fraud suspects. Looks like this one will definitely be arrested without incident.” 
 Royce reached to take his arm. “This is never easy to see. Even if it’s the body of a fairly bad guy.” 
  Nick commented, “I’d have put the Austins up there first. We don’t know how involved Verner was. But why would they take out Zellner?” 
 “Apparently Eileen ordered the Center to do a major investigation concerning missing drugs. If she didn’t find something, the regulators certainly would. Not wanting that to draw attention to their land grab scheme, any one of the three remaining executives might have wanted him murdered. They might have feared he would talk. Make a deal.” 
 Nick folded his arms. “Hell, he had a very reckless personality.” Nick frowned. “Maybe it was one of his many girlfriends. A jealousy thing.” 
  “That would make one of our informants a suspect. Amber Kerr, the nurse, accused him of harassing her.” 
 “Or her parents could have taken Zellner out. God help anyone who ever tries to mess with my kids.” 
 Royce considered, she knew that feeling. She was now invested in loving two children. And being protective of Antero and Vannie. “I’m going to see if I can talk with someone at the Center.” 
 “I’ll meet you back at the office. I’m going to drive home for lunch. When I see a homicide, I just want to hug my wife and kids.” 
 Opening the car door, Royce pointed inside, and Chance jumped into the passenger seat. “Great job, Chance.” Royce crawled in, and then reached over and gave Chance a hug. 
 As Nick drove by her, he lowered his window. “Which suspect do you want me to interrogate?” 
 “I’ll go to the Center. Tackle Eileen Austin. She isn’t high on my list. She couldn’t get up the trail in her heels. And then I’ll talk with Dr. Verner. I don’t see him chasing through the trails either.” 
 “So, you’re giving me the one most likely. Larry Austin.” 
 “He’s more the woodsy type than the others. Plus, he’s got animosity against women. But I think they probably colluded.” 
 Nick chuckled. “I won’t mention to Larry that I’m a woman’s rights advocate.” 
 Royce grinned. “Good plan.” 
 “At least we got one suspect off the list. He toppled over the ledge.” 
 “Valiant Dude!” Royce shared, “I told him to slow down when I saw he was biking recklessly.” 
 “Sheriff, he just didn’t have his listening ears on,” Nick chided. 
 As Royce drove away, along the dirt road, she felt a sickness. She didn’t want to spend an afternoon talking with the mourning Eileen Austin or Melvin Verner. She forecasted Eileen would be displaying her acting skills. Melvin would be going for a stoical sorrow. 
 And the suspect list was dwindling. Now it was the Holy Trinity of the Silver Wilderness Center’s higher echelon. And a nurse named Amber. 
   
 *** 
 
 Dr. Melvin Verner was in surgery. Emergency surgery, Royce was told. And he wasn’t expected to return to his office for several hours. The Austins were at a friend’s home, and couldn’t be located. They were in mourning. 
 The sheriff decided that she would call Amber, but that was also to no avail. No answer. Royce telephoned the nurse’s home, and her mother said that Amber had a day off. She was shopping at the Crystal Mall. Then, her mother reported, she was going to take in a movie. When Royce said that she’d attempted to call her, her mother said that she would have turned her phone off while in the theater. 
 Returning to her office, Royce admitted that she didn’t want to talk with any of the suspects, so it was fine with her. When Nick called to say he’d struck out, she echoed his words about the Austins being at a friend’s home. Nick then pried, “Do you know anything about Terry and Sam?” 
 “They’re on duty. I’ve only got down that they checked out to see if they could come up with anything more on the pods, or on Seth’s victims list.” 
 “They were going to have lunch together. On the way out to pod search.” 
 “So?” Royce questioned. 
 Their radios were filled with static for a moment. Then Nick repeated, “Terry asked Sam out on a date.” 
 “A date?” Her voice became louder with amazement. “You said a date?” 
 “Yep. Those two. Surprised me, too. But she asked him out to dinner. Sam told me he was shocked.” 
 “I think Terry just wants to improve their working relationship.” 
 “Why call it a date?” Nick was puzzled. 
 “Oh my gosh,” Royce exclaimed. “I mentioned to Terry that maybe if they went out for a beer or a dinner, or something, it might break down the barriers.” 
 Nick was giggling. “One of those little breaking down barriers dates.” 
 “Nick, they need to work together. She’s not interested.” 
 “Before she asked him out, he wasn’t interested.” 
 Royce buried her head in her hands. “I need to catch a call.” When she hung up, the sheriff felt a panic. A date. 
 The morning murder scene wasn’t the worst part of the day after all.  
 




Chapter 15

         
 
 The morning chill was warmed with a breakfast of ham and eggs. There was also a side of butter slathered biscuits. Gran’s Gold Rush Buttermilk Biscuits were always a welcomed treat. After eating, Royce took her coffee to Gran’s enclosed porch. She sat on the wooden swing. Chance was at her feet. 
 During breakfast, Gran couldn’t stop praising Chance for finding the murder weapons. Chance was always aware of when she’d done something praise-worthy. She seemed grateful each time praise came her way. 
 When she was a pup, Chance not been praised. The smart and sensitive shepherd had been aware that she was being scolded and teased when she was taking her K-9 training. The trainer mocked her, and called her ‘not a chance’. She was also called flunky. 
 Nick brought the young dog to Royce. With love and kind training, Chance was turned into one of the best K-9s in Colorado. She’d helped with major cases. When she was praised, Chance acted as if the kudos meant the world to her. She knew the Sheriff’s moods, and often soothed Royce, just by being there. 
 Chance sensed that Royce was in need of quiet. Nothing should interrupt her thought. 
 Royce’s mind was considering the possibilities of the crime. If Eileen and Verner had suspected Alec of drugs, it would only make sense that they would bring Larry into the mix. If he wasn’t already a strong partner in the killing. Easily, Eileen could have enticed her husband to kill. At one time, he had paid the bills and encouraged her in her financial endeavors. She had wanted him to make her a country singing star. They both settled for the Colorado homestead. Finally, their dream of wealth, and owning the homes and property of elderly patients as they died off. 
 Larry would have been able to put that tripping setup together. Tie the rope around a tree stump along the sheer side of the trail. Allow it to be hidden under the trails gravel. Stand behind bushes with the other end of the rope. Hide, and wait. Trip the bike, and watch as Alec’s body careened down the rocky sheer. Larry would know how to make a small club out of a limb. He would cover his trail. He would know how. And he would have been capable of the crime. 
  They all knew Alec biked mornings. None of them cared about Alec. Had Alec known about bilking the senior’s land, and been a part of it? He put some of the deals together. Or was he innocent about the conspiracy to defraud? He figured it out, and confronted whichever of the three that were in on the fraud. Had his being greedy and demanding money made him a threat to the deal? His lavish lifestyle took huge amounts of money. Was he blackmailing them, and they wanted Alec quieted? 
 And what was the doctor’s role in it? Was he implicated in Alec’s death? He could easily be complicit. Royce had heard that he charged a sizable fee each time he looked in on a patient. Overcharged, according to one report. He had in the past been accused of Medicare fraud. 
 Although he was on-scene immediately after the murder was discovered, he had an alibi. He was in surgery, and left surgery to rush to where the body was discovered. He hadn’t committed the homicide. 
 Eileen seemed to be the lynchpin working the fraud. She was aware of the players and the victims. And she kept tabs on the Center’s charges, as well as the arrangement to trade off the homes for a free room in the Center. She would not have likely been in control of the doctor’s charges, but she would have known about them. 
 No one liked Alec. The Center’s staff tolerated him. The owners tolerated him. Did he add enough to the plot of stealing other people’s life savings? Were the payments of his bonuses blackmail? Or perhaps he was good at selling the scheme to seniors. That implicated him. The perp could be any one of the disgruntled staff members. The perp could as easily have been a harassed woman, or a jealous intern. The former paramedic had been quickly promoted to director. And perhaps it was the X-unknown killer. A jealous woman. Someone he angered. Or a patient. A patient’s family that saw their inheritance siphoned away. Royce would broaden the investigation. 
 Royce’s phone rang. Ben Prichard had just received the email containing news about the DNA. Not to her surprise, the trace DNA evidence had been compromised. The rope and club had been soaked. Royce was however, amazed that Chance had still found the items. She guessed that the German shepherd had tracked from the shoe/boot trail scent. 
 They had a plaster cast and photos of the footprints, and they would be checking that. Royce was disappointed. She’d hoped for one good speck of DNA. One less ingredient to the solution of the murderer. 
   
 *** 
 
 Driving toward the Silver Wilderness Center, Royce continued wondering if they would ever figure out the scheme of it all. She turned onto the driveway, then saw Larry Austin’s pickup truck parked back by the corral. 
 On an off chance that he would be as blabber mouthed as he had been on her last visit, she parked beside his truck and saw him coming out to the house. Chance followed after Royce. When Royce stopped, Chance hunched down to sit beside her. 
 Larry glared. “Sheriff, we got the news about poor Alec’s accident.” 
 “You must not have received all the news. It wasn’t an accident.” 
 He leaned back against the fencepost. “The hell, you say.” 
 “We’re treating it as a homicide.” 
 “Sounds like an accident to me. The guy rode off the trail and down the sheer.” He scratched his scraggly beard. 
 “Whoever helped him go off the road knew it was steep. An almost vertical descent. The fall would most certainly kill him. A trap was set.” 
 Royce studied Larry’s face. She wondered if he was showing shock because he just realized Alec’s death was a homicide, or he was shocked that the sheriff was aware that it was a murder case. 
 His whiskered face appeared more sunken than before. His mouth wobbled. “Nobody here wouldda killed him.” 
 “You wouldn’t have?” 
 “Naw. If I was gonna kill anyone, it’a been that sonofabitch Seth.” 
 “Maybe you killed them both.” 
 “I never killed either one of them.” His eyes shifted as he appeared to be sorting his story. 
 “Was it the doctor?” 
 “He didn’t take to Alec, but he wouldn’t kill anyone.” 
 “You wife?” 
 Larry took a step toward Royce. His hands balled into fists. Chance stood at attention. “You have no right to say anything about my wife. She works her ass off takin’ care of those old folks. She’s a saint. We got awards for giving topnotch geriatric care!” 
 “I don’t need an infomercial from you. Just tell me who you think did murdered Alec?” 
 “We’re broken up about it. We didn’t harm him. Alec was a playboy so he could a made one of his little cowgirls mad. Maybe he pissed off that cute nurse, Amber. I heard her screaming at him. I thought she was going to clock him.” 
 “For what? What was she screaming?” 
 “She wanted him to leave her alone. Probably a lover’s spat. He never wouldda done more ‘en play her. He was a lady’s man.” 
 “Larry, let me know if you hear of anyone else that might want him dead. I’m going to arrest someone for Alec’s murder.” She started to return to her vehicle, then she rapidly turned. “And if we find Seth’s body, I’ll be arresting that killer, too.” 
 “I killed no one,” Larry yelled. 
 “I’ll find out if you did,” loudly spoke over her shoulder. “Someone killed him. Someone hated him and killed him.” 
 “Now you see here,” Larry followed after her. “It wasn’t nobody at the Center. I can swear to that. And I didn’t kill him. And I didn’t hate him. I hated Seth Egan, with reason.” 
 Royce returned to her vehicle. Chance could sense her anger. Normally, the shepherd sat patiently by the outside of the vehicle. The sheriff was glad that Chance was with her. Her attack stance was impressive. Larry kept his eyes on her throughout the conversation. 
 Crawling into the SUV, Royce uttered, “Glad you were with me, Chance. Larry has a healthy respect for you. Let’s go over to the Center. You have yourself a rest. Then you can intimidate the wadding out of the other suspects.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce entered the Silver Wilderness Center. She walked by the main desk, toward the ward where Daisy had been kept. She watched everything. The staff was going about their business, and everything looked normal. Aides assisted patients with walkers. Families pushed wheelchairs that carried their loved ones. All normal, Royce considered. She glanced in a few rooms where patients were occupying their time watching TV, or doing puzzles. 
 The feel was more like when she visited Gran’s friend, Bonnie Laird. Royce, nor Gran, questioned that Bonnie was getting good care. When Royce entered after Daisy had escaped, it was different. It had a different feel to it when Bonnie was there. 
 But today, it was again different. The employees were feigning cheer and delight. It was as if the facility was scrubbed clean, organized, and wearing a Sunday dress, with a ribbon in its hair. The bow was just so. It somehow seemed staged. When she’d been there before, Royce had walked through the halls, and there was a dismal pall throughout the place. It seemed vacant. 
 She found her way back to the office of Director Alec Zellner. She almost expected for Eileen to be there. And she was. “Eileen, I thought I’d find you here.” 
 “I’m gathering Alec’s personal belongings.” She shut the computer down. 
 “Alec’s death is now a murder case. That rather switches the narrative. But then I think you’ve been told that. I just had a chat with your husband, and I saw him reach for his phone when I left. I guessed that you’d be in Alec’s office.” She paused. 
 “Yes. I’m not rummaging around, just collecting his private belongings.” 
 “Has the D.A.s office contacted you about wanting to see his belongings?” 
 “They just a moment ago mentioned it.” 
 “I know, because I was in contact with the D.A. before he called you. Well, I’m thinking they’ve already got the search warrant. So, I’ll just sit here and wait for their investigators to arrive. Maybe the D.A will want to take a peek first before you rummage.” 
 Pulling out her phone, Royce called Mike’s office. “Mike, do you have the warrant for Alec’s office yet?” Royce watched while she waited. Eileen’s face was becoming more blanched as she sat in the chair opposite the desk. 
 “We do have confidential files!” Eileen’s voice was breaking up, yet she attempted to speak with authority. 
 “I’m sure you do. And they’ll stay confidential. You can take that to the bank.” 
 “You’re acting as though you think I killed Alec. For God sakes! We worked together. I certainly wouldn’t harm him. Or anyone.” 
 “I don’t know who killed him. I believe that some light will be shed on the crime when we find out more. Like what’s on his computer. And why you’re so interested in it.” 
 “I told you. Our patient’s privacy is of utmost concern to us.” She clamped her hands around the side of the computer. 
 “My utmost concern is to take a murderer off the streets. Who do you think killed Alec? And do you have any thoughts on why he was murdered?” 
 “I have no idea. I was under the assumption that it was an accident.” 
 “Can you give me a list of his enemies? I’m aware he didn’t like Seth.” 
 “Seth would intrude on Alec constantly. All of us. Break in when we were working. He would bluster and at times need to be put in restraints. Look, when you came here looking for Seth, I told you that someone like Seth has all kinds of enemies. I told you that. Alec may not have been liked, but there was not hatred against him. That I was aware of, anyway. He’s had little spats with many of the staff members, and a few of the patients and families. That’s standard.” She hesitated, her eyes blinked rapidly. “I’m sure many would have liked to punch him. But not kill him.” 
 “One more question. Anyone in his personal life that might have liked to kill him?” 
 “He had a complicated private life. He never dated a woman more than a couple of times. Trust issues. But most of his women friends knew he was only interested in a good time.” 
 “Did Dr. Verner get along with Alec?” 
 “The doctor is only here a few afternoons a week. They had very little interaction. I think the doctor considered him shallow. They weren’t friends, but they were cordial.” 
 “And you – were you cordial, friendly, or tight knit confidants?” 
 “We ran a business together. As administer, I was in charge of him. He was the director. In-house director. We do have a board of directors.” Eileen appeared jittery. Her scowl intensified. “Alec and I didn’t fight.” 
 “Before I leave I’d like a board of directors list.” Noticing Eileen’s nervous twitching, Royce asked, “You would have no reason to want him dead?” 
 “None whatsoever.” She stood as D.A Mike Parker entered. 
 He handed an envelope to Eileen. His assistant, a young woman, followed with empty boxes. 
 After introductions, Royce watched as they went through the desk, and a small walnut file in the corner. Eileen reached into one of the cardboard boxes and pulled out a file. “Yes, this is the list of Silver Wilderness Center’s Board of Directors that you wanted.” She handed it to Royce. 
 “Thank you,” Royce said as she took the file. Eileen’s eyes were malicious and threatening. That kind of emotion, Royce thought, would have been great for the administrator’s previous singing career. Undoubtedly, Eileen was probably wondering why she left her unsuccessful and trashy life of a down and out country and western singer. The sheriff pondered why she had used the derogatory thought of trashy. If not trashy, why would she have left with someone like Larry? 
 Eileen sneered. “Don’t bother thanking me. You barge in here with accusations and little more.” 
 “A little more. A warrant to search.” While the D.A. and his assistant continued to search, Royce and Eileen glared at one another. The sheriff leaned near to the shocked Eileen. “When this is brought down, we’re going to throw it all at you. And anyone else colluding in this.” 
 When Mike and his assistant had loaded two boxes, Mike shrugged. He carefully placed the computer in the side of one of the boxes. Then he, his assistant, and Royce left. 
 By the time he reached the car, Mike shook his head. “We were on our way. That’s why we got here so soon.” 
 “I thought you were doing your Batman impression,” Royce joked. 
 “We leave that for the strong arm of the law. The Sheriff’s Office does the heavy lifting,” he teased. When she began to laugh because they were carrying the boxes, Mike instructed, “Justine, the Sheriff just offered to carry your heavy load.” 
 Grinning, Royce said, “I will be glad to open the car doors for you.” 
 “By the way, Sheriff, great observations on the murder scene.” He stuck the carton in the backseat of his car. 
 “We are going to clean up the Silver Wilderness Center. And find the murderer,” Royce sounded optimistic. 
 “Just stay away from ledges and cliffs, Sheriff.” Their eyes met. “I’m serious. Someone devised a plan to make it look as if it was an accident. Whoever it was might have gotten away with it.” 
 Royce gazed away. “Now if only we knew the person. And could apprehend the perp, that person wouldn’t have gotten away with it.” 
 Mike was silent a moment. “However, as of now, there is a killer on the loose.” 
 




Chapter 16

         
 
 That morning, the young nurse seemed upset when Royce knocked on her door. “Sheriff, you said you’d be careful about talking with me. I don’t want to get in trouble.” 
 “Amber, we’re interviewing all of the Silver Wilderness staff. Everyone. May I come in and talk with you?’ 
 She opened the screen door and led Royce to the kitchen table. Royce was seated. “I have nightmares about losing my job. Sheriff, Crystal Hospital has a list of nurses and healthcare workers that want to work there. The Center has a list just as long. I need to be here in Timber. It’s my home. I’ve got to help my family.” 
 “I understand that. But events have changed. There’s been a murder. The first question is about your dealings with Alec. I know that he made it uncomfortable for you. Harassment. Also, I need to know if you’ve recently walked the Wilderness trail where the murder occurred.” 
 “I’ve been there. It’s not far from the Center, so I’ve hiked during my noon hour. A couple times during the morning hours.” Her shoulders sagged as she plunged down on the chair’s seat. “Most of us were on the trail at one time or another.” 
 “Were you aware that Alec biked that trail in the mornings?” 
 “Everyone knew that. He bragged about his expensive bike. How much money he paid for it. We all knew he rode mornings. He made a big production out of it.” 
 Royce carefully logged answers into her small notebook. “His harassment of you, did you officially report it?” 
 “I told my supervisor, Rhonda. She said she’d mention it to Mrs. Austin. But she warned me that Alec and Mrs. Austin would stick together. Rhonda stayed nearby whenever Alec was on the ward.” 
 “Could you tell me what he did to make you concerned?” 
 “He’d act goofy. When he knew he was in my sight, he would lean next to the poles; you know the posts near the nurse’s station. He would hug them, stick his tongue out and…” her voice trembled, and then faded. 
 “It’s okay; I just need an idea what he did.” 
 “He would act like he was rubbing up against the pole. Copulating. Then he would point to me, and then himself. Once when I went to get fresh sheets, he followed me into the linen room. He tried to pin me against the wall. He was muscular. But I fought my way out. I threatened to scream. Then I heard voices, and he left. I felt so dirty. I still feel his body gyrating against me.” Disgust and anger spread across her face. “I did nothing to encourage him. Nothing.” 
 The tears in Amber’s eyes began to overflow. She grabbed a napkin and pressed it to her eyes. Royce walked to Amber. She knelt as she took Amber’s hand. “I’m sorry you had to go through this. It isn’t fair. I hope you’ll get some help. There are support groups.” 
 “Many people don’t believe it happens. Or they think that the woman is doing something to invite it happen. Like flirting. I wasn’t. And then when you report it, everyone wants to brush it away as if it never happened. When Rhonda told Mrs. Austin, Eileen said that I’d probably got the wrong idea. I was exaggerating. She said there’s a difference between being asked on a date and being raped.” Tears were rolling down her face. “But it feels as if he raped me. Rhonda knew that I’d turned him down. And she knew what happened. She did report it. But I guess I’d have to be raped to have anyone acknowledge it. Or quietly live with it.” 
 “Unfortunately,” Royce said as she squeezed the young woman’s hand. “Unfortunately, even if a woman is raped, she has to go through the same battery of questions. And put up with the same ugly game.” Royce stood. She knew Amber had been violated in some way. The young woman was trembling. Did she kill Alec? Royce felt strongly that Amber was not the vigilante type. “Alec will never bother you again. But remember, there are more just like him. We recommend screaming, if possible. It often helps. Report it. And in situations like this, all women need to stick together. If you see it happening to someone else, stay near. We’ve all got to help one another.” 
 “Thanks, Sheriff.” 
 Royce walked to the door, then turned. “Please go to someone you trust. Talk with them. A very special woman, the veterinarian, Hertha, has encountered an evil man. He had stalked her, and he kidnapped her, or tried to. She told me that she felt a terrible helplessness. And she talked about that pain of feeling dirty. I’m certain she’d be glad to talk with you. She will tell you that it gets better, Amber.” 
 When Royce left, she felt exhausted. She recalled the day, over fifteen years ago, when she nearly lost Hertha to a crazed serial killer. For several moments, Royce’s heart felt as if it had been smashed. Her chest felt heated. Her breathing intensified. Women should never need to endure these things. 
   
 *** 
 
 Nick had interviewed several of Wilderness Center’s staff members. When Royce stopped by the Crystal Sheriff’s Office that noon, they compared notes. After the sheriff relayed the conversation she’d had with Amber, Nick slapped the desktop. “Damn, Royce, I hate that term harassing. It is sexual assault. Women are intimidated and taken advantage of. I think of harassing someone as being like bothering them. When they put hands on, or do what Alec did, that is sexual assault.” 
 “Did you get any women to talk about their treatment at the center? The nurses, aides, and helpers,” Royce questioned. 
 “Nope. They didn’t confide in me. They’d say things like they didn’t care much for him. One woman called him a creep. I can’t help thinking they were being intimidated. Maybe they didn’t trust me. You might give it a try. You’re more sympathetic than I am.” 
 Royce grinned, “If we’re going to make a personality contest out of it, we should be sending Sam inside.” 
 Nick bolted forward, “That is not a bad idea!” 
 “I’m betting he’d get answers. It’s worth a try.” 
 “Royce, as to how any of the execs treated patients, reports went from okay to sometimes rough. At times Alec was angry at them.” Nick closed his eyes and covered them with his hand. “My dad said that they were fine with him. But as you mentioned, no one was going to mess with the undersheriff’s father.” 
 “And that may leave others. Alec and Larry were probably the worst of the worst.” Royce shook her head. “I’m sure that there were abuses. But the D.A. is sending an investigator to question some of the patients. Alec and Larry took Seth down. They bloodied him. But many have said that Seth was violent. I know that we have to take violent people down, too. We try not to harm them. It’s a thin line between keeping everyone safe - them and us.” 
 “I’ve had a bunch of bruises over the years. And you’ve taken a bullet.” 
 Royce placed her Stetson on her head. “Let’s be careful out there, Nick. And please remind your deputies to keep a good defense - always.” 
 She and Chance walked slowly to the car. She felt that the events of missing persons, and a murder left so many unanswered questions. They were swirling in her brain. Many more questions than answers. 
   
 *** 
 
 Veterinarian Carrie was examining Melo, the black Cocker spaniel. She looked up and smiled. “Ear infection,” she diagnosed. She said to the owner, “A drop or two, twice a day, and it will be fine in a few weeks.” 
 “Is Hertha here?” Royce asked. 
 “She’s in the surgery. Just knock and let her know you’re entering.” 
 Royce tapped lightly on the door. “Come on in, Royce,” Hertha called to her. 
 “I hate to bother you, but I spoke with Amber Kerr, one of the nurses at Silver Wilderness.” Her voice stalled. So many times she’d entered the surgery, and was in awe of the concern and love with which Hertha treated animals. “She was sexually harassed by the man that was murdered.” 
 Hertha put down her scalpel. “Good thing I’m only starting with the operation.” Her brow furrowed. “Why are you telling me this? Do you think she killed him?” 
 “I’m not sure. I don’t think so. I’m telling you because she needs to talk with someone about being harassed. I thought of you.” 
 “I’ll be glad to talk with her.” Hertha looked away. “Sometimes I forget that day. Those weeks of being stalked. But I never completely forget it. It’s always with me.” 
 “But you get through it. I just hoped you’d share your courage with Amber. So that she can get through it. Or at least know she isn’t alone.” 
 “I’ll try, Royce. It’s been so long ago. But however I can comfort her, I want to help.” 
 “Thanks, Hertha. How are the kids?” 
 “Fine. They miss you.” 
 “I miss them. How is Antero’s arm?” 
 “Healing. Royce, I’m sorry that I blamed you for Antero falling. I’m confused, and frustrated.” 
 “So am I. But right now I haven’t time to try to wade through problems. This case is constantly on my mind.” Royce’s head lowered. “You know how I am when folks are endangered, and we have a killer on the loose. I apologize, I’ve always behaved like this – completely involved with my work.” 
 “I hear that your ex is coming to town.” 
 “Lyn, yes. She is going to lend her expertise to the case we’re working on. She put together a brilliant prosecution of a similar trial. It was an elder abuse case. She’ll probably only be here a couple days. Enough to help D.A. Mike Parker with the complexities.” 
 “You both enjoyed one another’s company.” Hertha’s eyes began to flood. “I thought she was foolish for leaving town.” 
 “She likes the ‘hot topic’ trials. And she’s great at what she does. I understood from the beginning that it was temporary. Timber County was a stepping stone.” 
 “She might have made you happy.” 
 Royce swallowed away her answer. Lyn had made Royce happy. “Maybe I’m meant to be single,” Royce confessed. 
 “I hope not. Above all, I do want you to be happy.” 
 “I’ll give Amber your telephone number. And thanks again for helping.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Returning to the Sheriff’s Department, Royce was sullen about the lack of direction that was happening with the Alec Zellner murder case. There had been painstaking forensics done at the crime scene of the death. Nothing in the way of trace DNA. Fingerprints on the bike belonged only to Alec. Footprint showed only to be boots, large, but indeterminant because of the stony earth. Royce felt betrayed by the technology that sometimes helps solve crime. Why not this one? 
 She never enjoyed the nuances of drama, that one big break that provided evidence. But she admitted, it would be nice to have some proof positive that the crime was solvable. 
 The perpetrator of the murder assumed that it would be classified an accident. That might have been the redeeming grace. However, the killer sanitized the rope and club, and tidied up the scene. It was a well-executed cleanup. The murderer knew how to think beyond. Into the future. 
 At least things were going nicely with the case being built about defrauding the elderly. Yet the difficulty was, who might have been implicated. If it were the trinity of Austins and Dr. Verner – were they all culpable? Would they blame Alec for the majority of it? Royce hoped his computer would tell all. 
 And where the heck was Seth Eagan? Was a snowstorm threatening to freeze his body? Had he fallen, and would he remain undiscovered until Spring? Had he hitchhiked to Denver? 
 Royce scratched Chance’s neck. She hoped that Deputy Chance was not seeing Royce’s dour grimness. She hoped to portray toughness. The kind of confidence that a sheriff should have. The kind her father had. 
 Answering the phone call with absolutely no vibrato, Royce smiled. “So how is the finest D.A. in the land?” 
 Lyn laughed. “I’m probably only second finest. Our team is not finding the password we need for entry into Alec Zellner’s computer.” 
 “Your tech team has worked magic on every code you’ve ever needed.” Royce was bewildered. “What’s wrong?” 
 “We underestimated Alec. He was some kind of tech whiz. He’s got this wild setup. We need to be very careful. He has created a self-destructing program alarm. If we screw it up, we’ll lose the computer’s entire contents. Every file in the whole damned thing is going to blow. It will erase it totally. And we’ll end up with nothing.” 
 “I didn’t need to hear that this afternoon,” Royce grimaced. “Listen, I’ve got a deputy here and he’s a qualified computer genius. Maybe he could take a look at it.” 
 “Your D.A. worked with both of your techs, and ours. There’s a puzzle of some type embedded.” 
 “I could ask Sam. Maybe he could go over to the Prosecutor’s office and take a look.” 
 “Do you want to entrust the case with this deputy? Is he that good?” 
 “He’s not a guy that would be overconfident.” Royce chuckled. “He’ll ask for directions if he needs them.” 
 “Bless him,” Lyn laughed. “Get it set up and I’ll have a couple of my Brainiac pals available if Sam needs them.”  
 




Chapter 17

         
 
 “I’m not sure I can help with this,” Deputy Sam nervously objected. 
 “Come on, Sammy, you’re our go-to guy,” Nick encouraged Sam. “Just take a look at the computer. Royce will be right there with you.” 
 Sam nodded affirmatively. “Okay, we can try.” 
 Royce bolstered Sam. “You’ll be fine. You’ve cracked every tech problem we’ve had. You’re the tech-sleuth!” 
 Royce accompanied him down the long haul from the Police Department to the District Attorney’s Office. “I don’t want to let you and Nick down.” 
 “When someone is trying, I’m never let down,” Royce commented. They entered the District Attorney’s office. 
 Sam was introduced to Mike. The tall, thin deputy’s smile forced its way onto his face. “Howdy,” he said as he shook hand with the D.A. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to send it to the CBI team?” Sam questioned. 
 Mike answered, “We’ve sent them all the information we have. They’re mystified. They sent out the information, and it seems even FBI doesn’t know how to help. We’ve got a computer, and no way to get into it without destroying it.” 
 Sam was seated with the computer in front of him. He lifted the lid and perused the keyboard. With some effort, he got the computer on. Then he scratched his head. “This does have a trap set. We first need to get to the trigger. I’m thinking maybe it sets up with an exterior tripping devise. Like on a CD, or maybe a flash drive. That could activate the drive, but I’m betting that we would still need the password. If we didn’t get that right, it would erase.” 
 Mike commented, “There wasn’t any compact disk in Alec’s office. There weren’t any thumb drives. Nothing.” 
 “Just a moment,” Royce called Nick’s cell phone. “Nick, when you searched Alec’s apartment, did you find any flash drives or CDs?” 
 “No equipment like that at all,” Nick reported. “Nothing on his body either. Fancy clothes, a huge TV. It was a playboy penthouse. We checked closets…” 
 “I just had an idea. I’ll call you later, Nick.” 
 She phoned her office. “Wanda, have one of the deputies bring over the flash drive that is in my center drawer.” She hung up and then explained. “I found a flash drive in Seth’s home. I’m thinking that he may have stolen it from Alec’s office. No one would deny Seth knows how to pilfer with the best of them.” 
 The D.A. asked, “How did you get into his home without a warrant?” 
 “Mike, I went in with the permission of the custodian of the home. He helped clear the belongings out. The things left behind were given to him. He gave me permission to take the flash drive.” Royce’s lips wobbled their way into a smile. “He had the key to the home.” 
 Mike chuckled, “Damn, you’re good, Sheriff.” 
 “It’s probably nothing. It had that list of Seth’s financial victims. People from the area that Seth defrauded. I’m understanding why he had the list. But why was it hidden on a flash drive? They said Seth didn’t even own a computer. And what would it have to do with Alec?” 
 When the flash drive arrived, Royce handed it to Sam. The deputy swallowed. “You want me to try?” 
 Mike shrugged. “We’ve got nothing to lose.” 
 Sam slowly slipped the flash drive’s post into the computer. The page opened. There were two files. One was the list of Seth’s defrauded victims. The second was an asterisk with a padlock. Sam cautiously pressed the asterisk file. The file opened to a page requiring a password. 
 “This is far as we dare go without a password.” Sam looked disappointed. “I’m sorry. I’m pretty sure this guy took all these precautions. He isn’t going to use his name, or his hometown, or his hobby. It would need to a word meaningful to him that nobody would figure out.” 
 Mike offered, “By all accounts he was a complete narcissist, so he may have used his name.” 
 Royce leaned forward. “He called himself Valiant Dude. He told me that when I met him on the trail riding his bike. I admonished him to be careful, and he replied that he was Valiant Dude.” 
 They looked around the room, from one to the other. “Shall I try?” Sam’s voice sounded dry. 
 Mike looked at Royce. “Sheriff, I say yes. What say you?” 
 “Yes,” Royce replied with a slow, reticent motion. “Would it be one word or two?” 
 Mike and Sam both answered, “One word. That would make a better password.” 
 Sam slowly, cautiously entered each letter. With each key strike, he felt safer. It might very well be the password. “Valiant is ‘i-a-n-t’ isn’t it?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” Royce answered. She was glad that Miss Daisy’s insistence on her pupil’s spelling properly. That made a big impact on the young Royce. “I-a-n-t.” 
 Sam continued. There was a moment pause before the computer lit up, showing all of the files. “Looks like he’s got all of the reports and files for Silver Wilderness Center.” 
 The D.A. shook his head. “This is exactly what we need. We’re going to find that it was well-protected for a reason.” 
 Royce recalled, “Eileen mentioned that Seth often wandered around the Center. Often, he just appeared out of the blue. And that she and Alec didn’t like it. I’m guessing Seth lifted the flash drive from Alec’s office.” 
 “Why would Seth want a flash drive with his victims, and Alec’s code?” Mike questioned. His eyes hadn’t stopped blinking rapidly since Sam began. 
 Sam asked, “Maybe he just took it without knowing what it was. Or maybe he had seen the list when it was on Alec’s computer screen. Seth didn’t want that list to come out.” 
 Mike continued. “Seth might not have wanted local victims seeing it.” 
 Royce sighed. “The victims were public knowledge. The trial had listed them all. There was nothing local victims hadn’t already had a way of finding out. We’ve been looking at the list, and there were a couple on there that didn’t seem to be from these parts. Our local newspaper folks know a lot of local genealogy. I’ll have Gwen and Nadine take a look at it.” 
 Mike requested, “Right now, with it open, can you send it to these two email accounts? My computer and Lyn’s computer? That would be a backup for us.” 
 “I should be able to accomplish that,” Sam said with a smile. He navigated the files promptly, and without incident. After he’d finished, he closed the computer lid. “You’ll have the other files on your computers now. You can save Alec’s computer to present in court. I can help open it anytime now.” 
 Everyone in the D.A.’s office, and Lyn Evans on Skype, thanked Sam profusely. On their walk back to the Sheriff’s Department, Royce thanked him. And she told him that Lyn Evans would probably give him a hug when she arrived in Timber. He blushed, then asked if Royce thought Lyn might bring some chocolate for him, too. 
 The deputy said, “Well now, that was accessible. Much easier than I thought. The key to it was his ego super name.” 
 “Plenty amazing,” Royce whispered to herself. 
   
 *** 
 
 The District Attorney and staff would have volumes of data to research. As usual, in these cases, where computer evidence was so critical to their case, they would scour the files. Look for various code words that might make each form of abuse noted, but hidden. 
 For some reason, Royce’s thoughts seemed stuck on the names. The list that was on the flash drive owned by Alec, and stolen by Seth. How were Seth’s victims implicated in Alec’s life? The importance of a victim’s list suddenly became much more important. 
 Royce and Chance stepped outside. She saw the school bus and suddenly realized that it was much later than she thought. Chance whined when the school bus rolled to a stop. Royce walked toward it. Chance loved being there when the kiddos returned from school. Royce saw Hertha at her door. She was coming out to get them. Royce made the signs telling Hertha she would take them to Molly’s Pantry for an afterschool treat. Hertha said thanks, and waved. She went back inside. 
 Royce knew with the cracking of the ‘computer case’ that they’d had a wonderful break. She wanted to share that lift of spirit with the children. They’d seen her retreat into the case. They’d witnessed her sorrow. Although they didn’t know why Royce was saddened, they seemed to forgive her. Just as she forgave her father when he had witnessed brutality and crime. And when his mind was filled with criminals and cases. 
 When they exited the bus, the children rushed to her, hugging her, and chattering wildly about their field trip. They always made Royce smile. 
 “Let’s go see if Molly has any treats for two young scholars.” 
 They rushed ahead of her. Their hands playfully petting Chance as they tried to keep up with her. Royce opened the door, and Chance took seat in her designated place outside when the sheriff pointed. 
 Vannie’s words rushed. “Will Molly give us an extra cookie for Chance?” 
 Entering, the children spotted Molly. Molly had heard their conversation. “I have enough plain cookies for each of you to give her a cookie.” 
 While the children went from counter to counter, looking through the glass to see the special treats, Royce watched on. She and Molly smiled at one another. Royce said, “Mom, I remember being that small. Looking, deciding. Not wanting to miss anything, but wanting to hurry to get a treat.” 
 “Those two remind me of you when you were six and seven.” She went to the counter. “And how is your case going?” 
 “It was good day, Mom. An excellent day. Deputy Sam was outstanding. I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 Molly began to gush, “I just love that Sam. He comes in here and spreads sunshine. I’m glad he’s in Timber. When he’s workin’ in Crystal, I don’t see as much of him. I wonder if his parents are as cheerful.” 
 “I’ll bet they are.” 
 Antero was pointing, then he asked, “Royce, what are you going to get?” 
 “I’m thinking of a butterscotch brownie.” 
 “Me, too.” He nodded. “I’d like a butterscotch brownie, please,” he said as he leaned against the glass. 
 Vannie was deciding between pumpkin chocolate chip cookies, and the chocolate buttermilk sheet cake. She asked, “Molly, do you have ice cream to go on the cake?” 
 “I most certain do. I could put some on either the cookies or the cake.” 
 Antero inquired, “Does ice cream go on the brownies?” 
 “It surely does,” Molly answered. 
 “Mine with ice cream, please,” they ordered in unison. 
 “Royce, want ice cream on yours?” 
 The sheriff answered, “No thanks, Mom. Just a side of coffee.” 
 As they ate, Molly took the orders from customers. She’d check back from time to time to see Royce and the kids. When they’d finished chattering, Molly came around the counter with wet napkins and gave a swipe to each child’s face. “Tidy you up so your mom doesn’t need to tell you to wipe your hands and face.” Molly then took two plain cookies and handed them each a cookie to give Chance. 
 They all thanked Molly before leaving. The children rushed to Chance. Royce laughed. “No wonder Chance loves you two. You spoil her. Now, let’s get you back to your mother.” 
 Hertha seemed edgy, Royce sensed. When the kids went to play, Royce asked Hertha if she was worried. “Later,” Hertha answered. When the client left with the little kitten, Hertha divulged, “They had taken that driver, Earl Harris, off that route for the past few days. But this morning Harris was driving again. I called the school, and Jane Garnet was very snippy. She said that they couldn’t please everyone. But this afternoon, I saw the regular driver left them off.” 
 “Maybe your phone call did the trick.” 
 “Maybe. But I was also assured that for the field trip, if Harris drove a bus, he would be driving the middle school kids. I don’t want my children taking his abuse.” 
 “I can contact her again.” 
 “I don’t want to keep sic’ing the sheriff on her driver. Am I being unreasonable?” 
 “Not at all.” Royce took her hand. “You’ve got every right to complain. I don’t want them near him either.” 
 “But they aren’t your children.” 
 “I don’t see that mattering. Hertha, I just saw my mother, busting at the seams with adoration for those children. Molly adores them. And so do I.” 
 “I worry about them being endangered. They are Native Americans. Their mom is lesbian. They’ve got so much to overcome.” 
 “They’re both strong. And we’ll keep watch,” Royce promised. 
 “I’m frightened for them,” Hertha divulged. “Harris is evil. I can tell.” 
 Royce put her arms around Hertha. “I feel he is, too. We both want what’s best for them. I’m hoping that my hometown accepts them. And continues to accept how we are.” 
 “Mostly, they do. The townspeople have treated me with respect. And have mostly accepted them. A few hate us. I can tell. I can see it in their eyes. That bus driver is one of the most despicable people I’ve ever met. I know what being hated means.” 
 “But you turned out to be strong, proud and loving.” 
 Hertha’s eyes clouded over. “I’d die to protect them.” 
 Royce knew that feeling. She would die to protect them, too. 
 
              *** 

 

 It was customary for Royce to spend three or four late afternoons at the Crystal Sheriff’s Department gym. When Royce went off duty, she would visit the exercise room for an hour or two. The unofficial name for the exercise room was the Situation Room. She used her time on the exercise bikes, having a run on the treadmill, or sometimes rowing. 
 The sheriff would change into either her summer outfits of shorts and a top, or the winter version of exercise clothing – usually long-sleeved sweatshirt and pants. As she entered, she began her workout with the rowing machine. When Nick arrived, he began to petal the exercise bike. 
 “Royce, who is our new and improved favorite prime suspect?” 
 Chuckling, Royce shook her head. “What’s your take?” 
 “Forensics dumped Alec’s phone and it was searched. A few women and romantic calls. A couple of guys and they were using burn phones. There certainly could have been drug dealings, but no conversations about it. Nothing pointing to our victim having been a stoner. No talk of pills. So, who knows?” 
 “Nothing alluding to opioids. However, he’s smart enough to never have used the street terms. Nick, I just don’t know. I can’t see Eileen, or the doctor, out there planting a rope on the path.” 
 “Eileen and her stilettos would have not only left footprints, but would have had some second glances from anyone walking the trail.” 
 “She could have had a pair of mountain boots in her closet. Most women up here do. Some I’ve seen make fashion statements, and are still tough enough to hike.” Royce paused. “But she really isn’t the type. Ropes and makeshift clubs probably aren’t part of her expertise. She would have someone do her bidding.” 
 Nick’s words were choppy as he accelerated his exercise. “Rhinestone cowgirl, at best. And Larry would most likely do her bidding.” 
 “Dr. Verner was in surgery at the hospital. That’s his alibi. And if the medical examiner’s time is correct as to the lividity, and blood trail, then Verner has hospital staff verifying his whereabouts.” 
 Nick went to get bottles of water from the fridge. “Here, you need hydrating.” He leaned back against wall. “Larry fits the bill. He’s a mountain man. He wasn’t a fan of Alec’s. Maybe the three of them put their heads together and feared that Alec might spill the beans about the scheme to steal folk’s property, etcetera.” 
   Royce sighed. “Usually if we round up a gang of thugs, we can get one of them to turn on the others. Verner, the Austins, they all three have tight lips.” Royce took a sip. “And we’ve got proof that there is something going on as far as the books being fiddled. And the forgery. At least according to both Lyn and Mike. I’m hoping that Sam can get some of the patients to chat. They seem reserved. Not willing to talk. But maybe they fear retribution if they talk. They’re completely dependent on the trinity.” 
 “You said the two nightshift nurses seem to be loosening up,” Nick commented. 
 “I understand their reticence. Their livelihood is on the line.” Royce stood. “Maybe the D.A.’s detectives will come up with something from the files. I was amazed that Sam got us into the flash drive file. He’s worked cases with drones, and now he’s a genius at computer files. I wonder why he isn’t going for the high ranking, prestige professions with the FBI.” 
 “Sheriff, I know you’re too delicate and kind to ask him what the hell he’s doing working a pathetic, lowly job of deputy in a small town. But I’m less people-skilled. I did ask him. He said he likes to be around genuine folks. And he loves the mountains.” 
 “Glad he decided on Timber County,” Royce said with a smile. “Everyone loves the guy.” 
 “His happiness kinda balances the rest of us dismal and cheerless lawpersons.” 
 “You think I’m humorless?” Royce queried. 
 “Not at all, Sheriff.” 
 After a moment’s pause, Royce stopped exercising. She muttered, “You’re being facetious, aren’t you?” 
 




Chapter 18

         
 
 Royce knocked on Gwen and Nadine’s front door. When it opened, Gwen ushered the sheriff toward the kitchen. In the hall, the two women stopped to talk privately. “Glad to see you. Daisy has been antsy all week. She feels imprisoned.” 
 “I can understand her cabin fever. But right now, I’ve either got to arrest her, hide her, or return her to her legal custodians – Silver Wilderness. I don’t want to take her to jail or hand her over to people that might have murdered their coworker.” 
 “Still no ideas on who murdered Alec Zellner? Or Seth?” 
 “None. The murder cases seem to be breaking apart. But the D.A.’s office is carefully examining the computer files. They seem to have financial information, costs, contract information, and it is all being studied. Mike said it is a bonanza. The files taken from Alec’s office appear to be medical files. Both Mike’s team and Lyn are handling them.” 
 “Nobody wants to see the elderly abused. Physically or financially.” 
 “It’s a labor of love kind of case. No mistake about that.” 
 Gwen asked, “And how can we help?” 
 “I need to find out about the list of local people that Seth bilked money from. We know Larry Austin. He seems angry. In fact, he stated that he would have killed Seth before he would have murdered Alec.” 
 Gwen chuckled. “Two unpopular men. It’s probably a tossup. Look, the two men on the list that we couldn’t find a link with Timber are both dead. One had homes in New York, California, and Florida, and too rich to care one way or the other. The other one lived here for only a short time. Mostly he was from Denver and Grand Junction. He died right before Seth’s trial. I vaguely remember him. A man named Humphrey. I do recall that because his death was a suicide.” 
 “Larry Austin was very bitter, and stated that none of the retrieved money was returned to any of the victims. It was all used on legal fees,” Royce added. 
 Gwen declared, “That’s correct. After the court costs, lawyer fees, and all, not a cent went to retribution funds. They said that Seth had some money stashed away, but it was never found. Rumor has it the ex-wife relieved him of it.” 
 “I’d like to see any information on the Humphrey’s death you might have.” 
 Gwen frowned, then smirked. “I’m pretty sure that Humphrey didn’t kill Seth.” 
 Royce said, “I would concur. But maybe a relative did.” 
 “One thing I remembered, Humphrey didn’t have any relatives in these parts. But I’ll try to check it out.” 
 The women continued to the kitchen. After coffee and tea were poured, Daisy asked, “Royce, when do I get to go home?” 
 “We’re working on it. For now, we have no good options. We can’t release you to Silver Wilderness, and I won’t jail you.” 
 “Those options aren’t so hot.” 
 “Miss Daisy,” Royce said, “Have I got your word that you’ll stay in here and out of sight just a tad longer? 
 She squinted. “Cousin Rick had to fly out of here. But he’ll come back when I need him. So, I’m needing new companions. I’ll stay put on one condition. Will you ask Dora to come visit me again?” 
 “Or course, I’ll ask Gran,” the sheriff declared. “And I’ll bet she’ll bring you something wonderful to snack on.” 
 “Mention some of her Rustic Pecan Pie. Oh, I do love Dora’s pecan pie.” 
 Royce gave the thumbs up. “Just promise me you’ll let me know when Gran comes over. I wouldn’t mind a slab of that pie myself.” 
 Daisy patted Royce’s hand. “You got it, Sheriff. And thanks for everything you’re doing to get those thieving folks to return my house to me.” 
 “My pleasure, Miss Daisy.” 
 As she strolled back to her vehicle, Royce was overwhelmed with anger. Anger for all the elder abuse. Anger that there wasn’t honor and reverence for the trusting elderly. 
   
 *** 
 
 Making certain it was late enough in the afternoon; Royce approached the Austin’s lodge home. Luck was with her, Eileen Austin opened the door. “You,” she stated with distain. 
 “I wanted to have a talk with you, outside of the office. So that we wouldn’t be disturbed,” Royce explained. 
 “My husband isn’t home,” she said curtly. 
 “We know that Larry hated Seth, and well might have murdered him. After all, he’d been cheated by Seth.” 
 “I don’t know my husband’s dealings, and he doesn’t know mine. There hasn’t been a body found, so there isn’t a murder of Seth.” 
 “Did Alec have a reason to dislike Seth?” 
 She appeared perturbed. “No more than anyone else acquainted with Seth.” 
 “Dr. Verner? He wouldn’t want to kill one of his patients. Each time he stepped into a room to take two minutes to look at a patient, he charged Medicare a big chunk of money. So that just leaves you and Larry. The Center was out the money that Seth agreed to pay by signing his home over to the Center. However, the home Seth owned was upside down.” 
 “His bills, charges here at Silver Wilderness, would have been paid through other funds. Social Security.” 
 “That would never have covered it.” 
 “Listen, I’m busy, and there is nothing more to say to you. Larry isn’t here to defend himself.”  Her lips pressed tightly into a line. 
 “I really just wanted to speak with you. Unless Larry has access to the financial files of Silver Wilderness.” 
 “That falls into my bailiwick. Mine and Alec’s.” Her words were scathing. “And the D.A. is rifling through confidential information as we speak.” 
 “Alec no longer has a reason for his files.” 
 “And you’ll find nothing out of the ordinary. Everything is completely legal in the files you and the D.A. took.” Her fake smile flashed. Her teeth clenched. 
 “There was Alec’s computer.” 
 “He took pains to make certain his computer wouldn’t be hacked, or in any way be intruded upon. I understand that it would be completely corrupted if tampered with.” She crossed her arms. “I’d invite you in, but I’m very busy.” 
 “That’s alright, I’m comfortable standing. We were discussing Alec’s computer rigging. He was highly competent with the computer.” 
 Eileen bragged, “Many times Alec assisted me with computer difficulties.” 
 “Nice to have a tech available. We have one of those in the Sheriff’s Department.” 
 “What are you getting at, Sheriff Madison? Or is there a point to this chitchat?” 
 “There is indeed. You’re a savvy woman. I’d like to know who you think murdered Alec.” 
 Her grimace created cords in her neck. “You could vary your questions. I didn’t know last time you questioned me. I don’t know now.” 
 “What I know is that Alec had a special name he called himself. Maybe that was his password.” 
 “There is no way anyone would have broken to his computer password.” 
 “He always claimed he was valiant, so I wonder if that doesn’t have something to do with his password.” Royce watched as the color drained from Eileen’s face. 
 “What have you come here for?” 
 “Daisy Barnaby’s property and land – the range, was stolen from her.” 
 “No one stole anything from her. It was a deal. Sheriff, I explained that it was a matter of sinking funds. We took assets and set them aside for the purpose of caring for Miss Barnaby. That isn’t anything new for nursing and assisted living homes.” 
 “She is no longer in Silver Wilderness. How do you explain that the meter is still running on her continuing fees and charges? Have the sinking funds sunk?” 
 “We’ll be happy to refund the unused monies.” 
 “You do know that there’s such a thing as a right of replevin?” Royce recalled her conversation with Lyn. “That is when the original owner repossesses the goods.” 
 “It requires that the previous owner is entitled to repossess.” Her eyes were slits as they glared. “We have done nothing wrong.” 
 “You’re telling me you have not wrongfully taken or detained her property?” 
 Her face flushed. Blinking, her eyes appeared to have the fear of being cornered. “We don’t need to go to the bother and the costs of court. Look, perhaps we could relinquish Miss Barnaby’s home back. Return it to her. And I could speak with the Board of Directors and recommend that there be no cost for services rendered.” 
 Royce studied the expressions of the administrator. She was treading water. “That is the right thing to do. We both know that.” 
 “We’ll do nicely without her as a resident. The old woman is difficult. Cantankerous.” 
 “I think Miss Daisy would be a convincing witness. I recall back thirty years when I was in her classes. She was very cantankerous. She held her own then in a school room. And she’ll hold her own now in a court.” Royce tipped her hat. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Austin.” 
 Royce knew that Eileen Austin was now aware that the sheriff had put the administrator on notice. 
 




Chapter 19

         
 
 The skies were bright on one side of the mountain peak, and dusky grey on the other. A plume of clouds would soon be creeping over the summit. Royce looked down from her high vantage point. She and Chance had hiked the calm side of Wilderness mountain. The surly side was sending shoots of cool weather. It wouldn’t be long before the Colorado high country would begin to get serious frost overnight. And soon there would be flurries, and a snow-covered county. 
 She didn’t mind driving in inclement conditions. She knew when the slopes gathered enough snow, and the snowmaking machines spewed out enough snow, people would be coming up to ski Crystal’s lovely slopes. The businesses in both Crystal and Timber would be teeming with customers. Usually on weekdays, the ski village would be minimally busy. Weekends and holidays, Crystal would be overflowing with visitors. Timber’s merchants would also be busy with those wanting to save money by staying the few miles away from the ski lifts. The town of Crystal often doubled their prices for those staying in the luxurious new parts of Crystal Village. 
 Royce had taken her binoculars with her. As she stared down, she rotated from one part of the area, to the next. About half an acre behind the Silver Wilderness Center was thick brush and a crowded patch of trees. Royce recalled thinking she saw some small buildings, but they might have been pods kept out of sight. From atop the mountain, she looked down. Clearly visible were three pods. Probably fully loaded with the Silver Wilderness resident’s belongings. 
 She rapidly descended back to the side road where she’d parked. Chase seemed disappointed that her outing wouldn’t be longer. Royce poured a bowl of water for Chance. “Climbing is thirsty work, girl.” She ruffled the fur on Chance’s head, thinking of how nice it was to have company. And they had discovered the pods. 
 As they walked toward the area in question, Royce saw that the pod on the end was slightly ajar. Nearing cautiously, Royce noticed that the lock had been left open. Peering inside, everything looked uninterrupted. 
 She was tempted, but thought better of the idea of looking through the items. She didn’t have a search warrant, and didn’t want to risk someone seeing her entering. Even if it had been unlocked, she would take the time to get a warrant. If she needed one. For now, she was satisfied that they had the true treasure trove with the computer’s contents. 
 She did wonder why the pod’s lock was open. Perhaps, she thought, someone attempted to burgle it and lost their courage and left it. She replaced the lock and snapped it shut. It could have been someone absent-mindedly walking away after having put something in, or taken something out. 
 “Come on, girl,” she called to Chance. “Let’s get back to our ride.” Walking to her vehicle, she wondered about the pods. People’s belongings. And the elderly men and women were in the Center, being drugged. Miss Daisy’s home had been spared the theft of her belongings. The Center hadn’t looted her home. They were cautiously awaiting word from the prosecutor’s office that all was fine. They weren’t going to be expecting bad news. 
 Every step of the way, to expose the malicious crimes, it took gumption. If Miss Daisy hadn’t had the gumption to hike across the Range, her belongings would have been rifled through, and ended up packaged away inside a pod, on a hillside. Pilfered from her. Daisy had been courageous enough to sit there and watch over her home while she waited for the deputy. The home she loved, she would protect. 
 Now, Royce was certain, it would be returned to her. Eileen Austin had been thoroughly stunned when the sheriff let her know that they were not only on to her, but she was being watched. And Eileen had offered to hand the home back to Daisy. Eileen Austin possessed a type of arrogance that allowed her to believe the silly sheriff would go to wherever Daisy was, and tell Daisy. Of course, the older woman would insist on the deal. All would be forgiven. 
 Not so much, Royce tempered her anger. Not so flipping much. Miss Daisy was going to want to reach back and protect the financial destinies of others. And certainly, others were being plundered. Pilfered and plundered. One assumes that the word of those watching out for our elderly, was regarded as truth. There was the Elder Justice Act. Royce believed that when working with children, elderly…anyone dependent upon those in a place of trust, there would be integrity. 
 As she looked out across the momentary solitude of the valley, she wished there was no need to intervene. The evidence was pouring in. Even a place where charity should win, it wasn’t. The staff, the nurses, the orderlies, the aids, those working directly with the people, were said to be loving and good. But that did not translate through the system. Those making money were priming greed’s pump. They were flooding the financials with treachery. 
 Their villainy wore an unkind mask of deceit. But thankfully the noose was closing on the wickedness. Daisy had used that word, wickedness. Royce whispered to Chance, “I want my community cleaned up. For youth, for elderly, for every man, woman, and child in the community. In every community,” she added. She then scratched Chance’s head. 
 She wondered how so few could have known. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce had only been in her office about half an hour when Lyn phoned. 
 “Colors,” Lyn squealed into the phone. “What colors did Eileen turn when you spoke to her?” 
 Royce was attempting to curtail her laugher. “Lyn, I was wishing you could have been there. When I said the word replevin she went chartreus. From there her flush blinked like neon in shades of rhubarb.” 
 Both women were chuckling. “I wish I would have been there. Fair to say that she didn’t think you had that word in your vocabulary.” 
 “She doesn’t think I have a two-syllable word in my mind.” Royce took a moment to enjoy their laughter. She then asked, “When do you think your trial will end?” 
 “Tomorrow or the next day. Then I can be there the following day. Sort of depends if the defense is interested in seeing an adjournment within the year. The defense attorney gets two words spit out per minute. His second chair is a spitfire. She would have had it done in two days. But lead is stalling. He’s pissing off the judge. Judge makes these little twirling signs to hurry the defense up.” 
 “Mike’s excited for you to get here. Every time they uncover something, he calls me and says, Sheriff, it’s gonna be a slam dunk.” 
 “From what he tells me, you’re now working to get evidence of physical abuse. I think we’ve got that covered. You’ve got Deputy Sunshine the Computer Man, on it. He’s finding some things we’ll need. Also, Dr. Norman Nilson said he would testify that they were faking the diagnosis. Nothing wrong with Daisy. Just the drug overload. But of course, it would help to have others. I really like Doc Nilson.” 
 Royce agreed, “He’s amazing. At seventy-seven, he’d retired twice, then opened the storefront for those that couldn’t afford some of the medical charges. He’s greatly admired. Has more energy that most of the young ones.” 
 “Royce, he would be perfect to take over at the Center. He’d make it profitable enough 
 without bilking people. And the patients would think he was a Rockstar.” 
 “He is a Rockstar.” Royce paused, her frown deepened. “There might be something more.” 
 “More?” 
 “I’ve heard that some patient’s deaths were unexpected. No apparent cause.” 
 “I would like that to be part of the case, but I’m not optimistic about it, Royce. Look at the way SWC covered up the larceny for so long, and with such precision. I’m guessing that any patient’s body would be without representation. They would not have had a burial. Obviously, if there was a burial, we could have the corpse exhumed. I’m guessing not.” 
 Royce confessed, “I won’t every stop looking. I’d love to get the Austins and Dr. Verner on murder one. But I’m guessing you’re correct. Mike said he’d look into it, but he also feels it’s unlikely.” 
 The trinity could still go down with the murder of Alec, or for that matter, Seth Egan’s body might be found before we go to trial.” Lyn snickered, “I know, you think he’s still among the living.” 
 Blushing with embarrassment, Royce rushed her speech, “As if I’m not getting enough grief from the deputies.” 
 “One deputy will back you. Deputy Chance.” Lyn accepted the quieted conversation to be over. “I’ll talk with you later, sweetheart.” 
 Royce hung up. She glowered down at the stack of reports. She issued a tiny chuckle. Nick had said the deputies were developing a new game. Where in the World is Seth Egan? 
   
 *** 
 
 “Terry,” Royce called to the deputy. “How was your evening out with Sam?” 
 Her side-glance was shifty. “Can we talk in your office?” 
 “Sure,” Royce said as she shut the door behind them. “Well?” 
 The women sat. Terry’s look of bewilderment was obvious. “It was like a date. I mean, he held my chair. Insisted on paying.” 
 “Was that so bad?” 
 “Royce, I thought he was too jovial to be deep, and interesting. I told him about my twin brother dying in the war. And how the church was refusing to bury him because he was gay. I got a little emotional. But I tried to hold back my tears. And I looked over at him. He was crying, too. We talked for hours about things we have in common. The fact that although he acted jolly, for some reason I thought meant he was shallow. But he is sensitive. I think he tends to be happy in order to diffuse people’s anger, or their hurt.” 
 “And it works.” 
 “Yes,” Terry admitted with a shrug. 
 “Are you glad that you got to know him better?” 
 “Yes,” she answered with a smile. “He’s a good guy.” 
 Royce returned her smile. “He is a wonderful man, Terry.” 
 Terry’s lips twisted their way into an even bigger smile. 
   
 *** 
 
 Arriving at Gran’s cabin after seven that evening, Royce noticed the vehicle parked outside. She recognized it as being Rhonda Smith’s car. 
 “We got company,” Gran exclaimed. 
 “Royce, I needed to talk with you. I hope you don’t mind my dropping by.” Rhonda was seated at the table. 
 “Not at all,” Royce was pleased to see her. And see how much more at ease she was from the last time Royce spoke with her. 
 “Please eat your dinner. Your gran fed me, and I know you just got off work.”         
 Gran began filling a plate for Royce. “You two get your talking done. Royce, I’ll feed Chance while you two have your chat.” 
 “Thanks, Gran.” Royce looked across at Rhonda. “You have something that can help me?” 
 “I might. Well, to begin with, my degree was in finance. I was a bookkeeper for a few years, and enjoyed it. But I had always wanted to be a nurse, so changed professions. Anyway, I know about keeping books. I knew that the numbers we’d write down were how the charges were figured. The code went directly to the billing. I began checking the amounts, and the medication. It just wasn’t adding up. My friend’s mom is in the assisted living area. So, my friend had their billing. Before I’d never taken much notice. But I took a gander at her billing, then I looked on the patient’s records. Things were off. They are overcharging Medicare. I’m sure of it. So, I’ve been keeping track, as best I can. Most of the patients are being overcharged. Procedure charges – some of them are doubled. And physical therapy is a joke. They charge when they haven’t even seen the patients. It is all charged after the records leave the wards. 
 “Have you mentioned your suspicions to anyone?” 
 “No. Sheriff, they aren’t suspicions. I’m a darned fine nurse, and probably a better financial person.” 
 “I don’t want to get you in too deeply entrenched until we’ve got enough evidence. Rhonda, a prosecutor – D.A. Lyn Evans, from out of state, has been working with Mike Parker, our D.A. Would you agree to meet up with them? Maybe Gran would host the gathering?” 
 Gran chuckled. “You tell Lyn to bring us chocolate. I’ll be pleased to host.” Gran continued on, “Why that Lyn is such fun. She a chocolate heiress. That’s what I was saying about her bringing chocolate. Evan’s Chocolate, and all. Anyways, her favorite thing to say is that the second-best use of a pair of lips is kissing and the first is eating Evan’s Chocolates.” Gran sputtered. “You’ll like her.” 
 Rhonda quickly agreed, “Yes, that would be great. I have always been concerned about the patients, but I trusted everyone. I wanted to trust them. I didn’t even tell Amber about my concerns. However, I’m telling you that she mentioned a couple of problems. Well, a couple patients that give the staff problems. She pointed out that some of them had marks. Bruises. When she informed me, I mentioned it to Eileen and Larry. They both said it was probably when they were being turned. Or they hit themselves.” She glanced away. “Eileen then turned it on me, saying surely I didn’t want to blame any of the nurses. But the nurses wouldn’t have done it.” 
 “Please be careful. And I’ll try to get to Amber in the next day or two. Just let it slide for now,” Royce cautioned her. “Please don’t say a word to anyone.” 
 The sheriff accompanied Rhonda out to her vehicle. Rhonda confessed, “Royce, I’m hoping that I didn’t allow anyone to be harmed. I was taught not to question. I hope no one suffered because I didn’t protect them.” 
 “People are trusting. It’s difficult to believe people hurt other people. You’ve done the very best you could. And the fact that you’re helping now, shows that you’re in no way culpable. And I appreciate it.” 
 When Rhonda pulled out of the driveway it was with a sense of peace, rather than the urgency when she left the cabin last time. 
 Royce muttered to the darkening sky, “How could we not have seen? How could it be so invisible?”  
 




Chapter 20

         
 
 Coordinating the various scenarios, one at time, produced confusion. Royce jotted down a dozen mental road maps. She sped through each one – time after time. Clearly, she believed that there were three members of the staff implicated: Administrator Eileen Austin, Larry Austin, and Dr. Melvin Verner. Proving each of them had knowledge and participated in the elder abuse, and elder financial abuse, was the problem. They each could have pointed to one another. Or blamed odd man out - Alec. The information on Alec’s computer seemed to reflect clearly that each of the three, although perhaps not conspiring, had knowledge and had colluded. 
 Could one of the final three be flipped? The trinity didn’t seem to be the dealing type. 
 Lyn had taken a morning flight to Denver, flew a commuter plane to Crystal, and rented a car to drive to Timber City. She called Royce and told her that she was on the edge of town. 
  Royce was relieved that Lyn would be able to sort the legalities. At least, Royce believed Lyn and D.A. Mike Parker would figure out the various jurisdictional charges. Certainly, the Medicare fraud would fall under Federal authority. Beyond that, all that mattered, was Silver Wilderness would be cleaned up. And that residents would be cared for and safe. 
 Rhonda and Amber were clearly now ready to provide their testimony. They would put their jobs on the line. Deputy Sam had talked with patients, and garnered their trust. He had a stack of signed papers, ranging from small complaints, to major accusations. Accompanying bruises and injuries were photographed. 
 When Lyn drove into the parking lot, Royce noticed the striking woman as she was dragging her sizable wheeling briefcase behind her. Royce met her at the door. 
 They embraced quickly. “You look wonderful.” 
 Lyn replied, “And you look exhausted. Let’s talk.” She followed the sheriff to her office, closed the door, and both women sat. “Royce, I’ll be taking everything I got to Mike’s office now. We chatted earlier, and we think we’ve got a great case.” 
 “I hope you have a strong legal case on the elder abuse. I have nothing conclusive on Alec’s murder.” Royce’s face expressed her fatigue, and her sagging shoulders told of her discontentment. “I’m disheartened about my lack of ability to put the pieces together. I’m relatively certain that the three are involved, and they aren’t going to break. They won’t turn. That means we’re stuck with questions. Did one do it, and was it a conspiracy? And which of them might have been conspiratorial?” Royce poured coffee, and placed a mug in front of Lyn. “I’m completely stymied.” 
 “Anyone we can exclude?” Lyn grabbed her legal notepad and began writing. “Of the three, could any one of them be duped? What about Dr. Verner?” 
 “Nope.” 
 “How about complicit with the murder of Alec?” 
 The sheriff answered, “As far as the murder, narrowing it down, Verner has an alibi. He was in surgery. But perhaps while his patient was being put under, the doctor made a sprint to kill Alec. It’s a ten-minute hike. Probably not easily done. But he could have hired a hit. Both Austins are physically able. It, however, would have been more in keeping, as far as either one’s demeanor, to see Larry perpetrating it. He could have easily set up the rope barrier, tripped Alec, bike fell, and then Larry hiked down to club the bejesus out of Alec.” 
 “And so, they could have all together feared a reprisal from Alec, and had a motive to kill him. And they all knew it was going down.” 
 “I agree. But Lyn, I’m just not feeling it.” 
 Lyn laughed. “It had to be somebody. Alec didn’t kill himself.” She took a sip of coffee. 
 “Admittedly, he was reckless, but I don’t think he drove himself over the cliff.” 
  “Returning to the senior abuse case, it is going swimmingly. Fraud, the Rick Durant forgery. That is solid. But who among the trinity can forge?” 
 “Good question,” Royce responded. 
 “I’ve personally been in contact with both Rhonda Smith and Amber Kerr. And I’ve spoken with Daisy Barnaby a few times. What a great character!” Lyn joked, “I wouldn’t want to match wits with that woman. Glad she’ll be testifying for the Prosecution.” 
 Grinning, Royce agreed, “She’s one of the most impressive women we have here in Timber County.” It angered her to think someone drugged Daisy. “Although this teacher had enhanced life, educated, and provided for so many other minds – hers was betrayed.” 
 “This case has really got you.” 
 “Yes.” Royce’s jaw tightly clamped. “Many of these folks have been imprisoned. They were undoubtedly frightened to say anything. They were probably terrified that there could be a worse place. From the victim’s POV, it was perhaps the only stop-off. They were harnessed to reprehensible mistreatment and fear.” 
 “You’re thinking of your Gran?” 
 Looking at the ceiling for moments, Royce then said softly, “Yes. These women helped all women. Yes, a small mountain school. Yes, a woman married to a volunteer lawman, and she gave birth to a man that became a sheriff. Both women law abiding, and always encouraging youth. And emboldening females to become their dreams.” 
 “I know your Gran is a wonderful woman. And Daisy sounds astounding.” 
 “One time she took her class on a field trip. There were about a dozen of us there. We hiked up to sit on a huge rock. I can remember one small girl. She never liked high places. Miss Daisy said, ‘All of you sit around her, and make her feel brave, and safe.’ As we protectively circled the girl, she actually did begin to enjoy the view. And her newfound courage.” 
 “That’s something the child probably has remembered through her life.” Lyn fondly spoke, “Providing lovely memories – it doesn’t get any better than that.” 
 Royce concurred, “Yes. When we got back down from sitting on that rock, one of the kids asked if we were going to the meadow to learn about wildflowers. Miss Daisy said that we had just learned the real lesson of life. ‘Always take care of one another,’ she repeated.” Royce’s eyes began to flood. “And these people inflicted her with living in a comatose state. They drugged her lovely mind.” 
 Lyn reached for Royce’s hand. “They’re going to pay for it. We may not get them on Capital Murder One. But we’re going to strip them of their power. And the Center. And put them away for as long as possible.” She sat up. “It is going to be difficult. I’m sure all three can afford a superb team of attorneys. We’ll get them.” 
 “But exactly how?” 
 Lyn’s expression was confident. “At times there needs to be deconstruction, to construct something good. When we arrest the three, they will all go down on Medicare fraud, eldercare financial abuse, and physical abuse. Those three will have lawsuits from every single one of the patients and their families that were injured. Basically, they will all be culpable, and they will all become part of a class action lawsuit.” 
 Royce leaned forward. “Do you believe they’ll be locked? Not a hand slap and a party prison?” 
 “In my estimation, they should get a lengthy sentence. And they’ll be sued. That will take big capital.” Lyn pursed her lips. “The Center’s few stockholders, about six of them, will lose minimal amounts, but they will remain both stockholders for the new corporation, and have stock redistributed. Unfortunately, your friend Gwen is one of those stockholders. She is in full agreement with the decision. So are the other stockholders.” 
 “Gwen?” Royce was shocked. “Gwen never said anything to me about it.” 
 “We just talked this morning. I explained things. Told her it was confidential, so probably that’s why she didn’t tell you. When I found that she was on the board, I contacted her immediately. She said she was always too busy to be at meetings, and figured the others were overseeing it. She stated that the stock she owned was minimal. We discovered everyone was doing the same thing. So, the Austins, and Verner were free to do as they liked. Little to no oversight.” 
 “Gwen never ceases to amaze me,” Royce snickered. 
 “Because she owns stock?” 
 Royce’s laugh continued. “No, because she didn’t inform me that you two talked.” 
 Lyn made a groaning sound. “I’m sure you’ve been left out of plenty of loops, Sheriff.” 
 “Anything more?” Royce quizzed. 
 “Gwen told me that you’d mentioned a nurse that has some financial skills. We’re going to need the entire bookkeeping system – all the financials worked. I think there’s a way of keeping the continuance of care, and transitioning the Center. Gwen suggested we have Rhonda Smith and Dr. Norman Nilson. They could oversee both the care of patients, and the charging system. They are honest and trustworthy. Naturally, there will be medical and financial advisors also working on the rebuild, from the agencies.” 
 “I talked with Gwen about both Rhonda, and Doc Nelson. I guess I’m only one loop behind the two of you.” 
 “Royce, what really matters – the loop that counts – you need to get your heart in a loop with Hertha. If you’re not communicating with the woman you love, you’re behind in what matters.” Lyn stood. “Now, I’m going down the hall and chat with my new best friend, D.A. Mike, and you might want to check out the animal hospital.” 
 As Lyn walked to the door, Royce couldn’t help but believe Lyn Evans was an amazing woman. The sheriff was too proud to return to the animal hospital. It seemed too soon. 
   
 *** 
 
 “We may just have a fraternization problem.” Nick smirked, as he entered Royce’s office, and plunged into the chair opposite her. 
 “Terry and Sam?” Royce spoke knowingly. 
 “I can tell these things,” Nick insisted. “The way they’re acting. Hey, I see the signs. They are blinking, enormous, multicolored signs!” 
 “Okay, take your pick. We’ll permanently assign one to your office, and the other I’ll take for Timber.” 
 “Royce, you’re the sheriff. You pick. I like them both.” 
 “Terry lives in Crystal. She’s yours.” 
 “So, you get joy boy?” 
 “It makes it easier for both them. Sam lives in Timber.” 
 “Okay, fine.” Nick burst out laughing. “Just tell Beverly that you decided.” 
 “Nick, Bev wouldn’t care who you have working with you. You’re just lucky that you’ve got a wife like Bev.” 
 He grinned. “I couldn’t survive without her.” 
 “I’m sure you couldn’t.” 
 “Talking about women. How’s your ex doing?” he pried. 
 “Lyn is scheming with the D.A. This is going to be a fiasco. But Lyn will have it falling into place.” 
 “Speaking of jealousy, is Hertha jealous about Lyn being here?” 
 “I’m not certain she cares. But even if she would, there would be no reason for her to worry about Lyn.” Hesitating, she inquired, “Anymore on the Seth search?” 
 “The guy’s body is petrifying. If he is alive, he’s not anywhere around here. Royce, we’ve had everyone searching. I know you don’t like this, but nobody thinks he’s alive. And we’re too damn busy with petty crime to be wasting time to find him. I know you’re worried about the freeze coming up. If he’s out there he’ll ice up. But no one has spotted him. We’ve looked everywhere. No traces. We’ll dig his body out next spring. That’s the only way we’ll ever see him again.” 
 “You’re probably right. We need to call off the search. We’re going to need all our badges working with what will be happening with the Center.” 
 “Exactly.” Nick got up to leave. “Shall we let the lovebirds in on their new assignments? Terry and Sam got under one another’s skin. What do you think Sam sees in her?” 
 “What do you think Terry sees in Sam?” They both spurt out a chuckle. “They do make a cute couple,” the sheriff said. 
 “They do.” Nick left quietly. 
 Royce considered that probably meant that he completely approved. 
   
 *** 
 
 Looking toward the skies, Royce could see the weather’s fierceness easing across the north-western quadrant of the sky. An early snow had been predicted as autumn progressed. Undoubtedly it would be a light snow, then autumn would continue with its bright sunny skies. 
 Before going back to the Sheriff’s Department to change from uniform to civvies, and check on what Lyn and Mike had been doing, Royce stopped off at High Country Animal Hospital. 
 Hertha was chatting to a patient’s mom about the little Yorkie’s ear cleaning and nail trim. Royce and Chance waited until the woman left. Then Hertha came around the counter and gave Chance a hug. “Good girl, Chance,” she crooned to the German shepherd. 
 “I just dropped by to see how the kids were. Hertha, we need to behave like adults and not bicker in front of them.” 
 “I know.” Hertha forced a smile. “When I saw Molly, she said the same thing.” 
 “She really enjoys the kids. Are they ready for their field day?” 
 “They can’t stop talking about it. I haven’t taken them skiing. I thought this winter would be a perfect time for them to learn to ski. I’ll start them out with cross-country, then take them up to the lifts. But the field trip will be great. About a dozen in their class are going. They’ll get to ride the lifts up and then back again. That will get them used to it when I take them.” 
 “They’ll love riding the lifts. Always great to get out of school. What about the driver? Have you had any more problems with that mouthy racist?” 
 “We’ve had our regular driver since that one day. Not all people are bad. I know the kiddos are experiencing some of the bad. But many of the children are kind. The main problem is that the bullies frighten the children that would like to be friends with Vannie and Antero.” 
 Royce sighed. “I wish I wasn’t so busy with the cases going on. I’d take the kids up skiing, or hiking.” 
 “Anything new?” 
 “Lyn Evans arrived earlier. She’s with Mike. They’re lining up their ducks.” 
 “If Lyn’s here, there’s no need for me to ask you to have dinner with the kids and me.” 
 “We’ve already planned…” 
 “You don’t need to explain, Royce,” 
 “Hertha, we’re going to order in pizzas and work together. There will be Mike, his assistant, Lyn, and me.” Royce scratched her face a moment. “Not that you care. Since I don’t take care of the children when they’re in my company. Why would you care who I have dinner with?” 
 “I don’t.” 
 Royce turned rapidly. “Come on, Chance.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Lyn was on one end of the long conference table, and Mike was on the other. They had stacks of papers strewn across the table. Royce took a chair next to the assistant. The D.A.s had prepared various papers, and placed them in order. 
 “I feel a little useless,” Royce chided. “I have no idea how this goes.” 
 Lyn joked, “Eat the free pizza and get a lesson in law.” 
 As Mike and Lyn chatted back and forth, Royce listened carefully. 
 Lyn commented, “No employee has been convicted of assault. Or even formerly accused. The nurses, orderlies, aides, no one has been accused. That may be a problem.” 
 Mike countered, “Yes, but some of the patients probably didn’t want to even tell the staff if they’ve been mistreated. They often don’t know who they can trust. And the residents like Daisy Barnaby were given drugs – sleeping medication. When they said anything, they were just dosed up again. I don’t find it a problem that they didn’t report.” 
 “However,” Lyn added, “we have a great many disturbing cases. Deputy Sam Dawson has a list of infractions with photos. There was a need to intervene, but if the patients weren’t telling their nurses, the nurses and orderlies needed to be very careful in reporting without a patient complaining to them. Right, Royce?” 
 Royce answered, “Actually, a couple of nurses did believe something was going on, but they didn’t see it. And without the patient’s word, they felt helpless. They knew patients were being put in restraints, and controlled. But they were told it was for the patient’s benefit. In some cases, it may well have been. We now have reason to question all that. The disabled were vulnerable. The patients were exploited financially, but the floor staff had no idea because they weren’t privy to the financial billing.” 
 Mike offered, “Some of the financial abuse was never seen by patient or family. When family handed everything off to the Center – that was it. If there was a breach of conservatorship authority, no one would ever know. Guardianship was rarely checked. Assisted living facilities aren’t always careful about charges. Lots of defalcation is going on. And Silver Wilderness was rampant with violations.” 
 After Royce had listened for an hour, she found it painful. She would look at the case references printed on the pages in front of her. She was seeing nothing but anguish on the pages. Finally, she stood. “I think I’m going to call it a day. Tomorrow will be busy. I want to get Chance home.” 
 “Are you okay,” Lyn questioned. 
 “Fine.” 
 “I’ll be staying up at my apartment. I’ll call you when I get home.” 
 “I’ll be at Gran’s cabin.” 
 “It will be okay,” Lyn encouraged. “You’ll do what you need to do. And we’ll do the rest. We’re going to let the world know we care what happens to our seniors.” 
 “Thanks, Lyn. Thanks for being here.” 
 Royce walked out into the dusk. Inhumanity that she’d witnessed over the past twenty years was eroding her trust. The remnants of evil had been encoded on her heart. She had such lofty convictions when she began as an enforcer. Now, it seemed as if she was only wadding through a quagmire of crime. The faster she and her fellow enforcers fought to contain criminality, the faster evil seemed to run. Her mission had been to protect. How could such awfulness be so near? A place where human beings were vulnerable. It was never under suspicion. 
 Not until a brave woman walked through a range and fought for her homestead. Daisy’s faint voice screamed out as she was in the shadow of the mighty Silver Wilderness. She stood sturdy, and courageous. And that would turn corruption upside down. It would un-end it. 
 Transcriptions from the emails on Alec’s computer gripped Royce. She recalled reading one notation that Eileen had written to Alec. She said not to worry about being caught. The old folks were like cash cows. Royce thought, they call our senior loved ones cash cows.  
 




Chapter 21

         
 
 Royce and Mr. Sunshine, Deputy Sam Dawson, had chatted about his being permanently attached to the Timber Sheriff Department. 
 “We’re still all in this together,” Sam chortle. “Aren’t we?” 
 “That we are. It’s just really a formality to take care of any foreseeable problems.” 
 “Right, Sheriff. Do you want me to go back out to the Center?” 
 “No, were standing down from that situation until we get things in place. We don’t want to show our hand. There could be miscues, so we’re holding our cards. Maybe you can shadow me until something comes up. I want to go over to Gwen and Nadine’s house. Check in with their guest.” 
 “Me, too? I mean, I do know that the probability of Daisy Barnaby being holed up there is ninety-nine out of a hundred. And we aren’t supposed to know her whereabouts.” 
 “Come on,” Royce motioned with a mock gruffness. “She’s a very small woman, and she is barely visible.” 
 Sam’s gulped his laughter. “Got it, Sheriff.” 
 The two and Chance went to visit Gwen in the home. Nadine was at The Timber City Times. She was watching after the office. Although their small weekly newspaper’s found subscriptions dwindling, they were adding more Crystal news. And they still were very busy with local stories. The story of Seth had been a search for the senior citizen. The news story of an investigation of Silver Wilderness Center was not mentioned. No gag order was needed. Gwen and Nadine took their journalistic training on the streets. They understood the danger. They would not break a story that might endanger the public in any way. 
 Entering the house, they saw Gwen and Daisy seated on the sofa. Gwen was comforting Daisy. “Come in, have a seat.” 
 “What’s wrong?” Royce asked. 
 “It would have been my cat’s ninth birthday today,” Daisy explained through her tears. 
 “What happened to her?” Royce questioned. 
 Gwen answered for the sobbing woman. “When they took Daisy away, the Center promised that they would drop the cat off at the neighbor’s home, or to Hertha’s clinic, where she’d be safe. Everyone knows the local animal clinic was always where lost animals are taken. But the Center didn’t take care of Betsy, as they promised. We think they just opened the door of Daisy’s home and let the cat out.” 
 As if stung, Royce seethed, “Damn them. But why didn’t you mention this before?” she asked Daisy. 
 Daisy shrugged. “The medicine confused me.” 
 Gwen inserted, “When Daisy arrived here, she had us call her neighbor to look for the cat, but Betsy hasn’t been spotted.” Gwen was restraining her anger. Although upset, she tried to comfort Daisy. “Royce, she thinks if the kitty had been released, it would have gone to the neighbor. But it didn’t. So, there’s no telling.” 
 Royce schemed, “We were planning on driving by the house today. We’ll check out the area,” Royce promised. “Gwen, can you get some flyers of Betsy printed out?” 
 “We have, but to no avail. I’ll have Nadine bring you a handful of flyers to pass out today.” 
 Sam patted Daisy’s arm, “There’s always a possibility, Miss Barnaby.” 
 “Yes,” the Sheriff’s voice was optimistic. “Miss Daisy, do you have anything that might have Betsy’s scent on it? We could get Chance to search if we had something.” 
 Daisy squinted, “All my clothes are new, since I didn’t bring any.” 
 Royce recalled, “You were holding a small pillow when we found you. Was Betsy ever around it?” 
 “Why yes, I forgot. The pillow. She slept on in, and that’s why I kept it with me. To remember.” She jumped up and ran to her bedroom. “Here.” She handed it to Royce. 
 Nadine retrieved the flyers. “We’ve been putting them on poles, in folk’s doors, anywhere. Most of the people around Daisy’s probably have seen the Lost and Found flyer, but it never hurts to spread the word twice.” 
 “Thanks, Nadine.” Royce handed them to Sam. “Hang on to these. We have work to do?” 
 Gwen asked, “What did you stop by for?” 
 “We can talk this afternoon. Mike wants you to join in a two o’clock conference. We could probably trust all the stockholders, but just to make certain word doesn’t get to the perps, we are including only those we completely trust.” 
 “I’ll be there,” Gwen uttered. 
 As Gwen and Sam walked to Royce’s vehicle, Sam said “We’re going to search for the cat, aren’t we?” 
 “Yep.” 
 “I was hoping that would be your answer.” 
 They drove to Daisy’s home, and looked around. Then they visited her neighbor. The cat hadn’t been seen, nor had it been turned in. 
 As Royce and Sam walked to the next nearest neighbor, Sam asked, “What shall I log on the report.” 
 “Just put down we’re looking for Seth. We probably don’t have a chance in hell of finding the cat or Seth.” Royce smirked. “But looking for Seth will look better on our report.” 
 Deputy Sunshine just nodded. He was enjoying the day. 
 Although they attempted to get Chance to trace the scent on Daisy’s pillow, the K-9 lead them to the side of the highway, then made circles. Sadly, Sam and Royce knew that probably meant someone in a vehicle had either picked Betsy up, or worse, struck the cat. 
 After they had knocked on several area doors, and left notes on the homes not occupied, Royce said, “I’ve got to get back and get things organized before the meeting. Grab a squad car and keep looking for Seth. Or Betsy. And notify all the towns around here to BOLO for a black cat named Betsy. Lost a few weeks ago.” 
 “Will do, Sheriff.” Sam stopped. “You know it helps when you have a decoy. Incentive to bring the subject of the search to you? I hear Seth was a drinker. So maybe in my quest to find him, and the cat, I should take both a bottle of whiskey and a little catnip?” 
 Royce’s laugh continued for the next block. Terry, she admitted, was a very nice young woman, and a good deputy. But Royce was happy that she ended up with Mr. Sunshine in her department. 
   
 *** 
 
 The sheriff was surprised to see how few people were being told the plans. Around the D.A.s conference table sat Lyn, Mike, three Assistant D.A.s, Gwen, Rhonda, Doc Nilson, and Royce. 
 Lyn stood. “We are holding this in the strictest confidence. Anything you hear is not to go out of this room. We are now coordinating a countdown time. We’re expecting this to be the biggest fraud trial this part of the country has seen. From deed forgery, to drugging patients. There is both deceiving and coercing residents to sign contracts. Improper use of guardianship or conservatorship. To make the simultaneous arrests happen, before the suspect or suspects bolt, we’ll all button our lips, and watch.” 
 Lyn continued, “We’ve talked with Dr. Nilson and Rhonda Smith. When the fraud bust goes down, they will be stepping in, as pro tempore leaders of the transition team. They will have backups, from various teams, and it will be a complete mess. I went through it last year. We’ve got one main mission. That is to see that the care of the patients will not be interrupted.” 
 Shuffling his papers, Mike stood, “And to make this happen, we’re going to explain that it will be difficult for all patients and employees. No getting around it. Rhonda Smith and Dr. Nilson will make an attempt to see that it is as painless as possible. We’ll be issuing various forms for families and for patients wanting to bring lawsuits. We’ll be talking to creditors. And it will seem as though brick by brick, the entire thing will be coming apart. Your list, Lyn.” 
 Lyn picked up her notes. “Legal representatives from the Elder Justice Act, Medicare representatives, Colorado Legal, as well as a support team from both FBI and CBI, will coordinate as they investigate. We are working to gather a class action lawsuit, solely for the citizens. That will limit the fleecing by shysters,” Lyn’s grin bloomed. “You know there are greedy mouthpieces. But we’ve got to insure this remains an equitable agreement for the suffering patients. This needs to become an example on behalf of the elderly.” 
 Mike put his glasses on. “It isn’t going to be an easy fix. There will be various coalitions of elder law, the Department of Elder Affairs, the National Committee for Prevention of Elder Abuse – the NCPEA, and these people will be searching to remedy the illegal, and injurious acts that have been perpetrated on these victims. What has gone wrong here, it must not continue, and never again. To make the Center operational - as it’s meant to be, there has got to be changes. That means disruption. And finally, it will need rebuilding.” He pointed to Lyn. 
 She spoke, “What are the assets? Property and buildings. What are the important components – the good staff, and patients willing to give Silver Wilderness another chance? The nursing home, the rehab center, and the hospice are going to be theoretically seized. After lawsuits and creditor, a new start up will be needed. It will eventually be put back together in an equitable manner. I’ve also seen that done. I’ve worked here in Timber County, and I know the people. All of us together will make this Center one we’ll be proud of. Mike.” 
 Mike read from his paper, “Gwen Ives is head of the Chamber of Commerce, the local newspaper, and on various commissions here in Timber. She agreed to be the Director of the Reorganization. She, along with the mayor, will be making attempts to raise a bond plan to incorporate the Center to a country owned and operated facility.” Mike said, “We’re going to do this. We pledge we’ll be cooperating to assist the citizens of this county. It will become a different kind of county property. Accountable. And funds being returned to the area. Speaking of that, of course the initial funding will be donors. This is also going to happen. It is absolutely going to happen.” 
 Lyn held up her hands, “One more thing. When we read the correspondence between the administrator, Eileen Austin, and the director, Alec Valente Zellner, I was appalled. I’m going to relate a sentence, from the now deceased Zellner’s memo to his boss, Eileen Austin. He stated that he felt elated that everyone was in agreement that the disagreeable old parasites must be chemically controlled.” Lyn looked up. Her voice was scathing. “And they were unnecessarily   restrained. Deprived of their ability to think, and to speak. Until Daisy Barnaby escaped.” Lyn continued, “As Mike said, we are going to make this happen.” 
 Royce watched as the two D.A.s sat. The sheriff knew the way it was going to happen. She just knew. Lyn Evans and Evans Chocolate would be doing the underwriting of the new Center. 
 Royce walked away, feeling alone. Not because she didn’t believe the Center would come back a new and respected facility. But because she wondered if she had done enough to see that it hadn’t happened in the first place. How could a place of healing and of helping those with the wisdom to give back to humanity have fallen to such depths? How could it have been so dark and pervading? So lacking virtue and integrity? 
 There had been no complaints. But Eileen, Larry, and Dr. Verner had seen to it that there could be no audible grumbles. No credible reports were possible. Nick had also been fooled by his personal experience with his father in the Center. Royce believed that to be the case for all residents. Royce took complete responsibility. It was her county. It was under her watch when this was going on. She had vowed to protect her county. Yet, she felt incapable. 
 She had not found a missing man. She had not solved the murder of another man. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce entered The Timber County Times. Nadine was behind her desk. “It’s been an exciting day,” she inferred that she was up to speed on the meeting her house-spouse attended. 
 “I know it’s going to take time from the running of the paper, but Gwen will be the perfect Director of Reorganization.” Royce hoped that Nadine didn’t resent having to take on all the work at their home and the newspaper. Her smile told the sheriff that she was completely supportive. 
 “Royce, I’ll gladly take the load here. I’m so proud of her.” Nadine giggled. “I had no idea she had invested in it. I won’t allow her to buy lottery tickets, so she said it was the next best thing.” 
 Royce joined in the laughter. “I hope they rename her new title. It’s obvious that she’s never been able to reorganize without you.” 
 Nadine’s eyebrows shot up. As the youngsters say, “Straight up. I don’t think it has anything to do with being lesbian.” 
 “Nope. It just means truth.” 
 “Oh, by the way, she asked for you to drop by the house. She and Daisy have been going over the list that was found on that thumb drive. There’s one name that she needs to talk with you about.” 
 The sheriff made her way backdoor of their home. She rapped on the kitchen door. “Come in,” Gwen yelled to her. 
 Daisy was sifting through piles of paper. “We found out all we could about these fellas on the list.” 
 Gwen’s enthusiasm spilled. “It comes down to one questionable name. Remember one of the guys we couldn’t dig up much about. Other than he had lived briefly in Timber. His name is George V. Humphrey.” 
 “I was remembering back,” Daisy spoke softly, her eyes narrowing in remembrance. “It would have been around the time Seth Egan got found out. About his company losing all those investor’s money.” 
 “And?” 
 “I’d recalled his name because there was a big tragedy. George V. Humphrey killed himself. I guess he lost all his wealth, and he shot himself.” 
 “But wait,” Gwen rushed on, “we found the obituary. We found George Valente Humphrey, had been a multimillionaire. Lost everything. Today Lyn mentioned Alec’s middle name was Valente. Here’s the list of his family.” Gwen slid the newspaper toward Royce. “Look right here where we marked.” 
 Royce read aloud, “Grandson – Alec Valente Zellner.” Royce frowned. “Here I was thinking because Larry Austin had lost money, he was angry and at the top of the suspect list for murdering Seth. But a young man calling himself Valiant Dude, just went to the top. He was resentful that his grandfather had been duped out of the family fortune. Alec’s motive would have been not only revenge for his grandfather’s suicide, but he’d lost his entire inheritance.” 
 “Well, you can’t question Alec,” Gwen stated. “But if you find Seth alive, you can at least ask him about it.” 
 “Right,” the sheriff mumbled. “And we may get snow tomorrow, so we may not find his body until spring thaw.” 
 “Give it your best try, girl,” Daisy said, as she had said so many times when Royce was in her class. “You’ll get on to it.” 
 Royce tipped her hat. 
 After she’d briskly strode to the sidewalk, she slipped a butterscotch candy into her mouth. It was getting late, and she knew she’d have stacks of work on her desk. But she thought about Barney Emmett. Maybe she could get him to think of something else about Seth. Royce was running out of ideas. And if Seth was dead, the list of people having a motive to murder Seth had grown to include Alec Valente Zellner. 
 




Chapter 22

         
 
 There was a soggy, distinctive chill to the morning. This type of morning usually produced a light snow. Royce had loaded two bundles of firewood. She placed them in the corner of Gran’s enclosed back porch. When she went inside, Gran had breakfast fixed. 
 Chatting, as they usually did, Gran asked about the revelation that one of Seth’s victims had been related to Alec Zellner. 
 Between bites, and sips of strong coffee, Royce theorized. “Alec might well have killed Seth. He had millions of motives to murder the thieving Seth. But who murdered Alec?” 
 Gran probed, “Could it be that Alec had been involved in drugs?” 
 “The autopsy showed he had no drug traces in his system. He may have been stealing and selling opioids. The jury is out on that one. I’m not sure we’ll ever be able to discover anything about his dealing. His penthouse, his auto, this bike, his office – all completely searched. Nothing. My best guess is that the Austins and/or Dr. Verner became concerned Alec would be caught with some mischief he was involved in. That would open up their lucrative scheme of elder abuse. Above all, they wouldn’t want that to be discovered.” 
 Royce loved that Gran was always interested in cases. “I’m just offering my two cents. I had seen Humphrey around town a couple times. But I had no dealings with him. All I know is that he was rich as all get-out. And he’d accumulated so much wealth, that maybe…” Gran scratched her chin. “Well, maybe money was his life. And when Seth cheated him out of his money, Humphrey committed suicide. And that was that.” 
 “I’m jaded,” Royce admitted. “I think Alec might have killed Seth – not for revenge over his grandfather, but because Seth stole his inheritance. One time I asked Alec how he would feel if his grandfather was being abused in an assisted living home. He had a look on his face that I knew was meaningful. It was as though he resented his grandfather. Now, I think it might have been that he hated his grandfather for being taken in by Seth. He blamed his grandfather, too.” Royce knew that in crime supposition was just that. Answers would never be found to some questions. “I’m uncertain if we’ll find out what the drugs had to do with Alec.” 
 When the sheriff left, Gran had given her a hug and told her to drive carefully if the snow began to make the roads slushy. 
 The roads were still dry when she arrived in Timber. Taking out her phone, she crossed the streets. The mid-sized bus was opening the door. Royce wanted to get photos of the children when they boarded the bus for their first day field trip. 
 “Royce,” Hertha called to her, “I’m concerned. The driver…” 
 Glancing in, Royce saw Earl Harris at the wheel. 
 “Do you want me to do something?” Royce inquired. “I could hold the bus. Have the school replace Harris.” 
 “No, it might make him angry. This is the kid’s day. I don’t want him making their day difficult.” 
 “Maybe you should pull them. Let them stay home. This weekend I’ll take them up to the ski lift; it should be open in the next day or two.” 
 “They want to be with their friends. Some of the kiddos have come around. At least they aren’t calling Antero ‘Tomahawk’ when referring to him.” 
 “That’s something. I’m glad they’re making some friends.” 
 “They’ve been waiting so long for this.” Hertha’s frown intensified. “I wish I knew what to do. I don’t want them to go. But I also realize that it’s a parent’s job to let them fly out of the nest.” 
 “Go with your heart, Hertha.” 
 “My heart says to keep them here. But look how happy they are. And there is a teacher accompanying them.” 
 Concern also covered Royce’s face. “I’ll email the photos I just took to you,” Royce said. 
 As the bus moved away, the two women walked across the street. 
 Royce’s throat was dry. It hurt her to see Hertha anguishing. Chance continued walking between them. “I’ve got the deputy’s meeting now, then I need to drop by the D.A.s and get an update. But after that, I’ll go up to Crystal Village. I’m paying another visit to the caretakers of what was once Seth’s home. See if they’ve thought of anything that might be of help in locating Seth. And then, I’ll check on the kids. Make sure the ride up was okay. If there’s any guff from the driver, I’ll stay and bring them back home.” 
 “I’d appreciate it. I know I’m overprotective of them. But I just have a dread of that man, Earl Harris.” 
 “He is a creep,” Royce said with a concern. “How about if I ask one of the deputies to check on them. Make certain that they arrived at Crystal Village?” 
 “Thanks, Royce. I’d appreciate it. And be careful of slick roads.” 
   
 *** 
 
 After the morning meetings, Royce, with Chance, went to the small cabin of Barney and Harriet Emmett. Barney seemed surprised to see the sheriff. 
 “I don’t know a thing new,” he chided. “You’re a wastin’ your time. And it’s startin’ to snow out there.” 
 “I’m just up in the area to check on some things. We do regular sweeps of the country. You know, to see if the cabins are safe.” 
 “I know exactly what you mean. Those damn kids are breakin’ in cabins hereabouts. 
 Why a couple weeks ago, I lost one of my key chains from the key holder by the kitchen door. That’s why I was so slow getting us into Seth’s house. I wasn’t sure that set of keys was on the keying gone missing.” 
 “Did you report it?” 
 “Naw. My place probably wasn’t broken into. We forget to lock the backdoor. And I’m never sure if it might be a case of me misplacing the keys. But they went missing. Me and the Mrs. make our rounds. The vacant cabins need checking on. There’s that couple weeks in between when folks are in their cabins for the aspen leaves coloring up, and hunting hasn’t started. Lots a folks go back to Denver to their primary residence during that time. Well, one of our odd jobs is checkin’ their vacant cabins.” 
 “Have you checked them recently?” 
 “We didn’t have the keys, but the Mrs. and me drove around about a week ago, looked in the windows. I contact the owners and had them send me new keys. Got most of ‘em last week. Well, there was a couple that hadn’t sent the keys until yesterday. They’re probably upset that the keys were stolen.” 
 “I’ll need the keys, and addresses, Barney.” 
 “Sheriff, you got to return the keys back to me. But I’ll give ‘em to you for a couple days. And the addresses.” 
 Royce saw the list of seven cabins. “Thanks, Barney, I’ll see that you get these back as soon as we’ve checked them out.” 
 On the way back to her vehicle, Royce stopped a moment to look at the splendor of the Colorado scenery. She wondered why she was pursuing so many long shots. The light flecks of snow were making the panorama look animated. 
 Thoughts streamed. Lives were so compartmentalized. Everyone had their separate concerns. She continued walking, but her mind seemed to swirl in more directions than the sifting snow. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce opened the SUV door for Chance. Her radio issued an alert. The scanner code began with a standby alert. “Ten-twelve. Sheriff, all deputies, we have a Code Blue. Bus in trouble. A 23152. Stand by. School bus hijacking. They have just left from the Crystal Ski Lodge.” 
 Royce broke in, “Wanda, were there children aboard.” 
 “Yes. Children – twelve. They were boarding. Teacher was last; she smelled liquor and began to order her class from the bus. One Earl Harris, the driver, pushed her from the bus. Shots were fired. He left the scene with the children. Headed to the highway, toward Timber.” 
 Royce quickly radioed, “All available units.” She attempted to keep her voice from shaking. “We are going to make an attempt to follow the bus. It’s getting slick out there. I don’t want that bus careening off the road. No high-speed chases, if possible. I’ll need a unit at the off ramp of Gulch Creek Road. We are not going to approach until we get to the level area out of Timber. Until then, light up your roofs, but no sirens.” She took a breath. “Wanda, get a search warrant for the Harris home executed. Also contact parents, and get a place in the courthouse cleared for taking statements, and get counselors to work with survivors.” 
 “Doing it now, Sheriff. By your playbook, I’ve contacted several. Neighboring communities will be helping.” 
 Nick asked, “Are we going to use a strip?” 
 “Only if we can’t get him stopped, Nick. Then pick the road stop you think best.” 
 “Roger. I’d say they should be ready to place a strip at both highway city lines – entry and exit.” 
 Royce continued with instructions, “Let’s have two squads at the first town exit. One on each side of the highway. Everyone knows the drill. I’m vehicle two. Terry is first. Got it, Terry?” 
 “He’s in my sight. Driving too quickly and erratically for conditions. But I’m staying on him.” 
 “I’ve got eyes on him now,” Royce stated. “Wanda, get emergency vehicles on standby. And call Hertha. We’ll notify as soon as we get him stopped.” 
 “Roger, Sheriff.” 
 “Slow and easy everyone,” Royce instructed. Let’s get in position for taking him down at the first available spot. Stage area immediately. No flash bang, even if we draw a crowd.” Royce didn’t want the flash bang used to frighten the children when the explosive warnings were deployed. They produced a blinding flash and intensely loud bang, and were usually used to disburse or control crowds. Nothing to unnerve the children or the perpetrator. 
 As the cars fishtailed down the pass, Royce took deep breaths. She saw bus going out of control as it winded around the curve. The bus hit the graveled edge. Beneath was a plunging ledge. The bus made it back away from the side-rail. 
 When they hit an area of flatland, Royce directed, “Let’s take him down now, before we get into town. Terry, lead. I’m right behind you. Wanda, direct the emergency medics, and escort the school principal and Laura Harris here immediately. Urgently.” 
 Terry shifted into the passing lane. Cautiously, keeping up. When she saw the deputies ahead, she began moving toward the bus. Royce saw the bus bump the deputy’s fender. Terry’s vehicle slid, but was recovered quickly. The two vehicles on the side edged toward the oncoming bus. The bus veered off the road, and slid across the area, and onto a lifting ravine. 
 Following, Royce felt the slip of her vehicle on ice patches. She coasted to a stop around twenty feet from the bus. Royce jumped out, running toward rock that jutted up. She saw Terry emerge from her squad car, and take cover. Both women had guns drawn. Within moments, the area was filled with police and emergency vehicles. Deputies scattered to find their cover and stage. They surrounded the bus. 
 Shouting Royce called for the driver, “Earl Harris, I need to see you come out of the bus now.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. “Wanda, get me patched to his radio. Keep me advised about any Harris data.” 
 “Got it, Royce.” 
 The sheriff shouted, “Earl Harris, let’s get this stopped now. I want you to exit the bus. I want your hands in the air. You’ve got nowhere to go.” 
 “You come and get me. I got a little booze left in here, and plenty of rounds in my clips. I got one of those clips in my semiautomatic. It has enough ammo to kill everyone here twice.” His laugh was an ugly crowing sound.” I’ll kill you all. So, you want me, you come and get me. I got a dozen human shields.” 
 “Give it up,” Royce ordered. 
 His inebriated speech was evidence that he had probably been drinking since he delivered the children to the ski area. Those few hours were enough to intoxicate him. “I’d like to take you out. This country doesn’t need freaks. Queers should be killed. Anyone that ain’t white ain’t right. This is my country.” 
 “I want to talk with you. Let’s settle this without bloodshed.” She worked to negotiate. “We can talk this out.” 
 “I already shot the teacher. I got nothing to lose.” 
 Royce lied, “You missed. She’s fine. Let’s not have any serious charges.” 
 “Fucking shut up, you queer bitch.” 
 Royce stiffened. “I’m not going away.” 
 A squad car pulled up as near as it could get to Royce. From the car exited both Laura Harris and Jane Garnett. Laura was visibly shaken. “Sheriff, I’m going to phone him. I can talk to him.” 
 “Get him on your phone. I want to talk with him,” Royce sternly replied. “Now!” 
 “Maybe he’ll listen to me.” She tried to talk. From his phone there was cursing, and then they could see that he was throwing the phone from the bus. 
 Royce took Laura’s phone. “That didn’t go so great. I want you to talk with Undersheriff Nick Hogan.” She pointed toward Nick. “You tell him everything you know about that man.” 
 “He has a record and…” Laura stopped. She slowly, nearly trance-like, walked to Nick. 
 Principal Jane Garnett said, “Sheriff, I didn’t know.” 
 “You hired a man with a record. You didn’t do a background check. Your crime was that you should have known. That is an unforgiveable crime. And take a look at what we’ve got now. And you are an accomplice.” 
 Garnett went to stand beside Laura Harris. Royce glared at them both. 
 It was only moments later, Nick ran to Royce’s side. “They’ll be sending his record from Dallas. His offenses include child endangerment, child abuse, and an entire rap sheet ranging from child pornography to assault. We have to get him out of there.” 
 Royce paused a moment. “He wants me. I’m one of the people he wants. I’m going in. I know it’s against policy, but we don’t have a safe option. The guy is dangerous, and he’s going to begin harming those children. As I approach the driver’s entry door, get two deputies to open the back door. As quietly as it can be opened,” Royce instructed. “And keep Chance back.” 
 When the deputies were in place, she motioned. Royce holstered her gun. “I’m coming in to talk with you, Harris.” 
 “You try anything and you’ll have a dozen dead kids.” 
 Cautiously, Royce neared the door. “Harris, open the door, now.” She watched as the vertical doors eased open. 
 When she began stepping up, he yelled. “No, you’re not coming in here.” 
 She peered in. “Is everyone okay?” She heard crying from the back of the bus. 
 “Nobody’s okay. Got it. Nobody.” Slouching, he sat, most leaning against the seat. 
 “Harris, we need to get these kids off the bus. Some of them may be hurt from the accident.” 
 “If they don’t shut the fuck up, they’re gonna be dead. Even the white ones.” 
 “They’re noisy. Why don’t you let the white children get off the bus?” She was reading his face. “A few of them. The ones that are crying.” 
 In his right hand, he held a gun. In his left a bottle. He took a gulp. He stood, “You kids back there,” he pointed to a few. “You white kids can go. Get that screamer the hell out of here.” 
 He shoved some of the children. Royce quickly reached for them as they were retreating from the bus. She helped them down the steps as they debarked. She whispered for them to run. “Harris, that was a good show of faith.” She counted seven. That meant five remained. 
 Royce pointed to the back of the bus. Nick radioed for the two deputies, to get it opened and try to board, or get more children off. Then Royce stepped up, aboard the bus. As she did the backdoor was opened. She heard one of the children at the back of the bus being drug away to freedom. Four. Four left. 
 “I said stay back.” He looked at Royce’s body. “I’d like to rape you. Fuck you, you dyke bitch. Yeah, I want you.” He felt his crotch. “You queer.” 
 Royce watched the gun as it made a loop from the children back to the sheriff. As he lifted the bottle, Royce spat the word, “Being a racist and a rapist of children must be thirsty work.” She paused. “Why wouldn’t it be? You’re at the bottom of the barrel. You’re the lowest of the species.” 
 His eyes were angry; his beefy face was now red. “You bitch. Queers are the bottom. That’s who is at the bottom. Your kind and your black and brown races.” 
 Royce turned to the right; she saw Antero and Vannie for the first time. They were trembling. They knew they were targets. Suddenly she looked down the aisle to where they sat. There was a large open bag of road salt two rows ahead of theirs. It was only a chance, but they knew a story of Royce and Hertha’s history. If Royce’s line of sight lowered, they would see the salt. Maybe they would understand. She glanced downward. Both children gazed down to what she was looking at. Then she opened her hands widely, and gripped them several times. She was telling them what to do. Grab and hold salt. Royce watched as the bus driver took another slug of booze. 
 “Okay, so you’re winning now, Harris. You’ve got four kid hostages. And a sheriff.” She was directing his attention. She stood in the aisle. Her arms lifted as she spoke. “You’ll have some fame with your haters. White supremacists. And you will be able to take out a couple of children of color. You’ll be a hero to you clan. You are part of a group, aren’t you?” 
 “Yeah, I got my group. I told that stupid bitch I married that I was going to a hunting convention. It was a group. We were hunting for coloreds and queers. We’re taking over the world.” 
 Attempting to hide her disgust, she spoke tranquilly, “Look, I’ve been fair with you. I want something. You can keep your gun aimed at me. I just want to hug those kids. They’re my kids. Let them come up to the front. Then I’ll ask the deputy to get you another bottle of whiskey, I see your bottle is almost spent. Then you can kill us.” 
 He howled, jeering, “Yeah. This bottle is almost gone. Hug those little redskin shits. Say goodbye. Drop your gun first.” 
 Giving up a weapon was also a last resort. But again, no options. Royce eased her gun out touching only the handle. She dropped it. She turned and walked to the seat where the salt was. She motioned for Antero and Vannie to come hug her. They moved slowly and were seated. She continued looking at the salt. “Okay,” she turned to Harris. I’m just going to hug the kids. Then I’ll come back to where I was. You’ve got me in your sight.” 
 “Hug ‘em one last time, bitch.” 
 Royce opened her arms and hugged Vannie. As her arms went behind the small girl, Royce’s hand felt the tightly closed fist. It opened, dropped a handful of salt into the sheriff’s hand. Then she hugged Antero. His hand filled her other grasp with salt. 
 “Get back here,” Harris screamed impatiently. Royce returned, her hands in fists. Harris lifted the bottle to his lips. As he tipped the bottle back, Royce tossed her handfuls of salt toward his eyes. He shrieked. Royce bolted toward him, hitting his right hand with all the force she had. She swung his arm to the side, pressing hard to hold it. 
 He was disabled enough for the two deputies in the back to rush him. He was thrown back against the dash. Royce rammed his arm against the steering wheel. His gun fell and skittered down the aisle. He was frantically clawing at his eyes to remove the salt. He went to his knees. From the side, Chance had rushed up the steps and past the open door. She was ferociously growling into his face. 
 Terry stood in the aisle, pointing her service weapon directly at Harris. She whispered to the sheriff, “I’ve got a dead-center aim on him. Let me shoot him. Please.” 
 Royce smiled. “Where he’s going for the remainder of his life, shooting him would be doing him a favor. But let’s call Chance off. The poor dog will be drunk if she doesn’t get away from his boozer breath.” Her eyes met with Terry’s. “Great charge, Deputy. I’m proud of you.” 
 Two deputies and the sheriff cuffed him, then pulled his bulky body up. Terry whistled for Chance. “Chance, you were just the backup needed.” 
 Lifting herself to her feet, Royce turned to see the children. She took them in her arms. As the three walked off the bus, they walked past the other ten children. Royce pointed to her children. “These two youngsters that some of you were bullying, they saved lives just now. You and you,” she pointed to the two children that had remained. “Your lives were saved by Antero and Vannie.” 
 Wide-eyed, the children surrounded Hertha’s children. They hugged them. 
 Royce turned and smiled to her deputies. “Good work. You are all plenty amazing.” 
 She looked toward the crowd that was gathering. Hertha walked toward her. There embrace was for many moments. Royce gazed into Hertha’s eyes. For the first time, the sheriff felt she was part of her new family. 
 Royce’s love had evolved. She had evolved into a person that wanted to trust more than she wanted to be alone. 
 




Chapter 23

         
 
 Later that afternoon and through the evening, Royce was going over the deputy reports, as well as reports from onlookers at the bus high-jacking. Nick had taken a statement from the teacher. She had been hit, and only had superficial wounds from the bullet and from falling. She had been checked and released. 
 The children had been checked, and would be given psychological evaluations, and provided with any emotional help they would need. All of them had stated that he hadn’t touched them. But they feared he would. 
 Royce informed Principal Jane Garnett, that she would be held responsible for not doing background checks on the longtime criminal, Harris. That implicated her, and the D.A. might wish to bring charges against her. Garnett’s chance of remaining principal of the school, or any school, was slimmer than none. Laura Harris would be accountable for not alerting the school to Earl Harris’s record. Conspiracy, collusion, it would not be good. She claimed not to know he was a molester of children. 
 With the current attempted murder, kidnapping, endangerment, and reckless driving, and a list of charges, including hate crimes, he would undoubtedly be sent back to the state where he was incarcerated to serve out the remainder of his twenty-year sentence. With ten years remaining, he would be there for some time. Then he would end up in Colorado to serve the new sentence for the attempted murder of fourteen. The children, the teacher, and the sheriff. Thankfully, the only one experiencing the burst of gunfire was the teacher. And thankfully Earl was a lousy shot; Royce had mentioned that to the deputies. The children’s teacher had escaped with a small, but brag-worthy graze on her arm from the errant bullet. Harris would undoubtedly be serving the remainder of his life in prison. 
 Finally, at the end of the day, Royce had interrogated the semi-drunken, Earl Harris. He was still spewing his White Supremacist threats and hatred. Harris had always worn long sleeves. When the sheriff Royce saw his arms, she knew why. His jail garb showed his various symbols of hatred. Ink covered his arms. 
 That ink would insure that Laura Harris knew what he was. Royce was glad that Laura would be a charged as an accomplice. Although she would probably not receive much time, she would certainly never work in Timber County again. And most would shun her if she stayed in Timber. She would probably go internet dumpster diving to find another man to insert in her life. She wasn’t too picky. 
 Royce spent what remained of the night attempting to sleep. Gran had fixed her a meal, and the sheriff had only eaten a few mouth’s full. She then went to her room to rest or try to sleep. 
   
 *** 
 
 When she woke that morning, Royce asked Undersheriff Nick to also interrogate Harris. The criminal would be sober, and Royce didn’t wish to be near him. She was certain he wouldn’t be out of prison soon. So many pedophiles had the treatment disguise and would be given an excuse bath. Guilt free. They are sent back out into the public. Released with a hand slap. The sheriff hated the revolving doors that brought them back to harm children. 
 Also, she asked Nick to conduct the deputy’s meeting. She had some work to do, and would be taking Deputy Sam with her. 
 As daylight broke, Royce and deputies Sam and Chance drove to the outskirts of Crystal. Sam grinned and accused, “You know the others are going to be thinking we’ve run off together?” 
 “I just wanted you to be with me. The others think I’m wasting my time trying to find Seth Egan. We’ll be looking for him. There was a probable robbery at Barney Emmett’s cabin. Keys were stolen. They’re for the cabins surrounding both Barney’s cabin, and Seth’s home. Royce took the large envelop from the dash and handed it to Sam. As Sam took it, he heard the rattling of keys. “These are address and a new set of keys. We’re going to check the vacant cabins out.” 
 “You think Seth might be hiding out in one of them?” 
 “He’s in his mid-seventies, but has enough strength that it took both Alec and Larry to restrain him. So, it’s not a reach to believe that he’s been surviving in the rough wilderness. He’s also smart enough, and cunning enough, to know where to find shelter. He would have known where Barney kept the keys. Barney was a pal and also was custodian of Seth’s property.” 
 “And you didn’t want the other deputies to roll their eyes when they were told to continue searching.” 
 Sheepishly, Royce grinned. “I hate to be the department joke.” 
 “After you saved those kids yesterday, I don’t think anyone’s going to laugh at you. And if Seth is found alive, you can permanently shut off their laugh button.” 
 Chuckling, Royce said, “See, this is why I brought you along. Humor. I need a good one-liner.” Royce pointed to the packet of keys. I’ve numbered the cabins, nearest to the Emmett cabin is first. Then it will continue from there.” 
 Sam systematically directed Royce to the cabins, and they searched them as they went. Sam dropped the keys into the envelope as the cabins were checked. The final three keys were tightly held in his hand. “Okay, we’re on five of seven.” 
 Royce turned down a winding road. She suddenly put the brakes on. She backed her vehicle up. Taking her binoculars, she examined the small, unkempt structure. It appeared to be abandoned. It was probably only used as a hunting cabin by its owner. 
 Handing the binoculars to Sam, she commented, “Look at the ground. It’s a small dusting of snow left over from yesterday. There is what looks like footprints.” 
 Sam looked for several moments. “Definitely those are tracks. I’m guessing he isn’t suffering from hypothermia.” 
 “I’ll approach to see if I get response.” Royce opened her door quietly. 
 “I’ll be covering you. Should I leave Chance here, or bring her.” 
 “She’ll be quiet. If I get into a situation, set her free.” 
 Sam nodded. “Just be careful.” 
 The sheriff unsnapped her holster, and removed her service firearm. She followed the path. When she knocked, she heard the sounds of things being moved, perhaps tossed. “Sheriff’s Department,” she loudly announced. She stood to the side of the door. She saw the curtain moving. “I need you to open the door.” 
 A shot was fired, then a spray of bullets followed. With the first moment of quiet, Royce kicked in the door. With gun draw, she leaned around the doorway to see Seth Egan aiming his gun. He was across the messy room, and he immediately took cover behind the stuffed chair. “Leave me alone,” he shouted. 
 “Seth Egan, you’ve got to put down the weapon. Stand up, hands in the air.” 
 “You’re going to send me back to that hellhole Silver Wilderness,” his voice was booming, and was much louder than he seemed to have the energy to produce. His large frame was shaking. His mottled skin was gray. His matted dirty white hair hung across his face. That face was lined and hardened. His eyes half-lidded and his mouth seemed withered. 
 “No, you won’t be going back there. I just want to talk with you.” 
 He slowly stood. The sidearm toppled from his hand. “I didn’t think you’d find me.” 
 “I knew I would.” She called to Sam. Sam and Chance approached, and Royce commanded, “Guard, Chance.” The German shepherd bounded across the room and stood in attack mode. “Okay, Seth, come around the chair. We’re going to ask you to put your hands behind your back.” She motioned for Sam to cuff Seth. She also motioned for him to have his body cam rolling. 
 As Seth moved around the chair, he seemed to weaken. “Can I sit down? And will you put the cuffs in front. I’m having problems breathing.” 
 Royce motioned. “Chance, stand down.” Chance moved to Royce’s side. Sam re-cuffed Seth. “Seth, I want to know what you know.” 
 “I’ve got my rights to leave that place. All that crap about them having conservatorship of me is bullshit. They set me up. I had a mild heart attack and next thing you know, I’m being drug off to that hellhole. I had to break out a couple times.” 
 “Maybe it would have been wiser to come to the authorities so we could sort it out.” 
 “Those guys, Larry and Alec, they hated me.” 
 “And you murdered Alec?” 
 Sam glanced toward the sheriff. She saw disbelief in the deputy’s face. 
 Seth’s sunken eyes were red-rimmed. His lips wobbled. “That was self-defense. But I have this belief, anyone jabs me in the back isn’t going to like it when I turn around. I wanted to kill him as much as he wanted me dead.” 
 “You bilked his grandfather of his money. Humphrey was disgraced and killed himself. Alec lost his inheritance. He was going to make you pay.” Silence told Royce her assertion was right on. “So, you lived rough for a couple weeks, eating out of people’s gardens, and whatever scraps you could gather. Or pilfer. My friend’s garden was one of the reasons I thought you might be alive. Nadine Atwell’s garden was open to everyone. She loved sharing her produce. But then there was someone coming for vegetables in the darkness. Stealing what Nadine loved giving away. That made me think you had been there.” 
 “The newspaper women’s home. Yes, I did borrow a little food.” 
 “And you borrowed Larry’s money and Alec’s grandfather Humphrey’s money.” 
 Defiantly, he defended, “They invested. An investment means you can lose or win.” 
 “Yet you went to a ‘hand-slap’ prison, because you didn’t invest. You stole.” 
 “Alec belittled me. He threatened me. Smacked me around. I was helpless. He deserved to die. And I never knew when he was going to kill me. He would whisper, as he was injecting me, that it might be my last breath. He was this sadist. He would have killed me eventually.” 
 “You took a rope, and fashioned a stump into a club, and you killed him.” 
 “Before he killed me.” 
 “Did you know he was shorting people on pain meds?” 
 “I figured it. He’d give half doses, so he wouldn’t have to give some patients the full pill opioids. Then he traded them for other pills. I was plenty damn sure the knockout drops he gave me wasn’t on the menu.” 
 “Other pills?” 
 “Yes. He was a regular dealer in a lab coat. He’d trade those pills he’d stolen to a dealer that would give him GHB.” Seth’s guffaw was as loud as his breathing. “The idiot would tout himself as a playboy. He needed to slip a little GHB to help drug up the women. They turned him down and he hated them.” 
 “He was trading opioids for date rape pills?” 
 “Yes. The stud couldn’t attract those women.” 
 “He slipped them meds,” Royce said incredulously. “And the women didn’t report him. I’ll have my friends at the newspaper try to get someone to come forward. Too late to prosecute, but at least we can get them help. He got away with it. Damn,” Royce cursed. 
 “He said he could get away with murder. He would have killed me.” 
 “So, you placed the rope, and waited. You tripped the bike, forced it to tumble down the incline. The fall broke his neck. So why the overkill? The club.” 
 “Alec was spread out down there, and I saw him move slightly. And I hear him moan. His moan was shallow, but it was a moan. He couldn’t be allowed to survive. It had to look like an accident. I had to finish him off. I quickly modeled a club.” 
 “You felt you had to kill him. For self-preservation?” 
 “I knew my time would come.” 
 “Silver Wilderness got word that your home was upside down, and they had no reason to keep you around. Alec was probably tiring of threatening you.” 
 “I was becoming a liability. Some of the people there were liabilities. Their accounts would run out, Social Security checks…Hell, it wasn’t paying their ways. They didn’t last long.” 
 “You’re saying that they might have been murdered? That Alec, Eileen, Larry and Dr. Verner were the greedy death angels? They killed patients?” 
 “Alec alluded to it. He’d say he was going to send me off with a mercy killing.” 
 “Patients that got sent off – he would use a drug?” 
 “Yes. It was succinylcholine. He wanted me to suffer. Alec claimed they were special money-makers. Killing them was part of his commissions.” 
 “He had no remorse?” Royce was stunned at the coldness. 
 “None at all,” Seth snickered. “He said they were in a fugue state. But he also said it was a terrible death if your mind wasn’t gone.” 
 “You knew he was drugging other people. And he could have killed you. So why didn’t he?” 
 “I did him favors. Him and Larry. And her ladyship, Eileen.” 
 “You did favors for the Austins and Alec. Did the doctor know?” 
 “That quack knew what was happening. After I’d do a job, he’d compliment me. And I’d be taken off meds for a couple days. For good behavior. But I escaped a couple times. So, they kept me full of dope.” 
 “What were your jobs?” Royce grilled. 
 “I was a forger. I’d forged names for them. They knew I’d forged in my business. It was one of my charges that sent me to prison. I was damn good at it. So, they asked me to forge names. It was my way of staying alive.” 
 “Who did the asking?” 
 “I think it was the four of them. But Alec was the one that had me sign.” He lifted his cuffed arms and his right hand swirled, indicating writing. “I did it to save myself. They should be charged for the forgery. Not me. I only did what they said.” He began sputter. 
 “We’ll take you down to Timber. To the Sheriff’s Office.” 
 “It’s their fault,” his words choked. “And Alec was nuts. He’d plan it. Kill the ones with no one checking. They could cremate the bodies. They did it. They killed. All I did was forge papers.” Seth’s breathing sounded like broken-down bellows. 
 “Are you going to be okay?” Royce inquired as Seth coughed loudly. 
 Slowly, Seth’s body slid downward. Sam caught him, and eased him onto the floor. 
 Royce radioed, calling, “We’ve got a 10-52. Need an ambulance immediately. Looks like a coronary.” Royce gave the directions. 
 Sam had started CPR, but from Seth’s coloring and limpness, both enforcers held little hope. They continued working on Seth until they heard the sirens. They passed the responsibility on to the EMTs. As they loaded him into the ambulance, the paramedics continued, 
 Sam asked, “You want me to ride with them?” 
 “No need, Sam. He won’t be needing an escort. He’s not going to make it.” Royce was angry at Seth. He had not only cheated the Wall Street crowd. He had forged the beautifully scripted handwriting of Daisy Barnaby. He had almost stolen her dream of having a wildlife reserve for the youth to see and appreciate. Something inside Royce despised Seth. She repeated, “He’s not going to make it.” 
 And he didn’t. The EMTs radioed Royce that Seth Egan was DOA. 
   
 *** 
 
 “Thank goodness we got the body cam confession,” Nick praised. “I keep forgetting to turn mine on.” 
 Royce teased, “You wouldn’t expect Deputy Tech Sunshine to forget to snap on his body cam.” 
 “Nothing like that. Anyway, great job. The D.A said to tell you that Seth’s confession confirmed that it was a conspiracy. Seth was a player. He certainly had the goods on Eileen and Larry Austin, Dr. Verner and Alec.” Chuckling, Nick then said, “And of course Seth had reason to believe he would be killed by Alec. So, he took Alec’s execution in his own hands.” 
 “Yes. The four in charge of Silver Wilderness will be indicted for everything. We may have a skirmish about jurisdiction. It’s all got to be parceled out. Feds want the three for fraud and misappropriation, CBI has a list, and Timber County has charges that loop around Crystal mountain a dozen times. Eileen, Larry, and Melvin may not be looking at life, but they’ll get enough time to make it feel like it is a life sentence. And by the time their defense is paid for, they’ll end up broke.” 
 “Royce, you realize you had two shootings in two days. Shots fired by Seth, and Earl Harris. Thank goodness, Deputy Chance was there to stand guard. And Deputy Sunshine was there to give you a laugh or two.” 
 “The biggest laugh was when Sam stated Seth forgot to tell us where he’d hidden cash reserve that folks speculated he’d stashed.” 
 Nick grinned. “Don’t most people conjecture that he hid it with his ex-wife?” 
 “I told Sam that. But he thinks that he had it well-hidden. Maybe in the pod. It was open, and Seth could have rifled through it and found an item it was contained in. Sam’s theory was that when things cooled down, Seth planned to pop the millions in a backpack and begin a new life. Sam believes the treasure trove is hidden, maybe in the cabin.” Royce snickered. “In fact, that’s where he is now. Checking it out. Actually, he is supposed to be finding anything Seth left behind. And looking for a cat named Betsy. All we know now is that the gun he used belonged to the cabin owner. And that Seth murdered Alec.” 
 “Hey, Sam could find millions.” 
 “Probably he’ll only find dirty socks,” Royce joked. “And we missed some of what happened this morning. What’s going to happen to Harris?” 
 “His former penitentiary does want him back. Damn it, Royce. How many offences does a pedophile get before they toss away the key?” 
 “I wish I had an answer. We pick them up, and the court allows those prolific sex offences to be diminished down to a parking ticket. Level three sex offenders, out in no time at all.” Royce sighed deeply. “But with our additional charges, Harris will eventually be returned to us. Attempted murder – assault on sheriff, kidnapping – a dozen charges. Hate crimes. I think they’ll nail his shoe to the ground on this one. When we get him back, he’s toast. He’ll be in our custody.” 
 “There are way too many bad guys,” Nick said. 
 “We’re in the business of meeting up with the dirtballs. They wouldn’t need sheriffs and deputies if the world didn’t have crime.” 
 Nick sulked, “I love my badge, but I’d give it up if only the kids of the world were safe from the Earl Harris’s of the world.” 
 Royce closed her eyes a moment. “Most of us would give up our lives to save children. Yesterday, each one of you was poised to charge that bus, and meet up with the perpetrator’s bullets. Taking care of our off-springs, humanity’s youth, is vital to us all.” 
 “Royce,” Nick gently spoke, “you could have lost those kids yesterday. They could have lost you. I know that’s your main concern. Because it was my main fear all those year ago. But it’s more of a fear for you.” 
 “What?” she questioned. Royce leaned forward. 
 “The fear is worse for you because you’d just entered college when your dad, the sheriff, was gunned down. Years ago when Bev told me that we were going to have a child. I was terrified that I’d leave them. I’d be killed. That’s what you’re really afraid of. With Hertha and the kids, you aren’t frightened of losing your independence. You’re terrified of leaving children behind. You love Hertha, and she loves you. If, and we’re not going to let it happen, but if you were murdered, those kids would still have Hertha. Antero and Vannie would have the same kind of memories you have of your dad. And just like you wouldn’t give up those memories, they wouldn’t give up memories of you.” 
 “Thanks, Nick.” Royce felt a knot in her throat. She knew he was right. 
   
 *** 
 
  As soon as Royce left with Chance, she dialed Hertha’s number. “I’m just checking in to see how the kids are doing. It must have been extremely traumatic for all the children.” Chance and the sheriff walked slowly across the street as she talked on her cell phone. 
 “Yes. Royce, can you drop by for dinner? It would help me reassure them. Some of the other kids have called to tell them they were brave and smart to get the salt. They now have many, many friends.” 
 “Good to know the bullies have come to appreciate your two wonderful kids.” 
 “Royce, I…” 
 “Hearth, please wait. “Let me finish.” Royce clutched her phone. “Those kids have come to appreciate Antero and Vannie. I’ve come to appreciate my feelings for them. When we first got together, I warned you that there are times when I would be wrapped up in a case. Then I’m oblivious to anything else.” 
 “And I told you when we spent those fifteen years together, I was aware of that. The children and I are willing to understand your job. Accept any hardship.” 
 “I’ve also been frightened that I might get shot and leave them behind.” Royce terminated the phone call. Tears began to spurt from her eyes. She opened the High Country’s front door. She walked into Hertha’s arms. “I do love you. And I can be a great parent, Hertha. My mother and father taught me how. So simple. Love the children, and hope for the best.” 
 Their kiss lasted only until Chance whined. She also wanted a hug. Royce and Hertha looked into one another’s eyes. It was always a good time to hug a child or a pet. Destiny is carefully mapped. It becomes its own magnificent mystery. 
 With those thoughts, Royce understood that it would all be fine. The Ute word meaning all right was towaoc. Everything was all right when she belonged to Hertha.    
 




Chapter 24

         
 
 Royce looked across the rangeland beneath the Silver Wilderness mountain ridge. She viewed the Center differently as she drove into the driveway entrance. Hers was the lead vehicle. Behind her were squad cars, one of which was carrying the D.A. Michael Parker, and consulting D.A., Lyn Evans. Behind the string of vehicles were three gleaming black passenger vans carrying representatives from both the CBI and the FBI. 
 Their first stop had been the home of Larry Austin. Austin had been stunned, and had resisted at first. Then his arms were lowered, and he held them out for cuffs to be slid around his wrists. He was advised of his rights, and then he was read the major charges against him. Two deputies led him to an awaiting squad car. 
 The second stop had been at Crystal Hospital, where Dr. Melvin Verner was arrested, cuffed, and taken to an awaiting squad car. He indignantly complained that he’d done nothing wrong. 
 Finally, the cavalcade of official cars drove to the front of the Silver Wilderness Center. Royce and Nick walked inside the Center, followed by a parade of women and men officials. 
 Royce entered the office of Eileen Austin. Eileen gasped, she reached for her phone. “What are you doing?” she screamed. 
 “We’re here to arrest you,” Royce answered. “If you’ll put your hands out to be cuffed, Timber County Undersheriff Nick Hogan will read you your rights. Then we’ll be taking you to be booked. You’re going to be interrogated. Ultimately, you’ll be arraigned, and my guess is you’ll be transferred to either state or federal facilities.” 
 “For what?” Her eyes were wild with fear. “I didn’t kill Seth or Alec. Larry and I weren’t in on any of that.” 
 “You aren’t being detained for their murders. If you have murder charges brought against you, it will be for neglect or abuse of a patient dying while under your care. There are a multiple of other charges. For now, we’re going with abuse, including financial abuse of the elderly in your care. We’ll get to the deceptive and fraudulent practices, Medicare fraud, and other charges at the courthouse. A very long list.” 
 “I want my attorney,” she spat her words. “This is preposterous.” 
  An FBI agent had several papers. “Eileen Austin, we’ll be presenting these criminal charges to your attorney. Legal representation is certainly a wise idea. At this moment, all funds are being frozen. Both corporate, and your private accounts. However, there are agents that will maintain the proper disposition of funds to both creditors, and employees. The continuation of the home will remain under our jurisdiction.” 
 As Royce turned, Lyn winked at her. She reported, “Sheriff, Timber County will consult with the FBI as to how the jurisdiction is to be handled. That will be determined as to the best way of litigation.” She smiled at both D.A. Mike Parker, and the FBI agents. “It is a nasty, tangled case of greed and conspiracy. Certainly, Timber County is going to cooperate fully with the FBI.” 
 Royce grinned. She was aware that Lyn could charm the most serious, grim, gruff, or surly agent. The agent smiled and nodded to Lyn. He said, “You people have done a superb job of evidence gathering and putting this case together. The agents, and staff will try to not to be too disruptive as we work. Dr. Norm Nilson already warned me on the phone that he wouldn’t be tolerating any sass. His patients were going to be taken care of first.” 
 Lyn teased, “The folks from Timber County are feisty. Doc Nilson is in charge now.” 
 “That’s our Doc Nilson. He is indeed in charge,” Royce took off her Stetson and gazed through the enormous glass window. The mountains were gleaming. 
 The agent said with admiration, “I’m sure I’ll be meeting him. Someone told me he’s pushing eighty, and that I’d better behave around him.” 
 “We definitely all try to behave in his presence,” Royce agreed. Royce shook the agent’s hand. “Very nice meeting you, sir.” 
 “And you, Sheriff. I like your town.” His gaze was what Grand would call homespun. “Timber City has a cozy feel to it.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 Walking back to their vehicles, Royce realized how fortunate she was to be the sheriff of a small mountain county. As Eileen Austin entered the backseat of Royce’s vehicle, Eileen’s glare at Royce was stabbing. She seethed, and with her most sanctimonious voice asked, “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 “For what you did to all the people you stole from, that you drugged, and you took the remaining good parts of life from them. For all those people you didn’t treat with dignity, and respect. For an octogenarian you believed to be helpless. That woman taught most of us our alphabet and how to write. She taught us our numbers and how to count. She provided wisdom and love. Most importantly, Daisy Barnaby taught us how to think, to have courage, and to be kind.” 
 Eileen flared, “For one old lady, you shut down a living center! One old busybody that drove us crazy,” She fumed, “You’ll be sorry when the place is no longer there and you want to stick your granny in a home.” 
 “The Center will be continued. As lawsuits are settled, you – the owners, will be losing everything. But there will be a new corporation with low maintenance – meaning low takings for the shareholders. It will be internally rebuilt to focus first on the residence’s welfare. Your staff is filled with competent men and women. They thought they were caring for the people. Meanwhile, you and your coconspirators were stripping the patients of their fortunes, and their dignity. Now, the staff will be able to care for the residents. Without your interference. Without your greed.” 
 “It isn’t that easy,” she countered. Her nails dug into her hands. 
 “I think that it will be easy, and fun. Without greed, the bottom line will be the care of the human beings. They are not cash cows. They are seniors that have contributed and assisted to build this country. Many have fought for this country. The Board of Directors selected a new name for the Center. That alone will bring respect, and regard for the elderly to the home. It will be named the Daisy Barnaby Center.” 
  The previous administrator’s head bowed. Tear began to drip. They drained from her eyes, down her stricken face. Royce shut the door. 
   
 *** 
 
 Royce glance around at the large crowd that gathered around the Timber County Courthouse. The FBI agents escorted the three criminals inside. 
 Gwen held up her press pass, “Sheriff, can you say a few words to everyone?” She handed Royce the microphone. 
 There was a squeal from the mic, as she took it. “It’s been a busy week. First, let me thank both the D.A.’s office, and the area enforcers. There will be a change of guard at the Silver Wilderness Center. This is also going to require a change of heart. The Center is now going to belong to us all. I’ll admit, I was remiss in not visiting the Center more often. You see, we should all, as a community, make it our responsibility to look after both the newest generation, and the oldest generation. The Center will become the property of this county. That means that we’ll all be responsible.” 
 Gwen leaned toward the mic. “I’ve got signup sheets. We’re going to need volunteers to make our project work. So, see me after the sheriff finishes.” 
 Royce nodded agreement. “We’ll need lots of volunteers. And I’m going to be requesting that the huge, highfaluting entry way be a place where children, where teens, where we all come to play a game of checkers, or read to one another, an enormous and welcoming family room. And where dogs and cats are allowed to help us all be better.” 
 The cheer was deafening. Gwen whispered to the sheriff, “Hell’s bells, that applause was for the pets. Probably not for you.” 
 Royce laughed. She mused, once in a while a town gets a chance to make things better. The people of Timber County were embracing this chance. It seemed, to the sheriff, that there was a confluence of happiness happening, not only for her personally – but for her home. She had just signed on to be part of the patching up of a community’s center for the elderly. And she had signed on to be a part of a wonderful family. 
 “In closing, please give a large cheer for the D.A.’s office, Sheriff’s Department, our county newspaper, and for all the contributions that you’ve all made over the past couple days. I’m proud to be a part of it all.” 
 For Royce the mountains that lifted around her hometown had always been a dazzling treat to her eyes. The Colorado high country was seductive, with tranquility, and with a refreshed generosity. Plenty amazing, she said to herself. 
   
 *** 

 

 Lyn Evans’ rental car was packed. She parked in front of the High Country Animal Clinic just as Royce and Hertha were coming out. Lyn shouted, “Royce, I’ve just come to say goodbye.” Lyn got out of the car and wrapped her arms around the sheriff. “We are one hell of a great team.” Lyn then smiled at Hertha. “I’m Lyn Evans.” 
 Hertha put out her hand, “I’m…” 
 “I know, you’re Hertha.” Lyn stepped out of her embrace with Royce. “And I better unwrap from your woman.” 
 “I’m going to miss you, Lyn,” Royce said, “And thank you for your help.” 
 “I’ve got a case that I’ve got to get home to shake the daylights out of. It should be a couple months long. A long couple of months. I would like to stay, but Mike Parker is going to be just fine. And how about you two?” Lyn inquired. 
 Royce took Hertha’s hand. “We’re going to be plenty amazing.” 
 “Hertha grinned. “Yes, I think things will be fine.” 
 Lyn spoke softly, “Be kind to one another. You’re too much in love to part. Just keep treating one another as if you’re giving each other the best piece of chocolate in the box.” 
 Hertha and Royce laughed. Hertha said, “Evans Candy is delicious.” 
 “I’ve got the kids on my gift list,” Lyn joked. “There’s a new line of Christmas candy. I’ll see that they get some.” She gave Royce another hug. Then hugged Hertha. “Finding love is not easy. Making love grow and prosper is less easy. I want the two of you to prove to me that it is possible for love’s continuance to thrive. Love doesn’t want to be extinguished.” 
   
 *** 
 
 Nadine had called to tell the sheriff that a group of the hospital staff had gone to Daisy’s home to tidy up. They took a bouquet of flowers for the teacher. Gwen and Nadine had put together some sandwiches, and soft drinks. Molly would be there with cakes, pies, and cookies. Gran had made festive goodies. Many of the townspeople would be arriving to welcome Daisy home. 
 Hertha’s voice instructed via the phone call to Nadine. “Don’t take Daisy to her home until we get there. Royce is dropping by for me and we’re taking the kids and a surprise for Daisy.” 
 Nadine said, “Just ring when you’re ready for us. Daisy’s getting antsy to get to her home.” 
 “Royce is just parking now. Please wait five minutes until after we load up and leave.” 
 “What surprise?” she asked. 
 “We got a wonderful call last night,” Hertha explained. “Royce went to pick up the surprise. Got to go. See you in a few.” 
 Royce and Hertha loaded Hertha’s van. Antero, Vannie, Chance, and Louie were excited to be with the children, and going to a party. 
 When they arrived, Hertha directed, “Let’s all get inside, and everyone take something.” Hertha smiled over at Royce. “It will be so nice to see people from Timber and Crystal sharing joy.” 
 After they had debarked, and unloaded, everyone mingled. And then they saw Gwen and Nadine pulling up with their guest passenger. When Daisy entered, she saw everyone. “My goodness, I just saw all those cars out there. Thank you all for welcoming me back.” 
 “Someone wants to see you,” Royce said. She called to Vannie and Antero. 
 In Vannie’s arms was a black cat. She announced, “Betsy’s trying to get out of my arms to see you, Miss Daisy.” 
 Antero slipped the small pillow beside Betsy. “She can sit on this,” he offered. 
 The purr began as Betsy was placed in Daisy’s arms. “I never thought I’d see you again, Betsy.” Daisy snuggled near to her sweet cat. “Betsy.” 
 Hertha explained, “I got a call last night from one of the people living here seasonally. They found Betsy on their last trip to Crystal. They’d gone home to Denver with cat in tow. Returning earlier, they called the clinic to say they had Betsy. I told them Royce would be picking her up.” 
 Daisy lifted little Betsy up. She said to her, “Reunited!” As she clasped her cat, her eyes filled. She shared with the guests, “When I was kidnapped by those awful people, I talked with my imaginary Betsy as the drugs took over my mind. To maintain my sanity.” 
 Nadine held up a drink, “To Betsy. And your sanity.” 
 “And my dream,” Daisy said. “I’ll be getting that wildlife sanctuary right next door. Dreams make me stronger, so it will be possible. I always believed that I’m a bit of a visionary. Well, I’m not old. I’m just on the opposite side of being young. One thing I’ve learned about aging, when knowledge mixes with dreams there’s nothing impossible.” 
 Everyone toasted, and the crowd mingled. Royce approach Daisy. Molly hugged the school teacher. Then Gran gave her a very tight hug. Gran smiled, “Girl, I remember when we were in elementary school together. You said that you wanted a place where wildlife lived.” Gran’s giggle escaped. “I was thinking you wanted to end up at a saloon in Denver.” 
 With a snicker, Daisy’s hand lifted in a dismissive way. “Oh, Dora!” 
 Hertha looked around the room to see where Royce might be. She didn’t see the sheriff standing off to the side. 
 Royce was quietly listening to her mother, welcoming the woman she loved into the family. 
 Molly leaned near Hertha. Smiling, her eyebrows lifted. “I hear that you’re now one of us left behind law-wives?” 
 “I am. Proudly, I am.” 
 “I don’t need to tell you that you are takin’ on a family of enforcers, plus Gran and me?” 
 “Royce is also taking on my family. So together, one big happy family. And one big happy community, too.” 
 “Since that fella Sam is in the mix, it can’t help but be happier.” Molly frowned. “Must be genetic.” 
 “Was Grady Madison happy?” 
 “Most of the time my wonderful husband was happy. But at times he’d get moody, serene like. Just like Royce. He told me his emotions changed when he saw people harming others. I could always see it in his eyes. But always, always, Royce could make him smile, laugh, beam. Youth brings us back to a having gratitude inside us. Hertha, I see that pride in Royce’s eyes when she looks at Antero and Vannie. Pride and love.” 
 Royce moved closer. She smiled at Hertha. 
 She watched as the children played with Chance, Louie, and Betsy. 
 She recalled when she first fell in love with Hertha. They talked about love always bringing Royce back to her, including through dangerous times. Now, Royce believed, there were two youngsters for her also to return to. Chance stuck her snout in Antero’s face. The little fella’s face wrinkled up as he laughed. Vannie was watching her younger brother’s antics with giggles. 
 Suddenly Antero picked up a doily that was on a stand. Perplexed, he asked, “What is this?” 
 Everyone in the room laughed. Daisy answered, “It’s a doily. Why that is material made out of imagination, glowing fabric, magic stars, and designs.” 
 Pointing down, Vannie said, “Look, here are stars, and over here is the sky.” She held it up and looked through the scattered holes. “I love this doily.” 
 Daisy smiled. “I’ll teach you how to make doilies.” 
 “Me, too, please,” Antero asked. 
 Daisy offered, “I’ll teach you both. And anyone else, too. Passing on good learning is heartwarming. I hope never to stop passing out knowledge.” 
 Antero carefully placed the doily on his face. “Look, it’s like a mask I can see through.” His laugh was contagious. “I’m going to make a doily with a bear’s face on it.” 
 Vannie rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 Hertha questioned Royce, “Are you sure you’re up for this?” 
 “I am,” she replied. What a perfect family, Royce concurred with her plethora of friends and family. Hertha was the only woman she loved. Hertha came with the family they’d both learned to love. All three had come into Royce’s life and brought brightness. 
 There were the children, Vannie and Antero, and the beguiling Hertha. Royce was astonished at how complete they made her feel. There would be times ahead of giving thanks. Times of laughter, mirth, and exaltation. There would be times of tribulation. There would be times of forgiveness. There would be times of self-inquiry, and bolstered confidence. It came down to one truth. Royce was in love with Hertha. Always had been, and was now. 
 The sheriff felt contentment. Such a wonderful emotion. Contentment.    
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TREVAR’S TEAM: 3

 
 A new intriguing mystery for the Sapphic detective trio! Beryl Trevar, Rachel Rosen, and Summer Wade are always on duty when it comes to murder cases. They are an amazing blend of savvy, intelligence, sensuality, daring, and heart. 
 This detective Team knows how to use each attribute, and they also know how to use their Berettas. 
 They live in Palm Beach, Florida aboard a yacht named The Radclyffe-Hull. Each woman has an exciting, intricate, and entangled backstory. Each has her own reason for wanting to capture the badasses of the world. 
 The Team has another commonality. They all have an enormous appreciation of women. They are tough, edgy, tender, gorgeous, and resilient. They are also romantic. 
 Also back by popular demand – they have a profane parrot named Pluma. Pluma is a favorite of the trio, and of the readers of Trevar’s Team mystery books. 
 In Trevar’s Team: 3  the Team returns from a vacation cruise. Just in Time! Palm Beach can again use their help in solving crime. And Pluma curses in two languages, that should be an enormous help to the women. 
   

Trevar’s Team: 1 and Trevar’s Team: 3 are available on line in both print book and eBook. 
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 The miniscule town of Castaway Creek was home to mostly women. Mostly Sapphic women, as it happens. Many had retired in Castaway. Jesse and Mara were approaching sixty, and they had promised they would be spending out their days living right there. 
 Nestled back away in the Colorado Rocky Mountains, was that dot-on-the-map community. Barely a town, the population was half a thousand at tops. Jesse Bonner and her spouse of over thirty-five years, Mara Kerr, were proprietors of the Castaway Trading Post. 
 Directly across the main street was the Castaway Bar and Grill. It was owned and operated by Ruthie North. Since she just turned forty, she was young enough to be Jesse’s offspring, so Jess figured she needed to direct Ruthie’s thinking. Ruthie was in love with a drifter named Con Fraser. Jesse didn’t take to Con, and she caused a bit of bother once in a while. Con was a tad secretive about her past. 
  Jesse and Mara had become the town’s heartbeats! The real power in Castaway Creek was its mayor. Castaway’s first and only mayor was a twelve-year old cat named Dottie. The votes had been counted, and every year it was a landslide in Dottie’s favor. 
 Small town living was never without humor, nor was it without problems. That’s what made Castaway Creek special, Jesse declared.
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Knapsack of Stars is the third book of poetry in the Thought Trilogy – by Kieran York. The first two, Once Word and Festival of a Moment have been released. 
 York refers to the books as a ‘Thought Trilogy’ because a great deal of the poetry is stream of consciousness. Her interior monologue trilogy includes early, as well as recent compositions. 
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