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Chapter 1
 
 
SUMMER – TIMBER CITY, COLORADO











 
Sheriff Royce Madison heard the dispatcher issue a distress warning. 
Since arriving on the scene of this raging, devastating Colorado mountain wildfire, she had heard the distress warning hundreds of times. The past few days had been filled with heartbreak.
When an emergency occurred, each county offered as many of their firefighters, law enforcers, and volunteers as they could spare. Royce had selected Deputy Tanner Morris to accompany her to assist with the fire in Elk County, the county adjoining Royce’s Timber County. 
Undersheriff Nick Hogan was in charge of both Crystal and Timber City while Royce was working with forestry firefighters. Royce and Tanner worked primarily on the evacuation of residents and their livestock, as well as preventing looters from plundering their homes and property. 
 Tanner’s voice was hoarse from the smoke. “The way the wind is surging, if we get another ignition, the fire flanking the west will incinerate this area.”
Having seen days of the demonic fire engulfing so much acreage, Royce swallowed away depression. “Maybe we’ll catch a break. They radioed that they have the hot zone tamed. We can only hope for a wind shift so the flaming wall will blow back against itself.” She tasted the grit of carbon. “I want all the inhabitants to be safe. And they aren’t.”   
Words were heard through the radio’s static. “We’ve got a person trapped near the Rasp Meadow area. About a half a mile west of the Crossing.”
Royce responded, “Deputy Morris and I are nearby.” Rasp Meadow Crossing was in Timber County, and adjoined the county where the fire was located. “I know exactly where it is.”
She was familiar with its location for two reasons. One was that she and her former lover had spent time there together. It was a place of beauty and mystery. They had shared both the setting and their knowledge of it. The other memory emerged because it was where Timber County’s oldest cold case homicide had been discovered. 
“I’ll patch you through to the trapped volunteer,” the dispatcher relayed.
As Royce drove the mountainous backroad toward Rasp Meadow, she thought of her visits there. The Rasp was a section of mountains that appeared to be stair steps. Its magnificence made it a treasured bit of Colorado’s beauty.
Tanner answered the call that was coming in. “We’re not far.”
The woman’s voice surprised Royce. “It’s near the Crossing. Just continue on the backroad west for half a mile …”
“I know exactly where it is,” Royce interrupted with amazement in her words. She put her foot down on the accelerator petal.
“Royce?” veterinarian Hertha White, inquired. Her voice reflected shock.
“Yes,” the sheriff’s voice was scratchy. The Timber County vehicle climbed a small foothill. Behind it was a meadow that rose in front of a steeply gradient peak. It was terraced with a cascading stream. About half a mile down the road, Royce saw a stranded truck. Her pulse rushed, and she nervously blinked. “I can see a vehicle with horse trailer from here.”
“I can see you now, too,” Hertha replied. 
“We’ll be right there, Hertha.” Royce said before disconnecting the conversation. 
Deputy Tanner Morris frowned. “Isn’t Hertha the name of the woman you lived with for fifteen years? The veterinarian? She moved away last year?”
“Yes,” Royce answered. “I’m guessing she’s here volunteering to save animals.”
“The wind changed again. The fire is beyond the foothills to our left. If it jumps, we’re in a world of hurt.” Flames fanned behind the mountains smoke. 
Royce glumly teased, “Tanner, roll down your window, stick your head out and blow.”
The deputy laughed nervously. “Will do, boss. Is that your way of saying I’m a blowhard, or I should have become a firefighter?”
Royce grinned. “Take your choice.”
“I wanted to become a firefighter or an enforcer, actually.”
“You make a heck of a fine deputy,” Royce answered. In actuality although Tanner Morris had for the past year been dedicated to the force, Royce sensed the fact that he had a problem with gunfire. He had returned to the United States after serving as a Marine in the Middle East. She recognized that he might still be thinking about what many soldiers endured.  For some reason, Royce wondered if he might mentally be more comfortable as a firefighter. “You think you’d be happy chasing blazes?”
“I think so. But I like being a deputy. I just want to feel I’m doing something to make the world safer.” Turning, he glanced back at the smoke that was beginning to cap the mountains. Tanner was a handsome man in his mid-twenties. Clean cut, his sable dark hair and baby blue eyes made him a favorite of the local young women. “That’s why I fought overseas. To make things better.”
Royce considered the brave warriors who fought honorably, and then faced hardships when they returned to their country. “Hey, Tanner, I’m one among millions of Americans that are thankful for your service.” She smiled and said, “So we’re about to get a chance to make the world a little safer for a woman and some animals.”
Tanner asked, “I’ll bet you miss Chance.” 
“Leaving her behind was a decision I made so that she would be not only helping Nick, but for the sake of her lungs.” Undersheriff Nick was glad to have Royce’s German shepherd accompany him while she was away from Crystal and Timber City. “But yes, I do miss her very much.” 
Royce felt blessed that Chance had come into her life. She had missed her previous dog. Deputy Smoky had been with her for fifteen years. When she had been together with Hertha, Smoky was their schnauzer, and had been deputized for her good works in the community. Smoky had endeared herself to the entire community of Timber City. The schnauzer’s bravery had saved lives, and helped bring justice to the small mountain town. Royce was devastated when Hertha left her, and when Smoky died, both at nearly the same time a year ago. 
It was then when Nick brought Chance to Timber County. It was with the purpose of the undersized German shepherd becoming Royce’s dog. Chance had been a Denver flunk-out from the K-9 school. Over the past year the dog had proved herself time and time again. 
As Royce and Tanner approached the Rasp Meadow Crossing, it became clear why the distress call from Hertha White had been made. In the middle of the Crossing, Hertha’s truck with a horse trailer had slid from a driveway into a trench. It would need to be pulled back onto the road.
Rapidly, Royce parked her vehicle and exited. Hertha was standing beside the cab. “Sorry to call, but the trailer’s tire went flat and I lost control.”
“We can get you pulled from there. Then we’ll change the tire.” 
“I appreciate that you’re rescuing me. Again,” Hertha spoke with quiet reserve.
Deputy Tanner Morris observed the cautious way the women spoke. They were being purposefully selective of their words. The depth of emotion was visible. 
For the next ten minutes Royce and Tanner hurriedly pulled the truck from the ravine and changed the tire. The horses inside the trailer kicked intensely as they shifted. Royce wasn’t certain if they were spooked because of the enclosure, or the film of smoke that was becoming a haze over the area.
Royce instructed, “Tanner, I’ll handle it from here. You take our vehicle back to Elk Ridge. We’ll go directly to the fairgrounds where the larger evacuated animals are being taken.  I’ll finish and drive this rig out.” She tightened the lug nuts, then stood. As she watched Tanner hasten away, she motioned for Hertha to get into the truck’s cab. “I assume you’re going to want to go to the fairgrounds with the horses?”
“Yes, I told the owners I’ll meet them there with their horses. The colt needed to be tied away from the mother horse. I said I’d do it so that the family could get away.”
“That young horse is a little kicker,” Royce commented. “Frisky, I think that is the term Gran would use.” Royce lived with her octogenarian grandmother, Dora Madison. She had moved in with Gran after Hertha left her. 
“How is your Gran?” 
As Royce maneuvered across the bumps in the uneven county road, she felt her heart clasp into a fist. “I’m sure you get reports from Gwen and Nadine. Gran is fine.”
“I don’t speak with our friends much anymore. I feel written out of Timber City.”
“You left. They didn’t. I didn’t.” Royce closed the truck’s windows. The smoke was getting thicker. In the rearview mirror, she saw a few flames lapping above the ridge. If they jumped, they would become a flame-driven canopy. There was enough bone-dry, combustible vegetation to spark the ground debris.  Certainly the Rasp would be lost. “Looks like we’re evacuating here just in time.”
Hertha bit her lower lip. She was gazing out the passenger’s side window. “Royce, please believe that my leaving was as difficult for me as it was for you.”
Royce clamped her jaw. Her light blue eyes narrowed. Her long, tapered fingers scratched her short, corn silk blonde hair. Pouty lips, above a softly cleft chin, began to move. They then stopped a moment. Finally, the sheriff uttered, “Hertha, I didn’t believe that to be the case when you left. And I don’t believe it now.”              
                                                                      
***
 
Royce drove with as much speed as she could. She stole a quick glance back. The fire beyond the mountain was lifting, and some of the flame was smoldering atop the trees. She suddenly realized that the sparks were now blazes, and it would impede their way. The smoke was becoming denser.              A gauze blotched the sky to their immediate south. The gusts were whirling sooty dust. Royce heard an explosion coming from the ranch they were evacuating. “A propane tank or vehicle exploded. If sparks hit the pinon-juniper trees and grasses, those flames will be unleashed in this direction.”
“Royce,” Hertha’s voice was weak. “I’m not sure we can get to the Crossing. This road is getting bad. Can we make it by the trail roads off to the north?”
“I’m not sure we can make it through with the horse trailer. Grab the radio and see if we can get some assistance.”
As Hertha called dispatch, Royce became tense. The wind was furiously blowing smoke in two directions. Dispatch was sending backup, but suggested Royce take a southern direction.
“Royce, remember the southern rangeland is probably too heavily rutted. We’ll never get the trailer over it. We’ve got to try going around.” 
“We might not be able to get the trailer over either passage way. But you’re right going north and then hitting the road that leads back into the Crossing is the best chance. As I recall, it’s a drivable road. I can’t believe how quickly the winds changed. Tell them we’re trying north.”
Royce braced at the turn off. The vehicle crept over some small rivulets, and then Royce felt the trailer’s drag over jagged rocks. Continuing, she carefully guided the truck and trailer up through heavy brush. 
The difficult terrain made it more and more precarious. Suddenly the trailer became stuck as they tried to pass through a forest of dense trees. After several attempts, Royce realized that there was no way. She looked back at the southern route. It was flaming. Had they taken that road, they would be in the middle of a blaze. 
Both women were aware that they must now outrun both the waves of fire, as well as the sediments of soot that were coursing behind them. “Did you bring the mare’s saddle and bridle?” Royce asked. 
“All the gear is back there. Even a rope for the colt. But can we do it? Ride out on the horse?’
“We have no choice. Even if I ditch the trailer and back out of here, look at the smoke. We’ll be suffocated before we get to the Crossing. And we’d need to leave the horses behind. Please call dispatch to tell them about our plan.”
She heard Hertha’s rushed report. “They’ll meet us as near as we can get to the Crossing. They said they’d bring a trailer.”
“Let’s roll.” Royce opened the door.
The women worked together getting the horse reined and saddled. Royce tied the colt safely, then looped the rope around the saddle’s horn. 
Hertha said, “So far, so good. I hope we can keep control of the colt.”
Royce issued a grin of optimism. “Come on, you are part Ute and a vet, if you can’t do it, who can. What are their names?”
“The mare is named Sugar and the colt is Pansy. When I was working with them earlier, the woman said the kids named them.”
“And so naturally, you offered to stay behind?”
“Royce, the firefighters didn’t want me staying, but I needed to try and get the horses out.  I wanted the family away from the smoke. So yes, I stayed. It was important.”
“Yes,” Royce said. “Let’s mount up.”
Once both women were aboard, and their trip began, both horses seemed more secure. Royce, felt the body of her former lover against her own. The woman, the warmth, and their fit together brought an emotion of desire. Royce attempted to blot out the thought. One of Hertha’s arms wound around Royce’s midsection, the other held tightly to the rope leading the colt. 
Royce directed Sugar toward the path where they planned to make a break from the smoke and rapidly approaching fire. 
As if the horses realized their fates were in the hands of the two women, they took directives. Their steps quickened. The women’s lives rested on the hooves of the horses. Sugar could bolt, bucking the women, and Pansy could break causing an accident to occur. 
In the grand scheme of things, Royce thought, we should all learn to depend on one another - animals and people. And all of humanity.
 
***
 
Royce felt a slight bucking of Sugar. Both women held tightly. The colt was off to the side of its mother. It appeared to recognize the mare’s fear. “Another quarter mile ought to get us there,” Royce said. Her mellow voice was usually tranquil. It was strained. The smoke had irritated her voice, just as it irritated the sheriff.   
“Little Pansy is keeping up.” Hertha’s arm loosened from around Royce’s midsection as the ground began to flatten out. 
Passing by trees, Royce cringed. She realized that when next she saw this part of the land, it could be scorched beyond recognition. That would leave a parched mountain soil in place of the beauty. She turned, looking over her shoulder. This endangered forest would be lost. Fire would continue through the ponderosa pine, and meadow. It would eventually be breeched by the river. And only when fuel was eliminated would the raging wildfire end. She silently prayed that the wind would shift back. Then it might burn itself out. 
To the south she saw ahead the great mountain Rasp. It was recognizable by its stair steps down the mountains with the division of a small stream. Royce recalled a happier day, when Hertha and she hiked the Rasp terrain. 
Hertha told her lover the reason for the name Rasp Mountain. It was derived from her people. From the Ute Nation came the word rasp. Rasp was what they called a musical percussion instrument. It was also called morache. Notched sticks were rubbed together to produce a sound similar to a bear growl. These Native American instruments added resonance. The notches replicated the heavily rutted mountain side. So it became known as Rasp Mountain. 
Royce learned a great deal of Ute history in the fifteen years she and Hertha had spent together. Although she initially resented that Hertha seemed to favor her Ute heritage over her Anglo bloodline, she understood. Hertha’s recently deceased Ute mother had been raped by white men when she was young. Hertha was the product of that rape. 
As they followed the trail, Royce carefully viewed the area. She felt a sickness from her fear of losing the beauty of this spot. She was glad that the air cleared the farther east they rode. Then Royce spotted the meadow. She glanced up to see the mountains and their rasp splendor. Beyond were the western mountains. The fire that had been skipping above the tree-line had receded. Although the smoke was still billowing, the winds seemed to be reversing.
“We’re going to make it,” Hertha said in her ear.
“Absolutely.”
The women spotted the Crossing as they road through the meadow. At the intersecting cross in the road were the truck and horse trailer, and two firefighting vehicles.
Although the family had probably lost their home, and vehicles, at least their beloved horses had been saved. Flames were wreathing a portion behind the mountains. The secluded area of the meadows was now in danger.
Helping Hertha dismount, Royce felt the vet’s hand. Then as she slid off the horse, Hertha had leaned against her. Royce closed her eyes as their bodies pressed together for a brief moment. When she opened them, she saw the same longing in Hertha’s eyes.
Royce and Hertha secured the horses inside the trailer. Then they got into the backseat of the truck. The fireman driving them gave updates on the fire. “The family never would have made it,” he reported. “From what they said, they couldn’t even get their horses settled. Doc, you saved the horses, but you took a chance. The family saw the fury of the approaching fire, and figured it was all over for you and their horses.”
Hertha spoke. “I knew I could handle securing them, and getting them out. I hadn’t anticipated the tire going flat. Looking back, I admit, I risked the life of the sheriff.”
Royce glanced away. “We made it. And the horses are safe. I worry about the wildlife. How many elk, deer, and rabbits – the ground life – did we lose. Birds probably found their way out.”
One of the firemen announced, “So far no human life has been lost, but I’m sure there’s a hell of a tally on wildlife. They say we’ve lost hundreds of acres and around fifty structures so far. But the fire is nearly ninety percent contained. This last big break was that the fire didn’t jump and take the Crossing. They say this is some sort of tourist area.”
Hertha inserted, “It is a sacred Ute territory.”
“Well, its danged pretty,” the firefighter exclaimed. “This, over on this side, is part of Timber County, isn’t it, Sheriff?” 
“Yes,” Royce answered. 
“Dang, Sheriff, you got a busy guardian angel. The wind shifted just in time to save your Rasp Meadow.”
“Blessed this time,” Royce agreed. “But it hurts my heart that my neighboring county has lost so much.” 
Naturally, Royce felt the security of her county to be her prime responsibility. Yet she considered all areas, part and parcel, to be in the guardianship of each living human. So much of the earth was treated with irreverence. 
When she looked back at Hertha, she saw the lovely woman’s face reflect pain. Of course, Royce amended her thoughts – Hertha was probably thinking the very same thing. For a decade and a half, that is what they’d done. Shared their existence, and their thoughts.
 



Chapter 2
 
 
The Elk County Fairground was filling up quickly with rescued animals. Elk Ridge was the county’s central town. There were firefighters, displaced home owners and ranchers, as well as town residents. Animals, and people, all felt the shock of loss. The probability of destroyed ranches and home sites, made them all skittish. There was the tension of not knowing if the homes that had been left behind would be in ruin when their owners again saw them.
In the pit of Royce’s stomach was that ache of sorrow for them all.
Royce had watched the family rally around their horses. They’d hugged Hertha. When Hertha explain to them that Royce had participated, they also thanked her. As Royce glanced at Hertha, there were so many of the emotions were tied to their past. 
When the two women were handed bottled water, they responded with a toast. After a cough, Hertha’s scratchy voice said, “This is the best water I’ve had, maybe ever. My mouth feels parched from the spewing smoke.”
“We were lucky,” Royce replied. Her own throat appreciated the dousing of water. 
“Royce, thank you for rescuing me.” 
Glancing away, Royce’s head lowered. “We both did our jobs.”
Hertha’s loveliness was a glow that seemed imprinted on her face. That sheen dwindled at times, as if the disappointment in her golden-bronze eyes had overwhelmed her smile. “I heard that your friend Lyn left last month. I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”
“That was always the plan. It was a wonderful year, and we both knew it would end when she found a more prestigious job. The D.A. is ambitious. And I certainly knew that her appointment would happen sooner than later. Lyn’s a very talented attorney.” Lyn Evans and Royce had shared their lives with one another for the past year. Both of them knew Lyn must move on, and Royce wasn’t going to leave Timber City. They parted with admiration and friendship.
“She sounds lovely.”
“She is lovely,” Royce concurred. With the glimmer of a grin, Royce added, “She’s a wonderful, challenging woman. She never hid her agenda. I accepted that she’d leave. I admired her ambition. And her.”
“Can our parting ever become one of acceptance by you?”
“Hertha, you dumped me. You promised to spend your life with me. There’s a hell of a difference.”
“At the time I had no idea what I was doing. I shouldn’t have hurt you.”
“Where are the children now?”
“Staying with my aunt and cousin.” She smiled. “It takes two of them of handle the kiddos.”
Royce nodded. “They’re well?”
“They are. I’m working on adding discipline to their ritual. It hasn’t been an easy year.”
“No.” The sheriff felt embittered by her past with Hertha. She also felt guilt. “Well, I wish you the best in life.”
Hertha was silent. It was a solemn quietness.
Royce saw where Tanner had parked her vehicle. She went directly to her Ford Police Interceptor SUV. As she reached for the door handle, she felt a hand on her arm. She turned to see Deputy Tanner Morris. “Hey, Sheriff, I was worried about you. Are you okay?”
“I am. I’m fine. It was a little frightening, but we made it.” She watched Tanner look away. “Are you ready to check out for the day? I’ve got reports to catch up on.” Royce calculated, the drive back to Timber City was about half an hour, but after a very long day, it would seem much longer.
“A couple of the fellas here asked if I could stay back and work until dark. I could bunk here and help tomorrow, too.”
Royce smiled. “Sure. It looks like you’re enjoying hanging out with the firefighters. I’ll take the vehicle, and maybe you can catch a ride home tomorrow with one of the Timber County firefighters.” She realized Tanner was smitten with the job of firefighting. “And maybe tomorrow we can talk about things.”
“Yes.” Tanner Morris looked away. “I’ve enjoyed helping. Reminds me of my Marine days. The comradery.”
“I know you’ve been an exemplary firefighting assistant for the past couple days. Tanner, you’re also a terrific deputy. But if you’d like to apply for either the Timber County or the Elk County Fire Departments, I won’t stand in your way. In fact, I’ll recommend you.” 
“You would?”
She hadn’t mentioned before that she knew he was and perhaps would always suffer from a case of PTSD from having endured the horrors of war. She could see it in his face, and hear it in his voice, even when he was at target practice. 
“Tanner, I know that you’ve got difficulties to overcome. I’ll be with you to help in any way I can. But you know that it might be easier if you didn’t need to work around firearms.”
“I’ve been wanting to talk with you about it.” His head sagged downward. “I didn’t know how.”
“Whatever the department can do, we’re going to do. If you want to get help, we’ll get you help. I’ve got your back. So the decision is yours.”
“Royce, I think I’d be much happier in firefighting. But I’ve only been a deputy for a year. Wouldn’t that work against me?”
“No, not at all. I’d give you a splendid recommendation. And you’ve impressed both departments while you’ve been here. It would be far better if you changed to what you really want now, than invest several years and then decide you want to change. If you want to try it, you have my blessing. As long as I’m the sheriff in Timber County, there will always be a badge for you, if you reconsider.”
He nodded. Royce realized his decision had been made in the last few minutes. She was glad she’d spoken up. She wanted the young man’s happiness. She knew he would be a wonderful addition to either Timber or Elk County Sheriff’s Department or the Fire Department. For the same reason he had made a loyal, brave soldier - he wanted to be of service. 
                 
***
 
Royce was tempted to first stop by the Sheriff’s Department’s office. However, she had pledged to Gwen Ives that she would give an update to the editor of The Timber City Times. Gwen and her longtime companion, Nadine Atwell, had run the community newspaper for over forty years. They were not only Madison family friends; they were also Sapphic.   
Gwen looked up from papers on her desk. The woman in her mid-sixties had been working as publisher of the newspaper for her entire adulthood. Her brown eyes could spark, and scold – just as her editorials did. Neatly trimmed, salt and pepper hair surrounded her thin face. Expressive, that face perfectly displayed her emotions of the moment. The afternoon had obviously been difficult. She snapped, “I heard you were in the thick of the fire.”
Royce lowered her exhausted body into the rocking chair that was across the desk from Gwen. “I should have called earlier, but I needed to unwind. There were some tense moments. The fire was doing a whirlwind impression. It kept jumping the lines. Either someone on your tech staff called, or you talked with Hertha.”
“Hertha called. It was nice of you to rush in to assist her.”
“Gwen, it was nothing like that. I answered a call, and certainly didn’t know it was her until we were almost there.”
“She told me about it. Royce…”
“I don’t even want to hear it,” she interrupted. “She’s there. I’m here.”
“Alone.” 
“Yes, happily alone. I do miss Lyn. We were both busy with our jobs, but she was around.”
“You still have feelings, maybe? For Lyn or Hertha?” 
“Of course. I have good feelings for Lyn. And not so good memories of Hertha.”
“Want to decipher that?”
“I loved Lyn. Our parting was sad, but I trusted her from the beginning. Hertha was someone who left me behind.”
Gwen’s lips pursed. “Hell’s bells, Royce. Can’t you have empathy for what Hertha was facing a year ago? You two had some great innings. You shared fifteen years. You’re wailing about the past. I think you’re propping up your ego by ignoring her.”
“Look, I came over here to update you on the fire. One of your correspondents obviously emailed you photos, and told you what was happening. Hertha caught you up on the latest in my life. But don’t read too much into it.” Royce scrubbed her hand over her face, rubbing her brow. “And it wasn’t a dalliance with Lyn. She means something to me.”
Gwen stiffened as she began speaking, then stopped. “Oh, Nick said to tell you that Chance is over at the High Country Animal Hospital with Carrie. Chance didn’t eat breakfast, and Nick just wanted her checked.”
“Catch you later,” Royce hollered back. She immediately rushed out and ran across the street to the animal hospital. Royce burst into the clinic. Carrie Donovan was the young veterinarian Hertha had mentored over the years. She then hired Carrie. Carrie smoothed back her long, light brown hair when Royce entered. Her freckled face and huge blue eyes were reassuring. “Carrie, is Chance okay?”
Carrie was leaning against the counter. Peering into the mouth of a squirming cocker spaniel puppy, she greeted the sheriff with a nod. “Hi, Royce. She’s fine.” Through the door from the backroom galloped Chance. “She heard me say your name,” Carrie said with a chuckle.
Kneeling, Royce took the force of Chance’s rush, and hugged her German shepherd tightly. “What’s wrong with her?” Royce examined the German shepherd. Small for her breed, Chance was just over twenty inches at her withers, and weighed around fifty pounds. With the German shepherd traditional long muzzle, her strong jaw line was proud, without looking fierce. Traits of her intelligence were visible in her alert eyes. Her light colored coat glistened.
Carrie’s words were with a teasing scold, “Sheriff, she’s just fine now that you’re here. She was suffering from abandonment and a very spoiled rotten nature. She wanted to be with you – she is now – and she’s perfectly fine.”
“Chance, girl. I did miss you today.” Royce ruffled the nearly two-year old dog’s ears. 
“Nick brought her down from Crystal to make sure she wasn’t sick. I told him I’d watch her. She’s a terrific dog. You picked a winner, Sheriff.”
“She selected me, actually.” Royce grinned. “You’re sure she’s okay?”
“She didn’t want you leaving her, that’s all. Gwen mentioned how naughty she was in K-9 training. Chance was very moody all day. She’s a pouter. And now look at her.”
Chance’s tail was slapping back and forth. Her beautiful body was nearly folding in on itself as she tried to get nearer Royce. “Chance, I’m taking you with me from here on.”
Carrie put the puppy in a kennel. She then placed Chance’s bowl of food in front of the dog. “Here’s her dinner bowl. Let’s see if she’ll eat now that you’re here.” Carrie stood back with her hands on her hips. “Well, look at that. Chance is gobbling it down. Shoveling it down.”
The women traded glances, then laughed. “Thanks, Carrie. I’m sorry she was a spoiled rotten little deputy. It was a rough day, and I’m glad she didn’t go with me. I was in some pretty smoke-filled places.”
“So I heard. Hertha said it was dense.”
“Hertha’s safe and she’s probably home with her family tonight. The kids, professor – happy family.” Royce’s shrug was accompanied by a heavy sigh. 
Carrie became serious. Her frown was intensely drawn. “Royce, she didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?” Royce stood, trying to decipher what was bothering Carrie.
“I thought someone would have mentioned it. If not Gwen and Nadine, surely your mother. And certainly Hertha.”
“Mentioned what?”
“Hertha’s going to be moving back here. Back to Timber City.”
Royce closed her eyes a moment. Her face was red with anger. “No. No one told me.”
“I guess I shouldn’t have mentioned it. The situation, both hers and mine, have changed. I’m getting married in a couple weeks. Don and I bought a little place between here and Crystal. On the outskirts of Timber City. I’ll only be working a couple days a week here because I’m helping Don with his construction business in Crystal. I couldn’t take over here, and Hertha had already decided to move back. It is her business.”
“But what about her lover, the professor?”
“I guess the kids didn’t get along with the professor. Ingrid is her name. I guess Hertha didn’t get along with Ingrid either.” Carrie’s eyes glimmered with the glee of reporting the news. “I didn’t get the entire story. Only that she wasn’t happy there, and the kids weren’t happy there. The kids hated Ingrid. Hertha only moved there for the kid’s happiness.”
With a quiet, pensive shake of her head, Royce went to the door. “I had no idea. Thanks for taking care of Chance for me.”                                                                      
Royce and Chance crossed the street, with nearly synchronized steps. Royce’s thoughts were racing. It had been a stressful day of danger.  Now, she was even more upset. Her best friends didn’t tell her. Her own mother didn’t tell her about Hertha’s impending return. 
Royce mumbled down to Chance. “You’re the only one in this universe I can trust.”
 
***
 
With a sense of betrayal, Royce entered Molly’s Pantry. Her mother, Molly Madison, was back in the kitchen of her small bakery. Royce nodded to Pearl, Molly’s youthful assistant and trainee baker, as she continued walking through the bakery. When she saw Molly kneading bread, Royce closed her eyes a moment. Short and stocky, with beige-gray streaked hair, and blue eyes, Molly was jovial. Her face was round, rosy, and beginning to wrinkle. Like her daughter, her expression was dimpled when the woman smiled.
“Royce, I’ve been worried about you all day long. Up there in that fire,” Molly said with concern. “Well, I was glad that Gwen called. She told me Hertha had given her a report. You know, for the paper. Anyway, I was happy. And you and Hertha saved those horses.”
“Mom, why didn’t you tell me Hertha was planning to return?”
“Gwen said until it was certain we shouldn’t concern you.” Molly’s face expressed contrition. “I know I should have mentioned it.”
“Danged straight you should have. It shouldn’t have been kept from me. I have no intentions of Hertha ever being a part of my life again. None.”
“Well, I know that you wouldn’t be interested since she’s got the children. No one said anything because Gwen thought maybe since it was up in the air, it was best not to say. Well, maybe Hertha didn’t want anyone knowing.”
“I’m not interested in anything to do with Hertha because she walked out on me for another woman. She left the relationship I’d treasured. She didn’t give me a chance to get to know the children. Maybe I would have gotten used to them.”
“Children are not to be gotten used to, Royce. Hertha stayed in the children’s lives so that they wouldn’t be disrupted. Guess that didn’t turn out so great. But you’ve never wanted children, and she knew that. She also knew her responsibility was to care for her dead brother’s kids. No one else was there after Hertha’s mother died.”
“So it was my fault,” Royce huffed. “I could have been a parent, if I would have had time to change.”
“She loved you too much to want you changed.”
Tears formed in Royce’s eyes. “So she went back to her professor ex. They could play happy family. I couldn’t have been there for her. And that broke my heart. That changed me, Mom.”
Royce stormed out of the bakery, with more confusion and contempt than when she’d entered. Chance was sprawled on the sidewalk. She wasn’t allowed in the bakery. She stood when she saw the sheriff. Together they walked to the Timber County Courthouse. Royce was glad that most of the court employees had gone home for the evening. She could catch up on reports without interruptions. 
Inside, Royce made her way to the Sheriff’s Department that was housed in the courthouse. Her desk was a mound of reports, notes, and a package from her recent ex, Lyn. Every month since she met Lyn Evans, she had received a box of chocolates with her favorite butterscotch flavored truffles.
When she picked up the package, she saw a note under it. Undersheriff Nick Hogan had hastily written the afternoon news. Royce groaned. Even butterscotch chocolates wouldn’t make up for the day. Nearly burning to death, or succumbing to smoke inhalation. Horseback riding through a dense forest. Finding out she’d been betrayed by family and friends. And now this.
She slapped the desktop. 
Dispatcher Wanda Thurlow entered Royce’s office. Tall and commanding, the woman put her hands on her hips. “Glad you’re back, Sheriff. I heard you got into the thick of the fire.”
“It was a little dicey,” Royce admitted. She picked up Nick’s note. “And I get back to this news. Luther Sumner is still in town.”
“Yes. He came around to check in. Nick said he was sure Luther would return for Yancy’s funeral last week. Nick told Luther to behave. Luther being a felon, Nick tells him enforcers are going to be watching him.”
“And we shall,” Royce grimaced. “Luther and his brother Yancy were bad actors.” 
“Yancy killed your father, and Luther helped?”
“Right. Yancy was in prison for life. Luther was charged as an accomplice because he provided an alibi, and a few other things. I haven’t seen Luther for over fifteen years. After his release a few years back, he moved to Dallas,”
Wanda turned to leave. Then she stopped, looking back over her shoulder. “You okay, Sheriff?”
“Fine,” Royce lied. Royce hated both of the Sumner brothers. Even when Royce heard her father’s killer had died in prison, she felt anger at the perpetrator. Sheriff Grady Madison was a legend in the area, and he had been gunned down right after Royce entered college. Her dad was her legend.
Returning to the desk, Wanda questioned, “Are you sure?”
Royce ripped opened the shipping package, pulled out the box of candy, and then carefully took the top off. Extending the fragrant candies, she asked. “How about a little sampling of Evans Candy?”
“Don’t mind if I do, Sheriff.” She plucked out a chocolate. “I love these. You’ve got me hooked on butterscotch. I don’t much care for the little hard disks of butterscotch you carry around, but this chocolate is great.”
That triggered an additional detriment about the day. She had run out of the butterscotch disks of hard candy earlier. 
“Wanda, take a handful so you can brighten your family’s evening.” 
After Wanda had gathered several chocolate pieces onto a paper plate, she said her good evenings and left. 
Looking back into the box of chocolates, Royce mumbled, “After finishing an entire evening of reports, and indulging in a couple of chocolates from my favorite chocolatier, I might love humanity once again.” 
She pulled out a sack of Chance’s dog treats. Chance watched every move as soon as she saw the desk drawer open. She sat at attention. Royce gave her a couple of cookies. Chance was eating them pensively. Even her dog knew of her sadness. Or maybe Chance missed her as much as she’d missed the German shepherd.
Two people she hadn’t wanted to return to Timber County were doing just that. Luther Sumner – the man she had despised for his part in the murder of her father. And perhaps even more difficult for Royce’s emotions to navigate – the return of Dr. Hertha White, DVM – the woman she had loved. If she were honest, perhaps she still did. Hertha would be back in Timber to manage her veterinary practice, High Country Animal Hospital. She would be moving back into the cottage with her two newly acquired children.
They would be moving into the home that she and Royce had shared for a decade and a half. It was where Royce left behind a portion of her heart. The sheriff stuffed another butterscotch chocolate nougat between her lips.
 Chance’s whine was a plea not to be forgotten. Royce tossed a dog treat into the air. “Good dog!” she praised when Chance caught it midair. 
 



Chapter 3
 
 
Gran’s cabin had become Royce’s home. She’d stayed there when she’d first become a Timber County sheriff’s deputy years ago. From there she’d moved to the vet’s cottage. Then again after Hertha moved away, leaving the relationship, Royce returned to stay with her grandmother. 
The cabin had always been a cozy retreat for Royce. The remote acreage, with a rustic and tranquil cabin in the center of a clearing, was surrounded by immense mountain beauty. A stack of split wood rested against one outer wall. Behind the cabin was a porch that had been built by Royce several years ago. It was screened in, and was Gran’s favorite summer place to relax.
Gran, Dora Madison, was in her early eighties, and was blessed with a spry energetic fortitude, and plenty of spunk. Her spindly, slight frame had slowed somewhat over the years. Her mind was blessed with intellect, and her wit was constant. Gray hair surrounded her time-touched face of smile wrinkles. Intense blue eyes snapped to display her pleasure or displeasure. Her mouth was usually set into a smile. 
The morning started the same as most mornings that summer. It was with one of Gran’s delicious breakfasts. Gran had warmed a breakfast that she’d prepared last evening, and baked when she woke. She called it her Overnight Egg Casserole. 
After Royce had showered and dressed, she fed Chance. Then she sat at the kitchen’s round oak table. “Gran, breakfast smells great.” She took a sip of coffee. 
“Fixed it last night so that we could yak about what was going on with that danged fire. Molly said you and Hertha saved some horses.”
“Yes.” Her jaw clamped tightly for a moment. “Mom failed to mention to me that Hertha was planning on returning to Timber.”
“She said something about Hertha returning, but it was up in the air.” Gran scooped a helping of the casserole onto Royce’s plate. “Is it for sure?”
“Yes. I felt like an outsider because I was the last to know.” Her speech was stilted. Tension covered her face. “I felt betrayed that it was hidden.”
“Your mother mentioned that you were none too happy about that.” A moment fled. “Nobody wants to see you hurt. Get your hopes up, and then if Hertha wouldn’t have decided to return, you might be blue.”
“I don’t care what Hertha does.” Royce wanted to change the subject. “Looks like Tanner will be leaving the force. He’s always been interested in being part of the fire department. They were impressed. So I think we’ll lose him to Elk Ridge.”
“How you feeling about that?”
“Gran, it’s a good thing. Naturally, we’ll miss him. He’s a terrific deputy.” Royce looked away. She knew the real reason. It was because he wasn’t handling gunfire without flinching. He was still thinking of his deployments overseas. The fire department would have danger, but perhaps it wouldn’t be so difficult for the young man. “I just want him happy. He was a brave soldier.”
“Now tell me about escaping the fire with Hertha.” Gran insisted on firsthand reports from Royce. 
As Royce began the sentence, her phone rang. She listened intently for a moment, then replied, “I’ll be there in five minutes. Set up a parameter with tape. Get ahold of the coroner’s office. And don’t allow anyone near the scene.” Standing, the sheriff said, “Got to go, Gran.”
“What’s got you in such a hurry?”
“Someone shot Calvin Wagner.”
“Calvin! Wagner Gun Shop?”
“Yes.”
“An accident?”
“No it wasn’t an accident. I’ll call you later, Gran. Stay in and don’t answer the door. We’ve got a killer loose.” Royce commanded, “Come on, Chance. We’ve got work to do.”
 
***
 
Royce ducked under the police tape that was strung across the storefront. Located on Main Street, Wagner Gun Shop was decorated with a knotty pine wooden exterior to replicate the old west. It even had a horse-tying post in front.  
 She walked past the deputy guarding the entry. The store was empty but she heard the muffled sounds of voices from the back office of the Wagner Gun Shop. The back area was divided with an office housing desks and files in one part. The adjoining room was the gunsmith repair and maintenance area. On the counters were several guns. Walls, with hooks, housed a small artillery of firearms that either hadn’t been picked up, or perhaps hadn’t been repaired. Nearly everyone in the county used Calvin Wagner’s gun expertise. The Sheriff’s Department had depended on Calvin to make certain their weaponry was in perfect working order. 
A night shift deputy stood guard over the slumped body of Calvin Wagner. The victim had been seated, and his head, shoulders and upper torso rested on the desk’s top. To the side, leaning against the wall was Calvin’s daughter, Emma. Emma Wagner Dixon had moved back to Timber City several months ago after the split up of her marriage. The deputy quickly explained to Royce that Emma had found the body less than half an hour ago. 
Royce approached her. “Emma, could you wait outside. There is a squad car back in the alley. We need to keep the area as uncontaminated as possible.” Royce escorted the shocked woman through the backdoor to the car. 
“I understand,” Emma murmured. As she sat in the backseat, she moaned. “I can’t believe this. I’m usually first to arrive in the morning. I didn’t touch anything,” she mumbled. Her face was angrier than usual. Her frown was deeper. Eyes so dark that they looked black with anger, were tearless. She suddenly stood on the ground. Her stocky build, and her large bones made her appear confrontational when she leaned toward Royce. With obvious restraint, she questioned, “What’s going on in there?”
“We’ve dispatched the coroner and his team. I’ll look around. First,” Royce carefully asked, “what about enemies? Did anyone dislike your father enough to kill him?”
“My good-for-nothing, lazy brother, Tony, was always after Dad for money.” Her words unbuckled. Her eyes squinted. Her tone was sharp with resentment and anger. “He’s staying out there on the ranch. He has a motive. So does our stepmother. Father’s second wife, Nita. She has a huge motive for killing him. My dad’s prenuptial states that if she stayed with him three years, she’d get the ranch, and some money. It’s just over the three years. They had an anniversary party recently.” Emma’s heavy eyebrows suspiciously lifted.
Royce recalled reading about Calvin and Nita Wagner’s wedding three years ago. Nita was a snow bunny enjoying the ski resort, Crystal Village. Twenty-five years younger than the mid-sixties Calvin, she was an attractive socialite, and according to some – a gold digger.
“Were you and your brother in his will?”
“Yes. But Tony is to receive far more. Dad set my brother up with his own mail order business. My father was upset when I married and left Timber. When I returned, divorced, he believed that I was a failure. Dad wouldn’t see a thing Tony did as wrong. He’d say Tony was just being a boy. He’s a twenty-eight-year-old playboy.” She was agitated, she cleared her throat. “If he did wrong, my Dad could always buy him out of trouble.”
“But you’re the daughter. Surely your father hadn’t excluded you.”
“I sided with my mother throughout the problems and their breakup. When I came to Timber and began working here, Nita saw me as a threat. My stepmother was constantly on me about losing weight. She’d say things like if I’d lost weight, I could have kept my husband. Hurtful.” Emma’s rigid posture eased. Her shoulders slumped.  
Royce mentally noted the additional motive Emma might have had. Hatred for her father’s selection of a bride. Her father’s favoring her brother. The sheriff understood her low-esteem. “Because you were the first on the murder scene, you might have something that would be of help to us. So if you could just stay here in the car.”
As Royce reentered the backroom of the gun shop, she heard the hysterical screams of Grace Wagner. Medical Examiner Ben Prichard had arrived. When he saw the sheriff, they traded glances. He pointed, shrugging toward Grace as he whispered to Royce, “We can talk after you calm the emotions.”
Knowing the feisty, belligerent first wife of Calvin, Royce wasn’t certain there would be any chance of calming Grace Wagner. The slight woman was pulling away from the deputy. “Grace,” Royce spoke with condolences, “I’m so sorry. We can’t let you back there now. We’ve cordoned off the area.” She gently turned in the woman’s direction. 
“He’s dead. That’s all they told me,” Grace’s shrill voice screamed. Her display of grief was shock, and some degree of what Royce considered theatrics. Grace’s pinched expression actually reflected annoyance. 
Royce moved the woman back into the store area. Counter after counter stored guns that were visible through heavy glass. Rifles were attached to bolted gun racks. Each wall contained hundreds of various long guns and pistol firearms. The front corner housed a seating area with chairs for guests. 
“Have a seat, Grace.” Royce’s phone was ringing. “I’ll be right back. I have to get this.”
Royce stepped away. It was Undersheriff Nick Hogan calling from Crystal. “Nick, can you get out to the Wagner ranch to inform Nita and Tony of Calvin’s death?”
“Sure. So it was murder?”
“Two bullets directly to the back of the head. It couldn’t have been two errant bullets. The first shot was from a few feet away. The second was delivered after Cal’s body had slumped forward and his head and upper body had fallen against the desk. The killer made certain the victim was dead. Had to have been murder. No report from Ben, but I’d say it happened several hours ago. Doc will check the lividity and give us a more exact timeline. His daughter Emma found him this morning.”
“So I’ll check Nita and Tony for motive and see if they have an alibi.”
“Then tell them I want to see them at some point to take their statements. Interrogation rooms seem to squeeze all kinds of truth. Oh, and also, please ask them about their suspicions as to who might have been involved. I have a feeling we’re going to have many, many suspects. When Ben’s finished, I’ll update you on his prelim autopsy report.”
“I’ll be in as soon as I’ve interrogated the wife and son.” He speculated, “Royce, my money is on your calculations of a boatload of suspects. As I recall, there’s no love lost between any of them. And Cal had plenty of customers claiming his prices were highway robbery.”
“He had his detractors, that’s for certain.” She slipped her phone back into her pocket. Premature, but she knew there would be finger pointing. So many suspects that Calvin’s death could be a gang killing – of mostly relatives. 
She sighed. Greed for money. Greed for Calvin Wagner’s first mention in his Last Will and Testament. There was his lucrative weaponry business, and a thriving ranch. There were also multiple folks reaching for their share. Royce despised these cases.  
After a short chat with Grace, Royce suggested that both Grace and Emma be returned to Grace’s home. Royce had been correct. Grace was blaming Nita, and she was also blaming anyone else with whom Calvin might have been having an affair. Or perhaps it was their husbands seeking revenge. The sheriff didn’t expect too much anguish or grief. 
Mired down with too many suspects was often more disconcerting than having no one at all as a prime suspect. Winnowing the suspect list could be messy.
                                                                      
***
 
Royce ambled back to the crime scene. Doc Ben had been Timber County’s M.E. for as long as Royce had been sheriff. She understood how to decipher his throat clearing and his mutterings. Photos had been taken. Trace evidence was gathered. Calvin Wagner’s body was being transported to the Coroner’s van. Ben gave Royce a nod. His steep tallness often appeared to add to his gaunt, expressionless face. 
He reported, “I should have more for you later. No prints on the weapon. The killer shot Cal twice, wiped the gun, and placed it on the desk. We’ll see if we get anything back from Forensics. Got all the prints and DNA in the room. A messy, bloody job. Ruined the finish on the antique desk. The second exit wound splattered. I had to carve the second bullet from the desk’s   top.”
“And you think the gun that was on the desk was the murder weapon?”
“Yes. I’d bet my reputation on it. Gun’s old. Probably worth a fortune.” Ben squatted down to check the blood splatter on the floor. “No spent casings. No sign of a struggle.”
Royce shook her head, “I can’t imagine someone killing him. Or anyone else,” Royce added.
“Yep. I don’t get it,” Ben concurred. Then he dramatically stated, “Death takes everything you have or ever will have. No doubt about that.” He sniffed the gun’s barrel.   
“I could smell that it had been recently fired,” Royce said. 
“I’m betting ballistics will come back with a match.” Ben questioned, “I wonder why the killer didn’t take it. It’s beyond valuable. It’s one of those guns that’s irreplaceable.”
Royce answered, “It doesn’t appear to be a robbery. And nobody would want to be caught with that gun, or trying to sell that gun, if it’s irreplaceable.” Royce knew that Ben’s hobby was guns, and he enjoyed collecting and studying rare guns. “Ballpark figure, Ben. What would you say the gun is worth?”
“At least two or three hundred thousand. Maybe more. Could be half a million.”
Royce repeated, “Half a million?”
“If you could find one. I saw one at a gun show in Kansas City. It was in a showcase, and going for nearly half a million. I checked the murder weapon, and it was in precision working order. These old guns are touchy, need lots of repairs. I’m thinking this one was in for fixing. It wasn’t Cal’s. He would have bragged about finally acquiring it.”
“You’re sure?” Royce questioned.
“Absolutely. Cal lusted over this one. He would have bought it, but it wasn’t for sale.”
“How do you know?”
“It belongs to Otis Brull.”
Royce had gleaned as much information as she could from the murder scene. But she added one more name to her list of people involved with the gun. Otis Brull, in his torn and worn clothes, and living in a cabin so small it was nearly a shack, owned a half-million-dollar gun. Otis with his twenty-year old, rusted truck had a treasure in his holster.     
 
***
 
Royce was guessing that Calvin was probably shot to death immediately after closing. He was known for closing late. She surmised that it was probably shortly after ten PM. He’d commented often that he wanted to get every last penny out of the market. Since the backdoor had been open, and there was no forced entry on the locked front door, Royce suspected that the killer entered an open backdoor. Another thing Cal often joked about when he was reminded by a deputy to lock his doors, was that he was better armed than Clint Eastwood. Royce recalled he’d spread his arms like wings, and admired all the guns covering the walls of his store. He’d bluster: “I got me plenty of protection”. 
Plenty, Royce understood, was not enough when someone is intent on killing. Royce swallowed. Although she didn’t know Cal well, she visited his shop to pick up Sheriff’s Department weaponry. Cal and his son, Tony, knew nearly every gun owner in town.
Now, Royce thought selfishly, they would need to do business with Tony. Arrogant, the son in his late twenties, wasn’t liked by patrons, or town’s people. He was, however, the prized son of the equally arrogant father. Cal was accepted by most of his customers. They seemed used to his vibrato, and loud demeanor. 
One thing Royce felt solidly assured of was that Calvin knew his killer. Nobody would have snuck up on him. Pride in his manhood kept him safe. However, he wouldn’t have trusted someone behind him with a loaded gun. He was in his sixties, had money, had a beautiful younger wife, a son from his first wife, and a store filled with armaments. 
Royce pensively stepped out onto the sidewalk. Cal also had a daughter. But he never bragged about Emma. Royce searched her memory about ever having heard him say anything at all about Emma. Sadly, a father’s rejection could mar a woman’s belief in herself. Cal had done just that. He’d diminished her worth – in her own mind. Where he was concerned, his daughter wasn’t even a footnote.
Royce sighed. She then patted her leg and called, “Come on, Chance.” The beautiful German shepherd quickly made her way to Royce’s side. Her stride matched Royce’s impatient walk across the street. She knew Gwen and Nadine would be waiting for her to give them more news to print. But first she went around to the alley.
Questions took her to where she would most likely get information.
Speaking through her teeth, Royce muttered, “Plenty amazing.”
 



Chapter 4
 
 
Plato Wallace was in the alley behind the Bell Ringer Saloon. Seated on a crate, Plato’s form slumped against the brick building. Glancing up, he saw the sheriff. His lopsided grin slowly lifted. He gave a crisp wave. The elderly vagrant had become Royce’s confidential informant. In his early seventies, Plato wore rumpled western clothing, and a cowboy hat and boots. He was short with thin arms and legs, and a protruding potbelly. His leathery, murky complexion was darker in the summer. That made his tobacco-stained smile appear somewhat brighter. “Sheriff,” he greeted Royce.
“Plato,” Royce began, “I’ve been looking for you. We’ve got a murder case.”
“Yep. I heard. Nothin’ goes by me,” he said. “It’s a heck of a surprise. I figured the way Cal always was playin’ with those guns, he’da shot somebody.”
“What can you tell me about Cal? Everything you know about him, his family, and about Otis Brull.”
“Somebody told you about the skirmish last evening?” Plato wobbled to a standing position. He corrected his stained tan hat as he stood. 
Tipping her head intently, Royce asked, “What skirmish?”
“Well, I was back in the alley behind the gun shop. I heard ‘em yellin’ their heads off.”
“Who?”
“Cal and Otis. It was around nine or ten last night. They musta been in the back room. I heard them fightin’. Well, nothing unusual about them two feuding. They hated each other.”
“So what were they fighting about?”
“I just heard patches of their talk. Seems Otis had his prize gun in the gun shop to be repaired. He was thinking Cal was pressing the scales and overcharging. I heard Cal sayin’ if he didn’t pay up, he was gonna keep the gun. Says Otis already owes him for years of upkeep on the gun.”
“Did you know about Otis and his prize gun?”
“Naw, well not much. He kept pretty buttoned up about his private life. I knew he had a gun that was worth some money. Well, that comes from Cal. Little remarks he said about wanting the gun. But last night he said he was gonna keep the gun. Didn’t go down very good with Otis. Cal is the loud one - the fighter. Otis seems to close up his emotions. But he’s got a temper on him.”
“Did you see Otis leave?” 
“Naw. I was on my way over to the Bell Ringer. A beer was waitin’ for me since I cleaned up over there yesterday morning. Faye pays me in booze.”
Royce knew that Otis worked around town for trade, or money under the table. Similarly, she slipped Plato money for information. “Did you hear a shot or two being fired?”
“Nothin’ while I was there.” He cackled. “I was doin’ a little beer tastin’ by the time Otis left.”
“So what do you know about the two men?
“Everybody knows about Calvin Wagner’s dealin’ here in Timber County. It’s all over town havin’ to do with his family. Got an ex-wife hanging around the gun shop. Claims she owns half of it. She does the bookkeeping. Then he’s got his fancy new wife. Guess she stays out on the ranch. She’s got her some award-winning quarter horses.”
“Nita likes the ranch life?”
“Must. She rarely comes into Timber. She goes to Crystal to buy what she needs. Cal musta liked it that way. Cal’s wives wouldn’t be meetin’ up.”
“Do you think either his current wife or his ex-wife might have killed him?”
Plato chucked. “Either of ‘em would have probably liked to.”
“Were there problems recently between the two women, or between them and Calvin?” Royce leaned back into her tall stance, crossing her arms. “Any disputes?”
“I heard tell that Cal liked the women. Grace and him, they fought like wild cats when they were married. She finally left him. But his new missus must not have cared. She has the ring on her finger, and the ranch – spends all the money she wants.”
“His womanizing – any names?” 
“Nobody since his new wife that I knew about. Hell, there was lots a women before then. Now his son’s the family playboy, and old Cal was maybe played out.” He snickered, throwing his head back. “I can’t rightly say about that part of it.”
“And what else can you tell me about Cal’s adult children?”
“I never got to know either of ‘em.” After a cough, and a snicker, Plato answered, “Either of ‘em would have probably liked to kill their old man.”
Royce dug into her chest pocket and pulled out a five-dollar bill. “Thanks, Plato. Keep your eyes and ears open.”
“You got it, Sheriff. I heard you saved some horses over at the fire. How’s that fire now?”
“I think they’ve got it mostly contained,” Royce answered. “It took out nearly sixty structures, I heard. No human victims, but certainly wildlife, and pets.” Royce felt sorrow for the many forest casualties, as well as the domesticated animals that didn’t survive. “Those firefighters did an exemplary job.”  
“Well, it was nice you saved them horses. I’m happier if horses are saved than I am when people are saved. Some people anyways.”
Royce wanted to say that she also felt that way sometimes. Yet she wanted horses and people saved. One of the citizens of her country hadn’t been saved. She took murder personally. “See you later, Plato. And good work on your C.I. job. Your information is helpful.”
Royce paused, glancing back. Otis Brull and Calvin Wagner had a skirmish right before Calvin’s murder. That was important. “Plenty amazing,” Royce muttered to Chance. “I need a scoreboard to keep track of his potential enemies. The poem – yes Browning. How do they love him? Not in the least.”
Chance cocked her head. She seemed to understand Royce’s words. There was a moodiness about them. 
 
***
 
  “I’ve got to get to know more about the victim,” Royce sighed as she sat across Gwen Ives at the front office desk of Timber City Times. “Funny what a surface glimpse we get of people we’ve known all our lives. I’d gone into the gun shop with Dad when I was a little girl. He’d need to get his firearm fixed, or guns from the Sheriff’s Department. Dad wanted his deputies safe. Now I’ve got to make certain they’re wearing vests, and they’re special forces training ready. It’s become a dangerous world.” Royce’s words lingered in her thought. 
“When Grady Madison was sheriff, things were different. It’s a new world now. They’re making weapons for war. Not protection.” Gwen grimaced. “I’m anti-assault rifles.”
“Me too. But the law won’t clamp down on the manufacturers. There’s enough crime with six-shooters. This case proves it. A Colt single action revolver killed a man. I guess it was a Custer Serial-Range Battlefield Revolver.”
“An expensive antique gun. But we just went off subject, Royce. Calvin Wagner. Most of us knew him as a boisterous, sales oriented guy. I never had a problem with him. I didn’t dislike him, but I didn’t care much for him.”
“Any reason in particular?” Royce quizzed.
“For one thing, he treated Grace like a queen when he was wooing her forty years ago. They were both young. Grace was still in her teens, and Cal was in his early twenties. They got married, and then for the next ten years, they battled. Finally, Cal settled down a little from his gallivanting with other women. So Grace decided that she’d chance having a couple kids. Not long after Emma and Tony were born, things went into the freezer again. Guess she found out Cal was unzipping his wares every time any woman would give him the time of day. Finally, after the kids were of age, Grace divorced him.  It’s never been clear which of them really wanted the break up. Cal married the bimbo Nita less than a year after that.”
“As I recall, it was nasty, but the divorce eased into a partnership.”
“Right. Well, Grace stayed on at the gun shop – doing the books. As partners he did the gunsmithing and sales. She watched the business and finance. He lived out on the ranch with his new sweetie, and Grace was set up with a home here in town.”
“There wasn’t anything recently that might make her want him dead?”
Laughing in spurts, Gwen answered, “Hell, getting dropped for a much younger woman was a start. If she’d wanted him dead, she probably would have shot him a few years ago.”
Nadine entered with cups of tea. She placed them in front of the women. When Nadine sat, she gave a little groan. “Danged arthritis.” Nadine had grown more attractive as she aged. Her gray hair was combed back. There was a charm about her aquiline nose, strong chin, topaz eyes and slightly crooked teeth. Age had overridden her awkwardness. She was a confident mid-sixties senior, and wore it well. 
“Ah, your special blend of tea,” Royce said as she inhaled.
Nadine beamed. She answered, “Yes and I take it you two are catching up on Grace. I talked with her yesterday. No love lost between Grace and Cal. She said she was already interviewing for someone to take over as a gunsmith. I asked about her children taking that over. She said Emma was pretty good at fixing guns. But Cal wasn’t certain the town would accept a woman smithy. And Tony – well, she said Tony had minimal to no interest in repairing firearms.”
Royce questioned, “Did she mention Cal at all?”
“Only said that the ditzy second wife could take care of the services. Oh, and they already had split the money and property early on after the divorce. Nita would get the ranch. Grace got the property here in Timber. After the death of either parent, the kids get a portion of the gun shop. Oh, and some property off to the side of the ranch.”
Royce’s mind diagramed the area. To the east was Timber City. West was ski village and the growing tourist town of Crystal. Beyond that was the Wagner Ranch. Next to that would be the Rasp Meadow. Royce asked, “So Cal’s children now own the area west of the ranch. The area where the fire was threatening?”
“Their property isn’t as far as the Crossing and the Rasp Meadow. And of course, beyond that is either government land, or maybe it still belongs to Native Americans. Northward, Bear Claw County adjoins Timber County. So the Wagner Ranch wasn’t in immediate danger during the wildfire.”
“When I get time, I’m going back to see exactly what remains after the fire. Tanner is still there working with the fire department. I want to check in with him.” Royce frowned. She took a sip of tea. 
“So what else?” Gwen pried. There was a pronounced smirk as she raised her eyebrows. “Why didn’t you mention Hertha is returning?”
Gwen and Nadine traded conspiratorial glances. “It’s just that the decision had only been made for a week or so, and you had the fire business. Now there’s a murder case.”
“It would have been nice to have known.” Her blue eyes flared, and her jaw clamped.
“We thought she might have told you,” Nadine inserted. “Royce, it’s difficult for you. Now it will be even harder. The woman you spent a decade and a half with is going to be working in her animal hospital directly across the street from not only where you work, but also where your mother’s business is.”
“Hertha’s move is of no interest to me. It isn’t difficult for me.”
Gwen hesitated before saying, “Of course it is. You’re still in love with her.”
“Last year I spent the year with someone else, and she spent the year with her ex. So nothing is difficult. Nothing at all.”
“Her professor ex was what Hertha thought she needed to keep the kids, and stay in an area that she mistakenly thought would be good for everyone concerned. And Lyn is a lovely woman, but Royce – she wasn’t the one you are deeply in love with.”
Standing, Royce went to the door. “I’m not deeply in love with anyone.” She wished that she had followed up her statement with a fact that her heart realized. There would be no woman with whom Royce would ever again be so vulnerable. 
The two older women gave condescending smiles, before waving goodbye to Royce.
Silence accompanied the sheriff outside to see the German shepherd deputy awaiting her. “Time for a little lunch, Chance. I’m betting there will be a little beef and kibble for you.” Royce knew that Molly was probably expecting them. Molly would have a sandwich, or pasty for Royce, and a delicious treat for Chance. 
Although Gwen and Nadine had not been forthcoming with Royce, she conceded that she might not be entirely forthcoming with herself. That touch of thought stopped Royce in her tracks. As she stepped up onto the sidewalk, she opted to ignore clarification of her emotions. Life is truth. Love may be a superstition. 
She wanted to reach up to blot her eyes dry from the tears that were welling. Yet she didn’t want to remove her sunglasses. 
 
***
 
Royce had walked to the back alley behind her mother’s bakery. “Wait here, Chance.”
As she entered she saw Molly preparing lunches. Her assistant, Pearl, was busily serving at the counter filled with locals. Royce inhaled the fragrance of Molly’s specialty pasties. “Smells delicious in here,” Royce commented. 
Molly glanced up into her daughter’s face. “I hope you aren’t still fuming because of us not mentioning Hertha coming back to Timber?”
“I’m way too busy chasing down suspects to concern myself with that. After I grab lunch, I’m going out to Otis Brull’s cabin. See if he knows anything about Calvin’s murder.”
“What in the world would Otis have to do with Cal Wagner? They barely spoke.”
“But they fought. I have it on good authority that last night they had a battle about Cal’s gun.”
Molly quickly prepared a plate of pasties. Royce slid past her mother and poured herself and her mother each a cup of tea. Molly inquired, “Where’d you hear about those two fightin’?”
“My confidential informant heard the fight.”
Molly’s lips lifted into a laugh. “Tell you secret C.I. Plato Wallace hello for me.” Her bemused smile continued. 
Joining in the laughter, Royce commented, “Just don’t let him know you’re on to him. He’s my spy-guy. Anyway he said that the two men were screaming.”
“Otis is cantankerous. Calvin could be touchy. I ‘spect Cal was still upset about Otis owing money for fixing that gun.”
“The gun is now in evidence being examined by CBI’s forensics lab.”
“A couple days ago, Cal was in here for some of my blueberry crumble coffee cake. He could eat two or three pieces at one sitting. He was yelling down the place about years of fixing that gun and not being paid by Otis. Said he was takin’ possession of it. When Otis came by, Cal was going to keep the gun. Claimed he could do that – demand payment and if Otis didn’t pay, he’d own the gun.”
“According to some it’s worth a great deal. Confidentially, it could be up to a half million.”
“Otis lives out east in that ramshackle cabin. Hasn’t bought new clothes in decades. And his battered truck is twice as old as your Gran’s car. Why would he live like that if he had access to an expensive gun?”
“I’m going to ask him, Mom. I’ll let you know. I’m also going to ask him if he killed Cal. My guess is that he didn’t.” Royce looked back at Molly’s inquisitive face. “If it was a fight about the gun, he shot Cal twice in the head with the gun. But then left it behind. The killer wiped prints. If the gun meant so much to Otis, he would have nabbed the gun on the way out.”
“Well, if it wasn’t Otis, maybe it was someone who didn’t know the gun was worth a fortune.”
“Just speculation, but I think it was someone who knew the gun was worth a fortune. It’s the kind of gun that is easily traced. Whoever killed Cal realized the gun was valuable. I believe if the killer hadn’t known he or she would have snagged the gun. I’m guessing it wasn’t a robbery attempt, and that the killer knew the gun was a national treasure.”
“Be careful, Royce,” Molly cautioned. “Like Gran says, peek around the corners for danger.”
Molly always issued the same warning. She had said those words to her husband, Sheriff Grady Madison, over twenty years ago. Although Royce’s father had always been vigilant, he had been gunned down. Royce was in college at the time. Her major was law enforcement. The loss of her father hadn’t detoured her. Nor would it. She determined that she would probably die the way he did – enforcing the law.
And she was okay with that.
 
***
 
Otis Brull lived the life of a recluse. He stayed at his cabin, with the exception of a few odd jobs he took for supplemental cash. Royce watched the cabin coming into sight. The mountains that surrounded the Brull cabin were splendid. The small structure was one of the original homes built in the area. Although well-cared for, it was weather-beaten.
She knocked loudly on his door. 
When Otis opened it, he glared at her. “What you want, Sheriff?” His gray scraggly hair and beard was unkempt. His clothing always appeared to have been laundered, but rumpled and worn. It was as though clothing was not an adornment, but rather functional to cover him and protect him from the elements. His craggy face was hardened by both life, and storms. His personality was perhaps even more unflappable.   
“I have a few questions, Otis. I know you were in town last night. And you were in a skirmish with Cal Wagner.”
“That guy is tryin’ to steal my gun. It belongs to me!” his voice jumped with anger. Impatient to tell his story, he rattled on. His eyes had the look of a solitary man standing his ground. “By God, it’s my gun!”
Royce believed his answer reflected that he hadn’t heard of Cal’s demise. 
“Last evening when did you arrive at Cal’s?”
“Just as it was closing. That fella, Luther Sumner was leaving. Cal let me in. Locked up. Took me to his office in the back.”
“Can you tell me what happened?”
“I tell him, I come to pick up my gun. He gets it outta the vault. Asks me about paying for the work he’s done on it. I tell him to put it on my tab. The gun was sittin’ on the corner of the desk. He says that I couldn’t touch it. Says I haven’t paid for my tab for a few years. And it was the day of reckoning. He wants his money. I says I have no money now. He’ll have to wait. He takes out a legal paper and says I gotta sign it – sign over rights to the gun.”
“That angered you?”
“Hell yep, it angered me. He says he’d fixed it for free for the last time. Says my bill is over four-thousand. Where the heck would I get four grand?”
“What did he do then?”
“Picks up the paper and puts it back in the vault. He tells me I’ll sign it or else. Then he begins to reach for the gun, and I start yelling at him that it’s mine. Well, he says it’s loaded, so I stand back. Didn’t want to get myself blown away.”
“So when he put it down, you picked it up and you shot him?”
“Shot him?” Otis was stunned, he leaned back against the door jamb. Gasping, he seemed dazed. “Hell, no I never shot him, nor nobody else.” Words were halting, “I’ve not shot nobody.”
“He’s dead, Otis. And as far as I can tell, you were the last to see him alive.”
“Dead? Cal’s dead? Maybe it was heart attack.” His vocal pitch raised, “Not dead?”
“It was two bullets dead center in the back of his skull.”
Otis leaned forward. “I’m no damned coward. I’da never shot nobody in the back.” He planted his feet defiantly. Scratching his whiskers, he added, “I’m not a killer.”
“You see how it looks. You were having a fight with him, you were there at the approximate time of the death. You left in a rage out the back door.”
“He’d locked up the front door. Sure I left out the back. But it wasn’t ‘cause I was hiding.  I never murdered him.”
Someone did, Royce thought to herself. “Who do you think killed him?”
“Lotsa men hated him. He played around with wives. He cheated them on transactions. Even his kids hated him. And his ex-wife, and wife, they ain’t exactly crazy about him either.”
“So it would seem. Otis, don’t leave the county.”
Royce slammed the door of her Ford Interceptor SUV. Looking in the backseat at the lounging Chance, Royce said, “Chance, maybe I should have taken you with me on that interview. You’re way more frightening than I am.”
Chance looked as though she might be smiling.
Royce was not smiling. She knew the remainder of the afternoon, and into the evening, she would be writing and/or checking reports. She realized there would be an enormous stack of work on her desk. She would call Gran to tell her she would be late getting back to the cabin. 
Later than normal. How could this be, Royce considered. This entire week had been anything but normal.
 



Chapter 5
 
 
Throughout the night, Royce’s sleep had been disrupted. It was a weak kind of slumber, with nothing to hang on to. Yet, when morning arrived, Royce realized she was waking from a dream. Hertha’s arms were around her. Holding her tightly. Royce could remember how they would always cling to one another when sleeping. Throughout the nights, they each seemed to know where the other might be. As if the entire night was choreographed by a destiny of touch. 
In her dream, although the women weren’t on horseback, they were together loving and embracing. A wildfire wasn’t endangering them. Royce recalled never wanting to let her go. When she woke, she hated the tug of reality that had returned her to morning. 
Tears began. Chance moved from the foot of the bed to be near the sheriff. Royce massaged her neck. “Good girl,” she commented. 
After a breakfast that was Gran’s gabfest, Royce and Chance left for work. When they arrived, the deputies were waiting. There was a murder case in Timber City. The deputies were all on time, or early. Her meeting was brief. Basics. She did take time for a question and answers session about what was known concerning the murder. That too was brief. There was no prime suspect.  
When she adjourned, and the deputies were dispatched, she motioned for Nick to stay behind. Together they sat in her office. With his finger splaying, Nick combed through his thinning curly dark hair. At forty, his handsomeness and athletic build still charmed the women. His baby blue eyes, however, were meant only for his wife. Beverly Hogan had married the Sheriff’s Office Casanova over a dozen years ago. She playfully teased that he might wear the gun, but she was far more dangerous. She made him laugh, and was not only a great wife, but also a great mom to their children. 
Royce had thought of their relationship, and her relationship with Hertha, as the two best examples of love. The sheriff was glad that the Hogan marriage was still there in working order, as a symbol of love’s survival.  
The silence of a moment ended. Royce said, “Nick, as we thought, this crime is filled with suspects. Unlike some homicides, this is a take your pick killing.”
“What did Otis Brull say?”
“Nothing incriminating. He hadn’t heard about the murder.”
Nick’s eyebrow lifted. “Or so he says.” Nick gave Chance a hug. “So I talked with both Nita and Tony. They corroborated one another’s alibis. Both were at the ranch all evening, and all night. I talked with a few of the ranch hands. When they left the ranch last night about seven, and when they arrived at the ranch this morning at daybreak, both Nita and Tony were there.”
“Maybe one is protecting the other. Could be that they’re in collusion. After all, they stand to make a great deal of money.” Royce shrugged. “No one’s been excluded. It’s as if anyone could have done it. And would have done it.”
“From what I gather, Nita has the ranch and Cal’s life insurance policies. Cal wanted her to be taken care of, she said repeatedly.”
“Nick, I also found out that the prenuptial stipulates if Nita stayed with him three years, it pretty much becomes null and void. Cal and Nita were married three years ago last winter. So it is an opportune time for Cal’s demise.”
“As for his will, according to Nita, Cal’s son and his daughter get half the business, and the adjoining ranch property. All very convenient if Nita’s prenuptial just kicked in. If Nita and Tony were impatient – it would be a good time. Otherwise why the alibis?” Nick questioned.
“Good question. From what I gather, no one in the entire family is all that thrilled to be related. Our job is to narrow the field of prospects. My list just keeps adding on. Maybe we’ll get some forensically sound link to one of our suspects.” 
Nick’s eyes blinked as he thought. “The ranch hands inferred that Nita and Tony hate one another big time. After interrogating Nita, I gather that she’d also like to have Tony shot. A couple of the horse-trainers said they were always screaming at each other. She called him a flipping narcissistic brat. He referred to her as the whore.”
“I’m thinking if they are the perps, they’re only alibiing one another to save one of them.” Royce rubbed the back of her neck. 
“Let’s not exclude Emma,” Nick added. “I ran into her earlier this morning. She has the bitch gene. Even Cal said that she hated him for leaving her mother. A hypothetical question, but suppose Emma was tired of being ignored by her father. And she killed him.” 
“Emma isn’t the killer type, but most killers aren’t a type at all,” Royce closed her eyes for a moment. “Add Otis to the mix – who knows. It could be X. A drifter. Employees. Maybe one of fellas out at the ranch,” Royce suggested.
Nick stood. “There doesn’t seem to be any animosity with the workers. They saw Cal as a good old boy who paid them in cash.” Nick walked to the window and scanned the trees that surrounded the courthouse. “I’m not sure if Luther is still in the country. But he could be a suspect for anything.”
“Otis said that Luther was leaving the gun shop just as he was going in. But Luther could have circled around, waited for Otis to leave, and then he killed Cal.”
“What would his motive have been?”
Royce rapidly indexed her memory. “Luther did hang out with Cal when he was in town years ago. When Yancy was sheriff, the brothers frequented the gun shop. I always suspected that guns went missing from the evidence vault. They could have all been in cahoots. Then Luther and Yancy were sent to prison, and the loss of weapons discontinued. I put safeguards on the evidence room, and the guns stopped going missing.” 
“If it was dirty, Luther would be there. So now that he’s been sprung from prison, maybe he’s trying to get business going with Wagner Guns.” His eyes narrowed. “Royce, I have a bad feeling about Luther.”
“I have to wonder about everyone.” Royce stretched. “We missed the wife. Grace.”
“Grace might have finally allowed her hatred of Cal to boil over. Woman scorned,” Nick said with an eye roll.
“Nick, when I was talking to Gran this morning at breakfast, she said Grace was upset because Nita and Cal were planning a cruise this autumn. Grace was moaning to everyone while she was in line at the market. Gran said she must have a microphone in her bra because she was so loud.”
Nick chuckled. “That’s Mrs. Madison! I think your grandmother would have made a hell of an investigator. Grace might have wanted to send Cal on a permanent cruise.”
Laughing, Royce tossed the roster clipboard across the desk. “Let’s roll. I’m going on a search for Luther. I wouldn’t mind locking him up for something while he’s here.”
“He’s just passing through. Yancy’s funeral. But if he were involved, he’s had a decade behind bars to learn how to be dirty with less chance of getting caught.”
Royce placed the Stetson on her head. “Good thing for us that Luther was never a quick study.” 
 
***
 
The first place she would look for Luther was one of his yesteryear hangouts. The Bell Ringer was one of his haunts. Many Timber City folks frequented the tavern. It still had the Western frontier feel to its wooden floors. The oak and brass bar was original, dating back to mid-eighteen-hundreds. Named for its antique bell that was rung every morning at two o’clock AM, The Bell Ringer was also a hit with tourists. It had flavor and texture, they often said.     
Royce scanned the bar. She saw no sign of Luther Sumner. She motioned to proprietor Faye Arnall. Faye had decided a year ago to dye the gray from her hair. Her wild mop of rusty colored hair decorated the top of the mid-fifty-year old woman’s head. Her pretty face with green eyes, and a lush, highly colored mouth, welcomed customers to her bar. Most of them enjoyed seeing her lean over the counter, with her bosoms exploding from her low-cut blouses. 
Faye placed a cup of coffee on the bar. “Here you go, Sheriff.”
“I’m just dropping by to see if you know where Luther might be.”
“He’s staying over at the Eagle Inn. Since he’s a felon, he doesn’t come in the barroom. He was upstairs with me after Yancy’s funeral. Then he went back to the Eagle Inn.”
“I wasn’t certain that Luther would return,” Royce stated.
“Me too. Yanc and he had bad blood. They never were much like brothers. Anyway, Luther came in from Dallas. He’s been down in Texas a couple years now and seems to like it.”
“That’s good,” Royce said with what she hoped was not too much enthusiasm that Luther was not going to be relocating to Timber County. “Look, I’m sorry for your loss. I know you loved Yancy,” Royce murmured. “Yancy did some good a time or two.” She tried to sound positive about the recently deceased man.
Color drained from Faye’s face. “Well, he did a hellova lot of bad too. So you want me to tell Luther you’re looking for him?”
“No, that’s okay. And I wasn’t trying to find Luther violating the law of a felon not hanging out in a tavern. Just wanting to talk with him about Cal.”
 “Too damned bad about Calvin. He’d come in here and drink like an infantryman on leave. Pour it down. Then get up and walk out like he was sober as a judge. I never saw the man stumble. A loud old country boy. Jokes as dirty as they come.”
“Any fighting, or anyone you can think of that might want him dead?”
Snickering, Faye answered, “All his family. Remember that old TV show, All in the Family? The Wagner family could have a hit TV show. Or one of those reality shows they’ve got now.”
Royce shook her head. “With the exception of no one getting murdered on the TV version.”
Still laughing, Faye added, “Well, it could begin with a reality show, go to Law and Order, and end with Judge Judy. Justice. Hell, that Judy kicks ass. I was thinking your ex, Lyn. If she’d have stuck around, she could a got voted from D.A. to a judge. She could have a ‘kick ass’ show.”
“That’s she could,” Royce agreed. “She’s doing fine with her new promotion, and loves it. Every time I talk with her, she says to tell everyone ‘hi’ for her.” Royce tossed down a dollar, finished her coffee, and then stood. “Faye, if you hear anything, could you let me know. I want this crime solved. I don’t necessarily think there’s a crazed killer on the loose. I think it is probably isolated. But I don’t want anyone else hurt.”
“Will do, Sheriff. By the way, I heard that Hertha’s returning.”
Under her breath, Royce said, “Everyone in town has probably heard that little tidbit.” Her head hung. She experienced a brief nausea.
 
***
 
On the way across the street to the Eagle Inn, Royce was approached by the rookie deputy, Terry Doyle. Less than a year ago Terry, a recent graduate of the police academy, had been hired on as a Timber County Deputy. She stood five and a half feet tall, and was muscular, fit, and attractive. Her light brown curly hair surrounded shinny hazel eyes. Her features were strong. With a medium complexion, her face was attractive. She wore a frown usually. Her smile usually seemed timid when it did appear.
“Sheriff,” she rushed her words, “I just wanted to check with you about when I get to take Chance with me on my daily tour.” 
Royce joked, “You want to take Deputy Chance – the Jaws of Justice? Pick any day this week, and a day next week, Deputy.” Royce watched the most recently hired deputy tickling Chance’s ears. “You know her commands so there shouldn’t be any problems. I want her to know she’s a deputy – even when someone else is issuing commands.”
“Sheriff, in the last months I’ve learned so much. I know I gave you headaches early on. I had the training from the academy. I thought I could jump right in and not ride with everyone first. Well, I’ve learned so much from each of the other deputies. And especially you. As women, we’ve got our own requirements. I can’t do much in a fight with a six-foot, two-hundred and fifty-pound man. A mean body builder. Yes, assuredly, I learned the fighting skills at the academy. But you taught me to use my stance, my badge, and my brain to apprehend. Thanks.”
“You learned?” Royce quizzed the young enforcer with a tease in her voice.
“Fight dirty. Attack first, and know the opponent’s weakest points. Hit hard with no holding back. Don’t be ladylike.”
“Got ‘em,” Royce high-fived the deputy.
As Terry walked to her vehicle, Royce gave a nod of affirmation. The woman who started out believing herself to be the best deputy ever created now knew that she would spend the rest of her life learning. And striving to be an outstanding enforcer. 
Just as Royce was doing.
 
***
 
Glad that she’d found Luther Sumner in the Eagle Inn’s restaurant area, she strode immediately toward him. She was also glad that there were only a few patrons across the dining room. Royce sat opposite him at a small table next to the wall.
He looked up at her with the same viciousness he’d always had. His eyes were steeped in hatred. Luther was in his late forties. He was huge, husky and stood six-three. His was a ruggedly handsome face. It was his cocky personality that drew women to him. Royce never understood the women that flirted with danger, and loved bad boys.
His gravelly voice was as menacing as she had recalled. “I figured you’d be looking me up.”
Royce responded. “For a change you figured correctly.”
“I’m doin’ absolutely nothing illegal. I’m not in violation of my probation. In fact, I have a legal, successful auto parts and body shop in Dallas.” He sneered. “My warehouse is damn near as big as Timber City.” His words were mocking. “Maybe bigger.”
“Good for you, Luther.” Her words were laced with sarcasm. “I heard you visited Calvin Wagner the evening he was killed.”
“I know him and his son from the old days. I didn’t kill him. I was going out the door as someone else was going in. So it wasn’t me.”
“You might have gone around the block a few times until the customer left.”
“The customer was Otis Brull. I heard him yelling at Cal from the moment he stepped inside the doorway. He was screaming about a gun he wanted to pick up. Called Cal a dirty rotten chiseler. Said Cal wasn’t going to get away with it this time. It was a threat, Sheriff,” Luther snidely interpreted. He wanted to bait her. “I guess a smart sheriff would have arrested him by now.”
“What did Cal and Otis say after that?”
“Cal opened the door so I could leave. He locked it after I hit the sidewalk. They walked toward the backroom, and their voices were out of my hearing range. So if I were you, I’d check out the gun residue on Otis’s hand.”
  “The killing happened late at night. I’m certain whoever killed Cal had bathed before the body was discovered. Add to that, Otis had been hunting and Tony claimed to be test-firing some of the repair guns. Thus there would be gunshot residue. They both had excuses for any GSR.” 
“Otis might not have bathed.” Luther’s laugh boomed. 
“I’m certain his hands are cleaner than yours are, Luther.” Royce glared. “Now, back to questions. You knew Cal well enough to have a chat with him. How well do you know Tony?”
“I knew them both from the old days. Sixteen years ago Tony was a teenager. I didn’t hang out with the teen crowd back then. Hell, I was a grown man then.”
“Luther, other than Otis, who do you suspect killed Cal?”
“Sheriff, if I had a damned confession in my hands, I wouldn’t help you. I told you about Otis to save myself. I don’t give a rat’s ass about this town or anyone in it. I’m on my way back to Dallas tomorrow. As soon as you stop wasting my time, I’m going to pack my rental car, drive to Denver this afternoon, do a little celebrating, and then I’ll fly to Dallas in the morning.”
“You’ll need a much later flight. You’ll need to reschedule. Don’t leave the country. You’re a suspect in a murder case.”
“Suspect!” he said as he slapped the tabletop. “You can’t detain me.”
“Until I’ve cleared you, you’re not going anywhere. It would be a shame for you to get your probation revoked.”
“Give me a fucking polygraph.” 
“I’ll do just that.” Royce immediately called the Sheriff’s Department Special Unit. Her stare didn’t leave Luther while she set up the polygraph appointment. She snapped her phone off. “Be there at four this afternoon. If you pass the test, if you’re excluded, you’re free to leave. I want you out of this area a great deal more than you want to leave the county.”
She heard his mumbling curses until she’d walked away from the building.
 
***
 
Looking across the panorama of Timber City, Royce saw the familiar truck parked in front of the High Country Animal Hospital. Behind it was a trailer, and a small moving van. Carrie was outside, welcoming Hertha and the children. Chance bolted toward her vet, Carrie Donovan.
Carrie knelt, welcoming the German shepherd. Hertha glanced up and into Royce’s forlorn face. There was a brief smile. She then turned to call to the children. 
Walking as nonchalantly as she could in the direction of Hertha, Royce called to Chance. Chance was wallowing in the attention from Carrie and the children. The children were seven-year old Shavano and her six-year old brother, Antero. The girl, Vannie had her long dark brown hair pulled behind her head. It fell like a waterfall down her back. Antero’s haircut was carefully trimmed, and was suited for his face. Both children had dark brown eyes. Royce admitted they looked sweet. 
Before Royce got to the cluster, Chance realized she was being called. Quickly she returned to the sheriff’s side. Royce gave a slight wave. She returned to her vehicle. After Chance was loaded, Royce drove away. 
Both Hertha and the children had waved. Royce wasn’t ready to greet them now. She wasn’t aware that Hertha’s move to Timber would be so soon. Anytime would have been too soon. Royce clutched the wheel. Her heart pounded as she drove.    
Although it wasn’t a friendly meeting, Royce’s excuse would be that she was going on a call. Royce would drive out to see how Gran was. That might settle her feeling of being unwound. 
The woman she’d loved from the moment she’d seen Hertha nearly seventeen years ago was returning. Not to Royce, but to her home and business. Royce recalled when they met. Hertha had mentioned that Timber City was her homeland. She’d reminded the sheriff that the land had belonged to her people long before Royce’s family arrived two centuries before.
Hertha was coming home again. Royce felt oddly excluded. There was no reason for the way she felt. It was irrational, she told herself.
When she reached the edge of town, she pulled her vehicle to the side of the road. A ripple-effect of emotion was scattering throughout Royce’s mind and body. When she shut her eyes tightly, Royce saw the image of Hertha. Her bronze eyes and her smile were like no one else’s. The warmth that the woman exuded was wonder-filled. It always had been. She had always been quietly and softly majestic. 
 



Chapter 6
 
 
Gran’s chicken pot pie was baking in the oven. As she entered the cabin’s kitchen, Royce could hear the steam sizzling through the pie crust vents. “This is a treat,” Royce said as the kissed Gran’s cheek. 
“And I got your favorite sour cream cake. I was fixin’ to give you that this evening. But you look like you could use a little cheer for lunch. You look down in the mouth.”
“Gran, Hertha’s moving in today.”
“What did she say?”
“Nothing. I just waved to her. That was that.”
“That most certainly was not that. Royce, the two of you just went through nearly losing your lives in a fire. To say nothing of the fifteen years you spent together. You are friends with your other exes, Valeria and Lyn. So why not let Hertha be your friend?”
“I didn’t spend fifteen years with them.”
“Hertha needs friends. She’s got those little ones to raise up. Children six and seven years old are a full time job. Hertha took them on because they needed her. She left everything – her business, her cottage behind the animal hospital, her friends, and we were family. She left us behind. She’d just lost her mother and it was like everything was dropped on her.”
“She had the professor.”
Gran plated two wedges of her chicken pot pie and set them on the table. Royce poured coffee before she sat. “Coffee smells delicious.”
“I got that Irish blend by mail order this morning. I knew you’d like it. Good and bold.”
“Thanks, Gran.” Royce wondered if it would help to make her bold. “I love that you try new blends.” Royce sipped, and nodded her approval. She took a bite of the flaky pie crust. “Back a generation, is it true that Mom’s mother begged you for your pie crust recipe so she could use it at her bakery?”
Gran chuckled. “Your other grandmother didn’t beg me. We were friends so I gave her many of my recipes. And in return, she gave me the best daughter-in-law I could have ever hoped for. Molly has been a daughter to me.”
“She always says that the angels picked her mother-in-law.” Royce teased, “And that she had to pick her husband by herself.” Hesitating, Royce became somber. “I’m glad she picked Dad.”
“Any word on the murder case?”
“Not much more than I told you about this morning. I ran Luther down while he was having breakfast at the Eagle Inn. He had nothing to say. Smart mouthed. He hasn’t changed at all. Not that I expected him to come out of prison repentant and contrite.”
Gran sipped her coffee. “He’s into dirty dealing. One of my church friends says Luther was flashing money at the Eagle Inn. That guy has always been too enamored with himself. Royce, you think he had something to do with killin’ Cal?”
“He’s guilty as sin about something. He’s taking a polygraph later this afternoon. I told them to ask universal.” Royce grinned. “That would be if he had impure ideas, knew of any crimes, was committing any crimes, anything at all incriminating.  If he passes, it will be difficult to detain him. He’ll go back to his life in Dallas. If he shows deceit of any kind, he tops my suspect list.”
“Are you going to be there for the polygraph test?” Gran issued her impish smile. “You’d be more likely to make him nervous. He dislikes you.”
“I wouldn’t mind making him nervous, but naw. I thought I’d go back to check on the Rasp Meadow area. I want to see if there was any more damage to the Crossing. Also since Tanner is there, I can check with him to see how much of the fire is to being contained.”
“I hope that beautiful area was spared. But all of Colorado is beautiful.”
“When I was at Rasp, I thought about the cold case Dad worked on. Or tried to work on.”
“Your daddy was newly deputized – well, he was a rookie. Only been with the department a year or two. The sheriff back then said some murderer just dumped the body. None of our local women were missing. Had to be someone from another town. Probably Denver. The young woman, they figured was about twenty. Buried in a shallow grave at the Crossing. Behind brush and tree. The body had probably been there for a couple months. Your daddy was sick about it. He didn’t want any cold cases in this county.”
“I don’t want any cold cases in this county.” Royce put her fork down. “I was just a toddler when they found the body. Hunters found it. What I recall about it was later seeing Dad pull out the file and study it from time to time. Even nearly twenty years later, up until he died, he would place it on his desk, thumb through the paper reports, and sometimes tears would form in the corners of his eyes. He would shut the file.”
“Your daddy always promised he’d solve it. He didn’t get a chance.”
“Forty years ago.” Royce looked away. “After all the time that’s passed, I’m not sure if there’s a chance. Evidence we have might not be anything helpful. Forensics might have some of the samples. We now have DNA tests. But with so many years – it might have disintegrated. I wish I could find out who the woman was. Give her a name.”
“Royce, you got a better chance of finding out who killed Cal.”
“If Luther passes the test and is excluded, we have at least one less suspect.”
 Gran offered her mountain wisdom, “If you only got two suspects, you still don’t have the killer.”
Smiling as she stood, Royce uttered, “But at least we don’t have a bazillions suspects.” Royce picked up her hat. “I think on the way to Rasp Meadow, I’ll stop by the Wagner Ranch to chat with Nita and Tony. Maybe one of them will confess. After Cal’s homicide is solved it will give me time to look into the cold case.”
“You got your daddy’s ways. Royce, he resented the fact that he didn’t solve that murder. It festered. One time I told him he should let go of it, like his boss- the sheriff said. Your daddy told me that he owed it to her to change her headstone from Jane Doe to her real name. And her family had a right to know.”
Royce called to Chance. She hugged Dora Madison. Each year her grandmother was getting more fragile. “I love you, Gran. And I’ll try not to be too late tonight.”
Trying and achieving were two different things. She would try, but she was dubious that she’d finish the reports on her desk before nine or ten.
“Be safe,” her grandmother said, as she always did. 
 
***
 
Royce located Tanner Morris at the Elk County Fire Station. The firemen were in a more jubilant mood than they had been. The fire was ninety-five percent contained. It was a matter of checking for hot spots, and cleaning up as much unburnt timbers as they could. Any fuel needed to be neutralized. 
The comradery of the firefighters was evident. As some entered the fire shelter, they did so with soot and smoke covered uniforms. Holding googles, helmets, and gear bags, they’d put them off by the wall. Hotshot hoes and fire rakes were leaned in the corner. They were symbols of the fire crews’ implements of salvation. They’d navigated their way through danger. The men and women were exhausted.
Tanner gave Royce a quick hug. “Glad to see you, Sheriff. Thanks.”
“Thanks?”
“Well, the fire chief told me that you’d given me a glowing recommendation. I know you told me to take my time about my decision. We both know what I should do, Royce.”
“You should do what you think is best for your own future.”
“The Chief said I could get on board here immediately. They could get the paperwork pushed through by next week.”
Royce smiled at his joy. “I’m happy for you. Tanner, you’re a good man. I’ve enjoyed working with you. When you find out your exact hire date, let me know. I can get your papers from the Sheriff’s Office turned in so that you won’t be out a paycheck.”
“I appreciate that.” 
As they passed by the huge coffee urn, Tanner asked, “Some coffee?”
“Sure. I hear firefighters make better coffee than deputies. Maybe that helped you make your decision.”
Tanner grinned. “It was a tough decision. I’ll miss you all. We both know I’m battling Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.”
It had been the first time Tanner had admitted it. Royce’s hand squeezed his shoulder. “I can’t even begin to imagine how difficult it must be. But you’ve taken a step to make it better. No matter what you’re doing, it will be courageous. Please stay in touch. Remember we’re just down the road, and there’s not anyone in Timber that won’t be there at your side if you need us.” 
“I’m sure we’ll be meeting up. Royce, I was thinking that I love enforcement – mostly investigation. Who knows, maybe I’ll end up a firefighter arson investigator.”
“Tanner, one time you gave me advise, and it was helpful to me. Now, I’ll give you some. If there comes a time when you can do arson investigations, I hope you do expand your career in that direction. You’ve got a detective’s brain.”
His laugh was contagious. “I’ve got a smoky, and soggy brain right now. But damn, battling that fire made me feel strong.”
Royce finished her coffee. She knew that Tanner was strong. She’d always known that.
 
              ***
 
After coffee and good news about the fire being nearly extinguished, Royce’s elation ended. She drove past the Rasp Meadow Crossing. She would double back to the Rasp after she’d finished interrogating Nita Wagner and her stepson, Tony. 
The Wagner Ranch was lovely. Horses were behind white fencing, and when they ran towards her SUV, Royce felt a tinge of memory. She’d always loved horses. There were many opportunities over the years to ride them. No ride in the world had equaled the danger, as well as the emotion when Hertha was holding onto her. They were rushing away from death. 
Glad she’d decided on visiting the ranch first and Rasp second, the immediate bonus was that she caught up with Tony. He was on his way to his Jeep. He watched her pull up in their elaborate roundabout driveway. Then he proceeded to his Jeep.
Royce called out, “Tony, I need to chat with you.” 
“Sheriff, I told the undersheriff everything I know.” He’d worked on his good looks by having specialty hair clips in Crystal Village. His Western wear was precise, as were his hat and boots. He had the look of a moody underwear model. Just the right cockiness. His dark hair and black eyes were the first point of vision. His eyes penetrated; his stare bored into his subject.  
“I might have a couple additional questions.” She shut the door of his Jeep before he could get into it. “I’ll just take a few minutes. Or maybe you’d like to accompany me to the interrogation room back at the Sheriff’s Department?”
“So what do you want?” His voice was stone. His day was being interrupted. It was clear that he found the sheriff an irritation. 
“The night your father was murdered. What can you tell me about it?”
Arrogantly, his shoulders lifted. He had clearly used his gym membership in Crystal. “I don’t know anything about it.”
“No clue who might have killed him?”
“Hell yes, I know who killed him. Otis Brull. That crazy recluse gunned him down.”
“How do you think it might have happened?”
“Otis had been badgering my father for a week about that antique gun. Rare gun, and it needed constant repair. My father ran a bill. The tab kept growing. Otis couldn’t pay to get the gun back. He killed my father. In a fit of rage, he shot my father.”
“Tony, why didn’t he take the gun after killing your father?”
“He probably knew if he got caught having stolen the gun, he’d be arrested for both the killing and the fact that he hadn’t paid his bill.”
“Otis doesn’t seem like the type to shoot an unarmed man to death. In the back,” Royce stressed.
“Otis has a grudge from way back. Couple that with the fact that he wasn’t getting his firearm, he might have snapped. He’s a crazy old coot.” Tony’s smirk matched the surliness in his voice.  
Royce looked away. “A couple more questions. You said grudge. I knew they weren’t friendly, but why the grudge?”
“Back forty years or so, they were friends. I guess Otis pulled some crap, and my father shut down the friendship. Neither of them talked about it. I wasn’t here. It was a decade before I was even born. My mother might know something about it. She and my dad married when they were real young.”
He reached for the door handle. “Tony,” Royce said, “I have one more question. Where were you when your father was murdered?”
“I was here at the ranch. Sleeping downstairs. Ask Nita. She was upstairs watching TV. She’ll tell you I was here all night.”
“And you will alibi her. She was here all night?”
“Yes.” His rigid and defined forearm muscles flexed. He snarled, “We were both here.”
Royce nodded to him, “You’re free to go. Don’t leave the county. I’m sure we’ll want to ask more questions as the investigation goes on.”
“Investigating me isn’t worth your time,” he said with a gloating tone. “I’m a waste of your time, Sheriff.” 
Royce agreed that he was indeed a waste of time. But she wanted to reinforce her intention to get his cooperation. “Tony, I’ll make that decision. You make yourself available when I need to talk with you.”
With chiding, his head bobbed, “Yes, your majesty.”
“Sheriff will do.” She turned toward the ranch house. She heard his Jeep roar away, leaving dust and spraying gravel. “What an ass,” she muttered. 
 
***
 
Royce had never been inside the ranch home, but had been told that when Cal married Nita, he spared no expense allowing her to redecorate it completely. Soft colors were interrupted by bold aggressive designer items. Bright scarlet, flashing indigo, intense saffron-hued, and fiery orange colors were very nearly intimidating. Artwork didn’t tap the viewer’s shoulder. It shook the viewer into shock. There was charm and elegance interspersed. The woman clearly had eclectic taste.  
“Mrs. Wagner, I’m just here to ask a few questions.” Royce said as she removed her Stetson. 
“It’s been a nightmare,” Nita dramatically exclaimed. “And please call me Nita. How tragic that some crazed mountain man took Calvin’s life because he owed money for the gun. Sit, please. Can I offer you a coffee, or iced tea?”
Royce sat on the chair across from the sofa where Nita had sexily slung her well-toned frame. Nita’s shoulder-length blonde hair was perfectly coiffed. Her eyes were nearly neon green. Royce saw the sensual gaze of what she would call a cat’s stare. Nita’s application of makeup indicated she wanted to be ready for a photoshoot at any time. She was aware of her glamour. It wasn’t difficult to believe Calvin wouldn’t have been quickly seduced by her.  
“Thanks, but I just had a beverage. Nita, I realize it’s a difficult time for you. I wanted to get out here while your memory is still fresh. The night Cal was murdered, you mentioned to Nick that you were here all night.”
“Yes. Watching television. Calvin had called and said he would be late. He said he was going to be meeting with a couple of customers. That happened frequently.” She gave a slight laugh before her eyes teared up. “Calvin did spend so much time at the shop, but he always called to make certain I was okay.”
“Did he happen to mention who he was meeting?”
“No. He knew I probably wouldn’t have known them. I’m not a merchant kind of woman, I’m more expensive merchandise. Cal took care of business and I took care of the ranch. I breed prize-winning quarter horses. He was proud that I kept occupied with what I loved. He loved guns and smithing. Always studying guns.”
“Did you resent the fact that he worked with his first wife? Or that she owned part of the business?”
“Calvin was a fair man. In their divorce it was spelled out that they both owned the store. I was fine with that.”
“You are in the will. I understand that you’re to have the ranch, and there are life insurance policies as well.”
“He wanted me cared for. After all, in the past three years, I’ve built this quarter horse business. Very thriving business – all on my own.”
“His insurance policies. Could you estimate the value?”
“Probably together nearly five million. As I stated, Calvin was generous and didn’t want me to become destitute.”
“The ranch and the millions certainly won’t leave you destitute.” 
“We’d planned a cruise this autumn.” She paused, frowning. “I wonder if I can get the money returned. Or sell the tickets. Or take someone with me.”
Royce stood, “I think that will be all for now, Nita. Because it’s an ongoing investigation, we ask that you don’t leave Timber County. So the cruise will have to wait.”
 
***
 
The clearing was a scene of perfect sunlight. Royce had driven onto the rocky dirt road. She proceeded to the Crossing. It was just beyond that, to the east, where the body of her father’s cold case had been buried. Royce parked on the side of the road. She called to Chance. “Need to stretch your legs, girl?” It was purely rhetorical. Chance never missed the opportunity for a run, and certainly not to explore terrain she’d never seen before.
As they hiked up through the brush, Royce observed the area carefully. Much of the area was thick with dense undergrowth. She’d recalled her father taking her to where there was a sunken area of land. Even when she was preschool, she knew that place saddened her father. Sheriff Grady Madison came regularly to this section of mountain loveliness. Yet there was this small section of ground that had an evil imprint. Royce had visited herself many times, as a tribute to her farther. His sensitivity and his empathy had repeatedly brought him to the Rasp Meadow. 
Chance rushed ahead, seeing where the wildlife might be. The forest shut down when intruders came into the area. Royce slapped the side of her leg, and ordered, “Halt, Chance.” Ahead was the indentation on the earth. A dirt rectangle. It had been dug deeply to find bullets that had been sprayed into the open grave after a young woman’s body had been dumped in it. Forensics was in possession of those bullets that deputies, one of them Royce’s father, had recovered. The body was studied by forensic anthropologists. Forty years had produced the detection assistance of DNA. The best Timber City could do at that time was have a model of the woman’s skull recreated. Gwen had run the photo of the likeness in the paper. There was no identification. The body was buried in an unmarked grave in the cemetery outside Timber City. The town gathered together to take up a collection. Only a month after the body was released and buried, there was a headstone naming her Jane Doe, and the date she was found.  
Royce watched while Chance walked into the indentation. She sniffed, then her paws paddled, digging in one of the corners. Royce stepped down. “Back, girl,” she instructed. As commanded, Chance moved back. Royce took out her pocket knife and tilled the corner. Beneath soil and leaves there was a small battered cross. It looked as though it had been shot. Royce studied the edge of the right side of what seemed to be a crucifix necklace charm. It had probably been on a chain. The indentation was caused by force. Perhaps a bullet. Placing it in her pocket, Royce understood that it was probably not important in solving the case. However, she also knew from other cases, trash located at a murder scene was rarely nothing. 
At times, there were items that were possible clues. They became the sheriff’s driving motivation. She promised herself when she got home, she would examine the evidence vaults. And she would contact CBI for records and any data they had on the cold case. Certainly advances in crime detection over the past forty years had been nothing short of miraculous. 
“Chance, come. Let’s go to the Rasp.” 
Chance followed her back to the vehicle. 
                                          
***
 
Within a few minutes Royce had passed the Crossing. She drove to the Rasps. As she approached her favorite place, she inhaled a slight scent of smoke. The area had been saved. Ash had fallen on some of the trees. They remained sturdy. The mountain, referred to as Rasp, was named after the Ute musical instrument. The mountain meandered down in various levels. A small stream was herded downward by gravity. The water was coaxed in a zigzagging fashion. Snowfall and rains filled the streams leading down from the top of the ridge. The topography was colorful and lavishly set.
Royce went to the side of the stream that was at the foot of the mountain. She sat on a huge granite stone and gazed up. She recalled the day she visited with Hertha. They sat together on the very stone. 
Recalling when their relationship was newly formed, Royce reminisced about having been nervous. When the two women leaned into a kiss, Royce felt great fortune. She was at one of the most beautiful spots on earth. She was with the most wonderful woman she’d ever met. 
That was when Hertha first told her the legend of the mountain. The Ute Nation thought in terms of music. There was the whistle of the breeze through the trees, and the little jingle of the leaves and branches that was much like the music played. 
The rasps were sticks that ranged in size from seventeen to twenty-seven inches long. Usually made of oak and ironwood, they were used in the Bear Dance and Sun Dance. Hertha had teased that there was also a Scalp Dance. Although it was a threat for Royce to behave, Royce saw only gentleness and love in the vet. She was no longer certain what she saw now. 
The sheriff closed her eyes to see the two actual rasps that had hung on Hertha’s cottage wall. When they lived together, the rasps proudly decorated that living area. Along with other Native American artifacts, they were loved by Hertha.
Over the years Hertha had shared many of the legends of the Ute Nation. Royce always recalled the musical instrument – the rasp – and the replicated mountainside. Royce considered that it was perfectly named. The patterns of nature were so well-designed.
It had been over a decade and a half after she learned the meaning of the name, that she realized something. She was still in awe of the place, and the people of another era. 
She was also in awe of the young woman of Native American descent who had shared her rich heritage with another young woman she would playful call Paleface. Royce wished she could detach from the memories that brought her such warmth.  
“Chance,” she called. The magnificent German shepherd ran with pure abandon across the meadow. Smiling, she wondered what Chance was thinking. Perhaps it was some feat of great courage, or just the freedom of a heart that longed both to wander unencumbered, yet also stand courageously beside her person. 
“Let’s go back to the office.”
 



Chapter 7
 
 
Plato often hung around Molly’s Pantry very early in the morning. Especially when he had some information for the sheriff. This morning Royce walked back to the alley behind her mother’s bakery. Plato hadn’t arrived.
“Royce,” her mother greeted her with a kiss. “Why you coming in the backdoor?” 
“Thought I might see Plato. He must not need smokes money.”
“He’ll be here. I’ll tell him you were looking for him.” Molly placed a square of carrot cake in front of her daughter. 
Royce poured cups of coffee for them. “Glad it’s early and your customers aren’t coming in yet. I wanted to talk with you.”
“If it’s about Hertha, we both know you’re angry at her for leaving you. I told you before, she was just at a confused place in her life. But Royce, I know that you both care…”
Royce interrupted, “Mom, it isn’t about Hertha.”
Perplexed, Molly sat back. “But what then?”
“You remember that cold case Dad was always upset about? The woman’s body they found up at the Crossing?”
“He obsessed about that for years. Well, from the time you were about two, when she was found, he made it his mission. Never came to anything but it wasn’t for his lack of trying. No, he wanted that case solved. But if he couldn’t do it then – well, twenty more years have come and gone since he died.”
“But maybe now it is solvable. We’ve got technology. Anyway, I wanted to tell you that yesterday afternoon, I reopened the case. The woman I talked to at CBI said she’d look for records and evidence.” Royce sipped coffee a moment. “I went back over our files. I also searched our evidence vault. I didn’t find what I wanted, but Wanda Thurlow suggested it might be up in the rafters. There’s a storage space. One of the deputies said there were a bunch of old storage crates up there. They held files, and evidence bags. I told Nick about it and he said he’d come in this morning to help me get them down.”
Molly rubbed her forehead. “Royce, I’ll look upstairs here and see if your dad left anything of interest up there. Remember, when he was a rookie deputy, the sheriff was always on him about trying to work a cold case. Said it was a cold case going nowhere. His deputy pals would tease him about his ice temperature cold case.”
“It’s a long shot, Mom, but I can fit it in my schedule somehow.”
“How’s your current case?”
Royce squinted a moment. “Bewildering. Very bewildering. I recall cases that had no suspect at all. I wished for a dozen potential suspects.” 
“Now you have an entire family of suspects.” Molly’s furtive grin spread across her face. “Someone will tell on themselves. I’m sure they’re all trying to squeal on one another.”
“They are.” Royce munched on the final forkful of cake. “It’s as if they’re all playing hot potato.” She stood, took a final gulp of the coffee, and thanked her mother.
She was glad that Molly hadn’t told her not to waste her time on a cold case. The woman at CBI was pleasant but didn’t sound confident she could help. Nick said maybe they should find Cal’s killer before working on an arctic-cold case. He also said it was a case so cold that a person could ice-skate on it. 
Royce laughed at the undersheriff’s remarks, but replied that it was her mission. She told Nick she firmly believed they might have a chance at finding the identity of the woman. Although it was admittedly a long shot, she also believed finding the perpetrator of this decades-old crime might be possible. The case had interested her father. That meant he must have believed it was solvable. 
 
***
 
“The eyes and ears of Timber City,” Royce greeted Plato Wallace. “How’s my C.I. this morning?”
“Nobody heard the shot being fired, for sure. I checked. I been patrolling, Sheriff. A couple fellas thought it was ten or eleven. But it was just pops, not gun shots. Gun shots are mighty loud,” his words rushed. “But the music playing outta the Bell Ringer is always goin’. The second floor apartments sometimes have their music blaring up a storm.”
“You’ll find more information, Plato,” Royce encouraged.
Chance gave a restless moan. Plato petted her head. “Too bad this here dog of yours didn’t get hold of the killer.”
“It isn’t for want of trying. She loves roaming the streets. When I come out to do my rounds, she’s right there with me.” Royce paused. “Plato, I have an assignment. I’d like for you to keep an eye on Luther Sumner. He’s back in town, for the time being. He was a dangerous criminal when he was here years ago. He could be even more dangerous now. So be careful. Don’t take any chances.”
“Will do, Sheriff. Is he planning on stayin’?” 
“He’s wanting to leave. But we don’t have the results back from his lie detector test. Until he clears the polygraph, he’s staying right here.”
Plato gave a half salute. “Got him in my sites, Sheriff.”
Royce walked around the corner. She saw that all the crime scene tape had been removed. The M.E., forensic team, and their crime photographer had finished evaluating the scene. They’d unsealed the premises. 
Also astonishing Royce was the fact that Grace Wagner was already on scene with a cleaning crew, and the gun shop staff. She was barking orders as Royce approached.
“I was thinking you might keep the shop closed until after the funeral?” Royce said.
“Nita decided that after the body gets released, she’ll have him cremated. Tony and Emma don’t seem to care.” Her arms flagged, “Me, I’d rather he gets laid out proper. Have him in a burial place. Nice and comfy in the church cemetery. But no, miss chorus girl, Nita, suggested they spread his ashes near the Crossing. She said it was what Cal once mentioned to her.”
“Maybe Cal wanted that kind of remembrance.”
Grace looked at the sheriff incredulously. “I doubt it. Nita also said it was one of her favorite riding area. Her up there on the steed rough riding all over Cal’s remains. Gives me the willies,” Grace commented with a shudder.
Royce held back her laughter. “I wonder what Cal would have thought about that?”
“He’d a had nothing to do with such a thing. But his ashes belong to her, so she can do what she pleases with him.” Grace cringed with contempt. “I’ve got my own troubles getting a new head gunsmith.”
“I thought Cal was training Tony to take over.”
“Tony likes playing with those little flying planes. Drones they call ‘em. But do you think he’d learn to be a craftsman with armament? Not if it was important to his father. He was mediocre with a craft that could make him a living. He had the perfect setup.”
“Not all children follow in their parent’s footsteps.” Royce was proud that she had become a deputy and eventually a sheriff, as her father had done.
Grace pursed her lips. “Emma is even better with guns than Tony. And she’s had precious little training. Cal said he wasn’t training a woman. He thought Emma would go off and have a baby. He also said women getting their period put them funny, and they wouldn’t be able to concentrate on fixing guns.” 
Although Royce was quiet, and unassuming, her frown was visible. She rarely showed her emotion. She was speechless for a moment, but her jaw dropped. “Cal actually said that?” she finally questioned.
“He did. Tony is his son. Neither of them have ever respected women. They like being tough men. Manly men. Guns, and straight whiskey.” 
“I don’t believe bigotry is a gender or an age. Unfortunately, it seems to take root in a heart. It can’t be excused by the times. Well, that’s my theory.” Royce had known several of the men in Timber County with the same disregard for women. Folks said it was because of their age and the times in which they lived. Countering, the sheriff knew many men born in that era that were respectful, as well as supportive. 
Grace’s emotions seemed to always reflect disinterest, as well as boredom. “Any news on finding the murderer?”
“Nothing of interest. Grace, CBI mentioned that you told them that your security cameras weren’t turned on. Or weren’t working. What could have been the reason for that?”
“When it came to business, Cal was tight. Downright stingy. The security system was old junk. Tapes. They’d been wiped clean.”
“Where are the security cameras?”
“Camera.” She pointed up at the southwest corner of the store. It was near the entryway. “One camera. He said there wasn’t need for more. He didn’t want one in the back office, and workroom. He probably used the office for bedding his whores. Late nights. I’d be home taking care of his kids and he was here fornicating. Probably too danged cheap to take the whores to a hotel.” She motioned to follow her. “I’ll show you the little closet in the back where the equipment is.”
Following behind the shuffling stutter-steps of Grace to the backroom, Royce surveyed the stockpile of guns. Grace threw back the door of the closet that housed the security station. It was one single, antiquated tape machine. “It’s a broom closet,” Royce said.
“Not much room.” She turned on the overhead light. “See, Cal would come in here every morning, and if the place hadn’t been ransacked, he would erase and rewind the tape. Most of the time he never bothered turning the unit back on until he was ready to leave the shop. Figured if someone committed a burglary, he’d have it as evidence. But he often forgot to even rewind it. Sometimes he went days without setting the danged thing up.”
 “What if there would have been an armed robbery?”
“Remember, he was the man who always said no one would dare rob him. The place was filled with protection. He thought he was Clint Eastwood.”
“So the tape is empty?”
“Empty. But the CBI fellas took it with them. They couldn’t believe that a gun shop had such crappy surveillance equipment. They didn’t know what a miserable old skinflint Cal was.”
“If there had been a robbery, there could have been casualties. Cal was taking a chance with such an antiquated system. When I saw the camera, I figured it was for show and you had dozens hidden around.”
“Oh, I’m getting a system put in. Don’t you worry. Once bitten, twice shy.”
“I’m amazed that Cal didn’t have a first class security system.”
“Cal liked to impress people. If it didn’t show, it didn’t matter. Tony is just like him. All those cars that kid buys – all show. Cal taught him to act like a billionaire. Tony didn’t get his ego from me. Wish I could have given him a little more direction. Cal wanted him to have self-confidence.”
“What about Emma?”
“She never impressed him.”
Royce’s smile slowly built. She wanted to say what a bigot Cal must have been, but she settled for saying, “I remember; she was a girl. She never mattered.”
“Not like Tony.” Grace shut the closet door. “I don’t know what more I can tell you, Sheriff.”
“I just wanted to know what kind of a man Cal really was. I think I’ve got my answer.”
Grace gave a loud guffaw. “Cal always said he was his own man. When we were young and I had stars in my eyes, I liked that expression. I soon came to hate it. As our marriage continued, I came to hate it even more. The reason I didn’t want a divorce wasn’t because I enjoyed him. It was because I gave a damn what the town thought, and it would be hard on the kids. Splitting up homes, and the business. It wouldn’t have done the family any good. If it hadn’t been for those reasons, I’d a been long gone. By the time Nita was in the picture, I was ready to leave him.”
Nodding, Royce turned and walked toward the front door. The stars in Grace’s eyes had definitely been extinguished. Before exiting, the sheriff said, “Thanks for your time, Grace.”
Greeting Chance, who had been waiting patiently on the sidewalk, Royce leaned down and scratched the shepherd’s ears. “News flash. Calvin Wagner was no Clint Eastwood.”
 
***
 
“Plenty amazing,” Royce exclaimed into her phone. The lie detector expert had the results of the polygraph. Luther Sumner had not killed Calvin. But there was deceit in some of his responses about his other activities. Auxiliary questions were always used to gauge the subject’s emotional response. After his session, Luther had complained bitterly about having been asked question that weren’t pertaining to the murder. He had grumbled to the technician as he left the courthouse.
 Royce immediately instructed one of the deputies to roust Luther. He was instructed to bring the felon to the interrogation room. Royce would be waiting. She could hear the husky man bellowing down the hall. Luther barreled toward the sheriff. 
“Have a seat, Luther,” she pointed to the opposite seat at a small table. With file and papers in front of her, she fanned the file open. She motioned for the deputy to leave. “The testing showed you aren’t responsible for killing Cal.”
Luther’s glare was that of a very angered panther. “You brought me over here to tell me I didn’t kill Cal? Am I free to go?”
“I brought you in to tell you the polygraph results for that question was that you were telling the truth. However, the other couple of questions showed deceit.”
“Damn it, you snuck those questions in. You can’t do that. I was so fucking mad that you went off script that I probably was stressed by that. You vied off from the reason you wanted to question me. That’s probably why I failed on a question or two on the test.”
“Pretty important questions. Were you implicated in any way? Your answer of no was deceitful. Do you know who killed Cal? Another no answer found to be deceitful.” Royce turned a page. “No need to go on. The only one you didn’t fail was that you were not the killer.” Closing the file, she slapped it on the desk. “So let’s not waste one another’s time. Who killed Calvin Wagner? How were you implicated?”
His glassy stare ahead was combative. He finally replied, “I didn’t kill him. That’s all. I don’t know who killed Cal.”
“Your speculation?”
“I’ve already told you. Crazy Otis. That’s who probably killed Cal.”
“Luther, I’ve got a bit of bad news about your speculation. Otis did better on his polygraph than you did on yours. His deception came out zero.”
“You’ve got no evidence against me. If you’re keeping me here, I want my lawyer.” His irritability was turning to treachery. 
“I’m not charging you with anything. Yet. But stick around. And next time I call you in, bring your lawyer with you. I’m sure you and your auto supply shop in Dallas have an attorney on retainer.” Royce had indeed checked in Big D. She found that Luther’s company was under scrutiny by all the major agencies. Smuggling, drugs were at the top of the list. The Feds just hadn’t found what they need to implicate him. Royce challenged, “You’re up to your neck in dirty deals, Luther, so your attorney must be earning his or her keep.”
Luther leaned across the table. “My brother tried to kill you. Too bad he missed.” His jaw clenched. 
“He missed by a mile. Your worthless brother rotted in prison. So if you’re using his playbook to get me out of your way, you might die in prison, too.”
“If I want you dead. I won’t miss by a mile.” His eyes broke contact with hers. “I won’t miss at all.”
“Get out of here, Luther. Stay in Timber until I’ve found the killer of Calvin Wagner. Don’t violate the law. Or I’m coming for you.”
Walking to the door, Luther turned. His laugh was raw and vicious. 
 



Chapter 8
 
Royce felt the tug of her intuition. She had a strong longing to learn more about Tony and Nita’s alibi. 
The Elk County fire had been formally deemed as one hundred percent contained. Firefighters from all parts of the nation would be having a small exit parade at noon. Royce and the deputies that helped were invited to the ceremony honoring all who assisted in putting out the fire. Structures were saved, and land was saved. More importantly, lives were saved, including families, livestock, and wildlife. 
Going to the parade was a perfect excuse for Royce to also return to the Wagner Ranch. She could say she was just passing by. Royce had learned from the past that the continual press of the law against suspects lowered their resistance. 
Nita and Tony both had alibis. They were one another’s alibi. For some kind of affection? But what kind of affection, Royce questioned as she pulled her Ford Interceptor into the driveway. It didn’t appear that there was a friendship, much less a love of stepmother for stepson, and vice versa.
That was quickly confirmed. Nita met her at the door. She was screaming into her phone. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think. Those damned drones aren’t supposed to be flown around here. There’s bare land to wreck your damned drones. You bug my champion horses. You even annoy the wildlife. Tony, it spooks my horses. Go out to the Crossing. It’s just over the ridge, you lazy brat.” With a quick snap of the button, she shrugged as she glanced across the room at Royce. “Tony is useless. Cal didn’t discipline him. So now it’s too late. I’m stuck with him.”
“He’s in his late twenties.” 
Nita whirled around. Her arm gestures swept outward. “Cal and I both were praying for a woman for him to marry, so she could take him off our hands. Well, as soon as my money comes in, and I have title to the ranch, I’m going to boot his worthless ass off my ranch. He’s outrageous!”
Royce agreed, “I imagine it would be difficult having him around.”
“Yes. What was it you wanted?” Nita gave a pull on the sleeve of her peach designer blouse.
“I really wanted to talk with Tony. He was in a hurry last time I was here. Have you heard, or thought of anything that might be of interest to me?”
“Tony and I both think the killer is Otis. That crotchety old-timer has never even said hello to me. I was married to his enemy. Yes, he killed Cal. He was the one pissed off about his precious gun. Well, he thought it was precious. Who knows? Cal was the expert. He never said much about it, other than it was valuable and he’d like to own it. He kept letting the repair charges mount up. Cal was sly about that. I’m sure he wanted to let Otis dig a hole. Then Cal could take the gun as collateral. And finally demand payment. He would then own the gun. Some would call it stealing it.” She threw her head back laughing. “Most would call it thieving.”
“You’re saying that Cal’s business ethics might be a tad spotted?” Royce asked.
“He wasn’t exactly a thief, but he sure as hell pushed the envelope. I cared about the guy. I knew what I was getting into. Calvin could be hard as flint.”
“Did he know what he was getting into by marrying you?”
She glanced down at her own shapely body. “Damn betcha he did.”
 Royce’s lips lifted slightly. “Then everyone was satisfied?”
“He was.” Her eyes radiated the thrill of divulging her sexuality. “Oh yes!”
“And you, were you satisfied?”
“Look around. What woman wouldn’t be satisfied?”
“Grace.”
“She’s a story and a half. I know she hates me. I just feel sorry for her. She’s plain, dull, boring…” She paused. “She’s pure housewife material. I may have been Calvin’s dolly wife, but he enjoyed me.”
“According to Grace, he enjoyed her when she was young.”
Dismissively she asked, “Can I get you something, Sheriff? Maybe we can sit out on the deck if you have more questions. Do you ride?”
“I have ridden. Recently in fact.”
“Of course, I read it in the paper about you and a veterinarian saving those horses. So I guess you really do ride. Well, feel free to come out here anytime and you can ride a champion horse. I’m mad about horses.”
“Thanks, but I’m really very busy right now. I’m on my way in to Elk for the firefighter’s parade. I’m also out of questions. So I’ll be leaving. If you can think of anything that would help the case, let me know.”
“Sure.”
Royce noted that Nita was more relaxed and real with this series of questions. Royce planned to continue on gaining the socialite’s trust. Nick would undoubtedly call that Royce’s good sheriff routine.  
 
***
 
Elk Ridge, Colorado was festive. In spite of all that was lost, they were celebratory that the fire had been extinguished.
As the various firefighters and their vehicles passed by on their way out of Elk County, Colorado, the appreciative residents stood at the side of the road and cheered. There were shouts, squeals, cheers, and applause. As well as the interchange of gratitude, there were those with tears on their faces. Royce waved at a few of the men and women she’d met during the wildfire. There were brave members of firehouses throughout the country. There were those that contributed their time and energy to saving as much of the Colorado wilderness as they could. 
TV units were also lining the route. Cameras rolled, as the parade continued. Signs telling of the thanks of this small mountain town waved. The placards praised the work, diligence, and heroism that brought the fire under control. Lives were saved, as was as much of the lovely forest as was possible. 
Royce, Tanner, and a few of Tanner’s new friends cheered. Finally, as the parade ended, Royce explained she needed to return to Timber.  
Walking back to her vehicle, Royce saw Gwen and Nadine. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here,” Nadine commented. “Quite a celebration. Not all the land was spared, but it will grow back.”
Gwen rolled her eyes. “Not in our time,” she said glumly. Sarcastically, she added, “Or your time, Royce.”
Nadine and Royce chuckled. “Well, it’s time to celebrate now. And be thankful,” Nadine insisted. “Gwen, I have an idea. When we get home why don’t you get the newspaper ready, and I’ll fix a nice meal. We can have our own little celebration.”
“I’ve saved space on the front page,” Gwen grumbled. “And this is front page news.”
“You can get it together in the time it takes me to make a wonderful dinner.” Nadine frowned at Gwen. “Stop being such an old curmudgeon. Let’s rejoice. The Town of Elk Ridge is standing. No one lost their life. The structures can be rebuilt.”
“Royce, you want to come over after work?” Gwen invited.
“Sure,” Royce agreed. Then she looked back at them both suspiciously. “Wait a minute. Who else have you invited?” she warily questioned.
“Molly and Gran. But they have their card game tonight.”
“And?” Royce’s eyes narrowed, nearly squinting.
“Well, I mentioned it to Hertha. So maybe Hertha and the kids.”
Royce swallowed. “I’d better finish the reports.”
“Royce, stop it!” Gwen growled. “You can share a meal with her. It won’t hurt you.”
“Right,” Royce’s inflection snapped. “Look, I’ll be tired and busy…”
“Please,” Nadine implored. “For us?”
“You two are setting me up. You’ve probably had this planned. Look, please don’t take offence, but I’d really rather not.”
“Why?” Gwen sighed with exasperation.
“Because it would encourage the kids to think I’m going to be in their lives,” Royce answered.
“As your Gran would say – poppycock,” Gwen disputed sharply.
Grimly Royce looked away. “I’ll let you know later. I’ve got things to do.”
Gwen glared directly into Royce’s face. “Be there at six. My woman is cooking her special braised beef short ribs – one of your very favorite meals, and you’re not going to insult Nadine.”
Nadine chimed in, “And my garlic mashed potatoes.” 
“Okay. Just don’t sit me next to Hertha,” the sheriff made her demands for a seating arrangement.   
Nadine teased. “We’ll sit you between the children. All the children together.”
Gwen and Nadine snickered. Royce remained staunchly unmoved. “That was uncalled for,” she said through her teeth. “You two realized there isn’t anything between Hertha and me now. There never will be again.”
“You’re both still in love with one another,” Gwen argued. “And you both know it.”
Royce felt as if she might be escaping. “Come on, Chance.”
Chance’s head drooped. The dog knew the sheriff was upset about something.
 
***
 
Back at her office, Royce sorted the reports. Then she talked with Forensics, trying to get updates. 
Royce inquired, “Any word on the Timber City Jane Doe case?”
The forensic lab technician replied, “No decision has been made. Sheriff Madison, this case is Ice Age cold. Over forty years.”
“It’s one of the few cold cases in Timber City. Please try to convince the powers that be to give a murdered woman the respect of being named.”
“This is important to you?”
“Very important.” Royce thought of her father. Royce had been in college at the time of his death. She hadn’t been able to give him back much in her first nineteen years. He hadn’t seen her graduate from college, or from the police academy. He hadn’t seen her first badge pinned on her chest. “Maybe DNA will make all the difference. We might get a missing person hit.”
“It would be possible, if the DNA samples we have aren’t deteriorated. But it’s a long shot.” There was a hesitation. “I’ll encourage the lab.”
“Thank you.” Royce’s usual tone wasn’t condescending. It was nearly begging when she pleaded, “Please do whatever it takes.”
 
***
 
Royce kept clothing at Molly’s apartment, above the Pantry. That way, if she wasn’t able to get back to Gran’s cabin, she could shower and dress at her old home. Although she kept mostly sports and casual clothing, she found a nice shirt and pants. After work she’d showered, dressed, and left for Gwen and Nadine’s home.
Even when she was a child, Royce adored time spent with Gwen and Nadine at their century-old, elegant home. The white painted home had a gabled roof, bay windows, with fish-scale shingles. It embodied the heritage and tradition of the early settlers that came to the small town, and wished to gentrify it. Erudite men and women had visited Timber City, and decided to stay. Gathering in the wild west, the times weren’t easy, but they stayed on.
Inside the women’s home there was oak flooring throughout. Gwen and Nadine kept the décor that represented the early days. Protecting the feel of the frontier west, all the interior was with authentic memorabilia. They planned for it to one day be gifted to the county as a museum. 
As she entered, she felt the love and warmth the home provided. Gwen was there, welcoming her with a long-necked bottle of iced beer. “Welcome, Sheriff,” Gwen commented as she took the serving pan Royce was extending. 
“A dessert from Molly,” Royce explained.
“Mountain Peach Crisp!” Gwen exclaimed. “My very favorite. Thanks.”
“Thank Mom. I didn’t have time to get wine. In fact, I’m a little late.”
“Royce, it’s fine.” Gwen spoke with her most comforting voice. “Hertha’s out back with the kids. And of course Zane is playing too. Why don’t you take Chance outside so they can romp around? Get their energy spent.” 
Zane, Gwen and Nadine’s Irish setter, loved romping with Chance. As Royce led Chance to the backyard, she began to wish she hadn’t taken up the invitation. She felt discomfort immediately. When the door fanned open, Royce saw the children chasing around with an unknown dog. It was a schnauzer and Kerry blue terrier mix. The little dog immediately began roughhousing with the larger dogs. Its face had the same sweet expressions as Smoky’s face had. Royce felt the memories melting through her mind. Smoky, Royce and Hertha’s schnauzer, had died a year ago, when she was fifteen. Royce recalled the unhappiness as if it was happening again. That was after Hertha had moved away. 
Hertha approached. “Good evening, Sheriff.” Her voice was welcoming. She was dressed in a lemon-yellow short set. Her dark hair was gathered behind her neck. Her smile, the beams in her eyes, the flush of her face, nothing had changed. Even her intelligent expression of tenderness, and understanding hadn’t changed. 
Royce felt her spirit had been rearranged by the breakup. When Hertha left her, she felt as though a part of her soul had turned to hardened stone. She wondered if the vet looked at her and saw a gravel pit within the sheriff’s spirit. 
“A very cute dog,” Royce commented.
“He came into our home a few months ago. The kids named him Louie. Someone dumped him on the side of the road. The man who found him brought him to the small clinic I was running. He’s probably not over a year old now.”
“I can never imagine people leaving dogs behind to fend for themselves in the wild.” Royce felt uneasy. She searched to find something to say that would continue the conversation. “I’ll bet the kids love him.”
“They do. We also have an older cat named Cleo. Well, we called her Princess Cleopatra. Cleo is the dominant one. So much so, that we’ve also called her Princess PITA.” Hertha laughed. It was the same laugh, sounding like chimes that had blended with joy. “PITA is the acronym for ‘pain in the — ’, you know.  Louie fends for himself. However, it is always with Cleo’s assistance and approval.” There was silence for several moments. “I’m sorry if this is making you uneasy, Royce.”
Royce gazed ahead. “What makes you think I’m uneasy?”
“We lived together for fifteen years. I know when you’re uncomfortable.” She leaned down to scratch the ruff of Chance’s neck. “Aren’t you a lovely girl?” 
“She’s one of Timber County’s best deputies.” 
Seven-year old Shavano giggled. “Is your dog really a deputy?”
Royce smiled. “Yep. She’s been deputized. She’s an official K-9 deputy. Deputy Chance.”
Antero gave a skeptical stare. “Not really.”
“Really” Royce replied.
“Mom, is the sheriff’s dog a deputy?”
Hertha answered, “She is. Remember that time when we were here? When you got lost? Chance found you.”
His brown eyes gleamed with remembrance. He then went down to his knees and hugged Chance. “You saved my life, Chance.”
Hertha corrected, “Chance and the sheriff saved you.”
“Thanks, Sheriff,” he spoke with appreciation. “I’m glad you didn’t let me fall.” 
“Why don’t you call me Royce,” Royce requested.
“Because Mom said I should call people things like sheriff or doctor or mister or missus instead of a name.”
“Maybe your mother would give you dispensation…” she broke when she saw Antero frown, questioning the word’s meaning. “Give you permission to call me Royce.”
Hertha nodded affirmatively. “Looks like I’m outnumbered.”
“Dinner’s ready,” Nadine called.
When Royce looked up, she saw Hertha staring at her. Quickly, Hertha glanced away.
Throughout the meal, Royce felt as though she was on first date behavior. Yet, the veterinarian wasn’t putting any kind of pressure on her. In fact, although her words were warm, Hertha hadn’t traded eye contact with her.
When dinner was finished, the women sat around with Irish coffee and chatted. The children played with puzzles. 
Royce felt that the atmosphere was strained. But even if she could have done anything to make it friendlier, she wouldn’t have. When Royce stood to leave, Hertha gathered the children and Louie. “We need to go, too.”
Outside, on the walkway, Royce said, “I’ll see you to your cottage.”
“I’d appreciate that, Royce. Since there’s a killer loose, I tend to be a little more cautious.”
The women and children left together, walking in silence across the street. They passed by the animal hospital and strolled the path to the cottage. When they reached the door, Hertha said, “Thanks for walking us home. It was good seeing you again, Royce.”
“You too. And good to see the kids. They’ve really grown.”
Hertha’s eyes reflected sorrow. Royce recalled that look when Hertha felt hopeless. When she couldn’t save a family pet - that was the expression on her face. 
Walking the path, Royce recalled the hundreds of times she had made the trip. So many times, when it was with Hertha. Times when Royce felt that everything in her life was aligning. Life had made her the most fortunate human being to ever live. Even when she was alone, she was thinking of returning home. Home to Hertha. Home to the comfort of the woman she loved. Now she felt forlorn. Lost. It was as if she knew she would never again know the warmth of home with any woman she loved.  
 



Chapter 9
 
 
After the morning meeting, the deputies disbursed. Royce headed across the street to see Molly. Entering Molly’s Pantry, she inhaled the fragrance of freshly baked breads. The perfume of two breads always vied for attention. Molly’s lemon nut bread and her banana bread were dueling. She gave Molly a hug. “Gosh, Mom, I’m trying to select lemon or banana.”
“A lemon nut bread just came out of the oven. Still a little warm, but cool enough to slice you some.” While Royce poured their traditional cups of coffee, Molly plated the bread. “I got a little jar of lemon custard if you’d like it topped off.”
“This is fine.” 
“How did the dinner go last evening?” Molly tilted her body toward her daughter.
“Enjoyable. Hertha said she’s trying to get the kids tamed. But they seem pretty well-behaved to me. I told Gran about some of the things they said. She got a kick out of it. Shavano, Vannie, she’s very bright, and precocious. Antero is a quiet kid. Hertha has a new dog and cat. The kids named them Louie and Cleo. I haven’t seen the kitty yet, but Louie is cute. Gets along well with Zane and Chance.”
Molly took a sip of coffee. As if she awaited more information from Royce, she stirred the remaining coffee for the second time. “Gwen said it was a nice evening.”
“Yes.” Royce’s smile wavered.
“You walked them home?”
“Mom, I only did that to make certain they were safe. We’re in the middle of a murder investigation, which means there could be a killer on the streets.” 
“Well, it was nice of you.” She paused. “Hertha looks well. She’s such a beautiful woman.”
“I thought she looked tired.” Royce didn’t elaborate. But to her Hertha was always a beauty - throughout her being she was lovely.
“She’s had the move here to Timber. Getting back into harness with the animal clinic. Getting the children settled in. It’s been an ordeal for her. And she’s alone.”
“She’s alone because she got me, then didn’t want me. Then she got the professor, and didn’t want her. So she’s alone.” Royce felt the color rising in her cheeks.
Molly slapped the towel on the countertop. “For goodness sakes! And the name is Ingrid. She turned out to be terrible with the kids.”
“Ingrid?”
“The professor.”
Royce sighed. “Hertha called her the professor. If I did hear her name, I probably forgot it. And I’m sure I would have turned out to be terrible with the kids too.” 
“No you wouldn’t have,” Molly raised her voice. “You’re too much like your father. You’ve got a nice way with children just like he did. Yes, I’m good with little ones, and I love them. But your daddy charmed everyone. He was a quiet man, but people trusted him right off the bat. Just like they trust you.”
In silence Royce cleared the plates and cups. She then walked to the door. “I’ve got a busy day.” 
She closed the door behind her. She heard her mother give a slight moan, and then Molly yelled after her, “And you’re also stubborn just like he was.”
Royce slipped a dog biscuit toward Chance’s muzzle. She murmured, “The chat with Mom didn’t go especially great.” She placed a butterscotch candy in her mouth. She then wadded up the candy wrapper. She pitched it into the decorative whiskey barrel that served as a trash receptacle. 
Nothing was going especially great.
 
***
 
Royce tried to do her rounds at least once in the morning and once in the afternoon. Although it probably didn’t matter to the residents of Timber County, Royce’s father had believed that making a tour of the main area gave the people confidence that the law was watching out for them.
As the sheriff and Chance ambled the sidewalk, Royce thought about how the world had changed. Perhaps it was more difficult to keep the citizens secure. But she wanted to try – in the only way she knew. Walking past the Wagner Gun Shop, she noticed that they were open. Glancing down at her watch, she wondered where the time went. They were right on time.
“At ease, Chance,” she gave the command for the German shepherd to sit and wait for her to return.
“You’re in early, Sheriff,” Emma said as she looked up.
“I didn’t hear the door buzzer that usually goes off when a customer enters. Must be broken.”
Royce made a note that the door buzzer might have been broken by the perpetrator. So that Calvin wouldn’t be alerted to the killer’s entry. Since there were no surveillance tapes, there was probably no way to check. It did point out that it probably wasn’t an armed robbery. Nor was it spur of the moment.  
“I don’t mean to bother you,” Royce commented as she looked around the back office. It had been scrubbed clean. “I just wanted to reassure you that we’re doing everything we can to solve your father’s murder.”
“I hope it’s soon. It never bothered me to be in here alone in the morning. My mother will be here soon. She had a call from Tony, so I left the house without her.”
“Do Tony and your mother get along?”
Emma snorted as her chuckle withdrew from the gale of laughter. “No one in this family gets along. Remember? Have a seat, Sheriff.”
“That’s sad,” Royce commented as she sat across the desk from Emma. She hoped that Emma would continue. 
Finally, Emma uttered, “My mother and I probably get along better than the others do. My dad belittled both Tony and me. Tony less because he was the boy in the family. Our mother probably had the biggest dislike for our father.”
“Divorce is seldom happy.”
Her eyebrows lifted as she looked into Royce’s face. “My divorce wasn’t exactly a picnic, but there wasn’t the intensity between us. There’s always been animosity between my parents. He’s dead, murdered. My mother still hates him.”
“She said so?”
“Not in words. She just makes snide remarks. She even hates him for getting murdered on her precious antique desk. Yesterday she looked at these stains on the desk.” Emily rubbed over the massive red-brown stain where her father had bled out. “The stains dried out and seeped into the wood. She had worked on trying to buff them out. And sand them out. The staining was too deep. She was angry at him for leaving the mess behind for her to clean. She was also livid about having to plug the bullet hole with wood putty. She complained about him ruining the antique desk. She disliked him, maybe hated him, more than Tony and I did.”
Royce put her hand up on her forehead. She rubbed it for a moment attempting to get a grasp of what happens when parenting is wrong. “It’s unfortunate that there was so much disharmony.”
Emma’s head tipped. “Yeah, well I have nothing to tell you about the case.”
“Do you remember seeing Luther Sumner in here?”
“A couple times. He was usually looking for my father. He creeps me out. I mean, he isn’t bad looking, but something about him is off.” She smirked, “Not my taste in men. I may like my men naughty, but not deranged. Like evil.” She gave a dramatic shudder. “He ignores me completely.” With a sniff, she added, “His loss.”
Luther Sumner’s appearance had indeed gone from the youthful look of a model, to someone who had been harassed, and taken apart in the prison system. He wasn’t put back together properly. There were missing pieces, and he had grown older than his years. Age that normally might have given him a rough and tumble image had only made him look hardened. 
“I understand,” Royce commented. Even years ago when the women of Timber City were throwing themselves at him, Royce was repulsed by him. Now it was a stronger repulsion. “If he tries to contact anyone in the family, could you let me know?”
“Will do, Sheriff. Do you want my mother to call you?”
“No. I was just stopping by. Please tell her that we’re going to solve this murder.” Suddenly Royce saw a flicker of concern in Emma’s eyes. “I promise.”
When Royce stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the store, she patted her leg. Chance jumped up quickly, and followed her. Royce’s thoughts were tumbling. When she had looked through the files on her father’s murder, she had found a torn piece of his uniform. There was blood on it. It was tucked in a plastic evidence bag. There were spots of her father’s blood on the fabric. Because it was evidence, she didn’t take it out. But she wanted to touch it – to feel a part of her father left behind. She had touched the plastic bag with reverence. 
Tears formed in her eyes. She placed her sunglasses over her blue eyes. She would finish making her rounds, and then she would begin her ‘to do’ list. Days were busier when a murder was inflicted upon Timber City.
 
***
 
Only a few steps past the doors of the Eagle Inn, Royce saw Luther Sumner’s image in the pane of glass that reached several feet across the front. He was on his way out. She whirled around to face him. The rapid movement alerted Chance. The dog gave a guttural warning growl.
“Got a damned unfriendly dog, Sheriff,” Luther tauntingly spoke. 
“Halt, Chance,” Royce issued her command. “Luther, meet our K-9 unit. Chance is tough on perps. And she is a very good judge of character.”
“You should have named her Risky. She’s taking a risk when she comes for me.”
“Luther, I know you want out of this town. This town wants rid of you. But you’re staying put.” There was an edge to the sheriff’s statement.
“Haven’t you heard of presumed innocence?” His shoulders were thrust back, he stood tall with his legs spread, and a satisfied smile covered his face.
Placing her hands on her hips, near her gun holster belt, she began listing reasons. “We’ve got a felon. This felon is not supposed to be in a bar. He is, several times. He is in a gun shop. He shouldn’t be. And he is there immediately before a crime is committed. The felon also threatens the sheriff, and now Deputy Chance. I think that’s probable cause to insist that felon not leave this county. I think it’s cause enough to do a flipping brain surgery exploratory to see how a career criminal’s mind works.”
“Sheriff, my attorney will be in touch. He’d love to do battle with this crappy little town.”
“Bring him on. When we lock you for the list I just mentioned, you’re going to need him and his associates. And by the way, if you ever again threaten me, or Deputy Chance, you are going to be locked. Anything happens to me, or this dog, and you become the prime suspect before you can even remember your lawyer’s name. Got it?”
Smirking, Luther looked back at Chance. “You and Risky stay safe, Sheriff.”
She stood firmly in front of him. He purposely walked slowly around her. It was a strut more than steps. But she couldn’t arrest him for evil intent. 
“Come on, Chance,” she called to her K-9 deputy.  
 
***
 
The remainder of the afternoon was filled with various assistance calls. There were a couple traffic violations, and a skirmish over a bill at one of the small curio shops. Finally, after half an hour of checking the afternoon reports, Royce left the office and went to the locker room area. There was a larger section that was divided by a partition. One side were the lockers of male deputies, and the other was for Royce and Terry. While Royce changed from her beige uniform, into her denims and t-shirts, she heard chatter from the adjoining side as a few of the deputies got ready for a shift change. 
Royce smiled when she heard one of the deputies speak, purposely loud enough for her to listen in. He teased, “Nice part of having women on the force is that they’re both great looking in their uniforms.” He hesitated a moment before adding, “And they’re smarter than we are.”
Royce chuckled loudly. She shook her head. “Nice redeemer line. You fellas aren’t too bad either, and you’re right. We are much smarter,” she teasingly responded. “Have a safe tour tonight, Deputies. And remember we’ve got a killer out there. Take care of yourselves and your partners.”
“Thanks, Sheriff,” they said in unison. She could hear them disburse.  
Royce thought about the great fortune of having deputies in both Timber, and up in Crystal, that were great enforcers. The team was cohesive, and supportive. She and Undersheriff Nick Hogan had trained most of them. Perhaps, she considered, that was the best thing she did while serving as the county sheriff. 
Although it was a small mountain team of enforcers, Royce had always insisted that they keep their edge. That included fitness, keeping up with weapon training, as well as law enforcement regulations.  
She liked to think of each of them as perhaps being the next sheriff or undersheriff. So she wanted them to display the best they had to give.
That reminded her that she hadn’t been to Crystal for her gym workout for a couple days. She would attempt to make time for it tomorrow after work. Nick had used one portion of the small satellite sheriff’s office in Crystal for a gym. Royce rallied for the cause, hoping that all the deputies would take advantage. She required them to do a workout at least a couple times a week. Although it would be sufficient, she hoped they’d visit the gym even more. 
Chance had been resting at the doorway. “I’m ready, Chance. Let’s roll.” The dog followed, tail wagging, as they made their way to her vehicle. 
The evening was becoming dark. The hours drained sunlight more rapidly when there was a major crime. Royce suddenly heard footsteps coming from across the parking lot. She turned quickly to see Plato. 
“I hope I didn’t frighten you,” he said. “I didn’t see you around much today.”
“Thankfully, Chance recognized you. So we’re both safe. What have you got?” She hesitated and then joked, “Besides a hankering for a little whiskey?” 
“I could use me a drink or two. Look, that guy Luther was braggin’ about how he was gonna get his attorney here and bring a lawsuit against this city.”
“He’s all bluster. He’s upset because I insisted he not leave. He’s a prime suspect in a murder case. He’s not going anywhere. If he does, he gets his parole revoked. He’s not that stupid. He’ll stay put.”
Plato frowned. “I don’t think he done Cal in. I think it was the family. Why would this stranger do it?” His lips pressed to a line. 
Royce pulled a few bucks from her pocket and handed them to Plato. “I’m stuck when it comes to finding a motive. Maybe I want it to be Luther. He’s a bad actor. He may or may not be implicated.”
“I still say it was family.” He pressed his worn western hat back on his head. “Any of the family could a done it.”
“I think you’re right. That’s also my best guess. But I’m figuring Luther as an option. He is never far from trouble.” Reflectively, she rubbed her jaw a moment. “Look Plato, if you’re going over to the Bell Ringer, keep your ears open for anything Faye might say about Luther. Faye and Luther’s brother were close. And I know Faye had seen Luther a few times.”
Plato grunted, “I listen. Hell, I’m the best C.I. you got.”
“Yep. You are the only C.I. I need.”
As she got into her black and white Interceptor, Royce considered Luther’s words. Luther wasn’t about to sue the county. He didn’t want a spotlight. But he was concerned enough to issue his boast and bluff routine. Royce patted Chance’s head. Of course behind that braggadocio she’d seen so many times before, she also knew he was as hazardous as anyone alive. Gran had called him a rattlesnake. That definition was an exact fit. Royce would make certain Chance was safe. Just as the guard dog instinct in Chance made certain of Royce’s security.
 



Chapter 10
                                                                                                                                                                             
 
News of the morning was what Royce called minimally important. It could take her in any direction. 
Nita Wagner’s background checked out as Royce had expected. With one exception. The forty-year old socialite had more than one ex-husband. The husband prior to Calvin Wagner had died before she’d taken up with Calvin. There were two previous dives into the matrimony pool for Nita. Which meant that she had failed to mention her first two husbands. Upon a cursory data check, Royce found that they both had died before the marriages ended. Both were much older than Nita – so it was possible that they’d succumbed to natural causes. 
Royce put calls in to find out those causes. Although they hadn’t been listed as murders, it did look suspiciously like Nita had come away with a great deal of cash. In all three marriages there had been prenuptial agreements that were in her best interest. Nita’s financial claims increased with each marriage. They were one-hundred thousand, a quarter of a million, and the last marriage not only had nearly half a million, but also showed she collected on an exceptionally rich insurance policy.  
Royce planned to call on Nita soon.
In addition to that tidbit, CBI informed her that the Jane Doe case would be examined. Sped up – not so much. Aged evidence testing took its place at the end of the line. The Ice Age case was only of importance to Royce. Getting DNA results was difficult, even in the best of times. If the DNA was successful, it would still require searching a missing person’s databank for a hit. 
First on the sheriff’s schedule was to check Timber City Times morgue. Gwen and Nadine had diligently saved the papers for over forty years. They had also made certain the earlier copies were preserved. History, Gwen maintained, is humanity’s road map.  
 “Royce,” Nadine greeted the sheriff. “You’ve been busy working the last couple days.”
“I’m working now. I want to go through your newspaper morgue. Forty years ago, when the body of Jane Doe was found.”
“I remember that.” Nadine led Royce back to the small storage room. She pointed out a stack of papers. “It will be in the top part. They found her body in the spring. I always felt badly about that because the woman was so young. She could have been in her late teens or early twenties. Too young to have lost her life.” As she spoke, Nadine’s facial features became downturned. “I’ve always thought dying in the spring time didn’t match up. Spring is the season when life begins. We know nothing about her.” 
“My dad thought she was someone from these parts.”
“I highly doubt it. No one was missing. The best guess is someone from a larger city dumped the body. Well, that’s what sheriff at the time surmised. Grady was only a rookie. I recall Molly saying that your dad and the sheriff didn’t see eye to eye on much, but this was major as far as your dad believed. Although Grady didn’t object when the sheriff told him to stand away from that investigation. He did try to work the case on his own. To no avail.”
Royce swallowed. The conversation had reinforced her idea that she should always listen to the ideas the deputies had. They saw it from a different perspective. Perhaps the correct perspective. She sighed as she rummaged through the papers. When she came to the first news story about the murder, she separated the stack. 
Gwen appeared. “Nadine, I brought you some tea. Royce would you like a cup?”
“No thanks.” Royce was interested in seeing the papers. 
“Use the conference room. Lighting is better in there,” Gwen suggested.”
“Thanks.” Royce took an arm load of papers into the conference room. Gwen followed after her. “During the fire, being out in the area, it reminded me of when my dad took me there. I loved going with Dad. But he was always somber.”
Gwen pulled out a chair and joined Royce at the round oak table. “Grady completely believed he could solve the murder. But hell’s bells, how could you hope to solve a murder four decades ago when you have no name – nothing identifying her. Add to that, no one from around here was missing. I remember your dad searching nearby counties, and even national missing person’s databanks. He couldn’t find a thing.” Her gaze was unfocused. “There didn’t seem to be any leads for him to grasp onto.”
“He didn’t have all the detection tools available now. I’m using them. But I may not be able to find out any more than he did. Gwen, it’s so danged sad that there are murder victims with no names.” Royce paused. She watched Gwen’s face cover over with concern. “I know chances are slim of giving Jane Doe a name. And slimmer still of finding her killer.”
“I went through the same concerns when the body was found. I was angry. Grady and I talked about it. I finally let go of it, as well as my anger. I don’t think he really did. Your father was a tough lawman. But his heart was tender. Vulnerable. Royce, I know you’re like him. You’re doing this search for him. But also for you. Don’t hold on to it for too long.”
Royce turned another yellow-edged page. “I won’t.” She slouched with the concern of possible defeat. 
“Look, I know you’re bogged down with the damn current case. You need to be in the moment because Luther is dangerous. I’m a whiz on internet searches. I’ll see what I can dig up. When I’m writing a front page story, I can always come up with missing particles of the scoop via the Internet.”
“Thanks, Gwen.”  
Gwen took a sip of tea. “Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink?”
“I’m fine.”
Royce realized that Gwen was vying for a change of topic. “Royce, you seemed to have a good time the other night at dinner.”
“It was a delicious meal.”
“I felt tenseness between you and Hertha.”
“Gwen, I don’t want Hertha thinking I have an interest in her. I’m never again settling down.”
“This may shock you, but she isn’t interested in settling down either. She knows she’s got responsibilities. The fiasco with the professor was a major message to her. When there are children involved, a partner needs to take on a family, not just a lover. She certainly doesn’t have time in her life for romance. The pet hospital, the kids – there’s no time for you or anyone else in her life. What she’s doing has filled her existence to the brim. I talked with her today. She’s only interested in friendship.”
“That’s best.”
Gwen pushed her chair back and stood. “I have a theory. She’s adamant about not getting into an involvement. She couldn’t ever chance seeing you hurt twice. I doubt that she’ll ever get over that. She’s aware you’d never forgive her. Hell’s bells, she can’t even forgive herself.” 
Gwen’s walk back to her office was rapid. It was what Royce interpreted to be a hasty retreat. Royce continued searching the old columns of newsprint. Much of the ink had faded, making it difficult to read.
 
***
 
“Are you the grieving committee?” Nita asked Royce. “Damned if you aren’t showing up every day, it seems.”
Royce gave a good-natured chuckle. “I have a couple more questions?”
“Shoot!” Nita immediately added, “Rather a bad choice of words, since I’m obviously a suspect in a shooting case.”
“I’m trying to exclude people as much as I’m trying to discover the killer. In your case, I’m a little confused about your background. This was your fourth marriage?”
“I never mention my first marriages. People get the wrong idea. I don’t want anyone thinking that I’m some kind of a black widow.”
“You won’t mind answering questions about them?”
Without reluctance, Nita answered, “Not at all.” She scribbled names down on a sheet of ranch stationary. When she handed the paper to Royce she said, “The first name was my first husband. He died in a car crash. I was with him and I went through the windshield. Pertinent facts. That was when I first underwent plastic surgery. I went from being a plain little mousy thing to becoming a movie star look alike. Well, I was going for something with great bone structure. I later got a boob job.”
Embarrassed, Royce gazed down at the floor. “That would exclude you from having set up a crash that killed your husband.”
“I was much younger than all my husbands. I always liked older men. No motive. In the car crash I could have been killed. The life insurance was nothing, and I burned through it with cosmetic surgery. My next two husbands were also both much older than I was. They died from cancer. I met them both when I was a receptionist at a cancer treatment center. They wanted a last hooray. I was the best treat on their bucket list. They appreciated me and wanted to set me up. They set me up comfortably, but certainly not rich. When I met Cal we were on a cruise ship. You know the rest.”
“So now you’re actually a wealthy woman.” Royce’s eyebrows lowered into a quizzical frown
“Say it, Sheriff. I finally hit the jackpot. Ranch, horses, and bundles of money.”
“In his will it stipulates that if you spent three years with him, you’d get the ranch, and insurance policies.”
“That isn’t a reason for murder. I know it’s difficult to believe, but I did love Cal. I had a companion. He spoiled me. I had security. There was no need for me to kill him for everything I already had.”
“Any more ideas about who might have killed your late husband?”
“He had enemies.”
“But you still think it was Otis?”
“He’s one of the enemies. Sheriff, it could have been anyone. A robbery. Also, I just found out there’s that goofy ex-con. He was hanging out with Cal.”
“Luther Sumner?”
“Right. I stopped by to see Cal at the store. I knew when Grace has her various meetings and would be out of the store. I was speaking with Cal when Luther entered. Cal said he had to talk with him. I didn’t know anything about this Luther until one of the ranch hands mentioned him. Seems like you’re demanding he not leave town.”
“I’m demanding no one connected to Cal leave town. Do you have any idea what they might have been talking about?”
“Probably guns, or old times.”
“If you hear anything more, please let me know.” Royce made her way to the exit. She placed her Stetson on her head as she stepped out onto the porch area. “Anything at all that could help me, I’d like for you to tell me.”
Nita shrugged. “I’ll do that.”
Royce drove away repeating Nita Wagner’s words to Chance. “She’ll do that. Just like she was so forthcoming about her long list of dead husbands.” Royce drove to a secluded spot where she used her smartphone to check out the information about the deaths of Nita’s husbands. Her story wasn’t in conflict with the official causes of death. She hadn’t bumped off the first three husbands. The fourth was still in dispute. 
One of Royce’s mentors back at the police academy stated that half of the murders are opportunistic. Nita could be called a very opportunistic financial survivor. 
 
***
 
On the way back to Timber, Royce stopped off at the Crystal’s Sheriff’s Department. Although it was housed in what would be considered a strip mall, it gave the Sheriff’s Department a base in Crystal. Royce changed from her uniform into a spare outfit she used to exercise. Nick entered as she was running on the treadmill. He sat on the stationary exercise bike. He hadn’t changed out of his uniform, so it was obvious he just wanted a conference.
“Anything new,” she asked. She changed to the glider rowing machine. 
“Nothing. There were a dozen drunk college students reported. It’s that time of year. So they were getting a little rowdy in the Crystal Lounge. They settled down when I arrived. No charges. So what did you find out about Nita Wagner?”
“Everything she gave me checked out. Of course, maybe there were more husbands.”
Nick laughed loudly. “Now she’s in the market for a new husband. I’m glad I’m taken. Also, I have no money. After the kids get through college, I’ll have absolutely no money at all. My adorable wife says money is an encumbrance.”
“Tell Beverly hi for me.”
“Royce,” he said loosening his tie, “I wouldn’t want to be single at this time in my life. You’re also happier when you’re with someone.” 
“There isn’t anyone at this moment. I’m bracing to be alone forever.”
 “I was hoping that Lyn would stick around. Now Hertha is back. Maybe it’s some kind of fate. Lyn leaves, and Hertha shows up back at her pup and kitty clinic.”
“Not everything is fate. She and the professor split, and she returned to Timber.” Royce rowed faster, speeding up with the machine. “I’m fine. I live out with Gran, and work the rest of the time.”
“By the way, what’s going on with scumbag Luther?”
“He’s moaning. Says he’s going to sue Timber for demanding he stick around. He even threatened both me and Chance.”
“That’s no good. Especially the threat to Chance. I mean, you threw his ass in prison for a decade. Chance never did a danged thing to him.”
Amused, Royce divulged, “She growled. He’s terrified of dogs. His entire family hated dogs.”
“Royce, be careful. You know better than anyone what he’s capable of doing.”
“When you interrogated him, did you get any feel for his culpability?”
“I like him for Cal’s murder. That would take him off the streets for the rest of his life. But for some reason I don’t think he did it.” Nick sighed deeply.
“The reports are beginning to trickle in. I was pretty sure of the sequence, but I wanted to get the data from Forensics. Cal was shot in the back of the head from several feet away. Then another bullet was put in the back of the scull, near the neck. The killer picked up the gun, which according to Otis, was on the corner of the desk. He or she moved away, turned and shot. Returned to the body and put another bullet in his head – close up. Cal trusted whoever killed him. Enough to allow the killer to pick up the gun, and shoot him from the back.”
Nick speculated, “It wasn’t a robbery, or someone he didn’t know. And the gun was valuable. I’ve seen Cal play with guns when there were customers around. Let them feel the guns. But this gun was loaded.” His brow furrowed. “I don’t get it.”
“Maybe we’ll get a better idea when they send us the ballistics report in the morning. I’ll let you know. I know what you mean about Cal being cavalier around weapons. Part of his makeup was enhanced by carrying. He’d puff up. Even though he was a large man, he felt so much more secure with a firearm.” 
“That’s common with plenty of people. The great equalizer.”
“Did you notice the store has more assault rifles than ever before?” Royce quizzed. “Automatics of all kinds. He’s got guns that respectable hunters wouldn’t touch.”
“I talked with a guy last hunting season that claimed killing the prey was kinder with automatics. If it was a miss, it was easier to fire again or several times, until the animal was downed.”
Royce grimaced. “The option is to be a good enough shot to down the animal with one or two shots. If you’re not that good of a hunter, take up sail-boating.”
“Right. Exactly.” Nick nodded. “That’s it.” 
“I get when a hunter goes out to shoot wildlife in order to fill the freezer for his family. It’s the hunters that do it for sport. For the thrill to kill.”
“Royce, maybe it’s the same principle with killers. The thrill of the kill.”
“Could be. Nothing thrilling about being on the receiving end of a bullet.” Royce felt her left upper arm. “Being fired on can cause a world of hurt.”
“How is your arm doin?”
“Fine. The bullet scar looks like a moon landing’s photo of a crater. But it’s minor.” The shot from a year ago had healed. “No permanent damage. I’m lucky.”
“So do us all a favor, and stay lucky.”  Nick walked toward the door. “I’m out of here. If I’m late again for dinner, I’m in big trouble.”
Royce chuckled. “And watching me at the rowing machine isn’t a valid excuse.”
“Not even close.” Nick teased, “Maybe you would get rid of some of that energy if you found a sweet woman.”
Tossing her towel at him, she answered, “See you in the morning.”
“Royce,” he said as he turned back to her. “Don’t forget what I said about being careful. When I talked with Luther the one thing I did see was hate in his eyes when he mentioned your name.”
“He mentioned my name?”
“When I took him in to question him the first time. He asked where Sheriff Royce Madison was. It was the way he said it. His eyes went dark with hatred.” 
Luther had despised her as long as she could remember. Since, he’d been released from prison, he hadn’t come after her. She considered it a long shot that he would try anything now. She repeated the word, long shot. Tamping down the chill that traveled the length of her spine, she considered that he was a bully. That was his temperament. Bullying. He was attempting to instill fear. 
 



Chapter 11
 
 
Royce decided to pay Otis Brull a visit first thing that morning. His cabin wasn’t far from Gran’s homestead, so it would save the sheriff driving into Timber only to return to interview Otis once again. 
When his door flapped back, he was surprised to see Royce. “Have you found who killed Cal?”
“Otis, I haven’t.” She took off her Stetson. “I have a few more questions I’d like to ask you?”
“I got questions myself. I gave you all the answers I got.” He stepped outside. “I got a question for you. Are you givin’ me back my gun?”
Royce shrugged. “Eventually. But it’s evidence at this time. Now it’s my turn for a question. Forty years ago you and Cal had a problem. You’d been friends prior to that.”
“We was best friends through grade school and high school. Then we had us a fallin’ out. But that’s got nothin’ at all to do with his killing. If either of us would have wanted to kill the other, hell – we’d a done the shootin’ forty years ago.”
“It’s a little late to get the story from his side, but I would like to know what set the two of you off the friendship. And don’t tell me it was nothing. It was important enough for the two of you to hold a grudge all this time.”
“It was just about women. The guy couldn’t stop playing with women. I felt sorry for Grace. She didn’t deserve his gallivanting. He thought he was God’s gift to the ladies. Grace told me that was why she refused to have kids until he settled down. Took him ten years or so before he got her convinced to have children. Well, what he did was be more careful – but he was still runnin’ after skirts. She figured it out, but by that time she had the kids. She waited until the young uns were gown up. Finally, she got out of the marriage when the kids were of age.”
“Convenient for Cal that Nita was available. Do you think he was unfaithful to Nita?”
“I think he’d fool around on any woman. With any woman. Or anyone’s woman. But I think he was spent out by the time Nita married him. After our spat, we only talked about guns. I’d have to drive sixty miles to find another gunsmith to take care my handguns and rifles.”
“You ran up a bill with Cal, and he threatened to take your gun,” she challenged. 
“I’d a given him one of my other guns, but not that one. He was a damned thief. He was a swindler. He knew exactly what that gun of mine is worth.” Otis glowered. 
“Did you want him dead?” She viewed his face flush. “Well?”
“Lots a people wanted him dead. I was just one of ‘em he fought with. But I never killed him.”
“Can you show me your other guns, Otis. I have an interest in guns.” Royce wanted a way into the cabin, so that she could get a feel for how the recluse lived. 
When the door eased back, Royce was astounded. It was by no means immaculately clean, but it was well-kept. There were six rifles in their racks on the wall. His furniture was sparse, but nothing looked out of place. He opened the hutch’s upper drawer. A dozen handguns were neatly placed on a velvet liner. “I got me permits for all of ‘em, Sheriff. Every blasted one of ‘em.”
“Nice collection,” Royce commented. She walked to the door. Glancing around, she saw his spartanly decorated bedroom in one direction, and his neatly groomed kitchen in the other. “Do you have a telephone? In case I need for you need more information?”
“I got no phone. Don’t need one. Anybody who has a hankerin’ to see me – that’s their problem, not mine.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you might be a tad unsociable?” 
“Nope. Not to my face. Anyways, I checked on getting a phone once. Back in the seventies. It was highway robbery. They wanted twenty-two bucks to install the danged thing. Then twelve bucks every month.”
Royce hoped he didn’t see her try to hide her smile. When Royce would later relate the story to her grandmother, Gran would call it one for the books. 
 
***
 
Stopping a carload of what Royce presumed were college students on their way up to Crystal resort, was a minor event in the morning. The young men were polite, took the speeding ticket in stride, and drove away. Royce determined from the expensive late model car, and the four men’s clothing, that a seventy-dollar ticket meant very little to them. 
When she dropped by the Times office, she told Gwen and Nadine about the morning. Gwen gulped her laughter down as she stated, “Hell’s bells, Otis would have fainted over anything that cost him seventy bucks.”
Royce chuckled. “The thing is, he surprises me. First, knowing that he had a gun worth a fortune. Secondly, his cabin wasn’t waist high in rubbish.”
Gwen glanced up quickly, “I forgot to ask if anything came up on the Jane Doe. I didn’t have much luck on my Internet search.”
“Nothing in the rafter files. I’ve read your files, as well as all the old newspaper clippings. Nothing. But Forensics agreed to my impassioned pleas to find out who the murder victim is. If they can run a DNA profile, maybe they’ll come up with relatives. Someone must have alerted Missing Persons at one time or another. Finding out who she belonged to, and where she belonged – well, that may be the best I can do.”
“Have you mentioned it to any of the town’s folk?”
“Plato. He didn’t have anything. As for the merchants, and business people, not yet, but I thought I’d go over to the Bell Ringer later.”
“Faye’s slept with most of the men in town,” Gwen guffawed. “So she may only know where the missing men are.”
Royce shook her head. “And you were doing so great in getting along with her all this time. Please don’t start up your feud again.”
“I won’t. Nadine keeps saying how I should be nice to her. She’s all alone now that Jade lives in Denver. So I’ll keep it friendly. Speaking of spending a life alone.”
“Don’t start.”
“Royce, can’t you just offer Hertha friendship? I’ll tell you a secret if you can keep it quiet.”
“You know I can.” Royce gave a deep sigh.
“Hertha told me that from the first, when she moved there, she was unhappy. She and the kids moved in with Ingrid. She immediately knew it was a mistake.”
“She stayed with the mistake for a year?”
“I asked her about that. She said she kept thinking that she’d let one woman down, and she didn’t want to let another down. Now that she has left Ingrid, she won’t ever get involved with you again. She said she couldn’t stand to hurt you again if things didn’t work out. So your precious freedom is safe.”
Royce groaned. “Damn, she won’t come back to me because she thinks she might let me down? Who the hell does she think she is? I’m not asking her to come back to me. In fact, I’d never consider taking her back. Tell her that next time she gets on her high horse that I don’t want her.”
The door behind her was slammed harder than Royce would have liked it to have shut. Royce would hear about it from Gwen next time she saw the older woman. Gwen would mention that she must have feelings, or why did the usually soft-spoken sheriff become so angry.
Royce would answer that she wasn’t being irate. Just disappointed in Hertha’s self-delusion. 
 
***
 
Faye Arnall’s life had loss, but she tended not to show it. She lost her lover when Yancy went off to prison over fifteen years ago. Then he died recently while still incarcerated. Her daughter moved to the city, and rarely came back to Timber City to visit. However, Faye wasn’t showing any signs of loneliness. As owner and proprietor of the Bell Ringer Saloon, she had told everyone in town that she’d recovered quickly. A rapid healer. If she was the last woman standing, it didn’t matter. She would say, ‘I’ll drink to life. I’ll live today with my knockers up, and a big old smile.’ 
When Royce entered, she noticed Faye’s big old smile had faded slightly. “Coffee,” Royce ordered.
Faye walked slowly to the coffee maker. She placed the mug of steaming coffee in front of the sheriff. She sat across from Royce in the corner booth. “Want something special, or are you just burning an afternoon break away from your office?”
“Something special. I have a few questions. Faye, is there anything you can tell me about any of the suspects in Cal’s homicide? I’m talking their histories, backgrounds – anything?”
“Like I told you before, his relatives are the ones inheriting everything. Toots and her horses get the ranch. And I heard additional money. The business is already half Grace’s. The other half, Cal’s share, goes to the kids. Motive. Money is a great motivator when it comes to two spoiled kids. My kid might be spoiled rotten, but she doesn’t hold a candle to the Wagner brats.”
“From everything I’ve heard, Tony was Cal’s favorite. If so, why would Tony kill the golden goose? Emma and Tony are suspects. But the read I’m getting is that the two of them would much rather off one another. Nita has millions of reasons.”
Faye leaned nearer. “Nita is the most ambitious of them all. One of the shop owners, Marion, told me about a conversation she had yesterday with Nita. They’re friends.”
“Marion owns a women’s clothing shop here in Timber and the new boutique up in Crystal at the mall, right?”
“Exactly. She’s up rubbing elbows with the folks up at Crystal mostly. Snooty bitch since she opened the shop in Crystal. She said she put her non-selling rags here in Timber. Her fashion is up in Crystal. Pissed me off. She got her start here. Uppity bitch. Anyway, she has always gossiped about the Timber bumpkins. She told me that Nita and Cal fought about the running of the horse business. Nita said Cal could stick all his guns up his ass. He didn’t know jack about quarter horses. Then she said she’d tried to teach him, and he didn’t listen. He’d threatened to shut her business down if it didn’t get to earning.”
“I thought it was a going enterprise. Nita represented it to be a lucrative concern.”
“Cal called it her expensive hobby.”
“So that’s definitely a motive,” Royce concurred. 
“Marion was frightened that if Nita sold up everything and moved, she’d be out a customer. I guess that was another of Cal’s moans. Nita spent money like water. Especially after her three-year nuptial deal ended.”
“That’s good information to have. Gives her more of a motive than Grace has. Grace dislikes Cal because of his womanizing when they were married.”
“Grace was lucky she kept that marriage as long as she did. That woman’s mouth goes nonstop about how he ruined her life. I think they ruined one another’s lives.” Faye took a deep breath and then continued her tirade. “Timber City would be a nice place to live if the only women here were you, me, your mother, Gran, and the two lesbians at the newspaper. All the town’s women in my age range think I’m going for their husbands.” Faye’s laugh sputtered a moment. “Hell, some of ‘em I am goin’ for.”
Royce grinned. She cleared her throat, “Do the husbands know you’ve got them in your site?”
“They are the first to know,” Faye said as she ruffled her colorful curls.
“By the way, have you talked with Luther?”
“He’s pissed that he needs to stay here. Why would he have killed Cal?”
“He was one of the last to see Cal alive.” Royce thought out loud, “His polygraph showed deception.”
“But Royce, where was the motive?” Faye fiddled with her beaded turquoise necklace.  
“Maybe there was a deal going on with Cal and him.”
Faye shook her head negatively. “They were friendly years ago. Yancy, Luther, and Cal.  Before Luther went to prison.” With a grin that coveted a secret, she declared, “Maybe guns.”
It occurred to Royce that maybe Luther and Cal had something on one another. Threats. Maybe Luther was trying to shake Cal down. It was an ugly thought. But that was speculation that clearly made sense.
Royce inquired, “How chummy are Luther and Tony?”
“Tony barely knew the Sumners. He was in his teens when Luther took what he calls his sabbatical.” A giggle escaped. “I think back about life, and I realize that it could have gone differently. If Luther hadn’t persuaded his brother to be a watchman for his drug deals, you’re your father wouldn’t have been killed. Yancy might not have become a criminal.  I might have ended up happy.” Her eyes looked bleak.
“Luther was the lynchpin.” Royce’s eyes closed a moment. Faye’s words put the crime of her father’s death in perspective. If not for Luther, she might have also ended up happy.
 
***
 
When Royce appeared, Chance’s tail swatted the air with joy. Tickling her head, the sheriff spoke to the young dog. “I wish I could take you out for a run this afternoon, girl. But I have a feeling I’m not going to get finished with work until dark.”
Looking over at the High Country Animal Hospital, she wondered if Hertha and the children were assimilating into the community. 
Royce gazed around the town she loved, she recognized the love. Timber City’s beauty and tranquility impacted those who resided in the small mountain community. It was rustic, majestic, and like a hidden jewel sparkling under the high country sun.  
She would spend the remainder of the day attempting to work out the reason for a town merchant being shot to death. Royce wished to clean the city of corruption – crime. She wanted to solve Cal’s murder. 
She would also pour through paperwork, look at reports, and attempt to detect who a woman was, and why she was murdered. If at all possible, she would determine who had killed that woman forty years ago. 
Motive, she thought. What was the motive for taking a young woman’s life? What was the motive someone had for killing Calvin Wagner? Other than self-defense, what could ever be reason enough for taking a life? As difficult as the first two questions might be to resolve, the last seemed the least likely to ever be answered.
She had spent years, even before her father was shot down in cold blood, wondering about violence. Law enforcement struggled with both the question and the answer.
The thought of people perpetrating crimes saddened her. It baffled her. Perhaps it was part of her family business. She couldn’t help but to believe her father had also been concerned about humanity being endangered.
 



Chapter 12
 
 
Morning roll had been called, reports given, and assignments had been passed around to the deputies. As they disbursed, Royce watched them. The thought was there. Dedicated enforcers were devoted to the law. They pinned their badges on their chests. They knew the little gleam of light that shown over each deputy’s heart was a target. 
Statistics unhappily reported that cop killing was at an all-time high. Each time deputies were sent into areas of danger they were prepared to die, be wounded, and to be scorned and ridiculed. 
In the hallway, she heard a commotion. A deputy rounded the corner and skidded to a stop. “Sheriff, Chance came with you today, didn’t she?”
Quickly, Royce went to the front door. That was where Chance often waited for the sheriff. The space where she usually sat was empty. “She’s gone.” Her face was suddenly pallid. She felt tremors as she instructed, “Let’s fan out. Concentric search.” The deputies would search outwardly from the crime. As she rushed out onto the street. She called out, “Construct a perimeter barrier. We’re going Code Adam.” There was no sign of the German shepherd. The streets were empty.
The first thought was that Luther had abducted her. He’d opened the door and took her. Or he in some way enticed her. Royce’s heart was pounding. Deputies were calling for Chance. 
Two of the deputies had pulled their vehicles around so that they could loop the city’s outskirts. As Royce was running toward the alley where she sometimes took Chance, she heard Hertha shriek. “My children are gone!”
Royce dashed across the street. “Chance is also missing.” 
“Vannie wouldn’t just leave from the front steps of the cottage. Antero might, but Vannie wouldn’t.” Hertha was hysterical. Her face was ashen, and her blinks rapid. “They were waiting for me to take them to school. I thought they’d be okay.”
“We’ll find them.” Royce’s voice was strained. “Maybe they’re all together. I’ll check behind the courthouse.” 
She increased her pace as she left Hertha’s sight. She rounded the corner to see the backside of the city building. There, she saw the two children frolicking with the pouncing dog. 
“Hi, Sheriff,” Antero called. 
Royce waved. She then lifted her radio, “Found them all. They’re behind the courthouse.” She released a heavy, heartfelt breath. 
Hertha and three deputies came around the corner. Her palm pressed to her heart, then she hugged the children. “Why did you two leave? You know you’re not allowed to wander.”
Shavano answered, “Mom, we saw Chance through the door window. She looked like she needed a potty break. We didn’t steal her. We opened the door and she came with us.”
“Willingly,” Antero reiterated with a head shake. 
Royce gave Chance a hug. Chance obviously went to protect the children. She might have barked for Royce, but the door had been closed for the deputy’s meeting. “I’m sure she just wanted to take care of them.” Royce put her arms around the children’s shoulders. “Everyone’s safe now.”
Hertha knelt to one knee to take Chance into her arms. “Thank you, Chance. You took great care of them.” When she stood, she turned with hands on hips and scolded, “Kids, I’ve told you never to wander away. From here on, you’re going to have to stay inside unless someone is with you. The deputies are too busy to deal with you two running off.”
“Mom,” Antero explained, “Chance needed to take a pee. We saved the deputies some time.” Pouting, his face contorted. “Sorry, Mom and Sheriff.”
Royce shrugged. Her grin was being as well-hidden as she could make it. “Saved them time?”
“Nobody had to clean up a puddle,” Antero explained. “Sure enough. She peed over there.”
Hertha glanced back at Royce. “I’m so sorry.” A flush crept over her face. “Vannie and Antero, you must never again take Chance from where she is. Royce needs to know her location. They work together. Chance is a police dog.”
Vannie’s frail voice said, “Even police dogs need to go potty.”
Deputies began laughing. Royce smiled. “She’s safe, the children are safe. It’s all okay. I’d better get back to work. Come on, Chance. Playtime is over.”
Hertha motioned for the children to begin their walk down the sidewalk. She touched Royce’s arm. “Thank you. I’m sorry.” Troubled, she looked away. “I’m completely lost. It’s as if I’m chasing to catch up to life.” Her eyes blinked. Her head sagged. “Well, I’m not sure I’m capable of being a good parent.”
“Of course you are,” Royce encouraged. “As soon as you get settled in, you’ll be fine. Those kids adore you.”
“They have no one else.” Hertha’s eyes watered for a moment.
“And?”
“And I do love them.” The words were spoken with tenderness, but with reluctance. The veterinarian sighed heavily. Hertha didn’t need to issue an addendum about them costing her the life she once loved – and the woman she loved.
 
***
                                                                                           
 
“How did your morning go?” Molly asked as Royce entered the Pantry. 
She took off her Stetson as she sat at the counter. “It seems the more information I find on the suspects, the more questions. Luther is keeping himself in the shadows. Most of the other suspects have gone back to their everyday lives. As if Calvin Wagner never lived. I dropped by Wagner Gun Shop earlier. Both his children were there hawking guns. Grace was in the back room pouring over the daily books. As if she might be cross checking, she was studying numbers on her computer. The figures must not have been adding up because she was cursing.”
“Did you ask her why she cussed?” Molly placed a plate of Buttermilk Apple Coffee Cake across the counter. She leaned toward her daughter.
“Sure. But she just said Calvin had his head up his ass.”
Molly sputtered. “That’s one of her favorite saying. She’d even say it at church. I remember Dora and I chuckling about it.”
“Then she told me that Cal never had a head for business. I had to laugh, reminding her that she had just pointed out that his head was up his arse. He apparently wasn’t good with numbers. Just the promoting and selling.”
“She’d come in here fit to be tied,” Molly mentioned as she cut pie. 
Royce frowned, “I found it odd. She broke from her tirade once. Just looked up to say that she had no part in her ex-husband’s death. Then she said that she didn’t kill him, but she wasn’t one bit sorry to see him go. She said things were more cohesive since he died. What a weird word ‘cohesive’ is to use. She appeared to me to be blaming him – spilling her hatred over him. I was shocked.”
“Strange thing to say to the sheriff.” Molly’s eyes narrowed. “She must know you suspect her entire family. Her son and daughter both act guilty to me.”
“Do they come in here?”
“For coffee and sometimes lunch. Emma eats whatever pie I have. Tony never eats sugar. He’s a body builder. Well, one day he tells that he never wanted to end up with his father’s gut.” Molly laughed. “He’s a tall guy, and very, very strong. So I’m crediting my pasties with beefing him up.”
Amused, Royce grinned. “Maybe you should have given me pasties, without the coffee cake.”
“You’re plenty buff. I think that’s what they call it. Or cut, or something. Anyway, it must be that working out you do at Crystal. Nick is getting himself into shape.”
“All the bad guys lift weights,” Royce joked, “so we need to be able to chase those twenty year olds.”
“I heard Chance was taken by Hertha’s kids.”
“I’ll bet Gwen or Nadine told you. I’m sure it will be a blurb in the paper. Yes, Chance was waiting for the morning meeting to adjourn. The kids came over and let her out. Chance shouldn’t have gone, but I think she realized the kids needed supervision. We found them back of the courthouse.”
“Well, I’m glad you didn’t get angry with Chance.”
“Mom, she gives her heart to pleasing me. I would have wanted her to protect them.”
“And I’m glad that you didn’t get angry with Hertha for not watching her little ones.”
“I wasn’t thrilled with it. We’ve got Luther lurking around. He’s threatened Chance.” Royce wasn’t going to mention that she’d also been threatened by him. “So obviously everyone needs to be cautious.”
“Poor Hertha is raising them alone. Sometimes I think it’s too much for her.” Molly added, “I also think that she believes it’s too much for her.”
“I offered to help raise them, but by then she’d already made her determination. She was going to live with the professor. I wasn’t good enough.”
“Don’t be unkind. She knew you didn’t want children. And for the life of me, I don’t know why. They’re such a gift. You’ve always gotten on with kids. They love you.”
Royce felt a crush in her lungs. “I can’t answer why I didn’t want children. When Hertha and I discussed it over the years, I’d always talked her out of it. I knew inside that I shouldn’t be a parent. I can’t give you a reasonable answer about why, Mom. I don’t know why.”
“I surely don’t know why either. I know why Hertha left you. She knew you’d sulk every day of your life if you had kids to raise up. She didn’t want you unhappy. I’ve told you that. She’s told you that. Gwen and Nadine have both told you that.” There was silence. “Well?”
“Yes, everyone told me that.” Royce finished her coffee in a series of gulps. She stood. “See you later, Mom.”
Royce made her way across the street. When her phone chime rang, she answered, “Sheriff Madison.”
“Hi, Royce.”
Royce recognized Lyn Evan’s confident, sometimes arrogant voice. “Thanks for sending the candy. I miss you.”
“I miss you, too. I’m sending the new truffle de cappuccino. Now, if I could convince the company to make donut candy – I could call it the Cops Assortment.” Her chuckle always made Royce laugh. 
“I’d certainly enjoy it. How is everything in the city?” Royce inquired.
“I like it here, so needless to say, I won’t be coming back.”
Royce teased, “We were an amazing team for a year.”
“Royce, now that Hertha’s returned, why don’t you tell her how you really feel?”
“I’ve told her that I’ll never love anyone again.”
“Babe, I got to know you for the last year. You’ve got to admit, I am brilliant at observing and interpreting. That is what makes me such a dynamo district attorney.”
“Lyn, I respect your intuitive gifts. Heck, I respect everything about you.”
“Then trust me. Tell her how you feel.”
“I don’t know how I feel.” Royce closed her eyes. There was fear, somewhere deeply buried inside of her. “I really don’t know.”
“Sure you do, Sheriff. You’re still in love with her. You’ve always been in love with her and you’ll always be in love with her. That’s more than simple observation on my part.”
“I’ve got an important call coming in,” Royce fibbed.
“Later.”
Royce slid her phone into her pocket. She wished people around her would stop telling her what she wanted. She wanted to solve a murder. Two murders. 
 
***
 
Tickling Chance’s ears, Royce stopped a moment. She then slapped the side of her leg. “Come on, girl.” Usually Royce had Chance stay outside the Bell Ringers swinging door entry. She was going to take Chance inside with her. The morning’s events had made Royce more cautious. Chance was not safe when Luther was around. Nor was she safe. No one was safe with him on the loose. Anger rippled through the sheriff at the thought of Luther bringing terror to Timber City.
She greeted Faye.
Immediately Faye pointed to Chance, “She can’t be in here. Board of Health will take away my food license.”
“She’s a deputy, and she’s on duty. I’ve got more questions to ask you.”
Displeased, Faye led Royce and Chance to a booth. “I know how you are about questioning. I’ve seen you just pester the hell out of people. Out of me.”
“I’m on a case, Faye. I pester the hell out of everyone. I do solve cases that way, don’t I?” 
“Yep,” Faye pensively agreed. “You can really bug people.”
“No reason to change my mode of operation after I’ve been successful.”
Faye poured them coffee. “I know, Royce. I’m sorry. I’ve had a bad day.”
“Have you seen Luther around?”
“No,” she answered with an accompanying quizzical look. “I know there’s hatred between the two of you. Bad blood. Maybe he’s turning things around. Got him a business in Texas. Maybe he’s trying to go straight.”
Heavily embroidered with irony, Royce murmured, “Yes, he’s probably up for a good citizen commendation.” She rubbed her eyes. “Has Luther confided anything about the Wagner family?”               
“Royce, I don’t give a damn about the Wagners. And Luther doesn’t trust me, so he wouldn’t tell me shit. That other case – the cold case, nobody gives a crap about that either.” 
“I do.”
Faye scratched her temple a moment. “You got one murder case on your plate. That old case, whoever that was probably got herself killed in another town. Nobody here was missing anyone.”
“That’s what I’m being told by everyone I ask.” She hesitated. “Let’s go back to my current case. Can you think of anything to help me find Cal’s killer?”
Faye’s head flung back. She laughed in loud gulps. “He was shot in the head at close range, so it needn’t have been a gunslinger.”
“That narrows it down.” Amused as she began to walk to the door, Royce wheeled around. Her lips creased. Her wide grin was displayed. “Sorry about being a little tense. Thanks for the laugh, Faye. If you hear anything, please let me know.”
“Will do. Keep that dog the hell out of my establishment,” Faye said, still laughing.
“Luther threatened Chance. So where I go, Chance goes.”
Tickled, Faye winked. “Got my designer beers and beverages included in the Happy Hour prices. Come on back later.”
“I’ll bring Chance’s water bowl.”
 



Chapter 13
 
 
Royce had spent a part of the afternoon checking out various missing person sites on the Internet. She couldn’t find any similarity to cross-date, or description of what the woman called Jane Doe might have looked like. She was small in stature. Light brown hair. Clothing found at the sight had been disrupted, but reports said the probability was that she’d been buried fully clothed. Cloth from the burial site was deteriorated. That meant that the body could have been buried a month or two before speculated. Royce questioned if it might not have been there longer because of the clothing’s fading. Yet the decomposition hadn’t appeared to have been more than two or three months from when she was murdered until when she was found. 
When the phone rang, she recognized Nick’s bells. “Royce, are you doing anything tonight?” he inquired.
“Probably just relaxing.”
“By relaxing do you mean pouring over files? Cut the relaxing bull, Sheriff. Tanner is going to be visiting Timber tonight. It just so happens that Bell Ringer is having two-for-ones. Maybe we could get a few of the deputies together. We never did give Tanner a going-away party. Boom! He was a fireman trainee.”
“Good plan. I’ll contact everyone. I miss Tanner.” She knew he had made a huge contribution to the force. “Nick. Have you got anything going on up there?”
“Only a threat from my better half. She said if I came home too late there would be a problem.” He chuckled. “I don’t mind problems with hardened criminals. But never with my lovely wife.”
“How about we meet up at six? That gives both shifts an overlap.”
“No beer for the graveyard shift,” Nick said.
“Right.” Royce remembered telling her mother that she was going to have an early night. “I’m going to go over to talk with Mom.”
“Invite Mrs. Madison over. I like your mother better than I like you.”
Royce laughed. “Everyone does. She bakes a heck of a lot better than I do.”
“And she gives me double helpings of everything in the bakery. Your mom is responsible for my needing the gym.”
“See you at six.”
 
***
 
Chance gave a whimper. Royce glanced up. Plato was signaling. 
Royce nodded, then pointed to Chance. Plato called to the German shepherd. That left Royce free to go through Molly’s Pantry to the alley. She could give Molly the information about the party for Tanner, and then go out the backdoor to meet with Plato. Chance would not be by herself.
“Mom, there’s going to be a party tonight at the Bell Ringer. Sort of a send-off party for Tanner. Nick said to invite you.”
Molly grinned. “I need to be up early in the morning. But you all enjoy.”
“I’ve got to rush, Chance and Plato are waiting for me in the alley.” 
Loading a sack of pastry, she handed it to Royce, “Give this to Plato.”
Royce exited. She witnessed Plato petting Chance. “Danged good dog you got here. Guess you’re having me watch after her ‘cause of the goings on with the vet’s little ‘uns. Chance goin’ missing.”
“Absolutely, I was terrified something bad happened. Look, Plato, keep an eye out for Luther. He threatened Chance and me.”
“I’ll watch, Sheriff. That guy is a hunk of waste. I got some information about him. It’s not my watching him. But I heard Rudy tell that Luther and Cal’s boy were havin’ words.”
“Words as in a fight?” Royce delved.
“Yep. The two of ‘em were getting ready to square off.”
“Did Rudy say what they were fighting about?”
“Naw. Just said they were keepin’ their voices down. Then it got heated. Maybe Rudy couldn’t hear.”
“I’ll probably see Rudy in the Bell Ringer tonight. Tanner is returning to spend his night off at a deputy goodbye party for him.” Royce dug around in her pocket and pulled out some money. She handed it to Plato. “Good work. You stay safe out here, my friend.”
The two nodded at one another. Royce gave her leg a slight slap, and Chance trotted after her. “Okay, Chance, I’m going to get changed into my civvies. Then we’re going to a party. Maybe Faye will give you a little buffalo burger, and your own dish of water.”
Royce smiled. Everyone enjoyed being on Chances good side. While Luther was in town, Chance had a pass to enter the Bell Ringer. Royce hated that Chance was endangered. The only thing she could do was watch the dog closely. Sometimes even that wasn’t enough. Gran always referred to Luther as a sidewinder. Dora Madison was perhaps the best judge of character that Royce knew. 
Luther was definitely reptilian. 
 
***
 
The deputies had missed Tanner Morris, but Royce had missed him most of all. As they stood toasting, Royce told the young man that he’d been one of her favorite deputies. The ex-military man could be depended on to do an exemplary job. He would make contributions to his community by being a firefighter. Royce knew the two of them would always be friends. 
“I take it you’re enjoying your change,” Royce commented.
“The firefighter’s uniforms are so much easier to wear, until a fire,” he joked. “Then they become impossible to get out of. If you need to piss, you’d better start getting the gear off an hour early or you will wet your pants.” 
Chuckling, Royce mentioned, “I hadn’t considered that.”
“In the thick of it, we’ll use anything wet to douse the fire.”
Laughing, Royce knew that the young man had indeed been in the more dangerous red areas of the recently contained fire in Elk County. “Your commander said you’re already trained from your stints in the military.”
“You mentioned to him that I’d make a great firefighter, and arson investigator.”
“In case you want to expand, I just wanted to make sure he knew you’re multitalented.”
“Anyway, thanks for making my dream come true. Royce, first you gave me a chance. I recall I had an attitude when we met and I was a bartender. You still took a chance on me.” 
“My pleasure.” She tipped her head. 
“How’s the murder investigation going?”
Royce took a sip of beer from the long-necked bottle. “We’ve got enough suspects.” It occurred to Royce that the current mystery in Timber County had way too many suspects. The other homicide, the death of an unknown woman, had no suspects at all. 
Tanner frowned, “You look troubled?”
“Luther Sumner is in town. I’d like to cut him loose so he could go back to Dallas, but he’s a suspect. A belligerent one at that.” 
Deputy Terry Doyle was on duty as she walked toward them. She said, “I just heard you mention Sumner. I saw him a few minutes ago. What a goof. I think he was making a pass at me. The creep.” 
Immediately Royce asked, “Did he threaten you or harass you in any way?”
“He doesn’t need to say the words. It was the way he looked at me.” Terry ordered a soft drink, then motioned to Royce. “I think he’s dangerous,” she confided when they were alone. “I see the way he looks at women. I know he hasn’t been out of prison for long, but heck, I’d have trouble fighting him off. And I’ve had training. Most of the women in Timber and Crystal wouldn’t have a chance against him.”
“Confidentially, he’s threatened both Chance and me. So be careful. He’s arrogant. I’ll give him a warning to stay away from you.”
“Most of my tours are in Crystal. I haven’t seen him up there. But I’d rather you not warn him. Guys like that take warnings like a bull seeing a red flag. I’ll be careful. I’m more worried about you. And Chance.” 
“Keep me informed. And mention it to Nick.” With a concerned expression, Royce looked back at Terry. “We watch one another’s backs, so make certain you’ve got your partner nearby.”
“Will do, Sheriff. And I can’t wait to workout with Chance. Can we set it up soon?”
“I’ll check the schedule. Soon.”
Knowing the morning would be coming way too soon, Royce left. On her way to her vehicle, she motioned to Chance to keep up with her. Chance was interested in the shadows waving across the street. “Stay,” Royce commanded Chance. She walked toward the shadows. From behind the bushes, she inhaled the smell of a cigarette. Rounding the brush, she saw Luther walking the path. 
She called out to him, “Luther, wait up!”
“You following me?”
With irony, she answered, “Yes. I can’t get enough of seeing you in this town. I’ve got some questions.”
“Can’t it wait for morning?” 
“No. These are easy questions. Tony Wagner. Are you and Tony pals?”
His insincere smile became a smirk. “I told you, I barely know him.”
“That’s what you told me, but we both know you aren’t always forthcoming. So tell me about your friendship with Tony.”
“There is no friendship.” Luther’s jaw clamped.
“Right. I’ve heard that you recently had a little misunderstanding with Tony. You’re both suspects. So are you two forming a little suspect club? Fighting over who get to be club president?” 
Luther’s face creased into a grimace of hatred. “That’s right. We got us a little politics going on. Sheriff, I have nothing to say to you.”
“You’re out here skulking around. Now is a great time to question you.”
“No law against me taking a little evening walk.” His mocking laughter sounded stiff, and tense. 
“I’m going to be asking the same question until you or Tony give me an answer.”
“I got no answer for you. We just had a little skirmish because he wasn’t moving off the sidewalk quick enough. I knock men over when they get in my way.” His eyes protruded as his face reddened. Fists were drawn to his side. “You’re in my way. If you weren’t a woman, you’d be on the ground.” His husky stance dared her.
“It doesn’t matter if it’s a woman or a man. Anyone getting in your way becomes your target. Luther, you’re basically a coward. Always have been, and always will be. Get this, I’ll take you out if you touch anyone in this county.”
“Your old man was killed because he didn’t stay out of what didn’t concern him.” 
“My father was killed because he was protecting this county. Protecting this territory and its citizens was not only his concern, but it was his sworn duty. It is now my sworn duty.”
“And if you don’t stay out of my way, you could be the next to die snooping into what doesn’t concern you.”
He turned to walk away. Royce called after him, “Luther, remember this. I’m going to be in your way as much as I possibly can be.”
“Fuck off, bitch,” he muttered.
Her flesh felt singed with loathing and rage. Walking back toward Chance, she noticed her trusty companion was not only at attention; she was also poised to attack.
 



Chapter 14
 
 
Royce had her first two stops committed to memory. The morning would take her on a search to find the derelict, Rudy Smith. He hadn’t made it to the Bell Ringer last evening, so he probably had been at the pool hall. Then she would drive out to the Wagner Ranch for a few words with Tony. His sister had said he rarely showed up to work at the gun shop since his father’s death. 
Royce’s rounds had taken her first to check out Rudy. She saw him walking through the alleyway. She motioned for him, as she approached. The elderly man was bent, and his clothing rumpled. Coils of unkempt gray hair jutted out from his cowboy hat. His face displayed massive wrinkles. Eyes were gray-green, and lips were liverish color. Rudy had often said he resembled a bucking bronco when he was young. Now he was a busted mustang that had been ridden too hard and put away mighty tired. He drank, smoked, only ate what Molly gave him, and lived for his next drink and smoke. He joked how he used to live for drink, smoke, and women. He bragged about his rodeo days. They had ended too soon, he’d commented. He also made mention that although those days ended too soon, he had lived too long. 
Rudy was pleasant, rarely disorderly, and bothered no one. Royce liked him.    
“What you doin’, Sheriff,” he asked. His gaze nearly always scrutinized the ground. Bashful, he never began conversing. 
“I’m working on the murder case. Cal Wagner.”
“Terrible goings on. Guy just sittin’ there and gets killed.” 
“You might be able to help me?”
“I never knew Cal very well. I don’t carry a firearm. I seen him in the bars, but usually only talked about weather, sports, and off-colored jokes. And he got him a new good-lookin’ young wife. He liked talkin’ about her.”
“What kinds of things would he say?” Royce quizzed.
Before answering, he averted his eyes from the sheriff’s stare. “Well there was stuff you shouldn’t be sayin’ about a wife.” He paused reflectively. “Like what she’d do to please him.” His words were careful, hesitant. “Nothin’ a woman should be hearin’ so I won’t be sayin’ ‘em.”
“I appreciate that.” Royce watched his complexion darken. “What I really wanted to talk with you about was something you might have heard. I’ve heard that Cal’s son, Tony, and Luther Sumner had a disagreement the other day.”
“Yep. They was both mighty pissed off.”
“Could you tell what it was about?”
He paused, recalling. “I heard something about lettin’ him down.”
“Letting who down?”
“Luther was sayin’ Tony better not let him down. He’d be mighty sorry. I remember that. I thought they were gonna be swingin’ at each other. Both of ‘em are pretty danged strong lookin’. Luther’s older and got him a little spare tire, but he’s mean. ‘Spect he learned being mean when he was in prison.”
Royce commented, “He was mean before prison.” She hesitated. “How did Tony react? Was he frightened?”
“Naw. He got right up in Luther’s face. He tells him how he better keep his blankin’ trap shut. Only he used the other word – not blankin’,” Rudy tattled. His chin dipped down. He fidgeted with his tattered western vest. 
“Can you remember who started the conflict?”  
“Seemed to me like Luther approached Tony. There wasn’t much goin’ on – like they were just guys in a parking lot jawin’. Then when it got loud, maybe they repeated things. Luther saying not to let him down. And Tony sayin’ to keep his mouth shut.”
“Thanks, Rudy. If you can think of anything more, let me know.”
“Sure, Sheriff. You know you can count on us old-timers to recount suspicious goin’ ons.”
 
***
 
The Sheriff immediately went to her vehicle. Chance jumped up into the passenger seat. Royce would head out to the ranch. Her best guess was that Luther would have been in touch with Tony by now. Luther would have given his rendition, and perhaps told Tony to stick to the story of bumping into one another. Royce knew some of the story now. She was going to believe Rudy’s version.
Maybe she could trap Tony. Catch him in a lie. The ranch looked tranquil and quiet with a morning’s spill of sunlight covering it. As she stepped out of her vehicle, she spotted Nita and Tony leaning up against the fence. They were talking about horses, yet Royce considered they might have been talking about keeping their alibis straight. They could have changed the conversation when Royce dove up.
“Hi, Sheriff,” Nita greeted her. “Here with more questions?” She appeared perturbed. 
“I’d like to talk with Tony for a few minutes,” Royce answered. She motioned to him. “Let’s take a walk up the driveway.”
Tony followed after her. When they were out of hearing distance, Tony asked, “What’s this all about?” He crossed his arms. He glowered. “So why do you want to talk with me alone?”
“Tony, how chummy are you with Luther Sumner?”
“I told you, I’m younger than he is, and I don’t know him all that well.”
“I’ve heard you had a dispute the other day.”
“Yeah, so Luther bumped into me and we had a little disagreement.”
“Did he tell you not to let him down?” Royce inquired.
There was a space of time. “He was trying to be a tough guy. I assumed he meant that I should stand clear and give him the right of way.”
“I’m just trying to get a take on the conversation. Do you recall warning him to keep his mouth shut?”
After another hesitation, “Hell yes. He can’t talk to me like that. I told him to shut up. I’d tell anyone that.” His scowl continued. 
As Royce had guessed. They had gone over the scenario, and altered it to fit the occasion. Or it had been as simple as a couple studs facing off. Royce issued a deep sigh. “Tell me, Tony. Do you want me to find your father’s killer? I mean, most sons would be livid about their father being murdered. When my father was murdered, I wanted his killer found. That was my lifetime mission.”
“I’m not into revenge.” The sheriff’s question had unnerved him.
“But you did love your father?”
He turned his head from her scrutiny. “Sure. He gave me a good life. Anything I needed.”
“Yet you don’t feel any desire to help me find out who took his life?”
“Have you arrested Otis yet?” His chin jutted outward. 
“I have not. But you can bet your boots the minute I get evidence, I’ll be arresting someone.”
“If it isn’t Otis, it’s some drifter. A botched robbery.”
Nonchalantly Royce leaned back against a post. “If Otis killed for the precious gun, why didn’t he take it with him? And if it were a robbery gone wrong, why weren’t there missing guns or money?’
“Things can be traced too easily now. Unless someone was drugged up, they wouldn’t have taken anything traceable. And the money was in the vault.”
“My point exactly. No one would kill your father before he’d opened the safe. They would want to get the cash.”
“Look, I don’t know who the fuck killed him. For all I know, it could have been my sister or my mother.” Tony’s eye contact was directly with Royce’s. He was scrutinizing her facial expressions.
“Both of them had a motive,” Royce quickly replied. 
“My mother never got over Dad leaving her. Like most women, she didn’t want him, but she didn’t want anyone else to have him.”
As Royce processed his words, she rubbed her chin. “Why do you say that?”
“My dad and I had talks. My mother withheld her wifely duties when he messed with other women. Maybe he wouldn’t have chased women if she’d given him what men need.”
“Maybe she wouldn’t have turned him down if he wouldn’t have been unfaithful. And wifely duties. I don’t want lovemaking to be a duty for me or for anyone else.” 
“I’d expected you to say something like that. You’d stick up for her. Emma is always on her side.”
“I’m not on a side. Believe it or not, I’m impartial.”
“Then get really impartial and arrest Otis. That old codger killed my father. He didn’t take the gun because he figured after he got rid of Dad, he would be awarded the gun. But there were papers he’d signed. If he didn’t pay the bill for the repairs on his guns, my dad would repro the gun. It belongs to me.”
“To you?”
“It’s in the will. My father’s will is ironclad. I’ve seen where it’s there. All collectible firearms belong to me.”
“I’ll bet I can show you the codicil where it has an exclusion. Anyone implicated in your father’s demise won’t get squat.” Royce put her Stetson on slowly. With a steady stare and a wave, she said, “Have a great day, Tony.”
Royce recognized Tony’s body collapsing in on itself. He then threw back his shoulders. With an arrogant stance of his legs spread wide, he gave the sheriff a return wave.
Before Royce’s vehicle rolled to a stop at the end of the driveway, she could swear she heard his booming scream. He would be doing a line item search of his father’s will. 
 
***
 
Tony Wagner was difficult to read. Royce was never certain if he might be straining the truth. Before returning to Timber, she drove west to the Rasp. There was never a time when she hadn’t known two emotions when she passed the Crossing and saw the meadow. The remembrances of Hertha never strayed from her mental album of memories. 
Yet beyond the meadow, a body had been buried. Left behind. A killer might have tucked another human being into the soil for many reasons. To hide the body – that was a given. Was the life taken for money, sex or any absurd reason? To place the remains in a beautiful area, might be because of love. That wouldn’t be known until the killer was found – if the killer could be found.
Bittersweet. Royce had often analyzed her own feelings of life. Life was such a wonderful expression of love. The fact that there was life – it had to do with affection. She believed that. The theft of the life never made sense to her. 
Royce and Chance walked for nearly half a mile. It felt good to be enjoying even such a slight part of the day out in the wilderness. 
It was a helpful intermission to keep her thoughts from a young woman who was murdered. Royce knew nothing about her. She wanted to shut down her own mental chatter concerning murder. She wouldn’t think of a man disliked for his brash character, for his infidelity, and his greed. He had been murdered. He’d sold weapons of death. To Calvin, there was an adoration – a worship of firearms. There was a vanity about his profession. 
Royce could still see his image on the day his newly minted special assault rifles arrived in the store. It was a day that Royce had delivered two of the department’s rifles for a service check. Cal had called the sheriff over. He waved the new super rifle in the air. He’d thrust out his huge barrel chest. Rocking back on his heels, he bragged that with couple mega clips, that automatic gun could kill off everyone sitting in the county bleachers. His sneer dared the world to touch him while he had that assault rifle in his hand. 
Two bullets in the back of his skull were all that was needed. No assault rifle was competition for a revolver with only six bullets. That revolver had downed him with two shots.
Royce was glad for the sounds of the stream that coiled down the mountainside. Golden eagles, two of them, had been lifted through the air. Against a backdrop of the meadow of aspen trees, the eagles flew perfectly together. Royce smiled. She recalled her father telling her that the settlers called aspens groves of quackies. 
Chance was following closely behind her. Royce realized the dog would have loved to scout rabbits, foxes, chipmunks, or other wildlife. The meadow spires held violet-green swallows and assortments of other chirping birds. Dots of Indian paintbrush reddened a section of the landscape. Larkspur, gray sage, and the radiant colors of various wildflowers never ceased to thrill the sheriff.  
The trek back to her vehicle was taken contemplatively. Both Royce and Chance seemed to understand this place and its majesty, as well as its morose history.
 
***
 
On the way down through the bush, Chance had slid, bruising the pad of her paw. Her slight limp didn’t seem serious, but Royce vowed to get it checked on their return to Timber City. When they arrived, Royce drove to the emergency parking in front of the High Country Animal Hospital. 
Although she hadn’t wanted to see Hertha, she knew the importance of having Chance’s paw checked. Behind the counter Hertha was giving instructions to a client. On the counter was a bulldog that had a patch on its upper neck.
“He’ll be fine. If there seems to be infection or you see redness around the stitches, bring him back and I’ll give you something to put on it.” Hertha’s smile reassured him. “He’s tough, he’ll recover quickly.” 
The man gathered in the dog. “We love this little guy. He was trying to dig under some bricks. Thanks, Doc. Good to have you back here.”
“It’s nice to be back.” Her eyes met with the sheriff’s. She shifted her glance. “And make certain to give the meds with his food. If he won’t take them, wrap them in a little cheese.”
When the man left, Hertha walked around the counter. She leaned down to Chance. “I see by her gait that she’s got a little ouchie with her left back paw.”
Chuckling, Royce repeated, “Ouchie.”
“When you have children, your vocabulary is rearranged. Enhanced.” She joined in the laughter. After thoroughly examining Chance’s foot, she touched the paws and toes. “A little tender on the paw. I think she’s just bruised it.” She tickled the dog’s head. Chance pressed her face toward Hertha’s and kissed her. “You’re going to be fine, beautiful girl.” Pressing the various pads again, she saw Chance pulling her leg slightly. “Yep, definitely a bruise.”
“A bruise?”
“Yes,” She added, “Well, she’ll be fine if she watches her step for a couple days.” Standing she looked into the sheriff’s concerned face. “It isn’t severe. You might try placing a damp cloth on it. Maybe a little soaking. If she attempts to gnaw at it, I’ll give you a salve that will keep her from bothering it. No running for two or three days. Keep her off her foot as much as you can.”
“Thanks,” Royce said. “What do I owe you?”
Their gaze met. It was silent for a moment. “Nothing.”
“I’d like to pay.”
“No need. She’s the county’s dog. She belongs to us all.”
As Royce left, and they stepped onto the street, Royce noticed Chance was getting back some of her swagger. She smiled. “Nothing like kissing up to your vet.”
Royce experienced a slight stab of melancholy. When she turned back, she could see Hertha through the window. A smile she had worn only minutes ago had now faded completely.
 



Chapter 15
 
“Not so fast,” Royce’s Gran insisted. Although her body was taking on a frailty, her energy was spirited. She inhaled deeply before scolding her granddaughter. “These days you just go up to your bedroom, sleep a few hours, get up in the morning, gulp down your breakfast, and then rush out.”
Royce’s smile was benign. “Gran, I’m sorry. I’ll sit back down while you finish your breakfast. I’m sorry for being so withdrawn. I give my sociable side to the citizens and ignore my family.” She sat, contritely, and watched her grandmother sipping tea.
Gran’s conversation lightened. “I’m mighty glad you’re going to be leaving Chance here today.” She slathered jam over muffins. “That dog is a joy.”
“Remember, leash her when you take her out. Please don’t let her get into anything. I don’t trust Luther. He and his brother once tried to kill Smoky.” Her memory slid her back to when Luther had placed poison on Gran’s property. Smoky, her little schnauzer, had nearly died. It was also that visit to the animal hospital when she met Hertha. “I worry about Chance.”
“I’ll keep her at my side, Royce.” Dora Madison’s forehead shrunk into a frown. “She’ll be safe with me watching her every minute. But I worry that she won’t be watching after you.”
“Gran, I’ll be fine. It will only be for a couple days until her paw heals up. She’s standing on it fine now, but I can see her paw is still tender. I just want to make certain she’s okay.”
“You think Luther killed Cal?” Gran dug her hands into her apron pockets.
“I think he might have been an accomplice. But he could have done it alone, for his own reasons. That’s the problem. Grace hated Cal for his philandering ways, and the bitterness of the divorce. Emma abhorred him for favoring her brother, and treating her badly for being a woman. Nita and her stepson Tony have shaky alibis – swearing they were at the ranch. Both had monetary motives. Otis was an unhappy customer. He was being threatened that he might lose a very expensive gun. Luther is a sneaky, cruel, and cunning man. So the list is long. I’m trying to find the killer by excluding possible suspects.”
“Funny about that. Lotsa men around town jawed with him, and were buddies. But his family mostly hated him. I don’t know much about his new wife. She keeps herself out on the horse ranch and shops in Crystal.”
“I’m going up to Crystal this morning to talk with a fashionista named Marion. You remember her. She has a shop in Timber, too. She knows Nita through her new boutique in Crystal. She claimed the horse ranch was having money problems. She also asserted that Nita and Cal had feuds about that.”
With a deeply weighted sigh, Gran asked, “You say that Nita and the stepson alibied each other?”
“In my estimation, they’re both unreliable.”
“Your dad used to always say he had to go with his gut. He was a great lawman.” When Gran talked about her son, the remembrances of that heartache covered her face. She had lost her only child when he was about Royce’s age. 
“He was also a great father,” Royce agreed. Grady Madison was her hero. Although she’d lost him, she knew he’d have expected her to solve Cal’s murder. For whatever reason Royce also knew he’d have expected her to attempt to solve the murder of Jane Doe.
Two homicides. One murder solution was becoming more difficult by the day. The other was becoming more impossible. Royce kissed her grandmother’s cheek, and gave Chance’s head a tickle. 
Gran called after Royce, “I’ll watch Chance, don’t you worry. Please take care.”
Royce waved as she got into her vehicle. She gave a quick glimpse at the empty seat beside her. 
 
***
 
Crystal was a newer city than Timber. When Crystal Ski Resort began, the city grew up around it. Lush, exotic, and rich, the community was an assortment of expensive restaurants and lavish, extravagant shops.
Royce walked the decorative streets until she reached the Crystal Boutique storefront. It had the look of aristocratic elegance. Inside, she approached a stylish woman in her mid-forties. 
“Marion?”
“That’s right,” Marion spoke with her voice an octave lower than one would expect. She was tall, with body so thin it looked emaciated. Her face seemed to have been frozen into place. It was heavily painted. “May I help you?” She extended her hand with its well-manicured nails.
“I’m Sheriff Royce Madison.” Royce politely shook her hand. “I have a few questions about a friend of yours. Nita Wagner.”
“Yes, come back to my office where we can chat without interruption.”
Royce followed the polished, refined woman through the store to an opulent office. “Your boutique is very luxurious,” Royce commented. 
“I certainly make every effort to keep it up to the standards of my clientele.” As they sat at a desk, Marion asked, “Is this pertaining to poor Calvin?” Her slightly pouty bottom lip munched words. “Terrible, just terrible what happened.”
“Yes, I have a few questions. I’ve been told you’ve been taken into the confidence of Nita. I want to eliminate suspects. Are you aware that their ranch was a matter of contention between Calvin and Nita?” Royce had immediately pegged Marion’s personality as wanting to be authoritarian. She wanted to know more than the sheriff about the situation. Royce needed to phrase her question to her advantage. Royce was giving Marion the opportunity to spill her knowledge. “I think you probably know the inside story.”
“I do, of course. Nita confides in me. As you might not be aware, it hadn’t been a happy marriage since Nita’s purchase of some exquisite horse for breeding. She spent far too much money, according to Calvin. That proved out when the bills came in. She’d spent a fortune. He hit the roof.” Marion leaned near. “I don’t think she really cared about his tantrum. She was set for life. If he tried to divorce her it would cost him.” She leaned into a huddle’s whisper. “Nita is a crafty woman when it comes to knowing men’s ego requirements.”
“The prenuptial was for three years, wasn’t it?”
Marion’s expression was serious a moment, then suddenly playful. Her eyes sparkled. “Nita had been counting down the years. She kept the massive spending hidden from him until after she was assured of getting half the ranch. She used to comment that Calvin’s prick was in a wringer,” Marion spoke with an abrupt giggle. “He didn’t know what hit him. He kept screaming that he was going to need to extort money from the gun shop. Siphon it into the horse business. And if his first wife, Grace, found out about it, she’d kill him.” Realizing what she’d said, Marion corrected, “So she may not have killed him, but probably would have wanted to do just that.”
Glumly, Royce asked, “So Grace is high on the suspect list. But this information also lifts Nita up a rung or two. She was quarreling with Cal. Nita might have been told by Cal to sell off her prized horses and put her business down.”
“I hadn’t considered that.” Marion shrug was accompanied with a conciliatory grin. Her lips curled. “I suppose it could implicate Nita. The fact that they fought.”
“Did you know if Tony and Nita got on well together?”
“Lord no. She called me immediately after she heard the news of Calvin’s death. She said she couldn’t wait to get Tony moved off the ranch. Her ranch. There’s nothing going on there except hatred. Tony is a louse.” Marion fumbled for words. “The hatred was mutual.”
“He might be called handsome by some. I’ve heard that he’s a playboy. Do you know anything about that?” Royce prodded.  
“I only know Nita despised him. She told me a story about Calvin and Tony getting into a huge battle about his women. When Calvin went to work, Nita confronted Tony. She said that Tony should be careful. Some spurned women stalk playboys. What if one of the women chased him, Nita asked.”
“And Tony said?”
“According to Tony if any woman bugged him, his father would either buy them off or bump them off.” Marion disclosed, “Nita said she almost vomited when he said that. So just guessing, but I’d say Nita would have killed Tony before killing Calvin.” Marion smiled. “Tony would have been her victim of choice. He drives her crazy. And not in a good way.”
Royce stood. “Thank you for your time. Your information has been very revealing.”
“Please don’t mention you spoke with me. Nita is a very good customer.”
Royce exited the store without having eliminated any suspects. She did mentally revise the rankings in her list of suspects.
 
***
 
Royce had originally planned to backtrack so that she might drop in on Nita. After talking with Marion, she determined it would be better to make a plan of attack. She had felt the hatred between Nita and Tony, yet why had either of them covered for the other? Until she had a better feel for the situation, she’d wait. An old cowpoke saying of holding back until the powder dried, then taking another shot, was her quotation for the day. 
Passing by the undersheriff’s office, she decided to drop in to see how Nick was doing. Royce found it helpful to bat ideas around with him. She parked in front of the small building adjoining a strip mall.
Terry Doyle was exiting, “Sheriff, parking in front will get you a ticket,” she teased.
Royce’s head sprung back as she laughed. “Law and order. I’m only going to be a minute. Is Nick in?”
“Nope, he radioed that he’s backup for one of the deputies trying to talk a drugged up kid from shooting himself. I said I’d follow. The kid is only twenty.”
“You aren’t much older,” Royce reminded her. 
“True. Sometimes I feel middle aged.” When her phone rang, the message was to also be relayed to Royce. “Shooting averted. They’re bringing him in. Thankfully no blazing guns for now.”
“Terry, I hope you aren’t letting the job age you. If you ever need to talk let us know. Nick and I both have gone through battle fatigue. Cop burnout is normal. I remember my first year on the streets. I think that year was the most difficult for me. It’s so easy to become jaded. An enforcer needs to feel empowered without being an overpowering force. There are obstacles to overcome. Tough to build confidence when we’re wearing a target. Just remember, we’re here for you.”
“Thanks, Royce.” The deputies were all concerned about Chance. Terry asked, “And how’s Deputy Chance doing today?”
“Better this morning. When she’s healed, you can take her for a day or two.”
“Like I said, I’d love to work with her. You make it look so easy.”
“She makes training easy. Chance is intuitive. All female officers need to be intuitive. That’s the edge that women enforcers have. I can’t explain it, but it is definitely a plus. Also, always remember, survival depends on being fully engaged every moment. My dad always said that you only get one kick at the wolf.” Royce glanced down at her watch. “I need to roll. My desk probably looks like a trash bin has been overturned on it.”
 “See you later, boss. And this is my last warning - stop parking illegally.” Terry snickered.
Royce tipped her hat. “I can only try.” 
Driving back to Timber, Royce considered the good fortune of having a team of skilled enforcers. Being surrounded by a group of respected deputies was like the Cop-Goddess had placed victory in her lap. 
 
***
 
Entering the Times office, Royce immediately sat in the rocking chair across from Gwen’s desk. Both cats, Priss and Valentino rubbed Royce’s legs. Gwen glanced up, then back at the newspaper mockup she’d been scouring. “Did you bring me a major front page story?”
“I wish,” Royce replied. “If I could just cut a couple suspects from the list. I’d like to break the Nita and Toni alibi. It’s difficult. I keep getting firm reports that they hate one another. So why would they cover for one another. Unless they were in collusion.”
“By the way, how’s Chance?”
“Gran’s keeping her quiet and down. Chance wants to be on patrol, but Hertha said to watch her for a couple days. Then I’ll have her checked out again.”
Gwen slid her glasses back up the ridge of her nose. “Any checking out between you and the gorgeous vet?”
“We both know it’s over.” Royce swallowed. With a curt nod, she added, “I’m never going to have enough time to do justice to a relationship. Things were fine with Lyn because we both knew that our professions require a lot of attention.”
“She’s now D.A. of a huge city. She’s made it. She also has a candy factory,” Gwen quipped. “I’m not certain why she’s working so diligently when her family owns a candy company.”
“She’s like I am - driven. There’s something inside that insists I chase criminals.”
“Well, thank her for sending chocolates. Have you talked over our infamous gun shop murder with her?”
“Briefly.” Royce grinned. “I asked her who she thinks killed Cal. She answered the wife. When I asked which one, she said I should throw them both in the slammer until one confessed.”
Gwen spoke slowly. “I don’t see Grace or Nita confessing. Emma now is bragging about being an heiress. She owns a quarter of the gun shop. But Grace is still in control. Maybe she can get her son and daughter back in line. Cal always gave Tony whatever he wanted. Emma resented it so she acted out. Fought with her parents. Then ran off with a no-account. The hubby found out Emma wasn’t getting anything until Calvin or Grace went to the Lord. Well, that was what Grace told him. Emma wasn’t a wealthy woman - so her husband hightailed it. He’s now ex-hubby. If he’d waited another year, he’d have hit the jackpot. At least a quarter of the jackpot.” Gwen carefully placed her eyeglasses on the desk.
Royce pondered, “I wonder how the three of them are going to get along enough to run the shop. You can bet your britches that Grace is running the show. She’ll keep Tony and Emma leashed. Tony may be back living with Grace again. Now that Nita will have title to the ranch. I don’t believe Nita is going to be giving Tony a free ride like Cal did. Once it’s fully in her name, Nita will kick him to the curb.”
“Probably. By the way, did you check out the business with Tony and Luther squabbling?” Gwen asked.
“Both had the same story. They just bumped into one another and faced off. Easy to do with Luther. Well, they’re both large men, and they delight in shoving matches. An ego thing.”
“I hope you find the killer. Luther needs to go back to Dallas. Timber City didn’t throw him a big reception when he came here for Yancy’s funeral. We’ll all certainly sleep better when he’s on his way out.”
“Maybe he is the killer.” Royce’s statement was with a lower pitched voice. “But maybe isn’t grounds to arrest him.”
“You’d like him to be Cal’s killer?”
“More than you know.” Royce stood slowly. “You know his history. What do you want me to say?” Royce grinned. Her dimples deepened. “I’d love nothing better than to nail him with a murder charge. Give you a scoop for your front page.”
“I personally would like to hear you say ‘Hold the presses!’”
“Anything else?” Royce asked with amusement. 
“As a matter of fact there is. Royce, please ask Lyn to send more chocolate. My wonderful house-spouse would like strawberry centers. I wouldn’t mind nougats with coconut inside.”
“Will do.”
“Oh, and I don’t mind marshmallow and caramel.”
Laughing way out loud, Royce answered. “I’ll just order my butterscotch centers. And you and Nadine can have a box of assorted.” 
“I love that you and your ex are such great pals.”
“Me, too,” Royce answered. “Me, too.”
“You’re going to call Lyn right away?”
“As soon as I get back to the office,” Royce promised with a teasing doff of her hat. 
“Run!” Gwen’s concentration returned to her papers. 
Royce closed the door, and mumbled, “Run.” She slipped a disk of butterscotch candy into her mouth. Smiling as she ambled her way across the street, she said, “Plenty amazing.”
 



Chapter 16
 
 
Royce heard a small familiar voice behind her. “Where’s your dog?”
Shavano White watched the sheriff. She squinted up at the tall enforcer. 
“Hi, Shavano.” Perplexed, she asked the seven-year old girl, “Does your mother know you’re going to Molly’s Pantry?”
“Yes. She’s watching me.”
Royce glanced across the street. Hertha was at the window, nodding. Waving, Royce then opened the door for the youngster. “I just wanted to make sure you weren’t wandering off.”
“Antero is the roaming boy. I don’t wander unless I’m just looking after him. And you need to call me Vannie like everyone else does. Where’s your dog.”
“Chance hurt her foot. Your mother told me to make her stay inside until she’s healed. So I left her home with my grandmother.”
Molly greeted them, as she ushered them into her bakery. “Vannie, your mom just called to tell me you were on your way over. Where’s that little Antero?”
“My brother wanted to hold the kitty that has a cough. But I’m getting pastry for him, too.”
While Molly and Vannie selected pumpkin chocolate chip cookies, Royce poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the counter. When Vannie left, sack in hand, Royce watched as she safely made her way across the street. She saw Hertha opening the door as her daughter entered. Hertha then waved to Molly.
“Heavenly days but that little girl is so adorable. They both are. Hertha dresses them both so cute. What a sweet little play outfit she was wearing. Their manners are really good. Hertha is trying to give them some freedom by allowing them to come here without her holding their hands.”
“Vannie seems more open to following instructions,” Royce said. She speculated, “I think Antero is a little more adventuresome.”
Molly’s eyebrows lifted in amusement. “As I recall, you were very adventuresome when you were her age. Of course, back then there weren’t as many characters out and about. You were usually to be found at Gwen and Nadine’s, but sometimes you were hiding out in a tree, or in the woods.”
“I don’t know how you and Dad worked and kept track of me.”
“We were blessed, Royce. Folks around here watch out for little ones. Nowadays, children need to wear tracking devices.” Molly began stacking pastry to be put on the shelves of the display cases. “Your Gran called earlier, so she could give me the report on Chance. More folks have been in and asked about that dog.”
“Probably more than if I would have hurt my foot,” Royce joked. “I think the townsfolk were frightened of Chance at first.”
“They were used to little Smoky. But now they’re on to Chance.”
Royce thought about Smoky. At fifteen, she was still trying to do her routine rounds through Timber City. Tears moistened Royce’s eyes. Smoky loved everyone, with the exception of the bad guys. She recalled the night when Smoky eased into the dog bed that was beside Royce’s bed. Royce had always allowed Smoky to sleep in her bed, but when Smoky became too decrepit, Royce insisted that she sleep on the small bed on the floor. She worried that Smoky might fall. She didn’t want Smoky in pain.
The following morning, Royce woke. Smoky lifted her head, then quietly went to sleep. Her heart gave out only moments later. 
Hertha was no longer in Royce’s life, then Smoky died. Royce was devastated. Then Chance came into her life. Nick had brought the pup to Timber City with the expressed purpose of giving Royce a new dog. 
Chance had been in a K-9 class in Denver. The training academy referred to the unruly pup as Not-A-Chance. They knew she wouldn’t make it through school. The dog wasn’t trainable, and she was way too small for enforcement standards. Thinking she would make a good pet, they offered her to Nick. He felt sorry for her. He thought taking the dog would solve two problems with one solution. Royce would have a dog. The problem pup would have love, in a small city where she wouldn’t have to perform. The blend worked out perfectly. Royce adored the dog, and Chance became one of the best trained dogs in the state. Royce had insisted on only one thing. A name change. Not-A-Chance became Chance. 
Royce replied to her mother, “Yes, now the Timber folks are on to Chance.”
 
***
 
  Glad that the office was empty, Royce checked her desk for messages. One message was that CBI had tested blood samples on the cold case. Jane Doe’s unsolved murder was finally getting assistance. The blood hadn’t deteriorated. They had DNA. It would take time, they reminded the sheriff, to search the DNA profile for a match. When they could work it into the schedule, they planned to search Colorado Missing Persons for a hit.  
Again, they assured Royce they would do all they could. That did not guarantee they would find either a hit, a name, or anything else. In fact, they said, it was dubious. But it was a beginning point.
Royce gave a hearty fist pump. She issued a silent message of gratitude. 
 
***
 
“Glad to hear you’re getting some fires lit,” Lyn Evan’s upbeat, casual voice began. 
Royce was astounded at the way she made use of her vocal range in court. At times she used her lullaby-the-jury voice. In a blink it would be her pounding, accusatory tonality that quieted a courtroom. 
“Actually,” Royce explained, “I wasn’t really planning on anyone paying any attention to a case that’s four decades old. They had nothing back then. My father worked the case on his own time because no one believed it would ever be solved.”
“It’s far from solved, darling. A DNA profile is good. Maybe the results might find someone related. However even that’s a stretch. Back then women went missing all the time. Families didn’t even list them as missing. They’d gone to join cults, communes, and circuses. So even if they’ve got DNA, if it doesn’t match and there’s no hit, you’re right back to square one.”
Royce shut her eyes a moment. “I know you’re right – but I keep saying there’s a maybe somewhere in the mix.”
“If I can help, let me know.”
“There is something,” Royce said. “Gwen and Nadine said to tell you hello. And they wouldn’t mind another box of chocolates. Assorted. I haven’t told them about the new cappuccino flavor. And I’m sure they’d love that too.”
Lyn chuckled. “Please tell them I’ll see to it.” Lyn laughed heartily. “They must think I get out my mixing bowls and put together chocolates in between tossing jerk offs into the slammer.”
Royce grinned. “Thanks for all the candy. Thanks for tossing those criminals in the pen, and thanks for making me laugh. I miss you.” 
“I miss you too. You cuddle better than any woman in the world.” There was a pause. “With the exception of me.”
Royce closed her eyes. She could see Lyn’s eyes sparkling and her lips smirking. Lyn had a tantalizing, confident smirk. “Yes.”
“On to the current case of the gun store owner. Is anyone saying anything at all that’s incriminating?”
“Lyn, suspects are as guarded as they can be. Everyone points to everyone else. Anyone could have done it. Anyone would have done it. I have motives by the dozens.”
“Where’s your suspicion strongest?”
“That’s the problem. I’m not certain. I want to lock up Luther. He drives me around the bend. The guy threatens me. Threatens Chance. He’s even stalking the female deputy. You remember Terry Doyle?”
“Yes, she’s a bright and adorable cop. Seemed to be a very efficient rookie. Can you make any charges for his harassing Terry stick?”
“Luther knows the law. He eludes any possible confrontation. And it’s a small town, so running into people is a sure thing. He just happens to be around when she’s around.”
Lyn used her official no-nonsense voice. “Tell her to be sure to document sightings. Enough sightings could be good for a court order of protection.”
“I’ve told her to keep a record. Those years in prison may not have trained Luther for anything other than knowing how to skirt the law.”
“Undeniably correct, Sheriff. Be careful.”
“Absolutely.”
“Oh, and how are things with Hertha?”
“We’re both aware it is impossible for us to get back together. Too much has gone on in the last year.”
“Is it that, or are you still terrified of being a parent?”
“Probably both.”
“You’re still in love with her. I’ve always known you were. But when children were mentioned, you’d turn white as snow. I’ve talked with you before about it. I can’t help you get over your fear of having children. I know a woman in family therapy. Maybe she could talk with you. She’s a sister, and she and her wife have children. Before you screw up the entire thing, Royce, consider talking with someone.”
Royce glanced at the blinking phone on her desk. “Got to go, I have a call I need to take.” The sheriff wasn’t at all certain that she needed to take the call. She was convinced that she did need to escape from the subject. She also was aware that Lyn knew exactly what she was doing. 
The moment she answered the call, she tensed. Her grandmother usually didn’t call her while she was on duty. “Gran, is everything okay?”
“Fine. Chance started licking her paw. I called Hertha. She tells she has a Ute remedy. If you drop over, she’ll give you some. A healing salve.”
“How’s Chance’s limp?”
“No limp at all. But if she gets some infection from all that biting on her paw…”
“I’ll stop by the clinic when I get off,” she reassured her grandmother.
“Don’t you forget. Chance is getting restless to get out there and do her job.”
Royce grinned. “I’m sure she is. I promise I’ll pick up the salve.”
 
***
 
Checking her list, the sheriff, decided to stop by to talk with Emma. She’d seen Grace go to the Country Cookhouse for her lunch break. Preferring to talk with them separately, Royce plotted to go immediately to the gun shop for a talk with Emma. Then when Emma took her afternoon break, Royce could return to interrogate Grace.
Knowledgeable about how guarded people in the mountain community were, she usually interviewed in a place where the subject felt secure. Certainly alone was always best. It was part of the Western tradition, don’t let them gang up on you. That was her reasoning.
“Sheriff,” Emma seemed surprised.  
“I like to stop in from time to time so that you’ll know we’re working to find your father’s killer.”
Fidgeting, she placed the gun she’d been holding back into the display case. “I’ve told you everything I know.”
The sheriff wanted confirmation on whether Emma’s husband might have been incarcerated in the same prison where Luther pulled time.
“Have you heard from your ex-husband?”
Incredulously, she frowned. “What in the world would he contact me for?”
“His father-in-law was murdered.”
“My ex could care less. In fact, I think he’s probably remarried. I’m thinking he returned to California after we broke up. That’s where he did time. He hated Colorado. He wouldn’t have come to my dad’s funeral service. If there was a service.”
That eliminated some of the possible connection, Royce considered. 
“That just leaves your family here?” Royce kept her tone conversational.
“If you call this family.”
“I’m guessing that Nita will soon be wanting Tony to vacate her ranch. Do you think he’ll move back into your mother’s house?”
“It’s big enough for all of us, but I hope he finds an apartment or somewhere else. To be honest, Mom mentioned that Nita would kick him out as soon as the papers were finished going through the probate or whatever they do. My dad was fool to put that ranch in her name. I just found out about Nita being the beneficiary on his huge insurance policies. Mom hit the roof. Nita then mentioned the chunk of property adjoining the ranch would be going to us. Tony and me. She said that evened it out.”
“Do you know if Nita’s horse business is doing okay?”
“Nobody ever said anything about it. Dad would probably cover her expenses. He covered all of her overdrafts. The bills she ran up were astronomical.”
“Did your mother ever mention anything about the gun shop being in any way responsible for your father and Nita’s debts?”
“Dad always seemed to come up with the money. I’m certain the businesses were incorporated separately. Like I said, Dad never seemed to sweat it. Mom once said she wondered if the ranch was paying for all those clothes, and new cars of Nita’s and Tony’s.” Emma giggled. “One time, Mom said Dad must be pulling thousand dollar bills out of his ass.” 
Royce laughed. “Your mother has a way with words.”
Emma’s simpering giggles continued a moment. A self-conscious expression of concern spread over her face. “I’m not sure where the money came from. Dad wasn’t a gambler, so he didn’t have any big wins. Mom took care of the books here at the shop. I mean, this shop makes amazing profits. There’s great money in guns. By most standards, we’re wealthy people. And the ranch must be turning a profit of some kind.”
“I’m assuming that the divorce split things up the middle?”
“To hear the two of them fight about it – they both felt they lost the battle of the bucks. The ranch and Mom’s home were equal in cost. Even though the ranch has more property, Mom’s home is in Timber so it averages out. The gun shop was fifty-fifty.”
“The property that’s going to you and Tony. That would be west of the ranch? From the ranch boundary to the Rasp Meadow Crossing area?”
“Right before the Rasp Crossing. We don’t own any of that. I checked the will last year when I returned. My father kept the will in the safe here. He didn’t have secrets about what everyone would get. So it’s all there with his papers.”
“Do you know who does own the land beyond yours? The Rasp land.”
“Once I heard it was owned by an Indian tribe. I guess they were fighting over it in court right up to the end of the twentieth century. Well, late seventies.”
“I always thought it was public property,” Royce felt her breath stall. “I can’t imagine why I didn’t know that it belonged to a Native American Nation.”
“They never put up any ‘No Trespassing’ signs on it. And there have never been fences. So maybe they’ve either forgotten about it, or don’t care.”
Royce knew that the Ute philosophy is anti-fence. The Ute nation would never have forgotten about it. And certainly they cared more about it than any other people Royce knew. 
She walked to the front door, then tipped her Stetson. “Good talking with you, Emma. Thanks for the information.”
By the time Royce got to the Sheriff’s Department she was perplexed. She couldn’t imagine not knowing who owned Rasp Meadow Crossing. She finished up her stack of reports, then looked at the clock. Once she’d changed into her civvies, the comfortable touch of denims and a t-shirt always felt good against her skin. Royce’s next stop would be to pick up Chance’s salve. While there, she could ask Hertha if she knew about the Ute Nation and Rasp Crossing.
 
***
 
Glad that the High Country Animal Hospital was closing, and empty of clients, Royce entered. Hertha was straightening the counter. “Your Gran said she’d call you and left a message not to forget.”
“I’m here,” Royce said with a smile. 
Hertha reached under the counter and pulled out a small sack. “Here you go. Just a little film of the salve over the entire pad area. It will also soothe her. Bring her in tomorrow so I can check her and release my patient.”
“I have a question.”
Hertha grinned. “I’m single, but not in the market for an affair.”
They laughed a moment. Royce blushed. She felt uncomfortable. “This,” Royce corrected, “is about Rasp Meadow Crossing. Does that area belong to the Ute Nation?” 
Hertha shrugged. “It may. You white folks might not have stolen all of our land.” Hertha playfully backtracked. “I’m sorry to have used the word stolen, I meant to say reallocated. See how good I’m trying to be?”


“Seriously, have you ever heard that story?”
“I’m the wrong person to ask. Gwen or your Gran might have the answer.”
 “I’ll check with them. Thanks for the salve.” Royce began to leave. 
Hertha came around the counter, following after Royce. “I’ll lock up behind you. We’ve got a murderer running free. I never used to think about it, but with the children. I worry more.”
The women stood nearer than they had. Royce reached up to touch Hertha’s shoulder to reassure her. It was in a comforting way. Hertha looked down at Royce’s upper arm, where the sheriff had been wounded a year ago. Just beneath Royce’s t-shirt sleeve was the lower portion of her scar. Hertha had never seen it. She suddenly touched it.
“I remember hearing that you’d been shot.”
“Yes.” Royce swallowed. “Actually wounded. The bullet ricocheted putting a hole in my arm. But I’m fine. Full use, and it wasn’t too painful. As they say in old Western films, I got winged.”
“I’m so sorry. I wish I could have been here to help you.”
Royce broke their eye contact. “Lyn was here. She helped me.” The moment she said it, she wished she could take back her words.
Hertha’s eyes filled with enormous tears. She wiped them away quickly. Then she lifted Royce’s sleeve. “They did an excellent job sewing the stitches.”
Her laugh was nervous, as Royce teased, “Nick told the medics that I’d arrest them if they dropped a stitch.”
“Nothing like a threat,” Hertha said. “I sometimes think that if I don’t do a good job with the dogs and cats, they could bite or scratch me when they come out of anesthetic.”
Royce wanted to kiss Hertha. The blush on the sheriff’s face burned. She felt the dampness where Hertha had touched her arm. It was the touch of a tear.
“Don’t forget to bring Chance in for her check.”
The trip back to Gran’s cabin was a million miles of heartache. Royce wasn’t certain why she was trembling. She still found Hertha mesmerizing enough to make her shiver.
 



Chapter 17
 
 
Each morning Royce took a few moments to check her notes. She’d made entries pertaining to each suspect of their own sheet of paper. On Emma Wagner’s page, an asterisk was beside her most recent words.  The sheriff was troubled. Emma had checked Cal’s will last year when she had just returned to Timber. Normally a family member examined the will after the demise of a loved one. It hardly seemed pertinent prior to the death of a family member. 
Royce’s knowledge of Cal was a surface, cursory study. He was a tall, large, boisterous man. His red hair had turned gray. His ruddy complexion covered a strong, angular face. This was her basic knowledge of him. She had never attempted to create a friendship. He wasn’t someone who interested her. 
There was a presumption that he’d placed his personal papers and will where they would be difficult to obtain until after his death. Instead, he had made a clean breast of all his plans. The heirs all knew exactly what they might expect. Just as he blustered when he visited the Bell Ringer, he gushed out the terms of the will to each of his heirs.
It was a strange thing for Emma to have told the sheriff. Particularly since there was an investigation. Royce questioned if that could have been interpreted to be incriminating, or just wishful thinking that she might have a clue. It seemed every lead dwindled. As evidence became available, there were exceptions, excuses, and explanations that produced doubt. 
Royce would watch for Emma to take her break. She would then question Grace. Not only would she ask about when the family found out about the contents of the will, she would also query Grace about the finances.
As she examined reports, Royce felt less confident. The homicide and those surrounding it, all had reasons for why they hadn’t done it. So was it someone passing through? An unknown person who pulled off the road, entered a gun shop at closing time, and killed a man?
Crime in the mountain county varied with the seasons. The Sheriff’s Department worked with a different set of visitors. Autumn brought the throngs of visitors wanting to view the changing of the aspen, to hearing the bugling elk, and experience the glorious display of color. 
During winter months, there were skiers with injuries, disputes, and driving problems. Wild snow storms, avalanches, and blizzards kept the deputies busy. 
Spring was a time of the forests rebirth. When the mountains rebooted with wildlife, it was an enchanting time. 
Summer was packed with crowds of tourists, campers, hikers, bikers, fishing parties, and those wanting to take advantage of the lucrative money to be made from selling to the visitors. Colorado offered a magnitude of options for sightseers and sportspersons. 
No matter which season, there were enforcement challenges. When a murder had taken place, the rhythm of the area changed. Enforcement changed with it. The Sheriff’s Department became more suspicious. Residents became uneasy. The gentle tranquility of the lush and lovely area became different. 
It wasn’t as trusting and kind, Royce mused.
 
***
 
“Anything going on with the murder case?” Grace inquired. Her tone was agitated. 
“Nothing yet.”
Grace shrugged with impatience. Her eyes batted. “I was hoping someone would have been arrested.”
Royce’s bemused expression held Grace a moment. Then Royce uttered, “I was also hoping we’d have someone arrested. I have a few more questions I’d like to ask you.”
“Fine.” She suddenly was furious. “I don’t know more than I’ve told you.”
“Sometimes folks don’t know what is of importance. Murder is tricky. Interrogation is tricky. Grace, I need your help in figuring some of my thoughts. Did you know under what circumstance Cal’s last will and testament was drawn up?”
“You bet I did. We all did. He made this will in conjunction with his prenuptial. We all knew exactly what was in both prenuptial and his will. Cal used to say it was ironclad. And he let us know exactly what he was doing. Every step of the way. I didn’t expect anything, and my expectations panned out. Nothing. Both son and daughter knew what they were getting. As I said, he told them. Kept copies of his will in the office safe. It wasn’t a secret.”
“Isn’t that a little odd?” Royce noted that Emma had told her the truth about the openness of Cal’s will. The daughter had not implicated herself in a lie. Royce needed to follow the information, to see if Cal had indeed told everyone the contents of his will. “Why would he have told everyone?” 
Grace’s chuckled. “He said he wanted to know if anyone had any disputes with his decisions. They’d better make their voice known if they weren’t satisfied – while he was still alive. He didn’t want any pissing and moaning. Confidentially he told me if anyone dared to question him, he would write them out of the will entirely. That’s the reason.”
Royce rubbed her eyes. Then her face broke into a grin. “So that was why it was common knowledge?”
“He wanted to rule from the grave.” Grace cackled, “Or from his dust that was sprinkled on the Crossing. Either way, control.”
Royce leaned against a display case. “Another question. It probably won’t be as amusing as your last answer. How are most of your sales transactions paid?”
“Credit cards. We get checks. And you’d be surprised at the amount of cash that goes through our registers. We make bank drops through the day. From the register to the safe, then often to the bank. Cal had already made the evening’s last cash drop. Also, there weren’t any guns taken.” She looked around. “Who would rob a gun store and take no guns. This place is like a candy shop for villains.”
Royce grilled softly. “Is the gun shop a money-making prospect?”
“I can’t ever think of a time when we weren’t profitable. Cal began selling guns on line. Those are easy sales. We just run them through. Some of the manufacturers send directly to the client. Tony takes care of all the others. He ships them out.”
“It can’t be easy to do all the background checks?” 
“Easy as shooting fish in a barrel. I never got into the mail order end of the business. Cal and Tony worked it. I’m okay with spreadsheets, and basic computer-ese. But the fellas took care of that business. That’s why one of Tony’s vehicles is that big, heavy Dodge truck. So he can load the up and ship them out. Postal orders. And some go out by transport.”
“How does the payment end work?”
“Simple. Wagner Gun Shop, Cal explained, is like an umbrella. It coves Wagner Gun Shop, Gun Smithing, and Cute-Exec. Tony named the mail order business Cute-Exec. My son is nothing if not haughty and conceited.” Her smile was the proud mother variety. “Cal sort of set the business up for Tony to run. Just a little ‘side arm’ business.” She laughed. “Get it? Side Arm.” 
“Side Arm,” Royce repeated. “I did get it. So Tony fancies himself a cute executive.”
Grace bragged, “He always was a lady’s man.” She then turned her face toward the wall. “He was like Cal. I always warned him not to get married until he’d played the field and was sure he wanted to settle down.”
Royce witnessed the fleeting dreariness in her eyes. She had been a young bride. Cal had been a young groom. Many couples make that work beautifully. They celebrate anniversary after anniversary. Just as her grandparents had done. Some never put the team together properly.
“Excellent advice,” Royce said. “One final question. The family unit is often a system of love-hate relationships. In your heart of hearts, do you think either Cal’s son or his daughter might be capable of murdering him?”
She glanced down, troubled. Then she showed the first true emotion Royce had seen. Her words stumbled. “My ex-husband could be an unlovable husband. He could also be an unlovable father. But I don’t want to think my children could have committed such a terrible crime.”
For their mother’s sake, Royce didn’t want to think that either.
 
***
 
Gran had given Chance a high grade in quick healing. Royce wanted to make certain that the German shepherd was truly recuperated, so she told Gran that she’d pick Chance up during her lunch break. She could grab a quick meal, then take Chance to the High Country Animal Hospital. Lunch hours were usually slow, so it would be easy for Hertha to examine Chance’s paw. Gran fixed a plate of her Mozzarella stuffed portabellas for Royce to take to Hertha. 
When Royce and Chance arrived, Hertha had just finishing up her morning appointments. “Looking great,” the vet complimented Chance. She tenderly examined the dog’s paw. “For another day or two, I’d keep her away from strenuous exercise. Just to make certain. And the salve kept her from chewing her foot?”
“Stopped it immediately.”
“Nice of your Gran to send me something to eat. The kids are visiting Gwen and Nadine this morning. I hope they’re behaving.”
“Who doesn’t behave around Gwen?” Royce joked. “I remember when I was a kid following her around. She was a stern believer in teaching children. She made me follow behind her reading books aloud.”
“Antero’s reading can use some work. I hope he’ll be ready when school starts back up after summer.”
“If he spends much time with Gwen, the poor little guy will be spouting Shakespeare.”
“As I recall, you aren’t much of a reader,” Hertha indicted. “So Gwen didn’t do a great job on your literary skills.” Hertha’s wide smile was intriguing. There was a healing aspect. It elevated the spirit of the recipient. One sensed a recovery of joy. It made animals well. At one time, Royce calculated, it had made her believe in herself. The vet asked, “Well?”
Embarrassed, Royce admitted, “With the wilderness all around us, I spent most of my youth exploring the great outdoors.”
“You never need to apologize for what you might not have been interested in. You make up for it by being an amazing sheriff. It’s what you wanted to be, and what you are. Just like your father.”
“And you have become a healer, just like your mother was.”
“Can you sit down for a minute?”
“I’d better get back to work. But thanks. Tell the children hello for me.”
 
***
 
Afternoon had provided Royce with only a slight amount of time to pour over the ‘antique’ Rasp Crossing cold case homicide. There were numerous police assistance calls with a varietal of cases that many of the deputies called wasting time. Royce had answered a few of them throughout the day, taken reports, attempted to solve the myriad of skirmishes in the community. None of which were what Nick called the blood-letting variety. Bickering folks were part of the job.
When six PM arrived, the sheriff changed into her civvies, and drove to Crystal. It would give her the workout her body needed, and also give her a time to touch bases with Nick. She was glad to see that Nick had the same idea. He was rowing his way across his thoughts of the day. Royce stepped on the treadmill. “Great minds think alike.”
He teased, “So do tired enforcers.”
They quickly caught one another up on the day’s activities. Royce asked, “One thing I was wondering. Have you ever heard of Tony’s business called Cute-Exec?”
“A mail order arms business. Offshoot of Wagner Guns. One of the deputies teased him about the name of it. He got real defensive about it. Claimed the website offered a huge line of women’s firearms. Color coordinated. I went online to see, just out of curiosity. While there was a section marketed toward female weaponry, there was also a gigantic array of serious assault weapons. Even had protective body gear – groin protectors.” Nick laughed, “Heck, what do we need that for? Unless there’s a war we don’t know about.”
“I’ve heard that they sell some mega weaponry. Most of that would be sold through the online orders. I’m just not certain where he’d be selling it around these parts. Up here in Crystal, most of the residents purchase arms for protection. A little fire power. In Timber, most of the guns are also purchased for hunting.”
“All I know is that the business has been approved. All the licensing has given Cute-Exec the green light. Apparently Tony isn’t doing anything illegal. I’m sure if there were discrepancies, Grace would have spotted anything dodgy. That woman has always had a boatload of anger.” 
Royce nodded in agreement. “That’s the problem. Cal had a great deal of anger pointed at him. Grace, Emma, Nita, Tony, Otis, and maybe Luther. I know I don’t buy Luther and Tony’s disagreement as being down to a fellas shoving match.’”
Nick stood and took the towel from around his neck. He wiped his face, then frowned. “My take on it is there might be something sinister about Tony and Luther. No one is excluded including the women. Because it was a shooting with minimal blood spray, nothing to indicate a fist fight prior to the killing – it could have been a woman that killed him.”
“No sign of an altercation makes for a tough crime scene to give up the secrets,” Royce interjected. “The only fingerprints and trace DNA belonged to family, employees, and customers. Otis Brull’s fingerprints were on the desk. He said he handled the gun, and leaned over on the desk when he screamed at Calvin.”    
“However, the gun was wiped clean.”
Pausing, Royce surmised, “This may be one of the most difficult to solve crimes in Timber County. Well, there’s the other unsolved case - Jane Doe.”
Nick pulled two bottles of water from a small refrigerator. “I know the deputies might not understand why you’re interested in this old case. But I know how much it means to you.” He threw one bottle to Royce. Then he poured some of his water into a bowl for Chance.
Royce caught the bottle of water. The coolness felt good. Midsummer in Timber wasn’t as hot as the weather in Denver, but being nearer the sun often made it feel very warm. “Nick, it does mean a great deal to me. And speaking of deputies, did you get a list of deputies to replace Tanner? Not that Tanner can be replaced.”
“Tanner was a great cop. Oh, by the way, are you going to switch and have Terry down in Timber with you? Give me the rookie?”
“We can switch around and have them both ride with different deputies as well. But since Terry seems happy up here, it’s good for her to base out of Crystal. She respects you, Nick. So let’s not rock the apple cart.”
“You’re sounding a lot like your Gran. Apple cart.” They laughed. “Well, then you should be the one who decides on which deputy to pick.”
“I have complete confidence in your choice.”
“I’ve interviewed a couple candidates. One was with Denver police for over a year. His commander said that he was way too happy to be a city cop. But he might work out fine in a smaller community.”
“Did you like him?”
“Royce, I can’t imagine anyone not liking him. The guy is always smiling. I wrote down Mr. Sunshine on his resume.”
“You don’t think he’d be tough enough?”
Nick considered his words carefully. “I’m not sure we should rule him out for being friendly. His preliminary record is immaculate. They’re emailing his complete resume to you. Well, he was the highest rated rookie I interviewed.”
“Have him call Wanda so she can set up an appointment with me. Does he have another name, other than Mr. Sunshine?”
Laughing, Nick answered, “Sammy Dawson.”
“That’s promising,” Royce said with shrug. “At least his given name isn’t Chuckles.”
 



Chapter 18
 
 
“You’re in here bright and early, Royce.” Nadine greeted Royce as she entered the Timber City Times. 
“I wanted to get an early start.”
“Gwen’s working on an editorial, slash, blog. She thought she could do that better in the confines of her bedroom. She’ll be over later.”
“I just wanted to talk about the case.”
“Can I help?” Nadine inquired.
“Do you know much about Rasp Meadows Crossing? Who might own the land?”
“I remember back in the seventies or eighties when there was some kind of mineral rights question about it. Gwen was on the city council, and she searched. We finally came up with deeds from back in the 1800s. It was given to the Ute Nation. Thirty years ago, when they were digging around, the Ute Nation wanted everything hush-hush. The tribal chief determined that some of the members didn’t want it brought to light. There was a fear that it might end up part of a casino deal.” Nadine was flushed with excitement. “They understand the magnificence of this country. It was more important that its ownership became hidden. So nobody talks about it. The area remains pristine for as long as the original stewards of this land can fight off commerce and greed.”
“So Gwen and the council decided to assist by not going into details?”
“Folks speculate about it, but for now that land is safe from being disturbed. Indian wisdom protects it.”
Royce smiled. “And Gwen’s purposely faulty memory assists?”
“As City Council President, she signed on the temporary regulatory mineral rights that would be put in place. However, she had put more conditions within the contract than the mineral companies wanted to deal with. They did their deals by going around the land. The corporations hated Gwen. She never cared. There wasn’t a thing that could be done. She told them that the records search was still ongoing. For the past thirty years. And we hope for three hundred more.”
“No one knows anything. Yet things are exactly as they should be.”
“Precisely.” Nadine frowned. “You said a couple questions.”
“Do you know anything about a company called Cute-Exec?”
“Gwen probably knows more. All I know is that it’s an online gun dispensary. Also that it’s a part of Wagner Guns. We checked it out when the corporation forms were published.”
“Do you think Calvin was shady?”
Nadine chuckled, “I’ve got no firm proof to show that he wasn’t.”
 
***
 
Although Royce had intended to pay Otis another call, she drove directly to the Wagner Ranch. Chance was excited to see the horses. Royce lowered the vehicle’s window. “Look but don’t touch,” Royce insisted. Chance let out a whine, but then stuck her head out the window and pouted. 
Nita flapped open the door with a rage. “Sheriff, haven’t you got anyone else to bother? For God sakes, arrest Otis. He was there, fighting about the gun that he thinks is his, but should go to the Cal’s estate. He was the last person to see Cal alive. And you’re here calling on me in the middle of the morning.”
“I don’t know that you didn’t kill him. I’m attempting to exclude you as a subject. Would you rather I wait until you’re the last one standing, then I can charge you by process of elimination?” 
Nita stormed outside. “It’s annoying. I’m the bereaved widow.”
“For all I know you’re the black widow.”
“I’m sure you checked on my former husbands.”
“Nita, until I’ve got the facts, expect these little visits. Unless you’d like to come into Timber and be interrogated? We’ve got an interview room. We refer to it as The Box.” 
Defiantly, her head lifted and her chin jutted out. “Sheriff, people in these parts are getting upset at the way you’re badgering the family. Tony said you’re making his life miserable, too.”
“Tell me about Cute-Exec?”
“I only deal with the ranch and concerns of the horses. The firearms are completely in the domain of Calvin’s first family.”
“Tell me what you know about Cal and Tony’s online business.”
“I have no earthly idea about it. Cal told me to keep out of their business. He told Grace, Tony, and Emma to keep their noses out of my horse business.”  
“You mentioned that Tony’s hobby is drones. Emma mentioned that he spends a fortune on his drones. Tony rarely goes into the gun shop. Is the online business so good that it supports Tony’s hobby?”
“I don’t know!” Her voice was crass, vindictive. “Tony does not answer to me.”
“Fine. Let’s turn to your business. I have it on good authority that Cal was disappointed in the fact that your business is constantly running in the red. I’m wondering how all these hobbies are being supported. I’m pretty sure funds from Wagner Gun Shop aren’t being siphoned off from Grace’s careful eyes. I can only guess, but my best guess is that Grace holds the reins of the gun shop, and holds them tightly.” 
“It is half her business. So ask her.”
“I want to know what you know, Nita. Then I’ll ask Grace, Emma, and Tony what they know. Then I might have a grasp of the situation.”
Nita smugly replied, “Ask them.” She then gazed blankly back at Royce.
Royce perused Nita’s perplexed face for many moments. She then looked out at the half dozen beautifully groomed horses that galloped behind the fence. “Something isn’t making sense about this entire thing. You’re not answering my questions about your business. So let’s get back to Cute-Exec.”
“Tony is a computer geek. Drones, tech crap, women, and hot cars that impress women.”
“And your expensive business is ready to sink – without an infusion of funds. Money that Calvin had provided is no longer available.”
She gave a sigh of exasperation. “Damn, I’m not tipping the ranch over into the red on purpose. It was overextended because of some investments I made. Champion mares. I want to save my ranch.”
“Cal’s insurance money will go a long way to greening up this ranch.”
“I didn’t have any reason to kill him. Cal was taking me on a vacation. We had laughs together. He knew I could get this thing turned around.”
“He wanted things turned around right away. He was finished funding what he considered a losing prospect. Am I right?”
“He might have mentioned he was done. But money has never been a problem before.”
“Tony. He must have enough money to keep himself in his hobbies. They’ve got drones that are selling for thousands. I saw a couple listed for nearly four grand. He drives a luxury sports car, a truck and a Jeep. All sparkling new vehicles. Has all the accouterments of being a spoiled kid. Throws money away. Entitled. Is Cute-Exec paying for everything? Did Cal skim off enough to keep feeding the horses?” 
“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Sheriff.”
“I’m trying to find out. What about Cal’s friendship with Luther Sumner? And Tony’s dispute with Luther?”
Her mouth wobbled. “What dispute? They’re friends.” She quickly became guarded again. Sensing that Royce’s silence had caught her up in a lie, she regrouped. “I’m guessing they’re friends.”
“How about Cal?”
“I think he saw Luther at his brother’s funeral. They aren’t friends.”
“Are you Luther’s friend?”
“He’s a jailbird. A creep. Why would I be interested in him?” Her expression was one of disgust.
“Where’s Tony?”
“Probably playing with his drone of the day. It upsets my horses. So he’s not on the ranch. Probably out at the Crossing. He’s probably crashed a quarter million bucks worth of those toy airplanes.”
Royce displayed a dubious frown. “Really? That’s big money.”
“You’re right, those things cost two to four, and more grand each. What you don’t realize is that he crashes them at the rate of one or two a week. At least my horses are still alive.”
 Leaving, Royce was glad to see that Chance was at attention. “I hope you took notes, Chance. Questions, and no answers. An online gun dealership called Cute-Exec.” Royce recalled that Nick had said that part of the website catered to women. 
Royce suddenly threw her head back and roared. She would never consider buying a pink gun. No one she knew wore crotch protectors. She didn’t sleep with an assault rifle under her pillow. If they had rainbow colored pistols, she might consider buying one. However, she would never consider purchasing it from a company called Cute-Exec.
 
***
 
Driving the weaving road to the Crossing, Royce saw the drone directly above her vehicle. It followed her. She saw the oversized truck, then watched as Tony came into sight. He was enjoying his unnerving chase. 
Her vehicle skidded to a stop. She slammed the door. “You think that’s cute?” She gave his arm a tug. Immediately the drone began a jerking series of motion.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he screamed. The drone shattered against the ground. “I’m suing the city to pay for that.”
“And if you don’t shut your mouth, I’m hauling you into jail for harassing an officer of the law. Un-flex your muscle bound arms. I’m not impressed. Now, I want you to talk to me about your company. Cute-Exec.”
“All on the up and up. You’ve got nothing on me, Miss Sheriff.” He scoffed, “The townspeople think you’re losing it. Chasing a decades old killing. Bugging the hell out of people. I ought to get my lawyer.”
“That’s a coincidence. Your pal Luther also threatened to get an attorney. Maybe the two of you can get together and find an attorney that gives two-for-one specials.”
His steely eyes took aim. “I’m tired of your messing with me. Otis should be in jail. Or how about my mother? You don’t think sweet older ladies kill their ex-husband. She hated his guts. Sister Emma despised him because he favored me. Sibling rivalry. She’d have loved to shoot him in the belly. She even said so a dozen times. They would have gladly taken him out. How about that phony bitch with her list of dead husbands? I hope my old man got his money’s worth with that tramp. He told me he took what he wanted, whenever he want…”
Royce interrupted, “You don’t respect women. That’s not illegal. But put a foot wrong in this county, and this woman is going to put you away.” 
Glaring, he then stomped away. Before picking up the downed drown, he began to chortle loudly. It was a ruthless howling laughter. 
Driving down the road, Royce closed her window. She could still hear the madness of this over-indulged punk who considered himself a cute executive.
 
***
 
The young man’s face was sweetly comedic. Royce’s day had been aggravating and frustrating. Yet as she sat down at her desk and looked across at Sam Dawson, Royce felt a complete lifting of her spirit. 
“Sorry I’m late,” she apologized. She reached toward his handshake. “I’m usually on time.” 
“Not a problem at all.” 
She quickly studied first couple pages of his applications that were in his file. “Exemplary service.”
“Thank you, Sheriff.”
“It’s a little untamed up here in the high country.”
“Down in Denver it can get rough.”
Royce wanted to dispel his happy-go-lucky demeanor with a question that would test his resolve about law. “Ever kill anyone?”
His eyes blinked. “You asked if I ever killed anyone?”
“Right.”
“I returned fire. I killed a man. I received a commendation. I’d rather this information remain confidential. Just between us.”
“You have my word.”
Royce read the last part of one of his duty recommendations. He had risked his life in order to lend aid to his partner. After dragging the downed officer to a safe place, he’d returned the fire of three fierce criminals. One was injured, one was killed, the other raised his hands and gave up. Sam Dawson was awarded the medal of heroism in the line of duty. He had saved his partner’s life. And stood his ground in a gunfire battle against three fugitives. 
He said, “It happened. It’s over now. I did what I needed to do.”  
“So you did.”
He smiled shyly. “I’m happy every day I’m alive.” Sam swallowed hard. “So do I have the job?”
“Yes, Deputy Dawson.” Royce shook his hand, then walked him out.
He said he looked forward to orientation, and knew he would enjoy working in Timber.
Royce was confident she would enjoy working with Sam Dawson – Mr. Sunshine.
 



Chapter 19
 
 
Chance had awoken on the wrong side of the bed. The police dog’s gimpy foot had started bothering her again. Since she’d jumped out of the vehicle last evening, it appeared tender to the step.
When Royce and Chance arrived at the office, the dog plopped down beside Royce’s desk. She seemed to be bored with her semi-invalid state.   
Telephone tag, Royce considered as she finished a conversation with Forensics. They were trying to see if the gun used in murdering Calvin Wagner might have been used before. Standard, one of the ballistics tech reported. Then the technician commented on the rarity, and the exceptional shape of the gun.
Royce teased that the gun was transported in an armored car. She had already been made aware that Tony considered it to be his inheritance. Otis had signed documents placing the immaculately groomed gun in the custody and care of Wagner Guns. With the stipulation that the bills owed by Otis must be paid. Or the gun would be relinquished to Cal’s heir or heirs. Checking it through county prosecutors, Royce was reassured that even if there were, and there probably would be, a court case, Otis would have the upper hand. The law would make certain that if he squared his loan, the gun would belong to him.
This would all be done after Cal’s murder case was solved, and the killer was brought to justice, tried, and sentenced. Then it could be eventually released from the evidence vaults. The case winner of the half million-dollar Colt, would be the owner of an antique gun that had taken at least one life. The gun had lived through the wild west at its most turbulent times. Destiny coupled with reality made a case that the gun had probably helped more than one soul off the face of this earth.
There was no particular reason why Royce had decided to study the notes she’d taken. She’d had it with the lack of trace evidence. Interrogating was nothing more than chatting with people that were locked into their stories. Attempting to rush Forensics on the cold case was also frustrating. 
The remainder of the day she took care of the ordinary problems, caught up on returning phone calls, and finished the department’s loose ends. Her desk was tidy, and she had a strong compulsion to flee the scene.
She called to Chance. As the sheriff walked past the reception area, she told Wanda that she was going to take Chance by High Country Animal Clinic to see the vet, then she would be out for a while. Perhaps the remainder of the day. Royce wasn’t certain where she wanted to go to calm her restlessness, but she did know that quiet was needed. For both woman and dog.
 
***
 
“Chance seems tense about putting her weight on her paw.”
Hertha explained, “That’s normal. It’s her way of being protective of her foot.”
“And she acts tired.”
“Again, that’s natural.” Hertha was withdrawn a moment. “She hasn’t been out exercising. After we’re in bed for a couple days, we do the same as dogs when we recover. I promise she’ll be fine.” As Hertha stroked the dog’s fur, Chance began to dance with excitement. Hertha’s voice of encouragement lifted, “That’s a good girl, Chance. You’ve been all down and out and now you’re recovering.” Energy flowed back into Chance. “Yes, you are.”
Royce smiled. “Yes, she is.”
Hertha’s glance at Royce was a direct hit. “Royce, she also knows that you’re depressed. She feels that. She doesn’t know what to do to make things better for you.”
“I’m not depressed,” Royce debated. “Just consumed by the murder. Murders.”
“You are depressed. Chance loves you – she knows what you are feeling. I know.”
With irony, Royce stated, “So Chance is going to be fine. Thanks, for her diagnosis and mine.”
“You need time off. I’ll ask Nadine to drop over. She said she’d love to watch the children for me. I’m ready to close up for the day. I have one operation I can perform later this evening. If you wouldn’t mind, maybe I could join you and Chance on a trek in the mountains. I could bring Louie, and we could take them out to run at the Crossing. I haven’t been to the Rasp since the fire. I’ve been wanting to get out there to see how much of the mountain’s backside the fire left.”
“If we climbed the trail to the top of the Rasp, we could look over and see.” Royce hesitated. “I really shouldn’t though.”
“Royce, your mother, Gwen, Nadine, Gran, everyone is worried that you’re not taking any time off. Please. It might be the best thing for the investigation right now.” She chuckled. “Air out your brain.”
Laughing, Royce nodded. “Okay. Louie and Chance need to stretch their legs.”
“A little hike won’t hurt me either.”
While Hertha called Nadine, Royce went back to change from her uniform to her civvies – a pair of hiking boots, denims, and a shirt. As she walked across the street she witnessed Chance putting full weight on her paw. 
“Faker,” Royce accused playfully. 
 
***
 
The mountainside was catching the afternoon’s fanning sun. Royce gazed up at the luster of sunshine. The splinters of light beamed through the trees. Each step up the trail’s scenic grandeur was improving Royce’s spirit.
Wondering if the remoteness had also impacted the Nomadic peoples with their primordial, ancient earth, Royce smiled. She shaded her eyes as she witnessed the curves of both shadows and beams. Looking upward was magic. Bird wedges flowed across the sky. Cloud formations were beginning to gather.
However, viewing the carpet of earth was also amazing. Royce pointed out a clump of blue columbines. “Wow,” the sheriff remarked. “This is just exactly what I needed.” 
The two women, with their two dogs, excitedly hiked. Both Chance and Louie were enjoying the fresh air’s crispness.
Hertha spoke softly, “I’ve always loved this place. Well, not so much when we saw flames shooting over the ridge.”
“There were so many sparks flying, I was certain we’d lose the Rasp.” Royce remembered, “Oh, by the way, the department got a nice note of thanks from the ranchers. Thanks for saving their horses.”
“I also received one. The horses are doing great.” She glanced away. “Royce, I was so grateful for your help. It was good seeing you, being near.”
“I was amazed that the colt didn’t create problems.”
“She wouldn’t have left her mother, she sensed danger. She sensed her mother’s fear.”
“Sugar and Pansy.”
“Yes.” Hertha called to her small dog, “Come on, Louie. Don’t wander.” Hertha stopped. “I can still smell the faint charcoal scent in the air. I know the other side of the mountain will grow back, I’m just sad that we’ve lost a part of this lovely forest.”
There was a lapse in the conversation. The women continued up the winding path. They enjoyed the sounds and sights. When they reached the pinnacle of the peak, they looked down onto a patchwork of forest burn, and growth. It showed some reworking by environmental groups of citizens that wanted the land to again flourish. They had replanted new vegetation. 
Royce placed her backpack down a few feet from the top, on the Rasp side. “I’d rather sit here to drink my water. I want to see the part that was saved.”
“Me too,” Hertha replied. “I want my children to see this. I want them to know that brave men and women helped to save it. I am glad to see folks have started to replant. I’ll bring the children out one day to plant a few new trees.”
They sat on rock formations. The dogs behaved, only going a short distance away in their bid to explore the area. 
Royce inquired, “Do the children like Timber?”
“They’re children. They pretty much like anywhere if they’re loved. They miss some parts of the homes they had. I’m uncertain if they remember their parent’s home. My mother took them immediately after Ray was killed in the accident. So I imagine they only really know that home. They missed my mother after she died. We moved in with Ingrid.” Hertha’s head lowered, and then went into her hands. “It was fine at first. Soon it was terrible. She’d made me believe that she wanted them. But she wanted me, without them. The children and I are a family. We come together. As one package.”
“I’m sorry things didn’t work out.” Royce tried to comfort her. “I’m sure Vannie and Antero will assimilate into Timber as soon as school starts.”
“I hope so. I want to always contribute to their lives. Royce, it’s as if I’m attempting to show them that the spirits of my mother, and my brother, are leading me to make them safe and loved.” Her slight smile emerged as her lips opened, “I’m not sure that makes sense.”
“Of course it does. I’m still trying to live my life to pay tribute to my father. This case I’m working on – the cold case – was so important to him. It’s his cold case.”
“And you’re feeling frustrated about it.”
“Yes.” Royce felt herself relinquishing the stress of the case. “There’s nothing much I can do other than nudge it along. I keep running into walls. It feels unbearable. I want to do it for my dad. There’s little else I can do for him.”
Hertha reached to touch Royce’s hand. Royce knew the feel of Hertha by heart. “Royce, every day of your life you do something to honor your father’s memory. You help to protect and preserve the community he loved.”
“I want to solve his case, and my current case.”
“Royce, they both belong to you now. And you will solve them.”
Royce wanted to kiss Hertha. Desire warmed her when she gazed into Hertha’s eyes. Royce quickly stood, holding out her hand as she assisted Hertha to stand. “I guess we’d better get going before twilight makes the trek down a whole lot harder.”
On the return trip, the dogs led the women down the Rasp.
 



Chapter 20
 
 
“I want him out of here now,” Nita bleated loudly. “I want his lazy ass off my property.” 
Royce had told the dispatcher that she would answer the disturbance call at the Wagner Ranch. When she arrived Nita was pointing to what had been her luxury décor. The entryway had been ravaged by her drunken stepson. There was broken glass, along with designer knickknacks scattered around.
A sound of more destruction was coming from the lower level. Tony screamed, “It isn’t your property yet.” 
Royce yelled down, “Sheriff’s Department. Tony, get up here now.”
The young man’s hubris was part of his walk, and it covered his face. “Sheriff, until the estate is settled in probate, this remains my father’s home. I’ve got a right to be here.” His muscular vibrato swayed with his morning hangover. Shirtless, Tony’s biceps were working their way back from what looked to have been a barroom brawl the evening before.  
Royce agreed, “You certainly do have a right to be here. But you can’t disturb the peace, no matter whose house you are in.”
Nita screamed, “The good-for-nothing came in at five this morning. Drunk, and slamming things around.”
Tony countered, “You made all of us miserable. Bitch. You’ve done nothing but spend my father’s money.”
“Sure I’ve spent money. But, you’ve spent your share. You’ve been siphoning funds to buy cars, cycles, and those stinking loud drones.”
“My father never denied me anything. Why would I steal?”
“He bought you that truck. You wanted a Lamborghini, so where’d that money come from? Every time one of those fancy drones did a dive, it was at minimum, couple thousand. Your father didn’t want you investing in those goofy drones. You knew that. It’s a good reason to steal when Calvin would tell you not to order anymore. You kept ordering. Yes, he damn well did deny you a few of those things.” Nita aggressively moved toward him. “Don’t tell me you paid for all that with your allowance.”
“Pay. Not allowance,” he said, advancing nearer to his stepmother. “I have a job.” 
“Let’s settle back a minute,” Royce commanded. “Here’s what is going to happen. Nita, make a list of destroyed property. Email the list to my office. Tony will be held responsible for all broken items. Tony, you’re going to stay in your own part of the home. I assume that is in the lower level. You stay away from all things breakable. And don’t make the mistake of touching Nita or I’ll encourage her to make a complaint. If she doesn’t, I shall.”
Royce could smell a remnant stench of morning-old booze. “Tony, I catch you drinking and driving, or being disorderly – you’ll be spending time in jail. Now, the two of you have a choice. Behave or be ready for some problems with the law. You both go to your corners. Wait it out until the courts resolve who has property rights. Then someone will be moving. Problem solved. You’ve both lived out here for a few years in the same house. Why cause yourselves aggravation when you’re within a few weeks of getting rid of one another?”
Tony gave a nod and snort. “I’ll behave for now.” He moved through the backdoor with lightning speed. The door slammed as if it was hit with a sledgehammer. 
Nita’s face reddened as her lips puckered. “See what I’ve got to contend with? Calvin kept him under control. But there were times when Calvin couldn’t even handle him.”
“Did it get physical?”
“A couple times. That’s why Tony is so intent on body building. His father had a size advantage. But Calvin didn’t think Tony would ever dare fist fight him.”
“Nita, I hope things can be civil. In spite of the fact that you think I enjoy coming out here, I don’t.” Royce returned to the entryway. “While I’m here, I would like to chat with you about what you told me was your thriving business. On good authority, I’ve heard that you have major financial difficulties.”
“I mentioned that it is thriving because I’ve got hopes it will.”
“I’ve got hopes that I’ll get this homicide solved. That doesn’t make it reality.”
“Thriving is in the eye of the beholder.” She issued a smile that nearly snapped onto her face. “I think it’s doing fine.”
Royce didn’t want to be drawn into the drama. She stretched out to her full height. “Let me know if Tony gets out of hand. I’ll send a unit out here to bring him in. And very possibly both of you will be coming in.”
“I’ve done nothing,” she said as her eyes opened widely.
“Bickering wears me down,” Royce said with an aggravated voice. “The two of you need to rein in your impulses to do one another bodily harm. Got it?”
“Sure. Thanks, Sheriff.”
Royce stepped out into the circular driveway. Walking past her vehicle, she said to Chance, “I’ll just be another minute.”
She hadn’t arrested anyone. As long as she was playing the role of good cop, she figured she might be able to glean information from Tony. He’d gone toward the back of the house. She followed to where she thought he might be. He was leaning against the corral gate. Slumping, he was clearly suffering from a rocky morning, after being chewed up by a dozen whiskeys.  
“What do you want?” he muttered.
“A boozy morning isn’t improving your mood, Tony. Come on,” Royce said with a laugh, “I just wanted to talk with you.”
“I fucking don’t know squat. Zilch. I didn’t kill my father and I don’t know who did. Have you considered that Nita might have hired one of the workers to take my father out?”
“Sure, it crossed my mind. But after both Nick and I took statements, we decided it probably wasn’t the case.” Royce studied Tony. His eyes squinted as he attempted to look up at the sun. She asked, “Other than Otis, who do you think killed your father?”
“Emma isn’t so innocent as she pretends.”
“You think she is pretending?”
“She ran off with that miserable substitute of a man. Dixon. He had been incarcerated. Hell, she wrote to him when he was in prison. She liked those bad boys. Or maybe he was all she could get.”
“She claims not to even know where he is.”
“Look, she could have offered him a split of her inheritance.”
“Both you and Emma are getting a quarter of the business. I guess one could buy the other out.”
“Early on Emma asked me about selling the land off. Maybe she needed that money to pay off Dixon. If she hired him to kill our father.”
“Your theory is that either Nita is paying a ranch hand off, or Emma is paying off her ex-husband for the murder?”
“Makes sense.”
Royce watched him carefully. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”
He whirled toward her direction. “No? It was clearly a gangland execution. What proof do you have that it isn’t?”
“Guess it could be. But I don’t think so.” She studied his haughty reaction. “Tell me about your drones?”
“Drones are tomorrow! The latest technology for everything from delivering bombs, to packages, to spyware. Hell, what I would have given for getting my hands on them when I was a kid.”
“I hear they’re expensive. A costly hobby.”
“Sure, they cost money. I’m intrigued by them. I try to repair them when they crash. They’re never as good.” With a malicious smile, he spoke proudly, “I’ve perfected the smooth piloting exercises. I only lose drones when I’m reckless. It’s a learning cost. I enjoy taking chances. I’m guilty of taking chances. Some thrills cost money.”
“Once I had a small remote plane when I was a kid,” Royce commented. “It didn’t take long to crash. With all the trees and brush in these parts. But I admit, it’s a high-flying adventure.”
“Those remotes, they’re nothing like the ones I get. My drones cost because I need the best ones. Connections are difficult in the mountains. So I need to fly the kind that generates their own Wi-Fi hotspots.”
“How does that work?”
“For one, I sync it to the cloud and avoid using my data plan.” He noticed Royce looking quizzically at him. “I control the drone by downloading it to my phone or tablet. That’s my piloting App. It streams images. I’ve got all kinds of photos. They’re up there in space. Bouncing around. I even have them loaded on my phone. I can see everything that’s going on in this county. And I can video capture it all. Every time I fly, I’m exploring.”
“Sweet,” Royce smiled. “I had no idea they were so precise.” As she perused the area’s horizon, she saw something of interest. 
His eyes lit up as he spoke, “It isn’t such an off the wall deal. Drones are important. They’ll revolutionize commerce, as well as wars. One day the country with the best, the most powerful system of drones is going to rule the world. It’s heading in that direction now.”
“You could be right.”
“I am right,” he disputed. “You can bet your ass on that, Sheriff.”
With forced congeniality, Royce chuckled. “I’m not a betting woman. Thanks for the information.”
She could tell his gaze was following her back to her vehicle. She had indeed ascertained a great deal of information. As she swung up into her vehicle, she said to Chance, “I’m not betting my ass on anything other than a sure thing.” Chance gave a frisky yip. Then the German shepherd rested her head back on the seat.   
 
              ***
 
On the way back to Timber, Royce stopped off in Crystal to visit and check in with Nick. When she entered, he was on the phone. Motioning for her to sit, he issued a sigh. After hanging up, his hands raked through his thinning hair. “A dog barking complaint. I think this woman just likes chatting every morning. Doesn’t want to formally report the complaint because her neighbors are good people.” Nick laughed. “It’s the dog that’s naughty.”
“I just stopped by to see how Deputy Dawson’s first day was?”
“Great.” Nick snickered. “Yesterday I asked him if everything was okay. He said the uniform fit nicely.”
“Well, there you are,” Royce replied with a head shake.
“Everyone loves him. People in the town have never seen a friendlier deputy. Other deputies enjoy being around him.” He paused, then noted, “With the exception of one.”
The frown across Royce’s forehead deepened. “Someone doesn’t like that guy?”
“Terry. She claims he is too friendly. She was rolling her eyes every time poor Sam opened his mouth.”
“I don’t get it. Most of the time she could use a little cheering up. She’s very serious.”
“She mentioned that she hoped she didn’t get partnered up with him,” 
Royce grinned. “Right. Nick remember how we interacted when you started in Timber?”
“I surely do,” he said with a huge heehaw. “You were mighty tight-jawed.”
“No one would have believed we’d make it this far. Now we’re friends running two county sheriff’s departments.”
“Best friends,’ he corrected. “And when we met I thought you were just about as hopeless as Terry thinks Sam is.”
“I’ll overlook that because I thought you were a royal screw-up.”
“I was,” he admitted. “For me, I think I tried to minimize the danger by having humor. If it was funny, it couldn’t kill me.”
“Gallows humor,” Royce stated, “is part of our lives.” She looked away, then admitted, “I was a tad ridged.”
“You were rock solid, by the book staid.”
Royce became serious. She asked, “Have you ever thought that we’ve done each other a lot of good? I’m not as stodgy, and you’ve settled down.”
“We have, and on that note – the other news of the day.” Nick picked up a report. “Luther has relocated to the Crystal Lodge. He’s paying ten times what he paid at the Eagle Inn. But he’s getting much more privacy.”
Royce sighed. “In other words, I’m not calling on him every day.”
“He’ll miss not seeing you every day. Maybe I can drop in on him and make sure he isn’t lonely.”  
“I’ve got a couple leads. An allegation that Emma isn’t as sweet as she acts. Tony alluded to the fact that she was shady. Her ex-husband pulled time, and Tony believes she hired him to kill Cal. I checked it out, and it was for fraud. According to Tony, Emma wrote to Dixon when he was in the pen. When he got out, he married her. That was the reason Calvin was pissed off when she got married. The people in town always said Cal hated her daughter getting married to anyone.”
Nick plunged into his chair. “I’m not going to be easy on anyone that comes courting my little girl.”
“You’ve got a gun strapped on your waist, so I’m guessing when the time comes, your daughter’s suitor will behave.”
“Hell, Emma’s dad had an entire warehouse of guns.”
“Speaking of guns, Cute-Exec got wasted last night. Riled Nita up. This morning, I answered the disturbance call. Got it settled down for the moment. By the way, who is the best tech cop we have up here?”
“Probably Terry. I’m not sure, but I think Sam said something about fixing a computer.”
“I might need a little more than being able to reboot a computer. I’ll check with them about it. Maybe they can work together on a project. It wouldn’t hurt to get the youngsters together. Make them a little chummier. A little bonding time. I need to find out about video captured by drones. A long shot, but Tony lost one of his drones atop a huge tree in the back of the ranch. I’m wondering if there’s a way to retrieve that footage. It would be an enormous break if it could show what might have gone on there at the ranch the night Calvin was murdered.”
“You think the drone might have filmed either Nita or Tony going out. That would screw up their alibi.”
Royce thought. “What if that drone has dumped, or streamed, images. Downloaded. A flipping lot of ifs. If the gizmo was facing the correct way. If the gizmo was streaming. If it loaded on the phone, tablet, or computer. And if it shows that either suspect took a little jaunt into town to kill Cal. They would have both perjured themselves. That proves that they had something to hide. That could be the wedge to open a confession.”
“It would be great evidence, but Royce, a computer geek would have no idea what you’re talking about. Gizmo. Are you serious?”  
“I know you’re dying to laugh loudly, so I’ll be on my way.” Royce picked up her hat. She’d only stepped out of the door when she heard Nick’s howl explode into laughter. She grinned. “Come on, Chance. Let’s go have a meeting with our far less computer tech confidential informant.”
 
***
 
Royce and Chance met with Plato for a few minutes. Plato’s report was that Luther was not around. And the day was mighty warm.
Her next stop would be the Bell Ringer. “Faye, I just have a question or two.”
Faye hurried her news. “Luther moved up to Crystal.”
“Nick told me. He must have some bucks. He’s staying at the lodge. When I interrogated him, he inferred that his auto parts supply business was doing okay. It must be doing very okay.”
“Since he went straight, got himself into business, it seems like he’s fairly successful. I’ve never been down to Dallas, but he sent me a photo of his place. It’s just a big warehouse full of radiators, gas tanks and all that car shit.” Faye poured the sheriff a cup of coffee. “What’s going on in Cal’s murder case?”
“Nothing that’s making sense. Faye, everything seems to be going contradictory to the scenarios I plot.” Royce sipped the hot coffee cautiously. “Delicious. Must be a fresh pot. It’s steaming.”
“Just brewed.” 
“I wish I could nail down a prime suspect.”
“I miss Cal. He was one of my best customers. He’d come in here after work. I remember he’d always say to give him a good three or four finger pour on the whiskey. Damn he could drink. He’d buy his friends drinks. Never squawked about his bill. Paid his tab regularly. Fuck, I probably miss him more than his wife and kids do. End of every month he’d be in here with a wad of cash to pay me. Clockwork.”
“Did he ever act nervous, or worried?”
“Naw. He’d always tip me big.”
“He must have been generous to his second wife and his son. Emma seems to feel left out. Maybe it was because he hated her ex-husband,” Royce guessed. 
“Emma was always moaning. But he tried to spoil her at first. Then, according to him, Emma sided with Grace. Her handouts dwindled. Emma threw herself pity parties. Even when she was younger. She’d have little moans about how her father liked her brother best. They call it family dynamics. As you know, over the years my kid has both hated me and loved me.”
“I always believed Jade loved you. I’m guessing she loves you even more now that she’s moved to Denver.”
“Strange,” Faye appeared wistful for a few moments. “That’s true. Never a day goes by now when she doesn’t call me. Even ends her conversation sayin’ she loves me. Whoever thought we’d get to that?” Faye stood when customers went to the bar. “Royce, you can be glad you’re not a parent. You go through a world of crap before you get to the rewards. But the reward has no price. It’s too perfect.”
Royce tipped her hat. She then called to Chance. By the time she reached the swinging bar doors, she felt tears in her eyes. She hoped she hadn’t given Molly a world of crap. Analyzing it, when she had to tell her mother she was lesbian, Molly was hurt by that. When Royce told her mother she was going to an enforcer, there was pain in her mother’s eyes. Molly had lost her husband, and didn’t want to lose a daughter. The sheriff hadn’t meant to hurt her mother.
 



Chapter 21
 
 
“Are you still on about your dad’s cold case?” Gwen asked.
Royce had just sat down in the Time’s conference room. The large stack of yellowed newspapers was in front of her. “I got two cases. Two human beings were murdered.” Royce’s voice was terse. “It wasn’t just important to my father. It’s important to me.”
“I wasn’t objecting.” Gwen’s laugh was forced. “The town folks all have their opinions about who killed Cal. They want it solved. You know they get restless?”
“And this great collection of sleuths, who do they believe killed Cal?”
“It’s a tossup between Nita, Luther, and Otis.”
“What about Cal’s son and daughter?” the sheriff quizzed.
“Why would his children kill him? He was worth more alive. Let’s face it, Otis had been fighting with him. Luther doesn’t need a reason for harming or killing. It delights him to be an ass. And Nita, well, she might have wanted clear title to the ranch and his insurance.”
“Not that I’ve excluded any of them, but I don’t have the feeling it was Otis or Nita. Wishful thinking, but I’d love to arrest Luther.” Royce’s fingers drifted over the stack of papers. “Maybe going through a year’s worth of old newsprint is only busy work for me. The fact is that I’m stumped about both of these cases. I’ve got an enormous amount of data, yet nothing. I’m chasing ghosts.”
“One ghost is forty years older than the other,” Gwen said with a chortle. “Now, want to tell me about your trip to the Rasp with Hertha the other day?”
“It was pleasant. Not the part of viewing what’s happened to the burnt area on the other side of the Rasp. The destruction of our wilderness is so painful to see.”
“I took photos for the paper. It’s heartbreaking. Yes, painful. Now tell me about Hertha and you.”
“Nothing to tell. I’m guessing we can salvage a friendship.”
“I keep hoping for a breakthrough.”
Chuckling, Royce shook her head. “You’re a romantic.”
When Gwen left the room, Royce continued to pour through old history. Old yesterdays, she thought as she turned pages. The year prior to the discovery of the body of Jane Doe was similar to most years. Autumn had been lovely. An early blizzard predicted record snowfall amounts. That snow packed winter would produce flooding in the late spring. Forty years ago, winter had been a booming ski season. Merchants saw a financial growth due to a bustling tourist trade. Stormy, commerce doing great, and in the spring, a woman was found with bullets lodged, presumably in her heart.
Some residents believed the death was due to the rising problem with drugs. Denver was sending crime to the mountains.
Royce’s only hope of solving the killing rested in modern technology. The lab had promised to get back with her today. Until then, she was attempting to solve two murder cases that were four decades apart. All the pieces of the puzzles were intermingled in a huge pile in front of Royce. They didn’t exactly contribute to the mystery’s solution, but they brought up questions.
She turned the final pages of the old newspapers. The sheriff then called to her canine companion. Chance jumped up from where she had been resting beside Royce. 
“Let’s continue making our rounds, Chance.”
 
***
 
With head drooping, Plato’s legs rushed to catch up with Royce. “Sheriff, I got news for you. That Luther fella is shot of here. Looks like for good.”
“He’s in Crystal, at the lodge,” Royce informed her confidential informant. “Nick is keeping an eye on him.”
“Now maybe you can relax.”
“If Luther isn’t in prison, I can’t relax. And no one else can.” Royce thought about Luther lurking around in Crystal. Terry had mentioned that he’d watched her. Royce would call Nick and have her assigned back in Timber. 
“One of my pals seen Luther and Tony a few times. Being all buddy-buddy. So it ain’t just that they fought.”
“I’d suspected there’s something going on between them. It’s just difficult to tie down how they’re implicated.”
“Maybe it’ll come out. Most folks think Otis did it.”
“I’m not one of them. Yet.” Royce’s voice was stern in its conviction that Otis was innocent.
“Cal and Otis were enemies. Well, them two had their feud goin’ on. That doesn’t look so good for Otis.”
“Otis hasn’t got a criminal background, but I’ve learned that isn’t always a determinant about guilt.”
“Folks all felt so sorry for him when his wife ran out on him.”
Royce’s steps halted, she whirled around, “Otis was married?”
“Yep. It didn’t last. Not more ‘n a year. It was clear back so long ago that nobody even remembers. She’d never come into town much.”
“Was it at the same time when that Jane Doe body was found?”
“Way before that. Maybe a year or two.”
“Wait a minute. She left Otis. Ran out on him? But where did she go?”
“She was a city gal. I heard she went back to her family in the East. Maybe New York. I think I remember hearing something about New York. I can’t remember.”
“Was it anywhere near the time when Cal and Otis’s feud began?”
“Couldda been. ‘Spect it mighta been in that time. Sorry, my memory just ain’t as good as it used to be. That was such a long time ago.”
Royce began to walk back to her office. “It’s fine, Plato. You’ve been a big help.”
Plato stopped her, “I’m outta smokes.”
She reached in her pocket to pull out money. “Sorry, I’m thinking about the case. Here’s a few bucks for you. You did great.”
On her rush across the street, Royce wondered why no one had remembered that Otis was married.
 
***
 
Calling Forensics for any test results proved a lesson in patience. Tomorrow, this time, for certain, they again promised. Royce and Chance raced to her vehicle. The trip out to Otis Brull’s cabin was rushed. With her mind also speeding, Royce pulled up to the cabin. She sat for a moment, formulating what she might say that would be most effective.
She didn’t have time to completely plan. Otis was walking toward her from the wooded area. In his one hand he held his fishing pole, and in the other hand was a string of half a dozen trout.
“I’m just getting’ ready to fry up some fish. I got plenty. You had your lunch yet?”
Royce realized that if she took him up on his offer, he would be more likely to talk with her. Breaking bread together put her on his side. If she refused, he might clamp his conversation. 
“Yes. Lunch sounds great.”
“Come on in,” he directed.
As he cleaned the fish at the sink, she nonchalantly she stood beside him and watched. “Nice of you to offer.”
“Yep. I don’t have nobody to cook for, but if I do say so myself, I’m not such a bad cook.”
“Did you learn from your wife?”
He looked up a moment. “Naw, my wife – well, she wasn’t my wife. In my heart she was.” His face blanched. “We put it out that we were hitched ‘cause we were livin’ together.”
“She wasn’t with you long?” Royce surmised that was the reason she hadn’t found anything when she had done a search through court documents. There was no marriage license.
“Naw. Her family hated me when I began courting her. She runs off with me. I’d been traveling the country. I was clear up in Albany, New York. Met her and fell in love. She was only seventeen, so we needed her ma and pa to sign documents. They wouldn’t give us their blessing, so we come to Colorado where my daddy had a cabin we could have. It was this one.” He paused, remembering. “It was too rustic for her – even in the beginning. I knew it but I kept hoping she’d come to like it.”
“What happened to her?”
“Went back to her family I heard. But I wondered if she didn’t run off with another fella.”
“This must have been forty years ago?”
Otis went to the stove. He carefully oiled the blackened iron skillet. “Long ago.” He slipped four of the trout into the splattering oil. “I got a loaf of bread from your mom. Best baker ever. I usually eat fish and bread for lunch. Sorry I can’t offer you more.”
“That’s fine,” Royce commented. “I often make fish sandwiches.”
“I got some hearty tea. I think they call it breakfast tea.” He poured hot water into two mugs, then dropped tea bags into the boiling water. “I like my Irish tea.” He pointed toward the table. While he loaded fish and bread onto the plates, he joked, “I’da claimed that I baked the bread, but you’d sure have known different,” he joked. 
“Molly’s bread is unique. I’m pretty sure I would have noticed.” 
Otis sat across from her. “I put a few herbs on my trout when I’m fryin’ it. But I’m not much of a chef.”
“This is great, Otis.” She munched the bread and fish.  When they’d finished, Royce toasted to Otis. “Thanks, I was hungry.” 
“You’re welcome. I don’t cook like your grandmother. Awhile back I was under the weather. She and her church ladies brought me some meals.”
“Gran is an amazing cook.” She put the napkin down. “Just out of curiosity, around the time when your wife went missing, there was a lot going on. There was that woman killed at Rasp Meadow within that year. Did you ever wonder if it might be your wife?”
“I didn’t wanna wonder about that. But yep, I did wonder. But it couldn’t have been Lila. Lila left back in late September. It was the 28th of September. I remember the date I met her, and the day she left.”  
“There was a blizzard that year. In early October. They called it the all-winter blizzard.”
His frown intensified. “But when they found that poor woman, they said she’d been dead less than a month or two. So it couldn’t have been my Lila.”
“Actually, with all that snowpack, there is a chance that the body could have been preserved until the spring. By way of the rugged winter, it might be possible. Not much of a chance, but a chance. Just to make certain, maybe you could give me some information. If I knew where she had kin, I could contact them and get a DNA sample. We’d know for sure then.”
“I can give you what I got in my old address book. Has all her family listed. Lila Franz. But I never contacted any of them. Like I said, they never took a shine to me. So I don’t know if any of them live around Albany now.” He hesitated, scratching his whiskers. He pondered, “How could you tell through that DNA thing?”
“At the Forensics lab, they have the woman’s DNA. To make a match, they can test the DNA of her siblings, or even her nieces or nephews. Any family member.” Royce explained as she jotted down five phone numbers and addresses. 
“Nowadays everything is science. Computers and science. I’m sorta lost.”
Royce stood. “I know the feeling, Otis. Sometimes I feel left behind by it all. Everyday there’s some innovation I’m clueless about.”
“I hope you get ahold of Lila’s family. They might tell you she’s alive. Even if she’s with another person, and has her own family, I hope she’s fine.”
“I’ll try to find out for you.”
He turned his head, and his eyes watered. “It would be good to know. One way or the other.”
“Thank you for your help, and for the lunch.”
Royce called for Chance to join her. When she reached her vehicle, she felt sorrow spreading through her thoughts. Something told her that she would not be having good news for Otis Brull.
She was also feeling intuition. That cop inside feeling of a possibility or probability meter was sounding an alarm. It was telling her that Otis had not murdered his wife.
 
***
 
Back in her office, Royce began checking the Internet search sites. After half an hour, she had located Lila Franz’s older brother, Hank. The family had lost track of her after she disobeyed her parents. She’d run away with a drifter. A no-account, according to her father. Hank quickly agreed to cooperate by providing a sample.
Royce coordinated a plan for Albany police to visit Hank. They would take a swab, collecting DNA. That would be taken to their crime lab to be analyzed. The results would be sent to Denver. Forensics would work to quickly see if it was a match. They knew that the sheriff of a small mountain town had been working to identify a Jane Doe. The technicians would gladly give an assist to putting a name with a cold case Jane Doe. 
Royce had promised Hank Franz that she would keep him updated. Also, that she would do everything she could to find the killer. If he or she was alive, Royce would bring that person to justice. Hank wanted to know if Otis was a suspect. She answered that Otis had an unblemished record, and she didn’t believe he had done it. However, she added her stock rejoinder. Everyone was a suspect. 
Crossing the street, Royce felt as though there was some progress being made, in some direction. At least this case hadn’t stalled completely. She wanted to let Gwen and Nadine know about it. Off the record, for now. But at least they would be in the loop when more information was released.
 
***
 
“Hell’s Bells, I remember now. A little slip of a woman,” Gwen exclaimed. “I’m not sure Nadine had met her. I only remember seeing her a couple of times in the grocery store with Otis. A young couple. But the paper didn’t publish a record of their marriage.”
“Otis told me that they’d wanted to marry, but she was underage and needed her parent’s permission. Since they’d run away together, there was no permission.”
Gwen chuckled. “I know. Back then it was a matter of being unwed and living in sin.  Those days were uptight. Sadly, up tight. Kids now days have it easy. Anyway, it might be Lila Franz. If not, at least you eliminated one possibility. The more I think about it, the more I realize that it could be the case. The body hadn’t decomposed as quickly as they estimated. Hell, four decades ago, there weren’t the technologies. Investigators did the best they could with what they had.”
“I’ll give you a call when I know anything more,” Royce said as she made her way to the door.
“Oh, I almost forgot. Hertha said if I saw you to tell you she wanted you to drop by.” Gwen gave a loud whistle. “My, my.”
“I’m sure it isn’t anything like that.” Royce’s blush was a deep rose. Her smile then displayed her dimples. “She probably just wants to take another look at Chance’s paw.”
“It was a paw bruise. Not heart surgery. Come on, Royce. Admit it. You’re in love with her and she’s in love with you. You’re both denying it. Neither one of you are willing to blink. So you’re going to throw your futures away.”
“Chance’s paw needs to be perfectly healed. She’s a working dog.”
“Sure.” Gwen’s laugh boomed. Royce heard it all the way across the street. 
Entering the High Country Animal Hospital, Royce hid her smile. “Gwen said you wanted to see me?”
Hertha explained, “I ordered some vitamins for Cleo, and remembered your Gran had mentioned her cat, Shelly, was running low. So I ordered some for your Gran.” She pulled a small sack from the shelf. “Cats are picky about vitamins. Cleo, Princess PITA, over there is the pickiest ever. These vitamins, she gobbles up.”
“Cleo is beautiful,” Royce commented. Automatically, Royce glanced across the waiting room. Cleo was on a chair resting in the sunlight. Royce picked her up, and sat down placing Cleo in her lap. As the sheriff leaned down, Cleo pushed her nose up against her face. Royce grinned. “I love the striping on her legs and tail. It looks like she has Egyptian eye makeup in the corners of her eyes. What a magnificent face!”
“She’s Alpha-kitty around here,” the vet commented. “That’s why Cleo is also called Princess PITA.
“Did the kids really name her Princes PITA?” Royce questioned. 
“Oh, yes. They named our truck Bumpy.”
Royce smiled. She watched Chance. “Chance isn’t taking her eyes from Cleo. She sees Princess PITA snuggling and kissing me.”
“Cleo doesn’t kiss just everyone. She’s a lot like I am. We’re selective.”
Royce wanted to taste another of Hertha’s kisses. She pulled a curtain over that thought quickly. She changed the subject. “The children keep you entertained.”
Hertha looked serious for a moment. “Yes, but I think they’ve aged me a decade in the last year. I wouldn’t have missed having the kiddos in my life for anything in the world.”
“You haven’t aged. If anything, they’ve made you look younger. They say that kids keep you young.”
With a lift of her eyebrows, Hertha said, “I’m not sure who said that, but it must be the exercise you get. Parenting is the most difficult job in the world. However, I dispute the looks part. Maybe for me it’s the stress of the job that’s aged me.”
“I promise you don’t look different from when you left.” 
“Thanks, Royce.”  
It was difficult for Royce to turn from Hertha. She wanted to continue looking into her eyes. It was similar to breaking away from watching something very special happening. Something she wanted to happen. 
She handed Cleo back into the warm arms of Hertha.
 



Chapter 22
 
 
After their morning meeting, the deputies dispersed. Nick had stayed behind with Terry and Sam. 
“Is it okay if Terry stays here so she can put in some training time with Chance?” Nick asked Royce.
“Great.” Royce smiled at the young woman. “Maybe you can hang out in the office to take calls this morning. Wanda won’t be in until noon, so if you can stand in and work dispatch, I’d appreciate it. Then we’ll take Chance out to Rasp Meadow Crossing this afternoon. You can give her a run through her commands.”
Terry nodded, then went to the dispatch desk to begin taking calls. She used one hand to write, and the other to tickle Chance’s ears. She was getting off on the right side of the police dog.
“Okay, I’m headed to Crystal,” Nick said. “Give me a call if you get anything from Forensics.”
He exited, and Sam immediately began telling Royce about what he had located concerning the drone that was up in the tree outside the Wagner Ranch. He explained, “Terry said she wasn’t knowledgeable enough to give it a try. So I’m not terrific at it, but I gave it a go. We are so in the win column. Tony Wagner is on social media, and he actually posts his aerial footage.” Sam’s smile was overwhelming. “I got in through social medial. I can ‘intrude’ to see all the images without needing to get any kind of warrant. Now I’m trying to go through the massive amounts of pictures. All I need to do is find the night when Calvin was murdered. Then search everything available for that time span. I’ll let you know.”
“I appreciate it, Sam. Tony lives in the lower level, so he’d probably be coming out the backdoor on the left. If I calculate it right, the drone’s camera could possibly be aimed in that direction.”
“Great news,” Sam chuckled with his good-natured laugh. His enthusiasm gushed. “The camera has panoramic. So if it’s there, and I can find it – bingo. My eyes are tired of seeing all the landscapes, rocks, and sky. I’m looking for someone sneaking out.”
Royce called to Terry, “I’ll be back in a little while.”
Terry answered, “I’m keeping an eye on Sweet Chance.”
When Sam and the sheriff walked onto the sidewalk, Sam said in a confidential aside, “Terry is very uptight. Snooty even.”
“Give her time,” Royce said with amusement. “The two of you will get on fine.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Because you’re both excellent enforcers.” Royce’s eyebrows lifted. “Ask Nick how we got along together when we first met.”
Sam’s familiar, joyful chortle sounded musical. “He told me that if he could stand you back then, that I can stand partnering with Terry now.”
“He said that?” Royce leaned toward Sam. “Really?”
“Yep. He said you were humorless.”
“I can’t imagine where he got that impression,” the sheriff replied with a grin. “We were equally insufferable. And now I wouldn’t trade his friendship for the world.”
Sam’s toothy smile stayed in a fixed position. He knew exactly what Royce was saying. “Have a great day, Sheriff.”
“You too, Sam.” 
The sheriff considered that all of Sam’s days were great. He made them that way.
Although Terry wasn’t thrilled with his extravaganza kind of attitude, she would need to get used to it. Royce had a feeling that Sam was not about to dial back his happiness. 
 
***
 
Emma stuttered for a few seconds. “Why are you asking me about my ex-husband?”
Royce glanced around the backroom of Wagner Gun Shop. It seemed gloomy. She took a chair across from the desk where Emma was seated. Emma’s father had bled out on that desktop.  Grace and Emma never seemed emotional about anything to do with Cal’s death. 
“Rumor has it that he has a record, and perhaps a penchant for crime. So I just want to know more about him,” Royce expounded. 
“Dix, that’s what everyone calls him, Dix never was violent. His crime was selling fraudulent stock. He hasn’t even got a motive. I’m confused. You’ve got Otis, who hated my father and fought with him the night he was killed and you’ve got that money grubbing wife of his. I’m telling you, Dix wouldn’t have killed my father.”
“You understand that in an active investigation, I’ve got to follow up everything?”
“Yeah, but I don’t think my ex would hurt anyone.”
“We never know.” Royce hesitated. “How is business doing?”
“Fine. I’m doing a lot of gun repairs now. Tony should be here more, but since none of us get along, he stays out on the ranch and plays with his toys.”
“Do you think there’s a chance of you and Tony selling the property next to the ranch?”
“Why would we? We’ve got enough to support us coming from the companies.”
Royce stood. “I think that’s all I need to know for now.”
 
***
 
Royce stopped by to talk a minute with Molly. As she often did, Molly filled a box with pastries for the Sheriff’s Office employees. Royce had just entered, when Terry handed her two phone messages. The first one was from a county jail outside of Los Angeles. That message excluded Emma’s husband from the suspect list. He had been incarcerated for the past three months in California.  
The other call, Royce quickly returned. After the conversation, she passed the desk where Terry was seated. The rookie was munching a crispy cherry Danish. “Your mother is a saint,” Terry muttered through her mouthful of pastry.
“Terry, I couldn’t agree more.” Royce leaned in for confidentiality. “Look, I’m going out to Otis Brull’s cabin. I’ll be back within the hour.” Royce rushed to the door. “Keep Chance with you. Bonding time.”
By the time she reached her vehicle, there was a vacantness. She had to tell Otis bad news. Her trip to his cabin was made with her mind whirling around how to put the news into words. 
Otis sat on the porch. He motioned for her to take a seat on the old rocking chair. Royce began, “Otis, the news isn’t good. We got the report confirming that the DNA matched. The woman who was murdered forty years ago was Lila Franz Brull.”
His head sunk into his hands. He sobbed. “Why would anyone kill her?”
“I have no idea why anyone would kill anyone. Now, I’d like you to tell me everything. Whatever it is you’re holding back. It needs to be said. Said now – the truth of what happened back then.”
“I reckon she left ‘cause I didn’t give her the life she wanted. After a year of livin’ here, out in the wilderness. She was missing civilization.”
“And?” Royce prodded.
“I’m not certain what did happen. Talk was that she was going to meet up with someone. He was going to leave his wife and take her off to live in a city. She wanted excitement. All this, the cabin and the land – it wasn’t enough for her. I wasn’t enough.”
“A man promised to take her away?”
“That was a rumor then. Yep, and if she didn’t love me, well, she might as well go off and be happy. She took my truck one day when I was out in the woods doin’ a little tracking. Cleaned out her belongings, she did. My truck was left parked behind the Bell Ringer.”
“Were all her belongings gone too?”
“Everything. That fella and her just disappeared.”
“The fella – was he from around here?”
 “I’m not certain. I asked around everywhere I could. No fella seemed to be missing. I asked some of the guys I was friends with. Well, they said she’d vanished back to her home. She missed her family. So maybe the guy wasn’t from around here. Maybe he came and took her back.”
              “Which friends told you that she’d gone back to Albany?”
“A couple of ‘em are dead or moved. Calvin said that she’d missed her family.”
“Wait, she talked with Calvin about it?”
“Yep. Then I found out from some of the fellas that Calvin and my Lila were sweet on one another.” Otis glanced around. Nervously, he looked at the sky. “My Lila was killed. And you might be thinking I did it. Now you know that the reason why Cal and I feuded. He denied it, but I never believed him. Said she run away back home. Caught the bus and went back to her family. You might be considering that it made me mad enough to finally kill him too.”
“Did you?”
He shook his head negatively. “No. I wouldn’t kill anybody. Not Cal. And not my Lila. It was probably some guy picked her up. A stranger.” His eyes gushed. Each time he would wipe his eyes, they would again overflow. “I lived all these years thinkin’ that she left with that guy. But she’d come back to me one day.”
“In a way she’s never left the area. We can change her headstone from Jane Doe to Lila Franz Brull. Then we can put: Wife of Otis Brull.”
“We wasn’t married.”
“I believe you were, Otis.” The sheriff saw the pain on his face. It was pain; it wasn’t guilt.  
“I’d like that to be on there.” His eyes appeared tired, spent. “I always had a feeling when I went to the cemetery. When I walked past that grave.” 
Royce dug around in her bullet magazine pouch. She pulled out the scrap of the necklace cross that Chance had located. “Do you recognize this, Otis?”
Her responded, “Belonged to my Lila. I give it to her for Valentine’s Day.” His leathery fingers touched it. He held it to his heart.
“I don’t think it belongs in an evidence vault. You can keep it if you like,” Royce said. 
“I do want it, thanks, Sheriff. It’s all I have left of her now. She ain’t comin’ back.” He stood. “You gonna arrest me.”
“I don’t know who killed Lila. So I can’t arrest anyone yet. When I know, I’ll arrest the responsible person.”
Otis was silent. “Then you ain’t gonna be arresting me.” 
 
***
 
On the way over to Timber City Times office, Royce called Nick. She told him the latest news. She also called Lila’s brother to let the family know that she had been murdered forty years ago. She promised to let them know more when she knew more.
“You look glum,” Gwen greeted her.
“We got the results back from the lab. The DNA had a hit. The woman who was murdered and buried at Rasp Meadow is Lila Brull.”
“You were right about questioning the amount of time the body was in the ground.” Gwen removed her eyeglasses. “Hell’s bells. I don’t feel good about having this front page story.” Pausing, Gwen threw down the papers she’d been carrying. “Damn, I’m feeling guilt for my feelings. I hadn’t wanted it to be anyone from our community. What’s wrong with me? I should have been humanitarian enough to feel as much grief about someone unknown. Does Otis know?”
“I just went out and told him. He was devastated.”
“Is he a suspect?”
“If he is a suspect, he’s also a great actor.” Royce sighed. “The only good thing is that the woman now has a name. That doesn’t make her grave any less lonely. But I think my father would be pleased to know the gravestone will identify her.”
Gwen’s mouth munched her words. “Except, you want to find the killer?”
“I do. For now, please just print that the body was identified. We have no prime suspect at this time. I’ll let you know when that changes.”
“Royce, are you okay?”
“No. I’m not. I’ve been swimming in questions since Cal was murdered. This case, these cases, don’t seem to be unraveled enough for me to grab ahold of something to solve either of them. This is a big break. Yet questions continue.”
Gwen came around from her desk. Her arms went around Royce. She hugged the sheriff for many moments. When she released her, she said, “Royce, if there’s a way to solve it, you’ll do it.”
Royce shut her eyes tightly. “Maybe I need to get some sleep.”
“That would be a start. I’m here if you want to talk.”
“Thanks.” Royce walked to the door. She held it open a moment, waiting - then realized she’d left Chance back at the office with Terry. 
 
***
 
The two women walked from a small off-road parking area. They were followed across the Rasp Meadow by Chance. 
“This is lovely,” Deputy Terry Doyle said. “I had no idea it was here. I’ve never seen it from the main road. “So this is Rasp Meadow Crossing.”
Royce noticed that Terry was drinking in the beauty of the landscape while Chance was being put through her commands. After the shepherd had a good workout, and Terry learned the dog’s commands, Royce pointed off to the back of the meadow. “The woman we were talking about today was buried over there.”
“How are you going to find out who killed her?”
“We know her common-law husband. That’s a start. Maybe it will remain an unsolved crime.” Royce’s fingers combed through her short hair. “When the case is this old and there is nothing left behind, it becomes more difficult. There were bullets under the body. My father told me that they had removed the body, and then dug, unpacking the bullets. Dad estimated they had gone through her heart, or the heart area. The ribcage was shattered on her left side. That was the only evidence left behind. Trace evidence is pretty much a requirement. That or a confession.”
“Your dad must have been a wonderful sheriff.”
“He was. And a wonderful father.” Royce was wistful. “For years after my father died, I’d come up here. I’d talk with the woman. Tell her spirit I was sorry that she’d been shot in the heart. I’d call her JD – Jane Doe.” Royce gazed at the Rasp, and then off to the clearing where Jane Doe had died. “I’d promise that I’d try to solve her murder. I wanted someone to pay for taking her life. I still want that.” 
Terry reached to touch the sheriff’s shoulder. “I think you will find the perp.”
A faint smile eased onto Royce’s lips. “Thanks.” The women began their trek back to the vehicle. The sheriff hesitated. “And how do you like being a Timber County Deputy?”
“You know I love it. I’m really not sure about Sam. I’m just not certain he’d have my back. All that happy shit…pardon me, stuff.” Both women laughed a moment. “Anyway, he thinks I’m too cop-ish. That’s his word.”
“People aren’t always how they seem.”
“When I was with Tanner, I always felt safe.”
“Tanner is a great guy. But Terry, give Sam a chance. I think you both have things to teach one another. And he may amaze you.”
They reached the vehicle. Terry frowned, “Okay, I’ll give it my best shot. For you and Nick. I’ll try to like the guy.”
“That’s all I ask.” Royce called to Chance. “Playtime is over, girl.”
 
***
 
They had barely been back in the office when a phone call came in for the sheriff. Royce answered, listened intently, and then hung up. She sat back. Her eyes blinked rapidly. Terry and Wanda walked by her desk, “Sheriff, are you okay?”
Royce’s sigh was more of a moan. “This is the oddest thing ever?”
“What?” Terry inquired.
“It was Ballistics. The bullets that killed Calvin Wagner were from Otis Brull’s antique revolver. They put both the bullets and the revolver through the database. They had told me they were going to do that as procedure. I didn’t give it another thought, because we’re talking the criminal database.”
“And?” Wanda questioned.
“The gun bullet that killed Cal naturally had a hit. Bullets that murdered Lila Brull also matched the specific firearm that had been used to kill Calvin. Both homicides were committed by the same gun. Forty years apart.” The sheriff’s face was frozen for several moments. “I can’t believe it. They even ran the ballistics test twice.”   
“That’s really weird,” Terry gasped. “So the killer was probably Otis?”
Wanda’s eyes went wide. “Sounds like Otis has some explaining.”
Nervously, Royce fidgeted with her tie. “Otis had the opportunity. He had the motive. His common-law wife had left him, and he and Cal had fought.” She stood and quickly put on her Stetson. “We’ve now got one weapon that produced two homicides. Come on, Terry, we’ve got to work the process of elimination. Before we arrest Otis, we need to check something else out.”
Terry followed behind Royce directly to Wagner Gun Shop. “Why here?”
“Just purely intuition. It’s a guess I have.” 
Grace looked up as they entered. “Sheriff, I figured you were going to give me a miss today.”
“Nope. Grace, I need to see your records.”
“Company records?” She was suddenly stuffy. Her back stiffened. “You need a search warrant to come in here and demand to see my books?”
“Let’s go back to your office, Grace.” 
“Look, Sheriff…”
Royce’s steps were quick. Before Grace could object, Royce had led her back to the office. She sat, looking up at the bewildered shop owner. “Grace, I’m parking myself here. If I make the call to have a search warrant sent over it shouldn’t take more than half an hour. You’ll go a long way with goodwill, if you just open the damned safe, get out the books and give me the one I need.”
“This is outrageous,” she seethed. With shock, she uttered, “You have no right to barge in here.”
“Grace, just do it,” Royce commanded. “Before this day ends, I’m going to have what I need. Shall I get a search warrant, or will you open that safe?”
Steadfastly, Grace stood. Her eyes stared. Her lips pursed. “I need to know why? What do you need?” 
“I just got the ballistics report on the gun that murdered our town’s Jane Doe. It was Lila Brull.”
“That means Otis killed both his wife, and Cal,” Grace calculated.
Royce pulled a piece of paper with the day of Lila’s disappearance from her shirt pocket. “I need a week before this date, and a week after. September 28th.”
She watched carefully as Grace dug legers from the aged columnar account books from the safe. “These are such a mess.” When she finally found the bookkeeper’s ledger with the needed date, she handed it to Royce.
“This is the sales and repairs?” Royce asked as she fumbled through the ledger sheets.
“Yes. What’s this all about?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe nothing.” Royce began working her way through the yellowed pages. When she came to one entry, she held the page. Continuing on another few pages, she spotted what she needed. “Grace, I’m going to be taking this ledger into evidence.”
Grace eased into the opposite chair. “What’s going on?”
“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but I strongly suspect that the killer of Lila Brull was Calvin.”
“Calvin!” Grace screamed. “No. Otis did it.”
“On the day Lila was killed, Otis didn’t have his gun. It was in your shop. Otis dropped it by a couple days before Lila was murdered. Otis brought his gun in here to be fixed. The signatures are here. Three days later, after the date she had left him, and presumably been killed, Otis picked up the gun.”
“That doesn’t sound like conclusive evidence to me,” Grace huffed. “Not at all.”
“There’s no easy way to tell you this, but Lila was having an affair with a married man. Cal’s old buddies knew about it, and even told Otis. The ‘other man’ promised Lila that he would leave his wife, according to the old-timers. The scene blurs from there. Lila might have been pressuring Cal. Cal had the gun, takes her from where she’d left Otis’s truck. Which they found parked in a back alley. Cal probably took Lila to a place he knew. The Rasp area. Shot her, buried her. Cal was sly, you know that better than most. He probably thought if the body was discovered too quickly, the husband would be charged. The gun belonged to Otis. So Otis Brull would go down for the murder. Cal had set Otis up. His friend.”
Grace’s demeanor changed rapidly. “Cal was capable of anything,” her voice said meekly. Her face began to contort into the fear of recognition. “That explains something. Cal left papers and a few envelopes were with his important papers. One I never understood. He had very little to do with Otis, so why would Cal have an envelope for Otis?”
“I think we both know that answer.”
Grace went to the small wall safe.” She flapped back the door. After rummaging through the contents, she pulled out a letter. “We wondered what this was about.” She handed Royce the sealed envelope. On the face were the words: To be given to Otis Brull in the event of my death preceding his. Calvin Wagner. 
“I’ll see that Otis gets the letter. I want his permission to examine it. It will probably be needed as evidence.”
Grace clasped her hands tightly. Her face was white with shock. “I understand. Royce, I’m sorry about talking to you like that. I know you’re doing your job.” She began sobbing. Royce put her arm around Grace’s shoulders. She eased the trembling woman down onto the chair. “I always suspected Cal and Lila. But he told me she’d run out on Otis with someone else.”
Royce handed the ledger to Terry. “Please take this to the courthouse. I’ll call you when I’ve shown the letter to Otis. Tell the D.A. I’ll be back in later with the letter. If it is a confession. We may have solved the oldest cold case in Timber City.” She patted Grace’s arm. “I’m sorry you’re going through this.”
The blood suddenly came back to Grace’s face. “I feel destroyed. I lived with a murderer. That bitch out on the ranch won’t give a damned if she was married to a killer.”
“I’ll let you know immediately when I know,” Royce covered her eyes a moment. “I wanted more than anything to get a resolution to this crime. Now all I feel is sorrow.”
Royce and Terry walked across the street in silence. Royce climbed into her vehicle. “Why don’t you take Chance with you, get to know her better.”
“Won’t you want her overnight?”
“If you’d rather not have her, I’m sure Nick will take her overnight.”
“I’d love for her to stay with me. But way?”
Royce gave the shepherd a hug. “I don’t want her to see me this sad.”
 
***
 
Royce had visited Otis. The letter confirmed her suspicions. Cal confessed to his one-time best friend that he had seduced Lila. He had then murdered the woman Otis loved and considered his wife. After a quick stop at the D.A.s office where the letter was put into evidence, Royce dropped by the Times.

Gwen and Nadine were given a headline. It was a huge local story. After giving them the entire story, Royce stopped by Molly’s Pantry.
Molly was closing her bakery for the evening when Royce sat at the counter. She told her mother about the day’s events. 
Molly questioned, “It’s confusing. Calvin murdered Otis’s wife. And then somebody shot him with same gun?” Molly speculated. “Maybe Otis took revenge.”
 It seemed difficult for both Molly and Royce to comprehend. Royce answered, “I’m not certain who killed Calvin. The murder book is wide open on that one. I didn’t see any hint of hatred or revenge when I showed Otis the letter. Shock. Heartache. But no facial expression showing hatred.”
“Did you tell Gwen?”
“Just now. Mom, I know you believe in the hereafter. I’m uncertain why I’ve felt that I was being directed to continue searching for Jane Doe’s name, and for her killer. I somehow wonder if Dad ushered me, encouraged me.”
 Molly’s hands twisted the towel she was holding. “Some things haven’t got answers. At least not answers that show themselves. Grady Madison was proud of you from the moment I told him you were coming into this world. He spent every day of his short life being proud of his daughter. I believe he’s as proud right this minute as he’s ever been.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Royce stood. “I’d better get back to the cabin.”
“Would you like me to send something with you for you and Gran?”
“She’ probably got dinner on the table.”
“Where’s Chance?”
“Terry is working with her so I thought it would be good for them to have some bonding time.”
“Get yourself some sleep. There’s still another murder to solve.”
Royce’s face was expressionless. For many moments, it remained blank. “It’s so much easier to solve a killing when the subject is someone only one person wanted dead. It’s a tough case when most of the town, and most his family wants a man dead.”
“Royce, you be careful out there.”
Royce gave her mother a short hug. She closed the front door securely. She walked an extra block to be on the corner where her previous dog, Smoky had been memorialized with a bronze statue for her service to the county. Royce reached to run her hand over the ruff of the bronze. She then returned to her vehicle. 
Tonight would be ridden alone through the patchwork and dreams about Lila Brull. Royce would toss and turn, and her psyche would be urging her to get through the night. Of course she would miss Chance. 
Across the street there was a light on in the animal hospital. Royce wondered what Hertha might be doing.
 



Chapter 23
 
 
It had been a revelatory morning meeting, Royce thought as the deputies disbursed. Deputy Sam Dawson had pulled up the photo file of a male figure leaving the scene of Wagner’s Ranch right before the time when Cal was murdered. The date was exact. The time was precise. Sam was working on better defining the portion where a man that looked remarkably like Tony Wagner was hastening toward a truck that belonged to Tony Wagner. The license plate had been enhanced. It was Tony’s vehicle.
It all began to fall into place. The sheriff knew that the next twenty-four hours would be critical. The case had to be constructed.
Deputy Terry Doyle was taking Chance with her so that the German shepherd could get a nice morning run in before Terry went off duty. She would drop Chance by. She’d bragged that she and Chance were bonding nicely. 
Royce asked Undersheriff Nick Hogan to ride along with her to the Wagner Ranch. Fairly certain that Tony would have the drone-in-a-tree camera trained on them as they approached, she thought would be wise to take backup. 
On the way, Royce complained, “I hate these kinds of calls.”
“You’ve got to tell Nita that her husband killed a woman forty years ago.” Nick yawned. “I’m not wide awake this morning. Maybe I can wait for you outside.”
“Nick, I can show you where the drone is located so you can climb the tree and perform for a selfie.”
Nick chuckled. “I feel a little tense about it. I wonder if Tony suspects we’re zeroing in on him. If he does, we may have a chase on our hands.”
Royce’s glance at Nick was one of full agreement. “I’m going to let Nita think we’ve got a pretty solid photo of Tony. The clarity will be improved, but she doesn’t know it hasn’t been, yet.”
“Anything else?” Nick asked.
“Yes. Don’t salute when we pass the huge tree in the backyard area.”
 
***
 
Nita swung open the door. “Aw hell, I have two hounding me now.”
“I didn’t see Tony’s truck. Is he here?” Royce questioned.
“He’s playing with his damned toy drone. He headed toward Rasp Crossing. Screwing around.”
“Nita,” Royce said gently. “We have some disturbing news. I’m here to make you aware of the most recent happening in the case. If you recall the cold case murder of the woman Jane Doe. We discovered the killer.”
“Look, Sheriff, I wasn’t palsy-walsy with her. I didn’t know her. She must have died when I was a kid. You break into my tranquil morning with this absolute crap. Come on. I don’t give a damn about who killed her.”
“You will. Nita, Cal murdered her.”
Nita backed up. Her hands went to her mouth. “No. What kind of bullshit are you trying to say now. Cal killed that woman forty years ago?”
“Her name was Lila Franz Brull. She had been the common law wife of Otis. She and Cal had been having an affair.”
Nita’s hands became fists. She was both enraged and incredulous. “You’re making this up. Why would Cal kill her, and what proof do you have?”
“Ballistics show that she was killed with the same gun that killed Cal. I examined the records from the gun shop. Otis had dropped the gun off for nearly a week at the gun shop. It was in that week that Lila was killed. Yesterday while talking with Grace about the gun being in the shop, Grace showed me a handwritten letter that Cal had authored. It was addressed to Otis and to be given to him if anything happened to Cal. It was a full confession of the murder. He states that Lila threatened to tell Grace. Lila wanted them to run away together. He couldn’t leave his family and his business. A letter of remorse, but also of excuses.”
Nita stared at Royce, then she glanced at Nick. “You two are serious?”
“We are.”
“My God.” She was terror stricken. “He could have offed me. I knew he could be cruel. As long as his vicious streak wasn’t aimed at me, I ignored it. I tried never to argue with him. He was ruthless when he wanted to be right about something.”
“Now we come to a second bit of bad news,” Nick interrupted the silence. “Royce, want to tell her about Tony. And the implications of guilt.”
“What implications of guilt?” Nita screamed at Royce.
“Nita, this is very important. You told me you were certain that Tony was watching television when Cal was murdered. That was untrue. There’s a camera attached to a drone. It’s lodged up in the backyard tree. It shows Tony had left the premises just before the time when Cal was killed. He lied. There was a reason for his lie.”
“I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t. Sometimes I have a toddy or two before I go to bed. I didn’t remember hearing him leave.” 
“He did leave. And he went into Timber City. I’m uncertain about the timeline, but it probably goes like this. Tony had keys to the store. After Otis had fought with Cal, Tony went in. I’m thinking he might have taken the gun from the desk, where it was left. Maybe he told his father he would take it in to the repair room. I’m guessing he’d previously heard Otis and Cal talking about the fact that the gun was a very valuable weapon. Tony might have worked on it, loaded the revolver – if it wasn’t already loaded, which Otis had mentioned it was. Cal had threatened him with it. At any rate, Tony must have brought it back to his father. Placed it down on the desk. Maybe that’s when Cal mentioned the worth of the gun. I’m certain only of the outcome, not really how it went down.”
“They had all kinds of valuable guns,” Nita argued.
“Not like this one. One scenario could have been that Tony picked it up saying he wanted give it another check. I just don’t see Cal allowing anyone he didn’t trust to walk behind him with the gun. Certainly not Otis. But Tony got the gun, walked behind his father, and shot him. Then came nearer, and planted a second shot in the base of Cal’s head as it rested on the desktop. Tony knew how the antiquated security alarm worked. How the video worked. He had time to erase it all away, as well as clean any residue left by the gun. Almost a perfect crime. He hadn’t realized that crime technology can do wonders with tape.”
“There’s a lot of guess work in there,” Nita countered. 
“I would say some of the evidence is circumstantial. And some is on the mark. Enough to indict. But here’s the deal. You gave him an alibi. That means that you are in collusion. That’s where we come to your being implicated. Had you conspired with Tony to kill your husband? Capital murder one. As an accomplice you might as well have pulled the trigger.”
Panic rushed her words. “I didn’t know. I didn’t hear his car. I’m not his babysitter.”
Royce leaned nearer to her. “To give yourself an alibi, you told me he hadn’t left the ranch. Let’s cut to the chase. You’re going to fess up, and you’re going to tell me about Tony. I think it would be wise if you cooperated. Do we have your permission to search Tony’s room in the lower level?”
There were flickers of fright. “I don’t care. I don’t want you to think I knew anything about it.”
Nick immediately proceeded to the lower level.
There was a whine in Nita’s plea. “Please don’t implicate me. I want him out of here. I want him to get his belongs from the basement and from the storage building outside. I told Cal I didn’t want him having that arsenal out there.”
“Storage? I thought that out building was for your horses.” The spacious building had been pointed out when Nita was talking about the horses having the best lodging and upkeep. 
“Tony keeps his business crap in the building back by the barn. His mail order business. He mails guns. I didn’t like it. I thought if there was a fire, there would be an explosion. My horses might have gotten hurt.”
Before Nita opened the back door, Royce stopped her. “Just a moment.” Royce knew the side of the house would offer her enough cover. She leaned against the house as she moved toward the corner. Royce took her gun from its holster. She aimed at the drone, then she squeezed the trigger. “There goes the peep show,” she murmured as the drone exploded into pieces.
“Won’t Tony know you shot it down?”
“Contact is often lost up here in the mountains. If he’s monitoring the ranch, he’ll probably attribute it to a thousand things that could make him lose contact. At least that’s what I’m hoping.”
Nita offered, “Maybe he’ll think the little fucker fell out of the tree.”
Royce led the way out to the small building. She asked Nita, “Do you have a key to the storage unit?”
“No. Tony guarded it.”
Royce placed her gun on the side of the padlock. She fired. “I didn’t want a stray bullet setting off of an explosion.” As they walked inside, she saw a massive supply of armaments. Shipping containers held one, two, or three assault rifles. There were stacks on counters. Flabbergasted at the sight, Royce’s eyes widened. “My God, he’s got a military armament center in here.”
Nick ran into the storage building, “I heard gunshots.”
“I needed to gain entry,” Royce explained. “And to destroy the backyard snoop.”
“Holy…” Nick swallowed an expletive. “I’ve never seen this many guns in one small area.”
Royce was busily checking some of the addresses. “No wonder Cal could come up with huge amounts of financial bailout money for his business and the ranch. He’s selling enough stock to arm a military base.”
“Fake names. Fake addresses – similar but probably being sent to supply folks we’d rather not have guns.” Nick looked away. “A cache of guns going into the wrong hands.”
“Sold in small quantities so none of the federal agencies will get wise.” Royce examined the shipping label. “Texas. Dallas, Texas.”
“There’s the Luther connection. Cal and Tony were falsifying records. Gun trafficking. Luther then smuggled the contraband out of the country. Across the border. Just a guess, but Luther could have been getting paid in drugs. The guy has returned to his bad habits.”
“Nick, before the drone was taken down, Tony may have had us under surveillance. By now he might be aware we’re going to be looking for him. I don’t want him warning Luther. Issue a BOLO immediately. Get deputies out here to tape this as a crime scene. Call ATF and DEA. The Feds are going to have a heyday with this.”
“In little old Timber County,” Nick said disbelievingly. 
“I’d known Luther had been a drug dealer years ago, so it isn’t a stretch to strongly suspect Luther Sumner from Dallas is heading a smuggling ring. A gun for dope scheme. Send illegal guns across the border and receive drugs. Also explain to the feds that he runs what is probably a phony front business of auto parts. Let them know he can be found at the Crystal Lodge. And tell whichever deputy tailing him to stick like glue.” Royce pointed to Nita. “Depending on her cooperation, she may be arrested. So keep an eye on her.”
“Where you going?” Nick asked.
“I’ve got to get to Tony before he contacts Luther. Tony might know we’re after him. He’ll want to run. I’m going to check the Rasp. Send a squad car. I’m leaving now. Remind my backup to be careful. Tony is undoubtedly armed. He loves carrying assault weapons.”
Royce felt her brain drumming with thoughts of detaining Tony. It was all falling into place. All except the perpetrators hadn’t been captured yet.
 
***
 
Royce sped, lighting up her roof lights. She would hit her siren if traffic neared. As she drove, she issued directives. Her task was to get to Tony before he escaped and also before he alerted Luther.
When she neared, she spotted a drone that was circling as she drove to the Rasp. Behind one of the Crossing parking areas was Tony’s truck. She pulled up beside it. Immediately, she opened her vehicle’s trunk. She reached for her rifle. 
Then taking out the vehicle boot, she booted Tony’s truck. Confident that Tony was monitoring her action via his drone, he would be aware he was now on foot. The suspect was being chased, and his vehicle was down for the count. The sheriff hoped that he might give himself up. It was that or perhaps a fight to death.
She surveyed the panoramic lush brush and trees. Tony might not have seen what was transpiring at the ranch. But he was now aware that the chase was on. She watched for movement. There was a narrow path that ran beside the Rasp’s stream. If she were suddenly on the run, she would pick that path. Then once higher up, she could take a path that forked in a westerly direction. He could be anywhere, but she was guessing he would have started at the stream. Carefully, she moved slowly, searching out as much brush cover as she could.
The unmanned aerial vehicle spun above the Rasp. It was hovering directly over her, taunting her. Getting nearer. It was unnerving, but she didn’t want to use her gunfire on an elusive drone. Royce climbed higher. She carefully mapped each ledge in her memory, taking the route that offered cover. She clutched her rifle tightly as she climbed.
 When she got to an area where there was minimal cover, she glanced around. The stream’s water had pooled. Normally she would stop to listen to the musical splash of the waters from the miniature waterfall. Now she listened for anything that might assist in knowing where the suspect might be.
Above. a deck of clouds shaded the sky’s light.
Suddenly, without warning, the drone dropped with great speed. As she turned her rifle in its direction, she saw a shadow being projected from behind her. It cast a rapid darkness. 
Royce moved quickly enough that she hadn’t had received the full thrust from the butt of Tony’s assault rifle. He’d hit the side of her head. She nearly blacked out when she felt the weight of Tony’s body as it slammed her down into the creek pool. Her lanky body splashed as she was shoved into the stream’s water. The side of her face hit the rocks on the bottom of the stream. Her rifle had been knocked from her hand. Above her was the suspect, holding her. He was attempting to choke her as he jammed her head into the water.
Remembering her rules – move quickly and don’t fight fairly, Royce freed her one arm enough to deliver the heel of her palm against the middle of Tony’s face. She heard the nasal bones smash. He screamed. She gave a shove that lifted his body just enough. Royce immediately kneed his groin area. He stood, hunched. Nearly falling when he moved to the bank, he reached for his gun. 
Royce knew that with his size and strength, she couldn’t overcome him. She hastened to the other side creek. From across the stream, she saw him gathering his gun. She moved rapidly behind the brush as bullets flew in her direction. 
She heard a siren’s blare as it raced toward them. From her peripheral view, she saw Terry armed with her rifle and with Chance. Chance bounded up the terrain’s stony steps. Terry screamed, “Attack.” As the dog neared, Royce watched Tony taking aim at the K-9 Deputy with his AK-47. A spray of bullets kicked the earth. 
Royce’s heart was pounding. Her brain was still clouded and confused from what she felt must be a concussion. She attempted to retrieve her firearm from her holster. Taking aim, her eyes blurred. She discharged two rounds at Tony. Even pinching the trigger seemed a task. 
Tony whirled around to return her fire. As he did, Chance vaulted through the mountain air. The dog’s full force catapulted toward Tony. He tried to aim at the lunging dog, but Chance knocked him to the ground. The slam of his body echoed through the mountain. Royce dashed across the stream to where Tony was sprawled. She kicked the gun from his hand. Chance was atop the suspect, growling viciously into his face. Royce aimed her gun directly down at the fallen suspect. 
“Don’t move,” she commanded. “You don’t want to give me a reason to kill you. I’ve already got two damned good reasons. You tried to kill me and my dog.”
Tony’s hands were trembling. His eyes were wild with fear. His nose was bleeding profusely. “I’m not moving.”
Royce clamped cuffs on his wrists. “And don’t move until we say to move.” She patted him down. He flinched when she touched his front pockets.
Terry ran directly to Royce’s side. “Are you okay?” she asked the sheriff.
“Call for medics. His nose is broken. And my head has been slammed.” She tried to refocus her eyes. “I may have a slight concussion. He tried to drown me and choke me.” Royce gave a laugh of irony. “And he looks worse than I do.”
Terry chuckled. She called for medics. “Sheriff, the side of your face is bleeding, so you aren’t really looking all that elegant.”
Royce nodded. “I have to nearly get killed to get a laugh out of you,” she joked. “I’ll be fine.” 
“Fine must be in the eyes of the viewer. You look battered.” 
Royce ordered her deputy to watch Tony. “I want to find his phone. I need to see if he had time to warn Luther.” As soon as she recovered the phone, she searched its contents. There were dozens of calls to Luther Sumner, but thankfully none were recent. She called Nick and told him to let the Feds know that Luther was not aware that he would be implicated yet.
Nick stayed on the phone, reporting their decision. “Royce, they say to keep it all under wraps. They want him on the plane back to Dallas tomorrow. Of his own accord.”
“Great. They won’t have to go through extradition.” Royce instructed, “Nick, when we take Tony in, we’ll put a twenty-four hour booking and processing in place. We’re holding him. Collect the charges, but only include the charge of murder and assault. That will give us a day to keep Luther in the dark.”
“The Feds said they’ll wait until he has boarded, and bound for Dallas, then they’ll have agents swoop in on his auto body and supply business. If it’s dirty, they’ll arrest him when he deplanes. They sound pretty sure he’s running a very dirty place. He’s been on their radar.”
“So I’ll get cleaned up when we go into Crystal. I’ve got clothing there. Meet me there. Then we can go to the Crystal Lodge to tell him we’ve captured the killer of Calvin Wagner. I’ll assure him he’s free to go.”
“Good plan.”
“My head is spinning and my lips are beginning to puff up from the battering.” Royce tried to smile, but realized her face had a very sore jaw from where she’d been slammed down into the creek’s stony bottom. She shook her head. “I didn’t enjoy kissing those river rocks.”
Nick laughed, “So you got a free lip enhancement, and Luther will be out of your hair. Timber County doesn’t need to use our court resources, or pay his incarcerating bucks. Win, win, Sheriff.”
Royce attempted to chuckle. “Damn, it hurts to laugh. Even my hair hurts,” she joked. She patted the patch of her hair that was sticking to her head. Strands were glued with a mixture of blood and water. 
She heard the sirens, and saw the medics moving toward them. She also heard Terry direct them to Royce. “Take care of the sheriff first. The broken nose and busted balls can wait in line.”
Royce felt Chance as she tried to press in toward her. “Good job, girl. I think you deserve a commendation, Deputy.” Royce considered the worst part of the day was when she saw Tony taking aim at Chance. If Chance hadn’t been there attacking him, he would have been taking aim, and shooting Royce. “Thanks, Deputy Chance.”
 
***
 
After Royce had been checked, and diagnosed with having a slight concussion, her wounds were cleaned up, she felt better. The right side of her head had been struck by a rifle butt. The left side of her face ached from cuts and abrasions. 
Although she was released by the medics, the conditions were that she check into the hospital for testing, and that she rest. 
Royce insisted on her plan to go with Nick to tell Luther that he would be free to leave the area. 
Nick said that the deputies had taken charge of cordoning off and watching the Wagner Ranch. There would soon be federal agents swooping in to take over the area.
Timber deputies also had taken Tony into custody. They would be taking the charges against Tony to the D.A. immediately. They would see him booked for the murder of his own father. As well as resisting and assault. Royce cautioned that they not divulge additional information. 
Royce meanwhile changed clothes at the Crystal Sheriff’s Department. She and Nick then drove to the Crystal Lodge to face Luther.
“I am resting, Nick,” Royce argued as she leaned back against the vehicle’s backrest.
“The doctor said twenty-four hours of bed rest. I don’t think this is what he had in mind.” Nick drove purposely, and cautiously. “Close your eyes. Rest. And when we’re done with this, I’m taking you to the hospital to get you checked out. Then I’m taking you to Gran’s cabin, or to Molly’s.”
“Fine.” Her word was sulky. “Did the agents get everything so that the transition goes easily?”
“They’re on the ball. As soon as we pull our guard who is watching Luther’s room, their folks will take over immediately. They’ll watch him until he gets to Denver and boards. An agent will also be aboard, and the air marshal will be made aware and will be monitoring his flight. The minute he steps off the plane in Dallas, he’ll be taken into custody.”
“While I was getting my wounds cleaned by the medical team, I phoned with one of the agents. And also our D.A.”
“They said you’d just finished talking with them about Tony Wagner. Apparently you promised to get Tony to deal for information. True.”
“True. I need to talk Tony into dealing on the murder charge. If so, he’ll offer up Luther, and turn evidence. I want my head to be less cottony when that interrogation goes down. So I’ve instructed the deputies to say nothing. Sweat him. In the morning, we can go in with a deal. The Feds told me that if they have Tony’s confession, and his statement that incriminates Luther, it will make their life easier. I’ll give it my best shot.”
“I imagine they’ll want to try him for a federal weapon’s offense?”
“When I interrogate Tony, if he turns on Luther, we’ll have two sweet convictions. I’ll run my list of offences by you in the morning. It wouldn’t hurt to have you sit in on the interview.”
“You can handle it without me, Sheriff.”
“Tony has very little respect for women. You might be able to play good cop.”
Nick chuckled. “You think he challenges women’s toughness after you knocked his nose into his face, and Chance nearly chewed his throat in half. And you and Terry arrested him?” Nick gave a huge smile. “All three of the female persuasion. I think today upped his appreciation of the weaker sex.” Nick directed the auto into the Crystal Lodge parking lot. 
“Pull up near the door. Walking is not so easy today.”
“Let’s go trick Luther, Tiger.”
 
***
 
“What now?” Luther grumbled.
“I just wanted to let you know that we’ve arrested someone for the murder of Calvin Wagner. Thankfully you didn’t get too buddy-buddy with Tony. He killed his father. You’re free to leave the area in the morning. I’ve just got to sign a couple of court papers that will allow you to travel.”
“I’m getting back to Dallas on the earliest flight I can get. I’ll drive to Denver, then fly back to Dallas.” He was pleased with himself.
“That’s music to my ears,” Royce encouraged.
“What the hell happened to the side of your face. And you’re walking a little stiff.”
“Just a skirmish with an unsatisfied customer.”
Luther’s smile might as well have said that he was thrilled Royce had been battered. “I’m never coming back to this lousy town.”
Royce and Nick traded a glance. Nick said, “That would please me. How about you, Sheriff?”
She walked to the door. Turning, she gazed back into Luther’s smug face. “It would thrill me.” Other than the possibility that she might see him in court when she testified about the cache of weapons that were being mailed to him, she definitely wouldn’t see him.
She couldn’t wait to leave the room.
“That part is over,” Nick said as they entered the elevator. 
Royce’s head felt pain, however it was the cloudy, befuddled portion that the sheriff disliked. She had reached to hold Nick’s arm as the elevator lowered. He had held her by the elbow to steady her on their walk back to the vehicle.
“I’ll recover. So this part might be over, for now. But until the gun laws are enforced, and the gun problem is tamed, the malicious greed that exists will be with us. There will probably always be those who will sell out their county. Take down our country with weapons and drugs. All we can do is shut off one shipment at a time.”
With a wink in her direction, Nick encouraged, “Then let’s do it. In the morning, you stitch up Tony. The Feds will lock Luther. Life will be just a little better.”
“We see so much of the underbelly of life, it’s difficult to always be optimistic.”
“To get really happy, as in exhilarated, why don’t you partner with Sam for a week or two?”
They shared a smile. Then Royce and Nick began their trip back to Timber. Royce was glad that they didn’t pass Rasp Meadow Crossing on the way home. Hertha had once stated that the Rasp was a sacred place among the Ute Nation.
The sheriff had been blessed to have survived this day. Perhaps it was sacred ground.
 



Chapter 24
 
 
Royce and Nick waited in the interview room. 
“Luther spent a comfortable night in his room,” Royce commented. “He watched porn all evening, then slept. An early wake-up call, and he packed and began his drive to Denver International.”
“Surveillance will keep on him like glue.” Nick drummed his fingers on the table where they sat. “I wanted to cuff and shackle him so badly.”
“I played that in my mind last night. But he’ll be taken care of.
Royce heard the deputy and Tony approaching. The sheriff and Nick traded a glance. Then in unison, they nodded. Royce was certain they were both thinking the same thing. Cute-Exec was going to the slammer for a very long time. 
Tony was escorted in. His ankles were then bound to the floor by chains. He was about to be interrogated by the Sheriff of Timber County. His swagger and his suavity had evaporated. Over the bridge of his nose was a splint and bandages. His eye sockets were bruised. When he was seated across from Royce, a jail deputy locked Tony’s cuffs to the table. 
“You broke my fucking nose!” he bellowed. 
 “You tried to murder me. You hit me so hard that I was concussed. That could have killed me. You attempted to drown me. Choke me, and you took a few shots at me. So I think I still owe you a few fists. And you even shot at my dog. For that you deserved many more knees to your groin.”
“Yeah, well you kneed me so hard, I’ll probably never be able to fuck a chick again.”
“Where you’re going, I seriously doubt that will be your major concern.”
“I’m not saying a word to you.”
“Great, let me do the talking. I really want to make mention of a father being killed by his son.” 
“I wanted to be a tougher man than he was. And I am.”
“You even named your company Cute-Exec. Which is execute if you switch the name around. You executed your father. I recall you asked me if your father’s homicide didn’t look as if it was execution style.”
“If I did it, it would have been an execution.”
“I believe that, Tony. You and your father are made of the same cloth. Both haughty with little respect for womanhood. Both greedy. You had a lucrative business, and that wasn’t good enough for either of you. Like father, like son - cowards.” 
“I’m not a coward. I’m not like my father.”
“You’re exactly like your father. You’re both cold-blooded killers.”
“Killers?”
“Forty years ago your father executed an unarmed young woman. She wanted to run out on her husband, and she made the mistake of wanting your father to run out on his wife. As he promised her he would do. He killed her. He left behind a confession to murdering her. Her name was Lila Franz Brull. She’s been known as Jane Doe for years. Now she has her rightful name.” Royce sat back, she scrutinized his face. “You told someone that if a woman bugged you, your father would either buy them off of bump them off.” Royce quoted what Nita had told Marion. “Your father did bump off a woman that bugged him. Gutless wonders, both you and your father.”
“I never killed a woman.”
“But you certainly tried.”
“I don’t consider you a real woman,” he jeered. “You’re a fuckin’ dyke.”
Nick shuffled papers, then handed them to Royce. He said with controlled, slow-burn anger, “And Tony, you are a bigot, a coward, a lowlife, and one sorry suck.” His usually docile eyes were fierce, “And you are going to spend the rest of your life in prison.”   
 Royce began to read the paper. The words swam, but she was focusing as she went. “Tony Wagner, we’ve placed you under arrest for the murder of your father, Calvin Wagner. Other charges are attempted murder of a county sheriff and deputy, assault, resisting, illegal gun sales, falsifying reports, transporting illegal materials and a few more charges to come.”
“What deputy?”
 “You shot at my dog, Chance. Chance is an official deputy. Don’t worry, the jury will appreciate that charge. Most folks are dog lovers.”
“I’ll fight every single charge. You have no evidence.”
“To the gunrunning charge. It’s all in your shed, slash, office. That charge will stick. Maybe the Feds will throw in selling arms to subversive groups, enemies of our country. Treason. As far as your father’s murder. We’ve got footage of you leaving the ranch. You went to the gun shop. You knew how to erase the security tape. Since it hadn’t been replayed, the tape’s images can actually be lifted. You entered your father’s gun shop.”
“Knock yourself out trying to prove I shot him.”
“The tape may not show it all. Not much of a stretch of figure the sequence. You saw the gun there on your father’s desk, where it was after Otis left. Your father told you to take the gun back to the safe, or maybe asked you to work on it. He sat looking down at his own work on the desk. You picked up the gun, walked around your father – behind him. And you fired the gun. He wouldn’t have allowed Otis to take the gun behind him where he sat. There was no struggle. But his son, he would trust. You walked a few feet, turned, and shot him in the head. His head and shoulders fell on the desk. You neared him and gave him the execution style bullet to the back of his head. Capital murder.”
“I didn’t do it.”
“Sure you did. And you think you’re not a coward. Where’s the valor in shooting an unarmed man who trusts you – shooting him in the back of the head? You and your father – both corrupt murderers. And of course, it will be proven in court. A death penalty offense.”
He struggled to lift his hand. His face flooded with red. “They won’t convict me.”
“You bet they will. But I’d like to offer you a deal. I’ve talked it over with the D.A. and he’s willing to put a trade on the table. We can take the death sentence away, and offer life without parole. If you’re willing to cooperate and testify against Luther Sumner, we can make that deal. Otherwise, you’re going to be rolling dice.”
“You want me to rat out Luther?”
“Tony, I’m not here to coheres a confession. I’m giving you a chance to do yourself some good.”
“Luther will give me the death sentence if I turn him.”
“Hey, the Feds will have him in custody the minute he steps off that airplane. He’s going down. You might want to turn on Luther before he rolls on you. You could be the brains behind the entire operation – including his bogus auto body parts business.”
“I’d want to be vindicated if I provide testimony.”
Royce chuckled. “My Gran has a saying. That would make a cat laugh. You want full immunity from prosecution to tell the Feds what they already know? The D.A. was generous in offering life in prison – no parole.”
Tony was well-aware that Luther could blame him. And would blame him. “Look, I’ll take your deal. I haven’t got anything to lose.”
“So make your testimony exactly as events happened. Remember, you do have something to lose. You won’t spend the remainder of your life on death row. Waiting your turn.”
“I’ll talk.”              
“Wise decision. Now the district attorney will be in for a chat, and have some papers for you to sign. I warn you, don’t be an obstructionist with him. He’s got less of a sense of humor than I do.” 
When it came to killers in her country, Royce had absolutely no sense of humor.
She went back to her office, where the deputies gave a cheer. One of them handed her a weathered manila file. On its yellowed tab was written Jane Doe. Royce took it to her desk. She marked through the name. She wrote Lila Franz Brull. She then filed it. It was no longer an active case. A very sad, but inactive solved case.
More than anything in the world, Royce wanted to give her father a hug. Maybe this was as near as she could come to doing just that. 
 
***
 
Rushing down the walkway toward her mother’s bakery, Royce saw Plato. “Hey, partner,” she called to him. Chance followed proudly behind her.
“By gosh, them two were in cahoots. Tony and Luther.”
“They were. And the motive for Cal’s dying was revealed in Tony’s confession. According to the confession Tony just made, he and Cal had been a partner with Luther, on a limited scale. For a few years. Going big was too risky for Cal. Tony wanted to be a major kingpin in smuggling guns. It caused friction between father and son. After he’d heard Otis and Cal fighting, Tony saw a great opportunity to dispose of Calvin. And Otis would be the suspect. He shot his father, wiped the prints clean, erased the security tapes, and snuck out the front door. He had the key, and he knew Otis would exit the back way, after the loud skirmish. Otis was the likely fall guy.”
“It was all over assault guns?”
“Yes. Guns, which were dispensed out to criminals and terrorists. Top dollar walked away with them.”
“I never abided by hunters using ‘em. Huntin’ with assault weapons is just wrong.”
Royce nodded in agreement. “By the way, I just wanted to tell you that I appreciate your help. Thanks for your information along the way to solving this case, Plato. I guess I don’t say that often enough.”
Chuckling, he gasped between laughs. “No need to thank me, Sheriff. Just keep the smokes money a comin’.”
Reaching in her pocket, she pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. As she walked away, Royce felt pain in her back. She’d been slammed down hard on the stream bed. The side of her face was decorated with bruises and cuts. Her head was still slightly cloudy. She was alive. She was thankful.
Attempting to sleep the night before had left her fatigued. Not only was she concerned if she could get a confession from Tony, the concussion made her thoughts chaotic. The pressure was gone. Her brain didn’t feel as though it was in a tailspin, but morning left her with a remnant of feeling dazed.
 
***
 
Gran had driven in to Timber. She knew the town would be filled with talk the morning after the big capture, and a cold case had been solved. She wanted to be a part of her granddaughter’s celebration. Gran’s son, Sheriff Grady Madison, had wanted a cold case solved. Royce and the county enforcers, along with the assistance of the state forensic lab, had solved that case. 
Gran felt an enormous pride when she entered Molly’s Pantry. 
Royce swooped her into her arms. “Gran, before you ask, I’m fine.”
“You look a tad beat up. And they said you had a concussion!”
“I can’t drive for a few days, but Sam offered to chauffeur me around. That will bring the day’s joy up a notch.”
“I like that fella,” Gran exclaimed. 
“I bet even the criminals like that fella,” Molly added. “I wonder if he’s ever even arrested anyone.” 
Royce shrugged. “Maybe he keeps his ‘tough’ side hidden.”
 Molly began pouring cups of coffee. “Here comes Gwen and Nadine.”
After greeting the women, Royce stretched, allowing a low moan. “I knew that Tony had taken self-defense courses. But I didn’t know he aced his body-slamming course,” she teased.
Gwen words mocked with a slight sting. “Tony isn’t even thirty. You, Royce, are in your early forties. He’s twice your size. Hell’s bells, you got off easy.”
Royce grimaced. Even that hurt. “Personally, I think he got off easy. If I wouldn’t have been swarmed by the killer drone, I wouldn’t have been overpowered in the first place. I caught the butt of a rifle to the side of my head. If I wouldn’t have been body slammed, I could have put a little more punch into the breaking of his nose. Also, if I hadn’t been tossed around in the water on the stream’s bed as I was being choked and drowned, the term busted balls would have come into play.”
The women howled. Nadine said, “Terry mentioned that even when he was being cuffed, he couldn’t stand up straight. You must have given him a danged harsh pounding with your knee.”
Royce chuckled. “I didn’t really care if I dislocated my knee. I was fighting for breath. And yes, I didn’t mind that I was getting back at him on the behalf of the young women in this county.”
“I notice you didn’t say getting back for the victim.”
Royce became somber. “Cal had murdered an innocent woman. Maybe Tony was an executioner.”
Gwen commented, “One thing I do know. You were looking down the barrel of an assault rifle.” Her eyebrows shot up, she folded her arms. “However, Chance was trying to eat that rifle. As well as to annihilate the shooter.”
Royce reached down to tickle Chance’s ears. “I wouldn’t be here if she hadn’t been there to save me. Although I fought dirty, which is what I always recommend to women protecting themselves, I was losing. Chance was fearless.”
The women raised their mugs of coffee. “To Chance.”
Chance sat. Royce wondered if that wasn’t Chance’s way of saying, “Of course I saved the sheriff. That was the expectation, wasn’t it?”
Royce slapped the side of her leg. Chance followed her out onto the street. 
 
***
 
Although everyone wanted Royce to rest, they knew the sheriff needed some exercise. Walking on their morning rounds, the sheriff and Chance stopped when they neared the High Country Animal Hospital. Royce leaned back against the side of the building. She felt wobbly. The sun seemed to be whirling. Since her pounding had only happened yesterday, she wasn’t concerned. The doctor had told her the dizziness would go away in a few days. She could expect a few of the symptoms. 
Hearing the voice, yet unable to focus in, Royce’s head went back against the building’s siding. “Hertha?”
“Royce, are you okay?” Hertha was allowing Royce’s weight to lean against her. “Let’s get you in out of the sun.”
“I’m fine,” Royce said as her legs weakened slightly.
Hertha helped to ease Royce into a chair. “I’ll get my herbal ointment for your face.” She quickly retrieved a glass of water for Royce, and a small tub with salve. Hertha tenderly rubbed the ointment onto Royce’s scuffed face. 
Royce sipped. “Feels better already.”
Hertha looked away. Tears pooled in her eyes. They became huge droplets. “Gwen told me that you’d been taken to the hospital yesterday afternoon. When she said that you were nearly killed, I realized the feelings I’ve been trying to cover up. My love for you has never gone away. Royce, I’m still in love with you. I’ve never stopped being in love with you. I know our lives are going in different directions. But I need for you to know what I’m thinking.”
Royce gently lifted Hertha’s chin so that they were looking in one another’s eyes. Royce wanted to say the words back to the veterinarian.
When the sheriff’s lips quivered, Hertha uttered, “I know that things worth having always take time. I’m willing to wait for you. Would you like to come for dinner tonight? I could chop everything up to make it easier to eat with an injured jaw.”
“I’d like to have dinner with you and the kids. I’d better get back to the courthouse. We’re waiting on a phone call.”
The burst of energy that happens when children appear, emerged from the doorway. Before Royce could stand, the two youngsters were hugging the sheriff. “Wait, Royce,” Shavano yelled. “I made something for you.”
Royce and Hertha continued gazing at one another. Hertha explained, “Vannie made you a book. A get-well book.”
Antero stood solemnly, then his hand reached to begin patting Royce’s shoulder. Vannie appeared, handing the bouquet of pages to Royce. “For you,” she said.
Royce saw drawings of herself and Chance. She saw a crayon picture depicting Royce climbing up to get Antero down from a cliff. Chance had led Royce to the place where Antero had hidden. Another picture showed Chance finding the children. And of Royce being saved by Chance. Royce read silently.
The ending lines read:
Chance saved my brother.
Chance saved the sheriff.
Chance saved my brother and me.
Chance saves everyone who needs to be saved.
 The sheriff lowered the sheath of papers. 
“This is the best book I’ve ever read,” Royce exclaimed.
Hertha laughed, “According to Gwen, it’s the only book you’ve ever read.”
Royce joined in the laughter. “Other than my enforcer procedural books, that could be right.”
The children hugged Chance. 
Royce noticed the last page had a final sentence that brought tears to the sheriff’s eyes. She reached to wipe the corner of her eyes. ‘Chance is a saver. The End.’
Blinking back tears, Royce stood. “I’d better get over to the office.”
“We’ll see you at six?” Hertha asked.
“I’d like that. I’d like that very much.”
 
***
 
While Royce compiled the voluminous reports about the various cases, she awaited the notification that Luther Sumner’s flight had arrived in Dallas. She knew that it would take time for Luther to be detained, arrested, booked, and perhaps they would interrogate him before calling her. 
When the call came in, the agent she’d talked with a number of times, gave a Texas hoot. Luther Sumner had been taken into custody. His business – the property – was a treasure trove of not only weapons and drugs, but autos were being readied to hold contraband. It had all been seized. Timber County’s intervention was responsible for getting irrefutable evidence and a sworn statement from his accomplice. Sumner would probably never even recognize the light of day again.
As she hung up, Royce beckoned to the deputies. She told them what had transpired, and she thanked them all. With victory in her voice, her words lifted, “Luther Sumner will probably be spending the rest of his life incarcerated in a federal prison.”
She hadn’t finished her morning rounds. Royce and Chance walked to the end of the street. Royce glanced back. Timber City had one less cold cases. A violent, heinous murder had been solved. The killer would be indicted, found guilty, and would spend the rest of his life in prison. Another criminal would also spend the remainder of his life incarcerated. Guns and drugs were removed from endangering citizens. 
Wanting to feel her lips lift, even if one side was painful, was Royce’s wish. She felt the mountains that surrounded her town. They became the shoulders protecting her community. The beauty of growth and the sculpture of stone encircled her. How fortunate she was to have such simplicity, and such magnificence embracing her. The majesty of Timber County was all around. A skyline was so blue that it went on forever and was visible in each quadrant of sky. 
Royce smiled. Later she was going to be sharing a feast with a family. Children were the heart of tomorrow. The destiny of the world would be fine. She would be dining with the only woman she had ever loved completely. She was in love with Hertha. She always had been, and always would be.
With time, perhaps their love would also once again be fine. Royce believed that just like people could recover – love could also recover. It was plenty amazing.  
The sheriff slipped a disk of butterscotch candy between her swollen lips. She petted her companion’s head. Chance gave a playful growl. 
Royce believed those words in the last book she’d read. 
Chance is a saver.
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