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      Sheriff David Wolf looked up and saw the line of trucks and SUVs thundering down the dirt road at five-alarm-fire speed. Letting up his bodyweight on the wriggling animal underneath him, he hissed in pain as a hoof glanced off his knee. The dust from the slowing vehicles washed over the volunteers inside the cattle pen, and then moved on to envelop the rest of the crowd gathered on the surrounding lawn.

      “Who the hell is that?” Deputy Tom Rachette squinted and waved his hand.

      “MacLean,” Wolf said.

      The calf bleated, protesting the ropes expertly lassoed around its head and hind legs. The two men controlled their horses, pulling the ropes with practiced precision.

      Rick Welch, third-generation owner of Triple T Ranch, quickly shaved the calf’s right rear haunch and a volunteer weekend cowhand approached with two smoking branding irons.

      “God damn it,” Rick mumbled through clenched lips, waiting for the cloud to pass.

      Luckily, a light morning breeze dispersed the dust, and the air became breathable again.

      The unplanned break over, Wolf sagged his weight onto the animal and held tight. At six foot three and two hundred pounds, he’d always carried a muscular physique with little effort, or, in the case of his years as an army Ranger, with tremendous effort, but now that he was almost forty-one years old, his muscularity hid the fatigue within that came after rigorous activity. The morning’s work had his shoulders and abdominal muscles screaming for mercy. As sheriff of Sluice County for the past three years, he was lucky if he managed to break away three times a week for weight lifting, and the cardio … well, he figured his cardio was living in the mountains of Colorado.

      He’d lost count of how many calves they’d done so far, but he knew there were plenty more to go. Even with the second and third team of horsemen and volunteers working just as hard inside the pen, it was going to be an all-day job that might go into tomorrow.

      Deputy Tom Rachette, a fit young man in his mid-twenties, seemed to sense Wolf’s slowdown and squatted next to him, gripping the calf’s hind legs and stilling the animal for good. Rachette was shorter than average, but in Wolf’s estimation, the deputy was built like a bull, and he had tenacity and strength rivaling that of most larger men.

      “Thanks,” Wolf said through gritted teeth, a fresh twinge of pain shooting through his lower back.

      Triple T Ranch had the largest herd of cattle in Sluice County, and it was a community operation to get the cattle branded every year. Wolf hadn’t missed the event for seven years running, and Margaret Hitchens, town real-estate agent and self-appointed chairperson of the Wolf-for-Sheriff election campaign, had turned the branding into a rally for votes, complete with food and games for the entire family outside the cattle pen.

      Margaret had seen to it that the Sluice Sentinel had run announcements in the three weeks leading up to the event, and nearly every display window and cork board in Rocky Points featured one of Margaret’s come one, come all invitations. Over fifty men, women, and children had shown up.

      And now there were a few more uninvited ones.

      “Okay!” Rick shouted.

      The ropes slackened. Wolf slipped the loop over the rear hooves and he and Rachette jumped up, clearing out of danger.

      “Sheriff Wolf!” a deep, jovial voice called from the other side of the fence.

      Wolf turned with little enthusiasm toward a rising commotion.

      A videographer scrambled with a tripod and camera, and an army of still photographers darted this way and that, kneeling and climbing into photo-opportunity positions.

      Wolf instinctively glanced at Margaret, who was already out of her lawn chair and charging towards MacLean, a suspicious crease on her brow beneath her cowboy hat.

      “What’s this?” she demanded.

      MacLean looked over at her like she was an attacking rabid dog, then smiled pleasantly.

      “Margaret, I heard about the cattle-branding and thought I’d volunteer.” He raised his voice for everyone to hear over the mooing. “That is, if you’ll have me.”

      Photographers snapped photos. The videographer panned from MacLean to Wolf.

      Margaret scoffed and walked away.

      Wolf walked to the fence with an outstretched hand caked with dried mud.

      MacLean knotted his hand with Wolf’s and shook vigorously. His smile was confident, his steely eyes either ignoring or oblivious to the cool reception of every person surrounding him.

      The cameras whirred and clicked.

      Releasing Wolf’s grip, MacLean hopped over the fence with considerable grace for a fifty-five-year-old. His brand-new work boots stomped down on the dusty earth and he bent down, grabbed a handful of dirt, and rubbed it across his chest, leaving a skid mark on his expensive white button-up shirt.

      “Mr. Welch!” MacLean boomed, marching toward the owner of the Triple T Ranch with his now dusty hand.

      Rick fumbled with the branding irons, leaving MacLean holding out his hand without a partner to shake it. Finally, they shook and MacLean beamed a smile framed by his perfectly trimmed silver goatee.

      The photographers pounced.

      Wolf heard a ping on the fence and a collective gasp. He turned in time to see a photographer’s head whipping back as he landed on the ground. The camera-wielding man’s smooth-soled shoes were no match for manure.

      The guy bounced up without hesitation and snapped some shots.

      Wolf turned on his heel and plucked Sarah from the crowd.

      Standing in front of her chair to get a better look, she met Wolf’s gaze and smiled.

      They gravitated toward one another at the fence line. He watched her and took a cleansing breath, feeling a jolt of energy. The combination of the crisp air and watching her move was better than ibuprofen or any other pain reliever. As far back as high school, when he’d met his sweetheart turned wife, turned ex-wife turned—whatever it was they were now—she’d always liked to dress the part of a cowgirl, and with her worn jeans, frayed hat, button-up embroidered denim shirt, she wore the look just as well as she had back then.

      They met at the fence and she handed him a water bottle.

      “Real nice of him to show up,” she said. “What an asshole. No wonder this guy’s winning. Good God, there’s like ten photographers. Is he shooting another commercial?”

      Wolf drank the cold water and let the sun warm his skin. It was clear blue skies with visibility as far as it got to the north and south, with pine-tree-covered mountains socking them in to the east and west. The dung-scented air was warm with a steady cool breeze, making it biting cold in the shade, typical of early June in the middle of the Rockies.

      Sarah’s jeans stretched against her thinly muscled leg as she propped a boot on the fence and she smiled up at him.

      “You look like a dust bunny. Here,”—she reached through the fence and ruffled his hair, sending a cascade of dirt onto Wolf’s shoulders—“let’s unveil that gorgeous dark hair of yours for the cameras, and let’s wipe your face. It looks like one of those cattle pooped on it.”

      Wolf closed his eyes and let her delicate hands do their brusque work. “I think one of them did.”

      “—Wolf?”

      He turned around at the sound of his name.

      MacLean stood with Trevor Lancaster, the undersheriff of Byron County. Lancaster was Wolf’s age—younger, taller, and more muscled than his boss. Wolf couldn’t help notice the way the man raked his eyes up and down behind Wolf, taking in Sarah’s figure with unreserved curiosity.

      Besides Lancaster, all eyes were on Wolf.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I said,” MacLean yelled over the cows, “why don’t you and I mount up and rope one of these calves? Show ’em how it’s done?”

      MacLean was oblivious to the glares he received.

      “I don’t think you or I could show any of these men anything they haven’t done themselves over fifty times already today.”

      MacLean’s smile wavered for an instant, but he shrugged and walked toward a horse and grabbed the reins from the dismounted cowboy. The sheriff of Byron County climbed on with expert speed and grabbed the lasso off the saddle horn.

      Wolf turned back to Sarah and handed her the water bottle.

      She smiled and winked. “Go get ’em, Sheriff.”

      Wolf looked at Sarah’s beautiful Colorado-sky-blue eyes, her tanned face flecked with tiny circles of sunlight passing through the holes in her cowboy hat, and at that moment thought he could wrestle down a bull with his hands. Then when he tried to think of the last time he’d thrown a lasso and came up with no memories, his confidence came down a few notches. With a sigh he turned around.

      “All right, Sheriff Wolf!” Margaret Hitchens thrust a fist into the air and tried to rally some cheers from the crowd.

      Travis Chapman hopped off his Mustang and gave Wolf the reins. “You got this?”

      “Nope,” Wolf said, climbing up without hesitation. The beast beneath him twisted and bucked, and Wolf managed to keep his seat, though barely.

      Chapman finally calmed the Mustang down and handed up his coiled lasso.

      Wolf took it, let out some slack, and twirled it in a slow circle, getting his bearings with riding a horse and twirling a lasso—two actions alone he hadn’t done in years.

      “You be the heeler?” Sheriff MacLean winked at Wolf.

      Wolf smiled. Roping the heels meant he’d have to lay the lasso loop as a trap in front of the moving calf’s rear legs and then snag the legs as it moved through the loop. Though looping either the head or heels was no easy task for the unpracticed, the latter was the more difficult task. Successfully heeling a calf was something he’d seen the men today fail to do on numerous occasions. They were professionals. Wolf, most definitely, was not.

      “Sure,” he said, getting the feeling that this politically masterful opponent of his had just roped him.

      MacLean turned and pursued a calf without hesitation, tossed the lasso and snagged its head in a swift fluid motion. He yanked the line and stopped his horse. The calf twisted, turning its hind legs toward Wolf.

      Wolf rode into place, feeling wobbly in the saddle as the huge Mustang accelerated.

      He twirled the rope above his head, at an angle towards his left shoulder, like his father had taught him all those years ago. Then he rode up alongside the left hind leg, just like he remembered, letting the loop grow with each twirl. He watched the calf hop, the hind legs leaving the ground in a steady, predictable rhythm. And then he threw.

      And he whiffed.

      “Come on Wolf!” someone yelled from the crowd.

      “You can do it sheriff! Waaahooo!” Margaret Hitchens’s voice was easily picked out of the silence.

      Wolf tried again, missing the mark one more time, and then again. This time the toss was good, but he was late pulling the slack.

      “You gotta flatten your toss!” MacLean said.

      Wolf chuckled to himself as he reeled in the rope. I’ve gotta flatten your face.

      Amid a deafening uncomfortable silence, Wolf missed again.

      “All right,” MacLean declared. “I’ll take the heels. You got the head.”

      Ah. Okay. Easy enough, Wolf thought. He felt like he was thirteen all over again, tossing a rope at a wooden dummy with his father barking at him.

      “Okay, you got this!” Deputy Rachette started a renewed wave of banter. “Come on, Sheriff!”

      “Yay, Sheriff Wolf!”

      Wolf took a deep breath, twirled the rope above his head, this time keeping a nice bend in his elbow with each revolution. He picked an easy target: a calf that was standing still, unobstructed in the confusion of moving cattle.

      The rope hit the rear half of the animal and dropped to the ground.

      MacLean laughed. “Okay, let’s give back the pros their horses. We could be here all day!”

      Wolf ignored him. He whipped back the rope and stretched the loop out, twirled it over his head twice and tossed it. Sailing through the air, the loop went over the head of a brown-and-white spotted calf and landed around its neck. He pulled back, tightening the slack, and then wrapped the rope around the saddle horn. He steered his horse the opposite way, whipping the calf around and presenting the hind legs to MacLean.

      “Hey! Now we’re talkin’!” MacLean yelled.

      A split second later, Wolf’s rope yanked back incredibly hard—too hard—almost sending him off the saddle as the Mustang twisted back. At that second, he saw the calf in the air, both hind legs securely roped and pulled back, the animal poised to land on its side.

      “Whoa!” Wolf pulled up on the reins, but too late—the calf was stretched inhumanely thin, and just when Wolf thought he had ripped the animal in half, the Mustang stopped and backed up a few steps.

      MacLean wasted no time turning and dragged the calf backwards towards the men with the branding iron.

      Wolf followed, keeping total slack in his rope, more than a little relieved that the calf was struggling against the tow.

      As the men branded the calf, MacLean sat tall with a self-satisfied grin plastered on his face.

      Once again, Wolf felt bested by this man, in an arena he was unfamiliar with.

      Being appointed sheriff of Sluice County, just like Hal Burton before him, and Wolf’s father before Burton, Wolf had never had to pander to the masses, never had to act a part; he’d simply shown up for work and done the best job he could.

      Now that the smaller Sluice County was merging with its neighbor to the south, Byron, things were changing. Big time. Down in Rocky Points, just a block and a half from the station, a three-story monstrosity of a municipal building and new sheriff’s office, complete with state-of-the-art jail cells in the basement, was going up in record time. And with the new structure came something even bigger. An election. And a campaign. Multiple campaigns, because the people of the newly formed Sluice–Byron County were voting not only for a sheriff but for other seats in the new county government too.

      It was now spring and the election would be held in mid-summer by special order of the governor of Colorado. With the political atmosphere like a mosh pit at a thrash-metal concert, Sheriff Will MacLean seemed to be at home amid the chaos.

      Wolf wondered just how MacLean planned on cutting and pasting all this video footage, what exactly he was going to do with all these photos.

      No doubt something awe-inspiring, just like the rest of the man’s campaign for sheriff had been thus far.

      Wolf felt no awkwardness when it came to mountain living. But the pixels captured through those lenses said otherwise. That’s all that mattered. The airtime on television that MacLean’s campaign could buy would undoubtedly show the people otherwise.

      “And that,” Margaret Hitchens yelled, “is Sheriff Wolf’s attitude towards his job in action. Never give up! Never give up!”

      A lone whistle pierced a smattering of applause.

      Wolf felt his face go red as he jumped down and handed over the reins.

      “Sheriff Wolf!”

      Rachette had his cowboy hat off, waving it in the air with one hand and holding a radio in the other.

      Deputy Patterson stood next to him with excitement painted on her face, and not because of the recent action. She held her radio, too.

      “What’s up?” he asked as he reached the fence line.

      Patterson climbed two slats of the fence and leaned toward him.

      “We have a dead body,” she said. “Correction: almost a dead body.”
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      Rubber boat fenders squeaked against the wood of the marina docks as wake waves rolled in.

      Wolf raised his face to the sun, letting it inject some warmth into his skin while the breeze sucked it away. He knew the lake had been named for a temperature inversion found at roughly fifty feet beneath the surface of the water, but as he zipped his jacket to his chin he thought that Cold Lake was living up to its namesake.

      Taking a deep inhale through his nose, he whiffed gasoline, vinyl seats, and dead fish, a combination that brought back memories of bass fishing with his father.

      Lime green in color, the boat in front of him was nothing flashy, just a middle-of-the-line family model with a powerful outboard motor that five to ten grand could buy. What lay inside on the stern floor, however, was anything but ordinary.

      The hypnotic movement of the sphere in the black plastic bag slowed as the wake of the passing boat dissipated. Then a combination of waves lifted the back end and rolled the bag over for an instant, revealing a mouth and nose through a tear in the plastic.

      Rachette let out a soft whistle.

      Stepping off the dock and onto the rear seat, Patterson snapped on her rubber gloves. She was five foot one and a year younger than Rachette, and she had a granite physique that was maintained with strict diet and exercise. Unlike Rachette’s stocky build, she was thin and wiry. As she moved with quick precision, the boat barely swayed under her negligible weight.

      With wide blue eyes and bobbed dark hair, she was the definition of cute, and could lull the opposite sex into leering, but as Wolf watched her grip the plastic bag without hesitation and look inside the rip, he, just like everyone who met Heather Patterson, was reminded of the fearless fire within.

      The teeth within the disembodied head were yellow, unnaturally large-looking from receding gums. The lips were like mangled worms, and the nose was snow white and waxy, like it had melted flat against the face.

      Rachette stepped into the boat after Patterson, keeping his distance with his second step.

      Wolf turned at the sound of boots coming down the dock.

      Sheriff MacLean stepped next to him and watched Patterson work.

      “Eye sockets look mutilated,” she said. “Gouged with a knife.”

      “Jesus.” Rachette backed into the space next to the driver’s seat.

      “That’s beyond disturbing.” MacLean zoned out for a moment and turned to Wolf. “Listen. I’ve got a thing tonight. Congressman. Attorney General. Commissioner. DA. I can have Lancaster stay if you need, get another few deputies up here.”

      Lancaster stood motionless behind his boss, a head taller than MacLean, clearly staring down at Patterson’s backside and not the grotesque item she was prodding.

      “No thanks,” Wolf said.

      MacLean shrugged and then squinted one eye. “Deputy Patterson, right? And Rachette?”

      “Yes, sir.” Rachette nodded politely.

      Patterson nodded and snapped some photos with her Nikon DSLR camera.

      “You two are going to be interviewing for the new Sheriff’s Department next month, correct?”

      “You two carry on.” Wolf stepped backwards and walked up the dock toward the marina. “MacLean, Lancaster, follow me, please.”

      “I’ll see you later, Deputies,” MacLean said, taking his time turning and walking after Wolf.

      Lancaster trailed his eyes up and down Patterson one more time and walked after his boss.

      Wolf escorted them under the tape and over to their SUV, which sat in the newly paved parking lot of the lake marina.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bully my deputies.”

      MacLean frowned and took off his sunglasses. “Bully? I’m not bullying your deputies. I’m trying to open a discussion with them about their future. I would think you might be open to that.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?” Wolf looked at Lancaster. “And you: Deputy Patterson is a fifth-degree black belt, so you keep letting those dead eyes of yours wander like that and I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      Lancaster nodded with a sneer.

      “And Sheriff, the election hasn’t happened yet,” Wolf said.  “The Sluice–Byron County Sheriff’s Department doesn’t even exist for another month. You might want to remember that. You guys have a nice fundraiser tonight.”

      Wolf patted him on the shoulder.

      MacLean looked down at the spot Wolf had touched, smiled and put his sunglasses back on. “Have you heard about my event?”

      “The fundraiser? The one you just told me about on the dock?” The lake they stood next to, though being the third largest in Colorado, could not contain Will MacLean’s ego.

      “I was serious back there. I have Congressman Blake coming. Commissioner Heller, the retiring commissioner of your county.” MacLean ticked off his fingers. “The DA. The ADA. Your old boss, Burton, he’s confirmed.”

      The last name stung Wolf. But he figured if Burton was going, it was for the Scotch and food, not for support.

      “If you’d like to join reality and come down to Ashland tonight, it’s going to be quite a party. I sent you an invitation.”

      Wolf turned and walked away.

      “See you Monday night,” MacLean called after him. “Hope you can prepare all those talking points with all this new action going on.”

      Wolf sucked in a calming breath with little success.
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      “Here.” Oliver Chevalier tapped his fish-finder screen and pulled back the throttle. “This is the spot.”

      The boat coasted, riding up as the wake passed underneath it, and then bobbed in the water. Wolf’s ears rang in the relative silence of the idling motor and his skin tingled as the cold rushing air became warm and still.

      “Right here.” Oliver looked pale. “You can see the depth change underneath us. Starts at one hundred and thirty feet, give or take, then it drops off to three hundred feet plus.” Oliver tipped a paper cup vertical and sucked down the last drops of his coffee, then poured another helping from his metal thermos with shaking hands.

      Wolf gazed at the screen, seeing the precipitous drop off underneath them. He rubbed his hands together to build warmth.

      “Should have felt it this morning,” Oliver said. “It was damn cold. Every year you forget how cold it still is, all the way into June.”

      “Where did you pull up the bag?” Wolf asked.

      Oliver Chevalier shivered and shut his eyes. “Yes. Sorry. We were trawling the deep parts with this downrigger. Looking to catch some lake trout. Caught one”—he raised his eyebrows—“big. Huge. And then later, I snagged something, and I realized I’d run too far. I knew I’d probably snagged the boulders where it turns shallow. Then I turned around and pulled up that bag. Billy was makin’ fun of me about it. He grabbed it and brought it in, and then he dropped it and started yelling. I still remember that sound. A head dropping into the boat.”

      Oliver stopped talking and took another sip of coffee. He set the cup down, walked to the front of the boat, knelt on the cushion and vomited over the side. The loud grunt of his expulsion echoed off rock cliffs looming over the western shoreline in the distance.

      “Oooookay,” Patterson said, turning towards Wolf and Rachette.

      Wolf studied the fish finder. “You come here a lot?”

      Oliver wiped his mouth. “Yeah, the boulders are a marker for me and Jed. We usually start here and troll north and south. It’s our spot.”

      The screen of the sonar device was split, with a multicolored image sliding by on the left, and a black-and-white image on the right. “Can you tell me what we’re looking at here, Oliver?”

      Oliver looked over at him and wiped his chin. He wobbled over and leaned over the display.

      Wolf caught a whiff of Oliver and held his breath.

      “Bottom’s at one hundred thirty-four feet indicated by that number—you can see the boulders there—then the bottom drops out from under at that bright-white patch. They say it goes down to four hundred plus feet. The down-imager won’t go that deep. This right here is the lowest point between that island,” Oliver pointed to a low-forested island to the east, “and the shore there.” He pointed to the west to the cliffs.

      “So you thought you snagged one of those boulders?” Wolf tapped the screen.

      Oliver stood up and nodded. “Well, yeah. Had to be. There’s nothin’ else down there. Of course, it wasn’t a boulder.” He lunged back to the front of the boat and bent over, his grunts echoing once again.

      Wolf, Rachette, and Patterson huddled in the back of the boat and Wolf studied the surrounding landscape. To the east was a wooded island the size of a football field. Opposite the island to the west, there was a steep wooded embankment with a line of cliffs above that that stretched to the north and south. The granite cliff line varied in steepness, and the cabins on the rugged shore hugged the back of their properties up to the precipice. Wooden staircases zigged and zagged down the rocks, teetering on stilts, down to the shore where docks jutted out into the water. Behind it all, thousands of acres of virgin forest and snow-veined rocky peaks shone in the mid-morning sun.

      Rachette lowered his voice and tapped the screen. “Yeah. I hope those are boulders.”
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      “What are you guys going to do for jobs?” The search-and-rescue rookie talking to Rachette was grating on Deputy Heather Patterson’s nerves.

      “Do you have to re-apply?” Tall, muscular physique, and a nice set of eyes, the guy was cute and meant well, but he was poking the bear. Either he was a quasi-moron or he knew what he was doing and trying to rile them up, and that made him an asshole.

      No, Patterson thought. The guy was a dumbass rookie who didn’t know when to shut up. The apologetic glance from his superior told her as much.

      “Yep. Gonna have to re-apply,” Rachette answered, unfazed by the guy’s upfront question. “Bullshit. But necessary bullshit, I guess. They say there should be minimal cuts. I’m confident we’ll have our jobs in the end.”

      “Good luck,” the rookie continued. “My sister works for the town of Rocky Points and she says that MacLean’s a real dick, but he’s gonna win. I guess he’s been coming into town, walking around like he already runs it. Made my sister get him a cup of coffee across the street, like she was some sort of—”

      “Can we talk about something else?” Patterson glared.

      The rookie blinked. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Patterson turned and looked at Sheriff Wolf sitting out in one of the ASIS rigid inflatable boats.

      Her boss stared at the western coastline in deep thought, up at one of the houses on the cliffs. She followed his eyes to the house on the hill, and then ran her eyes alongshore left to the next property, which must have been a good half-mile away to the south. Then she looked past it to a bend, where the tip of a dock protruded from the shoreline pines, aluminum edges gleaming in the sun.

      Patterson took a deep breath and closed her eyes. The fishy lake air smelled exhilarating. She’d always liked spending time near or on freshwater, whether kayaking the Roaring Fork near Aspen growing up, or the time she’d spent right here at Cold Lake, waterskiing behind her uncle’s boat. The sound of lapping waves against boat hulls triggered memories of fishing with her father, uncle, and brothers. The whooshing air against her face on the boat ride over had triggered vivid memories of sitting next to her late grandfather, who used to sit on top of the chair back and let his wispy comb-over flap in the breeze. She remembered doing the same, peeking over the glass, the wind rushing up her nose and over her hair.

      “Hey, uh, Deputy?” Oliver Chevalier cleared his throat. “I really have to use the bathroom. Like. Now. Number two.”

      Patterson opened her eyes.

      “Hey, Sheriff?” Rachette said into his radio. “We gotta take Mr. Chevalier in.”

      Wolf looked over and held up a thumb. “Okay, let’s get someone to take him into the marina in his boat. Whoever does can stay on shore and wait.”

      “Copy that.” Rachette looked at Patterson with raised eyebrows.

      She nodded at the rookie. “You take him in. We’ll stay here.” Her tone left no room for arguing.

      The Sheriff’s Department fleet boat pulled alongside Oliver’s boat, and as Patterson and Rachette climbed onto the solid 1987 model equipped with two powerful outboards, Patterson felt like her legs were shaking. She realized it was her racing thoughts. It was what Rachette and the rookie had been talking about—their uncertain future.

      Because it was clear as day. In the end, Sheriff David Wolf was not going to win the upcoming election for sheriff of the merged counties. Her Aunt Margaret had told her as much in confidence. But it was no secret, not to anyone. Wolf was dead in the water.

      She looked back at Wolf. He was staring again at the lake’s edge, immersed in the case, on another dimensional plane. She’d seen him look like that before, and it was a sight to see. A formidable sight at times. She’d never witnessed such sheer determination in anyone. But in the two years she’d been on the force, she’d also seen that he was a ruthless realist when he needed to be. That is, he was quick to see when determination became delusion, and he would act accordingly, with sometimes dizzying speed to cut losses.

      So what was he thinking about with this election? What was his plan? At the moment it seemed he was ignoring the inevitable outcome. He’d been appointed to the job of sheriff of Sluice County last time. Elections were something he was clearly not comfortable with. Or good at.

      And now Rachette and Patterson were being put in a tough situation. They were loyal to Wolf, that was never in doubt, but were they supposed to ignore MacLean? Were they supposed to be standoffish?

      “Patterson.” Rachette slapped her shoulder.

      “Jesus. What?”

      “What’s going on with you? I said they’re back up.”

      Patterson turned back to Wolf’s boat and saw that the divers had surfaced.

      Rachette leaned a hand on the side of the boat. “Holy crap.”

      Each of the four divers carried at least one black plastic bag. Two of them had two bags, one in each hand.

      Wolf pulled one dripping bag over the side of his boat, and Patterson could see that it was similar in shape and size to the head at the marina, but these bags had another something inside—a rectangular sag that streamed water as they were lifted. The stony clank on the boat’s hull told her they were bricks. Probably stuffed inside to keep them submerged.

      The late spring sun suddenly felt hotter and she rolled up her sleeves.

      “Six.” Rachette said. “Six more.” He stood up and looked at the inky water. “Dang, there could be a lot more than that down there.”

      A whining engine came around the corner of the island and cut down to an idle, then continued crawling into the cluster of boats. It was the Sluice County Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Lorber. At six foot seven, his pole-thin frame was easy enough to spot, swaying with the wake like a pine in the wind, sticking up head and shoulders above the others in the boat next to him. His ever-present assistant, Dr. Joe Blank, was with him, looking cold as he rubbed his hands.

      There was a sharp whistle and the boat turned toward Wolf and the emerged divers.

      Lorber’s boat slid by, the Mercury outboard engine gurgling as the water frothed behind it, and Patterson held up a hand to him. Lorber pointed a long finger and nodded.

      “Nice ’stache,” Rachette murmured.

      Lorber had shaved his usual five-day beard into a bushy caterpillar mustache, but that’s where the grooming stopped. His uncombed hippy-hair was as long as ever, flapping against the center of his back in the breeze.

      “Is that jealousy?”

      “Psh. I could grow a ’stache like that in a week.”

      “You’d be happy if you grew a map of the Galapagos Islands on your face after a week.”

      Rachette glared at her, but had no comeback.
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      Wolf got up from the bench seat of the ASIS inflatable as it slid alongside the SCSD fleet boat. He steadied himself as the pilot gave a quick burst in reverse and held out a hand to Patterson. Climbing aboard, the boat rocked under his weight.

      “What’s the news?” Rachette asked.

      “The news is, we’ve got at least eight bodies down there. They just pulled up six heads. Add that to Chevalier’s catch this morning and we’ve got seven. Then there’s an extra bag down there. No head accounted for with that one. It could be a full body inside.

      “Everything’s wrapped in plastic. Same as the heads, they’re weighted with bricks inside.” He pointed down and made a circle with his arm. “Apparently they’re spread out, covering at least a hundred feet diameter area.”

      “So there could be a lot more down there?” Patterson asked. “Visibility can’t be that good down there.”

      “We’ll find out. They’re doing more sweeps with the sonar. It’s going to take a while.”

      “Good Lord.” Rachette gazed at the western shoreline. “There’s some sick bastard living over there.”

      “Not necessarily,” Patterson said. “Said sick bastard could have come from anywhere. All we know is, this is his preferred spot for body dumping.”

      “Then someone over there must have seen something,” Rachette said.

      A sharp whistle pierced the air.

      “Hey!” Lorber waved a long arm above his head. “You’ve gotta see this!”

      Wolf turned the key and started the engine, then flipped the button for up-anchor. The winch at the front of the boat whined and the thin, wet cable spooled in.

      Lorber stood impatiently for a moment then barked an order to his pilot. Their engine bubbled to life and they sped over, easing up beside.

      “Look at this,” Lorber said.

      Wolf snuck in next to Patterson and Rachette and peeked overboard.

      Lorber bent over a bag with a slit in it, revealing a face on another head.

      Wolf stared into the past. “Nick Pollard.”

      Lorber nodded. “Yep. I’d bet my hair on it.”

      “Who’s Nick Pollard?” Rachette asked.

      “An old missing-persons case.” Wolf’s gaze locked on the waxy face.

      The sight sparked recognition in Wolf’s mind, and he was more certain than ever they were correct. The facial hair pattern poking out at them was unique—impressive growth for a seventeen-year-old kid—and it was a visage that the residents of Rocky Points at one time knew well.

      “How old of a case?” Rachette asked.

      “Twenty-two years.” Wolf said.

      “He looks more recent than that, doesn’t it?” Rachette frowned. “Are you sure?”

      Patterson cleared her throat. “The cold water at that depth would have slowed autolysis, or when the body’s enzymes within the cells go into post-death meltdown.”

      Lorber tilted his head side to side, as if to say, at least partly right.

      Patterson continued. “The almost perfect preservation of the face is due to the formation of adipocere, otherwise known as saponification, which is the formation of a waxy substance that ends up coating the skin. It’s formed by the anaerobic bacterial hydrolysis of fat in tissue. Cold, wet environments are perfect for production.”

      “I love Science Fridays,” Rachette said.

      “Spot on, Patterson.” Lorber looked at Wolf. “I’ll check dental records. Probably went to Dr. Unruh in town back then. Shouldn’t take more than tomorrow morning, probably this afternoon.”

      Wolf nodded. “Make it as quick as possible. There were reporters at the marina. But I’m not going to jump the gun and tell the Pollards just yet. The facial hair is right and it looks like Nick Pollard, but I wouldn’t bet my hair on it. I’ll wait for you.”

      Lorber nodded.

      “So, who was this guy?” Rachette asked.

      “A case my father never solved.”
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      Wolf was the most exhilarated he’d been in years as he sat across the table from Sarah. Candlelight danced on her face and made it look like she had a spark in each eye, or maybe it was that she shared the same feeling.

      “Excuse the interruption,” the waiter said in a low voice as he placed a basket of bread in front of them.

      Wolf leaned back, making way for the food. He felt like he’d come up for air after being submerged in water, like the divers today after sitting at thirty feet for decompression, only he’d been submerged in something much better with Sarah. He realized that from the moment he’d picked her up from her house and smelled her perfume as she’d climbed in his truck, he’d been buried in the present. Time was passing one elevated heartbeat at a time.

      He gazed out the floor-to-ceiling windows of Antler Creek Lodge, marveling at the pink painted western sky gouged by peaks. The late spring snow that clung in spots outside were like blankets of orange sorbet in the fading light of the sunset.

      The fragrance of fresh bread pulled his gaze from the windows to the table.

      “Thank you.” Wolf nodded to the server as he left.

      Sarah tore a slice of bread in half and bit into it. “So, are you ready to talk about today yet?”

      Wolf tore his own piece and chewed the soft, warmed goodness. “I’d rather not ruin our first date in years.”

      She sipped the wine, keeping her eyes on his. “Just tell me. After that exit this morning? And I can see that it’s on your mind. What happened?”

      Wolf took a sip of water and leaned forward. “We found some dead bodies today.”

      “Oh my God. At the lake?”

      “In the lake.”

      “Some bodies? Plural?” Sarah’s eyes bore into his. Her breathing was clearly escalating.

      Wolf checked the neighboring table to his right. The couple were smiling at one another, distracted in conversation.

      He simply nodded, not wanting to go into details.

      “Jesus,” she whispered. “Like, a serial killer?”

      Wolf nodded.

      Her eyes glazed over and she sat rigid.

      He regretted telling her now. The spark in her eyes had been doused by fear.

      “Where on the lake?” she asked.

      He reached over and squeezed her hand.

      She flinched and then relaxed. “Sorry. My God, though. That’s so crazy. A killer right here? I can’t think of any missing people. Are they Rocky Points citizens? Have you identified anyone?”

      He squeezed her hand again and flicked a glance to the neighboring couple. They had gone silent, reaching for their drinks. Both startled by Sarah’s last words, clearly wondering if they’d heard correctly.

      Wolf and Sarah sipped their wine, waiting for the couple to resume their discussion.

      When they did, Wolf spoke just above a whisper. “We identified one of them. Do you remember Nick Pollard?”

      “Yeah, of course. You found him?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Looks like it. We’ll be sure tomorrow.”

      “My God. All this time, and he was in the water?”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “What do you remember about it?”

      “I remember he went missing on the Fourth of July. They were all saying he went up to the lake and never came back. He went up to see ... ah, I forgot her name. But some weird girl, used to be homeschooled? Remember? Lived on the western shore? Everyone was saying that her dad killed him.”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together. “How do you remember all this while I didn’t recall any of it?”

      Sarah smiled. “I don’t know, Sheriff Wolf. How didn’t you? Oh wait, because you were doing two-a-days in Fort Collins, trying to impress the CSU cheerleaders with your tight spirals the summer after our senior year.”

      Wolf smiled. “Ah. Right. I had already impressed the right cheerleader by then.”

      Sarah smiled sheepishly and looked down.

      The past, damn it. Wolf had learned recently that talking about their past with Sarah was a sure-fire way to ruin the moment, and he’d just done it again.

      “Anyway,” Wolf said. “I’d rather not talk about it anymore. It was a tough day, and I’m excited to be here with you.”

      She looked up with a resigned smile. “Okay. But you have to keep me posted.” Her eyes turned mischievous. “Seriously, though.” She let go of his hands and leaned forward on her elbows, creating a gap between her breasts that Wolf wanted to dive into. “I thought that fifth toss of yours today was going to rope that calf. The way it barely hit him in the ass and then hit the dirt?”

      Wolf blinked. “I will murder you.”

      She laughed that deep, throaty laugh of hers he loved, and then took a sip of her white wine.

      He smiled wider than he ever liked to in public, and then brought his own glass up to his lips and tasted the exquisite Argentinian white. It was sweet, and as he swallowed it warmed his entire body. It had been a long, mentally taxing day, and he could not think of a better way to wash the dirt off his thoughts than with a swig of wine and the most beautiful companion Wolf had ever known.

      They locked eyes and stared at one another, and Wolf knew that his ex-wife shared the same sentiments. They both knew something special was happening between them. For the first time since their divorce, since years before that actually, they felt the spark between them again. And for the first time, they were moving on from the past without looking back. It was more than a spark, Wolf thought—it was a warming fire that was ignited by the friction of their souls. Or something. Wolf checked himself and took another sip of wine.

      “How’s the new place?” Wolf asked.

      She nodded. “Good. Great. Jack seems to like it. I think he likes being away from my parents for the first time in years. And, of course, I’m not there all day.” Sarah took a distracted sip of wine.

      Wolf squeezed her hand. “He’s doing all right.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “It’s just, he’s getting so angry sometimes. And do you know what he told me when I said you and I were going out tonight? So?” She frowned and shook her head. “So? What kind of response is that to us finally going out on a date—something he’s been hounding me about for years?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Teenagers.”

      She bit a fingernail. “Do you think he’s doing pot?”

      “No.” He squeezed her hand again. “Hey, let’s just enjoy this dinner. Jack’s doing fine. I’ll see what’s bothering him this weekend. He probably just doesn’t …” Wolf let his sentence die. He was going to say, He probably just doesn’t want to get his hopes up too much, but that mirrored Wolf’s own thoughts too closely to voice out loud.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” Wolf said with a smile. “Dinner. I could eat that horse I was riding today.”

      He felt the touch of her bare foot rubbing the inside of his knee, which sent a tingling wave through his body.

      “Salmon for the lady,” a voice said as the waiter materialized from thin air. He pushed the steaming plate in front of her.

      She leaned back with a reddening face, as if she’d been caught in the act by the waiter, and clasped her hands. “Thank you.”

      “And the filet.”

      Wolf watched a three-inch-high cylinder of meat slide in front of him, and the steamy aroma of steak, garlic mashed potatoes and asparagus made his mouth flood.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      He paused when he looked up and saw a flicker of horror in Sarah’s eyes as she looked past Wolf. He followed her gaze and saw an elegantly dressed man waving at her from the bar at the front of the restaurant.

      She waved back, pasting an unconvincing annoyed look on her face.

      “Who’s that?” Wolf asked.

      “A client.” There was no hesitation in her voice. “Geez, that looks good.” She gawked at Wolf’s plate.

      Wolf cut a sliver of meat and held it out to her.

      Ignoring the piece of filet mignon bobbing in front of her face, she looked into the distance once again. There was a small widening of her eyes. She put her knife and fork down and looked at her lap. Smoothed her napkin.

      Wolf took the bite and studied her, knowing the man was now on his way over. He cut and forked another piece, and then put it in his mouth.

      “Sarah.” The man stepped next to their table with an upturned palm thrust at her.

      She looked up and feigned surprise and then placed her hand into his. His large hand enveloped hers and he began pulling her up.

      “Come on, I need a hug. It’s been so long.”

      “Oh … okay.” Sarah stood up and raised her arms awkwardly while the man dove in for the embrace.

      Wolf leaned back and put an elbow on the table, observing.

      The man had mid-length wavy dark hair that was impeccably combed, and he wore a dark suit and an expensive white shirt over a muscled physique. The top button of his shirt was open, revealing a gold necklace around a thick, tanned neck. His watch was a platinum Rolex with a black face and there were no rings on his fingers. A good-looking guy by no stretch of the imagination, Wolf thought, and clearly the man had a big wallet.

      The man’s giant arms enveloped Sarah’s slender body, his big hands splaying flat on the bare skin that was exposed by the slinkily cut dress.

      The hug was a second too long, awkward for Sarah, who began pulling away.

      As they separated, the man brushed the fabric the whole way from her ribs over her hips, past her panty line, which was not there, and then finally drew his meat hooks to his side.

      Wolf stood and slapped the man’s back, hard enough for a hollow thump to echo through the dining room, silencing the nearby tables.

      “Hey, there. I’m Dave.”

      The man whipped his head around with wide eyes, like he was suddenly in a fight.

      Movement and gasps of astonishment came from behind Wolf, and when he looked down he saw that his chair had careened into a woman’s back.

      “Oh, I’m sorry ma’am.”

      The woman looked up at him with exasperation and turned back around to face her husband, who was now glaring up at Wolf.

      Wolf slid his gaze back to their visitor. “And you are?”

      One side of the man’s chiseled mouth rose and his eyes softened. “The name’s Carter. Carter Willis.” He extended a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Sarah sank down into her chair and took a sip of her water.

      Wolf came into the handshake with knuckle-crunching force, but found the man’s huge grip too hard to dent. The shake lasted the same awkward amount of time as the hug had, and then they let go.

      “Well, see ya around, Carter,” Wolf said.

      Carter looked down at Sarah and blew air from his lips. “See you around. Nice to meet you, Sheriff.”

      Wolf watched the man stroll away and sat down.

      Sarah was board-stiff, her face drained of color.

      Adrenaline coursed through Wolf’s veins, rendering the meal in front of him unappealing, but he dug in anyway.

      The rest of the meal was eaten in complete silence. The couple next to them were even sucked into the abyss of awkwardness, eating without speaking, keeping a wary eye on Wolf and Sarah, then refusing the dessert menu and leaving as fast as possible—a cadence Wolf and Sarah followed closely for their own dinner.

      After settling the check, they walked out of the restaurant and into the cold thin air on top of the mountain.

      “I don’t know what that was in there.”

      “That’s right,” she said. “You don’t.” She held her gaze in front of her, her feet crunching along the wet rocky earth of the ridgeline toward the waiting snow cat.

      Scott Reed, Deputy Patterson’s boyfriend for the past year, saw them coming and smiled, then let his face drop when he saw Wolf and Sarah’s mood.

      The cat and gondola rides were spent with a wedge of silence between them. The car ride was the same, and as Wolf turned onto Beacon Light Road and toward Sarah’s new three-bedroom, three-bath overlooking the east side of town, the monotonous silence was shattered by the beep of Wolf’s phone. He picked it up and read the screen.

      It was a text from Dr. Lorber that read: Nick Pollard confirmed with dental records.

      “What’s that?” Sarah asked, an edge to her tone.

      With a frown, he dropped the phone and pulled over. The tires scraped to a stop and he turned toward her.

      “What did I do so wrong? A scumbag comes up to our table, obviously eyeing you up, gropes you right in front of me and then I’m supposed to take it? Supposed to be grateful to meet the guy?”

      She shook her head. “You think that’s what happened?”

      Wolf blinked. “Something else happened?”

      She leaned her head back, closing her eyes in exasperation. “That man, Carter Willis, is an interior designer that we worked with for one of our projects in Aspen. He’s one of the best.” She looked at him. “And he’s also gay.”

      “Yeah right. The guy all but grabbed your ass.”

      She opened her mouth and closed it. “I knew this was too good to be true.”

      “What was?”

      “This. Us.” She twirled a finger. “We had our run, and every single time it looks like we’re going to make a good go of it again—every single time since you went off in the army, mind you—something goes wrong. We throw some wrench into the gears of our relationship, or some gay guy comes up to our table at the worst possible moment and ruins the whole mood. Or some … bitch from the FBI comes and sleeps with you for months. Or …” She stopped talking and shook her head.

      “Or you tell me you cheated on me with some guy when I was in the army, so whenever I see some guy like that give you a groping—a friendly hug, sorry—I can’t help but wonder if I’m meeting that guy.”

      “David!” Her voice rose to a yell. “How many times do I have to apologize for my mistake?”

      Wolf gripped the wheel. “Maybe Jack knows something we don’t.”

      “Yeah. Maybe so.”

      Wolf put the truck in gear and drove.
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      Wolf pulled down the sloping driveway and stopped in front of Sarah’s house.

      “Good night.”

      The passenger door slammed shut before he had a chance to respond.

      His headlights reflected on the front bay windows, and his heart skipped when he saw that Jack was inside, squinting, watching the situation unfold with a front row seat.

      Christ, it was Friday night and he was fourteen years old. Wasn’t he out with his friends?

      His son’s grim expression said it all. It was as if he was watching a bad movie scene again—his mother turning her back on his father, their relationship a hopeless mess, and his dream of his mother and father getting back together, so he might one day have a regular family, evaporating into mist once again.

      It was heartbreaking for Wolf to see all that in the course of one glance.

      Jack strolled along the inside of the window toward the front door and greeted his mother as she stormed inside, and then looked out at Wolf.

      Wolf shut off his headlights, rolled down his window. “Hey.”

      Jack lifted his chin and stepped out onto the pavement in his socks. “Hey.”

      “Whatchu up to? Not out doing something tonight?”

      Jack flipped his head to one side to move his bangs out of the way. “Brian’s downstairs. We’re playin’ vids. I was just getting some food for us in the kitchen and saw you pull up.” He looked back toward the house. “Nice date for you and mom, huh?”

      Wolf looked at his son and pulled his mouth into a line. “Oh yeah, you guys have that football camp tomorrow up in Vail. That’s why you aren’t out at a movie or something.”

      Jack nodded, looking up into the sky at nothing in particular.

      Wolf nodded. “Well, be careful, all right? You’ve grown a foot since last fall, but that doesn’t make you invincible.” He poked a finger into Jack’s ribs. “You’re a freaking stick.”

      Jack slapped Wolf’s hand away and smiled. “I’m bulking up.”

      Wolf smiled. If it weren’t such a harrowing experience for Jack already, Wolf would have laughed out loud at the audacity of his son’s transformation as he underwent puberty, springing up from five foot nothing to over six feet tall during nine months and acquiring the voice of Barry White. And Jack still complained about pains in his legs. The kid was going to surpass Wolf in no time.

      “I’m not going to be able to make it up to the camp. Sorry.”

      “Yeah, I heard about the bodies at the lake. It’s all over the news.”

      Wolf frowned. Damn it. That had been a quick reaction by the media, and he still hadn’t told the Pollards about Nick’s body. Hell, he’d only just confirmed the body’s ID. He looked at the glowing clock on his dash and wondered if he should be acting. But it was late. Almost ten p.m. He would talk to the Pollards first thing in the morning.

      “Dad?”

      Wolf turned to Jack. “What?”

      “Nothing.” The disappointment on his face told Wolf everything.

      “Look. Jack. Your mom and I …”

      Jack held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I know. You guys both love me.” He slapped Wolf’s hood and walked back toward the front door.

      “I love you,” Wolf called after him. “Have a good weekend. Give me a call and tell me how the camp went. Or give me a call during.”

      Jack waved over his head without turning and disappeared inside. Wolf stared at the closing door, then flipped on his headlights and backed away.
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      “Oh! That’s what I’m talking about!” Wolf watched the ex-sheriff of Sluice County, Harold Burton, lean back on his bar stool and pour a brown shot of liquid down his throat, slam the glass on the bar counter, and wipe his mouth. His hand shot up in a fist and his eyes clinched shut. “Ahhh, I’ll take another beer, please, sire.”

      Jerry Blackman, owner of Beer Goggles Bar and Grill, stood behind the counter. “How many is that you’ve had?”

      “I’ve got a cab on retainer.”

      Wolf came up next to Burton and leaned his elbows on the bar. “Yeah, I bet you do.”

      “Oh!” Bob Fitzgerald, one of Hal Burton’s drinking buddies, pointed at Wolf and covered his mouth. “Busted!”

      Burton swiveled and burst out laughing. He gripped Wolf in a vicious headlock and started scrubbing his hair. “This guy is my boy! Get him one, too!”

      Wolf escaped Burton’s painful embrace and smoothed his hair.

      Looking resigned and exhausted, Jerry raised his eyebrows at Wolf.

      Wolf nodded. “I’ll take a Newcastle.”

      “That’s what I’m talkin’ bout!” Burton repeated, slapping the counter.

      “Wow, I didn’t expect to see you drinking with such aggression. What happened? Cheryl leave you?”

      Burton’s smile faded as he reached for the next draft beer that sloshed in front of him. His face was red and puffy, like he’d just been upside down for an hour, and his walrus mustache was wet. “Nah. She’s outta town. She gets home Tuesday. She’ll be none the wiser.”

      Wolf smiled to himself. After leaving Sarah’s, he’d called Burton on his cell phone, and when he hadn’t gotten an answer he’d called Burton’s wife, Cheryl. She’d pointed him straight here. She may have been out of the state visiting her sister, but she was as aware of her husband’s predictable movements as if he wore an ankle monitor.

      Jerry pushed a dripping bottle in front of Wolf and waved him away when Wolf pulled out his wallet.

      Wolf watched Jerry leave down the back of the bar, swerving in between another bartender frantically stacking glasses and the shelves.

      The overhead speakers blared jam-band music Wolf had never heard—two electric guitars, bass, drums, and keyboards. It was ten o’clock, and the weekend crowd was swollen and alive, like the Chautauqua River flowing outside the windows.

      He put a five on the counter and took a sip of the beer. It was ice cold, and with the mood he was in, tasted like he could sit and drink six of them.

      “What’s goin’ on?” Burton looked at his watch, did some drunken mathematics in his head and looked back up at Wolf. “I thought you were with Sarah tonight. It’s early, ain’t it?”

      “No, not tonight,” Wolf lied, taking another sip. “Listen, I have to talk to you.”

      “Shoot.” Burton swilled his beer.

      Wolf stared expectantly.

      “Oh, like in private?” Burton turned to the back of the room. “There’s a booth … you wanna go there?”

      Wolf sat across from Burton in a rear booth by the windows. The pleather cushion squeaked as he looked out the window at the river below. The light of a full moon reflected off the shifting rapids of the raging water, which was running high now that it was the peak of melt-season. A few warm days in a row and this building might be swept down the river.

      “Runnin’ high.” Burton read his thoughts.

      “We found Nick Pollard today.”

      Burton lifted his drink, took a sip, and then clacked it down hard, beer splattering onto the table and into Wolf’s lap.

      “Shit, I’m sorry!” Burton raked the spilled beer back towards him with his hairy arm, squeegeeing it onto the booth seat next to him.

      Wolf looked closer at Burton, into the glossy, half-closed eyes, and saw there was little consciousness left in the man. Burton in a bar was like a dog locked in a room with a fifty-pound bag of food; he was going to get all he could until he could ingest no more.

      “You found him?” Burton rubbed a hand over his silver buzz-cut hair. “Where?”

      Wolf wiped the table with some napkins. “In the lake.”

      “In the lake!”

      A table of men and women stared at them, laughing.

      “What the hell you lookin’ at, scrubs?” Burton’s voice was like a train horn.

      Their faces dropped and they looked at their table.

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. “You done?”

      “With what?” Burton grabbed his own handful of napkins and helped wipe the mess, leaving wet beads on the tabletop. “In the lake. God damn, your dad was right.”

      “About what?”

      “Your dad scuba dove down there, oh … must have been five times. Never found anything. It was too deep. Couldn’t get to where he wanted to go.”

      “He did? How did he know where to dive?”

      “The moon guy.” Burton looked down into his beer and burped, then took another swig.

      “The moon guy? What are you talking about?”

      “Vietnam vet, lives up on the lake, on top of that cliff. Used to draw the moon. Had a telescope.”

      Burton put the glass to his lips again and a stream of beer flowed down his chin.

      “Can you start from the beginning?” Wolf asked.  “I wanna know what you guys knew back then. Tell me about Nick Pollard. The whole thing.”

      “The whole file’s in records.”

      “Yeah, I know. But I wanna hear it from you.”

      “Well, I’m gonna need another beer for that. This one’s empty.”

      Wolf slid his bottle in front of him.

      Burton smiled and settled into his seat. “Let’s see. It was the fifth of July when Nick Pollard’s mom called us. Afternoon. Said her son never came home the night before. We said, So what? The kid was a misfit. One of those kids always runnin’ with the wrong crowd. Druggie. Weed, probably coke, meth.”

      “Probably?”

      Burton shrugged. “Ran with the crowd. Like I said.” He sipped his beer and then gazed out the window for a few seconds. When he looked at Wolf again he broke into a big smile. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Nick Pollard’s mother called you. Said her son was missing. You guys checked on it, I’m assuming.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. We did. She said Nick went up to Cold Lake because he was dating a girl who lived up there. Went up to watch the fireworks show with her. And then he never came back.”

      “Who was the girl?”

      “Kimber. Kimber Grey, with an ‘e’. We went up and talked to her and her family that afternoon. I me-member they were pretty standoffed. Standoffish. Said they ne’er saw him that night. Said he musta been lyin’ to his mother.” Burton took another swill and put the bottle down on a wet napkin so it teetered at an angle.

      Wolf stabilized it.

      “And then what?”

      “I’m gonna be hurtin’ tomorrow. I’m freakin’ hammered. Every time—”

      “And then what?”

      Burton looked at him, twisting his face with ridiculous effort. “Where was I?”

      Wolf leaned back. “Nick Pollard’s mother says Nick went up to visit Kimber Grey at her cabin on the lake. The Greys said they never saw him. What did you think about that?”

      “But they were fuckin’ lyin’!” Burton’s train-horn voice triggered sideways glances, and as the speakers played the opening bars of a familiar bluegrass tune, Wolf’s knuckles played tabletop percussion. His abrupt palm slap shook Burton back to the conversation.

      “Who was lying?”

      Burton looked over at a different table of people across the room and his eyes went mean.

      “All right. I’m taking you home.”

      “I’ve got a cab on retainer.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Wolf mimed to Jerry that he was taking Burton home. Jerry nodded, held up Burton’s credit card and put it in a drawer. Wolf gave him the thumbs up.

      The screen door squeaked and slapped shut behind them, and Burton stumbled over a knot of grass and landed on his knees on the gravel lot.

      “Shit!” He got up, pushing Wolf’s hand aside, and stumbled forward, barely putting his arms down in time to break his fall.

      By the time he’d got into Wolf’s truck, the old man’s bloodied, pasty forearms looked like candy canes.

      “You going to be all right?” Wolf eyed the pile of flesh and bones in his passenger seat.

      “Yeah. We worked that case.” Burton lifted an index finger.

      As Wolf reversed out of his spot, Burton folded his arms and burrowed himself against the dangling, unused seatbelt. Within moments, Wolf heard the old man snoring.
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      Wolf pulled through the arch to his ranch at 11:18 p.m. to a familiar sight. The one-story L-shaped house and barn off to the side—built by his father a lifetime ago and completely rebuilt after an explosion three years prior—stood lonely in the moonlight with black holes for windows. He was used to it—coming home after dark to a dark house. He liked solitude, but loneliness was niggling at him tonight.

      But there was something different after all. He leaned forward and squinted when he saw the shiny paint of Sarah’s black Toyota 4Runner in the circle drive. His longing for company turned to anticipation. Looking inside the cab of her vehicle as he slowed to a stop, Wolf saw it was empty.

      Pulling forward, he parked in the carport and got out.

      He stood and stared at Sarah’s SUV through the fog of his breath, listening to the sounds of the forest to the rear of the house. A symphony of crickets chirped and he heard an owl somewhere in the distance.

      The hinges complained as he pushed open the kitchen door and stepped inside, and he thought it was warmer than he was used to. The thermostat had definitely been raised. The kitchen and the entire house beyond were dark. Curtains were drawn in the living room, blocking out the glint of the full moon.

      A faint parallelogram of light showed his bedroom door as open, moonlight illuminating the interior.

      “Sarah?”

      No answer.

      “Sarah! You there?”

      Something felt wrong. He walked fast to the rear of the house, his pulse quickening with each step.

      He pulled the chain to the ceiling fan hanging in his family room as he walked under it, and had to squint in the sudden brightness. When he got to his room he reached around the corner and flipped the light switch, like he was a cat pouncing to catch his prey.

      The light went on and he saw what awaited him.

      Sarah sat on his bed, the sheets pulled up to her armpits. She dug her fists into her eyes and bared her teeth.

      “Ah, turn that off.”

      “What are you doing?”

      She made a visor with her hands. “I wanted to see you. To say I’m sorry. Can you please turn that off?”

      Wolf flipped the switch and the room went dark again.

      The sheets rustled, and then Sarah was in front of him, wrapping her naked body around him, locking her wet lips over his, plunging her soft tongue into his mouth.

      She pulled back and pushed him. “Ah! You’re freezing!”

      Through the swimming circles of light in Wolf’s vision, he watched her stark-naked figure jump back onto the bed, lie down, and pull the sheets over her head.

      He smiled, pulled his clothes off and climbed in after her.
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      Wolf woke up from a dreamless sleep, and found himself alone in bed. The clock said 7:14 a.m. He rolled to his side and rubbed his eyes, wondering for a second whether he’d imagined the night before; then he caught sight of Sarah’s jeans, T-shirt, sweater and underwear neatly folded on the chair in the corner, and he smiled, remembering pulse-quickening images and sensations from the night before.

      He got up and pulled on his boxer shorts, then walked toward the noise in the kitchen.

      Sarah paced by the opening of the kitchen straight ahead and then poked her head back into view. She was wearing a red-and-black flannel shirt of his with nothing on underneath.

      “I’m making French toast,” she said with a smile.

      He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, and after a few moments, she dropped the spatula and they made their way back into the bedroom.

      They made love for ten minutes until the alarm squealed because of the smoke billowing from the black flaming square of egg-covered toast in the pan.

      Wolf ran into the kitchen, dumped the toast in the sink, and ran back to the bedroom. They made love for another ten minutes, with such hunger and passion that Wolf found it impossible to contain the noises coming out of his mouth.

      Sarah didn’t seem to have a sound filter working in her brain either.

      It was like they were animals, making up for lost time, letting out years of pent-up tension in a few short, unimaginably hot minutes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, Wolf drove down the dirt road to town, not once seeing the road in front of him, registering nothing in the outside world. Instead, his SUV passed through vivid memories of Sarah’s naked body, the smell of her neck behind her ear, and the sound of her panting.

      When he reached the stop sign at Highway 734 running into town, with supreme reluctance, like a crack addict saying no to a hit off the pipe, he shifted his thoughts from Sarah to the seven severed heads in plastic bags they’d pulled out of the lake. And then to the Pollards, who had been waiting twenty-two years to learn the fate of their missing son.

      He turned down the radio. The engine idled with a soft purr. He looked left and right, considering heading south toward the ski resort and Hal Burton’s house.

      The man would still be in bed—fully clothed, just the way Wolf had left him last night. Angry. Worthless until he’d slept off the booze.

      He twisted the wheel right and headed into town.
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      Private investigator William Van Wyke was used to pushback, so he sat back in the chair and waited patiently for his chance to parry.

      “Whatever you think you’re doing, it won’t work with me.” The slick-dressed man looked at his gold Rolex and stood up from behind his desk. “It’s clear you’re blowing smoke up my ass. Now get up, and get the hell out of my office. And let me tell you something else. You listen real, real good. If you want to do contract work for any law firms in Boise any longer, or any other firm in the state of Idaho … scratch that …” He leaned forward and hissed, “If you want to live—”

      Van Wyke slapped the manila folder on the mahogany desk and sat back with a frown. “Please. Continue. If I want to live? Were you just going to threaten my life?”

      The city council chairman and president shut his mouth, staring at the manila folder. He glanced at Van Wyke and then raked it across the desk.

      Van Wyke watched the chairman’s eyes as he twisted and opened it, and it was even better than Van Wyke had imagined it would be.

      The chairman’s mouth gaped open as he took in the photos, one by one. “How the hell did you …?” The color drained from the chairman’s face. He wiped his forehead and crumpled back into his leather desk chair.

      “Did you see that last one? You’re a swallower. Interesting. Shit doesn’t just spew out of your mouth, it goes the other way, too.” Van Wyke bent over, picked up his shoulder bag and stood.

      “What do you want? Are you working for Smith?”

      “No.” Van Wyke slung the strap over his head and took a step closer to the desk. His voice dropped and he lowered his chin. “But your opponent in the race for Senate may get a folder exactly like this in his mailbox. Now how’s that going to look? A man like you, with your firm anti-gay message as the backbone of your campaign in the reddest state in the west, found to be sucking cock in a back alley at four in the morning? You piece of shit hypocrite. No, I don’t work for Smith. I work for me. I’ll be in touch with my demands, and I suggest you act swiftly.” He leaned onto the desk and bent closer. “And let me tell you, I’ve operated in a lot seedier alleys than that one where you liaise with your diseased fun-boy, and I know a lot of men who would slit your throat and drop you in the center of Payette Lake in a second if I told them to. Not if I asked, if I told them. Got it?”

      The chairman swallowed. “How much we talking here?”

      Van Wyke paused at the door. His plan had been to make the man wait, to let him shake overnight in his oversized bed while his ugly wife slept next to him, text him in the morning while he was at church, pretending to be a good Christian. That would have been perfect, but Van Wyke was also on a tight deadline.

      “One.”

      “One? Hundred thousand?”

      “Million.”

      He scoffed. “I don’t have a million dollars.”

      “By Thursday.”

      “My God. I don’t have that kind of cash just lying around. I’d need to sell my house to get that kind of money. I have two children in Ivy League schools. I—”

      “Thursday.” Van Wyke turned back to the door.

      “Okay, okay. Wait. Wait. I can give you two hundred thousand. I can get that. I can get that Monday. I just can’t do a million. I just can’t.”

      “That’s a shame.” Van Wyke twisted the knob. “Good luck in the race.”

      “Wait, wait.” Boise City Council Chairman Phillip Chatham all but crawled around his desk. “Please. I can get you more. It’s just not going to be now. You have to wait until I’m inside. Then I’ll be slicing the pie. Then I can get more.” He held out both hands. “Please. Don’t do anything rash. Be reasonable about this.”

      Van Wyke stood silent and waited for five ticks on the grandfather clock that stood against the wall.

      “Two hundred. Monday,” he said. “I’ll contact you from the same number. You’d better answer.”

      Van Wyke walked out of the building into a sunny Saturday morning. The air was damp, heavy with moisture sliding in from Washington and Oregon, but not nearly as heavy as his thoughts. He opened the door to his black Mercedes Benz M-Class SUV and sat on the soft, warm leather. He pulled out his phone and dialed.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hey. It’s me.”

      “Who?”

      “Van Wyke.”

      “Who?”

      Van Wyke chittered a nervous laugh and rubbed his eyes.

      “What do you want?” The voice was evil-sounding. With every passing day, the man’s malice deepened.

      “I’d like to discuss a proposal.”

      Silence.

      “I can get you two hundred thousand by Tuesday. Then I would like to discuss a future agreement for the remainder, plus interest.”

      There was no answer. Then came a static tick, followed by a dial tone.

      He threw the phone onto the passenger floor. His breath wheezed. His throat constricted. His heart hammered out of his shirt.

      For five minutes, he sat with eyes closed, trying to calm down enough so he could drive home. If only things had turned out differently. There were so many instances in his life where he’d dealt with the wrong people, taken the wrong turn, but he’d always found his way back out of trouble. How the hell had he got himself into this? How had he managed to get on the wrong side of such dangerous men in Boise, Idaho? Idaho? There were more animals than people here, damn it. He was the man who dug up the dirt on other people, not shoveled himself under it.

      He clenched his teeth. It was that bitch, with her perfect body, and her perfect face. And her perfect lies. The rage inside made him shake like a boiling pot.

      There were no other opportunities. This city councilman had been his last hope, and now that hope was gone.

      He jumped in his seat as someone knocked on the glass next to his head. He relaxed when he saw the black man’s face outside his window.

      “Hey. What’s up?” Darnell’s voice was muffled.

      Regaining his composure, Van Wyke lowered the glass.

      “You all right?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Mind if I come in?” Darnell said in that eager tone of voice he used when he had something for Van Wyke.

      “I’m not in the mood right now for work. Can’t this wait until Monday?”

      Darnell laughed and then scrunched his face in confusion. Van Wyke had always told his apprentice that a PI worth the fees he charged worked seven days a week.

      “A PI worth the fees you charge—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Get in.”

      Darnell walked around the front of the SUV, and Van Wyke took the opportunity to pluck his phone from the floor mat.

      Van Wyke’s protégé got into the passenger seat in a fluid, athletic movement.

      At five foot ten and two hundred pounds of pure muscle, the high-school dropout from Chicago could have played division-two basketball or football had he wanted to, had he continued with high school and gone to college, but the young man sitting in the passenger seat had not had the same opportunities as Van Wyke growing up.

      While Van Wyke had grown up playing junior golf, studying, and fishing on the Snake River, rowing himself out into the water when he needed to escape from his alcoholic father, Darnell had sold crack cocaine on the street corners of the Cabrini Green projects, dodging bullets daily. His escape: hiding inside the Lincoln Park High School library.

      Van Wyke had been born into opportunity, and Darnell had made his own, starting with finally getting “out.” “Out” being Boise, Idaho, because it had been the whitest place he could think of to start over when his mother had died of cancer. Darnell had never known his father.

      Coming to Idaho, Darnell had found it difficult to find a job. He was black, and everyone else was not. He was alone, and everyone else had families. He was homeless, and everyone else had warm homes to go to. But somehow he’d managed to defy astronomical odds by talking his way into becoming a caddy at the Sandy Ranch Resort in Coeur d’Alene. Apparently when he’d gotten the idea he wanted to make big bucks at the golf course, he’d sat himself in the Boise Library for days on end, watching YouTube videos on the public computers and reading books, and then created a history for himself as an accomplished golfer and caddy.

      The first golfer Darnell caddied for had been William Van Wyke, who had been on a three-day outing with a junior partner in a law firm he did investigative work for.

      Van Wyke had smoked Darnell out as a fraud on the first hole, but he’d been intrigued more than angry, and by the end of the trip, and four rounds of golf later, he knew Darnell’s entire story, and found that he’d connected with the troubled, extremely determined young man.

      “I could use an assistant like you,” he’d told Darnell back then. So, Darnell had come south with Van Wyke, and that was the beginning of his now three-year-long apprenticeship to become a qualified private investigator offering services to some of the most prestigious law firms in Boise, Washington, Oregon, and Montana.

      “Everything cool?” Darnell asked.

      “Yeah.” All that opportunity, and Van Wyke had pissed it away. He looked away from Darnell, hoping the sudden envy of his apprentice was invisible.

      “The Chatham thing work out?”

      “Yeah. Your pics were persuasive.”

      “But? He doesn’t have the cash.”

      Van Wyke leaned his head back. “You’re a smart man.”

      “Well, I’ve got something very interesting for you to check out.”

      Van Wyke remained unmoved, physically or mentally, leaning back on his headrest with closed eyes. He heard Darnell unzip his bag and the brush of him pulling out his laptop, and then a tiny beep as it powered on.

      “Shit. You have to move closer to the building. No Wi-Fi signal here.”

      Van Wyke shook his head. “Hey, listen. I can’t check out YouTube videos right now with you. I’ve got a lot of stuff to figure out.”

      Darnell stared at him in silence until Van Wyke turned to meet his gaze.

      Darnell’s brown eyes were dead serious. “You need to see this YouTube video.”

      Van Wyke did as he was told, driving over and parking near the entrance to the building.

      Council Chairman Chatham was walking out of the building, and flinched at the sight of them in the Mercedes before shuffling into the parking lot.

      “He don’t look happy.” Darnell chuckled and clicked open a browser window.

      After a quick Google search, a news website called Channel 8 Rocky Mountain Action News materialized and Darnell clicked a button.

      “What’s this?”

      Darnell looked at him. “I remember a story you told me once about a guy who you helped liquidate all his assets in one day. Do you remember that?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then you said he burned his house down and skipped town before paying you?”

      “No. His house was the payment. He signed the deed over to me and then burned it down, and then skipped town. Get to the point.”

      “Here you go.” Darnell pecked the laptop and twisted the screen towards him.

      “… here at Cold Lake, twenty-seven miles northwest of Rocky Points, Colorado, where Sluice County law enforcement and rescue-team divers have been working through the afternoon yesterday, and then all through the night, and are now resuming their work this morning, searching the bottom of the lake for what we are being told are multiple dead bodies. Now, I’d like to stress to our viewers that I will be describing in detail the condition of these bodies, which may not be suitable for children viewers …”

      Van Wyke’s curiosity was piqued. His pulse raced.

      “… severed heads, and torsos that have been sliced open. According to our sources, the eyes of the heads have been removed. All in all, a grim find by a local fisherman. And the question is now, could this be the break local law enforcement has needed to crack a cold case that has stumped them for decades?”

      The camera panned out, revealing a tall man with a hunter-orange hat standing next to the reporter. “I have with me here the man who was fishing and actually snagged one of the severed heads with his fishing hook, and then brought it back into his boat. Mr. Oliver Chevalier. Sir, can you—”

      Darnell stopped the video and looked at Van Wyke.

      Van Wyke was staring out the window in deep thought. “Kipling. My God, you found him.” He felt energized, and then he snapped his head toward Darnell. “Has the Boise Sheriff’s Department gotten hold of this?”

      Darnell shrugged. “I don’t know. How’m I supposed to check without tipping them off? They would swarm down there.”

      Van Wyke rubbed his face. “How quick can we get to Colorado?”

      “Flying?”

      “Driving.”

      Darnell went to an internet map and plotted out the course. “Boise … to … Rocky Points, Colorado … Eleven hours, nineteen minutes, according to this.”

      Van Wyke checked his watch and smiled with renewed hope that he might live through the week. “That means ten and a half the way I drive. That puts us there before sundown tonight. You ready for a road trip to Colorado?”

      Darnell pulled his seatbelt across his chest. “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.” Van Wyke reversed out of the spot and in front of a Jaguar F-Type sports car. He smiled when he saw in his rearview that it was Phillip Chatham stewing behind the wheel.

      Van Wyke stopped, reached over and checked the glove box. The Kimber Ultra Carry II .45 caliber sat where he knew it would, the clip fully loaded, and he had a box of rounds in the spare-wheel compartment. He pushed the glove box closed and looked at Darnell.

      “You packing?”

      Darnell blew air between his lips and gazed out his window. Of course he was. You couldn’t take the projects of Chicago out of Darnell.

      With a push of the accelerator, they screeched out of the lot and were on their way to the Colorado Rocky Mountains.
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      “Whoa.” Rachette leaned forward in the passenger seat and spat into an empty Coke can. “Now that’s a shithole.”

      Wolf turned off the SUV’s engine in front of Wendy Pollard’s residence, silently agreeing with Rachette’s assessment of the property.

      They got out under a stone-gray sky. A horizontal sliver of white cloud hung motionless against the pine-covered mountains, the tops of which were obscured by cloud. A light, almost invisible mist swirled in the air, moistening Wolf’s face.

      “Let me do the talking if it comes up about the press.”

      Rachette spat into the weeds. “You got it.”

      Mrs. Pollard’s husband had left her three decades ago, leaving his wife and two boys to grow up in a singlewide trailer in a rental park next to the river. Of course, Nick had been missing for years, and according to Deputy Wilson, who knew the Pollards’ history as if it were common-sense knowledge, Mrs. Pollard’s eldest son, Ken, had left well before Nick had gone missing. Ken hadn’t gone far, though, moving into a small rental apartment in downtown Rocky Points and taking a job at one of the two garages in town as a mechanic.

      The off-white paint of the place was cracked and flaking, what was left of it clinging like tissue paper, the exposed surface underneath brown and running streaks down the sides. In the small yard in front stood knee-high grass, weeds, and wildflowers that looked to have never been cut by a mower. Wolf could only imagine what the inside looked like. Unfortunately, the weather was conniving to make sure they would see first-hand.

      Wolf and Rachette stepped to the metal door and knocked.

      A rustle came from inside and Wendy Pollard cracked the door, the scent of vodka following her head out the opening. She squinted as if it were sunny. Her hair was messy and matted on one side, and she was tightly wrapped in a torn lime-green robe.

      “Hello Mrs. Pollard,” Wolf said.

      “Yes. Hi Sheriff Wolf.”

      “This is Deputy Rachette. May we come in to speak with you?”

      “Yes. Please, come in. I’m sorry for the mess.” She opened the door wider. “My son, Ken, is coming over. I called him after you guys called. He should have been here by now.” She shook her head and bit a fingernail.

      Wolf stepped up the stair and Rachette followed him in. Inside was black shag carpet, crusted with dried mud at the entrance and littered with tiny particles of trash throughout. In the kitchen, which comprised a counter, sink, and cabinets on the far wall, was a pile of dirty dishes on the verge of crashing to the floor, and vodka bottles lined the floor against the near wall.

      “Please, take a seat if you like.” She gestured to a brown loveseat that sagged in the middle.

      “No thanks,” Wolf said.

      “I saw the news. Did you find him up there?” She stood looking up at Wolf with desperately wide eyes.

      Wolf nodded. “I’m afraid so. We’ve confirmed dental records with Dr. Unruh in town.”

      “Can I see him?”

      Wolf looked down at his hands. “Ma’am, I’m not sure that’s a good idea. We really don’t need identification from you. It’s been a long—”

      “Because his head was … I saw the news. I saw. I …” Wendy’s eyes dripped. Then she opened her mouth in a silent scream and buried her clenched fists in her eyes.

      The first sound was a long moan. Body-wrenching sobs followed.

      Wolf wanted to kill the person who had leaked the story, voiding any attempt to tactfully contact surviving family and friends. Instead, Mrs. Pollard’s twenty-two-year nightmare had emerged from hibernation and struck without warning on a television screen. Was one of the mutilated bodies her baby, Nick? Had she been so near him all these years? Unanswered questions and unresolved emotions undoubtedly choked her.

      Wolf placed a hand on her shoulder as he made silent promises of retribution to God, the universe, and himself.

      A car roared into the yard, and the driver braked hard. A car door slammed. Hurried footfalls approached and the front door flew open. An overweight man in his forties with long hair and a beard, Wolf recognized the man barging inside as Ken Pollard.

      “Mom,” he said.

      “Ken Pollard?” Rachette asked.

      Ken Pollard ignored Wolf and Rachette and walked to his mother, wrapping his arms around her.

      Rachette looked up at Wolf and Wolf nodded to him. They both stepped back to a respectable distance and waited.

      Wolf watched Ken cry just as hard as his mother, and he felt a wash of emotion pass through him. These people had been waiting for this moment for twenty-two years, and now it was here.

      Ken finished his embrace with his mother and glared at Wolf, and then at Rachette.

      “What the hell kind of operation you guys running, Dave? When were you going to tell us? It’s all over the news. I haven’t checked the mail. Maybe you sent us a postcard. Shit.”

      Rachette sniffed. “Mr. Pollard, we were going to—”

      Wolf put a hand on Rachette’s shoulder. “I apologize to you, Ken, and to you, too, Wendy. We wanted to confirm facts first and notify you second. The medical examiner made the positive ID late last night. It was my call to wait until this morning to notify you.”

      Ken shook his head and gave his mother a quick embrace, then stomped to the door and flung it open. “Get out. Please.”

      “Ken, in order to find out who did this I need to speak to you guys. Ask you a few questions.”

      “Your dad already did that a long time ago! Why don’t you go read his interview notes or whatever?” He shook his head. “My mom was horrified to hear about this on the news. So was I. Do you know how long last night was for us?”

      Wolf wrung his ball cap in his hands and looked over at Rachette. “Let’s go.”
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      “Sheriff, it’s been twenty-five minutes.” Rachette looked at his watch and then shoved his hand back in his jacket pocket and shivered. “Should we maybe, possibly, go review your father’s report in the warmth of the station?”

      Wolf stared at the front door of the Pollard’s trailer, the drizzle beading and dripping off the front of his ball cap, and ignored Rachette for the fifth time.

      Rachette hunkered under his coat collar. “Okay. Okay.”

      The aluminum knob rattled and the door squeaked open. Ken Pollard stood with a resigned look, an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth. He opened an umbrella and gave it to his mother, who materialized in the doorway next to him with her own cigarette.

      Silently they stepped down to the front lawn.

      “I thought he left us at first.” Ken Pollard flicked open a well-used Zippo lighter and lit his mother’s cigarette, then his own. He snapped the Zippo shut and took a deep drag. “Like, ran away. When they couldn’t find his truck, it was like he’d just ditched out on us.” Ken looked into the distance. “At least I was hopin’ that’s what happened. I was hopin’ this whole time he was sittin’ pretty in California somewhere. I was hopin’ that blood on the payphone was a red herring, or whatever you call it.”

      Wendy Pollard exhaled her own drag and chewed her thumbnail in silence.

      The light drizzle swept past them.

      “Can you describe exactly what happened that last night you saw Nick, Mrs. Pollard?” Wolf asked.

      “It’s just like I told your father—it was Parker Grey, that girl’s father. He did it. The crazy asshole.” She took a drag with a shaking hand.

      “What did Nick say he was going to do that night?” Wolf asked.

      “He said he was going up to Cold Lake to meet Kimber. He’d been talking about her all week—Kimber this, Kimber that. I told him to bring her over, said I wanted to meet her. He said he was going to and to get off his back.” She fought off another wave of emotion with a drag of her cigarette. “Then he got all dolled up, put on some cologne, took his truck and left. That was the last I saw of him.”

      “You said he was going to meet her?” Rachette asked. “So, he was meeting her in town? And then they were going up to the lake?”

      She frowned. “No … I don’t know. I don’t remember. I think he was just going up to her place. Her house. To watch the fireworks they have up at the marina every year. He said they had a boat they were going on.”

      “What about his friends?” Wolf asked. “Did he say he was going to be with them?”

      Ken grunted. “His friends. Remember those pieces of work? I went and talked to them when they couldn’t find him. They said they weren’t with Nick, and they all heard the same thing from him—that he was going up to Cold Lake to see Kimber Grey.”

      “Who were his friends you talked to?” Wolf asked.

      “Luke Hannigan. Brad Skelty. Called him Skelter back then. Real pieces of shit. Druggies. I checked in on their stories. Made sure they didn’t just sell off my bro’s truck and buy drugs with the money or something.”

      Wolf jotted the names on his notepad. He vaguely remembered the two kids as boys, but knew them well enough now that they were men. They hadn’t cleaned up at all since. Brad Skelty had two DUIs, and when the pot laws of Colorado had taken effect, Hannigan was one of the first to get a grow license in town. His sudden, instant, and large, supply of product was a point of contention with the Sheriff’s Department, but they had no usable evidence to move on him yet.

      “And you believed they were telling you the truth?” Wolf asked Ken.

      Ken clenched his fists. “Yeah. They were telling the truth.”

      “You roughed ’em up pretty good, huh?” Rachette said.

      Ken stared at Rachette, his nostrils flared. “Yeah. That’s right, I did. It was my bro.”

      “And why do you think it was Kimber’s father, Mrs. Pollard?” Wolf asked.

      “Because it was,” she scoffed. “Your father figured out the guy was crazy. Schizo. Took meds and everything. Parker Grey did it. He was up at the marina that night with his family, and then he left, went and killed my boy, and then went back. Left his family right there at the marina and took off. To go kill my son. And then he disappears the day after your dad goes to talk to him? Up and walks away from his family? Then the mother disappears on top of that?” She took a drag, locking eyes with Wolf. “Oh, it was him. And now the way you found Nick? And where? That’s just off shore from the Greys’ cabin, for Chrissakes.”

      Wolf asked, “Ken, did you talk to the Greys?”

      Ken peeled his eyes from Rachette and looked at Wolf. “Yeah. I talked to them. Your dad had his dick in his hand, so I had to.”

      “Hey, why don’t you watch your mouth and have a little respect there, Ken?” Rachette puffed his chest and took a step forward.

      “Both of you calm down. Ken,” Wolf softened his voice, “we’re trying to figure all this out once and for all.”

      Ken relaxed and sucked his cigarette. “They said he never showed up that night. Kimber said she never even had a date with him lined up. They were all lying. Every one of ’em.”

      “You gonna find my baby’s killer?” Mrs. Pollard asked.

      Wolf took a breath filled with second-hand smoke and looked up at the clouds gliding past, so pregnant and low they looked like he could reach up and touch them.

      Rachette cleared his throat. “Of course we’ll find him, ma’am.”

      Wolf blinked and looked at Rachette, then back to Mrs. Pollard. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am. If you can think of anything else, please give us a call.”

      She bit her thumbnail and turned away.
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      Wolf pulled the dusty CD-ROM case out of the cardboard box. It read:

      Katherine Grey Interview (Wolf, Burton)

      Kimber Grey Interview (Wolf, Burton)

      With a small jolt, he paused and stared at his father’s handwriting. He stopped himself short of touching the ink and handed the case to Patterson.

      She inserted the CD into her computer tower and they waited while it clicked and whirred.

      “Coffee.” Rachette got up and walked to the back hallway. “Anyone else?” He emerged with the pot, filling his chipped blue-and-orange Denver Broncos mug.

      “Yep.” Patterson said.

      “Sure.” Wolf said.

      Rachette filled Wolf’s mug. “Black.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rachette leaned over and poured coffee into Patterson’s mug. “And a double non-fat skinny mocha frap, with two pumps of vanilla and heated to one hundred twenty-seven degrees.”

      “Good one.” Patterson grabbed the mouse. “Saying frap implies it’s frozen … and yet you heated it to one hundred and twenty-seven degrees.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She brought up a media-player window showing Katherine Grey sitting at a wooden table.

      As Patterson maximized the video and pressed play, Wolf recognized the gouge in the side of the table on screen, and knew the interview had taken place in interrogation room B. The realization hit him—he was using all the same desks, tables, chairs, walking on the same carpet that his father had all those many years ago. For an instant, he felt like he was with his father, but the warm feeling vanished as quickly as it had come.

      Rachette returned and sat down.

      The video was a less-than-HD recording. Katherine Grey, the mother of Kimber Grey and wife of supposed crazy-man Parker Grey, shifted uncomfortably in her chair, her image blurring and then sharpening as she moved.

      Katherine was an attractive woman in her mid-thirties, her brown eyes wide and attentive, slightly upturned at the edges. Her skin was pale, or perhaps it was the harsh light of the overhead lamp, and she had a small mole on her cheek, like a beauty mark, a genetic anomaly that her daughter, Kimber, shared with her.

      She wore a tank-top blouse and had thin, wiry arms, the muscles rippling beneath her skin with the slightest of movements. Her jawline was razor-sharp. With zero fat on her body, she possessed the common physique of someone who lived ruggedly in the mountains.

      “Can you please state your name?”

      An electric shock zipped through Wolf’s body as he heard his father’s voice.

      “Oh, he sounds just like you,” Patterson whispered in awe.

      Wolf heard the smack of Rachette back-handing her shoulder.

      “… Grey,” Katherine Grey said.

      “And can you tell me where you live?”

      “I live up on the western shore of Cold Lake, in Cold Lake, Colorado.”

      “And your address?”

      Wolf could see that Katherine Grey’s hands were motionless in her lap as she spoke.

      “… tell me what you were doing on the night of the Fourth of July?” Wolf’s father asked.

      “My husband, daughter, and I went over to the marina for the Fourth of July party and the fireworks display.”

      “And”—a pause, a shuffling of paper—“what time was that at?”

      “They had a barbecue cook out … let’s see, we left at seven by boat, got there like seven-fifteen.”

      “Can you tell me when the fireworks were?”

      “They were supposed to start at 9:30 pm. Whether or not they started on time, I couldn’t say. I didn’t keep track of time.”

      “And your husband, Parker Grey, he was with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did he ever leave that night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you please explain?”

      “He got a phone call. Maureen McKenzie came out and told us, told him, that he had a phone call. He left, and then came back.”

      “He left to go where?”

      “Oh, sorry. He went to the bar, the Tackle Box, right there on the marina.”

      “So, someone called the bar for your husband?”

      “Yes.”

      A pause. “Who called?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Another pause. “Was this during the fireworks display?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you estimate how long after the beginning of the fireworks show Maureen came out and told him he had a call?”

      “Uh … I don’t know, ten minutes?”

      “Okay. Please continue.”

      “So he left for the phone call, and then he came back, probably just a couple minutes later. He was upset, clearly upset about something. I asked him what was wrong, and he kind of just avoided.”

      “Avoided the question?”

      “Well, yeah. He just said, Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. But I could see something was wrong, and then he said he was leaving, and he’d be back. I was confused, because I figured we’d be leaving with him, since we’d all come together and it was so late. But he just said he’d be back, and if he wasn’t back by midnight to get a ride back over with someone else. Then he got in the boat and drove away.”

      “Did you ask who called him?”

      “Yes. He wouldn’t say.”

      There was the sound of a door opening and closing, and then a cough. “Would you like a cup of coffee, ma’am?”

      It was Burton, with a lot less gravel in his voice than he had now.

      She nodded, and a remarkably thin arm of Burton’s reached in and placed a cup of coffee in front of her.

      After a brief pause, Wolf’s father cleared his throat. “And then what happened?”

      “Well,” she took a sip of coffee with steady hands, “we watched the fireworks, and then hung out for another couple of hours. By that time it was past midnight, and people were already pretty much streamed out of the place. I went into the bar and called our house. My daughter and I were just about to try and hitch a ride when my husband came back.”

      “In the boat?”

      “Yes. In the boat.”

      “Okay, then what?”

      She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. “It was just so weird when he finally showed up. He was wearing a different outfit. Different shirt, different jeans. I asked him about it, and he just ignored me. He was upset, so I dropped the line of questioning. He was so serious the whole ride back. Never looked at Kimber or me.”

      “And then what happened? When you got home?”

      Katherine’s lip quivered. “We got home, and he went crazy. He was yelling at Kimber, and I was scared for her. I was so scared.” She closed her eyes and a tear slid down her cheek. When she opened them, her face was a mask of horror. “I went outside to have a cigarette. To get out of the house. I couldn’t take listening to it. And that’s when I saw a plastic bag on the ground next to the house. It was strange because we never put trash alongside the house. You know you can’t do that with the wildlife up here. So I approached it and … then I saw it.”

      “Saw what?”

      “The blood. The bloody clothes.”

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and steeled herself.

      “What bloody clothes?” Burton asked a little too forcefully.

      She opened her eyes. “The clothes he’d been wearing before, earlier in the night, were in the bag. I opened it and looked inside. They were soaked in blood. It was so much. I freaked out and ran back inside. I thought he might be killing my daughter.”

      A scraping noise on the video pulled Katherine Grey’s gaze upward.

      Burton’s crotch came into view as he leaned against the wall behind her. “You told us yesterday that your family, husband and all, stayed at the fireworks show all night. You never mentioned anyone leaving. You never mentioned that phone call your husband got.”

      “I know. I know. I saw the blood, and you have no clue how scared we were.”

      “We have no clue? Okay. So why don’t you clue us in, sweetheart?” Burton said.

      Katherine Grey turned toward him, and turned back with the remnants of a glower.

      “Damn,” Rachette chimed in, “look at Burton go.”

      “Shut up and listen,” Patterson said.

      “Mrs. Grey, may I call you Katherine?” Wolf’s father asked.

      Katherine nodded.

      “Katherine, what time did you guys get home from the boat ride back? From the fireworks show?”

      “It was twelve-thirty, no probably one a.m. by that time.”

      Burton bent down and got in her face. His mustache was the same minus the gray and his face was bone thin. “Which one was it? Twelve-thirty or one?”

      “I don’t know.” Katherine leaned away from him. “I didn’t have a watch on. I just remember, yes, it was twelve-thirty when he came back and picked us up.”

      “Because you were in the bar and you looked at the clock,” Burton sneered.

      She looked at him and nodded.

      “Words.” He walked out of view of the video shot. “We need words for the recording.”

      “Yes.” She glared at him.

      “Sergeant Burton,” Wolf’s father said, “could you go get us another cup of coffee? Maybe a bottle of water for Katherine?”

      There was a long pause. “Yeah, sure thing.”

      The door squeaked open and clicked shut.

      “Please, Katherine. When you went back inside, after seeing the clothing, then what happened?”

      “I went inside and he was still going crazy. He took Kimber and locked her in the room, and then started yelling at me. Telling me I was raising a slut, and how she was going to turn out being a hooker, and … he just lost it.”

      “You say, the room. Can you please tell me what you mean by that?” Wolf’s father asked.

      Katherine took a sip of coffee again.

      A tell, Wolf thought. What exactly it was telling about her, he didn’t know yet.

      She set it back down and smoothed her shirt. “For the last few years, my husband has been exhibiting symptoms.”

      “Symptoms?”

      “Yeah. First he was hearing things. He’d come up to me and ask, ‘Did you hear that?’ and I’d have no clue what he was talking about. One day I listened to him when he was in an empty room, answering questions that nobody asked. I put two and two together, and figured out he was hearing voices.

      “Then I could tell he was seeing things. Horrific things, I think, because he would go rigid. Sometimes he would sit there frozen and stare at the wall as if he was looking at a tarantula or something. Only nothing would be there.”

      Katherine took another sip of coffee, then closed her eyes. Her lip quivered and she took a shaky inhalation.

      “What is it?” Wolf’s father asked.

      She opened her eyes. “We have rodent traps around the house. Have to for the garden we plant every year. One day I saw a dead squirrel out the back of our house. But it was,” she brushed her hair behind her ear, “decapitated. The body was sitting next to the head, and it was slit from top to bottom on the underside.”

      Katherine took another sip of coffee.

      “I knew that Parker had done it. And then later I saw his fishing knife, down in the shed by the lake. It was covered in blood, but not fish blood. There was fur on it.”

      Another sip.

      “Did you speak to your husband about it?” Wolf’s father asked.

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “First, he said he was cleaning it for meat, and forgot about it, which spooked me to hell, to say the least. After a while I pressed him and he admitted that’s not what happened. Turns out he had just killed it, and did what he did to it, because he had to. He said that. He had to. Which spooked me even more.

      “But then he came out with it all, telling me everything about the voices, the hallucinations, the way he was becoming paranoid, afraid of social situations. He said it had been going on for years. And I started thinking about our situation, and of course it all made sense to me at that point. We’d moved from Tennessee to the lake, from a commune with over two thousand people up to a lake in the middle of nowhere, Colorado. The new life had always been his idea. It was my husband’s idea to homeschool Kimber. And when I disagreed, he insisted. It was his idea to live this life. He was secluding us, cutting us off from society, because he desperately needed to deal with his own sickness.”

      She stared into nothing.

      “And after he told you about everything? About his sickness? What happened?”

      She nodded. “When he killed the squirrel, I’d never been so scared in my life. I’d never felt something like that before. The fear was so paralyzing. So I put the twenty-two pistol we have in my pants and went and talked to him. Told him how scared I was. Told him that I wanted him to get help. He was good about it. He went to a doctor, and got some medicine, and started taking it.”

      “And did the medicine help?”

      “Yes. Yes, it did. I never caught him hearing voices again. Never saw him looking at things, and I didn’t find anything else, you know, dead.”

      “Do you know who his doctor was? The name? Where?” Wolf’s father asked.

      “I know he went to Grand Junction. The first time. For a psychiatrist. But he didn’t tell me who when I asked. And that’s what was strange. The paranoia seemed to still be there … it was better, he was better, he acted so nice and normal after that, but the paranoia was still there. And it was like that, the way he evaded the question of exactly who the doctor was in Grand Junction. Little things that really didn’t matter to me. But he wouldn’t tell.”

      Katherine Grey picked up her coffee cup and tilted it all the way back. It was empty.

      Wolf’s father cleared his throat. “I’m sure Sergeant Burton will be back soon with more coffee.”

      Burton came in on cue and set another cup down. He picked up the empty cup and left the room.

      “Look at these two work,” Rachette whispered. “It’s like a … a—”

      “A good time to still be quiet,” Patterson said.

      “We were talking about the room,” Wolf’s father said.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. The room. Like I said, the medicine worked, but it was patchy. I mean, it worked most of the time, but he would still have psychotic episodes. And they seemed to get worse and worse with time. One of these episodes happened a couple of years ago after my daughter had gone out with the car. She wasn’t sixteen years old yet, and she was just taking a joy ride, you know? Like teens do. Especially extremely lonely teens like her.

      “Anyway, Parker and I went into town in his truck, and as soon as we left she took my truck and drove it around the lake to the marina. She knew a girl who worked at the marina, and wanted to go see her.

      “Parker had to turn around because he forgot his wallet, and we ended up going back home and we caught her. Saw she was gone and so was my truck. So Parker flipped out. We sat there and waited until she got back.

      “The whole thing triggered this long episode in him. We had an extra bedroom in the house, so he fixed the mattress up with Kimber’s sheets, put rebar over the window outside, painted it to match her room, and put a lock on the door. Then he put her inside it and”—she twisted her wrist—“locked her away for the entire night and the next day.”

      Katherine Grey looked down at her hands and a tear rolled down her cheek.

      “That day the fear came back for me. And ever since that day, I’ve been trying to work up the courage to carry out a plan to escape with Kimber. But I’ve just been too scared. Despite all the psychotic crazy symptoms that make my husband weak, Parker is still one of the smartest, most resourceful men I’ve ever known. I always knew he would catch us if we left him. And he’s told me before, if we leave he’d come find us, and ‘do just like the squirrel’ is what he said once.”

      “Excuse me.” Wolf’s father’s face appeared in front of the camera, as if he was checking that the record light was on, and then disappeared.

      The unexpected sighting of his father in real life, his eyebrows furrowing, his light-brown eyes squinting, his mouth twisting, sent another jolt through Wolf’s body. He ignored Patterson and Rachette glancing his way and steadied his breath.

      “Sorry about that. The night of the Fourth of July, into the morning of the fifth, your husband locked your daughter in the room he’d built for her.”

      “Yes.”

      “And that night, what was he saying?”

      “He was yelling at her, telling her she was a whore, and she needed to learn how to respect her father, and all sorts of other stuff.”

      “Did he ever mention Nick Pollard specifically?”

      “No. He didn’t. But he was saying that Kimber was a whore, going out with boys in town. But no, he never did mention his name.”

      A pause. “So now we get to the question of what brought you here now.” Wolf’s father shuffled a paper. “It’s now the sixth of July. Where is your husband, Parker Grey?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      “I don’t know. He took his truck and left.”

      “And why are you here now?”

      “Because as soon as I saw he was gone, I didn’t want to wait around for him to come back. Now was our chance. Because when you guys came to the door yesterday, I knew that my husband had killed that boy. I saw the clothes. And he knew I knew.”
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      “Do you still have that clothing?” Wolf’s father’s voice came out of the computer speakers.

      On screen, Katherine Grey shook her head. “He took it. Parker took the bag.”

      “We’d like to come up and check the house. Gather forensic evidence.”

      Katherine nodded. “Of course.”

      The video went black and Patterson’s speakers went silent.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Rachette said.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know.” Patterson clicked the play button again. The video started from the beginning. She clicked the scrubber on the bottom and pulled it to the right and released it. It snapped back to the beginning.

      “What the hell?” Rachette stood up.

      Patterson ejected the CD and looked at the bottom of it. “Ah crap.”

      It was cracked like a dried-up lakebed, chunks of the reflective surface completely missing.

      Rachette snorted. “Frickin’ CDs.”

      Wolf stood up and stretched. “Can you fix it? Somehow salvage the data?”

      Patterson looked up. “I don’t know. I think if it’s flaked off, it’s gone. I’ll check into it.”

      Her phone vibrated on her desk and she picked it up. “It’s Lorber,” she said, hitting the answer button.

      “Okay.” She looked up at Wolf and then at her watch. “Okay. Okay.”

      Wolf looked at his own wrist and saw that it was just after three in the afternoon. Patterson tapped the screen on her phone and looked up.

      “What?” Rachette asked.

      “Lorber still hasn’t identified any of the other seven bodies yet. Wants us to come in to see what he has and pick up the files.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “I … uh.” Patterson shifted uncomfortably and looked again at her watch. “I would go, of course, if you need me to, but I kind of had plans tonight.”

      “She’s meeting Scott’s parents.” Rachette walked around to the front of her desk and sat on the edge. “Oh man. Good luck with that.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

      Patterson’s facial color was answer enough.

      “Yep,” Rachette answered for her, “gettin’ serious.” He picked up a pen from Patterson’s desk, twirled it, and it clattered out of his hand and underneath her keyboard.

      “All right,” Wolf said. “Rachette, you and I go to Lorber.”

      “Let’s do it,” Rachette said.

      “And let’s take separate vehicles,” Wolf said.

      “Why? Oh, I get it, you’re going on a date, too. Big Saturday night with Sarah?” Rachette studied his fingernails.

      “Aww, poor guy,” Patterson sang, fishing out the pen and putting it in a drawer. “You’re gonna find someone. One of these days one of these waitresses is gonna crack under your misty gaze.”

      Rachette leaned forward and his face shook with exertion.

      “What are you doing? Are you trying to fart?” Patterson stood up and walked to Wilson’s desk.

      Rachette relaxed. “Do or do not. There is no try.”

      Wolf held his breath and headed past Rachette. “See you there. Have a good night with Scott’s parents. And not that my love life is either of your business but, no, I’m not going on a date. I’m going to head up to the lake afterward to talk to Kimber Grey. Her mother’s gone, her father’s gone, and now her interview is gone. We need to talk to her.”

      Rachette frowned. “I figured we’d tag team it like Burton and your dad. What am I gonna do?”

      “You’re going to come back here with Lorber’s files and start looking through the missing-persons databases.”

      Rachette smacked his lips and nodded. “Ah. That should be pleasant. Seven decayed heads, fifty states’ worth of mispers, twenty-two years’ worth of them.”

      “So you’re not going on a date,” Patterson said to Wolf, “but you admit there is a love life.” She appraised Wolf with a nod. “I suspected so. You and Sarah are so obvious. That’s what happens when you’re in love.”

      Wolf turned and walked away.

      “Wait a minute,” Rachette said quickly.

      He stopped reluctantly and turned.

      “You know, I need to tell you guys. I dated this girl once.”

      Patterson scrunched her face. “What? Kimber Grey?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Really,” Wolf said.

      “Really,” Rachette said.

      Silence took over.

      “I’m serious. I did.”

      “Okay.” Wolf nodded. “So … did you discuss the case with her?”

      “Well, we didn’t really ever talk. I mean, I guess we didn’t really date. Per se.”

      “Oh.” Patterson pointed at him. “Okay. I get it.”

      “If I may continue? Anyway. I kind of, you know, made out with her one night. And she’s crazy.” He picked up another pen from Patterson’s desk.

      “Sorry, how is that different from any other girl, according to you, that you ever dated?” Patterson asked.

      Rachette looked to Wolf for back-up and received none. “I’m just saying. I thought she was acting crazy back then, and now that I know her father was crazy, well, her behavior is now explained.”

      “And what behavior was that?” Wolf asked.

      “She was all over me one night. Groping me, kissing my neck at the bar. I was pretty excited, you know? Older woman?” He bounced his eyebrows. “She said let’s go outside, so we went out to the car, and then she just shut down. Completely stopped kissing me, got out of the car, and wouldn’t talk to me. Just walked right back into the bar as if I was a ghost.” He held up a finger. “And then, three days later, I saw her, and she pretended she didn’t even know me. And then, shut up Patterson, and then, a few days later, she came up to me on the street and started talking to me, like we were long-lost friends again.” Rachette shrugged.

      Wolf turned around and walked to the vehicle-pool garage door.

      “Thanks for making me dumber with that story,” Patterson said.

      “Yeah, shut up.”

      “You sure you don’t need my help?” Patterson asked.

      Rachette jogged up behind Wolf and past him out the door.

      “No. Go ahead. I’ll see what Kimber says tonight, and we’ll reconvene tomorrow. Good luck with the parents.”
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      Wolf and Rachette walked into the examination room, where seven heads were laid out on two gurneys, lit hard with the bright lights above—all with different colored wisps of hair of varying thickness, all slight variations on the shade of pale-bluish death, all misshapen by varying degrees. Near them were eight more gurneys parked in two lines of four, each with a body laid out on its back, each body in a differing state of deformity and corrosion, each stirring equal amounts revulsion within Wolf.

      “God damn,” Rachette said, “Lorber, you’re crazy to have this job. Sick. And crazy.”

      Lorber loped to a counter and put on some latex gloves. “Deputy Rachette. Great to see you as always. Patterson couldn’t make it?”

      “Meeting the parents,” Rachette said, oblivious to Lorber’s disapproving glance.

      Lorber pushed his glasses up his beak nose and narrowed his eyes. “Aha. Well, that’s a shame.”

      Rachette gave him a suspicious look.

      “As you can see, gentlemen, seven heads, seven decapitated bodies. One complete corpse. I’ve got each head and body numbered in order of how they match.”

      “Patterson said you ID'd Nick Pollard and no one else,” Wolf said.

      “Correct. Nick Pollard is numbered one. The rest are going to take some time.”

      “What have you found out?” Wolf asked.

      Lorber set down his clipboard and took off his glasses. He walked to the heads and swept his arm wide, as if he was Vanna White.

      “You can see the waxy look of all the faces. That’s saponification, as Patterson mentioned earlier. It’s preserved the flesh, but completely screwed up time of death. It’s basically impossible for me to discern. Even with Nick Pollard’s body. It’s impossible to tell if he died at the same time he disappeared.”

      “Can’t you assume Nick Pollard died that night, the Fourth of July, and use it as a sort of baseline?” Rachette asked. “And then determine if the other bodies were older or more recent than that?”

      Lorber looked at him with surprise. “Astute question. But no. There are simply too many variables to account for. Some of the bodies had torn plastic. Other wrappings were completely intact. The different materials the victims were wearing, natural versus synthetic, would have changed the rate of decay and saponification.” He walked in between the two rows of four gurneys. “Each of the bodies had stab wounds on the torsos. Five of them, as you can see here, were slit from just above the genitals to the ribs. The exposure of the intestines to varying degrees would have changed the rate of decomp, and the extreme cold at those depths, in that lake, slowed the rate of autolysis and putrefaction.”

      “All right. So you have no time of death,” Wolf said. “What else? Fingerprints?”

      “No usable fingerprints. Completely decayed.”

      “Wallets? What about the clothing? Labels tell you anything? Receipts?”

      Lorber made two fists and opened his hands. “Nothing. Not a thing. No wallets. Receipts. No tell-tale signs of anything. I was just in the process of looking up the design models of the shoes of each of the victims. I’ve taken DNA samples. The process will take my assistants a while, at least a week, and then we’ll check them with CODIS.”

      Wolf walked to the heads. Each head was frozen in an unnatural expression, looking waxy and flattened to one side or the other, slightly elongated or puffed.

      “These seem like clean cuts,” Wolf said, pointing to the necks.

      Lorber nodded. “I agree. Looks to be a long sword of some kind that did the deed, or a machete. Most of them look like a one-blow severing of the head.” He stepped toward one of the heads in the center. “This one, however, was chopped a few times. That’s how I initially matched it with the body.”

      Wolf blinked the image of a killer doing the deed out of his mind. “All male?”

      Lorber nodded.

      The bodies were nude and each was more or less clearly male. Wolf, however, had learned long ago to confirm the obvious with Lorber rather than assume. Lorber, having a highly analytical, scientific mind, often neglected to mention some of his more developed theories, assuming other people saw them as he did.

      “From radiocarbon dating of the tooth enamel, I’ve determined seven of them being anywhere from late teens to early twenties, though this one here, number eight, doesn’t fit the mold. He’s older. Looks to be forty, plus or minus three years. Obviously his head is still attached.”

      Wolf looked at number eight. The face was bearded, the mouth gaping open, revealing a swollen black tongue and brown teeth. On the forehead was a gaping exit wound. The one eye-socket was devoid of an eyeball, but there were no cut marks.

      Lorber walked near. “Number eight, shot in the back of the head from point-blank range. If you look in his mouth, our number eight has some pretty extensive dental work. I’m checking with Dr. Unruh and the offices in Ashland. I’m doing the same with the other heads. The seven heads are all missing their eyes, as you can see.” Lorber walked away and shoved a gloved finger inside a skull as if testing the finger size of a bowling ball. “Clearly these are ritualistic killings. Perhaps the killer believed the eyes were the window to the soul, and wanted to … I don’t know, I’m not a profiler.” Lorber twisted his finger in the socket and removed it with a faint sucking sound.

      “Easy doc,” Rachette said.

      “Ritualistic, or the opposite,” Wolf said. “They’re gutted like fish or rodents. Chop off the head, slit the underside to remove the insides.”

      Lorber pulled the corners of his mouth down and looked at the bodies as if for the first time. “I guess. Only the insides are all there.” He shook his head. “The eyes. The barbarism of cutting off the heads.”

      “Yeah.” Rachette swallowed. “Pretty damn sick.”

      Wolf bent over a head and looked into a slice mark through an eyelid. “In the early nineties there was a guy in Texas who removed his victims’ eyes. Kept them for souvenirs.”

      “I think it’s safe to say that whatever the reason was, it was messed up.” Rachette was looking pale, talking rapidly. “Where’re the files, doc?”

      “Over there on the counter.”

      Rachette walked over and opened the thick file folder. “So basically you’re saying you have nothing. And it’s up to me to find out who these guys are?”

      Wolf ignored their banter and walked to a numbered row of bricks on a metal table. “These are what the killer used to weigh down the bodies?”

      Lorber nodded. “Burnt clay brick, made by a Denver company called Tracer Building Supplies.”

      Wolf frowned. “How did you figure that out?”

      “Says on the side of three of them.”

      Wolf leaned down and saw the logo pressed into the side of one.

      “I’m out.”

      Wolf turned just in time to see Rachette disappear through the door.

      Lorber smiled. “Patterson’s meeting the parents, huh?”

      “Keep me posted on anything else you find,” Wolf said.

      “You got it.” Lorber pulled his gloves off and walked Wolf to the door.

      Wolf shook his long, sweaty hand and left.

      Rachette was outside, standing with his head tilted to the clouded sky, welcoming the mist beading on his skin.

      “You okay?”

      “Ah,” he said, sucking in a breath through his nose.

      “That good, huh?”

      “Sorry. Something just came over me. It was all those heads. I can see why they used to put heads on stakes back in history, to scare the crap out of people, make them subservient or whatever. That shit is not right. I’m not gonna sleep tonight. I know it.”

      Wolf tilted his back, too, feeling the cool mist on his cheeks. It was disturbing. And that it’d happened so close to home made his hair stand on end.

      The vibration of his phone snapped him out of his thoughts and he pulled it out of his pocket. It was Patterson.

      “Hey.”

      “Sir, I talked to Wilson. He agrees—there’s nothing we can do about the CD. It had to have been that damn storage room. Twenty-two years of extreme temperature and humidity fluctuations is not good for evidence, apparently.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “You sure it’s okay for me to go out to dinner tonight? I can cancel.”

      “No. Have fun. See you tomorrow.” He ended the call.

      “What’s up?” Rachette asked.

      “Patterson says the rest of the Katherine Grey and Kimber Grey interview is damaged beyond repair.”

      Rachette nodded in resignation.

      “Get back to the station and get after those files.” He started walking.

      “Will do.” Rachette stepped next to him toward the parking lot. “Not sure how it’s going to go.”

      “I know it’s going to take a while, but it’s all we have to go on. Do what you can until the end of your shift and then hand them off to Wilson tonight. Tell him it’s top priority. And then both of you get back on it tomorrow.”

      Rachette nodded. “So your dad thought it was Parker Grey who did this?”

      Wolf nodded. “Far as I can tell from his notes, it looked that way to him.”

      “None of those bodies were female in there.”

      Wolf shook his head.

      “But Katherine disappeared, too,” Rachette said. “The day after the interview we just watched.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Why?” Rachette asked. “Did she leave to go find Parker? Or was she killed, too?”

      “All good questions.” Rain drops slapped the ground and they jogged to their vehicles. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”
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      Wolf turned up the windshield wipers to a steady beat and flipped on his headlights as the SUV rolled down the muddy road.

      Just like the foggy view outside, he was going into this interview almost blind. Instead of watching Kimber Grey’s reactions to his father’s questions on video, Wolf was going to be talking to a woman he’d never met, listening to her relaying her side of things, and over two decades later. That would have been fine had he known the interview video was waiting for him when he got back.

      Beyond the droplet-covered windshield, the surrounding forest was socked in with fog, cutting visibility to fifty yards or less. Somewhere to his left, past the trees and thick weather, sat Cold Lake, which he could smell through the vents.

      Crawling down a steep grade at ten miles per hour, Wolf feathered the brakes as a couple of craters in the road came into view. Flanked by car-sized rocks on either side, the bottleneck forced him to almost stop and enter the dip straight on. The rear bumper scraped as he dropped in, and then he lifted in his seat and the rock and dirt beneath the tires smoothed out.

      Just before he let off the brake and coasted, he jammed to a stop, sure he’d seen something on a tree next to the rocks. Hoping his parking brake would hold on the steep grade, he stepped out. The rocky wet earth gave way underneath his work boots as he stepped back toward the massive potholes.

      Sure enough, he’d seen something on the tree—a camouflage-painted rectangular game camera with a shiny black lens in the center, more or less pointed straight at him. A four-inch-long antenna jutted out from the side of the device. He’d seen these newer-model cameras before, and knew them capable of transmitting pictures and video feeds via Wi-Fi.

      Raindrops slapped on his coat, coaxing him back into the idling SUV.

      After a short coast down the road he stopped and studied a perpendicular road jutting to the left. The fog had lifted just enough to see that the road veered up before disappearing around a bend and into the pines. He pushed the button on his phone screen to check the map, but there was no service. He checked the Wi-Fi settings and found one secure network requiring a password called “XXXXX.”

      He continued straight, using his memory of the map that he’d studied before leaving the County Hospital parking lot.

      Two gentle turns and a brief straightaway later, he reached his destination.

      Someone was out front of the cabin, wielding an axe, chopping down on a vertical piece of firewood with a fierce blow that sent two chunks flying to the ground.

      The person turned, and as his wipers swished he saw a pretty face buried inside a blue parka hood.

      Kimber Grey, Wolf recognized, though much older than the photos he’d seen in the file sitting on the passenger seat.

      Not that she looked old. She appeared young, and her jeans were snug, showing she was fit. She gave another piece of wood a savage blow, revealing her strength.

      She had been seventeen when Nick Pollard went missing. And within days, her father, her father’s truck, and her mother were gone too. That was twenty-two years ago. Wolf had done the math: she was thirty-nine, just a year younger than Wolf, and had lived at this location her entire life since that fateful summer. And yet he could not remember ever seeing this woman in person other than at this moment.

      “Kimber Grey?” Wolf got out and zipped up his parka. The air was thick with the scent of fresh-cut lumber.

      “Yep.” She kept her back to him, raising the axe behind her and swinging down with precision. The wood clanked to each side and she bent over, picked up another piece, and placed it on her stump.

      The wood-frame construction cabin stood two stories, with the entrance on the upper level. The lower floor was halfway sunk into the ground. Wooden steps climbed up to the entrance, which was a shiny wood-slab door. A covered deck wrapped around to the right and presumably to the back of the property. A large bay window revealed open curtains and a spinning ceiling fan inside.

      “I’m Sheriff David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department. I’d like to talk to you for a bit.”

      “Okay.” She chopped another piece.

      Wolf heard a faint motor to his left and turned, noticing the land ended abruptly fifty yards away. He figured that was the cliff-line, and on a cloudless day, the view would have been of Cold Lake’s shimmering waters.

      “Can you please stop with the axe?”

      She jammed the axe into the stump, pulled down her hood and turned around. “Sorry, I’m low on firewood. Need to get some stocked up. Still gets plenty cold up here in the summer, you know?”

      She flashed a smile, and Wolf saw the mole above her lip, like her mother’s. She pulled off her leather glove and pointed to the beauty mark, then pointed at Wolf’s face.

      “We both have these damn things,” she said.

      Wolf smiled and shook her hand, which was hot and sweaty, slender, fitting easily inside his. When she took it back it was like pulling sandpaper from his grip.

      “Kimber Grey,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you. I’d like to talk to you about the”—he gestured to the lake—“recent activity on the lake. I take it you’ve heard?”

      She put her hands on her hips and stretched her back. “Yeah. I’ve heard. I’ve been watching it.”

      “Do you think we could go inside for a chat?” Wolf asked.

      “Follow me. You drink coffee?”
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      Wolf sat at a small eating table and watched Kimber work in the kitchen.

      She made coffee with elegant movements: lifting a back leg as she bent into a cupboard and pulled out a French press, jumping just the right height to grab a bag of coffee grounds stored on top of the cupboards. There was no wasted action. She knew every centimeter of the kitchen, and she was well practiced with what she was doing. Apparently she liked her caffeine.

      By the time she was depressing the plunger the clouds outside had slid to the east, revealing the silver lake below. He wondered how much the property had cost when they had moved here all those years ago. Now it would be worth a pretty penny.

      “How many acres you have here, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      She poured the coffee and set it down in front of Wolf. “Sixty-three. It’s mostly that way, up towards Olin Heeter’s place.” She faced the lake and then pointed left.

      Wolf remembered his father’s notes, and Olin Heeter’s mention of seeing something being dropped in the lake on the night of July 6th.

      He sipped the strong coffee and then stood up and bent over the counter to get a better look out onto the land below the house. The cliff line below ran parallel the side of the house. Grassy land ran up to the precipice off to the left, and to the right scrub oak obscured the edge. A wood staircase with a hearty handrail disappeared over the edge. There was no fence. He considered it a small miracle Kimber Grey had survived her childhood in this place.

      “That’s quite a ways down.”

      “Oh yeah.” She leaned over next to him and pointed towards the scrub oak. “If you don’t want to go down the stairs, you can always rappel down my rope.”

      A turquoise-and-pink climbing rope was attached to a sophisticated top-rope anchor system that hooked to two tree trunks, dangling over the edge and out of sight. He whistled softly and walked back to the table. Sitting down, he noticed she looked satisfied she had impressed him.

      “You climb up that?” Wolf asked, remembering her callused hand.

      “Yep.”

      “And who’s belaying you from below?”

      “I self-belay.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “You rock climb?” Kimber’s amber-brown eyes locked on his as she took a slow, careful sip of her coffee. Then she set her cup on the counter and leaned back on her hands, back arched, presenting her smallish breasts and erect nipples through the thin fabric of her long-sleeved shirt.

      “No. Not unless I have to.”

      “So you found Nick Pollard.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “So you did?”

      “We did. Why did you suspect that?” Wolf asked.

      “I thought it would have been obvious to you. You watched the interview tapes of me and my mom that your father made, right?”

      “Actually I haven’t watched your interview yet. I wanted to get your version of events from you first.”

      She reached for her coffee cup and twisted to look out the windows. With slow deliberation, she caressed her jeans, and then slid her fingers inside her rear pocket.

      “Okay. So what do you want to know?”

      “Everything. I’d like to start with that week of the Fourth of July. Tell me about you and Nick, and about that night.”

      She turned and walked over, then sat down across the table. With an exhale she closed her eyes and her brown eyelashes swung to the top of her cheeks like Chinese fans. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a ponytail that couldn’t tame the wavy thickness of it. Frizzy strands popped up everywhere and she tucked one long one behind her ear.

      She smelled like flowery scented deodorant and sweat.

      “It’s been so long,” she said.

      “Take your time.”

      She looked at Wolf and smiled without teeth, as if he was being the kindest person in the world to her. At that moment, Wolf admitted to himself that she was an attractive woman. Had he been a single man, he’d have declared her beyond attractive.

      “Let’s see. I started seeing Nick two weeks before that.”

      “How did you two meet?”

      She smiled. “I went to a party some guy was having out in the woods one Saturday night. I remember I heard some other kids talking about it over at the marina, and I just showed up. By myself.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Anyways, I didn’t get out much with my parents, being how they were. I wasn’t invited, and I didn’t know anyone. I was seventeen, and just wanted to see what all the fuss was about. The whole high-school scene. The whole being-social scene. So I walked up to the keg, and I remember everyone was staring at me like I was a bear or something coming out of the woods, and he came up and started talking to me. Wouldn’t leave me alone, actually. After a while I guess I started to like him. He was, after all, a boy talking to me.”

      She shrugged and sipped her coffee.

      Wolf saw her mother’s spitting image in her actions.

      “So you two dated a few times leading up to the fourth?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. We went out twice. Went and saw a movie down in Ashland once. And I went to his house for dinner.”

      Wolf took a sip of coffee, thinking about how Nick Pollard’s mother had said she’d badgered Nick into bringing Kimber over, but that Nick hadn’t. So that was a lie. But was it Kimber Grey’s or Wendy Pollard’s?

      “The place the Pollards have on the hill?” Wolf asked.

      Kimber looked at him. “No. The one by the river. Mrs. Pollard has another place? Didn’t think they had that much money.”

      Wolf sipped his coffee. “And how about the Fourth of July? Were you two planning to meet that night?”

      “No. I’m not sure why Nick’s mother said that. Maybe Nick was lying to her, I don’t know. But we never had any plans for meeting that night.”

      “Tell me about that night.”

      “My mom and dad and I went in the boat to the marina to watch the fireworks. When we were there, my dad got a call and he left in a hurry. Then he came back later and picked us up.” She took a sip of her coffee and seemed to steel her thoughts. “I remember he was so sullen on the trip back. And then when we got in the house, he went crazy.”

      “Meaning?” Wolf asked.

      “He was screaming and throwing things. Calling me a whore. Yelling at me about how I was disgracing the family.” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head.

      “And then what did he do?”

      “He locked me in the room. That was it. I went to sleep.” She shrugged again.

      “The next day my father came to visit you, asking about Nick Pollard’s disappearance.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. He was a nice guy, your dad. He was concerned for us.”

      “But that day, the fifth of July, you guys didn’t mention your father had left the fireworks show the night before.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t tell your father anything. I didn’t speak that day when your father came over. I talked to your father the next day, after my dad had left. When we went into the station and did the interviews.”

      “Okay.” Wolf nodded. “Were you concerned for your safety when my father came asking about Nick Pollard that next day? On the evening of the fifth?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Because my father had a bag of bloody clothes lying next to the house. I saw it the next day. Then I thought about how my father had yelled all those things the night before, and … I put two and two together.”

      “So you saw the bag of bloody clothes, too?”

      Kimber nodded.

      Wolf frowned. “So, he left it outside all night? The bag of clothing?”

      “Yes. It was up against the house.”

      “So it was there when my father was there talking to you about Nick.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell my father about the bag? About your suspicions?”

      “I hadn’t seen what was in the bag yet. I checked it later. After your father left.”

      Wolf leaned back and took a breath. “My father came the next evening. The evening of the fifth. So you saw the bag of clothes the next evening.”

      She shook her head impatiently. “Why are you asking the same questions over and over?”

      “You said you saw the bag of clothes the next day. Now you’re saying you actually saw it the next evening.”

      She snorted a laugh. “I saw it the next day, then I looked in it the next evening.”

      “What exactly was your father yelling at you about? Do you remember what made you think he’d done it?”

      She looked annoyed at his change in tack. “I don’t know. The whore thing, I guess. He kept telling me I was a whore. Like, because I’d gone out with Nick, I’d been going out on the town and screwing every guy or something.” She looked at Wolf. “Then the cops show up because he was missing? And he left the fireworks show? And then the clothing with blood on it? Didn’t take much to put two and two together.”

      Wolf nodded and sipped his coffee. “Do you have those bloody clothes?”

      She snorted again. “No. Like we told your father, my dad left with those clothes. Your father never found any blood traces. They scoured the place.” She looked into her cup. “What? Are you testing me or something?”

      Wolf sipped his coffee. “Like I said, I haven’t watched your interview yet. Do you know who called your father that night? At the marina?”

      “No. They say it was a woman. I still don’t know who it could have been.”

      “It was the number to a gas station down the valley, right at the junction of Highway 734,” Wolf said. “That didn’t ring any bells with you back then?”

      She shook her head.

      “And it still doesn’t after all these years?”

      She shook her head.

      “And did you or your mother suspect he was seeing someone else? Cheating on her?”

      She frowned and then shook her head.

      He stood up and walked to the kitchen doorway. So far he’d seen the entryway to the house, which was a cramped T-Junction that went left and right. They’d gone left into the kitchen.

      “Could I see this room I keep hearing about?”

      She stood up. “Yeah, sure. It’s not the same, though. I’ve made sure of that.”

      She led the way through the kitchen doorway, past the front door and into the living room, which was a good-sized rectangular space with creaky wood floors and the bay window. A wood-fired stove stood against the interior wall on a brick hearth, which extended in a semicircle a few feet in front of it. The stack of wood on the hearth was reduced to slivers.

      Wolf bent down and ran his hand over a logo on one of the bricks. Tracer Building Supplies.

      “What?” Kimber asked.

      Wolf stood up. “Who made this hearth?”

      “I don’t know. It was here when my father bought the place. Must have been Mr. Heeter, I guess.”

      “Mr. Heeter?” Wolf asked.

      She pointed out the window toward a house on the hill a quarter mile down the shoreline. It was a two-story structure with a deck off the back, higher than the Greys’ cabin, and clearly visible above the tops of the pines.

      “Mr. Heeter. My parents bought the place from him.”

      Wolf nodded and looked past her into the hallway. “The room?”

      She turned and flipped a light switch and a coverless light bulb lit up the corridor. There were three doors, one on the near left and two on either side of the hallway at the end.

      She stopped at the first door. “This is it.”

      She twisted the knob and pushed the door open. It creaked on its hinges and cool, stagnant air that smelled like fabric hit Wolf’s nose. An uncovered square window straight ahead illuminated the space in soft natural light. There was a crisply made single bed against the left wall, a dresser, and a nightstand.

      Wolf ran a hand over the door jamb.

      “I removed the lock, and the bars on the window,” she said, following his eyes.

      “May I?” Wolf asked, stepping into the room.

      “Be my guest.”

      The boards underneath him squeaked as he walked to the picture window. Looking out the glass, he noted the grooves cut into the wood on the outside frame—three on each side and two on top and bottom.

      “That’s where the bars were. My dad cut those grooves and put rebar in there. I cut them out when he left.”

      Wolf shifted his gaze to the woods beyond. Old-growth trees butted up against the back yard of the property, the darkness within deepening with each passing minute. He put his face to the window and saw the lake through the trees off to the left.

      He turned around when a series of digital ding sounds came from the living room, like a car door left ajar, only much louder.

      Kimber glanced quickly toward the noise and then seemed to dismiss it.

      “Is that the doorbell?”

      Kimber hesitated, then shook her head. “No.”

      “What was it?”

      She walked out into the living room and Wolf followed. She pulled a phone out of her pocket, focused intently on the screen, then tapped and pocketed it.

      “I have an array of motion-activated cameras and perimeter alarms set up around the property.” She pointed up at a tiny speaker mounted in the corner. “When they’re tripped, they trigger the alarm.”

      Wolf walked to the window and looked outside. “So did you know I was coming?”

      “Yes. I have it set to notify my phone, and I knew that someone had driven in, but I didn’t know it was you.”

      “That was your camera on the tree, by the two boulders.”

      She nodded.

      “So you can watch who comes in and out.”

      “I have to get on my computer and sit and stare if I want to do that. But that’s definitely not my style. I would guess that was Mr. Heeter leaving. Or a deer. Or a bear.” She shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “So a motion sensor being tripped out in the woods or a person leaving on the road is the same sound?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Not exactly top-of-the-line, but good enough for the job.”

      “And what exactly is the job your system is performing?”

      “I’d like some more coffee.” She disappeared back into the kitchen.

      Wolf stepped to the window and looked out. He looked down at his truck, noting that the beads of water had almost dried on the paint. Despite the lifting clouds, it was dark, and getting darker, and he saw little past fifty yards into the trees. The west windows of Mr. Heeter’s structure were glowing pink now, reflecting the sunset.

      He walked into the kitchen and saw Kimber standing by the sink, stirring her coffee.

      “So … tell me about it,” Wolf said, leaning against the counter. “Why all this security?”

      “My father left us on the sixth. The day after your father came to talk to us about Nick. My dad knew the cops were onto him. He knew my mother and I knew about him. About what he’d done. And then, a couple of days later, my mother left. I’d heard him threaten my mother numerous times. If you two leave me, I’ll hunt you down, stuff like that.” She stared into her swirling coffee. “She left a note. And she just left.”

      The file on Wolf’s passenger seat contained a copy of the note. “What did the note say?”

      “It said she was going into town, and she’d be right back. Into Rocky Points. Then she … just never came home.”

      “She took her truck?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your father took his truck the day before?”

      She nodded.

      “So you were stranded up here.”

      Kimber’s eyes swam with tears, glittering in the vague light of the kitchen. “She called me the next day from some payphone from somewhere. She said she was going back home. Back to Tennessee. She apologized, and said she had to follow her heart and go back home. She left the truck down in Rocky Points, in the grocery store parking lot with the keys in it. I had Mr. Heeter take me down.”

      Though he knew the incredulous story already, he felt a mild shock as he watched her tell it.

      She wiped her eyes and smiled defiantly. “Sorry. Old habit. Playing the victim.”

      She walked to the wall and flipped on the light switch. The kitchen filled with yellow light, washing out the majestic views outside with hard interior reflections.

      “I have to say, I don’t blame you for being upset. Your parents both abandoned you. But that doesn’t explain the security measures. Do you think your father took your mother? Is that why you’ve rigged the place like an army base? Because you think he’ll come back for you, too?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe my father came back, and then made my mother write the note. Then took her or something. And then there’s always been Mr. Heeter. Not exactly the most normal of men.”

      “You think Mr. Heeter is dangerous?”

      “No,” she said with a chuckle. “He’s sweet. But maybe creepy? Like a dirty old man? I mean, I live below him, and he lives up the hill. He has a big telescope, and who knows where he’s pointing that thing at all times. He’s always been socially awkward, too, and now that his wife is dead he’s worse. His wife was definitely his better half. He’s a Vietnam vet, and I think whatever happened to him over there screwed with him. Dangerous, though? I don’t think so.”

      She rinsed her coffee cup and put it on a drying rack.

      “And what about your father?” Wolf asked. “You think he’s coming back for you?”

      She shrugged. “Your father and his department looked into my mother. They never found her in Tennessee. Or any trace of her making the trip there. Your father figured she hitchhiked out of town, because buses didn’t run back then from Rocky Points to Vail, which was the nearest place you can pick up a bus. But the bus company in Vail didn’t remember her either. No credit-card receipts. Not that there would have been any. Our family always used cash.

      “After all that investigation into my mother and father and not getting anywhere, believe it or not, it was your father’s idea all those years ago to put motion sensors out there. He came out and helped me rig up the system. I’ve updated it a bit here and there over the years, adding the Wi-Fi camera on the road. But, basically, it’s all your dad’s fault I live like I’m on an army base.” She smiled and sniffed.

      Wolf returned her smile, feeling pride in his father.

      “So you’ve been living here by yourself for the last twenty-two years?”

      She nodded with her chin up.

      “And how have you kept the place up? How are you making a living?”

      “Don’t worry, Sheriff. I pay my taxes like the next person.”

      Wolf shook his head. “No, I mean it must be tough. You hunt for food? Fish?”

      “Yeah, I do that. But I have money. My father came into money back in Tennessee. An inheritance. That was the reason we came out here and how we could afford this place. But when they left, my father and then my mother, they never touched the money. They just left it here for me.”

      Wolf stared at her.

      There was a muffled caw of a crow outside. He looked out the window, focusing through the reflections. The western sky glowed orange, but over the lake the sky was black.

      “And you haven’t had any contact with your father since that day he left?”

      She shook her head.

      “Do you suspect he’s ever come back?”

      She shook her head.

      “What about that alarm just now? That doesn’t even bother you?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been living alone for so long, I’ve gotten used to it. I was freaked out at the beginning, but I have multiple guns within arm’s reach, I can see three hundred and sixty degrees from inside the house, and I just go on living my life. I figure that if my father is out there and wants me dead, he’d have done it a long time ago.”

      He looked at his watch—8:32 p.m.

      “Listen, as you’ve probably heard, we found more than just Nick Pollard out there. My father came here with the notion that your father may have killed that boy. Now, we’ve brought up a total of eight bodies.”

      She closed her eyes. “I know. I saw the news.”

      “I’ve gotta get back to the station.” He pulled out his card and gave it to her. “I’ll be back in touch, all right?”

      “Oh, wait. Look.” She pointed next to the phone on the wall.

      Wolf saw a business card that said Daniel Wolf, Sluice County Sheriff.

      “Your father pinned his card right here twenty-two years ago. Told me to use it if I needed it. I’ll just pin yours right under it.”

      Wolf nodded, still staring at the plain white card with a raised SCSD logo and glossy black ink reading: Sheriff Daniel Wolf.

      “Ma’am, I want to be clear. I’d like to be back in touch with you soon, so if you’d please stay available, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, of course. So don’t go driving off and disappearing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll look forward to it.” She made no effort to hide the suggestiveness in her voice.

      Kimber saw him out the door and closed it behind him. He walked down the steps into the darkness, and when he looked back up saw her drawing the bay window drapes, looking out into the night beyond him.

      Outside the night air was damp and chilled to the bone, as if the cold air pooling on the lake had billowed over the lip of the cliff and was now lapping against him. Faint laughing and chattering voices came from the water, and when he looked, he could see a tiny cluster of lights all the way across the lake. He realized the noise was coming from the marina bar on the opposite shoreline. It looked to be miles away across the water.

      He sat in the SUV and looked up at the cabin windows. The slit between the drapes fell closed, fingers pulling out of sight.

      With a deep breath he fired up the SUV and backed away.
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      Wolf’s engine whined hard and the headlight beams bounced against the pines as he left up the dirt road from Kimber Grey’s.

      He stopped for a moment at the road that came in from the right—the road to Mr. Olin Heeter’s place—and got out.

      Wolf’s feet crunched on the wet dirt road as he walked into the spray of light from his SUV and studied the ground. There were no tire marks on the road other than Wolf’s incoming tracks. None came or went in the soft earth from Mr. Heeter’s home.

      Again, Wolf wondered about the alarm Kimber Grey had heard.

      He did a slow circle, studying the dark forest around him, and saw nothing. His SUV hummed softly, and billowing exhaust floated through his headlight beams.

      He got in and turned up the road toward Olin Heeter’s.

      A quarter mile up the road, the trees opened and a cabin loomed, dark and deserted-looking.

      He parked in front and the headlights raked the house, illuminating windows covered with pulled curtains.

      He shut off the lights and engine and got out.

      Wind rushed through the pines surrounding the hilltop house, sounding like a distant waterfall that rose and fell in strength. The lake shimmered in the moonlight below, and in the distance a light from Kimber Grey’s cabin gleamed through the trees.

      The front yard was overgrown with weeds and wildflowers and no lights were on. Add the covered windows, and the place had all the signs of being deserted. But Kimber seemed to speak about the man like he was a fixture in her life.

      He stepped to the front, climbed onto the squeaking wood porch and pushed a glowing doorbell button.

      A classic ding-dong chime sounded within.

      There was no answer, though Wolf could have sworn he heard a thump and then the creak of a floorboard.

      He knocked and waited for more noise from within, but none came.

      He turned and looked into the forest behind his SUV. The moon passed beneath a cloud, lighting it up around the edges, dropping the ambient light.

      He flicked on his flashlight and swept the beam over the forest’s edge, seeing nothing beyond the first tree trunks. He turned and shone it into the nearest window, illuminating fabric drapes pulled tight.

      He stepped off the porch and kicked something. When he swung the light down into the grass he saw a geode, cracked in half, with exposed purple crystals on the inside. He set it back down on the porch next to the support beam of the deck and walked along the front of the property to his right, bobbing and swiping the light beam ahead of him and against covered windows as he went. The land inclined down as he walked around the side of the house, revealing a lower level with walkout sliding glass doors in the rear. They were covered with drapes on the inside as well.

      As he looked down the rear wall of the house, a low whoosh of wind came from his left, where a row of rocks had been stacked in a three-foot-high straight line, like a rear perimeter fence one might see in the rural Irish countryside. Beyond it was nothing but the mercury-pool lake far below and the pinprick lights of the marina in the distance.

      The howling of the wind grew louder as he stepped nearer the precipice.

      Reaching the wall, he leaned forward and shone the flashlight downward. Moths flitted through his beam, riding on a steady wind that climbed up the cliff.

      Craning his hand out, he pointed the beam down and failed to see the shore below. He remembered seeing this cliff from the boats on the lake, and knew the drop was straight down and higher than the house was tall, which made the drop at least thirty feet in his estimation.

      Upon closer examination, he saw a dock jutting out into the water with a bobbing fishing boat moored to it, which looked like a miniature bath toy from this height.

      With a start that raised his pulse, he sensed someone behind him and twisted around. Sweeping the flashlight back and forth, he saw nothing but the vacant rear lawn of the house.

      “Shit,” he said.

      His history with cliffs was clearly playing with his mind.

      Another look at his cell phone confirmed that there was still no reception. The screen showed 9:09 p.m., and he was now longing for home. Sarah had said this morning that she would come to stay at his house again tonight, and he had the sudden itch to get the heck off this lake and back down to Rocky Points.

      He looked down at Kimber Grey’s home, still lit brightly but obscured somewhat by the trees from his angle, and then he headed back across the lawn.

      In the corner of his eye he thought he saw movement towards the house. He jabbed the flashlight beam toward the spot, and could have sworn he saw the corner of a drape shift in one of the windows.

      “Hello? Anyone in there?”

      His heart pounded a steady clip in his ears.

      He took a deep breath and marched toward the back of the house, flashlight beam locked on the spot, but the fabric in the window remained unmoved.

      “I’m with the Sheriff’s Department! Mr. Heeter?”

      He let his eyes wander across the other windows, thinking that if the person inside suspected they’d been spotted they might go look from another vantage.

      “Hello? Sluice County Sheriff! Mr. Heeter? I’m here to talk to you!”

      Wolf flicked the beam to the next window, careful to aim it in the small crack between the two drapes.

      Nothing.

      He stood stock-still, quietly mouth breathing.

      There was no movement or sound.

      He flicked off the flashlight and stood silent for three full minutes, listening to the pulsing whoosh of fish-scented air cresting the cliff behind him. Between gusts he heard crickets chirping in the surrounding woods and nothing else.

      If there was someone inside, they were determined to stonewall him, and he had no business making them do otherwise. Defeated by either the person inside or his own imagination, he walked around the house and back up to his awaiting SUV.

      He got in and started the engine. Flicking on his headlights revealed drapes still drawn and a door still closed.

      Wondering if his imagination was running wild, he reversed out and started forward. Then he slammed on the brakes, because the geode rock he’d placed back on the front porch wasn’t there.

      With his pulse skyrocketing, he shut off the engine and jumped out. Keeping his hand on his pistol, he pulled his flashlight and pointed it forward, carefully walking to the front porch again.

      Inside the long grass near the wood deck entrance, violet crystals reflected his flashlight beam back at him.

      He bent down and picked up the geode, studying the ground around it. Numerous blades of grass were flattened and bent. Someone moving toward his SUV? Or were they his own footsteps from earlier? He swept the beam back and forth and decided, no. He’d gone to the left, to the side of the house. These depressions led to the road. And besides, he wasn’t going mad. He’d put the rock down before leaving.

      He followed the trail of disturbances to the gravel drive. The earlier rains made it easy to spot a few rocks and pebbles kicked out of place. He also spotted a single footprint, though only a partial, so he was unable to gauge its size.

      He shone the light into the forest and listened, feeling ridiculously exposed.

      “Is anyone there?” he asked, not expecting an answer and not receiving one.

      He turned full circle, pulled his pistol and shone the light through each of his windows into his vehicle.

      Heart still walloping, he got inside and drove back down the hill, crawling at under ten miles per hour and keeping a close eye on the forest. The trees were too dense to see anything, however, and he would have to stay curious for the time being. He wasn’t about to go traipsing through the woods after an unknown person who could or could not have been armed.

      At the base of the hill he looked left at the T-Junction. His dash clock said 9:15. He sighed and took a left back towards Kimber Grey’s.

      When he went down the road and pulled in front of her house, he was surprised to see her squinting against his headlights, standing halfway up her porch steps as if expecting his return. He made a wide loop and pulled up with his driver’s-side window down.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded once with an expressionless gaze.

      “I was just up at your neighbor’s, and thought I saw someone up there. I think there was definitely someone up there. They went off into the woods.”

      She lifted her chin and looked into the trees.

      He waited for her to say something, but she remained silent.

      “You … get any alarms on your motion sensors?”

      “If I do, I have a pistol and a rifle. Don’t worry about me, Sheriff.”

      He studied her calm expression and then nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” He shifted into drive. “Well … be careful.”

      As he drove away up the steep incline, he studied his rearview mirror, and saw Kimber Grey keep a motionless vigil on her steps until she disappeared out of sight behind the trees.

      Who was this woman?

      Kimber Grey was a woman who’d survived for twenty-two years on her own, he reminded himself, and she’d survive another night with or without him. He hoped.

      The dash clock read 9:20.

      He flicked on his high beams and kept his speed just south of unsafe through the woods, thoroughly ready to get off this lake, back to the Chautauqua Valley, and into his warm bed, preferably coiled with Sarah’s warm body.

      When he finally got to the County 74 junction, his phone still had no reception.

      The dash clock read 9:31.

      Damn it. As he drove along the northern edge of the lake east, he knew now was the best time to stop at the marina bar to ask questions. Its parking lot was packed and it looked hopping judging by the people milling on the deck. The crowd meant it would be a bad time get answers, but tomorrow morning—Sunday morning—would be worse.

      They would have a landline at the bar, the same one that had transmitted the mystery call to Kimber’s father all those years ago, and he could call Sarah from there. Hopefully she was still at his house.

      He pressed the gas, taking the gravel turns with a little more slide.
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      Patterson ignored the hand caressing the inside of her knee under the table and answered the question. “I went to the University of Colorado. In Boulder.”

      “Oh, you’re kidding! I went to grad school in Boulder.” Scott Reed’s father smiled. “That’s where I got my Master’s in Aerospace Engineering. Scott threatened to go there back in the day, but as you know he ended up at Metro State.”

      Scott’s caress abruptly stopped. “And my father hasn’t let me hear the end of it since.”

      His father shrugged and took a sip of his wine. “Nothing’s wrong with Metro, son. It’s not CU, but … nothing’s wrong with Metro.” His tone said otherwise.

      Patterson and Scott sat across the table from his parents at the Red Ruby Café, which was a jeans and T-shirt kind of place off Main with some of the best American cuisine that money could buy.

      Scott had chosen the venue, but his father had chosen the seating arrangements, making sure, quote, “I have a view of the televisions.”

      “So, how’s work going with you, Scott? The, uh, snow cat running well?” his father asked, his eyes rising to the TV screens again.

      Scott’s breath looked to be quickening, and his face was turning red behind the water glass pressed against his lips.

      Patterson figured it was her turn to reach over and place a hand on his leg, so she did.

      Scott looked into her eyes and his face relaxed.

      “You two are so good together,” his mother said, beaming at them.

      Patterson smiled. “Yeah. We are.”

      The waiter came over, providing a welcome distraction. “Here are your appetizers.”

      “The wings here are the best in Colorado,” Patterson said, feeling her face go red as she remembered she’d already said as much when they’d ordered the food. Damn, she was nervous, and Scott’s father wasn’t helping the situation one bit. The man seemed to feed and grow stronger on discomfort, and every word out of his pompous mouth made sure there was plenty of discomfort to feed his cruel spirit. It was amazing that Scott was related to this man at all.

      If it had been her father across the table, she’d have stood up and shook a fist in his face right now, told him to be nice or go home. Underhanded, passive-aggressive behavior wasn’t tolerated in her family. Her and her three brothers had grown up using far less subtle tactics to communicate. In fact, she’d once thrown a beer in her brother’s face at a restaurant much like this one.

      Smiling to herself at the sudden memory, she picked at her food.

      When the awkward silence became too much to bear, she cleared her throat. “You know, Scott has written a novel and he’s working on a second.”

      “Oh my goodness.” His mother set her beer down. “Are you serious?”

      Scott gave Patterson a rueful glance and nodded. “Yeah. I am … I have.”

      “Oh really?” his father said. “What’s it about?”

      Scott wiped his fingers with a napkin. “It’s a mystery about a man who’s an avid outdoorsman. He comes across a murder victim in the woods and …”

      Scott let his sentence die, because his father set down his drink and straightened, looking past them as if he’d just seen something terrible.

      “God damn it! Another strike out. They paid way too much for that asshole. I’m sorry, son. What’s it about?”

      Scott picked up a chicken wing. “Forget it.”

      “No, I want to know. Have you found a publisher yet?”

      Scott ignored him.

      “John,” his mother said in a whisper.

      “What? I’m asking about his book.”

      Scott threw his napkin on the table and scooted his chair back. “We’re going to take off. It was good seeing you, Mom.”

      Patterson looked up in shock at Scott as he left, then across the table. His mother was slack-jawed and his father was concentrating on a hot wing with indifference.

      “Oh no, Scott,” his mother said. “John, tell him not to go.”

      Scott was already gone, swerving his way around tables in the bar and heading to the door.

      Patterson wiped her hands and stood up. “Ummm, I guess we’re going.”

      “It was nice to meet you,” Scott’s father said with a quick smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      His mother’s lower lip quivered and her eyes welled up. “I’m sorry.”

      Patterson had no response for that, so she scooped up her rain parka and purse from the back of the chair and nodded. “It was nice to meet you.” She stepped quickly through tables toward the front door. “Asshole,” she said under her breath.

      Scott was outside the front windows waiting with his back turned.

      Making the final push to the door, she stopped dead in her tracks when she realized she’d seen and caught eye-contact with Sarah Muller, Wolf’s ex-wife.

      Sarah was one of those women that always demanded a second look. She was stunning, with electric-blue eyes, thick true-blonde hair, and a figure that made men stop and stare every time. But that wasn’t what had halted her. It had been the large man next to Sarah stroking her leg under the table, an action clearly visible to Patterson since the bar table was so tall and Patterson was so short.

      Wasn’t she dating Wolf again? she thought.

      Sarah’s eyes widened with recognition and her leg whipped to the side, and then the man’s hand grabbed air under the table. The man followed Sarah’s eyes to her.

      Sarah looked like a frightened animal, but the man was cool and confident.

      Patterson’s blood was already boiling with the botched dinner and the father from hell, and before she could think about it she was right next to them, thrusting out her hand.

      “Hi Sarah,” she said.

      Sarah reached out a timid claw and gripped her fingers.

      Patterson shot her glare at the other man, thrusting her hand toward him. “And you are?”

      He smiled and swallowed her grip with his. He squeezed with increasing pressure and Patterson met every foot-pound of force.

      “I’m Carter.”

      “Carter who? Don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

      He let go and his smile vanished. “Carter Willis. I didn’t get your name.”

      He was a good-looking man, but if he got up from his chair, Patterson was sure there would have been slime on it. He was dressed impeccably, polished platinum jewelry on his wrists peeking out beneath a crisp expensive shirt and blazer. A politician or important businessman, if Patterson had to guess. Perhaps too muscular for something as simple as that, though. The man was dangerous-looking, she decided.

      “Your name?” he persisted.

      Patterson ignored him and eyed Sarah, who was stirring her drink with a plastic straw.

      “See you later.” She turned without waiting for a response from Sarah and marched out the door.

      “Who was that guy with Sarah?” Scott said in greeting as she got outside.

      It was cold on the sidewalk, a steady pin-pricking drizzle blowing in from the north, so she burrowed against Scott and wrapped an arm around him.

      “I don’t know. Some asshole.” They turned their backs to the blast of weather and walked to her car.

      She looked up at Scott and her heart broke for him. His eyes were vacant, his face expressionless and sagging, his walk slow.

      “I want to go back to my place,” she said, determined she was going to make this man feel good the rest of the night.

      He nodded.

      She burrowed deeper against him as they walked, shaking the image of Carter Willis’s groping hands out of her mind.
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      Bass pumped out of the brightly lit Tackle Box Bar and Grill.

      Wolf walked across the parking lot and a couple of young men stared at him from a darkened nook near the trees, clearly hiding something in their hands behind their backs.

      Wolf sniffed the air. “Marijuana is legal now. As long as you’re not driving, I don’t care.” He continued past them and down a wooden plank entryway, which hovered a few feet above the shimmering water.

      Boats creaked on small waves generated by the cold, crisp wind that had replaced the rain and clouds.

      The door wrenched open before Wolf could reach for it, and loud music and a couple dressed in weathered denim poured out. Walking arm in arm with unlit cigarettes dangling from their mouths, the couple stopped short. The man stepped to the side and held the door for Wolf.

      “Sheriff,” the man said.

      “Thank you.” Wolf stepped into the humid room. It smelled of fried bar food and beer, stale cigarette smoke, and yet more marijuana. The jukebox in the corner played an eighties hair-metal song and two women who were probably roadies back then danced in front of it while their boyfriends played pool.

      Hair, leather, and chains were the overriding theme of the twenty-plus patrons inside the bar.

      He walked to the counter and a younger man with a ponytail and hemp necklace greeted him with a raised chin. “Sheriff?”

      “Hello. I’m looking for someone named Maureen McKenzie. Worked here twenty-two years ago. Do you know her?”

      The man nodded. “Yeah. She owns the place. She’s in back.” He thumbed towards a doorway behind him.

      Wolf nodded and then reached down to pat his pocket when his phone began vibrating. It was going nuts.

      He pulled it out and looked at it, seeing that he’d been granted a tiny sliver of cell reception, and now two voice messages and a text message were coming in.

      Wolf looked at the text message. It was from Rachette.

      Call me immediately. Found Parker Grey!

      Wolf’s pulse jumped. Looking at the voicemails and seeing they were both from Rachette, he skipped listening to them and called instead.

      As the phone purred in his ear, he turned and studied the inside of the bar. A few people averted their eyes. At the sight of his badge and gun, the mood had shifted to somber impatience. People wanted to get back to using the F-word loudly, drinking their fourth or fifth or tenth beer before they got back in their cars and drove on the dirt roads to their houses.

      “Hello, I’m Maureen,” a husky voice came from behind him.

      “Hey!” Rachette’s voice exploded in his ear. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you!”

      Wolf turned around and held up a finger to the heavy-set red-headed woman. She frowned, shook her head, and walked away.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked.

      “We found Parker Grey. I’m on my way up to you right now. Where are you? I thought there wasn’t any cell reception at her house.”

      “You found him? Where is he?”

      Rachette’s voice broke up.

      Wolf walked away from the bar and retreated to a quiet corner without speakers. “Where is Parker Grey?”

      “I didn’t catch that. Where are you?”

      Wolf sighed. “I’m at the marina. The Tackle Box Bar and Grill.”

      “I just left County now. I’m about twenty minutes away.”

      Wolf frowned. “Why are you still at the hospital? I thought you went back to the station.”

      “I did. Then I came back.”

      “Why?”

      “I started my missing persons search with the Colorado database and got an immediate hit on one of our vics. A kid named James Trujillo. Seventeen years old. Most likely a runaway. Last seen hitchhiking north out of Alamosa six years ago.”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together. “Six years ago?”

      “Six years ago.”

      “So Parker Grey stayed close and kept killing. You said you found him. Where is he?”

      “Parker Grey is lying on a gurney in Lorber’s exam room with a bullet hole in his head.”
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      Wolf hit the end-call button and walked slowly to the bar, his thoughts wading through the revelation.

      Maureen McKenzie stood with both hands on the bar, an expectant look in her bloodshot eyes.

      Extending his hand, he gripped and shook hers, thinking of a dead trout as he did so.

      “So? What can I do for you?” She coughed, and it was like a blast of radio static.

      “I need to talk to you about this man.” Wolf produced the photo of Parker Grey and held it out.

      His thoughts wandered again to the alarm at Kimber Grey’s house, and to the strange encounter at Olin Heeter’s, from which the adrenaline had yet to wear off. It had been a person. He was sure of it. And by the looks of it, the person had been hiding inside Olin Heeter’s place. If it had been Olin Heeter himself, he would have kept himself holed up inside. Only someone who was breaking and entering would have had reason to flee. And who was it? Definitely not Parker Grey.

      “You listening to me, Sheriff?”

      Wolf snapped out of his thoughts.

      Maureen now wore red-framed glasses and stared expectantly. She took them off and dropped the photo on the bar. “What do you need?”

      “Sorry … I need to talk to you about this man.”

      She shrugged. “Sure. Parker Grey. Yeah, I recognize him. Like I said, go ahead and talk.”

      “Do you remember the night of the Fourth of July, twenty-two years ago, when Parker was here with his family watching the fireworks? He received a phone call here, at the bar..”

      She nodded. “Hell yes, I do. That was the last time I saw or spoke to him.” She grabbed a glass and put it under a tap, filled it halfway with beer and took a sip. “Used to be a regular here. Would come across the lake in his boat every Friday and Saturday night. You want one?” She held up her now empty glass.

      “No, thanks. Can you tell me a little about that phone call he got?”

      She nodded, the red skin under her chin wobbling. “Yeah. Why don’t we step outside?”

      He followed her out the back door to a wooden deck over the water. The weathered slats squealed under her weight with each step.

      She pulled out a crinkling pack of cigarettes and lit one, and then held the pack to him.

      “No thanks.”

      Maureen took a greedy pull and blew it out. “It was during the fireworks. I remember I was right here, watchin’ ’em over the lake, right there.” She tilted her head and pointed toward the moon. “And then my bartender came out and said there was someone on the phone lookin’ for Parker Grey. I remember being like, ‘We ain’t running a secretary service,’ and then Gabe—that was my bartender—said she was saying it was an emergency. So I stormed in and got on the phone, and this girl demanded to talk to Parker Grey. And I said, ‘Listen, honey. He’s not here in my bar, so you’re out of luck.’ And she started getting hysterical, like crying and stuff, and then I was kinda creeped out. I didn’t want to be the one not telling him about an emergency. So I told her to hold on, and I went out to the lawn, over there by the parking lot where everyone was set up, and started looking for him.”

      She sucked another drag, ignoring the ash as it broke off and tumbled onto her arm.

      “Can you describe the voice?” he asked. “Was it an older woman? A younger woman?”

      “Younger,” she said without hesitation. “Early twenties or something.”

      “Okay.”

      “Or could have been a boy, I guess.”

      He blinked. “If you had to bet, which one would you say it was?”

      “I don’t gamble. But if I had to, I’d say it was a woman. I guess she sounded too mature to be a little boy.”

      “So, you got the call, and then you went and found Parker?”

      “Yeah. I found him pretty quick and told him he had a phone call and it sounded like an emergency. So he got up from his blanket and came in with me and talked. I didn’t hear what was said. But—”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but when you came out to tell him, was he with his wife and daughter, Kimber?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. They were sitting on the same blanket. I remember whispering in Parker’s ear, ’cause I didn’t want to freak out his wife and kid about the whole thing.”

      “Okay, thanks. Continue please.”

      “Yeah. So, he came in, and I watched him on the phone for the conversation. He was talking all intense into it, ducking down and covering his mouth when he spoke and stuff. And then he just hung up all of a sudden and stormed out.”

      “Upset-looking?”

      “Yep. Real upset looking.”

      “And then what?”

      “I went back out here to the rear deck, and everybody watched him get in his boat and tear outta here. A couple of the guys were calling after him, asking if everything was okay. When he didn’t answer, they was givin’ him shit.”

      “So he left, without his wife and daughter?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      “And did you see him come back later?”

      “Yep. I was out here again. Saw him drive up in his boat. I remember we were all yelling at him again. I remember he was ignoring everyone, just like when he left. Then he came in and got his wife and daughter, and they left.”

      “He came in here?”

      “Yeah. His wife was in here with her kid talking to people, looking to get a ride back home. But then he showed up.”

      “Do you remember when that was?”

      “Shoot. I have no idea. Midnight?”

      Wolf put his hands on the wobbly wooden railing and looked across the water. He counted seven lit cabins on the western shore, a constellation on the dark mountain on the other side of the lake. The sky was clear and speckled with stars. A full moon hung overhead, its stripe reflection slicing the lake in two.

      “Thanks for your time.”

      “Yep.”

      He walked back into the bar and then out the front, hearing raucous laughter as the door shut behind him.

      He reached his SUV in the parking lot and stood patiently waiting for Rachette. A vehicle approached, but it was a black Mercedes Benz SUV with Idaho plates.

      His cell phone indicated no missed calls, which was disappointing. He pushed Sarah’s number and listened to it go to voicemail after two rings.

      With growing impatience, he gazed across the lake again. They’d pulled up those bodies, and now he couldn’t shake the feeling that things were happening over there. Right now.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath and got in his SUV. Firing it up, he backed out and began the journey back to Kimber Grey’s cabin.
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      Van Wyke’s ass was killing him as he pulled into the parking lot for the Cold Lake marina.

      “Says the lake is named for a temperature inversion at fifty feet under the surface. Every twenty or so years the water will flip …” Darnell was droning on, looking at a Cold Lake brochure complete with a miniature map they’d picked up at the gas station outside of Rocky Points.

      “Hello,” Van Wyke murmured, slowing to a crawl as his headlights passed over the reflective paint of a Sluice County Sheriff’s Department SUV.

      Darnell snapped the brochure down and slipped it in the side pocket of the door.

      “The guy’s outside his truck. I guess we should have expected this,” Darnell whispered, as if the cop could hear them. “They did just pull up eight dead bodies.”

      Van Wyke kept quiet as they passed. The cop watched them approach and then became preoccupied by his cell phone.

      They silently parked and got out of the car. Van Wyke stretched his arms and legs. It had been a grueling drive from Boise.

      He sucked in a breath, smelling the fishy scent of lake water mixed with marijuana smoke.

      “Damn,” Darnell said, meeting him at the back of the SUV. “Buncha hippies up here. You smell that? And with that cop right there?”

      Van Wyke watched the Sheriff’s Department vehicle back up and peel out of the lot, the engine revving high before shifting to the next gear. The roof lights turned on and twinkled into the distance, following the dirt road along the edge of the lake.

      “Let’s go.” He walked toward the bumping bar.

      “Yeah. Black man, middle of Hicksville, biker bar … what could go wrong?”

      Van Wyke ignored him and they went in.

      Heads turned, but the patrons left them alone as they walked up to the bar. A young man with long hair and a hippy necklace put his hands on the counter.

      “What can I do you guys for?”

      Van Wyke leaned conspiratorially on his elbow and pulled out his PI license, which looked vaguely like a driver’s license and demanded zero respect, but more often than not, he found, did the job of loosening lips.

      “I’m a private investigator, looking for a sheriff’s deputy. You happen to see one in here?”

      The guy nodded eagerly. “Yeah. He just left.”

      “Do you know where he went?”

      The man frowned. “No clue. Hey, Maureen. Do you know where the sheriff just went? These men were supposed to meet him.”

      The sheriff.

      “I don’t know. Who are you guys?”

      Van Wyke flashed a winning smile and then his PI license again. “Private investigators working with the local Sheriff’s Department. I was supposed to meet the sheriff here.” He snorted. “Typical. We don’t wear an official badge, so they don’t give us the time of day.”

      She nodded with commiseration.

      “I thought I saw him leaving. Do you know where he was going? Looked like he was hauling ass along the lake.”

      “Oh, well then he was probably going up to Parker Grey’s. He was just asking about him.”

      Parker Grey?

      Van Wyke popped his eyes with eagerness. “You know exactly where Parker Grey lives? We’d love to catch him.”

      “Yeah, just follow the lake around on County 74, then turn left on County 16. Follow it down to the south a mile or so. Can’t miss his place. The road dead-ends right on it. Only Parker Grey don’t live there no more. Just his daughter.”

      Van Wyke nodded. “Really?”

      “Hey, here he is. I think the sheriff just pulled up.” She pointed lazily out the window toward the parking lot, and sure enough a Sluice County Sheriff’s Department SUV was pulling in. “You can ask him yourself.”

      Van Wyke nodded, his pulse ramping up. “Thanks.”

      He stepped quickly for the door with Darnell following close. They marched to the parking lot, passing a different uniformed man who jogged past. It definitely wasn’t the sheriff they’d just seen. This deputy was much shorter and younger.

      “Hey,” Van Wyke called to him. “You lookin’ for the sheriff?”

      The uniformed man frowned and stopped. “Yeah. Why?”

      “He just peeled outta here, went up the road along the lake.” Van Wyke pointed in the distance and thankfully saw the faint strobe of blue and red.

      The deputy squinted and started walking back towards the lot. “Shit,” he muttered, and then started running.

      “Damn,” Darnell said under his breath. “That was close. We were about blown. Where you goin’?”

      Van Wyke hurried to the SUV. “We’re following them.”
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      Kimber Grey’s eyelid twitched. She stepped out onto the wooden deck and all but collapsed into the railing. “Are you certain?”

      “It’s been confirmed by our medical examiner at the hospital. It’s definitely your father’s body.”

      She clamped her eyes shut. “I don’t get it.”

      “Listen, I think you might be in danger,” Wolf said.

      She looked at him and moved her lips, but made no sound. Her eyes looked fixed in some other time, confused as her mind tried reordering her past.

      “My mother?” she whispered, asking herself the question.

      Wolf cleared his throat. “What about your mother?”

      “I’m just trying to figure out who did this.”

      “There’s more to it. One of the bodies was a missing person from six years ago.”

      Kimber’s face dropped and she looked at Wolf.

      They turned at the sound of crackling tires and saw the bouncing headlights coming through the trees. A few seconds later, Rachette drove down from the woods and parked in front of the cabin.

      He got out quickly and came to the base of the stairs. “Everything all right?”

      Wolf nodded.

      Kimber said nothing.

      Wolf turned to her. “Kimber, I’d like you to come into town. You may be in more danger than you think. The discovery of these bodies, it may have triggered some sort of action with this killer.”

      “Yeah, okay. You don’t have to convince me.” She walked to her doorway. “Just give me a second to get my things.”

      He watched her march into the house. Then he stepped down the stairs and stood next to Rachette.

      “What do you think?” Rachette hitched up his duty belt and looked out toward the water.

      “I think we need to come back tomorrow, scour these woods, and get back up to Olin Heeter’s place and check it out.”

      “Olin Heeter?”

      Wolf nodded. “The place on the hill up there. I was just up there and had an encounter with someone.”

      Rachette looked at him. “An encounter? What do you mean?”

      “The house was dark, but somebody was inside. They ran out the front door and into the woods while I was around back of the place.”

      “Jesus.”

      They stood listening to the silent forest for a few minutes, hearing thumps and creaking from inside the cabin.

      Rachette looked up the stairs to the cracked open door. “Where’s she going to stay?”

      “The Edelweiss, or some other hotel in town.” Wolf cracked a smile at Rachette’s disappointed face. “Did you think I was going to say ‘with you?’”

      “Pfft, what?” Rachette shrugged. “Yes. Yes I did.”
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      “There it is.” Van Wyke shut off his headlights, his brakes screeching softly as he stopped on the dirt road. The dark and deserted-looking cabin loomed at the end of the road a hundred or so yards in the distance.

      “What the hell were the cops doing here?” Darnell leaned forward and squinted. “And who’s Blazer was that?”

      Van Wyke ignored the question and the SUV rocked as he shifted into park. “And Parker Grey doesn’t live here but his daughter does? How does that make any sense? His daughter? I don’t think we’re in the right spot.”

      Van Wyke gazed out the windshield, surveying the dark forest uphill from the cabin. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      He grabbed his pistol and stepped out into the cool night air.

      Darnell stepped out, went to the back seat, dug into his laptop bag and pulled out his own pistol. With crunching footsteps, he walked around the back of the truck and joined Van Wyke.

      A howling coyote sent Van Wyke’s pulse spiking, and Darnell shook his head. The forest surrounding them was pitch black and dense, and every little noise put Van Wyke on edge. He’d come so far, thinking about this moment for over ten and a half hours, thinking about how he would get what he was rightfully owed back from the man who betrayed him.

      Parker Grey. It either was him or it was not. There was only one way to find out. And if it wasn’t? They were going to have a long night ahead of them, and a long day ahead tomorrow, and that was with cops everywhere. They would have to canvass door-to-door and confirm residents’ IDs until they found their man.

      Van Wyke clenched his teeth as he gazed down at the darkened cabin. If Parker Grey was their man, and this was the cabin they were looking for, there was a good chance a million in cash was inside. Van Wyke knew this because Van Wyke had watched the man take three million in cash, stacked neatly in a briefcase, twenty-five years ago.

      And Van Wyke’s payment for hooking the man up with people who could buy seven million dollars’ worth of boats and real estate for cash, no questions asked? A signed quitclaim deed and the keys to a two-million-dollar house in the resort town of McCall, Idaho.

      Van Wyke clenched his teeth, thinking of the trip up to McCall he’d made that fateful day, only to see a pile of charred ashes for a house, straight down to the charcoal foundation, surrounded by a flock of cops. That had been his payment.

      Dustin Kipling, or Parker Grey, or whatever he wanted to call himself now, would regret doing that to him. He had made Van Wyke bend over backwards, calling in all sorts of favors with all sorts of unsavory people, for free. Van Wyke never worked for free.

      “Looks like nobody’s home,” Darnell said.

      “Mmm,” Van Wyke said. “You have a flashlight?”

      Darnell looked at him and shook his head. “Damn. Nice preparation.”

      Van Wyke pulled out his cell phone and looked at it. “This thing has a flashlight setting.”

      “Oh yeah, me too.”

      “Let’s not use them until we get inside. Until then, let’s keep out of sight. We’re gonna have to stick to the trees.”

      He turned back toward the cabin and squinted. There was a gap in the trees to the left of the cabin, and it looked like the land just ended abruptly. There was a smooth horizontal silhouette cut against the shimmering lake. The top of a rise, he thought, or a cliff.

      Van Wyke flinched at a bright flash to his right, and a slapping noise behind him at almost the same instant. Just as his mind registered the sharp crack noise that had come from the same spot, something hit Van Wyke in the face, and he watched in stunned confusion as the illuminated screen of a cell phone twirled off his jawbone to the ground in front of him. When he heard a loud bonk against the car behind him, he twisted just in time to see Darnell’s head bounce off the rear door as he collapsed into a heap.

      “Darnell? Darn—”

      An angry zip of air next to his cheek froze him in place, and a spark on the dirt followed by a loud whining ricochet sent him diving to the ground for cover. A split second later he felt a stinging punch in his side, then his shoulder. And then his chest exploded in unimaginable pain.

      He opened his eyes, and his vision swirled like he was a teenager who’d drunk too much wine. Blinking, he saw a figure out of a science-fiction movie coming at him from the trees. A dark apparition with a protruding single lens for a face, an eerie red glow within.

      No. It was a person with a silenced rifle and a night-vision scope on their head, he told himself. He blinked again and tried to raise his gun, but to his surprise there was no feeling in his arms. He swallowed and gagged on coppery blood. Gasping, he grunted, trying to ask who was there.

      Another punch of pain in his chest, and he lay still this time. He knew the life was ebbing from his body, and it was a sensation like falling from a great height, only there was a sickening dread. An unimaginable sense of regret.

      He saw two legs step near and then the person rolled Darnell over. Digging in his jacket. Pulling out his wallet. The legs stepped toward him, and then he felt himself shift this way and that, never seeing who was doing it, because his vision had gone out.

      The dread lifted.

      The regret disappeared, along with everything else.
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      Running on fumes from five hours sleep the night before, Wolf took a sip of coffee and a bite of his chocolate-glazed donut, hoping the two would react inside his body to give him some energy. With heavy eyelids, he looked up at the clock on his office wall—8 a.m.

      He looked at his cell phone for the third time in as many minutes, and there was still no missed call or text message from Sarah. It was … what was it? It was disconcerting, he thought. She hadn’t answered his late call last night, nor responded this morning. He wanted to think she was sleeping in, but she never did that.

      Had he stood her up? Had she been there at his house, waiting for him all night and then left after he didn’t show up? If that was the case, then why not leave a note for him?

      There was a double tap on his office door.

      “Come in.”

      Patterson poked her head in. “Still no answer at Heeter’s place at Cold Lake, or his place in Ashland.”

      “All right.” He stood up and his knee cracked, sounding like a dry stick snapping in two.

      “Sir,” Patterson said. She scratched the back of her neck, avoiding eye contact with him. “I need to talk to you. About last night.”

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out with a little too much enthusiasm. It was not Sarah. It was Margaret Hitchens.

      “It’s your aunt,” Wolf said. “I can talk to her later.”

      “No, no … please. Take it.  We’ll talk later. It’s nothing.”

      He narrowed his eyes, sensing it was clearly not nothing. The phone wriggled again and stopped. “Tell me. What is it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I … last night I was out with Sarah … I mean, I was out with Scott. And his parents.”

      He crossed his arms.

      “Anyways, long story short, it sucked, but that’s not the point. On the way out, I saw Sarah.” She closed her eyes. “Shit, I shouldn’t be shoving my nose in other people’s business.”

      “You saw Sarah.” Wolf waited for the small jolt in his body to dissipate. “So what?”

      “She was with a guy. Some big dude with fancy clothes on. Name was Carter Willis. I went up and introduced myself.”

      Wolf nodded, controlling his breath. “Yeah?”

      “And … I don’t know. Aren’t you two dating?”

      He stared at her, considering the implications of the question. Were Sarah and Carter acting more than friendly with one another?

      “Not really,” he said.

      “Oh. I thought you guys were. I guess … I don’t know. Never mind.” Patterson shook her head and walked out his door.

      “Hey,” Wolf called.

      She turned.

      “Thanks.”

      “Of course.”

      Who was this guy? One thing he knew: If Carter Willis was a gay former colleague of hers, then Wolf was a billionaire.

      He sighed and looked at his phone again. Against his better judgment he called back Margaret Hitchens.

      “Hey, how’s it going, Sheriff?”

      “Hi, Margaret. Fine. What’s happening?”

      “Are you around?”

      Wolf leaned to the side and peeked through the open blinds of his window, then ducked back when he saw Margaret’s face pressed against the window of her real-estate storefront office across the street.

      “No.” Wolf pulled his chair over and sat down out of sight.

      “Oh, I thought you were there.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, I wish you were there. I have great news.” There was a rattling in the background, and then the sound of a door slamming shut.

      “Well I’m not, so what is it?”

      “Geez, you wake up on the wrong side? Never mind, let me help your mood. Because of your ineptitude with a lasso, you’ve helped your campaign.” She was breathing hard.

      “Oh. Good.”

      “Oh good? That’s all you have to say?” There was the sound of a door opening and closing in the background, and hurried footsteps.

      Wolf took the phone away from his ear and hung up.

      Margaret burst into his office with phone in hand.

      “Good morning, Margaret. I’m glad Tammy is just letting you in whenever you want now.”

      She stopped and put her hands on her hips. “She knows how to treat your campaign manager. Maybe you could learn a thing or two. You know, the employees in this building are counting on us, too. No one wants to work for that asshole, MacLean.”

      “Really? I hadn’t thought of that. Sit.”

      “No thanks. Move.” She came around the desk and grabbed his computer mouse. “Have you seen this?”

      Wolf marveled at this sixty-year-old woman’s vivacious hunger for winning; and watching her in action, he was suddenly more grateful than ever that he’d employed Margaret Hitchens for his campaign manager.

      Employed wasn’t the right word, Wolf thought. He hadn’t employed Margaret Hitchens, because he wasn’t paying her a dime, and he had had nothing to do with her working for him in the first place. It was more like she’d stepped forward and recruited him. She had demanded she run his campaign, and had vowed—with a look in her eye that had made Wolf swallow—that he would win no matter what.

      She clicked the mouse and stood back. “There.”

      Wolf leaned forward and watched a shaky video of him failing at lassoing a calf, and then failing again. The video cut, and then he was failing again.

      “Yeah. I’ve seen this first hand.” Wolf snatched up his empty coffee cup and walked to his door.

      “You’re missing the best part.”

      Wolf paused and looked back.

      A deep male voice bellowed over the speakers. “David Wolf for sheriff. He never gives up in a fight. Never fails to finish what he’s started. Never …”

      Wolf shook his head and walked into the hallway, poured himself a cup of coffee, and walked back into his office.

      Margaret was standing now, arms folded with a disappointed look. “David, I turned this into a commercial, put it up on Channel 17, and then up on the local for Ashland, and now all the news channels are showing it this morning. Look at the number of views on this YouTube video. That’s like two views per capita of Byron and Sluice counties combined!

      “It’s perfect. MacLean comes barging in with his photographers, and ends up making you the star.” She shook her head in astonishment. “Oh, the irony. I wish I could have seen his face when that commercial came on. I bet he laughed. Thought we were kicking ourselves. And I bet he’s shitting his pants now. It’s perfect footage, showing exactly the type of man you are. And right before the debate.”

      Wolf took a sip, feeling a fish wriggle in his gut at the thought of speaking in front of a large, sweaty audience with cameras pointed at his face, being broadcast to thousands of homes.

      “Are you done? I kind of have a lot of work to do today, with eight dead bodies showing up at the lake and all.”

      She frowned. “You have eight bodies, but you have a debate that can make or break your future tomorrow night. Don’t you forget that.”

      “Yeah.” He set his cup on the desk. “How could I forget?”

      She softened her look and walked to him, placing her wiry hands on his shoulders.

      “I know you’re nervous. But the more you know that packet I gave you front and back, the more relaxed you’re going to be. The more confident in front of the cameras you’ll be.”

      Wolf tightened his lips into a line and nodded.

      “Pop quiz. What are you going to say about the pension issue?” she asked.

      Wolf eased past her to his seat and pulled himself on the wheels to his desk. “That I like pensions.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay. Okay. I’ll let you get to work. Just study that damn packet.” She looked around the room. “Where is it?”

      Wolf pulled his desk drawer open, took out the packet of papers, showed it to her, and dropped it back in.

      She pointed at him. “Study it, David. Two days, today and tomorrow. You have two days to study.”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      “So are you ready for the good news now?” She clenched her fists and her face shook with a wide smile.

      “There’s more?” Wolf looked at his watch and stood. “Look, I’ve got a situation meeting in five minutes.”

      “Senator Chama wants to talk to you. Tonight.”

      “I thought he was all for MacLean.”

      “He was. Until this.” She pointed at the computer. “I’m telling you, this video is spreading like wildfire through beetle-kill trees. He called me this morning after they aired it on Denver News.”

      “And he wants to meet me tonight? On a Sunday night?”

      She shrugged with a chipper face that made Wolf want to bend over the trashcan.

      His phone rang and he looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      “Yeah. All right. I’m outta here. Chama’s coming here tonight at six p.m. So be here, or I’ll murder you and throw you in the lake.”

      Wolf picked up the phone. “Sheriff Wolf … Hi, Mr. Frehauf. I was hoping you could meet me today to talk for a bit…”

      Margaret waited with folded arms until Wolf finished. He hung up and walked past her. “I’ve got a meeting, Margaret. I’ll see you later.”

      “Six o’clock.” She followed him down the hall. “Don’t forget!”
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      Wolf stood at the front of the situation room with a pen in hand, waiting for his five on-duty deputies to take their seats around the large rectangular table.

      As they sat, slits of morning sun came in through the blinds and lit up swirls of steam rising from their coffees. Along with caffeine, each deputy had a stapled packet of paper with them—the photocopied report Burton and Wolf’s father had compiled on the case twenty-two summers ago.

      “All right,” Wolf said. “Let’s go over what we’ve got.”

      “We’ve got a sick bastard killing people,” Baine said with a humorless chuckle.

      “Let’s talk about the father.” Wolf wrote Parker Grey’s name on the board.

      “He’s dead,” Rachette said.

      “I still want to talk about him.”

      “He fits the bill as the killer,” Wilson said. “We’ve got Katherine Grey’s testimony on video that he came back with blood on his clothing. And then,” Wilson pointed at Wolf with a pen, “your father and Burton tracked down that psychiatrist in Grand Junction, and confirmed his diagnosis. Schizophrenic, with psychotic tendencies. The doctor said he told Parker Grey that he could legally put him in the loony bin, because of the murdered-squirrel story he admitted to. The doctor said Parker Grey was potentially a danger to himself or others. Prescribed him anti-psychotics.”

      “Where’s that psychiatrist now?” Wolf asked.

      “Dead.” Wilson said. “Natural causes.”

      “Yeah, there’s just that one big problem,” Rachette said. “We found the father’s body with the other victims. So that means it wasn’t him.”

      “Just because we found the father’s body doesn’t mean he’s exonerated,” Patterson said.

      “Agreed,” Lorber’s voice barked out of the laptop in the center of the table. “Thanks to the cold water of the lake, it’s impossible to know when Parker Grey died exactly. He could have disappeared on the fifth of July, gone into hiding and gone on killing, and then he was killed himself.”

      “By someone else, years down the road.” Patterson finished his thought.

      “With a bullet to the head, mind you, not the same MO as the other kills. Maybe his kills were the decapitations, and someone killed him with the gun.” On the computer screen, Lorber bit a donut.

      “And dumped him in the same place as the other victims?” Wilson’s face was skeptical.

      Wolf scribbled on the pen board. “Timeline,” he said. “Let’s go over what we absolutely know, and when.”

      Patterson raised her pen. “Nick Pollard goes missing twenty-two years ago.”

      Wolf wrote that.

      Rachette cleared his throat. “And we’ve got the phone call coming from the Pumapetrol gas station down the road the night of the fourth. Call went out at 9:39 p.m. according to the phone company records from twenty-two years ago. Burton and your father found Nick Pollard’s blood on the receiver of that phone. So I think that we can definitely say Nick Pollard died that night, sometime before 9:39 p.m.”

      “Not necessarily,” Patterson said. “He went missing that night. His blood was put on the phone at 9:39. But died? He could have been wounded, and some girl was helping him. She gets his blood on her hand, calls Parker Grey from that payphone at the gas station ... and then Parker Grey comes and picks her up.”

      The room went silent.

      Baine scrunched his face. “Why?”

      “I’m just saying. We don’t know what happened. All we know is, there’s Nick Pollard’s blood on the phone, and when the phone call went out.”

      Wolf sipped his coffee and turned back to the board. “All right. We’ve got Nick Pollard: missing twenty-two years ago. Parker Grey: missing two days later, on the sixth of July. Katherine Grey: she bolts a day after that, on the seventh of July, supposedly goes back home to Tennessee, which no one has been able to confirm. James Trujillo’s body is in with the others—he went missing six years ago, last seen in Alamosa, Colorado. What else do we have on him?”

      Baine held up a finger. “I talked to the Alamosa PD. James Trujillo’s grandmother reported him missing six years ago. She’s since deceased, and there are no other next of kin. They stopped looking for him before they started, because the grandmother was apparently on all sorts of medication, and they thought he just left on his own accord.”

      Lorber’s voice croaked through the speakers. “But we now know he was stabbed fifteen times, slit from the stomach to the neck, decapitated, and then thrown into Cold Lake in a plastic bag.”

      The room went silent.

      “Thanks, Doc,” Rachette said. “Maybe you could sing it next time?”

      “The point is,” Wolf said, “we know that whoever is responsible for these grisly killings has been doing it at least up until six years ago.” He turned to Wilson and then Rachette. “How we doing on those missing-persons database searches.”

      Wilson held up a hand. “Real slow. I’ve got no other confirmed IDs.”

      “None of the DNA samples are done,” Lorber said. “But I do want to say, the timeline of Nick Pollard’s death is looking to be a lot earlier than six years ago. The decomposition has been stalled, but his body is nowhere near as pristine as James Trujillo’s. And neither is Parker Grey’s. I’m going to start testing, using Trujillo’s body decomposition at six years, and I’ll be able to extrapolate when the others were killed give or take a few years. But nothing definitive.”

      Wolf paced in front of the room. “Okay. Thanks, Doc. The fingerprints on the phone? We’ve triple-checked those, right?”

      “Still no match in any database,” Patterson said.

      “And,” Baine chimed in, “where the hell is Pollard’s truck? That thing just vanished off the face of the earth back then. It’s gotta be in the lake.”

      Wilson shook his head. “They ran sonar around the entire perimeter of the lake back in the day. Never found anything.”

      “Then they didn’t look deep enough,” Baine said.

      “And how is someone going to dump a truck deeper into the lake?” Rachette scoffed. “You can only get it out so far, and they checked already.”

      “I don’t know, jump it off one of those cliffs?”

      “Pfft, those cliffs aren’t over the water. They’re over land.”

      “So someone took the plates off, scrapped it, sold it, painted it, whatever.”

      “Then I guess you have your answer,” Rachette said.

      Baine sank back in his seat, glaring daggers at Rachette.

      “Pollard’s yellow Toyota pickup truck.” Wolf wrote it. “Good question. And here’s another. What if Parker Grey was killed on the sixth? Where’s his truck?”

      Wolf scribbled that question on the board.

      Patterson cleared her throat. “Like Rachette said, they scoured the edges of that lake. It doesn’t look like Parker Grey’s truck or Nick Pollard’s pickup are in there. But we could get the sonar guys to do another lap.”

      Wolf nodded. “It’s probably a good idea. Let’s talk about the neighbor, Olin Heeter.”

      Patterson raised a hand. “I checked property records this morning. Olin Heeter was the original owner of the land and structure the Greys bought. Olin Heeter quitclaimed it to Parker Grey twenty-five years ago. There’s a cash transfer on record of one hundred thousand dollars. I’m not an IRS agent, but that sounds fishy to me. There’s over sixty acres and a house on the land. Seems worth more than that, even twenty-five years ago. But I could be wrong. Otherwise, Olin Heeter also has a primary residence down south, in Ashland.

      “His phone number was listed so I called it. No one answered there, either. The guy is seventy-one years old. Vietnam veteran. Wife is deceased, died of a heart attack three years ago.” She upturned hands. “I can’t find him.”

      “And no sightings up at his place in Cold Lake?” Wolf asked.

      Yates cleared his throat. “I’m headed back up after this meeting. I’ll ask around and report back ASAP.”

      “Good.” Wolf nodded. “All right. Let’s talk about Kimber Grey.”

      “I think she’s fishy,” Baine said.

      “More like bat-shit crazy,” Rachette said.

      Patterson fluttered her lips.

      “What?” Rachette asked. “Looks to me like she’s the only one left standing. Dad’s dead. Mom’s gone. She’s sittin’ pretty.”

      “We have no evidence.” Patterson shrugged. “And I know what I just argued before, but if Nick Pollard was killed the night of the fourth, before that payphone call was made, we have plenty of witnesses that put Kimber at the marina all night. And it’s not her fingerprints in Nick Pollard’s blood on the phone. The rest of her story, being locked up in a room all night, I could take with a grain of salt, but facts are facts. If Nick Pollard died that night, she didn’t do it.”

      Rachette picked up his packet. “Says here that Olin Heeter told Burton and Wolf’s father that he was”—Rachette flipped a page— “quote: ‘Painting the moon on the sixth of July and saw Parker Grey out in his boat dumping something in the water. I saw it clear as day, because it was right in the reflection.’ End quote. Parker Grey, according to Kimber and her mother, was supposedly gone on the sixth. The same day.”

      Wolf folded his arms. “Olin Heeter might have assumed it was Parker Grey just because it was his boat. If Kimber and her mom were telling the truth about Parker leaving, on that same day, then that means they could have been the ones out there dumping something.”

      “Yeah, and now we’re pulling up bodies,” Baine said.

      The room went silent again.

      “So what does all this mean?” Yates asked.

      “It’s what I like to call a whole lot of nothing,” Lorber said through the tinny laptop speaker.

      Wolf put the pen down and looked at the dejected faces. “We’re not going to solve the case in here. We’ve gotta get out there and work it. It’s been sitting dormant for twenty-two years, and it’s cold.”

      Baine shrugged. “And what do we do? Just go through the same leads your dad and Burton did? They were pretty good cops, and they never found anything.”

      “But we have something they didn’t. Like you said, we have bodies. In the end, my father and Burton were stumped. A crew of rescue divers couldn’t find anything. The sonar wasn’t as advanced back then, the bodies were down deep, and apparently my father was diving in the wrong spot. In the end, they had to assume Nick’s blood was on that phone because,” Wolf shrugged, “because who knew why. But we have Nick Pollard’s body.

      “But, like we said, we have no time of death for any of these bodies.”

      “I’ll keep working on it,” Lorber said through the speakers.

      Wolf rolled his neck, stretching a kink that tightened by the second. “I’m meeting Chad Frehauf, the Pumapetrol gas station clerk who worked the night the phone call was made. Yates, make your way back up there to Heeter’s place on the lake. Wilson, you’re going up with him. If there’s no answer, I want you to check the surrounding woods, check out his boat.”

      Wolf forked his fingers. “Patterson and Rachette, you’ll go to Heeter’s other place in Ashland.”

      “Does that mean we have to work with Byron SD?” Rachette asked.

      Wolf nodded.

      “Oh. Great.”

      “I’ll call MacLean and tell him you’re on your way. Let’s move, people.”

      “What about me?” Baine sat up straight.

      “You stay in town and keep an eye on Kimber Grey.”

      Baine raised his eyebrows and nodded.

      “An eye.” Rachette got up and the room burst into motion. “And that’s it.”
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      Wolf pulled into the parking lot of Pumapetrol Gas and got out.

      Rachette honked twice as he and Patterson coasted by toward Ashland.

      He waved without looking and shut his door. Twisting on his heels, he felt the warmth of the morning sun on his back. Maybe June would finally make an appearance today. He stood tall and stretched his arms overhead, and then reached into his cab and picked up the Nick Pollard file folder from his passenger seat.

      Slamming his door, he turned and stared at the skeleton of a payphone mounted on the cinderblock south wall of the gas station. The phone book had been ripped off, the handset had been severed and taken by SCSD twenty-two years ago, and the body of the phone looked like it had been beaten to death with something blunt. The file in Wolf’s hand reported that the last person to use this phone in working condition had Nick Pollard’s blood on their hands. Twenty-two years ago, they failed to identify a person to the fingerprints, and even with the exponential growth of the databases since, the prints yielded no further explanation now.

      What did that mean?

      The person, a woman, killed Nick Pollard and then came and used the phone to call Parker Grey? Or the woman—or teenager, or young woman, or boy—injured Nick Pollard, used the phone to call Parker Grey, and then Parker came to pick said person up and finished Nick off with a mutilation ritual killing? Then brought his body up to the lake and dumped it in? Or perhaps the person had gotten blood on their hands trying to help Nick Pollard.

      A rumbling engine came up from the south and pulled Wolf from his thoughts. A beat-up mid-eighties full-sized Chevy pickup lumbered in and rocked to a stop next to his SUV.

      The door squeaked open and slammed shut, sounding like a muffled gong. A man walked up with a dirty trucker hat twisted sideways, covering a head of long, greasy hair, his thumbs tucked into grease-stained and ripped jeans.  The rest of him was covered in denim that looked like it had never touched a bit of soap.

      “Mr. Frehauf?” Wolf asked.

      Frehauf reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled pack of Marlboros. In a practiced move, he tipped one into his mouth and lit it, took a deep drag, and kept it dangling from his lips.

      Wolf held out a hand, and shook Frehauf’s thin and sweaty grip.

      “You remember the Fourth of July, twenty-two years ago?” Wolf asked with a wry smile.

      Frehauf exhaled and pinched an eye shut against the rising smoke. “Nope.”

      His chest rattled rhythmically, like rocks in a coffee can, and Wolf took this to be a laugh. “Just kiddin’. I do remember. Cause I remember that deputy comin’ and talkin’ to me about that night. I’m not sure how helpful I was. Or how helpful I can be now, though.”

      “Says here you talked to a Deputy Burton from our department.”

      “Yeah, I guess. What do you need to know that I ain’t already told that deputy?”

      Wolf shifted, turning his back to the sun, eying the crossroads a couple of hundred yards to the north. A car came into view down County 74 from the direction of Cold Lake and slowed to a stop at the junction before turning away north on 734 towards the forested Williams Pass and Rocky Points beyond.

      “My report says you stated someone in a black Chevy Blazer drove down County 74, from Cold Lake, and into the gas-station parking lot that night.”

      Frehauf pursed his lips and jetted a plume. “Yeah. Pulled in right here.”

      Wolf consulted the report. “Says here it was about 10:30 p.m. Probably kind of difficult to remember that with all the people coming in and out of the station that night. After all, it was the Fourth of July … wasn’t it busy?”

      Frehauf shrugged. “Half and half. Half the night it was dead. Busy before the fireworks show though. A whole mess of people came in from both directions, buyin’ beer, snacks, stuff like that, before they made their way up to the lake. A lot of young folks. Then it was dead for a spell, up until about midnight when they started comin’ back down.

      “That’s how I remembered the Blazer, because it came down early, before the rest of the crowd. It was the only truck I seen for an hour, right in the middle of the dead spell. It pulled in all slow, and parked on the side of the building. Right here where we’re standing, I guess. Only nobody got out and came inside. He just drove into the lot. I remembered seein’ the headlights flashin’ around. Course I couldn’t see him from where I was inside”—he sucked another drag— “and then that same Blazer just went past the windows and headed up 734. That way.” Frehauf pointed north towards Williams Pass.

      “You don’t remember seeing anyone inside the vehicle?”

      “Nope.”

      “I notice you keep using the word him.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I guess it was kind of a manly vehicle. And it was drivin’ around like a man. I don’t know. Guess it could have been a woman. Shit.”

      “You’re sure it was a Blazer?”

      “Yeah. A Blazer. You know, all boxy and big. Chevy.”

      “And what about outside before the Blazer came in? Did you see anyone in the parking lot hanging around? A girl or a woman?”

      Frehauf shook his head. “Like I told that deputy back then, I didn’t see anyone hangin’ around. I woulda’ been spooked and remembered that. I was working alone on my second night on the job. Middle of nowhere. Middle of the night, know what I’m sayin’? Spooky. Specially for a rookie.”

      Wolf pulled out a picture of Nick Pollard’s beat-up yellow Toyota pickup. “How about this truck?”

      “I’m tellin’ ya, it’s like I said back then, I don’t remember anything but that Blazer comin’ down. I remember it because it was during the dead time. Anything before that or after, when it was hoppin’ with kids buying beer and hotdogs, I was like a chicken with my head cut off. Tryin’ to learn the register, tryin’ to bag hotdogs and taquitos. Them kids were rippin’ me off, a whole mess of ’em in here.” Frehauf shook his head and chuckled. “But I do remember that Blazer.”

      Frehauf took a deep drag down to the filter and dropped the cigarette on the ground. “That all? I gotta do some grocery shoppin’.”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, go ahead. And thanks for your time.”

      Frehauf pointed at Wolf and clicked his tongue, then walked around the front of the store and went inside.

      Wolf twisted his heel on the smoldering filter, burying it deep into the dirt. He walked to the payphone. Then he walked along the edge of the building toward the front. Countless cigarette butts, pop-tops, cellophane pull strips from cigarette packs, and other crap was strewn on the ground—decades of convenience-store litter blown into a drift against the wall.

      He rounded the corner and peeked in the windows, which made up the entire front of the building.

      The cash register was right on the other side of the glass. Frehauf would not have been able to see someone hanging out by the payphone, Wolf deduced, because his back would have been up against the interior of the concrete wall. The man behind the register looked over his shoulder at Wolf and widened his eyes. With a sheepish grin he saluted Wolf, and Wolf returned the gesture.

      Inside, Chad Frehauf was bringing a case of beer to the register and he set it down, nodding at Wolf through the window.

      Wolf backtracked and went to his SUV, opened the passenger door and set the report on the seat.

      Frehauf came around the corner, lighting another cigarette, juggling the case of beer as he did so.

      Wolf picked up the report, closed his door, and walked to the edge of the road and studied the stop sign terminating County 74, and then up Highway 734 until it bent out of sight.

      “Mr. Frehauf. It says here in this report that you told the deputy you saw the Chevy Blazer drive away up County 74.”

      Frehauf blew out a puff and frowned. He shook his head, then pushed out his lips again. “What? No, I said he went up 734.” He twisted and pointed straight up the highway towards the north, like he had done minutes earlier, not up the road to the west towards Cold Lake.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. I mean … I remember he didn’t go back up the road the way he came down. Went up 734 towards Williams Pass.”

      Wolf looked at the report again.

      Burton’s handwriting said, Mr. Frehauf pointed in the direction of the junction of County 74 and Highway 734 and told me “I saw the Blazer (vehicle in question) take off up County 74.”

      “Mr. Frehauf. You said it was your second day on the job that night?”

      “Yep. I was fresh into town from Mississippi. My sister lived in Ashland down the road. Got me this job. Her friend used to own this joint. Mississippi was gettin’ to me, know what I’m sayin’? Hot as shit down there.”

      Wolf nodded patiently. “Do you think that you may have said the wrong road all those years ago? I mean, County 74 and Highway 734 … kind of sound the same, don’t they? Maybe you accidently said 74 instead of 734.”

      Frehauf narrowed one eye and then looked at the ground, trying to access a memory. With a start, he pointed a finger at Wolf and then bounced it up and down. “You know, my sister … oh man.” Frehauf took a drag. “I remember my sister and I got into it once back then, because I gave her directions to a … shit, I’m just gonna tell you, seein’ it’s legal and all now … a weed hook-up.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “I told her directions off of 74, but I meant 734. Got her all sorts of lost. She was pee-issed. So yeah, I guess I could have done that same thing.”
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      Patterson watched Rachette squirm in his seat to get a better look in the side-view mirror.

      She unbuckled her seat belt. “Here goes nothing.”

      “Do you think it’s him? I hate that we have to work with him.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Patterson stepped out onto the dirt road and shielded the sun with her hand. She watched the Byron County Sheriff’s Department SUV blow past them, turn into Olin Heeter’s driveway, and park.

      As the vehicle passed she caught a glimpse inside the windows and confirmed it was MacLean, along with that creepy undersheriff who was latched to him all the time.

      She closed the door and looked around the rural country on the outskirts of Ashland. Ashland and Rocky Points, and it’s surrounding terrain, were as different as cross-country and alpine skiing. The town of Ashland was bigger and more populated but, to Patterson’s taste, infinitely less appealing with its vast expanse of flat land in between the north–south oriented mountain-range strips that ran the length to Williams Pass in the north and out of sight into a haze to the south. Rocky Points was quainter among trees. Here there were none; only low sage brush and other fragrant foliage that made her nose itch.

      A university town, Ashland had a thriving population of young people who tended to inhale as much marijuana smoke as oxygen on any given day. It was a short distance from Rocky Points Ski Resort over the pass to the north, so students with a hunger for mountain living flocked here from every corner of the country. Liquor stores and take-out restaurants thrived, and houses were generally drab and utilitarian, owned by out-of-towners who rented to the students. Properties with any money dumped into them were few and far between. And looking at Olin Heeter’s place, he’d dumped his money into his lake house, not here.

      “Nice abode,” Rachette said, hitching his duty belt up and smoothing out his shirt. His eyes were anywhere but on Olin Heeter’s place.

      “Deputies.” MacLean stood by his passenger door, appraising them. “Sheriff Wolf couldn’t make it?”

      “No, sir.” Rachette stepped in front of Patterson with an outstretched hand. “Deputy Rachette, sir.”

      Patterson moved in next, wondering why they were introducing themselves by name. MacLean had already called them by name at the lake, but she did it anyway. “Sir, Deputy Patterson.”

      MacLean smiled and looked between the two of them. Nodding in silence for a few moments, he seemed to reach a conclusion.

      Patterson gestured to the one-story ranch house, ignoring the tall man staring at them on the other side of the vehicle. “Thanks for meeting us here, gentlemen. We’d just like to speak to Mr. Heeter. Ask him a few questions.”

      MacLean turned toward the house. “This isn’t our best area of Ashland.”

      She decided to not respond to that and focused on the house. The front porch was cracked concrete, sinking on one side. The siding was cream-colored, warping and deteriorating, and the roof fit the same bill—canoeing big time in the middle. A single-car garage in front of MacLean’s vehicle was covered by an off-kilter roll door.

      “Okay. Let’s do it. I’ll let you two do the talking.” MacLean walked quickly to the front door.

      “Sounds good,” Rachette said, walking on his heels.

      “You two ever met my undersheriff?” MacLean asked, not breaking stride. “A good man to get to know. He’ll be my right-hand man moving forward.”

      Patterson suppressed her revulsion as she noticed that the undersheriff was staring at her.

      Rachette paused and looked up at the man. “Hi. Undersheriff Lancaster, right?”

      Lancaster looked at Rachette like he was an annoying dog and shook his hand. His gaze slid off Rachette and slathered up and down Patterson.

      She narrowed her eyes and shook his hand, keeping contact with the man’s ape-like grip to a minimum.

      They walked to the porch and MacLean rapped on the door. “Sheriff’s Department!”

      They waited for several moments with no response.

      Rachette eased his way next to MacLean.

      “What are we doing here, Deputies?” MacLean asked without eye contact to either of them.

      Rachette cleared his throat. “We pulled those bodies out of the lake, sir. Twenty-two years ago, Mr. Heeter said he saw someone dump something in the lake. We need to clear that up.”

      MacLean eyed Rachette. “Is Olin Heeter a suspect?”

      Rachette shrugged.

      “No, sir,” Patterson said. “But definitely a person of interest.”

      MacLean nodded and reached for the doorknob. He twisted and pushed, but it was locked. “Do you have any suspects?”

      Patterson frowned. “Sir, we don’t have probable cause to enter the premises.”

      MacLean looked over his shoulder at his undersheriff. “You smell that?” He sniffed, pushing his mustache up against his nostrils. “Smells like rotting flesh to me.”

      Lancaster remained motionless and mute.

      MacLean stepped off the porch and walked to the single-car garage. “Open this up.”

      Patterson and Rachette exchanged a glance and Rachette followed after him.

      “Deputy Rachette, Lancaster, I want you two to search the property. I want to know if this man is here. Deputy Patterson, come over here and speak with me, please.”

      Patterson’s face flushed. “Sir?”

      Without responding, MacLean walked to his rear door and opened it. After a second of fishing inside he stood up with a manila envelope.

      Patterson stood dumbfounded until MacLean craned a finger in her direction. She looked over at Rachette; he was eyeing them with trepidation as Lancaster yanked the garage door up from the bottom.

      “No car.”

      Lancaster’s voice was deep, and Patterson realized she’d never heard the man speak until now.

      “Go around back and check it out.”

      Lancaster nodded and walked around the house.

      Rachette stood unsurely, looking at MacLean, the envelope in his hand, and then at Patterson.

      “Around back.” MacLean pointed.

      “Yes, sir.” Rachette walked after Lancaster.

      MacLean smiled. “Okay. Now that we’re alone, I have a few things for you.”

      “Things for me?”

      MacLean went to the back of his SUV and opened the hatch. He beckoned her there and held out the envelope. “Open it. You can use the back here as a desk if you’d like.”

      “What is this?” She joined him and grabbed for the envelope, but he pulled it back out of her reach.

      “It’s bad news for you and your partner, I’m afraid.” He dropped the envelope inside the rear of the vehicle. “Go ahead.”

      Patterson’s face went hot at this man playing games with her, and she nearly told him to shove the envelope up his ass. But instead, she picked it up.

      With shaky fingers, she bent the metal prongs, opened the flap, and saw a thick stack of glossy photographs inside. She took them out and frowned at the top photo.

      It was a close-up shot from a distance of Rachette with a girl. The girl was bent over, digging inside the trunk of a beat-up blue Subaru. Rachette stood next to her in plain clothes, jeans, and a green T-shirt, hands on hips, looking over his shoulder.

      She eyed MacLean.

      His eyes glittered with amusement. “Go on.”

      She flipped to the next photo and put the first one face down on the rubber mat in the vehicle’s rear.

      The girl had stood up now, holding a red backpack by one strap. Rachette was now looking at the backpack, otherwise unmoved.

      The next photo was the girl closing the trunk, Rachette staring at her ass.

      The woman faced the camera in the next photo, her eyes closed as she brushed long blonde hair behind her ear. Rachette stared at her, looking mesmerized by her movements.

      Patterson flipped to the next photo.

      “Ah, here it is.” MacLean tapped the glossy picture.

      Patterson finally comprehended what she was looking at.

      The next image had been taken a moment later, and the woman was handing the backpack to Rachette. He was taking it with a dumb-looking smile.

      Patterson flipped faster now, the anger rising—at Rachette, and at this cologne-drenched asshole standing next to her, who in a month was going to be her new boss.

      Next photo: Rachette with the backpack slung on his shoulder, embracing the woman in a close hug. The woman’s back was arched a little, her hips pressing into his.

      Next photo: The woman walking to her driver’s-side door. Rachette adjusting his crotch.

      Next photo: Rachette at the open rear door of his own beat-up Volkswagen. The backpack being tossed into the back seat. Rachette looking longingly over his shoulder at the woman driving away.

      Patterson’s stomach dropped with the next photo. It was a mugshot of the woman taken at the Byron county jail, timestamped two months ago with a booking number rather than a name. The girl was beautiful, no older than her early twenties. Her brown eyes were vacant of emotion, her face slack. Patterson was used to seeing pockmarks, scabs, bruises, unkempt hair, bloodshot eyes, and other unattractive qualities in mugshot photos. Not this woman, though. She was clean-looking. Her skin was smooth and flawless.

      Behind the mugshot was a two-page stapled copy of a Byron County police report dated the same as the mugshot.

      There was movement around the left side of the house.

      “No way in, sir,” Rachette said.

      Patterson looked up from the paper in her hand and instinctively leaned forward to hide it in the SUV’s rear, though Rachette wouldn’t have been able to see a thing from such a distance.

      “Go ahead, keep reading,” MacLean said under his breath as he walked away. “Okay, I’ll head back with you two. Did you check the windows?”

      Patterson watched the three men round the side of the house and out of sight, Rachette in the rear like an excited dog.

      She read the report. Byron County Sheriff’s Department had stopped the woman, Gail Olson, for speeding on 734. A search of her car produced twenty-two pounds of pot and one hundred thousand dollars in cash.

      Patterson whistled. Twenty-two pounds of pot was far beyond the legal possession limit of one ounce, especially since the woman did not have a distributor’s or grower’s license, or any documentation connecting her to a legitimate business in Colorado.

      Under questioning, the woman admitted to acting as a runner for an illegal grow op. Though she stated she was unaware of the details of the operation, Patterson knew it was probably a group of shady individuals exporting illegally out of the state and/or the country. And if she’d read the previous photos of this woman and Rachette correctly, Rachette was her latest recruit.

      “Oh yeah, that’s what I said.” Rachette laughed with the sheriff as they came around the side of the house again.

      MacLean looked genuinely interested in Rachette’s story. Lancaster followed silently, walking like Lurch.

      She put on a poker face and tucked everything back into the manila envelope, then stepped away from the vehicle.

      Rachette’s expression went flat when he eyed Patterson and the envelope she carried, but rebounded brighter than ever when MacLean smacked his back.

      “All right. Tell your sheriff you didn’t see a car. Did you find a car up at the lake?”

      “We haven’t checked his place up there, yet,” Rachette said. “Sheriff Wolf knocked on his door last night. No answer. He never said anything about a vehicle.”

      MacLean nodded. “Well, better check back up there.”

      Patterson flicked a nod to the open garage door. “As long as you’re bent on going inside, there’s a door to the house in the garage.”

      MacLean looked and Rachette and Lancaster followed his gaze.

      “Yeah. So there is,” MacLean said. “Rachette, go check it out.”

      Rachette walked into the garage, sidestepping wood debris on the floor.

      MacLean stepped over to Patterson. “Show those to Sheriff Wolf by tonight, please.” His voice was low and malicious. “Tell him I’ll be in touch.”

      “Locked!” Rachette yelled from the garage.

      “All right,” MacLean said with finality. “I think we’re done here. We’ll follow up for you later, see if he comes home. Close up the garage.”

      MacLean went around the back of the SUV and closed the hatch door. He locked eyes with Patterson, and his expression said,  By tonight, or else.
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      Wolf’s tires scraped and he cranked the wheel hard to the right to compensate. The final descent of the dirt road to the tailing pond was steep and he’d taken it at a little too much speed.

      Bouncing in his seat, he decided to let off the brake and let it ride to the bottom, rather than risk sliding sideways. Bouncing wildly, the SUV rolled for a few more yards until it flattened out, and with a sigh of relief he slowed to a stop next to the water.

      He turned off the engine and got out.

      Closing his door, he walked to the rear of the SUV and twisted full circle. Across the water, a hole in the mountain, once an entrance to a mine, gaped halfway up the slope. Underneath it a color-streaked plume of rock ran down to the orange-red pond Wolf stood next to now.

      The engine ticked rapidly and the scent of burning brake pads wafted across his nose. Wolf looked at the ground under his feet and back up the road he’d come in on. The land around the pond was relatively flat, but it was going to take some serious clawing in four-wheel drive to get back out. All in all, the place was relatively inaccessible.

      The pond was about as big as half a football field, tinted Denver Bronco orange by what he assumed to be acid mine drainage.

      He pulled out his phone and looked at it, surprised that, even in the crater-like depression, he still had a sliver of cell reception.

      With a tap of his finger he pulled up the map function again and stared at it.

      One point four miles of road, most of it dirt, connected Wolf’s location to the Pumapetrol gas station.

      He cocked an ear and heard the sound of a trickling stream along the far edge of the pond.

      He walked the shoreline, studying the surface carefully. When a tiny eddy swirled, he kept his eyes glued to the spot, picked up a rock and threw it.

      The water splooshed within a yard of where Wolf had aimed, and a fish flopped, splashing water before disappearing.

      With a resigned sigh, he stripped off his clothes to his boxer shorts, and after a few seconds of rapid breathing to psych himself up, he stepped into the water.

      He clenched his teeth, feeling the biting cold and occasional jagged rock beneath his feet as he waded in. Soon he was thigh-deep, and then, with a gasp, his crotch submerged. A few more yards out, his teeth chattered as the water reached to his shoulders. Then he lifted his feet and kicked, swimming a slow breaststroke toward the center of the pond.

      Only a moment later, he was pulling his thighs toward his body when they collided with a line of jagged metal.
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      “I’m telling you, you need to learn how to be more personable with these guys.”

      Patterson stared out her window at the passing sagebrush, opting to remain silent through Rachette’s rambling.

      “I saw the way you looked at Lancaster. He’s not such a bad guy, you know. Cracked a few good jokes when we were around the back of the house. I think he’s just quiet when he’s around MacLean.”

      Patterson looked at Rachette with half-closed eyes. “Really? A good guy, huh?”

      Rachette rolled his eyes. “And the way you acted with MacLean.” They rode in silence as he swung his gaze between her and the road. “You gonna tell me what’s in that envelope, or what?”

      Her pulse quickened again at the prospect of talking to Rachette about the bombshell that lay across her lap. For now, she just turned back to her window and looked outside.

      “Seriously, what the hell is that?”

      She closed her eyes. “All right, listen—”

      Her cellphone trilled, and with a silent scream of thanks she looked at the screen. “It’s Wolf. Hello? … Yeah?” She looked over at Rachette with raised eyebrows and then leaned toward the windshield. “Yeah, we just passed the gas station now … what?”

      She leaned to look in the side-view mirror and turned to Rachette. “Turn around!”

      Rachette slammed on the brakes. “What?”

      She hung up and pocketed the phone, letting the packet of pictures fall to the floorboard by her feet. “Wolf found Nick Pollard’s pickup truck.”
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      Wolf watched as Rachette’s SUV slowed and parked behind Baine’s truck. Behind Rachette and Patterson, a shiny white government-issued ended the train of vehicles. When it parked, Lorber stepped out with Dr. Blank.

      The four of them convened and scuttled their way down the final incline.

      Wolf walked to meet them at the bottom of the road.

      Lorber looked past him at a Toyota pickup matching Nick Pollard’s make and model, though rust color rather than yellow, now dripping on the pond shore. “You found it. How the hell did you find it?”

      Wolf retold the story about the Pumapetrol gas-station clerk’s mix-up between Highway 734 and County 74.

      “So Parker Grey came and picked up someone, and went up 734.” Lorber put his hands on his hips. “So how did you get to this spot?”

      Wolf walked to the pickup with them in tow. With each step, the skin on his thighs screamed as it rubbed against his jeans. Wolf’s legs had collided with the rusted tailgate, slicing his skin in multiple spots. Now his thighs felt like they were being prodded with soldering irons.

      “I studied my cell phone map, focusing on the area north of the gas station. My dad and the department all those years ago had been fixated on highway 74 and Cold Lake, but Parker Grey had driven north instead. And why was Parker at the gas station? To pick up whoever made the phone call to him. A woman, or a boy … somebody with Nick Pollard’s blood on their hands.

      “So I wondered why they were shooting off north, past the Cold Lake turnoff, and got to thinking they might have been rushing to Nick.”

      “So she walked her way to the gas station,” Patterson said.

      “Why didn’t she drive Nick’s truck?” Rachette asked.

      Wolf shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t know how to drive a stick. It’s a steep climb up that road. I don’t know.”

      “Was it sticking out of the water?” Lorber asked.

      “No.”

      “So you”—Lorber tilted his head—“sensed the truck was in the pond? Probed it with a stick?” He looked around.

      “I had a hunch it might be, since this is the only place within ten square miles along 734 where one could hide a truck for twenty-two years.”

      “How did you find it?” Lorber asked. “You’re killing me, here.”

      “I swam. Ran into the tailgate with my legs.”

      Lorber scoffed. “Jesus Christ, you swam in that?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “You—” Lorber grabbed Wolf’s arm and ran a finger over his skin. “Do you know the toxic ores found in dark-red water like this? The PH level? You’re lucky you didn’t dissolve. It’s like swimming in battery acid. Worse! I mean, my God …”

      “There’s fish in the pond. There’s water running into the pond from the north and out to the south.” Wolf resisted the urge to scratch his skin and turned to the truck. “I want you to scour this truck, inside and out.”

      Lorber laughed. “Sure. There’s not going to be any organic material, that’s for sure. Fish in there …” He squinted and bent toward Wolf’s bare arm again. “You’d better take a shower as soon as possible.”

      Wolf turned to Rachette and Patterson. “What happened at Heeter’s place?”

      “Heeter wasn’t there,” Rachette said. “And no sign of his car.”

      “And how was MacLean?”

      Patterson remained silent, looking into the distance.

      “He was all right.” Rachette glanced at his partner.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Patterson shrugged. “No.”

      “Okay. Any word from Yates and Wilson at the lake?”

      They shook their heads.

      Wolf hoped the two deputies were all right. He wondered if he’d encountered Olin Heeter last night. “I’d sure like to know if Heeter’s car is up there. You have a make and model on it?”

      “No,” Rachette said, looking at his partner again.

      Patterson seemed to be avoiding any and all eye contact.

      “Rachette,” Wolf said, “why don’t you call Tammy and get on that.”

      “You got it.”

      They watched Rachette ascend the road, and then Patterson sprinted away after him.

      “What’s their problem?” Lorber asked.

      Wolf watched her dash up the hill, up the road past Rachette to the SUV, and open the passenger door. A second later, she closed it and walked past a confused-looking Rachette, and back down the hill to a just-as-confused-feeling Wolf.

      She thrust a manila envelope in his hands. “Here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Patterson watched with growing unease as Wolf flipped through the pictures. Her boss seemed unmoved, silently studying each photo with calculating eyes before moving onto the next. When he’d finished studying the stack, along with the police report on Gail Olson, he looked at Patterson.

      “What did Rachette say?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to talk to him about it, sir. I didn’t—”

      Panic shot through her when he looked up and yelled at the top of his lungs. “Rachette!”

      “Sir,” she whispered, “I didn’t know if I should talk to you first, or … or …” she let the sentence die in her throat, and her heart sank when Wolf offered her no condolences.

      Rachette trotted down. “Yeah?”

      Wolf slapped the stack of photos into his chest. “What’s this all about?”

      Rachette fumbled the pictures and then studied them. He flipped from one to the next, and with each photo his face deepened another shade of red. When he reached the final pages, and then the Ashland PD police report, his eyes narrowed and he looked up at Wolf.

      “Sir. This is me and this girl I’ve been kinda seeing. But”—he pointed at the police report—“that’s not her name. She told me her name was Jessica.”

      Wolf blinked.

      Rachette turned to Patterson and squinted. “What the hell, Patterson? That’s what was in the envelope and you didn’t tell me?”

      Patterson stared at him. “MacLean said we were both in trouble.”

      “I … so what? You think I’m what? You think I’m running drugs for this girl?”

      Patterson shrugged, glancing meaningfully at the stack of photos in her partner’s hand.

      “When did you meet this woman?” Wolf asked. “What did she tell you? I want to know everything. What is this?”

      “Sir,” Rachette raised his face to the sky, “she just said she had to take off to go to Denver, and couldn’t wait around to return this backpack to her girlfriend. Said I was doing her a favor. That was it! She never told me what was in the damn thing.”

      Patterson popped her eyes. “And you didn’t think to ask?”

      “She said it was her friends overnight bag. Clothing and stuff.”

      Wolf snapped his fingers.

      They froze and looked at him.

      “I want to know who this girl is.” Wolf’s voice was a growl. “I want to know when you met her, exactly. Where, exactly. What she said, exactly.”

      Rachette swallowed, and began recounting his tale of a night in downtown Rocky Points that seemed too good to be true. A night when all of Rachette’s bad luck with women had miraculously reversed its course and he’d become the Casanova of the local zip code.

      Patterson watched Wolf as Rachette told his story. He was eerily still, staring across the pond. She noticed a blotch of blood spreading on his pant leg, but he was oblivious to it; his mind was elsewhere and, by the look of his flexing jaw, it was an angry elsewhere.

      When Rachette was done, Wolf stood in silence a while longer.

      Rachette shifted his weight. “Sir.”

      Wolf turned and looked over their heads. “What’s that?”

      Patterson pulled her eyebrows together and looked behind them, noticing for the first time that radios were exploding with voices.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf walked away, leaving Rachette glaring at her.

      “They’ve found something up at Olin Heeter’s house on the lake!” Baine had his radio pointed toward them.

      “Thanks,” Rachette said under his breath as he walked away.

      Someone’s scratchy voice on her handheld said something about blood, and a door. But her thoughts were too mangled to comprehend.

      Wolf jogged to his SUV, still clutching the stack of photos in his hand. “Baine, you’re with me!”

      “Sir, I drove up here.”

      “Leave your vehicle for Patterson.”

      Baine shrugged and jogged past her, bouncing his eyebrows on the way by. “Keys are in the ignition. See ya up there.”

      Rachette ran to their SUV and got in without a glance back to her.

      Wolf’s SUV revved and bounded up the steep incline, past the other SCSD vehicles, and then out of sight. Rachette struggled to flip his vehicle around for a few moments, then peeled after him.

      It took Patterson another few seconds to realize she’d been rooted to the same spot.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Lorber stared at her.

      She shook her head. “Maybe some other time.”

      “Go get ’em, tiger,” he said with a fist pump.

      She smiled despite herself, and jogged to join the cavalry.
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      Wolf stared down at a blood smear on the doorknob of Olin Heeter’s lake house, contemplating how he’d failed to see it the night before.

      The mid-afternoon sun shone on the front porch, warming his back, which served to evaporate the cold from his body, which had lingered since his dip in the tailings pond.

      The wind breathed through the trees surrounding the property, bringing the scent of pine and the faint noise of motorboats tooling around the lake below.

      Patterson drove up to the property and scraped to a stop. When she got out, she pointedly ignored Rachette, who returned the favor.

      Wolf sighed inwardly, knowing those pictures were the beginning of something big. The fact that MacLean had delivered them told him a full-blown scandal was imminent.

      “I’ve got a key here.” Yates stood up at the end of the porch with a key in his gloved fingers. “Was underneath this flowerpot.”

      Wolf nodded. “Let’s go in.”

      “Sir.” Rachette appeared next to him. “Kimber Grey was behind me on the drive up. She’s probably arrived at her place now.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Yates gingerly inserted the key into the knob, not disturbing any of the blood smeared around the sides of it, and twisted.

      The door opened a sliver, and Wolf pushed it open.

      With a groan, it swung wide before hitting a coat rack behind it, sending a crumple of fabric to the wooden floor.

      “Put these booties on,” Patterson said, handing out pairs of shoe-coverings to everyone.

      “You think?” Rachette grabbed a pair and put them on.

      Wolf donned them and stepped inside the doorway.

      The interior of the house was cool, almost cold, and dark, the air heavy with the scent of chemical cleaner. As he stepped inside, a honeybee dive-bombed past his ear and went down the hallway in front of him, disappearing around the corner.

      Yates sniffed behind him. “Smells like some one’s been cleaning recently.”

      Wolf flicked the light switch on the wall and a yellow bulb above his head brightened the entryway. At the end of the hall in front of him stood a dining table.

      Walking after the buzzing insect, Wolf reached the end of the hall and turned into a wood-and-linoleum kitchen, where brass-colored pots and pans hung from ceiling hooks above an antique-looking stove. Black-and-white checked drapes covered a sliding glass door, blocking out natural light.

      He flipped the light switch on the wall and squinted as the overhead lights glared on.

      Yates was right: the smell of cleaner was overbearing and the linoleum countertops were spotless, the dining table shiny, and every nook devoid of dirt or dust.

      The refrigerator hummed.

      “Looks definitely lived in,” Patterson said.

      “Sir.” Yates crouched next to a door knob. “More blood.”

      Wolf stepped closer and examined another smear of maroon on the brass fixture.

      “Both these stains, the front door and this door, look fairly new,” Patterson said. “Lorber would have to check with the spectrometer, but I’d say they’re recent.”

      “Open it,” Wolf said.

      Yates studied the knob and then gingerly put his hand on it and twisted. The door swung open, revealing a cramped stairway leading down.

      Wolf reached and flicked on another light switch. The overhead light illuminated brown carpet steps and beige walls, and at the bottom of the stairs hung a painting of a full moon over the lake.

      Wolf walked down, and with each step the wood squealed under the carpet.

      The air was dusty and colder still as they descended into a walkout basement. Wolf flicked a light switch at the bottom of the stairs and lit a wide-open space to the left.

      A hanging lamp and canned lighting in the ceiling blazed bright, showcasing a covered pool table and a bar crafted of logs and lacquered boards. The drapes were all shut, covering a large sliding glass door and two windows that faced the back of the property.

      The walls were covered in paintings, and it took little time to realize they were all of the moon: the moon waxing, waning, full above the lake, full rising through the trees, close-ups of craters as if seen from a telescope lens. There had to have been thirty of them, mounted all over the walls in neat rows. The artistry was impressive.

      Wolf pulled aside one of the drapes covering a sliding glass door. Natural light streamed in, mixing with the harsh yellow coming out of the ceiling fixtures. Outside, the lake glittered diamonds beyond the wall of stacked rocks he’d stood next to the night before. Below, boats streaked in all directions, leaving white wakes.

      He fished inside the fabric, found the cords, and pulled the drapes open. The room brightened with each yank until the glass doors were exposed. He pulled it open and walked outside onto the grass and dirt.

      “What’s up?” Patterson asked, following him out.

      Wolf pointed down and to the right. “You can’t see where we’ve been pulling up the bodies from this vantage. It’s blocked by that land jutting out to the south, towards Kimber Grey’s house.”

      Patterson followed his eyes. “Yeah … so?”

      He craned his neck and looked up through the slivers of light in the deck above him.

      “Sir. Look at this.” Yates pointed at a pile of red-clay bricks near the rear wall of the house. “Same type of bricks found in those bags.”

      Wolf picked one up and saw the Tracer Building Supplies logo.

      “That’s not good for Olin Heeter,” Patterson said.

      He dropped the brick back on the pile and turned back toward the lake, returning to his line of thinking.

      “Sir!” Rachette called from inside. “I’ve got more. More blood.”

      They went back inside and found Rachette pointing to another closed door.

      “Open it up,” Wolf said.

      Rachette waved Yates over. “You do it. I don’t have gloves.”

      Yates twisted the knob and pushed it open, revealing a pitch-black void beyond. He clicked on his Maglite, took a deep breath and stepped inside. “What the hell?”
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      Patterson watched with mounting curiosity as Yates and Wolf shuffled into the small room.

      Wolf stood blocking the doorway, then finally stepped forward, freeing up space so she could see what the commotion was.

      She waited for Rachette to barge in front of her, but he stood still and held out a hand for her to go first, which she found deeply unnerving and out of character.

      With guilt wriggling her gut, she stepped inside the room.

      Wolf pulled on a string dangling from the ceiling and the room lit up, revealing a scene that made her skin crawl.

      A cluster of photographs was affixed on one wall, every one of them of Kimber Grey. They were tacked to the wall tilted every which way, some on top of others. The whole montage, when looked at as a whole, was circular. Like a moon made of photographs.

      Kimber chopping wood. Kimber milling around her boat. Kimber standing on her porch, looking directly into the lens of the camera, though from such a distance that it would’ve been impossible for her to know she was being photographed.

      Yates leaned close to one of the prints of Kimber standing naked behind her yellow-illuminated window. “Can I keep this one?” he murmured, looking back at Rachette.

      Rachette ignored him, not even cracking a smile.

      Extremely unnerving.

      “Kimber Grey is the moon.” Yates stepped back and folded his arms. “And the moon is the world to Olin Heeter. Jesus … obsess much?”

      “Let’s process that rifle,” Wolf said, pointing behind Patterson.

      She turned around and saw a midnight-black bolt-action rifle leaning in the crook between a bookshelf and a blank wall.

      “I didn’t even see that,” Yates said.

      A lot of reading material lined the small shelves, its subject matter seemingly suited for such a man as Olin Heeter: survival techniques, military history and tactics, at least a hundred hunting magazines, and several horror fiction novels. A box of .308 Winchester cartridges bookended one row. The cardboard was cracked open, revealing the box was less than full.

      “There’s blood on it,” Wolf said, keeping his nose to the photo wall.

      Patterson nodded and looked at the rifle. “Yes. I see that … now.” There was a smear of blood on the stock and on the trigger guard.

      Wolf stepped back and put his hands on his hips. “There’re bloody gloves on the lowest shelf.”

      Patterson saw the gloves.

      “These photos were all taken recently,” Wolf said.

      When no one else spoke, Patterson asked, “How do you know that?”

      “Kimber has the same hair in all of these. Same length, same ponytail, with a strand flipping out on the side. She has the same outfit on in these over here. The same jeans and shoes, but some with her long-sleeved shirt, others with the rain parka.” He pointed to some of the photos scattered in different spots. “It’s raining in these. Look here.” He pointed at the corner of a photograph.

      Patterson leaned forward and saw an unfocused blob. A few moments later she realized she was looking at a tiny droplet of water on the lens, which was causing the refraction. Then she realized what he was getting at, because it was in every single photo on the wall. “They were all taken on the same day?”

      Wolf nodded. “Looks like it. And this is the outfit Kimber had on yesterday, when I came and talked to her. I think these were all taken yesterday.”

      “What the hell?” Yates asked no one in particular.

      Wolf looked like he suddenly remembered something, then pushed past them and out of the room.

      The remaining deputies exchanged a glance and then followed.

      Patterson took the lead, catching up to him as he climbed the stairs.

      “What’s up?”

      Back on the main floor, Wolf twisted, searching for something, and then walked to another door. With his rubber-gloved fingers he twisted the knob and looked inside.

      The other side of the door was dark, but she saw a gleaming car bumper and smelled motor oil.

      He flicked on a light switch, revealing a two-car garage.

      An older-looking Chevy pickup truck was parked inside.

      “That’s Heeter’s truck,” Yates said behind them. “Those are his plates.”

      “It’s clean, too,” Wolf said. “No dust on it.”

      “So it hasn’t been parked here long?” Patterson asked.

      “I’d say no. Let’s search it.”

      Wolf turned to the door and stepped around Patterson to go back inside.

      She watched him go into the kitchen dining area and pull back the drapes, unveiling another sliding glass door that led onto the deck outside. Abandoning the garage door and letting it click shut, she walked after Wolf again.

      With a whoosh, Wolf pulled open the glass, letting in cool, fresh air smelling like lake water and pine trees.

      He walked out toward a blue tarp that was tented at shoulder height, grabbed it, and lifted it off, revealing a telescope that reflected the surroundings off its silver cylinders, knobs, and mounts. He got in front of the telescope and looked at it, as if he was staring down the barrel of a gun. “Here. There’s a single water mark on the lens.”

      Wolf looked closely at the eyepiece portion of the telescope and pointed. “This is an adaptor to attach a camera lens, for taking photos through the telescope.”

      “What a perv,” Yates said.

      Patterson watched Rachette. He was taking in everything in perfect silence, and Patterson wanted to punch him in the face for it. She got the point. She’d betrayed him, and he was hurt. But in her defense, Rachette had betrayed her first. Or at least she had been led to think so at the time. And that was if Rachette was even telling the truth that he’d been played by that floozy in the pictures. Screw him.

      Her face dropped when she realized everyone was looking at her.  “What?”

      Wolf gestured to the sky. “I asked if you knew anything about celestial coordinates?”

      “Celestial coordinates? That’s a big no. Why?”

      Wolf pointed at the lake. “See how we can’t see the diver boats out there?”

      Patterson looked down at the shimmering water. She could only see one Sheriff’s Department boat, and knew it was there to keep a northern perimeter, making sure no other boats passed into the crime scene beyond as divers continued working.

      “Yep. No diver boats. They’re behind the trees on that rise.”

      “When my father spoke to Olin Heeter twenty-two years ago, he said he’d seen something suspicious on the lake the night of the sixth. Two nights after Nick Pollard’s disappearance.”

      Patterson nodded. “Okay. And …”

      “Yates,” Wolf said, “can you please get that report packet from my car?”

      Yates nodded and bolted back into the house.

      “Thanks.”

      Wolf leaned on the railing. “So, because of Heeter’s interview, my dad and Burton spent a few days out on the lake with sonar and dive equipment. Looking in the exact spot that Heeter said he’d seen activity.”

      Thumping and jingling keys approached, and Yates reappeared, out of breath and packet in hand.

      Wolf leafed to a page and read, “… the night of July 6, at eleven thirty p.m., Olin Heeter saw Parker Grey’s boat go out in the water and stop. Olin says he got a clear view of the boat because it happened to stop in the stripe reflection of the full moon, which he was photographing that night. He saw (through his own eyes, not the telescope—the telescope was pointed at the moon) a splash, also heard it, and then the boat headed toward Parker Grey’s property.”

      Wolf lowered the packet and looked back out at the water.

      Rachette furrowed his brow. “I’m not pickin’ up what you’re puttin’ down.”

      “The bodies we’re pulling out of the water are out of view from here,” Wolf said. “If Grey had dumped a body where we’re finding them, Heeter wouldn’t have seen a thing.”

      They stood in silence.

      “So there’s another dump site,” Patterson said. “Right out there.”

      Wolf nodded, and then pointed at the packet. “It’s right here on the page. My dad wrote some coordinates in the margins. They’re celestial coordinates. The exact location of the moon on July 6th, twenty-two years ago, at 11:30 p.m.”

      Wolf turned to Rachette and Yates. “Get Lorber and his crew up here ASAP. You guys stay and give him any help he needs.”

      Rachette and Yates nodded and walked back into the house.

      “And me?” Patterson asked.

      Wolf handed her the packet and then pointed an arm into the sky above the lake. “Figure out exactly where that moon was, and let’s get the sonar guys in the boat looking there.”

      “Okay, wait. Who says Olin Heeter could even identify the boat as Parker Grey’s from this distance? It says his telescope was pointing at the moon.”

      Wolf looked out at the lake and pointed. “It’s a coincidence, and one my father was willing to invest five days of his life diving into the water to check out. So it’s good enough for me.”

      She sighed, wondering how she was going to accomplish such a task.

      Wolf squeezed both her shoulders and gave her a reassuring smile. “Figure out where that moon was.”

      “Is that …”—she looked at the telescope and then the lake—“even possible?”

      “For you? Yeah.”

      “Wait.” When he went back inside she followed after him. “I need a computer. Internet.”

      He kept walking. “Check and see if Heeter has one. If not, call the station and work with Tammy.”

      “There’s no cell service up here!”

      Wolf disappeared out the front door.

      A landline phone hung on the wall next to her. She plucked it off the cradle and heard a dial tone.

      She hung up and stared at the telescope through the sliding glass door.

      “Fine,” she said to no one.
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      When Kimber Grey answered the door in a wet towel, Wolf couldn’t help but glance down the length of her body, and then he couldn’t help but think about her naked body underneath, the image of it still fresh in his mind from seeing the picture twenty minutes ago.

      “Sorry.” Wolf averted his eyes. “I just came over … I heard you were back here, and I need to ask you a few questions.”

      “Please,” she opened the door wide, “come in. I’m just getting dressed. You can wait in the living room.”

      Before Wolf could say, No, I’ll just wait out front, she was already gone and the door was swinging open.

      He stepped inside and shut the door, turning just in time to see Kimber’s naked backside for an instant as it disappeared into the hallway and out of sight.

      Wolf wondered how imperative it was for Kimber to pull her towel off and dry her hair an instant before she was back in the privacy of her own room.

      He stepped to a bookshelf and studied the contents, cutting off any angle for a further view into the hallway.

      A washed-out color picture of Kimber and her family perched at eye-level. Her mother and father were standing arm in arm, Kimber next to them, all genuine smiles in the throes of laughter. They stood in front of a lake on a sandy beach, pine trees in the background. Kimber was young in the picture, no more than eight years old, with sun-bleached pigtails and a black void for front teeth.

      Wolf saw the door to the room was open to his left, and he walked toward it and peered inside. Though he could only see the edge of the single bed from his angle, it was clear that the sheets were tousled, like it had been slept in.

      “What are you guys doing up at Mr. Heeter’s?” Kimber’s voice came from down the hall.

      Wolf cleared his throat. “That’s what I’m here about. When exactly is the last time you saw Olin—”

      Kimber walked in front of him and leaned on the wall between him and the room. She was fully clothed now in jeans and a button-up shirt.

      “What happened to you?”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together.

      She pointed down. “Your leg?”

      He looked down at the bloodstain on his thigh. “Oh. Swimming accident.”

      She looked confused.

      “When’s the last time you saw Olin Heeter?”

      She shrugged, brought her towel back up to her damp hair, and walked out of sight back down the hall. “I don’t know. A couple of weeks ago? He comes and goes a lot. I don’t remember him coming up this weekend, though. He usually comes up on the weekends.”

      Her footsteps came closer and she stepped around the corner again. “He’ll do that until winter hits, then he winterizes his place and stays away until the next spring. Sometimes he stays for longer than the weekend. Doesn’t have anything to go home to, with his wife being dead. Not sure why he even goes home, actually.”

      “I’d like to get all the footage you have available on that Wi-Fi camera up there.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Okay. Sure. I don’t have much, though. The video is loaded onto an external hard drive every seventy-two hours, and then I go over it and erase it to leave room for the next seventy-two hours, or the whole thing shuts down.”

      He watched her, noting the way she brought her hand up to her neck. The vulnerable gesture was listed in textbooks as an indication of lying.

      “What?” she asked.

      “How much footage do you have now?”

      She shrugged. “A couple of hours? I just did the memory dump earlier when I got home.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay. I’d like to see it.”

      “Okay. I’ll get it.” She disappeared into the back rooms again.

      Wolf twisted slowly on his heels, taking in the rest of the space. Paintings hung on the wall depicting mountain wildlife scenes: deer, elk, and bear foraging for food. The framed artwork was dusty, and add the pile of lint tucked in one corner and he saw she rarely cleaned.

      She returned, holding out a memory stick. “Here you go.”

      Wolf took it. “Did you check the footage before you erased it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Was there anything?”

      She shrugged. “Just a lot of you coming and going.”

      “Thanks. I’d like you to come back into town tonight, where we can more easily keep an eye on you. With cell service being shoddy up here, and our radio relays not reaching, it would be better.”

      “Keeping an eye on me, eh?”

      He shrugged. “What we found up at Olin Heeter’s house suggests it may be dangerous for you up here at the moment.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      She pulled back her wet hair and twisted it into a knot. Then she stepped into the room and pulled the sheets off the bed, piling them on the floor.

      “You sleep in this room?”

      “I take naps in here.” She wadded the sheets, came out, and stepped out of sight down the hall. “What are you doing tonight?” she asked.

      Wolf frowned to himself and didn’t answer. He walked back to the bookshelf and looked at the picture in front of a row of worn paperbacks.

      Once again she appeared at the wall and leaned against it.

      He saw her studying him from his periphery. “I like this picture. Where was it taken?”

      Stepping close, she moved silently and put her hand on the small of his back. “Oh, that? I think in Tennessee. Near the commune.”

      “Oh yeah. The hippy commune. Must have been a fun time growing up there.”

      She pulled back and folded her arms.

      Wolf looked at her. “I’m just saying it’s an interesting way to grow up, is all. How many people were living there?”

      She stared suspiciously at him, then seemed to relax. “Lots. It was the biggest commune in the world at one time.”

      He nodded, looking at the pine trees in the background of the photo. “I’m not too familiar with geography east of Colorado. What is that, the Appalachian Mountains?”

      “I think so. I don’t remember when or where that was taken.”

      He nodded.

      “You want some tea?” She walked away to the kitchen.

      “No thanks.”

      He set down the picture and looked at his watch. 2:45. He calculated he’d be back into the office at 3:30 p.m. if he left now, which would give him a couple of hours before the meeting with Senator Chama, a meeting that was making him more nervous than he was used to being on the job. And what if Senator Chama wanted to talk about the pension? The development projects of the resort village base? The future budget concerns of the bigger, consolidated Office of the Sheriff in the next four years?

      Suddenly the urge to read through Margaret’s packet sitting in his desk drawer trumped any and all work he had to do otherwise. Rachette, Wilson, Yates, and Patterson, even if some of them weren’t speaking to one another, could handle Heeter’s.

      “Sheriff?”

      Wolf looked at Kimber standing in the kitchen doorway.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Listen, I think it’s a bad idea for you to stay here tonight. I’d like you to come down to Rocky Points, where we can keep an eye on you.”

      “You already said that.”

      “It bears repeating.”

      “I tell you what. You meet me for a drink and I’ll do it. I’m sick of sitting in that hotel room and watching shit TV.” She blushed and pulled a strand of hair behind her ear. “So?”

      “All right. Eight o’clock. I’ll meet you at the Pony Tavern. You know it?”

      She nodded and opened the front door. “Okay then. Sounds good.”
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      Thirty minutes later, Wolf’s phone vibrated in his center console just as he was starting up Williams Pass. Not recognizing the number, he hesitated and hit the answer button.

      “Wolf.”

      “You get my pictures today?”

      Wolf switched phone hands and turned down the radio. “Yeah. And I have a few questions about them.”

      “I bet you do … like what?”

      The sound of wind buffeting MacLean’s phone scratched in Wolf’s earpiece. “Like what’s the Byron County Sheriff’s Department doing conducting an investigation in my county without my permission?”

      “That’s a delicate topic. We had a man deep under, and I had to make a call on the fly.”

      “You’re conducting an illegal investigation. Those pictures of yours aren’t going to do you any good.”

      A chuckle. “Aren’t they?”

      Wolf clenched his jaw.

      “Listen, I’ll let you think about those pictures some more, but I’m actually not calling about that. I’m calling because I’ve got two dead bodies sitting in a burnt-up SUV with Sluice County plates. Only, when I checked up on the plates, they came up stolen. I just got off the phone with your dispatcher, Tammy. She’s informed me the plates were taken from a car in the marina parking lot last night. At least that’s what … me.”

      “What?” Wolf slowed and stopped on the side of the road. “I didn’t hear that.”

      “Which part?” MacLean scoffed. “Damn cell phones.”

      “The last part.”

      “I said your dispatcher tracked down the owner of the plates, and called them. They assured your dispatcher that they were indeed alive and well, which was good. But when they went out and checked their car, they realized that their plates were missing. They swear it must have happened the night before, up at the marina. They said they were up at that Tackle Box place.”

      Wolf shook his head. “This is the first I’ve heard of this.”

      “That’s because you guys have all been incommunicado up at the lake. So instead of waitin’ for your asses, me and Tammy had ourselves an investigation. Nice woman. Glad someone up there knows the score.”

      “What kind of car was it?”

      “The burnt?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s an SUV. Mercedes Benz. One of those real expensive jobbers.”

      Wolf remembered seeing a black Mercedes SUV pull into the marina parking lot the night before. “Damn.” He looked at his dashboard clock—3:15. “Where are you?”

      “Me?” MacLean paused, and there was the sound of a door shutting. “I just got to my office. I’ve got a meeting with Senator Chama in a few minutes.”

      Wolf remained silent.

      “But if you want to know where the vehicle is, I’ve got some deputies up there. I’ll let them know you’re on your way. Hello? You still there?”

      “Yeah. Tell me where.”
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      Wolf pulled up behind the Byron County Sheriff’s Department vehicle, turned his keys, and looked at the dashboard clock—3:52. He did the mental math and figured he had about a fifty-minute drive back to Rocky Points. If Senator Chama was keeping his appointment, that meant he had to be out of here by five at the latest.

      He stepped out of the SUV and zipped up his jacket. The densely-forested hillside he stood on was draped in afternoon shade and the temperature would be in steady free fall until the next morning.

      “Sheriff Wolf?” A middle-aged deputy came marching down the dirt road beyond a bouncing line of crime-scene tape.

      Wolf walked toward the deputy, stopping next to another deputy holding a clipboard near the tape.

      “Sheriff Wolf, you say?” the clipboard holder asked, writing his name.

      Wolf nodded.

      “Come on, go ahead,” the other deputy called, waving an arm.

      Wolf ducked under the tape.

      The other deputy was shorter than Wolf with a brick-house build. His cop mustache was full and blond, so thick Wolf wondered if the man could breathe out of his nose. He took Wolf’s hand and his grip was firm and energetic.

      “Deputy Fuller. Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Wolf nodded. “Sheriff Wolf. Nice to meet you.”

      “This way.” Fuller marched up the road at a blistering pace, which Wolf was grateful for. “Twice in one day our departments work together. That’s definitely a record. Guess we should get used to it.”

      Wolf smiled politely at the banter and concentrated on the surroundings. The land on either side of the dirt road was steep, higher on the left and plunging down to the right. Chipmunks chittered from the trees and there were blasts of static coming from distant radios ahead and below.

      “Here we are.” Fuller stepped to a widening of the road and went over the steep edge on the right side without slowing.

      Wolf followed, digging his heels into the pebbled earth covered with inches of brown pine needles. He eyed tire marks off to their left, marked with yellow numbered evidence tents. There was no skidding on the forty-degree slope, which would have been a double black diamond if they were skiing it.

      “Why didn’t we hear about this earlier?” Wolf asked.

      “We got the report a few hours ago. We just figured out the plates.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Down the slope another fifty feet was the SUV, bent severely in the front and burned to the frame. At first glance, the make and model were in no way apparent. But as they got closer, he could see the Mercedes Benz three-pointed star and the Colorado plates covered in soot.

      “You find a VIN?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep. But had to get it from the engine block. Someone scratched out the driver’s doorpost VIN, and the windshield one was clearly destroyed by a blunt object before they dumped it down here.”

      “Dumped it?”

      Deputy Fuller stopped at the rear of the SUV and put his hands on his hips. “Yep. We’ve got multiple gunshot wounds on each of the victims inside the vehicle. The teeth have been destroyed on both bodies. Someone was definitely trying to hide these two men’s identities.”

      Wolf walked to the driver’s-side door. It smelled like burnt plastic, gasoline, and cooked meat.

      A woman clad in a white suit stepped back and pointed into the seat at a twisted, shriveled black body. The head was torqued back, mouth open in a mute scream.

      “Got a gunshot to the head. African American male. Early twenties, I’m estimating. Next to him a Caucasian male. Mid-fifties. Autopsy will confirm. Tougher to tell with this one in the passenger seat, but I think he has multiple gunshot wounds to the torso. Massive trauma to the ribs that the fire damage failed to hide completely.”

      A man, clad also in a white suit, stood on the other side of the vehicle and nodded.

      “Slugs?” Wolf asked.

      “Gotta wait until the autopsy, but I’m guessing they’re all through-and-through shots. High-powered rifle?”

      Wolf nodded in thought.

      “Vehicle’s registered in the state of Idaho,” Fuller said.

      “Idaho.” Wolf frowned.

      “Yep. Registered to one William F. Van Wyke. Resident in Boise, Idaho. Coroner will start there with trying to ID the Caucasian. There’s no telling who the African American is.”

      “Where’s the coroner?” Wolf asked, looking up the steep hill.

      “On his way,” Fuller said.

      “I’d like the VIN.”

      Fuller nodded, jotting it down in a pocket notebook. He tore off the sheet and handed it over.

      “And your contact information.”

      “You got it.” Fuller handed him a contact card.

      “Any witnesses?”

      “Nope. No one who lives around here for miles. There was a woman who was walking her dog on this road and she saw it. Lucky it’s been so wet lately and it burned itself out without setting the mountain on fire.” Fuller looked around. “Lot of beetle kill around here. Of course, that’s most places now.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “So when do you think this happened?”

      “Our fire investigator said there were accelerants. Gas poured inside. He says it probably happened early a.m. He’ll be back in a few minutes if you want to talk to him.”

      Wolf held up the card and the sheet of paper with the VIN and nodded. His watch said 4:25. “I’ve actually gotta get going.”

      Fuller nodded. “Okay, yeah. I can keep you posted with any developments. Don’t worry.”

      “Thanks.”

      Fuller turned around and started the climb.

      Breathing hard, legs screaming with fatigue, Wolf trailed Fuller over the edge and back onto the dirt road a minute later. Looking down toward his SUV, Wolf paused. A circus of activity was underway below, with two ambulances and three more police vehicles surrounding Wolf’s SUV. An army of uniforms were digging into compartments, pulling out bags, preparing stretchers, ropes, and other equipment.

      Wolf and Fuller walked down the road and ducked under the crime-scene tape.

      “I see you’re blocked in. I got this,” Fuller said, and walked toward a man near the ambulance. They spoke in low tones, looking back at Wolf. The man, apparently the driver of the ambulance, looked up and nodded with annoyance, and then opened a side compartment and began pulling out orange bags.

      Fuller came back, stepping quickly to Wolf. “They’ll just be a minute.” He stood next to Wolf and folded his arms. “So, how’s the campaign going?”

      Wolf nodded. “It’s going.”

      There was a loud beeping and a tow truck came into view, driving up the road rear first.

      Fuller nodded, and then stepped away again. “Hey, we gotta move these vehicles out, Ted. This is Sheriff Wolf from Sluice, and he’s gotta get going.”

      The crew of men and women ignored Fuller, and any request he made seemed to have the opposite effect Wolf was hoping for.

      Wolf turned to the deputy with the clipboard, and was surprised to see the man wearing a sadistic grin.

      Eleven minutes later, Wolf’s dashboard clock read 4:46 p.m., and he was on his way down the dirt road past the idling emergency vehicles when an SUV marked with the Byron County Sheriff logo came into view.

      Wolf slowed and the SUV did the same.

      MacLean’s smiling face rolled up next to Wolf.

      “You done already?”

      Wolf nodded. “I think I’ve got all I need.”

      MacLean leaned back and checked his rearview mirror, as if settling in for a long conversation.

      “I’ve gotta get going.”

      MacLean smirked. “Yeah. I know. Chama.”

      “Chama.”

      “Well, he knows what he needs to know about the way you’re runnin’ your department up there.” MacLean’s mustache curled.

      “Well, then, that’s a good thing. I appreciate it.”

      MacLean chuckled. “You gonna play it that way?”

      “Listen, like I said, I gotta get going.”

      “I thought you were a smarter man than that, Wolf. I’m really trying to envision where I might put you in the new department, where you would be a good fit. And I keep drawing a blank. I don’t know, a jailer? You even got experience doing that? Hell, I don’t know. Maybe somewhere a little less taxing mentally. Let’s see … I keep seeing a toilet brush. A mop. One of those big push brooms.”

      Wolf lowered his eyelids to half-mast.

      MacLean raised his hands. “Easy, Sheriff. I’m just playing with you.” He propped an arm out his window. “Listen, it’s as simple as it gets. You end your campaign and I have cushy jobs lined up for you and your two little deputies. Whatever you want, whatever they want. It’ll be one big happy family going forward. Either that, or you three look for new careers.” MacLean finger-combed his mustache in the side-view mirror. “And I’m sheriff, anyway.”

      Wolf let off the brake and drove away.
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      Patterson stood next to the tall rookie rescue diver she’d had the privilege to meet the day before on the boat. “Look, Jeremy,” she pointed up at the cloudless sky, “there was the moon.”

      Jeremy looked up. “Yeah?”

      “The reflection would have been a straight line on the water from the moon to the observer, which is us. Right here.” She pointed down and stomped her foot, shuddering the deck.

      “Okay,” Jeremy popped his eyes like a dog in mid-poop.

      “Look. Please. Can I just take the radio?” she held out her hand.

      Jeremy peaked his eyebrows and handed it over. “Yeah. Fine.”

      “Thank you.” She pushed the button. “I need you to move fifty yards south.”

      There was silence. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Deputy Patterson. I’m taking over radio contact.”

      After a pause, the voice said, “Copy that. Moving now.”

      The water behind the silver rescue boat below frothed white, and a split second later Patterson heard the distant gurgling of the outboard motor.

      Patterson ducked underneath the telescope’s main body, in front of the mounting tripod, and squinted one eye. She backed her head up until it touched the cylinder, and then looked at the weighted string she’d hung from the lens.

      She was winging it, with no help from Einstein standing on the deck with her, but had effectively traced the path of the moon’s reflection with the string, as it would have appeared that night. How wide a swath from left to right the reflection would have covered, she could only guess, but the boatmen said the sonar transducer covered a two-hundred-and-fifty-foot-diameter circle as it traveled. She hoped that was enough to catch whatever had dropped out of Parker Grey’s boat. And that was only if Olin Heeter had been a reliable witness and something had actually been dropped out of Parker Grey’s boat in the first place.

      “Such a scientist,” Jeremy said.

      Patterson ignored him and pushed the radio button. “Okay, there! Stop.”

      “Copy that.”

      “That’s right on it,” Patterson said.

      “All right. We have a bearing.”

      The engine of the boat started up again and it inched forward. Patterson squatted again under the telescope’s main housing and the boat traveled a straight line along the string.

      “Here we go,” the voice said over the radio. “Let you know what we find.”

      Patterson stood up, satisfied. It had been a grueling hour or so, first trying to figure out how to point a telescope to precise celestial coordinates, with remote help, via a landline, from Deputy Tyler at the station, who had proved to be one of the least patient men she’d ever known. Then there was tracing the heading of the moon’s reflection using the string, which was actually a thin strip of T-shirt that Deputy Wilson had offered up from his SUV. She was sure there was a better way to do all of it, probably some app sitting on her phone that could have helped, but all in all she was satisfied.

      “So, listen.” Jeremy’s eyebrows were peaked again, his head tilted, smiling with one side of his mouth. “You live in Rocky Points, right?”

      Patterson rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

      “What say you and I grab a bite sometime?”

      “Sorry. Taken.” Patterson leaned on the railing.

      “Well, he’s a lucky man.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I mean”—Jeremy leaned down, close enough to smell his dead-animal breath—“because I think you’re cute. Shorter than most of the girls I tend to be attracted to, but … cute.”

      Patterson frowned. “Thanks. Now, don’t you have a boat to catch?”

      Jeremy stood up, his eyes darkening. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it.”

      Patterson straightened, startled by the man’s sudden hostility.

      “Hey, dickhead. She said she’s taken.”

      Patterson and Jeremy both turned to see Rachette standing in the doorway.

      “Now get the hell off this deck and off our crime scene, before I throw you off.”

      Jeremy smiled as he walked by Rachette, looking down. “Yeah, okay, Napoleon. You two make a good couple.”

      Rachette stood flexing his fists as he watched Jeremy leave. He turned back around and looked at the telescope. He stepped to the railing, touching the makeshift string on the way past. “I see you figured this out. No way I could have. I guess that’s why Wolf told you to do it.”

      Patterson said nothing. Wilson walked underneath the deck, nodding up at them.

      “No prints on anything.” Rachette stretched his back. “Looks like the place was wiped clean, top to bottom. That’s why it smells like a hotel maid’s cart.”

      “Look,” Patterson said. “Thanks. I could have kicked that guy’s ass—you know that, right?”

      “Whatever. I know.” Rachette looked down at the railing and picked at a sliver with his thumb. “I’ve seen that guy out on the town a lot lately. Always has a bunch of girls hanging on him.”

      They stood in awkward silence for a full minute, and she watched the boats meander on the water below, the trees swaying in the wind, and the birds flying along the cliff face.

      “Listen,” she said. “I’m sorry. I know you think I betrayed you or something.”

      “Nah, it’s just that partners are supposed to have each other’s backs, you know? Like, remember that time I got shot three times that night? When I—”

      “Christ, Rachette. Of course I remember that.”

      “Oh, really? Because when you took those photos straight to Wolf without talking to me first, it was kind of like I was some piece of shit you were scraping off your shoe, and not a partner who’s taken three bullets for you.”

      Patterson inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. “We’re both going to be lucky if we have jobs next month. Look at it from my perspective. MacLean—our likely future sheriff, if my aunt has it right—pulls me aside, gives me those photos and tells me you and I are both in trouble. I saw those pictures and thought you were going behind my back, doing something stupid, putting both our careers in jeopardy. And, oh wait, that’s exactly what you were doing.”

      “Is that what you think? How the hell was I supposed to know that this girl was giving me the runaround. She gave me a backpack and asked me to give it to her friend. What’s so bad about that? How the hell could I have known?”

      Patterson shook her head and stared out at the water.

      “Oh wait. I get it. You think I should have been alarmed when a cute girl like that was suddenly into me. You think I should have known she was using me. Because I’m just some Napoleon, who nobody of the opposite sex takes any interest in. Yeah, I should have known.”

      Patterson turned. “No, I’m not saying—”

      “No.” Rachette backed away. “I get it. Hey, I’m sorry, Partner. Sorry for screwing up.”

      “Rachette.”

      He disappeared into the house.

      Patterson pressed her palms to her eyes. He was probably right, and admitting that Deputy Tom Rachette was right was her least favorite thing in the world to do.

      “Deputy Patterson,” the radio scratched. “Do you copy?”

      “Copy, go ahead.”

      “We’ve got something. It’s too deep to get to with divers, but we definitely have something.”
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      By the time Wolf pulled into the parking lot of the station, his dashboard clock read 6:13.

      With a glimmer of hope, he spotted a shiny black Land Rover in the parking lot. Parking near it, he got out, slammed his door and jogged through cool air smelling of barbecue and into the station.

      Tammy greeted him by shaking her head.

      Wolf frowned, looking around the reception area. “Where is he? Is he still here?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been stalling, and I’ve been calling your cell. He’s in your office, drinking coffee. Looks a little impatient. What happened? You get caught in that blasting on the pass?”

      “Yeah. Okay, thanks.”

      “I’m leaving to go home.” She raised her eyebrows.

      “Okay.” The door clicked and Wolf stepped inside. After a step, he froze.

      “Bullshit!” Baine was yelling at Senator Chama, who stood in front of Baine’s desk. “That’s what I told him.”

      Chama pulled his coffee from his mouth and leaned his head back, laughing. “Well, that kid probably had it coming.”

      Wolf walked over with his hand extended. “Senator Chama, I’m sorry I’m late. I see you’ve met Deputy Sergeant Baine.”

      “Yes, yes. Good man.” Chama nodded, his smile fading to a contented look.

      The senator was dressed casually in well-worn jeans and a button-up dress shirt rolled loosely to the elbows. In his mid-forties, he was a fit, tall man who looked like he took care of himself, and by the looks of his complexion, had a punch card at a tanning salon.

      “Why don’t we head to my office.” Wolf edged away from Baine’s desk.

      “Ah yes. I’ve already acquainted myself with it.”

      Wolf nodded and led Chama. “Sorry. I was detained down south.”

      “Me too. Did you get held up with that blasting?”

      “Just for a little,” Wolf lied, thinking about how he’d been stuck for ten minutes and then ended up blowing through the entire zone with his roof lights flashing. He stopped at the coffee machine. “More coffee?”

      “Please.”

      Wolf filled Chama’s cup and poured himself one, and then stepped into his office. The lights were already on, the shades open. Wolf walked around the desk and glanced out the window. Margaret Hitchens was across the street, clearly visible inside her office with her nose pressed against the glass.

      Wolf locked eyes with her and twisted the blinds shut.

      “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me,” Chama said as Wolf sat down.

      “You’re welcome. Please, take a seat.”

      Chama sat and took a sip of coffee, smiling with his eyes over the rim of the Styrofoam cup. They were gentle gray eyes, with crow’s-feet grooves at the corners. Chama’s hair looked like it had been trimmed around the edges with a laser, and a generous amount of gel locked his short black hair in place, looking like it would stay put in a nuclear blast.

      Wolf ran a hand over his own head, feeling the lines in his hair from his ball cap along with particles of sand and dirt.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Wolf asked.

      “I just wanted to stop in and say hi.”

      “Ah.” Wolf sipped his coffee, put it down, and sat back.

      “I wanted to commend you on a well-run campaign so far,” said Chama. “I certainly think you’re a good man for the job.”

      Wolf nodded. “Thank you. Is this what you told Sheriff MacLean earlier today?”

      Chama chuckled, and then stared Wolf in the eye. “No.”

      They gazed at each other for a few moments, listening to the plastic tick of the clock.

      “I saw your recent commercial. Nice move.”

      Wolf shrugged. “Not my move, but thanks.”

      “Ah, yes. Your campaign manager, Margaret Hitchens. She has the fire, doesn’t she?”

      Wolf nodded.

      The silence returned and Wolf spread his hands.

      Chama eyed his jacket on the chair next to him, and then dug into the breast pocket and produced an envelope. Without saying a word, he flipped it onto Wolf’s desk, the contents knocking as they hit the wood surface.

      Wolf drew his eyebrows together and grabbed it. It wasn’t sealed, so he flipped it open and saw a USB memory stick. Wolf stared at it, let the envelope close, and dropped it back on the desk.

      “And this is?”

      Chama took a sip of coffee. “That’s your insurance policy.”

      Wolf blinked. “And what does that mean, exactly?”

      “I heard from MacLean today that he had some dirt on you, or one of your deputies. I didn’t get the specifics, but he made it clear it would make you look bad. He wanted to make sure I knew whom I should be endorsing in this campaign. Which one of you two is the winning horse to bet on.”

      Wolf sipped his coffee.

      Chama nodded and then stood up.

      Wolf watched with mild interest as the senator stepped around his chair, pushed it in, and leaned heavily on the back with both hands. “I want to level with you, David. May I call you David?”

      “Sure.”

      “You can call me Alexander.”

      Wolf shrugged.

      “I would like to endorse you.”

      “What’s on the memory stick?” Wolf asked.

      Chama’s sly smile made Wolf cringe. “Let’s just say it’s something that catches MacLean with his pants down.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows, then leaned forward and put his hand on the envelope. “And all I have to do is blackmail MacLean with this. Is that right?”

      Chama’s smile faded. “That USB stick has something on it that you need to see.”

      “MacLean paying a hooker for a blowjob?” Wolf shook his head and leaned back, leaving the envelope on his desk. His teeth ground as he clenched his jaw. “I don’t want to see it. You know, I rushed here from an important case. Had to leave my deputies all alone to handle everything, without me there to back them up. It’s been the busiest Sunday I can remember, and there’s still a lot of work I have to get done.”

      Chama stood straight and looked at his Rolex.

      “We’re working on a case my father started over twenty years ago. It stumped him, but we’re making some good progress. And I should have known it was something like this you were bringing to me. Not an endorsement for the man I am, for the job I do, but an endorsement because there’s shit out there that makes MacLean look bad. And you know the score. You’re not going to back him with this out there. So you’re here to tell me I’m your man, and you’re giving me the dagger to take down MacLean. And for what? What will you want from me after all this is over?”

      Chama narrowed his eyes.

      “I can’t even imagine the favor you already have lined up to call in on me years down the road. I bet it’s a real good one. Well beyond my political IQ, that’s for sure.”

      Wolf leaned forward and shoved the envelope across his desk. It shot off the edge, flew through the air, clanked against his closed office door, and landed on the carpet.

      Chama lowered his eyes and smiled.

      “Pick that up on the way out.” Wolf swiveled in his chair and powered on his computer.

      Wolf watched from his peripheral vision as Chama shook his head and picked up his jacket, then bent over and plucked the envelope from the floor.

      “Nice meeting you, Sheriff. Good luck with your campaign.”

      “Good night.”

      Chama twisted the knob and walked out, leaving the door open.

      Wolf stormed around his desk and shut it. With a sigh, he sat in his chair, the springs squealing as it leaned back. He pulled himself forward and leaned his elbows on the desk, rubbing his temples. He opened the top drawer and looked at the crisp packet of campaign cheat sheets stapled together.

      He slammed it shut, stood, and opened his door again. “Baine!”

      “Yeah!”

      Wolf sat back down and waited.

      “Yeah.” Baine leaned in the doorway.

      “Did you find her?”

      “Yep.”

      Wolf stared at him. “So what are you waiting for?”

      Baine looked lazily at his watch. “Seven thirty.”

      Wolf frowned.

      “That’s when she gets off work.” Baine lifted his lips in a jackal smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll get what you need.”

      Wolf’s skin crawled, but he stopped short of calling Baine off. Instead he nodded, and Baine disappeared around the corner.

      Wolf jerked his head as his desk phone shrilled. He stared at it for two rings and then picked it up.

      “Wolf.”

      “So?” Margaret’s voice was just below a yell. “I just saw him leave. How did it go?”

      “It went.”

      “Okaaaay. What did he say?”

      “He wanted to endorse me.”

      “What?” She laughed. “Are you kidding me? Oh that’s good!”

      Wolf felt a ball of molten lava hit his gut as he pulled the phone away from his ear.

      She blew into the phone. “Oh, my God. That’s such good news. With this video going viral, and now Chama’s endorsement, we’re sitting pretty. Do you know the pull this guy has? Do you have any clue the contact you’ve just made for the rest of your career? Listen, I saw Sarah earlier today. Maybe we should all go out and celebrate. I’ll buy dinner.”

      Wolf’s gut churned some more. “No thanks. I already have something going on.”

      “Oh. Okay. Yeah, you and Sarah probably don’t want me being a third wheel.”

      “Listen, I gotta go.”

      “All right. Great work, Sheriff. Remember to study your—”

      Wolf hung up the phone and leaned back.

      The clock said 6:40.

      Politics, he thought. Whatever it took to be a politician, Wolf had not been endowed with it at birth. And the more time he spent with politicians, the less interested he was in developing the skill.

      He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, letting the tension melt through the chair under him.

      What seemed like five hours later, he snorted awake.

      The clock said 6:51—an hour and nine minutes until his drink date with Kimber Grey. He had a VIN number to pursue, two burnt bodies to investigate, one being the possible owner of the vehicle, an old man with a hundred stalker photos plastered to the wall of a back room in his basement, missing and nowhere to be found, and eight dead bodies pulled from the lake, six of which were still unidentified.

      His cell phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out.

      Sarah.

      He snorted out loud, hit the ignore button, got up, and left for the bar early.
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      “I tell you what else.” Rachette stepped over a downed log, his foot crunching on dead branches. “She’s got another thing coming if she thinks Scott Reed is some sort of saint.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Wilson asked.

      Rachette concentrated on his steps.

      “Are you saying Scott’s been cheating on Patterson?”

      Rachette tilted his head from side to side. “Well, no. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he was. Good-looking guy like that? Always shuttling women off the mountain in that snow cat? Men can only hold back for so long.”

      Wilson stopped and looked at him with a sour face.

      “What?”

      Wilson rolled his eyes and started walking again. “I don’t know what you want from me here. You want me to start bad-mouthing Patterson?”

      Rachette shook his head. “Never mind.” The big man just didn’t get it.

      “Good idea.”

      They walked in silence for another few seconds, and then Wilson froze with wide eyes.

      “What?”

      “Shh.”

      Rachette tilted his head and listened. It was probably another squirrel, chipmunk, or deer. They’d been hiking zigzag patterns in the woods for over two hours now, and hadn’t found anything of interest. But Wilson was a big man and hardly excitable, so this had definitely got Rachette’s heart going.

      “What?” he whispered again.

      There. A branch snapped in the distance, somewhere up to the left.

      A century of fire suppression in the area had made the forest so thick it was impossible to see further than fifty feet from where they stood.

      “I think I saw movement.” Wilson’s eyes popped.

      “I didn’t see anything. Probably another deer.”

      “No. I saw … I don’t think it was an animal. I think it was a person.”

      Rachette pulled his gun without thinking, his pulse racing now. “You’d better be sure. You’ve got me freaked.”

      A second later came the sound of footfalls, the rhythm of a person running at a fast jog, traveling west up the slope ahead of them. They looked at each other.

      “Let’s go.” Rachette started running toward it.

      Sheriff Wolf had sworn he’d encountered a person a couple of nights ago, and Rachette was determined to prove his boss right. After his debacle with Jessica and the backpack, or Gail, or whatever her name was, he was desperate to redeem himself. This was his chance.

      They were west of Kimber Grey and Olin Heeter’s house, way up in the virgin forest with the lake at least a mile behind them.

      Saplings scratched against his jacket, his lungs pumped, blood rushed in his ears, and he pushed harder. But the light was fading fast now, and he’d not seen anything in the first place. Before he got too far he stopped and listened for the footsteps again.

      Wilson came up a few seconds later. The big man put his hands on his knees and huffed.

      “Shh.” Rachette cupped his ear.

      Wilson closed his mouth and a squeak came from his nose as his chest heaved.

      Nothing.

      The sky above was turning orange, and despite there being at least thirty minutes of light left, the forest around them was turning pitch black. Though a flashlight would give away their position, Rachette saw no choice. He pulled his Maglite and clicked it on and Wilson did the same.

      Wilson’s breathing normalized, and the forest went silent once again.

      They stood motionless for another minute.

      Rachette flicked his head and they continued west up the mountainside.

      “I don’t hear anything anymore,” Wilson whispered.

      Rachette ignored him. He stepped between the dense pines, the trunks as thin as his forearm and no more than five feet apart. They needed to burn this part of the forest to the ground, damn it.

      Five minutes later he stopped, breathing hard out of his mouth to try to catch his breath, happy to rest his legs, which ached from the incline.

      Rachette shone his beam on Wilson’s face and saw he was clearly the worse for wear. The forest had thinned out considerably, and it seemed a good spot to get their bearings.

      They stood still for another minute, listening to crickets and a mourning dove.

      Behind them, down the hillside the way they’d come, branches smacked, and then there was a thump on the ground.

      “What the hell was that?” Rachette swept the forest with his beam, seeing only pine trunks.

      “I don’t know. Sounded like something falling from the trees.” Wilson pointed his flashlight. “That direction. Probably a hundred feet.”

      They crept toward the noise, keeping pistols aimed and flashlights pointed.

      Rachette darted the beam left and right, wondering what they were getting into. It had not been a natural sound. If palm trees on a desert island had surrounded them, then something falling and thumping to the ground would have made sense. But barring an owl dropping dead and hitting the forest floor, that noise was man-made.

      Blood swished in his ears. His breath quickened. His limbs felt clumsy with the excitement pulsing through his veins, but his pointed pistol gave him all the courage he needed.

      “Who’s there?” Rachette called, realizing they might accidentally shoot one of their own. But they were the only ones out here. Patterson and Yates were down at the Heeter place. He wasn’t thinking straight.

      Wilson led the way, and then they reached a clearing. Wilson swept the forest floor with his flashlight beam and homed in on a rock.

      “I think this was it.” Wilson leaned down and picked it up.

      Rachette swung his flashlight in a circle. There were a few more rocks twenty or so feet away, but they had clearly not been disturbed in ages. Pine needles were naturally laid on top of them, parts of them settled into the soil.

      Wilson twisted the rock in his beam. It was caked with mud on one side, but it had not been embedded in the ground. It had been sitting on top of the pine needles.

      “Someone threw it,” Rachette whispered. He swallowed, wondering what the hell was going on. Had someone thrown it for a diversion, escaping in another direction while bringing them to this spot? Or had someone lured them here? If so, why? Rachette couldn’t help but think that the person who’d decapitated seven people and sunk them in the lake was literally a stone’s throw away.

      Olin Heeter? A seventy-one-year-old man? It didn’t seem likely, unless Heeter was a fitness buff, but the pictures they’d found of the man said otherwise—one of him holding fish, and another with his wife—showcasing quite a gut on the man. He was the kind who spent hours on end fishing on a boat, not wandering the dark forest.

      Wilson dropped the rock and swept his beam in a circle.

      Rachette did his own sweep, trying to peer deep into the woods, but it was no use. The beam only went so far in the surrounding dense pines.

      “I vote we get the hell back down.” Wilson’s voice had an edge. “Come back in the day time.”

      Rachette nodded, taking a shaky breath. “I agree.”
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      The Pony Tavern was a boxy log structure on Main Street, known for its pool tables and craft beer. Located a few blocks to the south of the station, it stood across the street from the Edelweiss, where Kimber was holed up for the second night in a row.

      Wolf parked his SUV and crunched across the parking lot, eyeing Kimber’s black Chevy Blazer across the street. It was just like her father’s old missing one in Wolf’s report, but not identical. It was her mother’s old truck, a final gift before ditching out on her daughter.

      Stepping inside, he was surprised to see her talking animatedly with the bartender.

      He sat next to her and ordered a double whiskey.

      “You’re early and going for the hard stuff, huh?”

      He smiled.

      “You know they have the best selection of beer in Rocky Points here.” She pointed to the sign that said We have the best selection of beer in Rocky Points hanging on the wall.

      “I’m in the mood for something with a little more bite.”

      “I’ll take one of those, too.” She pushed her beer aside. “Too bitter anyway.”

      Wolf’s first sip was like gasoline going down his throat, but he enjoyed the immediate warmth traveling through his torso.

      They sat in silence for a minute, watching muted baseball highlights on the screen above the bar, the soundtrack, instead, of two men shooting pool, the clack of their balls piercing over the faint country music coming out of the jukebox in the corner.

      “This place is rockin’ tonight.” Kimber swiveled on her stool.

      Wolf watched in the bar mirror as one of the men missed his eight-ball shot. “It’s perfect.”

      Wolf watched Kimber’s reflection as she studied the place. Her hair was pulled back, a thick brown ponytail resting in between her shoulder blades, a cream-colored silk blouse shining in the yellow overhead lights.

      Her perfume was subtle and flowery and she was wearing more makeup than he’d ever seen on her.

      He felt a tinge of self-consciousness looking like he was making zero effort in the self-presentation department. His jeans were dirty and he wore the T-shirt that he’d been wearing under his uniform all day, both probably smelling less than breezy.

      “You eat yet?” he asked.

      “No. You?”

      “Nope.”

      They ordered burgers and he another whiskey, and then ate the meal in silence. She seemed to have something on her mind, and Wolf certainly had plenty to think about as he ate.

      She swallowed the last bite of burger and said, “Wanna talk about it?”

      “About you?”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you were asking if I wanted to talk about what I was thinking about.”

      She blushed and ducked into her drink. “Really? About me?”

      He nodded. “About you and your family.”

      She set down her drink. “Pretty screwed up, right?”

      His phone vibrated and he fished it from his pocket.

      Rachette.

      “I‘ve got to take this.” Into the phone he said, “Hey.”

      “There’s definitely someone up there.” Wolf could hear wind buffeting Rachette’s cell.

      Wolf stood and headed toward the jukebox, glancing over his shoulder at Kimber. She sat still, sipping her whiskey and staring at him in the mirror behind the bar.

      “Where are you?”

      “Up at Heeter’s. Wilson and I were out in the woods, looking for whoever you saw the other night, and we’re certain there was someone out there.”

      Wolf leaned on the jukebox with one hand. “Did you see them?”

      “Nope. Wilson thinks he saw someone, but just a glimpse.”

      “Description?”

      Rachette paused. “None. He just saw, you know, a person. But we heard him. Running pretty fast away from us, then he threw a rock to fool us.”

      “A rock?”

      “Yeah. He threw a rock. Freaked us out.”

      “So it’s a he?”

      Rachette paused again. “We both think so. We think it was a young male. The person moved fast. And then he threw the rock.”

      “What happened at the house? Any prints?”

      “Whoever left that blood everywhere was wearing gloves. Otherwise, they found a few usable prints inside the house. Heeter’s ex-military, so they got a quick hit on those. All prints were his. But like you know, someone went to town scrubbing the place clean.”

      Wolf rubbed his face and stepped away from the jukebox as it exploded with sound. “And the rifle?”

      “It’s a Thompson Center ICON .308. Looks like it’s been fired recently. Registered eleven years ago to Olin Heeter. A few of the cartridges were missing from that box. No prints on any of it. Just blood. Lorber’s working the samples now, but he says it could take a few days to see a hit in CODIS. Says ‘work is piling up faster than elephant shit.’ His words. Not mine.”

      “And what about Heeter’s truck? You find anything of interest?”

      “We found a gas receipt from a week ago in the center console.”

      Wolf paused in thought, looking over at Kimber, who was laughing with the bartender. “A week ago?”

      “Yep. From the Pumapetrol station.”

      “Where are you?”

      Rachette hesitated. “We’re at the marina. We were thinking of heading back to the station.”

      “Good. I don’t want you guys poking around up there in the woods at night. You might have been lucky. We still don’t know what we’re dealing with. We’ll get up there with the cavalry in the daytime and do a thorough search. Let me talk to Patterson.”

      A pause.

      “Where’s Patterson?”

      “She headed back by herself. I’m with Wilson.”

      “Okay. What did she find out?”

      “The rescue divers found something. Say it’s just the right size to be a body, right where Heeter told your dad he saw something dumped. They say they can’t pull it up until tomorrow. Too deep. The equipment they had today wouldn’t reach.”

      Wolf eyed Kimber again. “I put a VIN on yours and Patterson’s desks. We need to know everything about the owner. And I want you to look deeper into Heeter. His business. His wife’s death. His children. His business partners. His potential enemies.” Wolf looked at his watch. “Do what you can tonight and then get some rest. We’ll get back on it tomorrow morning.”
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      Wolf hung up and walked to Kimber.

      She raised her watch and made a show of looking at it. “Work never ends, eh?”

      Wolf sat and sipped his whiskey, grateful for the melted ice diluting the taste.

      Staring at the muted televisions in silence, Wolf made more progress on his drink than she did on hers, so he ordered another one. When it came, he took a generous pull and looked over.

      “You’ve never gotten the sense that someone is up in those woods? I mean, besides you or your neighbor, Mr. Heeter?”

      Something like fear flashed in her eyes, but she shrugged and it disappeared. “No. Not really. I mean, I get alarms all the time. But there’s all sorts of animals in those woods, and I just got so sick of being scared that I started ignoring everything.”

      “And you said it’s been a couple of weeks since you’ve seen Olin Heeter?” Wolf asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Not that I keep tabs on him or anything, but I can usually see when he’s up there. You know, lights on at night, and he goes out in his boat a lot.”

      Unable to tell whether she was lying, Wolf turned back to his drink and took a slurp. “You got sick of being scared, you just said. So you’ve been scared before?”

      “No, not really. I mean, I used to be scared about being all alone at first, but I got used to it.”

      Wolf watched a tough person who’d been abandoned by both her parents, at least that’s how she’d perceived it all these years. It was clear she had built up a wall around her feelings and it was thick. Or she was hiding something and this was her poker face.

      After a sidelong glance she turned and looked at him. “Why? Do you think someone’s up there?”

      Ice tinkled in Wolf’s glass as he stirred it. “I came across someone up there Friday night, and my deputies just had another encounter tonight.”

      “With Mr. Heeter?”

      Wolf shook his head. “We don’t think so. From what we’ve gathered about Olin Heeter, he’s not exactly the picture of health. He’s over seventy years old and out of shape. The person my deputies encountered was fast.”

      She blinked and stared into her glass.

      “Tell me about the day your father left. When was that again?”

      She gave him a sidelong glance. “The sixth. The sixth of July. I’ve told you this.”

      Wolf nodded, feigning recollection.

      She looked up at the ceiling. “Geez. I don’t remember much, I mean, I don’t know much. I was locked in that damn room until late morning. When my mother let me out, he’d left us.”

      He scrunched one eye. “So on the night of the fourth, he locked you in the room. And then the next night, the night of the fifth, our Sheriff’s Department came and asked if you and your family had seen Nick Pollard.”

      She nodded.

      “Then your father locked you back in the room that night?”

      She nodded. “Yes. He was angry again. He seemed completely gone after your father and that other deputy came to talk to us.”

      Wolf nodded. “And then you say he left on the sixth.”

      “Yeah. Like I said, I woke up late, my mother let me out, and he was gone. He’d left us.”

      “And the bag of bloody clothes. It was gone.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then you and your mother came down to Rocky Points and talked to the Sheriff’s Department. Talked with my father.”

      She nodded.

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. “But your father didn’t leave you.”

      Kimber nodded and took a sip of her whiskey. “I know.”

      “So,” he stared at her, “knowing now that your father was shot in the head and dumped in the lake instead of driving away in his truck on the morning of the sixth, do you want to revise your story?”

      She looked at him and shook her head. “For what? That’s all I know.”

      He stared at her.

      “I don’t remember hearing a gunshot. It’s silent up there. I would have heard a shot.”

      Wolf watched a tear trickle from her eye down her cheek, past the mole on her upper lip, and drip off her chin.

      “I don’t know. I think maybe …”

      “What?”

      She sniffed and looked up at him. “I think that maybe my mother killed my father.”

      “But like you said, you didn’t hear the gunshot.”

      “But I didn’t hear the gunshot,” she whispered.

      Wolf shook his head and took a sip. “Yeah, and your father killed Nick Pollard. Anything could have happened all those years ago, and all I have is your word for it.”

      She leaned back and stared at him. After a few seconds, she pushed her drink forward, making to get off her stool.

      “Please, sit,” he said.

      She leaned forward and deflated back onto the stool.

      “Look, you have to look at this from my point of view. All we have is your word, and that’s not good for you.”

      “But you know someone called my father from the gas station. That person put Nick’s blood on the phone. I was at the fireworks show at that exact time. There’s phone records.”

      “So? That tells me nothing. Unless we can somehow prove Nick Pollard died in that window of time that you were at the fireworks show, then I don’t give a shit what you were doing that night.”

      “Ooookay.” She slid off the front of her stool. “I think this was a bad idea.”

      Wolf flipped a hand in the air. “Fine. Leave.”

      She leaned nearer. “I had nothing to do with Nick Pollard’s death.”

      Wolf nodded, looking into his drink. “What about the night of the sixth?”

      She picked her jacket off the back of the chair and paused. “What?”

      “The sixth. The fourth, you were at the fireworks show and then locked in the room. The fifth, the Sheriff’s Department comes and talks to your family, and then you were locked in the room that night. And the sixth? Your father’s gone, and then you say that a couple of days later your mother went missing.”

      Wolf watched in the mirror while her brain ran calculations.

      She nodded. “That’s right. So?”

      “So what did you do the night of the sixth?”

      “The sixth?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Nothing.”

      Wolf stared at her and narrowed his eyes. He stopped short of mentioning Olin Heeter’s testimony of seeing something dumped in the lake. Instead he shrugged and said, “Okay.”

      “Okay.” She stared at him and then put her jacket back down. “So what?”

      “So sit down.” He studied her beautiful face, and again at her liberal and unnecessary use of makeup. He tilted his glass back and ended up sucking ice. With a roll of his neck, he sat straight and realized he was way past okay to drive.

      “I have to use the restroom.” He got up, leaving her dumbfounded, standing in place.

      When Wolf was done, he returned to the bar and realized he’d been moving unconsciously for the entire act of voiding his bladder and washing his hands, because his mind was whirling with possibilities.

      Wolf walked slowly, half in a trance towards Kimber, who had now sat back down, apparently shrugging off their harsh exchange. He watched as the bartender lined up another drink on the bar, and realized for the first time that Kimber had been sipping the same drink all night.

      Sitting down, he snapped out of his thoughts as a commotion ensued at the entrance. A few men barged in, howling with laughter, and headed to an open pool table, pushing aside chairs like they owned the place.

      Wolf twisted on his barstool and narrowed his eyes when he recognized the tallest of them as Carter Willis.

      Carter removed his Armani jacket and the other two took off their hooded sweatshirts. The two men wore tight T-shirts, showcasing their bulging tattooed arms. Carter rolled up the sleeves on an expensive-looking button-up and looked over, locking eyes with Wolf.

      Wolf stared back.

      The two other men eyed Wolf with smirks, and then Carter mumbled something to them and walked straight over.

      “Okay. Who the hell is this guy?” Kimber shifted forward on her stool and eyed Wolf.

      Wolf turned back to the counter and stirred his drink.

      Carter stood next to him and leaned on both hands. “Can I get two pitchers of Bud and three glasses?”

      The bartender nodded and got to work pouring. “Hey, what was it, Sheriff Wolf?”

      Wolf ignored him.

      “All right. Dave? Can I call you Dave? Listen, I’ve heard all about you.”

      Wolf kept silent, resisting the urge to clench his fists.

      Carter shook his head. “Have it your way. I just wanted to apologize about the other night. I know you and Sarah are involved and were out to dinner, and I was a little rude barging in like that. And I just wanted to say sorry.”

      He looked up at Carter’s reflection in the mirror.

      Carter slapped him on the shoulder, sending Wolf’s hand into his drink, spilling a dollop onto the bar.

      Wolf clenched his teeth as the sharp sting from the blow on his skin dissipated to a warm, tingling ache. He took a deep breath and looked at the liquid as it spread into a comma, reflecting the baseball highlights above.

      “It’s just hard to forget a piece of ass like that once you’ve had it, you know?”

      Wolf twisted and punched as fast and as hard as he could with a backhand left, connecting with air where Carter’s head had been a split instant before.

      Carter ducked easily and jabbed once into Wolf’s nose with lightning speed.

      Before Carter’s hand had left Wolf’s skin, Wolf jerked back and connected an uppercut to the chin, sending Carter sprawling back with fluttering eyes. With a crash and tumble, Carter knocked over two barstools and landed on them. As Wolf stepped over a downed stool, he blinked away stinging tears as a gush of blood flooded his throat.

      Carter finished bouncing off the wooden legs and put his hands down to push himself up, a move that left him vulnerable.

      Wolf kicked and it connected with Carter’s nose.

      “Watch out!” Kimber yelled.

      Wolf turned, hearing more than seeing a pool cue hurtling toward the side of his head. His skull thumped and he landed hard on top of Carter.

      For a split second, Wolf was incapable of moving, his consciousness ebbing into darkness as he lay on top of Carter’s wriggling legs. With the sound of ripping clothing, he was yanked to his feet and then another blow hit him square in the jaw. The last thing he saw was a shotgun and Kimber grabbing tattooed arms; then he went to sleep.
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      Patterson listened to the eighth purring ringtone in the earpiece. The digital clock read 10:25 p.m. and her eyes were stinging, losing the fight against gravity. This was the perfect end to the longest day on the planet.

      “Jesus Christ, don’t they have employees on duty on Sunday ni—”

      “Boise County Sheriff’s Department,” said a bored voice.

      Patterson straightened in her chair. “Hi, this is Deputy Heather Patterson from the Sluice County SD in Colorado. We found a burned vehicle yesterday with two yet unidentified bodies inside. The VIN came back registered in Idaho in your county. I’m doing a follow up call—”

      “Please hold.”

      The line clicked and a recording of a man talking about Boise Sheriff Department’s commitment to serving and protecting the people of southwestern Idaho crackled in her ear.

      She leaned back and blew out through her nose.

      Her cell phone lit up and started dancing across her desk.

      She leaned forward and read the screen with a sigh. Scott. She had missed three of his calls today, and when she’d called him back he hadn’t answered. Now she was going to have to leave him hanging yet again.

      The phone stopped vibrating and darkened, plunging the room into silence once again, save for the recording in her ear.

      The squad room was black, the only light the red flash of computer-monitor switches and the small cone of photons under her desk lamp. The ground outside the windows was painted with moonlight.

      The recording went silent in her ear. “Deputy Michelson speaking.”

      “Hi.” Patterson introduced herself. “I’m trying to get some information on a man we might have found down here. Looking to see if you have a rap sheet on him.”

      “Rocky Points, Colorado, huh?” The man’s tone was breathy, couldn’t-give-two shits-but-I’m-still-asking.

      “Yeah. The name is William Van Wyke. I’m looking for priors, anything you have on him.”

      A long exhale. The squeak of a chair. Finger taps on a keyboard. “Yep. Here we go. A licensed private investigator. Registration is current with our department. Other than that, squeaky clean. Looks like he’s working on the right side of the law. Wait, what did you say happened to him?”

      “We found him burned up in a car, shot four times. Or at least we think it’s him. Someone made sure his teeth weren’t going to tell us, and he was a piece of charcoal after the fire.”

      The deputy gasped into the phone. “Hey, Rocky Points. They’re talking on the news today about a bunch of bodies being pulled up from a lake near there, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “In your county?”

      “Yep.”

      The deputy let out a long whistle. “Well, have fun with that. That’s some messed-up—”

      Patterson jumped as the station line rang shrill and loud on her desk.

      “Look, thanks for your help. If you find anything else, please give us a call. Again, it’s the Sluice County Sheriff’s Office, and I’m Deputy Patterson.”

      “Got it. Have a good one.”

      Patterson hit the button and switched to the main line. “Sluice County Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Hi, my name is Doug Orden. I live up on Bear Hill Road. I’m pretty sure I just heard three gunshots.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 45

        

      

    

    
      Wolf was hot.

      With exertion that made his head throb, he squinted to see. But the light was too bright and the images were washed out.

      He heard the chopper in the distance, and by the sound of the rotors it was ready to lift off. Everyone was almost on board, and he was supposed to be sweeping the perimeter of the jungle, but he couldn’t see a thing.

      He was hot and his pack was heavy. So heavy he couldn’t move.

      The rotor of the chopper thumped, thrumming in his skull, but the wash didn’t reach him. He was so damned hot.

      As he looked back toward the jungle line, his earpiece roared with distressed yells, almost rupturing his eardrums. His head shrieked with pain from the sudden cacophony, and he was flooded with panic.

      “They’re dead, and it’s all your fault!” someone screamed at him.

      With a loud bang, he was slammed by a wall of heat as the helicopter exploded.
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        * * *

      

      Wolf grunted and tried to sit up, but something was on top of him. Something heavy and unmercifully hot was pinning him down.

      He opened his eyes and saw a twirling ceiling fan, and then a face inches from his.

      As he laid his head back, he was shocked by the sudden thud of pain that hit the back of his skull. His vision twisted for an instant, and then he blinked and looked again at the face in front of him.

      “Are you all right?” it asked in a soft voice.

      His chest heaved as he tried to normalize his breath. His nose was plugged, blood draining down the back of his throat. He closed his eyes and relaxed, realizing it was Kimber.

      But wait. He opened his eyes again. That was his fan mounted on his bedroom ceiling.

      The pressing heat on his body. Without having to move he realized that Kimber was lying stark naked with her full weight on his left side, her leg draped across his crotch. The sweat trapped between their bodies made the scrapes on Wolf’s upper thighs itch.

      “What’s going on?”

      She peaked her eyebrows and smiled. “You’re at home. You got beat up by a bunch of thugs last night. And a little drunk to boot.”

      He reached up and touched the side of his head, sucking in a breath at the sudden pain. “Ah.”

      “Don’t touch it. If it feels half as bad as it looks then I’m sure it hurts.”

      Wolf took a few deep breaths as he ran his fingers over the goose-egg bump above his ear, all the while feeling the sheets as they pulled across his naked skin. Suddenly it was all too much, and nausea rose from within.

      “Get up.” Wolf pushed her off and closed his eyes. “Get up.”

      The sheets rustled and the bedsprings rose as she got up.

      After a few more breaths the nausea abated and he looked over and saw Kimber standing fully nude.

      “What happened?”

      “I just told you, you got beat up by—”

      “No. I mean with us.” Wolf wiped sweat off his forehead.

      She looked genuinely confused. “You don’t remember?”

      He shook his head. The motion felt like a sledgehammer to his temples.

      “The bartender, he had a shotgun. Got those guys off you. You got up and said you were all right. He was wondering if he should call your deputies, but you said no, and then you told me to take you home.” She looked down at the sheets, and then she bent down and pulled up the comforter to cover her breasts. “And so I took you home.”

      Wolf closed his eyes. He remembered the fight with Carter, and he remembered what the man had said to him. In fact, Wolf felt rage course through him again just thinking about it, and it only served to make his head pound further.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Wolf cracked an eyelid and looked over at his nightstand. There was a wad of bloody gauze and bandages, and next to it was a bottle of peroxide.

      “You were bleeding pretty bad. I got it to stop. I didn’t think you needed stitches. It’s just those head wounds won’t stop sometimes.”

      He blinked. “And after you patched me up? We …”

      She smiled sheepishly. “You don’t remember?”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Maybe you do need to get that checked out.” She rolled her eyes and put a strand of hair behind her ear. “Jesus. I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      He was thirsty as hell, like he’d swallowed some of the gauze and it was stuck in his throat. With immense effort he sat up, feeling dizzy as he looked around the room.

      The light outside was dim. Was it morning or evening? He swept his legs off the edge of the bed and sat. The nightstand clock said 6:14.

      “This is going to sound like a stupid question, but it’s morning, right?”

      She chuckled. “Yeah. Who the hell were those guys, anyway?” she asked.

      He stood up, feeling too dizzy to worry about his nakedness. He paused to look out the window and saw an elk grazing under a pine. The window’s cold aura got him walking again. “Nobody to worry about.”

      He walked to the bathroom and saw his clothes from the night before hanging on the shower-curtain rod.

      “There was quite a lot of blood on your shirt, and some on your jeans. I washed them for you.”

      He looked at her and nodded thanks.

      She returned the gesture.

      He looked in the mirror, tilting his head to check out his wound. It was a bump the size of a golf ball with a red T-shaped split on the tip, clearly visible through his hair. The slightest touch sent a current of pain through his entire skull.

      His nose was swollen and the skin was darkening in between his eyes. He wondered whether he was going to have two black eyes for the … shit. The debate. Life came back at him like a slingshot.

      “What is it?” Kimber stood next to him, still naked, staring at him in the mirror.

      He looked down at her and frowned, thinking of the absurdity of the situation. “How did you know how to get to my house last night?”

      She shook her head. “You told me how.”

      “I’m going to take a quick shower. Then you can take one if you want and we’ll head back into town.”

      She narrowed her eyes and then, without a word, turned and closed the door behind her.

      Wolf stood transfixed in front of the mirror, staring at the doorknob, wondering what the hell just happened, and what the hell had happened last night. Thoughts and snippets of his and Kimber’s conversation before the fight flooded back into his brain, like a wave that goes out only to join forces with another and come crashing in even harder.

      He remembered that after the pool cue had snapped against his head he’d gotten a good shot in on Carter, and then had been leveled by one of the other two men. And, yes, he remembered telling the bartender to hold off on calling his deputies. He didn’t want the embarrassment of being caught out drinking with a person of interest in the case, and he never liked being broke and beaten on the ground.

      What he did not remember was getting home, or anything else beyond that. Had he drunk that much? Apparently so.

      The truth was, he wondered whether he should feel like a rape victim, or perpetrator.

      There was one thing he did remember, though. Closing his eyes, he thought about the end of his dream.

      They’re dead and it’s all your fault.
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      Roiling clouds above slid by and the tops of the pines bent in the wind as Wolf walked across the station lot. Looking at the darkness to the north was all the forecast Wolf needed to know that it was going to be a miserable Monday. Fitting, he thought, still waiting for the Advil to deaden the miserable pounding in his skull.

      Tammy glanced up at him and the door clacked.

      Wolf almost made it by her. “Wait, what the hell happened to you?”

      “Hello, Tammy.” He grabbed the door and pulled.

      Tammy stood, making to meet him on the other side through her own door.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he warned as he stepped through the squad room.

      She pulled her eyebrows together and watched him pass. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do. Thanks.”

      Wilson stood from his desk as if ready to refill his coffee and paused. “What happened to you?”

      Wolf ignored the question. “What’s going on? Where is everyone?”

      “Rachette and Patterson just left to go up to the lake. Baine, too. Rachette and Baine were talking about going into the woods, and Patterson about the rescue team trying again to get what they found at the bottom of that lake. Oh yeah, and Baine says he left something on your desk?”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “And, sir, Patterson got two calls last night from people who heard shots fired. Both said they heard three shots, but we haven’t found anything yet, haven’t heard anything. We had two units on patrol last night who couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary either.”

      Wolf frowned and nodded. “Okay. Let me know if anything comes of it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stepped down the hall and into his office. With a twist of his fingers, he opened the aluminum blinds, letting in the subdued light from outside. Margaret Hitchens was outside her office across the street, bundled in a knee-length dress coat and talking to three other professionally dressed people.

      He narrowed his eyes as he watched Margaret signal toward his office, and the other three looked his way.

      He turned and sat down. The squawk of the chair springs jabbed his brain. After a few seconds of staring dumbly at the wall, he stood and got a bottle of water from the mini-fridge in the hallway and downed it. With another half a bottle down his throat, he felt some vitality returning.

      He heard his desk phone’s digital trill and walked back into his office and picked it up.

      “Wolf.”

      “Hey, it’s Lorber. Have you checked your email yet?”

      “No, just a second.” Wolf woke up his computer and logged into his email.

      As he waited for the screen to load he noticed a sticky-note on his desk.

      Done. Check your email—Baine.

      Wolf ripped up the note and put it in the trash. “All right. I’m clicking on your email.”

      “Look at the attachments. There’re three pictures.”

      Wolf clicked on one. “Okay. I’m seeing a watch.”

      The sound of Lorber sipping coffee filled Wolf’s ear. “I found this watch in Nick Pollard’s truck. Notice the way the strap is severed at an angle. I’m calling this the smoking wrist watch.”

      “Mmm,” Wolf said.

      “This is a Swatch watch,” Lorber continued,” popular in the eighties and nineties. Some models are water resistant. Lucky for us, this one was not. Also lucky for us, this watch is made exclusively from plastic parts, which resisted corrosion from the particular vat of chemicals you bathed in yesterday. By the way, how are your genitals doing this morning?”

      Wolf clicked on the second picture. It was a close-up of an arm of one of the murder victims pulled from the lake. “I’m on the second picture.”

      “Okay. The second picture is a close-up of Nick Pollard’s left wrist. Do you see that vertical slash on it?”

      Wolf leaned into the screen. “Yes, I do.”

      “And it just so happens that the angle of the cut on the wrist lines up exactly with the severed watch strap.”

      Wolf clicked on the third picture. It was a close-up of the watch face.

      Lorber coughed into the receiver. “And the third. I give you … the smoking wrist watch.”

      Wolf shook his head, allowing a small smile to reach his lips. “It’s stopped at 8:25.”

      “Eight … twenty … five. There’s even a cute little date and day underneath all that gook that I cleaned off, and it says Thursday, July 4th.”

      “So there’s our time of death,” Wolf said. “Or, correction, the time his truck was dumped in the lake.”

      “Yep. And there are eleven other stab wounds from the same knife on Nick Pollard’s body, and three tears in the vinyl seat of his truck seat that were made by the same blade.”

      Wolf leaned back. “You’d bet your hair on it?”

      “Yes, I would. It’s safe to say that by the time Nick’s truck was dumped in the pond, he was dead.” Lorber made a kissing noise. “And there’s the sound of Kimber Grey’s alibi sealing tight.”

      Wolf stared at the picture on his computer screen, and then up at Wilson’s head peeking inside the office.

      “Sir? You have some company,” Wilson said.

      “Who?”

      “Who what?” Lorber said in his ear.

      “Lorber, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Wolf hung up and looked up to see Wilson gone and Margaret poking her head around the corner with a surprised grin on her face. “Howdy, Sheriff.”

      He needed to have a talk with Tammy.

      “Sheriff Wolf, we’re sorry to bother you.” She stepped into the doorway and looked over her shoulder.

      We?

      Two men and a woman stepped up behind Margaret and craned their necks to see. He raised his chin and smiled politely, recognizing one of the men and one of the women from somewhere that escaped him now.

      “Hello.” Wolf walked around his desk.

      “David,” Margaret stepped aside, “these are all members of the Byron County Council. They were in town this morning and wanted to meet you. You might remember Chairwoman and President Teresa Ball. And Vice Chairman Phillip Henley. And this is Council Member Andrew Kensington.”

      Halfway through the second handshake, Margaret’s face dropped. She stared closely at Wolf’s injured scalp. “What happened to you?”

      Wolf gave a sheepish smile and pointed a finger at his wound. “One of the hazards of the job.”

      Margaret and the council members shared an exasperated look with one another.

      “Can we come in?” she asked. “We’d like to talk for just a few moments.”

      Wolf looked into his office. “Sure. But I only have two chairs. Let’s go into the situation room to talk.”

      He led the way and held the door open. They funneled past him, trailed by their strong fragrances, and took seats on the plastic chairs inside.

      Wolf pulled out a chair on the opposite side of the white table and sat down.

      Chairwoman Teresa Ball leaned forward on a thin forearm. “I’d like to congratulate you on your recent popularity.”

      She flashed an attractive smile and smoothed her hand over her gray sculpture of a haircut. “We were just in the neighborhood, up from Ashland, checking on the new county building that’s going up.”

      Wolf pulled down the corners of his mouth and nodded. “They’re getting close.”

      She nodded. “They say they’re going to be done by the end of the month.”

      “Just in time.” Wolf smiled.

      “Just in time.” Her smiled faded. “I want to get to the point, Sheriff. We’re here because we want us all to be friends, here in this room. We have some great things already planned for the sustainable growth of this new county, and for this beautiful resort town of Rocky Points, and I think we can all help each other out with the trajectory our respective careers are taking.”

      Wolf leaned back and smiled. “The trajectory our careers are taking? We’ll have to see about me. They still have to count the votes. At least I think so. Isn’t that how it works, Margaret?”

      Margaret’s face froze for a second and then she smiled. “Ha. Of course, David.” She looked at the three council members and then shot a dagger glance at him.

      “And what about you three?” Wolf gestured to them. “You don’t have to be voted in?”

      The two men relaxed in their chairs and exchanged a glance. The chairwoman looked down at her hand and tapped a finger. “Yes, we do have to be voted and sworn in, but unlike you we are all running unopposed for the positions we will hold in the newly formed county council.”

      “Ah.” Wolf nodded with genuine interest. “And if I were to be elected sheriff, the bylaws state I would have voting power in many of the council matters.”

      “That’s right.” The chairwoman nodded and her bangs bounced. “You would, on certain issues.”

      He spread his hands. “Just trying to ‘get to the point’ as you say.”

      The chairwoman leaned back.

      The door clicked and creaked open, and Wilson peeked his head inside. “Sheriff?”

      Wolf held up a finger. “I’ll be right out. We were just finishing up.”

      Margaret’s nostrils flared as she white-knuckle-gripped the armrest of her chair.

      “Sir, we have a”—Wilson looked at the four guests and then back at him—“10-79.”

      He popped his eyebrows. “Sorry, folks. I’ve gotta get going.” He got up and left the room.

      The sit-room door latched behind him and Wilson stood staring with a strange expression. “Did you just say we have a dead body?”

      Wilson blinked.

      “What?”

      “It’s … Beacon Light Road, sir. Two 10-79s on Beacon Light.”

      Wilson’s sad eyes answered Wolf’s question before Wolf could line up his words.

      He sagged against the wall. “Who? Who is it?”
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      Wolf took his time getting to the black BMW sedan. The scratch of radios muffled and the rain seemed to pass through him. As he rounded behind the passenger side and ducked under the makeshift tent, he was laser focused on the alabaster hand dangling from the car.

      It was clenched in a half fist, a single stripe of red on the palm to the first knuckle of the slender pinkie finger.

      The two white-clad deputies stepped aside as Wolf approached.

      A bare arm and leg came into view, and Wolf slowed to a halt. For a few long seconds he stared at her muddy feet, and then his eyes traveled from the bare foot, up the impossibly white skin of the knee to the thigh, all the way up to the side of her buttock, then to the waist and the slinky black nightgown pulled up to her belly.

      For just an instant he allowed himself to look at her exposed black panties. It was unclear whether the movement of being ruthlessly murdered had raised the material above her waist, or whether it had been something or someone else. He moved forward and then stopped before raising his gaze to her face. There are some things you don’t need to see.

      He turned and walked around the back of the vehicle. Tinted windows. Colorado plates. Gleaming black paint covered with orbs of water.

      He ducked under the edge of the tent. A white-clad deputy stepped back.

      The open driver’s-side door.

      Wolf tracked his eyes from the man’s shiny shoes, muddy and scuffed on the top of the toes, up his pressed black slacks, and paused at his fly. The crotch zipper was up and Wolf blinked with something akin to relief.

      The rain slapped the top of the foldout canvas tent as he bent for a closer look at the dead man in the driver’s seat.

      Carter Willis’s face was scratched and bruised, and there was a neat hole in his temple. His eyes were open, gazing into the void.

      Wolf stared, his eyes transfixed on Carter’s groomed hair. In his peripheral vision, he saw Sarah’s face twisted toward him, blonde hair across her face; and though he did not look directly, he could see two white specks and knew that her eyes were open. The most beautiful blue eyes the world had ever seen, and would never see again. There are some things you don’t need to see.

      Wolf backed out of the tent and walked past Sergeant Yates, who stood silently at the rear of the vehicle.

      “Sir.” Yates stepped up behind him. “We found a receipt for the Pony Tavern from last night in the center console.”

      Wolf stopped and faced him.

      Yates looked down at his feet. “Sir, I was on patrol last night, and I saw your truck there. You were there last night, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      Yates held out his hand. “Sir, I gotta …”

      Wolf stared at his hand for a second, his mind too numb to comprehend what his deputy was doing, and then it hit him.  He unholstered his service pistol and held it out, butt first. Yates took it with a rubber-gloved hand and ejected the clip. He held it up, counting the rounds, and checked the chamber. Wafting the barrel in front of his nose, Yates flared his nostrils and stared into the distance. He shook his head, jammed home the clip and handed the pistol back to Wolf.

      “Good enough for me.”

      Wolf took it with a nod, his gut churning from the exchange.

      He looked back at the BMW and then down the road that led down the mountain toward town.

      A quarter mile away, barely visible through the rain, Wolf saw a figure alongside the road. Pacing. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      The wriggling in his gut became a thrashing wild animal, a gorilla trying to break out of a cage. Jack.

      He began walking.
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      Patterson gripped the ceiling handle and held her breath as Rachette sped up Beacon Light Road. The SUV’s wheels skidded on the wet asphalt, catching just before they slid out of control.

      “Careful,” she said, but she wasn’t about to tell him to slow down. Halfway to the lake, they’d received a call from a freaked-out Wilson. The news had been nothing short of a mental bomb detonation.

      She and Rachette had not spoken on the way to the lake for one reason, and now they were silent for another.

      Sarah was dead.

      She closed her eyes and swallowed. Three gunshots, the two calls last night had said. At the memory, her eyes welled again. This time she let the tears stream down her face like the water across her passenger window.

      “God damn it,” she said.

      Rachette reached over and squeezed her arm.

      Flashing lights marking their destination came into view through the mist, and they sank back in their seats as Rachette revved the engine.

      A figure standing on the right shoulder came into view, and Rachette swung into the oncoming lane to give a wide berth. As they passed, Patterson gazed out through wet eyes, seeing a curious look on a teenaged face framed by a cinched hood.

      Her head whipped back. “Shit. That was Jack.”

      “What?” Rachette let up on the gas.

      “Yeah. That was Sarah’s new house we just passed. Jack doesn’t know yet?” She looked at Rachette.

      Rachette looked in the rearview mirror. “Damn. I don’t know. What do we do?”

      “There’s Wolf.” She pointed out the windshield.

      Rachette jammed on the brakes and stopped in front of Wolf, who was marching down the edge of the road.

      Patterson’s breath caught when she saw Wolf’s eyes underneath his hood. They were blood red and swollen, unblinking, staring past their vehicle.

      She hit the button and lowered the window.

      Wolf sidestepped the front of their SUV onto the muddy shoulder and walked past without pausing.

      “Sir …” The next word was impossible for her to choose. She looked back at Rachette and rolled up the window. “There’s nothing we can do. Let’s go up.”

      They drove on, parked behind a flashing SCSD vehicle and got out.

      Patterson stepped into a patch of mud straight out of the SUV and slipped, barely catching herself on the door before she went down. With spread legs, she shut the door, zipped up her jacket against the cold, and then gingerly walked around to the asphalt.

      Rachette stopped next to Yates at the top of the driveway. They stared down the road at Wolf’s receding figure, now barely visible through a passing bank of fog.

      “What the hell happened?” Rachette asked no one in particular.

      Yates gestured to the black luxury sedan. “The homeowners discovered the car this morning. They live in Denver and this is their second home. You can see for yourself.”

      Patterson followed Rachette. Dread pressed down harder with each step she took, and she focused on Rachette’s unwavering steps to get her there.

      He went to the driver’s-side door where Deputy Tyler was collecting forensic evidence.

      Patterson ducked into the tent, determined to work the scene as she would work any other.

      She flinched at Sarah’s vacant stare, and it threatened to turn Patterson’s resolve to rubble, but she pressed on. She had a job to do. She noted the trickle of blood that had oozed from a neat hole in her forehead. The rear of her skull was misshapen, but there seemed to be no exit wound. A wound on the upper right of Sarah’s chest had bled profusely, running down her right arm, which dangled off her exposed right thigh.

      Patterson tried to cloak herself in professional detachment, and to ignore the coppery scent of blood and death. She studied the scene from various perspectives: the gunshot wound on Carter Willis’s head, the scuffmarks on his shoes, the lack of shoes on Sarah’s muddy feet, and her nightgown outfit.

      “Where are the keys?” she asked.

      “Center console.” Deputy Tyler cleared his throat. “Cup holder. It’s a push-button start motor.”

      She looked down to the concrete driveway. “No brass?”

      “Nope.”

      She reached back and Tyler handed her some gloves. She put them on and pulled open Carter Willis’s jacket, exposing the empty inner pocket.

      “I already checked his pants. No wallet. No ID. Insurance card and registration in the glove compartment say Carter Willis. We’re confirming his ID.”

      She nodded. “I met this guy. He introduced himself by that name.” She noted the powder smears throughout the interior of the car where prints had been found and lifted.

      “We’ve got at least four separate sets of prints so far,” said Tyler.

      Rachette walked away shaking his head. His face was pale and his lips shiny with saliva.

      She listened to his footsteps quicken as he ran, and then his retching. The soundtrack of Rachette heaving drew no glances from anyone.

      “Did you call Lorber?” she asked.

      Tyler nodded. “He’s on his way.”

      She looked around the interior of the car and at the scuffs on Carter’s shoes. “Looks like they were shot outside the car and put inside.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” Tyler said. “There’s no spatter inside. We’ll scour the area with the K-9s.”

      She stood straight and walked up the hill to the top of the driveway.

      Her eyes welled up again when she saw Wolf holding Jack in a bear hug and rocking back and forth, his son trying to escape to no avail. Then she flinched for the second time that morning when a distant wail reached her eardrums.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 49

        

      

    

    
      Rachette stared at his computer monitor, listening to the patter of rain on the squad-room windows. Despite the late afternoon hour, it was almost dark as evening outside and he needed to turn on his desk lamp, but he had too little willpower to reach up and twist the switch.

      He felt a tinge of regret that he wasn’t out scouring the scene of Sarah’s murder for clues with Patterson. He felt like he’d betrayed Wolf once by getting caught unknowingly running drugs … running drugs for Christ’s sake! And now, instead of trying to crack Sarah’s case, he was staring at the seizure-inducing glow of his computer screen, trying to find a damn match for at least one of these bodies pulled up from the depths, something he was also failing at.

      “Rachette.” Tammy was leaning out her door.

      He looked up.

      “There’s a Kimber Grey here. Says she wants to talk to you.”

      He sat straight, his curiosity piqued. “Okay.” He walked to the reception door and opened it.

      Kimber Grey sat on the edge of a chair, her thick brown hair bundled at the back of her head, eyes big and wide and looking up at him.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi.” She stood up and pulled down her sweatshirt. “Can I talk to you?”

      “Sure. Come on inside.”

      She smiled gratefully and walked past him into the squad room.

      Rachette took a deep inhale of her flowery scent as she passed and couldn’t help stealing a glance at her butt.

      “I’ve been sitting at the hotel all day, and I just wanted to see how things were progressing.”

      He nodded and motioned for her to sit in front of his desk.

      Patterson’s desk phone began to trill.

      “With things up at the lake?”

      She nodded and sat down. She crossed her legs and pulled a piece of escaped hair behind her ear.

      He sat down behind his desk. “Yeah. Well, we had a little incident in town, and haven’t gotten up there today. The rescue divers have been up there, though, trying to fish a … trying to exhume something they found yesterday.”

      “Really?” She narrowed her eyes. “Another body?”

      “Well, I don’t want to speculate. It’s not in the same spot we found the other bodies. Uh, and your father.”

      “Ah.” She nodded and looked down at her hands.

      Her eyelashes were so long, her lips so smooth. Even after so much time, over two years now, he recalled the way she kissed. So hungry and passionate, and then so quick to switch it off. He remembered it like it was yesterday. It was a typical shoot-down of the variety he’d endured many times before—one second he’d been making out with them, the next they’d come to their senses. But her shoot-down had stung badly, and he still remembered exactly how he’d screwed up the moment. They’d gotten into his car in full steamy mode, and he’d had his uniform in the back seat. He’d pointed at it and told her, See that? I’m a man in uniform. You like men in uniform?

      Apparently she didn’t. Because that had been the end of their kiss, and the end of any sort of meaningful communication they’d had with one another until the present moment.

      He stood up. “You want any coffee?”

      “Sure. Hey, have they found anything interesting in Mr. Heeter’s house?”

      He walked out from behind his desk. “No, I mean I can’t really talk about it.” He paused at the coffee machine and frowned. “So when is the last time you saw him?”

      “Geez, I don’t know. It’s been a couple of weeks, I guess. He usually spends most of his weekends up there during the summer, but I didn’t see him this last weekend, or the one before that, I guess.”

      “You want cream and sugar?”

      “No thanks. Black.”

      He walked over and set it down in front of her.

      Patterson’s desk phone rang again.

      He jerked his head. “Just a second. Someone keeps calling her damn phone. Hello?”

      There was shuffling on the other end and then a man clearing his throat. “Hello. I was looking for Deputy Patterson.”

      “Yeah. Are you the one that keeps calling?”

      “I called just before this, but I didn’t leave a message. Then I contacted your dispatcher and got your fax number. I was just ringing back now to let her know that I was going to send over some files of interest we have.”

      “I’m sorry, who is this?”

      “This is Deputy Michelson, Boise Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Boise?”

      “Idaho.”

      “Yeah, I know where Boise, Idaho is. I’m just wondering why you’re calling.”

      “I’m calling because Deputy Patterson called last night about a VIN number. And we got to talking about the bodies you’ve been pulling up from that lake down there.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I just got off the phone with a retiree from our department, a guy who lives up-state. He called, talking about an unsolved case we have from twenty-four years ago. This retiree worked the case back all those years. Anyway, he saw the news stories they’re plastering all over the TV about those headless bodies you’re pulling up down there, and he swears there’s a connection to his case way back when. Looks like they had a body that showed up, killed with the same MO.”

      Rachette leaned on the edge of the desk. “In Idaho?”

      “That’s what he’s saying.”

      “Same MO? You’re sure?”

      Deputy Michelson cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’m looking at the pictures. I don’t envy you guys with eight of these bodies.”

      “Seven. One of them was killed with a shot …” Rachette looked over at Kimber and stopped talking. It looked like she had been staring at him with wide eyes, and now she turned away.

      Shit. He was being an insensitive bastard talking about her father like this right in front of her.

      He stood from the edge of the desk and turned away. “Anyway … sounds like we need to hear about this.”

      “That’s what I figured. Like I was going to tell Deputy Patterson, I’m sending it over, so keep an eye out for it.”

      Rachette looked absently at Kimber and nodded. “Sounds good. We’ll look forward to it. Thanks.” The line clicked and he hung up.

      “Hey, Wilson. We’ve got an important fax coming in from the Boise Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Idaho?”

      Rachette held out his hands. “No, California. Yes, Idaho.”

      “What do you want me to do about it?”

      Rachette exhaled. “Just make sure it comes through.”

      Wilson shook his head and kept his eyes on his computer screen. “Yeah, sure.”

      Rachette felt his face blossom red.

      “Deputy Rachette?” Kimber looked up at him with puppy-dog eyes.

      She was gorgeous.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you do me a favor?” She smiled sheepishly.

      “Sure. What?”

      “The reason I came in here … to talk to you … is because I have to go up to my house, and I heard from Sheriff Wolf that you guys have seen someone up there.”

      Rachette sat down. “Nobody’s seen anyone. But someone is definitely up there.”

      Her eyebrows creased together and she looked at her hands. “I have to go up there. I have to get some things, but I don’t want to go alone. Do you think you could go up with me?”

      “Now?”

      “I have to go. I left my laptop computer up there and it’s driving me crazy.”

      He shook his head. “If you need to, you can use one of our computers in here.”

      She sagged in her chair. “I also don’t have enough money on me to stay another night in the Edelweiss. I don’t use credit cards, so I have to go get more cash. Listen, I’ll buy you a drink on the way back.”

      Without even trying, he gave her an awe-shucks smile that lit up her face. “If you need money, I can spot you, Kimber.”

      Her face dropped and she scooted her chair back. “No, thank you. I’ll just drive up by myself. I’m sorry for bothering you.” She stood up.

      “All right. All right.” He raised a hand and stood up. “Geez, I’ll go with you. Don’t worry.”

      She smiled and tilted her head, her eyes softening with unending gratitude that made him blush.

      “But I’m driving,” he said. “I don’t want to be listening to Madonna all the way up there in that Blazer of yours.” He picked up his jacket and put it on.

      She rolled her eyes. “Thank you. I feel so much better.”

      He smiled and hooked his thumbs on his duty belt. “No problem. Hey, Wilson, I’m heading up to the lake for a little bit. I’ll be back.”

      Wilson eyed them for a second and then nodded. “All right. I’ll be sitting in this dark room sifting through databases.”

      Rachette pursed his lips and thought about Wolf. Where was he? Patterson had said after he’d talked to Jack, Wolf had driven away without a glance or word to anyone.

      He felt sick thinking about the grief the two Wolf boys must have been feeling right now.

      “Could be worse,” he said.

      Wilson looked up and nodded with closed eyes. “Yeah. Could be worse.”
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      Patterson walked into the squad room and took off her jacket, being careful not to flip water all over the papers on her desk.

      Easing around to her seat, she looked out the rain-splotched window and read Debate Cancelled Tonight in black capital letters on the town-hall sign across the street.

      “You see all those reporters outside?” she asked Wilson.

      “Mmmhmm.”

      She slung her jacket on the chair and sat down, feeling an ache in her shoulders as she reached for the mouse to wake up her computer. The screen for the National Missing Persons Database materialized on screen.

      “Any luck?”

      Wilson gave her a sour look. “What do you think?”

      She opened another internet browser tab and checked her email.

      “So what have we got up there?” Wilson’s tone softened.

      She leaned back and rubbed her eyes, trying to vaporize an image of Sarah’s exposed dead body from the back of her eyelids.

      “Nothing yet. None of the neighbors saw anything. The two people who heard the gunshots were over a mile away, on the other side of thick forest, over on Bear Hill Road. They didn’t see anything. No brass at the scene. Fingerprints are Carter Willis’s, Sarah’s and another two sets that aren’t matching in IAFIS.”

      Patterson and Wilson turned to the sound of the reception door slamming closed. Wolf was already halfway through the squad room, head leaning forward as he marched.

      She swallowed. “Sir.”

      Wolf ground to a halt at her desk and dropped a plastic bag that knocked against the wood.

      Looking down, she saw it was a brushed nickel doorknob. With raised eyebrows, she looked up.

      “Where’s the Pollard case packet?” he asked.

      She snatched it off her desk and held it up.

      Without a word, he pulled it from her fingers and flipped to a page. “I want you to check the prints on this doorknob against these. And then”—he flipped to another page—“these.”

      She took the packet back and pulled her eyebrows together. “You want—”

      “Wilson, help her.” And with that, Wolf left the room.

      “Yes, sir,” Patterson said to no one. She looked up at Wilson and they exchanged puzzled looks.

      “Now!” Wolf’s voice boomed from around the corner.

      She jumped in her seat and stood.

      “What the hell is going on?” Wilson stood up.

      “Follow me.” She grabbed the plastic bag and case file and marched out of the squad room, down the hallway past Wolf’s office and into the tiny box of a room they called a lab.

      Wilson was breathing excitedly on her heels. “What’s going on?” he whispered when they got inside.

      “We have to check for a print match on this doorknob to these or these.” She got busy.

      “But … the first prints are Kimber Grey’s.”

      “Yep.” Patterson flicked on an overhead lamp and bent it down.

      “And these are the prints on the payphone.”

      “Yep.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Me neither. Now stop wasting time and hand me that brush.”

      Ten minutes later, Patterson stood over the white sheet of paper and pasted the clear tape on top. An array of charcoal-colored prints crowded the small area like a cloud of swirling smoke.

      With a magnifying lens, she bent over and studied the patterns, looking for specific indicators. There were dozens of fingerprints, smudges on top of smudges, and most were warped because of the shape of the knob.

      Her lower back ached from bending over. The humming light was hot and making her palms sweat even more than usual under her gloves. Wilson’s nose-breathing and shuffling feet weren’t helping the overall atmosphere inside the tiny room, especially knowing Wolf was outside waiting with what looked to be a biblical temper flare up happening.

      Then she came up with a result. And it confused the hell out of her.

      Wilson stood straight, studying her expression. “What’s the matter?”

      She picked up the print-covered card and held it next to Kimber Grey’s print sheet. “The fingerprints on this doorknob do not match Kimber Grey’s.”

      “Okay. So, what’s the matter?”

      She picked up the print sheet from the bloody handset of the payphone at Pumapetrol Gas. “The fingerprints on this doorknob match these on the payphone from twenty-two years ago.”
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      “MacLean,” the voice barked in Wolf’s ear.

      “I need to know what bullets were used in the Idaho vehicle fire.”

      “Sheriff Wolf? Hey, listen. I was so sorry to hear about your ex-wife. My God, I can only—”

      “I need to know.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just a second.” The phone line clicked and there was silence.

      Breathing out his mouth, Wolf sat listening to the pulse pounding in his ears. A trickle of clotted blood slid down his throat and he made a face as he swallowed.

      “You there?”

      “Yes.”

      “.308 FMJ.”

      Wolf hung up and rubbed the sandpaper stubble on his chin. Sarah and Carter had been murdered with a nine-millimeter hollow point. A pistol.

      Up at Olin Heeter’s, there’d been a box of .308 Winchester full metal jackets, half empty, sitting on the bookcase next to a rifle. It was looking like that rifle had killed those two burned men.

      With growing impatience, Wolf stood and walked to the hallway and saw the lab door was still closed.

      For ten minutes, he’d been waiting on Patterson and Wilson, and on Jake Wegener, his friend from his football days who worked for the Carbon County Sheriff’s Department. Wegener had promised to send over all he had on Aspen’s Carter Willis, but the fax machine at the end of the hall sat dormant.

      The lab door flew open and Patterson came rushing out. “Sir, the prints on the doorknob you gave us match the ones on the payphone receiver.”

      Wolf snapped the sheet out of her hands and walked into his office.

      “Where did you get that doorknob?” Patterson was on his heels.

      “My house,” Wolf said, laying the sheet on his desk.

      Patterson shook her head. “What do you mean, your house?”

      Wolf nodded. “Kimber Grey was over at my house last night.”

      “Sir.” Patterson spoke slowly. “I talked to Lorber today and he said the watch they found in Nick Pollard’s truck proved Kimber Grey was telling the truth about being at the fireworks show when that payphone call was made.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “And I just confirmed those are not her prints.”

      The fax machine hummed and Wolf walked past them out into the hall. “I’ve been thinking about those doorknobs at Olin Heeter’s place for a while now. It was so out of place that everything was scrubbed clean, except for those knobs. It was like someone was trying to lure us in there.” Wolf paused at the fax machine. “In fact, that’s exactly what it was.”

      “I … sir, I’m not getting it.”

      A page marked from Carbon County Sheriff’s Office spit out the slot.

      Letting the machine do its work, he turned back around. “I was out with Kimber Grey last night. I don’t want to talk about it, but she ended up staying at my house. I took that doorknob from my bathroom, which I watched her touch.”

      Patterson lowered her voice and spoke slow again. “But, sir, the doorknob prints at your house did not match Kimber Grey’s.”

      The fax machine finished and Wolf turned and picked up the pages from Carbon County. He was surprised to find a hefty stack of paper already in the incoming fax tray.

      With mounting curiosity, he picked up the entire stack. The heading on one of the pages read Boise County Sheriff’s Department.

      As he flipped through the sheets one by one, he held his breath. With a toothless grin, he pulled out the third sheet and held it in front of their faces.
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      Patterson stared at a picture of two teenaged girls standing side by side, arm in arm on the shore of a lake. The black-and-white photo was poor quality—a copy of an original that had been faxed—but she could see that the two girls were of identical height, with identical haircuts, wearing identical sweatshirts.

      With a sinking stomach she looked up. “They’re identical twins.”

      Eyes glassing over, Wolf nodded and twisted his lip in a satisfied snarl. “Identical twins who are sadistic killers. That’s who was out murdering Nick Pollard at the same time she was at the lake watching fireworks. That’s why her father left that night. Because it was Kimber’s sister in trouble. She had a dead body to dispose of.”

      Wilson frowned. “What the hell … let me see that.” He stared at the paper. “But if she killed Nick … why would she call her father about it?”

      Wolf walked slowly past them toward his office, staring at the fax from the Boise Sheriff’s Department.

      Patterson and Wilson followed.

      “It’s all here,” Wolf said, flipping to another page. “The family disappeared from Idaho twenty-five years ago, right after a similar killing happened. Near decapitation. Mutilation. Took place in McCall, Idaho. A neighbor of the Kiplings. A teenaged boy found murdered in the woods near his boat shed. Stabbed nineteen times, head almost severed clean off, a slice from the pubic bone to the ribs.”

      Wolf dropped a page with four photographs of the gruesome killing printed on it and turned to the next sheet. “Here are their real names: Parker Grey was actually named Dustin Kipling. The twins are Hannah and Rachel. The mother is the same name: Katherine.”

      “That’s why the Greys’ past never checked out with the Tennessee commune,” Wilson said.

      Wolf paced in a circle, reading farther down the page. “Dustin Kipling used to own a chain of boat dealerships in Idaho. Kipling Boats was the largest statewide seller and buyer of watercraft and fishing boats, with four dealerships. Says here he sold every dealership in the span of a single day for pennies on the dollar to a casino owner in Wendover, Nevada, named Gabriel Sithro. In the middle of the night of that same date, their house in McCall, Idaho, burnt to the ground, and the family went missing. Suspected arson. No bodies were found in the fire, and the family cars were in the garage … and then the family was never heard from again.”

      Patterson leaned against the wall with wide eyes. “So they were fleeing … trying to disappear, because of their murdered neighbor?”

      Wolf held up another sheet and read.

      Patterson’s curiosity boiled over. “What?”

      “Looks like a family friend, a psychiatrist, came into the Boise station after the Kiplings disappeared. He had recently prescribed anti-psychotics for Dustin, or Parker, as we know him. Learning about that, Idaho law enforcement has assumed all along that Dustin murdered the neighbor, but the Kiplings’ whereabouts stumped them.”

      Patterson frowned. “That was the same story Kimber and her mother told about Parker Grey. He was psychotic and needed meds.”

      Wolf perused the next page. “Here’s a statement from a school psychologist taken a few months after the Kiplings disappeared. She reported two incidents involving Hannah Kipling at Duck Mountain Middle School. First, Hannah received minor injuries while fighting a boy. Hannah said she was just sticking up for her sister, Rachel. A few months later …”

      “What?” Patterson asked.

      Wolf shook the sheets of paper. “Hannah retaliated against that same boy, beating him with a baseball bat until he was unconscious. The kid was hospitalized with a fractured skull, broken ribs, and a broken arm, and she was expelled from school.”

      “Wow,” Wilson said.

      “She had extremely violent tendencies according to the class psychologist,” Wolf said. “It was the girls. It’s always been them, not their father. They killed that teenager in Idaho, and that’s why the family left. It makes sense now why we found Parker shot in the head. A girl called from the payphone that night. It was one of Parker Grey’s girls, sorry, Dustin Kipling’s girls, who killed Nick. She’d killed him and had his blood all over her hands, and called her father to help clean it up. There must have been a family meltdown after that. Think about it—they leave Idaho because of their psychotic, violent daughters. They literally burned their old life to the ground, and now the girls are starting up again.”

      Patterson nodded.

      “After my father and Burton went up to the lake and talked to them on the fifth, maybe Parker had had enough. Maybe he threatened to hospitalize them. Turn them in. Who knows exactly? But the family all knew what had happened to Nick Pollard that night. And in the end, Parker Grey was a threat to the girls. So they shot him and dumped him out in the lake, right next to Nick.”

      “And Katherine Grey?” Patterson gasped with realization. “She would have known about her husband’s death. And she came in and did that interview knowing he was dead, killed by the hands of her own daughters. But she stood there and lied to your father.”

      “She looked like she was hiding something in that interview. She had a tell,” said Wolf, “and now she’s at the bottom of the lake in front of Olin Heeter’s place.”

      “What?” Patterson asked.

      “I think Katherine’s daughters killed her that night after the interviews with my father at the station. Maybe they were skittish about whether or not Katherine would crack under the pressure. Whatever the reason, they killed her and dumped her body out in the lake, but in a different place the following night, and Olin Heeter had a front-row seat to watch it, complete with a spotlight, thanks to clear skies and the moon’s reflection.” Wolf stared out the window.

      “So Katherine leaving to go back to Tennessee was all a big—”

      “Shit-shit-shit.” Wilson blurted.

      Patterson and Wolf looked at him.

      “Rachette took a call from the Boise Sheriff’s Office earlier, and they said they were sending a fax. He told me to keep an eye out for it. He was talking with Kimber Grey at his desk at the time, and took the call at Patterson’s desk. At your desk.”

      “Okay,” Patterson said. “And?”

      “And Rachette hung up and left with her, said he was going up to the lake with her and would be back in a while.”

      “So she knows we know.” Wolf darted past them toward the door.
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      Rachette scanned the woods on either side of the dirt road as they crept down the slope towards Kimber’s cabin.

      The wipers squeaked across the windshield and Rachette turned them off. The rain had finally abated, but the clouds were still low and thick. Though it was only late afternoon it looked like dusk outside.

      He leaned back in his seat, wondering where someone lurking in the woods would have taken shelter in a storm like this. A cave? A tent? Heeter’s place? They needed to get back up here with the cavalry. Tomorrow.

      Kimber eyed him from the passenger seat. “What is it?”

      He shook his head and tried to look calm. “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      “Slow down here. Your back bumper will scrape.”

      “I know. I’ve been here a few times myself the last couple of days.”

      The SUV rocked back and dropped down as Rachette eased into the giant pothole between the two over-sized rocks.

      Rachette stopped at Olin Heeter’s turn-off and looked up the road. The dirt was undisturbed, or, if it had been agitated, the earlier deluge of rain had smoothed it over.

      He let off the brake and wondered whether the rescue divers had made any progress out on the lake today. Then he decided since he’d not heard anything, that they hadn’t.

      The dashboard clock said 5:12—a few minutes past a normal workingman’s clock-out time. With such a full day of gut-wrenching trauma that had transpired, he could have used a beer. He decided he was going to take Kimber Grey up on buying him some suds on the way back.

      A few minutes later, Rachette parked in front of the cabin and stomped his foot on the parking brake. “Here we are. You want me to wait here for you?”

      She smiled. “No. Why don’t you come in? I’ll make us some coffee before we head back.”

      Rachette felt lightness in his chest as his heart fluttered. Was she hitting on him?

      He twisted the keys and got out. A drop of moisture slapped him in the face from his roof and the soggy dirt gave way beneath his boot. The air was thick and moist, and he zipped up his jacket all the way against the chill.

      The lake was a magnificent sight to see, so calm, lead color from the reflection of the clouds above. A crow sailed by and over the edge of the cliff that severed the land to the rear of her house.

      “Geez, you aren’t afraid of heights I take it.”

      She chuckled. “No. In fact I climb that face most days. Got a top-rope set up. You should try it.”

      “No, thank you. I’d have a chain-link fence along the top of that thing if I lived here. I couldn’t ever trust myself after a six pack. Probably fall trying to take a leak off it.”

      She scrunched her face and walked up the stairs.

      Shaking his head at his own last comment, he followed her. When he got to the top, his boot slipped on the wet wood and he almost went down. Regaining his balance without slamming into her, he stood up straight and felt his face reddening, but Kimber’s soft smile disarmed him and he smiled back. “I’m a klutz. What can I say?”

      For a second she leaned towards him, like she was going to kiss him or something. Then she stopped, looked down at the deck, and dug in her jeans pocket. She produced a key and opened the door. Stepping inside, she turned and beckoned him in with a bashful look.

      Rachette swallowed at the sight of her beautiful eyes and took a deep breath to calm his thumping chest.

      “Let me take your coat.” She took off her own jacket, revealing her slender body, and turned to him.

      He unzipped his jacket and sloughed off one sleeve, nice and slow, then the other.

      Like she’d been kicked from behind by an invisible foot, she lurched forward and bumped into him, sending him off balance.

      “Whoa, easy …”

      He let the words die on his lips when he found himself staring down the barrel of a pistol. His stomach dropped an inch when he realized it was his own Glock 17, pulled from his holster.

      He quickly regained his composure. There was no doubt in his mind that he was going to duck and grab for the weapon, but before he could make his move she stepped back with lightning speed and fired a deafening round into the ceiling.

      “Ah!” Rachette’s hearing became a thousand ringing bells. “What the hell.”

      “Don’t think about it.” Kimber’s lips were raised like a rabid dog’s, her beautiful face twisted into pure rage.

      “Yeah, you got it,” he said with raised arms.

      He stared at her through crumbs of drywall falling from the ceiling, knowing instantly this woman had murdered and decapitated seven men with a knife. How had he been so duped? How had they all? Strangely, he felt detached from the moment, like he was watching a scene in a horror flick.

      Kimber took forced breaths through her nose and looked at the floor beneath her. Keeping the pistol aimed steadily at his chest, she stomped her foot down on the wood, and a boom echoed through the house. “Get up here!”

      He frowned. “Who are you talking to?”

      Closing one eye, she brought her other hand up to the pistol and aimed. “Keep quiet. Or I will shoot you in the head.”

      There was a creaking sound below the floor, and then a door shutting.

      Listening intently, he stood stock-still and heard nothing more. A few seconds later, footsteps creaked on the wood outside, and Rachette eyed the closed front door.

      Kimber waved the gun. “Step over here.”

      He stepped forward into the living room as she stepped back.

      “Back there. Lean against the wall.”

      He did as he was told, keeping his hands motionless above his shoulders.

      Kimber stepped to the door and opened it. “Stay out there. We’re coming out,” she said, and then she turned to Rachette.

      “What’s going on?” a female voice called from outside.

      The sound of the voice was familiar.

      “Out.” Kimber came back into the family room and waved him toward the open front door.

      He obeyed. The air flowing in the door penetrated his uniform shirt, making him shiver as he stepped onto the porch. At the top of the stairs he froze and widened his eyes. “What the hell?” With a quick jerk of his head he looked over his shoulder, making sure he was seeing correctly.

      Kimber stood behind him, thrusting the barrel into his face with renewed vigor. “Keep walking.”

      He turned around and walked, almost falling down the stairs as his mind whirled with the reality of the situation. “There’s two of you?”

      “I said shut up or I’ll shoot you in the head and throw you off that cliff.”

      He quickened his pace down the stairs, noting the specificity of this woman’s threats.

      The other Kimber stood out of the way at the bottom of the stairs, wearing a jacket that matched her doppelganger sister’s.

      “Over there. Against your car.”

      Rachette leaned up against the ticking front end of his SUV, grateful to feel the warmth streaming out from under the hood. He turned to look at both women, who now stood next to each other. In every way they looked alike, from the amber eyes to the smooth lips, to the wavy thick brown hair that was too much to tame.

      “Wow. You guys are so much alike.”

      Kimber whipped her glare toward him and marched with the muzzle raised. “I said shut up!”

      He lowered his gaze submissively and waited for ten long seconds for something to happen—hoping that something involved him not getting shot.

      “Why are you with him?” Her sister broke the silence.

      Kimber backed up and lowered the gun. “They know, Rachel. Or at least they’re gonna know. Boise sheriff called them this afternoon.”

      Rachel, Rachette thought, trying to pick out a feature on the women to tell them apart. Back in Nebraska, he’d gone to elementary school with twin brothers, and he remembered they were easy to distinguish. But not these two.

      “Oh, my God.” Rachel gripped her thick head of hair and began breathing hard. She paced with crunching footsteps and looked at the ground, her lips moving without sound. She crouched into a ball and sat on the first step of the stairs.

      Rachette’s pulse was escalating with each breath. He was thinking about the dead bodies in the morgue, and how they generally matched Rachette’s description.

      It had been one of them in the woods last night, he realized. Wolf had encountered one of them, too.

      With immense effort he took a breath through his nose, trying to calm himself.

      “What’s our plan here?” Rachel raised her head.

      Kimber shrugged. “We get in that cop car and drive.”

      “And then what? Don’t they have GPS trackers on those things?”

      Rachette nodded, but neither of them noticed.

      “They’d find us in minutes. And then what?”

      Kimber refocused on Rachette. “We bring him.”

      “And then what, Hannah?”

      Hannah.

      “Then we what? Ransom this cop for a helicopter ride somewhere? Yeah, that’s going to work.”

      “I don’t know!” Hannah paced a few steps, rubbing her nose. “Then we’ll just go into the woods.”

      “And then what?”

      Hannah looked into the forest behind Rachette. “We don’t have a choice.”

      Rachette heard the rolling hiss and pop of tires somewhere in the distance. He flicked his eyes left and immediately caught movement—a white SUV with roof lights flitting in and out of the trees along the lake’s edge.

      Hannah looked and raised her pistol at him. “Shit. Go see.”

      Rachel stood up from the stairs and jogged down toward the cliff. She skidded to a stop and looked left, then shook her head and walked back fast. “It’s the frickin’ cops. What are we going to do?”

      Rachette cleared his throat and lowered his hands a fraction. Whatever was going on was apparently all explained in the fax message that the Boise Sheriff’s Department had sent. Rachette blinked, pausing to clench his eyes with a prayer that whatever it was, Wolf and Patterson had figured it out, had found the fax message, and were coming to his rescue. He prayed that Wilson had done as he’d been asked and had kept an eye on the fax machine.

      Amen.

      When he opened his eyes, Hannah was sneering at him, walking slowly in his direction, the pistol rising with each step.

      “Please don’t do it, Hannah,” Rachel said.

      He swallowed, unnerved by Rachel’s tone. It was like she was pleading, but knew her sister too well, and it was no use trying to stop her. She’d seen it all before, and she was going to see it again. Because it was starting to make sense to Rachette. It was like Hannah was the uncontrollable one who killed. Who murdered her father. And Rachel? She was the one who sat back and watched in horror.

      “Please.” Again, he lowered his gaze submissively. “You have to tell me what’s going on. I can help you guys. I can help you out of this.”

      Hannah’s footsteps crunched all the way to him and the cold steel of the pistol barrel pushed against his forehead, forcing his chin up.

      She bared her teeth. “What the hell are they—”

      With a lightning-quick move he ducked to the right and swatted up with his left arm. The gun fired, deafening him and sending a blast of heat onto the side of his face, but the shot missed, just like he’d known it would. Nobody could react fast enough to such an unexpected, ballsy maneuver. An instant later he gripped her gun arm with both hands and pushed his full weight back into her, knocking her back and to the side.

      With a whimper, she fell sideways and before she’d even hit the ground Rachette had twisted the gun from her grip.

      “That’s right!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, elation filling his body.

      Gripping the pistol and twisting to raise it toward Rachel, he flinched when he saw she had her own pistol aimed at him already.

      There was a lance of fire, and his gun-holding shoulder was wrenched back like he’d been clipped by a semi-truck. He twisted and his feet slipped out from under him. Stutter stepping, he tried to keep his balance, but slammed head first into the tire of his SUV.

      For an agonizing eternity, he convulsed on the ground, trying to take a breath that would not come. All the while, a warm pool of blood spread underneath him.

      A throat-tearing scream filled his ears, and he felt powerful arms pick him up and drag him away over the wet ground. The next thing he knew he was rolled onto his back and staring at the leaden sky.

      Hannah’s face appeared in front of his, her eyes bloodshot and evil. She stepped over him and sat hard on his chest.

      With a squeal, his lungs finally opened, and a cold breath of wind rushed into his chest.

      And then Hannah’s cold hands locked on his neck and squeezed.

      He tried to struggle, but the strength in him was already gone.

      The last thing he saw was Hannah’s drooling snarl, popping stars in his vision, and then Rachel wrapping her arms around her sister.
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      Patterson slammed the brakes, fishtailing to a stop, and then stuck her head out the window.

      Cursing as the engine fan kicked on, she craned her neck, trying to catch the echo of sound waves she thought she’d just heard, but heard nothing.

      As she ducked her head into her cab again she heard it again. This time the gunshot was clear as day, without the rumbling tires drowning it out. Wrenching the radio off her center comms console, she thumbed the button.

      “This is Patterson. Come in.”

      She leaned out the window again and listened.

      The radio scratched and then a loud whining noise blasted out. “… ahead.”

      Whatever Wolf had just said had been mostly drowned out by the sound of the boat and rushing wind.

      “I just heard a gunshot.”

      A pause.

      She let off the brake and eased forward down County 74. She was almost to the County 16 turn-off that led to the Grey and Heeter places. The Kiplings, she corrected herself. But what was this development? Did they need to change their plans?

      Damn it. The response was taking too long. She brought the radio up to her lips but it barked before she pressed the button again.

      “The plan stays the same.” Wolf’s voice was distorted as he yelled over the din.

      “Copy that. I’m almost at the turn-off.”

      “Let me know when you’re there.”

      “Copy.”

      She dropped the radio and hit the gas. The road climbed, and for a moment, she saw over the tops of the trees and caught a glimpse of the motorboat slicing through the smooth water. It was actually ahead of her.

      Looking back at the road, she’d barely straightened before she careened off the steep edge on the left.

      “Pay attention!” she yelled at herself. Her breathing was borderline hyperventilation. The whole time she’d raced up here with screaming sirens—at one point reaching one hundred twenty miles per hour on a straightaway, passing every and all vehicles in a blur—she’d been gripping the wheel with white knuckles, all the while going through scenarios in her mind, none of which were ending well in her imagination. And now there were gunshots?

      She slapped the wheel. Maybe they were Rachette’s gunshots, and he was standing over injured killers right now.

      Or maybe he was lying on the ground bleeding out.

      Damn it! She had to think positive.

      She white-knuckle-gripped the wheel again and bared her teeth. These bitches were going down.

      “You there yet?” the radio squawked.

      Her pulse jumped even higher. “No. Not yet. A few more minutes.”

      “Okay. We’re approaching fast. We saw Rachette’s vehicle. Make the call.”

      “Okay.”

      She twisted the dial to Channel 14, the designated vehicle-to-vehicle communication channel their department used, and pressed the button. “Deputy Rachette, do you copy?”

      “Come on. Come on,” she whispered.

      There was no response.

      She pressed the button again. “Unit 3, this is Unit 8, do you copy?”

      She waited five Mississippis. No answer.

      She flipped the switch back to the encrypted channel and pressed the button. “No answer.”

      “Okay.” Wolf’s response was immediate. “We go in.”

      Patterson pressed the gas and the engine screamed, pulling her back in the seat.
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      Wolf pressed the soft rubber eyepieces of the high-powered binoculars to his eyes again. The water was glass, making for a smooth boat ride, but the wind proved too much to steady the image of the cliff-top cabin. He saw Rachette’s SUV, and any other details were a blur.

      Tucking the binoculars behind the passenger-side windshield, he sat down in the sheltered seat and zipped up the rear of his wetsuit.

      Wilson looked over at him with a wary eye.

      Wolf gave him the thumbs-down signal and Wilson pulled back on the throttle, bringing the speed to half, raising the nose of the boat. The engine noise lowered in pitch, though not in volume.

      He took the radio and shoved it in the ten-by-seven-inch dry bag, and then slid his Glock in after it. Zipping the bag shut, he tied two half-hitches in the nylon line around his wrist, and, just to be safe, secured the free end with an overhand knot to keep the half-hitches from slipping.

      That finished, he twisted in his chair, feeling the dive knife against his flexed calf as he stood up. With a few hard pulls, he tightened the climbing harness around his legs and waist, making sure the Grigri—a belay device—he’d borrowed from Baine was solidly affixed and the carabiners were locked.

      The wind pushed against his chest as he turned forward, chilling him to the bone. He looked up at the granite cliffs and shook out his arms, doubting he was in shape for the climb ahead. It had been years since he’d had experience on any sort of rock face. But adrenaline and perseverance would get him where he needed to go, he assured himself. The cam inside the Grigri would pinch the rope, arresting any fall should he slip while climbing, and the device would give him ample opportunities to hang and rest his muscles on the way up. Of course, time was of the essence. There wasn’t going to be much rest.

      Wilson eyed him again. “You know, people don’t normally leave climbing ropes anchored for days on end. Those things are expensive, and there’s a damn good chance it’ll be gone.”

      Wolf had already brought up the same objection with himself. It’d been Friday evening when Kimber, Rachel, had pointed out the rope dangling over her backyard cliff.

      “And killers don’t normally have their stack of mutilated bodies discovered by the cops. I’m willing to bet they’ve had other stuff on their minds besides bringing in the climbing ropes.”

      Wilson shook his head, clearly unconvinced at the entire plan, but that failed to faze Wolf.

      “I’m just saying,” Wilson pressed, “if there’s no rope, I don’t want you going up that cliff.”

      “I’m not looking to die today. I’ll skirt to the south and find another way up if need be.”

      That seemed to satisfy Wilson.

      “Okay.” Wolf looked off the starboard side at the small island in the distance. “You know what to do. Stay on the other side of that island until you hear otherwise. Keep everyone else back. I don’t want another unit traveling down that road.”

      Wilson nodded with wide eyes. “I know, sir.”

      Wolf pulled the hood over his head. As he straightened the edges around his face, the pathway up the hillside from the Grey’s dock to the cabin came into view.

      Without another word, he clutched the dry sack in his left hand and dove off the back of the boat.
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      Rachette was yanked out of unconsciousness by a stabbing pain in his shoulder.

      “Ah!” he cried.

      Opening his eyes, he saw Hannah was still on top of him.

      The pain ebbed, and he saw she was concentrating on his shoulder. He felt another explosion as she leaned on his wound.

      “Keep this on it,” she said.

      Rachette wondered who she was talking to.

      “Here.” She took Rachette’s left hand and put it on his right shoulder. “Press.”

      His jaw bounced uncontrollably. He was so cold. “Kimber?”

      She sat up and looked over her shoulder. “Yeah, sure. Kimber.”

      “Hannah?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No. It’s Rachel. Whatever. Now don’t mess with my sister when she comes back.” She gripped some rustling fabric and pulled it up to his chin. “Keep this pulled up.”

      Rachette looked down at his jacket, which was now draped over him. He croaked an unintelligible word and then gave up on responding.

      She stood and walked away, her rain jacket swishing as she moved toward the stairway to the front porch.

      Rachette shook his head and blinked his eyes. His shoulder was cold, and when he looked down he could see that the shirt had been ripped away. Rachel had done some first aid and now he was holding a wadded-up piece of fabric on the wound.

      The other one barged out of the front door holding an open laptop computer and trotted down the steps. Hannah. The anger in her eyes told him as much. The two were not identical in every way, after all.

      “You fix up your boyfriend?” she asked without looking at him.

      “Yeah. He’ll live.”

      She clicked a button and scoffed. “We’ll see.”

      Rachette pulled away the fabric on his wound and looked underneath. An oozing red hole with striated muscle bulging out stared back at him. He shut his eyes and took a breath.

      Slowly, he propped himself on his elbow and looked around. Instinct was telling him he needed to elevate his upper body to slow the bleeding. His shoulder throbbed with each micro-movement, but he managed to shuffle over to his tire with his ass and good arm. When he reached it, he collapsed backward and panted, sweat streaming down his face, his teeth sounding like a jackhammer in his skull.

      The two women were glancing between the laptop screen and his sideshow performance.

      “Not sure if you want to be awake for this. Your little partner just showed up. She’s been trying to get hold of you on the radio.”

      Rachette looked at Hannah, the memory of the white SUV with roof lights on top coming back to him in a flash. “Don’t you dare hurt her.”

      Eyes locked on Rachette’s, Hannah handed the laptop to Rachel and stepped toward him. Her face was twisted in rage, and Rachette knew this was probably the end, but she slowed to a stop and turned toward the lake.

      “What is that?” she asked, jogging away. She ran all the way to the edge of the precipice and looked down at the lake.

      Rachette frowned, watching Hannah’s strange actions. Then he heard a faint thrumming sound of an engine, and he saw why she’d run.

      A blue motorboat, out far enough that he could see it under the drop-off, slid by lazily, the wake spreading out into a white V behind it. With a smile, he remembered wakeboarding with his sister in Omaha, growing up.

      She used to suck. Could never get up. Had to resort to waterskiing with two skis.

      “What are you laughing at?” Hannah was back in his face.

      He looked up under heavy eyelids. “What?”

      “I asked what you’re laughing at.”

      He squinted, trying to figure out who was talking to him.
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      The shock of the cold through Wolf’s eighth-of-an-inch wetsuit was overshadowed by the violent wrenching of his body as he landed in the wake of the boat. He’d landed wrong, too vertical, and the momentum of the water sliding by rotated him, arching his back and twisting his neck like he was caught in a blender.

      As his body stilled, he opened his eyes and let himself float to the top of the water. Poking his head out, he took a soundless breath and swam toward the shore.

      Panic arced through his body when he realized his arm was gliding too effortlessly through the water. The added resistance of the tied dry sack was not there.

      Treading with strong kicks that were less than effective with climbing shoes on, he twirled, desperately searching for the yellow sack.

      There.

      Twenty feet away, a bright-yellow bag, now with a frayed nylon string slithering on the surface, was just below the top of the water.

      In an instant, he saw that it was sinking.

      Ducking his head, he pulled and kicked with all his strength. A few strokes later, through his blurry vision, he saw a yellow rectangle plunging down, fluttering back and forth as it sank out of sight.

      His ears plugged and squeaked as he dove down after it, but it was no use. He was too slow, and it was gone. With a burst of bubbles, he cursed at the top of his lungs and then broke the water in silence once again. Without looking back, he swam towards the shore in a silent breaststroke.
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      Rachette felt himself moving and emerged into half-consciousness again. With a head-rattling scrape, he felt himself being pulled by his legs across the ground. He looked up and saw that it was Rachel pulling him toward the steps to the house.

      He opened his mouth and croaked.

      “She’s here. Wait. She’s stopping,” Hannah said.

      Rachel dropped Rachette’s legs and his body rocked to a halt. There was less pain now, and he knew that was a bad sign. With mild interest he watched Hannah and Rachel huddle at the laptop screen.

      “She’s stopping right at the camera.”

      Their concerned identical faces glowed from the laptop screen’s light.

      “Into the woods?” Hannah frowned and shook her head, looking into the forest over and beyond Rachette. “They know we have motion and vibration sensors everywhere. What the hell is she doing?”

      Rachel looked down at Rachette. “She’s coming for him.”

      Hannah put the laptop down hard on the stairs. She pulled the gun from her waist and racked the slide. “You take this. Keep him covered. I’m going in to cut her off before she gets here.”

      “Don’t!” Rachette’s shoulder exploded in pain as he yelled the word. “Patterson! Patters—”

      His teeth slammed together and his head jerked back, and then Hannah stepped on his shoulder and disappeared.

      He doubled over, his mouth open in a silent scream. Between gasps, he heard footsteps receding into the distance. “Patterson,” he said again, and then he closed his eyes.
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      Patterson twisted the keys and got out.

      With a glance over at the wildlife camera nailed to the tree, she slammed the door and ran around the front of the car and up the slope to the woods on the right-hand side of the road.

      With quick, powerful strides she climbed the dirt embankment and before too long was swerving between tight pine trees. Her lungs beat a steady rhythm, and her left earpiece thumped with every movement. For minutes, she kept the steady pace without struggle, and she thanked herself for taking time out of every single day for the past two years to exercise.

      Jumping over a downed log, she slowed and stood behind a thick pine. She leaned on it, catching her breath with long pulls of air, and then, with slow deliberation, she ducked down and peeked around the edge of the trunk.

      The road veered down and away from her below, and in the distance was a partial view of the Greys’ cabin. She saw the white paint of Rachette’s SUV parked in front, and the wood two-story structure to the right of it. Past that, she saw slivers of the gray lake water beyond. A row of wake waves rolled along its otherwise still surface.

      Where the hell was Wolf’s radio signal?

      If that was their boat’s wake, Wolf was undoubtedly on shore by now. Judging by the height of the waves, he should have completed his swim and short hike to the base of the cliff by now.

      “Wolf, do you copy?” she whispered into her wrist mic.

      There was no response. Quickly she checked her belt and made sure the dial was turned on. It was. The green light was solid next to the power knob and she was on the agreed channel.

      Damn it.

      In an instant she forgot the radio, because a branch had snapped loudly somewhere down the slope between her and the cabin.

      Again she leaned out, and she still saw nothing in the forest below. For ten full seconds she scanned the area below, doing methodical horizontal sweeps with her eyes, adjusting the distance downward, and repeating the process. If someone was there, they were waiting her out.

      What was her next move? It was impossible to make a choice without Wolf’s signal. She was there as a decoy, to bring their attention up the hill while Wolf snuck up from behind. Was the climbing rope that Wolf had been expecting not there? Was he hurt? Had he been seen?

      Even if things were still going to plan, if Wolf was nowhere close to finishing his climb up the cliff face behind the property, she was not in position to start banging pots and pans.

      Damn it. Wolf was silent, and the sisters had the edge. They knew the forest. According to Wolf, they had sensors, and as far as she knew they signaled her position right now.

      She leaned back against the tree trunk and shook her head. Something must have happened to Wolf’s radio, she thought. Otherwise he would be communicating. That was the only thing she could think of.

      What if he’s fallen off the cliff face and is lying dead on the ground right now? Then what?

      “Shut up and move,” she hissed to herself.

      She needed a better view of the property below. Scanning straight across the slope, she found a group of old-growth pine trees below that would give her an improved vantage.

      With a quick breath she gripped her pistol, then sprinted for it, trying to keep her footfalls as silent as possible. She swerved and ducked, jumped a downed log, and baseball-slid through pine needles to a stop at one of the thick trunks.

      For five seconds she steadied her breath and then poked her head out. There! She cheered silently to herself as she saw that Wolf was already up the cliff and making his way across the property to Rachette. Something must have happened to his radio. Then her face fell and she gasped in horror, because what was about to happen next she could see as clear as Rocky Mountain air.
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      Wolf was only halfway up the rock face when his forearms started giving out.

      The rope had been there, just as he’d hoped. The Grigri was doing its job—the cam inside the device pinching the belay side of the rope, arresting his downward motion when he needed.

      And now he was using his full bodyweight on the rope, stretching his forearms, staring alternately between the rest of the climb ahead of him and the trail below. He stared longingly at the path, and then the stairs that led up the cliffs, but he knew to take the route was too exposed.

      Wolf’s father had helped set up the security system surrounding the property, which meant the trail from the dock, and the stairway up the rocks, would have been equipped with at least one sensor. To not do so would have been negligent.

      Steeling himself for another push of exertion, he sucked in a breath, gripped a thin hold with his right hand and hauled himself up. Then he pulled the slack of the rope through the Grigri. He changed hands, heaved himself a foot up the rock, and pulled the slack of the rope.

      The light was fading fast, like he’d suddenly entered a cave. The skies would open up with rain again soon.

      He pictured himself summiting. He envisioned himself doing it in one continuous burst of energy.

      With clenched teeth, he reached up and grabbed another handhold.

      Pulling up with shaking biceps, he thought of the two deputies’ lives at stake on top and it fueled his muscles with another burst of energy. And a minute later, when that wasn’t enough, he thought about Sarah’s dead body, and how he was sure now that one of these twin sisters had shot her dead.

      Two minutes later, Wolf summited the top of the cliff and collapsed onto his front, panting for oxygen. Feeling exposed, he quickly gained his composure and ducked behind a wind-warped scrub oak. On the way to his cover, he saw the two women he now knew as Hannah and Rachel Kipling at the front of the house.

      Chest heaving, pulse pounding in his temples, the muscles in his biceps feeling like they’d been torn in half, Wolf watched in silence.

      Blood trickled out of his nose and onto his teeth. When he wiped it, his right-hand middle finger flexed against his palm as the tendon in his forearm cramped with agonizing pain.

      He froze as the two sisters looked toward him, but they turned and looked back up the mountain the opposite way.

      Studying the two women, he saw they were identical physically, but surely not the same mentally. One sat on the front steps of the house, looking defeated, while the other glared into the trees above with a raised chin. He thought about the makeup on Kimber’s face last night. How it had seemed overdone. That had been Hannah, he knew now. The picture from Boise had shown she was without a mole on her lip, and she was the one who had taken a baseball bat to her classmate in middle school. It made sense that Hannah would not be sitting defeated, she would be standing, ready to fight as she gazed into the trees up the mountain.

      Wolf snapped out of his thoughts and moved silently to the trees to his left.

      The rope scraped across the top of the cliff below him. He stopped and dropped to his knees again, watching in horror as a fist-sized rock dislodged and rolled before stopping a few inches from the edge. If he’d raked the stone with his rope any harder he would have sent it crashing over the edge, giving away his position.

      He flipped the line over the stone and crouched behind a thick pine trunk. The cabin above was built perpendicular to the edge of the cliff, with the front of the house on Wolf’s right, where Rachette’s SUV was parked and the stairway climbed to the upper-level deck and front door.

      The rear of the cabin had an upper-level deck and a door to a ground level underneath it. The side of the house was straight ahead, and Wolf recognized the kitchen through the windows on the upper floor.

      He watched as Hannah walked away from him along the front of the house. She paused and kicked something on the ground, then continued in a jog into the woods.

      He sagged with relief to see she’d kicked Rachette, who in turn writhed in pain. His deputy was hurt, but he was alive.

      Any doubt he had of that sister being Hannah was gone now.

      Wolf’s anxiety ratcheted up a notch when he realized what she was doing: going after Patterson.

      He pulled his dive knife and severed the rope below the Grigri, then watched the frayed end disappear over the edge.

      Gripping the rope above the device, he paused before cutting it, thinking he might be able to use the rest to restrain one of the sisters. The multi-colored nylon weave ran from his Grigri, through two carabiners attached to the top anchor lines, and then back over the cliff all the way to the bottom. Instead of slicing it, he jammed the knife home in its sleeve and reeled the rope hand over hand, up the cliff, and through the two carabiners until he had thirty or so feet of it coiled on his arm.

      He took the coil, slung it over his head, and sprinted silently to the rear of the house.

      Once up against the side of the house, he walked toward the front and peered around the corner. Rachette was near his SUV, fluttering his eyes as he barely held onto consciousness, his shoulder covered in blood and his face looking ghost white.

      The sister who’d stayed behind, Rachel, paced short steps at the base of the stairway that led to the second floor. She looked eagerly in the opposite direction toward her sister, who made her way past the front of the house and out of sight.

      Patterson was coming from up and from the right. Hannah was clearly going to try to flank her from the left.

      “Be careful,” Rachel hissed. “She could have a rifle!”

      Wolf ducked back around the corner, knowing he had to act fast.

      He peered out again, and then with light feet stepped around the corner, keeping the stairway between himself and Rachel. Without slowing he bent down, picked up a stone, and lobbed it high in the air and over the back of the SUV, all the while moving forward at the same silent pace.

      The stone landed with a splat and Rachel turned toward the noise and pointed her pistol. He sprang up from behind at the same instant, clubbing her on top of her head as hard as he could with the butt of the knife handle.

      His fist was a sledgehammer with a solid-plug center, and the muffled knock on her skull dropped her to the ground face first, unconscious.

      He sheathed his knife, and then took her pistol and tucked it into the waist of his harness. He grabbed her under her arms and pulled her back the way he’d come. Tossing her into the dirt on the side of the house, he went back up to Rachette.

      Rachette looked up at him and smiled.

      “Don’t say anything,” Wolf whispered.

      He grabbed Rachette under the arms and dragged him backwards, scraping his heels along the dirt and wet grass, down to the side of the house next to Rachel.

      “Drop the cop, and drop the gun.”

      His stomach sank. With a slow squat, he laid Rachette down and held up his hands.

      “Slowly. Pull the gun out of your harness and toss it to your side.”

      He gritted his teeth and did as he was told.

      “Thank you. And now the dive knife.”

      He pulled the knife and tossed it next to the gun.

      Quick, soggy, footsteps approached behind him, and he turned to see Hannah picking up the weapons.

      “Hannah?”

      She raised her eyebrows and tucked the pistol into the back of her jeans; then she picked up the knife and stared at it, as if the blade was a medallion hanging from a hypnotist’s chain. Then she turned, hauled back, and threw the knife across the lawn and over the cliff. With a sour smile, she faced Wolf and pointed the gun.

      An icy raindrop slapped the back of Wolf’s neck and trickled down his wetsuit. Another one smacked the wood side of the house, and a cold breeze drove up over the edge of the cliff.

      Hannah glanced at Rachette and then raked her eyes up and down Wolf. “Nice outfit. I got to thinking just now, why the hell did that midget deputy of yours stop in front of our camera and go into the woods? And then we saw that boat go by. I almost didn’t put it together.” She twirled a finger in the air. “But then I did, and I came around the house.”

      Wolf glared. “Why did you kill Sarah?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I killed Sarah? Oh yeah, we heard about that.” She shrugged. “You’re better off without that slut, believe me.”

      “What the hell do you want?” he asked. His chest heaved, and despite the cold wind that howled up the cliff, he was sweating under the wetsuit.

      Hannah’s cool façade cracked for an instant and she thrust the gun at him. “To be left alone!”

      “Then”—he waved a hand—“go. Get out of here. Leave me and my deputies, and you and your crazy-ass sister get the hell out of here.”

      “She’s not crazy.”

      “Ah, right. That’s you.”

      Hannah peered around the corner to the front of the house and then pointed the gun at Rachette. “Tell your deputy to come out with her hands up or I shoot this guy again. She’s at the back of the house.”

      Wolf glanced toward the rear of the property.

      “Do it!”

      Rachette stared up at Wolf from the ground, shaking his head in defiance.

      “Patterson!” Wolf yelled. “Come out!”

      Wind whooshed through pines and more raindrops knocked on the side of the house.

      “Patterson!”

      “Here.” Patterson came around the corner with both hands in the air, her pistol aimed to the sky.

      “Drop it!” Hannah pushed the gun closer to Rachette. “I swear to God, I shot him once, I’ll shoot him again. I’ll shoot him in the face. Drop it.”

      Patterson threw her gun to the side and walked toward them. Her eyes were half closed, eyeing Hannah with burning hatred.

      “Okay, you got us,” Wolf said. “Now what? What’s your plan, Hannah?”

      She backed away from Rachette and walked to her sister, who lay motionless next to him.

      “Rachel.” She slapped her cheek. “You okay?”

      Rachel groaned and rocked her head back and forth.

      Hannah glared at Wolf and raised the gun. “You two, back up. Towards the cliff.”
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      Rachette stared at Patterson and Wolf’s drawn faces, and felt the hope that he might live to see another day, like the blood that seeped from his shoulder, drain from his body. He no longer had the strength to press on his own wound, and he no longer cared. He was on the way out and he knew it. The cold was absolute, but his chin no longer bounced from shivering. That had to be a bad sign.

      All he cared about now was the wellbeing of his two partners. Now that he sat on death’s door, he could see so clearly now that these two people were everything to him. Nobody else came close.

      And now the barrel of a gun was pushing his two friends toward the edge of a cliff.

      And now he knew what he had to do.

      Patterson was saying something, her arms raised, probably trying to bargain their way out of it somehow.

      He looked at Wolf. Such a God among men was this sheriff. Such a man of honor and dignity. Such a … Rachette did a double take, because Wolf had just slung the rope from his neck and dropped it on the ground.

      For a moment it was like Rachette was watching nothing of significance, like he was staring at water swirling down a drain. But then he squinted, because Wolf was doing something, he realized. Because the rope was on the ground; but that was not everything, because Wolf was grasping the end, and he was twisting it in his fingers.

      Hannah was preoccupied with talking to Patterson, noticing none of it. But how long could that last? He had to act.

      With all his might, Rachette pushed air through his lungs. “Hey!” He looked at Patterson and winked.

      Patterson frowned and shook her head

      Hannah stopped marching toward his friends and turned to him.

      “You know what?” Rachette cleared his throat, tasting blood in his mouth. That had to be a bad sign. “You know what I told these two, Kimber, Hannah, or whatever the hell your name is?”

      Hannah walked away from Wolf and Patterson and stopped at Rachette’s legs, tilting her head.

      “I told them you were a crazy bitch. And I was right!” Rachette let out a long, contrived laugh that turned into genuine mirth. “Remember when we made out that time?”

      Hannah shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

      “Because you’re a crazy bitch.” Patterson lifted her chin. “My partner’s rarely right, but this time he’s spot on. A crazy bitch.”

      Hannah stopped and looked at Patterson, frowning like she’d just taken a bite out of a lemon. With a shake of her head, she curled her lip in amusement. Then her face dropped.

      Rachette watched in sickening horror as Hannah raised her pistol.

      “No!” Rachette screamed as fast as he could. “Me! Me! Me!”

      It was no use. Without hesitation, Hannah pointed her pistol at Patterson and pulled the trigger.

      The gun roared and Rachette turned his eyes away at the last second, seeing the bright flash of light illuminate the side of the house, like lightning. As the echo of the shot faded into the distance, his eyes instantly welled up.

      He inhaled and stretched his mouth, and then he screamed. “Ahh—”

      “What the hell?” Hannah yelled.

      Rachette blinked and looked down. Patterson was still standing. Unharmed.
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      Wolf, Patterson, and Hannah stood in a more-or-less equilateral-triangle formation, with Hannah at the point nearest the house, swaying her pistol between the two of them, pushing them ever closer to the cliff, all the while keeping a safe distance.

      When Wolf had found the end of the rope that was coiled around his neck and started tying the knot with his right hand, he’d exchanged a glance with Patterson. I need a diversion, he’d screamed with his eyes.

      He could only assume that Patterson had read the situation correctly, because without a second’s hesitation she began sniveling.

      “Please,” Patterson spoke with heart-stopping pain and passion in her voice. “We didn’t bring up the rest of our squad because we want to help. Listen. It’s the—”

      “You know what?” Rachette squirmed to life from his position on the ground. “You know what I told these two, Kimber, Hannah, or whatever the hell …”

      Dammit.

      Apparently Rachette had come up with a plan of his own.

      Hannah turned her gaze from Patterson to Rachette.

      Wolf blocked out everything and concentrated on the knot in his fingers. Easily enough, he twisted the rope with one hand into a regular knot and tightened it, but he needed two hands for the pretzel twist, the push-through of the end of the rope, and the final cinch to complete the slipknot.

      Hannah’s expression changed, like she was about to act, and by the looks of it, Rachette had seconds to live.

      Abandoning stealth, Wolf looked down at the end of the knot, cinched it tight, making it complete and ready to use, and then pulled open the loop with a quick motion that burned his thumb.

      As Wolf dropped the climbing-rope loop to his side and twirled it once, Hannah aimed at Patterson.

      He stepped toward Hannah and let the rope fly with a side-armed toss his father would have been proud of. The loop wobbled and widened at the perfect moment, as if guided by a higher power, and encircled her gun arm and her torso. He pulled back as hard as he could, cinching the lasso tight and yanking Hannah off balance.

      At the same instant she shot, she stumbled toward him and landed hard on her knees. “What the hell?”

      Wolf had no time to attack.

      Without hesitation, she raised the pistol and aimed it at Wolf’s center mass, and then squeezed the trigger.
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      Something bounced in front of Rachette, a line of rope or a cord, and for a second he blinked through the tears, trying to focus on what it was. He felt a surge of excitement, because it was the rope that had been in Wolf’s hand. One end was a loop, now cinched tight around Hannah’s upper arms and torso, and the other end was in Wolf’s hand.

      A lasso, he realized. Wolf had thrown a lasso made from the rope and pulled her down.

      Before Rachette could form a smile, Hannah’s gun roared and spat fire once, twice, three times. Her teeth were bared as her arm kicked back with each shot. Then she dropped her gun and grabbed at the rope with both hands, wriggling like it was a piranha biting at her skin.

      Rachette turned to look at Wolf, but he was not where Rachette expected. He was zigzagging, running away as fast as he could.

      But he’s going in the wrong direction.

      And then Wolf was gone, twisting as he flew down and out of sight over the edge of the cliff.

      The rope was fluttering limp, and then with the sound of a tightening guitar string it pulled laser-beam straight, one end scraping the top edge of the cliff, the other contracting around Hannah’s torso.

      Hannah let out a panicked squeal as she was flung in a blur towards the cliff’s edge. Rolling in a thumping tornado of limbs, she barked like an animal as she smacked back-first against a tree. For an instant she was velcroed to the trunk of the pine, her body on the right side of the tree and the rope stretched around to the left. With a slack mouth, she stared vacantly at Rachette, blinked, and was then pulled over the edge and out of sight.
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      As Wolf leaped head first off the cliff, as the wind rushed past his ears, as his stomach floated, and as death rushed up at him at 9.8 meters per second squared, he thought about a man named Claus Vaadner.

      For the past six years, Claus had been a legend in Rocky Points. Because everyone in town knew the story of how, one day, Claus had cheated death with the aid of dumb luck, and a pallet of ceramic roof tiles.

      Six summers ago, Claus had been installing Italian clay tiles twenty-five feet above the ground, working on the roof of a two-story luxury house in the hills to the west of Rocky Points, when he slipped and fell over the edge. Luckily for him, he was tied off, but unluckily for him, he had tied himself to the pallet, which was more than half empty and weighed less than he did.

      With the aid of a few beers, fellow workers still told the tale of how Claus had dangled over the rocky ground, screaming frantically as the pallet had given way and slid toward the edge of the roof above.

      Claus had been spared a horrific fall, however, because the resistance from the sliding pallet had effectively lowered him at a gentle rate, depositing him on the ground completely unharmed, as if he’d stepped off a three-foot step-stool and not just tumbled from a twenty-five-foot-high roof. Luckily for Claus, he’d watched as the pallet had flown off the edge, and he’d avoided the cataclysmic explosion of ceramic by diving out of the way.

      With a wrench of his body, Wolf twisted one hundred and eighty degrees and pulled his legs to his chest, completing three quarters of a front-flip-half-twist, waiting for his pallet of tiles to slow his fall.

      Now parallel to the ground and face down, he watched as the steep grade beneath him rushed up through his blurry vision. Just when he began to wonder whether his makeshift lasso had held, the slack in the rope pulled tight and his outward trajectory shifted downward.

      He was halfway through the fall when the rope pulled again against the Grigri cam system, which was still locked on the rope and attached to his harness, changing his trajectory once more, this time sending him slamming chest first into the side of the cliff.

      The collision was so fast and violent that he felt no pain, but he heard muffled crunches beneath his skin and felt the blows to his body as he tumbled down the rock face.

      Disoriented, he sensed the ground nearing as his descent came to a complete stop.

      The rope ripped at his harness, wrenching him around so that he faced the sky. He grunted as his body arched backwards and folded in half, and he felt his feet kick the back of his head. Then, an instant later, he was laid gently onto his back, on the cool, wet ground.

      As the bright world tunneled in from the edge of his vision, he watched the rope drop in an angry coil next to him, and then he felt a rush of wind and a spray of warm blood as Hannah landed next to him.

      Somehow amid the numbness, he found the muscle coordination to turn his head and look.

      Hannah was next to him on her back, her neck twisted unnaturally, her face pointed toward his—eyes wide open but devoid of life. A web of blood trickled from her temple across her face.

      Wolf’s lids fluttered, and then he closed his eyes and felt nothing.
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      Patterson stared dumbstruck at the precipice. Wolf had been planning something, she could tell that, and part of her was wondering just what exactly he could do to right the situation, but never in a million years had she expected to witness what she’d just seen.

      After snapping out of her initial shock, she realized there may have been method to Wolf’s suicidal move. By pulling Hannah over the edge, had he slowed his own momentum enough to survive the fall?

      She turned to Rachette with wide eyes.

      “Go,” he said.

      She sprinted to Rachel, handcuffed one of her wrists, pulled her semi-conscious form to the side of the house, clamped it on a water pipe, and ran to the top of the wooden stairway descending the cliff.

      “All units move! Call Summit County and get a medevac helicopter up here now. Sheriff Wolf and Deputy Rachette are down and injured badly. Get the bus over here stat! I repeat, we need ambulances, and we need medevac!”

      With thumping footfalls on the creaking wood, she ignored the eruption of voices on the radio, keeping her eye on Wolf’s unmoving form at the base of the cliff. She got to the bottom, jumped off the trail, and flailed across the steep incline.

      Slipping onto her hip as she stepped on loose scree, and slamming her elbow on a rock in the process, she breathed through the pain with bared teeth, not slowing a second. When she reached Wolf, she pressed her fingers on his carotid, feeling the slick warmth of his blood on her fingers, and then the weak rhythm of his pulse.

      “Medevac on route,” she heard the radio squawk.

      A boat was roaring toward the dock beneath her, Wilson standing with fluttering hair above the windshield.

      As she panted, she looked down at Hannah’s body. Her face was turned toward her and Wolf, but she was on her back and it looked like her neck had been twisted almost two hundred and seventy degrees. Her head rested in a growing pool of blood, and her face was completely red. She was as dead as it got.

      Patterson thought about the concussion of air she’d felt against her face as Hannah’s bullet missed by inches; then she thought about Rachette’s pale face; then she looked back down at Wolf.

      “It’s going to be all right,” she said with little conviction.
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      5 Days Later …

      

      Patterson squinted and gazed up at the sky, feeling the sun warm her face. The cotton-ball clouds above hung motionless, painting the water below with dark circles of shade, and the breeze brought the smell of freshwater and the whir of distant motorboats.

      She popped her eyes open and sucked in a breath, remembering the zip of the bullet as it had passed inches from her face.

      Perched atop the cliff below Hannah and Rachel’s house, Patterson was mere feet from where she’d dodged certain death almost a week ago. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that that night was over.

      “That was depressing.”

      Patterson turned around at the sound of Rachette’s voice. “You got that right. Jesus. What are you doing up here?”

      Rachette stepped next to her, thumbing the sling on his right arm that hung over his formal khaki uniform top, which bulged at his right shoulder as if he’d stuffed a pillow underneath.

      Patterson knew there was a mass of gauze hiding a line of staples covering internal scars from reconstructive surgery on his joint, a large divot in his clavicle bone, two shredded ligaments, and severe muscle trauma from the bullet that had hit him.

      “Seriously. What are you doing here?”

      Rachette tried to shrug, a move that made him bare his teeth in pain. “I got a ride up with Wilson after the funeral, since you ditched me.”

      “I thought Wilson was taking you home. You should be in bed.”

      Rachette ignored her and gazed into the distance. “Did you see Jack?”

      “Yeah.”

      It was an unnecessary question. Everyone had seen Jack at his mother’s funeral earlier that morning. It had been the saddest thing she’d ever seen in her life.

      Patterson had felt no sense of closure with the lowering of Sarah Muller into the ground, and she had not shed so many tears since her grandmother’s death six years previously. But with her grandmother’s funeral, she had at least felt resolution. Her family had been sad, but they had celebrated her life at the house later. Grandma lived a long, full life, and then she died.

      The funeral earlier that morning had been the antithesis of her grandmother’s.

      Wolf’s son Jack had stood next to Sarah’s parents, never once lifting his gaze from his mother’s coffin, a tear never once escaping his eyes—a sight that had blown Patterson’s heart into a thousand pieces.

      Wolf’s absence had been the elephant at the funeral, but it had been impossible for him to attend, because he’d been in surgery at County Hospital, and when they were done with the third operation on his fractured hip, he remained unconscious, recovering from a ruptured spleen, three broken vertebrae, and an assortment of ten other shattered bones, ranging in severity from a cracked femur to a broken thumb. His absence had been necessary, but it made the whole thing that much more difficult.

      Then there had been Sarah’s parents. They had been a sniveling mess, and every time Patterson had looked at them during the funeral she’d broken down into a sniveling mess herself. Sarah Muller lived a short, troubled life, and now she was dead.

      “Hey.” Rachette nudged her with his good arm.

      She looked up and wiped a fresh tear from her cheek.

      “It’s gonna be all right.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, right.”

      They turned around at the sound of an approaching car. “Looks like the Idaho boys are here.”

      A Caprice Classic with a Boise Sheriff’s Department paint job crunched on the gravel into a tight spot between a swarm of five SCSD vehicles. The vehicle rocked to a stop and both doors opened.

      A younger man climbed out of the driver’s seat, dressed in a dark-brown uniform, and an older man dressed in civilian clothing pulled himself up with the passenger door.

      Wilson was there to greet them and shook hands. They spoke for a few seconds and then he pointed toward Patterson and Rachette.

      The younger, uniformed man raised a hand, and though it was far away, he looked like he beamed an attractive smile from under a black ball cap with a gold embroidered BSD on it.

      Patterson raised a hand in greeting. For days, she’d been speaking to Deputy Michelson often while liaising with the BSD in order to close the file on the Kiplings. To her surprise, just like a pen pal from Japan she’d had in elementary school, she found she had connected on a deep level with the young deputy.

      Now, as he followed the older man down the grass slope, she was seeing Michelson for the first time. He was dressed in a gray uniform, and she could tell he was young, probably no more than five years her senior—fit, medium height, brown hair—and moved with sure feet.

      The older man next to him was dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows; a trucker cap lay askew on his head. He waddled with a limp, and when Michelson offered a helping hand the man waved it away impatiently.

      Michelson looked up at Patterson and smiled again, and it was enough to make her blush, which caused her stomach to twist with a pang of guilt thinking about Scott. What the hell was she feeling?

      She turned to Rachette, determined to distract herself. “You hear anything about his surgery this morning?”

      “Nope.” Rachette checked his wristwatch and began walking to meet their two guests. “He’s still in it right now. We should be there, damn it.”

      Patterson nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll go later today, all right? Maybe check you back in, for God’s sake. You need to sit.”

      “Pssh.” Rachette took a breath through his nose. “I’m all right. Howdy,” he called out.

      Deputy Michelson smiled with squinted blue eyes surrounded by a bloom of dark eyelashes.

      Patterson returned the smile, feeling her face flush again. “Deputy Michelson.”

      “Patterson, I take it?”

      She nodded.

      Michelson’s hand was callused and warm, and he gripped firmly with a quick shake.

      “And you must be Rachette. We heard about your injury.” Michelson took Rachette’s left hand and shook his head with a sympathetic look.

      “That’s a bitch, son.” The older man’s voice was gruff as he shook Rachette’s left hand and then took Patterson’s. His eyes were glimmering slits beneath leathery folds.

      “Sheriff Dudley, nice to meet you,” Rachette said.

      The man nodded and poked the underside of his trucker hat. “Used to be. Now you can call me Fred.”

      Sheriff Dudley pointed past them. “Hell of a view up here.”

      They twisted and looked at the lake, and Patterson exchanged a glance with Michelson.

      “There’s quite a lot of activity up here.” Michelson turned around and motioned to the five SCSD vehicles parked in front of the house.

      “We had a K-9 unit find Olin Heeter’s body yesterday,” Patterson said. “Buried in a fresh, shallow grave up the mountain. We have all available units checking the area now for more bodies.”

      “You find anymore?” Sheriff Dudley asked.

      Rachette shook his head. “Nope. But we’ve got some interesting stuff inside, that’s for sure. Or”—he pointed at his sling—“everyone else found a hell of a lot. I’ve been laid up in the hospital.”

      Dudley squinted one eye and appraised Rachette, then nodded at Patterson. “Why don’t you two give us the tour?”

      Patterson gestured and they followed her around to the back of the house. Memories of that evening clawed at her with each step, and she had to steel her thoughts as she rounded the corner and faced an open door at the rear of the house.

      Deputy Yates stood sentinel, stifling a yawn. He raised his clipboard. “Go ahead inside.”

      “Thanks, Yates.” Rachette stepped aside and gestured for Patterson to take the lead. Just like the two men from Idaho, she realized, Rachette had not yet seen inside the lower level of the house.

      She walked through the door into a large rectangular room with a smooth concrete floor, which was lit brightly with an uncovered bulb hanging from the ceiling. She walked halfway across the space to the left toward a doorway on the far wall and stopped at a yellow plastic evidence tent.

      “This spot is blood, and the rest underneath has been confirmed as the same,” she said, gesturing to the floor.

      “My God,” Michelson said. “It’s huge.”

      Fred Dudley pointed at the rust-colored smear on the floor. “This the most recent?”

      Patterson nodded. “Our ME did a DNA analysis on it, and it matched William Van Wyke’s profile, which was in CODIS from his Idaho private investigator’s license registration.”

      Dudley pointed at the brown spot beneath the smear. It was roughly circular in shape with a diameter of at least ten feet. “This is where she killed, I take it?”

      “Looks that way. There’s a lot of old blood here, and check out that wall.” She pointed behind them and they all twisted.

      There was an old workbench against a wall covered with pegboard, and hooks of various sizes hung from the holes.

      “We’ve removed everything and put it into evidence, but when we came inside here, there was a razor-sharp machete, hunting knives, and a few filet knives. They all had traces of blood on them.”

      Michelson shook his head. “And we heard that you’ve identified three of the other bodies you recovered.”

      “Yep. All runaways, all reported missing from their hometowns. All three were boys in their late teens, with one or both of their parents deceased. People figured they’d run away. No evidence suggested foul play. The other four seem to fit the same mold, but we don’t have definitive IDs. I’m not sure if we ever will.”

      “Hitchhikers,” Michelson said softly, his eyes glued to the floor stain.

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” Patterson said. “It makes sense. Highway 734 down the valley is a good place to find them. Even today, most people with their thumbs in the air will be late teens, early twenties, male, traveling solo.”

      Dudley pointed at a closed door on the far wall. “And what’s in there?”

      Patterson walked over and pushed it open. The bottom scraped along the top of high pile carpet, revealing a room with a couch, an old television, and a wood coffee table. Paintings of mountain scenery hung on the wood-paneled walls, and to the right was a stairway that led up to the second floor.

      Dudley, Michelson, and Rachette craned their necks to see past her.

      “Just a normal basement,” Michelson said.

      “Minus the fact that it’s next to a killing room,” Sheriff Dudley said, turning around and walking back to the bloodstain. “William Van Wyke, eh?”

      “Yeah.” Patterson stepped next to him and looked down. It thoroughly creeped her out every time she looked at this spot, and she was glad to be doing so with so much company this time. “A kill that definitely doesn’t fit the mold. You know him?”

      Sheriff Dudley and Michelson exchanged a glance.

      “Yeah,” Dudley said, “I do. Let’s get the hell out of here and we’ll talk about it.”
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      Patterson led them out onto the back lawn and from the deep breaths it was clear that everyone was glad to be back outside.

      Dudley stopped and put his hands on his hips. “Let’s see. Where do I begin?”

      “Why don’t you start with the cat?” Michelson said.

      “The cat?” Patterson asked.

      The old man leaned his head back and closed his eyes against the sun. “Twenty-five years ago, I was a police officer in McCall, Idaho. McCall’s a resort town a couple of hours north of Boise. There’s Payette Lake right there, and McCall is a town on the south shore. Anyway, back then, during the summer, we got a call from a family. They’d found their pet cat in the woods. Decapitated, gutted from asshole to neck.”

      Patterson and Rachette exchanged sidelong glances.

      “I was first on the scene, and I was shown the animal by one Mrs. Katherine Kipling.” Dudley dragged his words. “This was the Kiplings’ cat, you see?”

      Patterson nodded.

      “We were concerned, naturally, and so were Mr. and Mrs. Kipling. Hell, everyone knows what the textbooks say: Anyone who could commit such an act on a household pet was borderline homicidal to humans. So for two weeks we were on edge. My partner and I spent more than a few days and nights out there in the woods. But … we never saw anything unusual. Never had any leads, and the interest in the incident just sort of faded away.

      “Until a few weeks later. The Kiplings’ neighbors, about a mile away, had a teenaged son named Reggie. One morning a woman was walking her dog, and the dog ran ahead and into the woods. By the time she caught up with it, he was found licking something on the ground. She came up and saw that it was the neighbor kid, his head severed almost clean off.” Dudley paused and rubbed the back of his neck. “Cut along the front the same way the cat was. Stabbed all over the rest of his body, including the eyes.”

      Patterson shivered.

      “Well, needless to say, we were all freaked the hell out and on a manhunt after that. The news spread quickly, and the whole town was hysterical. Everyone was afraid of one another. Nobody went out after dark. We were working around the clock, but coming up empty on leads. If we saw anyone out after dark we would bring them in for questioning. You were the unluckiest soul alive if we caught you hitchhiking near McCall that week. We were using that interrogation room a lot for a few days.

      “Then a week later, after the kid’s body was found, the Kipling house caught fire in the middle of the night, and that’s when all hell broke loose again. The fire burned hot, and there was nothing firefighters could do to save the structure. They had to stand back and watch it burn, along with a few acres of the surrounding woods.

      “When it finally burned itself out, investigators determined that accelerants had been used, a whole lot of them, clear arson, and we assumed the worst for the family. When we ended up not finding any bodily remains inside, we were beyond puzzled. Even stranger, the two family cars were still in the garage.”

      Dudley coughed and pulled his trucker hat off, revealing a shiny dome. He rubbed his hand over it and put the hat back on. “Nothin’. Couldn’t find the Kiplings. Dustin Kipling was kind of a big shot around town, with his statewide boat dealerships and all—Kipling Boats—and news traveled fast around the area about their disappearance. It was all the rave for a while on the news channels.

      “Their disappearance, along with the news of the murder out in the woods, brought a few people of interest into our station, and things got more complicated, or clearer I guess, now that we have hindsight.

      “The first visitor was a man named Dr. Lewis, a psychiatrist from Bend, Oregon, who was an old college friend of Dustin Kipling. Dr. Lewis told us that Dustin Kipling had come into his office a couple of days before his disappearance, looking for a prescription for anti-psychotic meds. When Dr. Lewis asked why he needed them, Dustin Kipling told him a story, confessing how he had killed their house cat, and how he was scared of what he might do next. Dr. Lewis was extremely concerned, but stopped short of detaining his old friend and putting him under psychiatric watch, which was within his power. Instead he wrote him the prescription with the caveat that Dustin come back and see him regularly.”

      Dudley looked at Rachette and then Patterson. “When we heard about this after the family’s disappearance, our running theory was that Dustin Kipling had murdered the neighbors’ kid and fled with his family. Perhaps he’d even taken the family under duress.

      “And then a second person came into our station—the child counselor at the twin daughters’ middle school. This counselor was talking about how she thought one of the daughters, Hannah, was highly unstable. She told us about Hannah attacking a boy with a baseball bat earlier that year. Vicious stuff—she was even expelled from school—but no formal charges were filed. And there were two other incidents of fights she’d gotten in before that were particularly violent, so said the counselor.”

      Patterson nodded. “Yeah. We saw that in the BSD report.”

      Dudley nodded. “We figured, like father, like daughter. But there was no way a teenaged girl could do the horrific things done to that boy, we thought.” He shook his head and glanced at the door behind them.

      “And what about William Van Wyke?” Rachette asked. “Why is an Idaho PI’s blood smeared inside this house, while his charred remains are inside a Mercedes SUV in the next county?”

      Dudley nodded and held up a finger. “We had a third visitor. A Nevada casino owner, who told us he’d seen Dustin Kipling a single day before the family’s disappearance. It turned out that Dustin Kipling had sold his entire business to this guy from Nevada for cash at an extreme discount. Three million dollars in cash, to be precise, which was apparently pennies on the dollar for what all those boat dealerships and the inventory inside ’em were worth.

      “This casino owner wanted to make sure that he was in the clear as far as we were concerned. And it turned out that he was. His story checked out. Kipling came to him with the deal, insisting it be all cash. We could find no connection with this casino-man to Kipling and his family other than purchasing the boat business at a fire-sale price. No pun intended.”

      “And Van Wyke?” Patterson pressed.

      “Van Wyke had apparently brokered the business deal. He was present and, as a witness, had signed the business-transfer agreement the lawyers had drawn up. His payment for facilitating the deal was the deed to Dustin Kipling’s lakefront property in McCall.”

      Rachette frowned. “The property that burned down?”

      Dudley nodded. “The property that burned down.”

      “So,” Patterson narrowed her eyes in thought, “Kipling burned down the property before Van Wyke could have it? Why?”

      Dudley raised an eyebrow. “I might have a good explanation for that now that we know the truth about Hannah and Rachel. Twenty-five years ago, we found some forensic evidence at the teenage boy’s murder scene, some skin under the nails, and a few hairs that we could never match to anyone. It was public knowledge that we’d found these two pieces of evidence. When the Kiplings disappeared, we scoured Dustin Kipling’s offices for matching hair and DNA, and found a few usable samples, but there was no match. That process alone took over a month. Tracking down samples for Katherine Kipling? We never found any usable hair or skin samples for her. The two daughters, Hannah and Rachel? By the time we were done testing Dustin’s samples, we were stumped on where to get any usable samples for the girls. Maybe that was Dustin Kipling’s plan all along with burning the house—to destroy any and all forensic evidence on his family, make it as hard for us as possible.”

      Patterson nodded. “That makes sense. Everything Dustin Kipling did was for the wellbeing of his daughters. That’s why they were here in the first place. But you could have gone to the girls’ middle school, right? Checked their lockers for a forensic match?”

      Dudley shrugged. “We did. Didn’t find anything. A month later those lockers had been cleaned and disinfected inside, and different students were using them.”

      Michelson cleared his throat. “We think Van Wyke must have heard about the bodies being pulled up from the lake here and put two and two together. He came over here looking for Dustin Kipling, perhaps looking for revenge against him for burning down the house and getting snubbed on payment. Our preliminary look into Van Wyke shows that the guy was involved with some shady people in regard to some of his business dealings.” Michelson shrugged. “When Van Wyke got here, he must have met up with Hannah.”

      Rachette blew air out of his nose. “And with a few bullets, some gasoline, and a match.”

      Dudley eyed Rachette and nodded. “When I saw the story on the news, I knew we’d finally found Dustin Kipling. The MO of the killer, with the heads severed and everything, was too perfect a match. Van Wyke must have seen the same stories and thought the same thing.”

      “What about the second body found burned in his car?” Rachette asked.

      Michelson nodded. “We think that’s a man named Darnell Dawkins. He’s been Van Wyke’s personal assistant, or something akin to that, for the last three years. Our department can’t find him, and it seems nobody has seen him in the last week up in Boise.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments.

      “Have you talked to Rachel Kipling about any of this?” Michelson asked.

      All eyes fell on Patterson. “She’s been mute for five days. Won’t talk to anyone. But we’ll keep at it, that’s for sure.”

      “Where is she?” Michelson asked.

      “Our county hospital, under lockdown, recovering from a fractured skull. She’ll be put away for a long time when all is said and done.”

      They stood quietly and then Michelson shook his head in exasperation. “And she’s not talking? Not giving any explanation about any of it?”

      Rachette scoffed. “You think there’s a good reason behind it all? They were both crazy, and that’s that.”

      Dudley and Michelson looked at Rachette, and then his shoulder, and nodded respectfully.

      Patterson cleared her throat, breaking the silence. “As you probably heard, we found Katherine Kipling in the lake as well, dropped in a different place than the other bodies. The neighbor, Olin Heeter, saw Hannah and Rachel dump their mother’s corpse overboard all those years ago. We think they must have known how Olin Heeter had reported what he’d seen to our sheriff’s office, but they’d left him alone all these years until now.

      “Whatever the reason they, or Hannah, were killing these boys and dumping them in the lake, it looks like it all came to a head with the Kipling family after Nick Pollard’s murder, and the girls had to get rid of their mother and father.

      “Things went cold for SCSD for twenty-two years and then, when we started pulling up those corpses last week, it looks like they were thrust into crisis mode. They killed the neighbor, Heeter, planted some pictures to make him look crazy and throw us off their scent. Then Van Wyke and this Darnell Dawkins showed up and they killed them.” She shook her head. “I think Deputy Rachette puts it succinctly: they were crazy.”

      “And they were cornered,” Dudley said. “Not a good combination.”

      They stood in silence for a few seconds until Patterson held up her hand toward the house. “Shall we?”

      Slowly they walked to the side of the house, and Michelson stepped next to Patterson. “What about the sheriff’s wife?”

      Patterson and Rachette exchanged a glance.

      “Ex-wife. And as of yet, we can’t connect Hannah or Rachel Kipling to those two murders. And, of course, Rachel’s not talking to anyone ...”

      Patterson let her sentence die. She didn't feel right exposing details about the violent crime that had caused endless whispering and speculation among the locals, and who knew how much pain for Jack, Wolf, and Sarah’s family.

      At the very least, the department had a responsibility to keep it in the SCSD family, didn't they?

      "Yeah," Rachette piped up, breaking her thoughts. "Something is totally off about Carter and Sarah being together in the first place. And why in Rocky Points? It makes no sense to me. Supposedly that guy was a gay interior designer from Aspen, so why’s he here? Because he and Sarah worked together in the past? Margaret said she hadn’t known anything about him coming into town, and if it had been for one of Sarah’s real-estate deals, Margaret would have been in the know.” He looked over at Patterson. “And if Carter was gay, why was he putting his hand on her leg that night, like you said? If you ask me—”

      Patterson stomped her heel on Rachette’s foot.

      “Ah! What the hell are you …” Rachette read her death glare and shut his mouth.

      She shook her head and walked, leaving the men following silently behind her.

      Reaching Michelson’s Caprice Classic, she turned, hoping the red in her face had dissipated.

      Michelson eyed her kindly and broke the silence. “I hope we’ve been able to shed some light. I’ll give you guys whatever you need at your station, and I’ll need everything you have to bring back to my department.”

      She nodded. “Of course. I’ll see to it.”

      “Maybe you two would like to come get lunch in town?” Michelson asked, clearly directing the question more to her than Rachette.

      “Sorry, I have some other things to attend to. I’ll follow you guys back to Rocky Points and get that report for you, though.”

      Michelson nodded, taking the rejection in stride. “Yeah, sure. We’d appreciate that. We’ll head into town and see you when you get there.”

      The two men from Idaho walked to their vehicle doors and got in. The engine fired up, and Michelson backed away. With a wave and a nod, he drove off in a cloud of dust.

      Patterson had no clue why she’d let herself mislead the man so much on the phone the past few days. She’d needed someone to talk to, someone besides Scott, someone in the business, and Michelson had been there for her. To think for a second that she could have jeopardized what she’d built with Scott over the past year—for what? An out-of-state flirtation?—was ridiculous.

      She shook it off and eyed Rachette. “How you feeling?”

      “Like shit.”

      “Get in my car. I’m taking you home.”

      He nodded but he didn’t move.

      “What’s up?”

      “You know,” he said, “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the next month with our jobs and everything, but I want you to know that I’ve enjoyed working with you more than anyone else on the force. You’re a good cookie.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Thanks. I’ve … liked working with you, too.”

      “I know I’ve been a pain in the ass to you over the last couple of years. And I’m thankful for your loyalty despite everything. I know that was a bad situation with those pictures of that girl and me. And I know you didn’t want to get on the wrong foot with MacLean, and I’m going to talk to him this week. Make sure he knows loud and clear that you had nothing to do with any of that BS.”

      “You don’t have to do that, just—”

      “No, I do. And I’m going to. I’ve already called and made an appointment with him down in Ashland.”

      She nodded.

      Rachette took a deep breath. “You know, there was this time way back, when I was a senior in high school, when I really liked this girl, and she really liked me too. We even said the L-word to each other, you know? It was that kind of thing.”

      She lifted her chin. “Look, Rachette, you don’t have to tell me this. Whatever it is.”

      “I know. I just … want you to know where I’m coming from, all right?”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      “So me and this girl, her name was Libby, we were tight. My dad used to be real tough on me growing up, and she was always there for me. Helped me through the bad times. She even helped me realize I wanted to be a cop.”

      Watching Rachette speak, Patterson swallowed back a tear when she realized this was the first time she’d ever seen her partner open up.

      “But after a while, I suspected she was cheating on me. So I put an audio recorder in her car. You know, to try and catch her in the act?”

      Patterson tilted her head.

      “And then I caught her. Got her right on audio tape, getting it on with some guy from the marching band.” Rachette glared into the distance. “I beat the crap out of that guy. And I had a topless picture of her on my phone, you know, from earlier, so I sent it to every—”

      “Okay, okay.” Patterson closed her eyes and held up a hand. “Listen, are we good?”

      Rachette blinked. “Yeah. We’re good.”

      “Okay. Then that’s all I need to know.” She stared at her partner and smiled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Let’s go.”
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      Three weeks later …

      

      Wolf started at the knock on his front door. He looked over at the roll table next to him and reached over for the TV remote control, pushing it further away.

      “Shit.” He gripped and wheeled the table closer, sending the almost empty bottle of Scotch thumping to the carpet.

      The second knock was more insistent.

      He picked up the remote and lowered the volume. “Come in!”

      The hinges squealed and there was a shaft of morning sunlight, and then the silhouette of a man with a cowboy hat stood in the doorway.

      “Come in and shut the door.”

      MacLean did as he was told. “It’s pitch black in here.”

      Wolf screwed his eyes shut, his eye sockets throbbing as MacLean hit the light switch. “Shut it off.”

      There was a soft flip and the room went dark again.

      With the sound of shots ringing out, he opened his eyes in time to see The Rifleman squeeze off five rounds from his customized Winchester.

      “You look like shit.” MacLean walked to the hospital bed set in the middle of Wolf’s living room, crunching a plastic cup with his boot on his way over. “Jesus. Really. Don’t smell much better either. Don’t you have someone to come give you a sponge bath? I can probably get someone up here to do it. A girl if you want.”

      Wolf pushed the mute button and glared at his visitor.

      MacLean held up his hands. “Or not.”

      “Sit down.”

      MacLean looked around and turned up his palms.

      “There’s a chair in the kitchen. Grab me a glass of water while you’re in there.”

      MacLean eyed him for a second and walked away.

      Wolf picked up a plastic bottle and rattled out two pills into his left hand. Cupping his fingers around the tablets, he felt a lance of pain in his purple-and-yellow middle finger.

      “Where’s that water?”

      MacLean appeared and held out a glass to his right hand.

      Wolf stared at it and raised his left.

      MacLean smiled and walked around the rear of the bed to the other side.

      Wolf popped the pills in his mouth, grabbed the glass, and tipped it back. Some water streamed off his chin, down his chest and onto his crotch beneath his hospital gown, but the pills hit the inside of his stomach.

      “You’re not gonna sit?”

      MacLean shook his head.

      “Can you pick up that bottle of Scotch and put it back on the table please?”

      MacLean snorted and smiled in response.

      Wolf stared at him.

      MacLean walked around the back of his inclined bed and picked up the bottle with a grunt. With deliberate steps that squeaked the floorboards under the carpet, MacLean moved back into the kitchen and rattled around in Wolf’s cabinets. There was the sound of a glass slapping on the counter, a cork being pulled, and the glug of the bottle.

      A second later MacLean strolled back in, put the full glass of Scotch down his throat and slapped the empty glass on Wolf’s plastic roll table.

      “That’s enough dicking around now.” MacLean walked to the front of the bed and assessed Wolf. “How would the voters like it if they saw their favorite candidate now?”

      Wolf felt a drip of water leave his chin.

      “You’ve been ignoring me, Sheriff. And since you garnered the sympathy of the voters with your personal tragedy and”—MacLean quoted his fingers—“heroics of late, your numbers have surpassed mine. And you didn’t even have to speak in front of a podium.”

      Wolf gazed at the television.

      “Well?” MacLean bent in front of him and jutted out his lower jaw.

      Wolf blinked and let his eyes land on MacLean.

      “Fine.” MacLean waved a hand in the air. “That was your last chance. Your time is officially up. I’ve called a press conference today up at the resort, where I’m going to let our voters know about everything—your drug-running deputy, and the way you covered it up. And it’s really a shame what you’re doing. I actually liked Deputies Rachette and Patterson. They’re good kids. Deputy Rachette had the balls to come down and apologize to me about the whole thing. And Patterson? She seemed like she would have been a good addition to my department. But, thanks to you, they’ll both be packing up and looking elsewhere for work. And with that on their record, I doubt they’ll find anything in the field of law enforcement.”

      MacLean turned toward the door and stopped. “Oh yeah, and I’ve decided to add a few more pictures to the mix. I’m not going to show them to you now, but I can describe them if you like.” He raised his eyebrows, and when Wolf kept silent he continued. “They’re of you and that dead serial-murderer woman. A few pictures of you and her coming into your house, and then a few of you two coming out the next day. All within the time period of your investigation. Good stuff.”

      “I’m out.”

      MacLean stood straight. “What?”

      “I’m out. I’m officially out of the race, as soon as you fulfill your end of the bargain. I’m out.”

      MacLean’s laugh boomed in the dark space, and after making a show of forming his hat he wiped his eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t care. Any sympathy I had for you or your deputies is long gone, and I think the voters of our new county need to know what kind of fraud you really are.” Pulling his thumb and forefinger down the corners of his silvery mustache, he turned and walked to the front door.

      “I’ll be releasing what I have to Renee Moore,” Wolf said, “from Channel 8, down in Denver. The FBI will also be interested in what I have to say.”

      MacLean stopped and turned. “What are you blabbering about? What do they have you on there? Percocet? Hydrocodone?”

      Wolf lifted a finger and pointed it toward a manila envelope laid conspicuously on the otherwise bare coffee table. “That’s yours.”

      MacLean walked over and looked at it.

      “That’s right.” Wolf smiled. “I have an envelope for you now.”

      “What is it?”

      “Pick it up.”

      MacLean picked it up and pried it open. With a frown he pulled out the single sheet of paper. “What the hell is this?”

      “My demands. I admit my handwriting is less than stellar, but I’ve been barely conscious for almost four weeks now, and when I’m awake I’m usually pretty buzzed on pain pills and Scotch. And since I can’t get up to use my printer, I had to write it.”

      MacLean shook his head with impatience and reached into the envelope. Burying his arm to the elbow, he pulled out a USB memory stick.

      “My Deputy Baine—you’ll want to keep a good eye on that guy by the way—tracked down your friend, Ms. Gail Olson. He brought her into the station and had a little chat with her, and you’ll see he’s a persuasive guy with his technical and legal jargon, and the way he uses cuss words. He had her spinning, and then shitting her pants, and then spilling everything, about how she was coerced by you to first seduce Deputy Rachette, then to carry out a drug transfer with him in the pre-arranged place and time, where we all know your photographer was in waiting. It’s all there on that USB in your hand, the interrogation video, her confession that she took your payment, everything.”

      There was a thwack as MacLean dropped the USB into the envelope. His eyebrows slid down and one side of his mouth turned up. “Bullshit. It’ll be her word against mine.”

      “And expunging her record? Did you go through the official court procedures for that? Or was it you and your pal, Lieutenant Bentman in the Ashland PD records department, who made that deal happen off the books?”

      MacLean’s eyes darted back and forth.

      Wolf lifted his eyebrows. “You and Bentman will be looking at hard jail time for that little move. Gail Olson put us onto that track. She told us about that carrot you hung on the stick in front of her in addition to the two-thousand-dollar payment. Again, it’s all on the video.”

      MacLean blinked. “Touché.” He looked at the crumpled piece of notebook paper and frowned. “And what’s this chicken-scratch say? Because I can, in fact, not read a single word of it.”

      “That’s just saying that once you’re sworn in as sheriff you’ll hire deputies Rachette, Patterson, Wilson, Yates, and Baine into the department at their current rank or higher. I’ll be adding names to that list as I see fit in the coming two weeks, and the employment contracts will be looked over by my associate, Margaret Hitchens. When I get the word that all has been done, I’ll continue to hold myself back from releasing this information.”

      MacLean shoved the paper into the envelope and dropped it to his side. With a puff of air from his lips he looked at Wolf. “You’ll continue to hold back from releasing this information?”

      Wolf nodded. “And I’ve already told Deputy Rachette that you’ve had a change of heart about the photographs, and you’ll have to tell him the same as soon as possible. He doesn’t know anything about you setting him up, and I don’t want him to know. That would only damage the relationship going forward, and cripple his ability to do a good job for the department. But, as far as I’m concerned, you owe him. You owe him big time. So you’d better tell him something that makes him feel off the hook for good, like he never even made a mistake. I don’t care how you do it, just do it.

      “Deputy Baine, however, can’t unlearn what he’s figured out about you. But he’s agreed to keep silent about our counter-investigation into your activity. Of course, I’m sure it will cost you in the terms of his employment.” Wolf raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, but you reap what you sow there.”

      MacLean’s chest heaved as he wiped his nose. “And what about you?”

      “Me?” Wolf’s eyes glossed over. “I have to take some time to mend things.”

      “Well, no shit. I mean after that, what do you want from me? You clearly don’t want sheriff, so what do you want? Undersheriff? Money? What?”

      Wolf dragged his eyes back to MacLean. “For now, I’d like you to go into my kitchen, go into the cabinet to the left of the refrigerator, and pour me a Scotch.”

      MacLean stood still, his eyes becoming blocks of ice.

      “And then,” Wolf said, “I’ll let you know.”

      MacLean bit his upper lip, and with a shake of his head he marched into the kitchen. A few seconds later he slammed the bottle next to Wolf and stormed to the front door.

      The hinges shrieked, and a shaft of light burned into Wolf’s retinas, and then the door slammed shut.

      As the sound of tires crackled into the distance outside, Wolf reached over and picked up his phone. There were nine missed calls from Rachette, Margaret, Patterson, Burton, and his mother.

      He ignored them and pushed the voicemail button for the hundredth time.

      “Hi, David. It’s me.” Sarah’s voice was timid, full of tension. “I need to talk to you. Call me back. Okay?”

      Need to talk to you.

      Wolf closed his eyes and lowered the phone. He cursed the political game he’d been roped into over the past few months, because it was so clear to him now—Sarah was dead because of that game. If he hadn’t been so pissed off about Chama’s visit that night, Wolf would have answered this very phone call. He would have helped her. She would be alive.

      Wolf reached over and picked up the bottle of eighteen-year-old Glenlivet he’d gotten from Burton on his fortieth birthday. A twinge of pain arced up his back as he twisted the cork, but the paper seal gave way and the stopper slid up with a squeak and then popped.

      He poured a few fingers in the water glass and scrolled to Jack’s phone number. He swallowed and stared at it, once again pulling forth the fuzzy memory.

      He knew it was a memory now, but for weeks Wolf had thought it had been a bad dream. One of many of late. But now he was certain. Through the haze of pain killers and agony of healing wounds, Wolf had only recently realized that Jack had not once been to see him. And he wasn’t answering Wolf’s phone calls, either.

      And then the truth had settled on him like a pile of rocks.

      It hadn’t been a bad dream. It was a memory.

      After one of Wolf’s hip surgeries in the county hospital, he’d cracked his eyes and Jack had been there waiting for him. Jack had gotten up from his cloth-covered chair, stood next to his bed, leaned over so close that he could smell his son’s breath, and said those words.

      “It’s your fault she’s dead.”

      And then Jack had left.

      Wolf’s breath caught at the vague recollection; then he gritted his teeth and pressed Jack’s phone number.

      After a single ring it went to voicemail.

      “This is Jack, you know what to do.”

      Wolf inhaled and shuffled the right words in his brain.

      When the beep sounded in his ear, he said, “Hey, Jack.” His voice wavered. “It’s Dad.”

      After a few breaths, he screwed his eyes shut, then opened them, staring at black and white credits as they flashed on the TV screen. He pushed the call-end button and dropped the phone on the bed.

      “One of these days you’ll answer,” he mumbled to himself. “I’m not giving up.”

      With a numb motion, he took a sip of the warm liquid, feeling the burn slide down his throat. Sloshing a dollop onto the cart table as he replaced it, his body sank into the hospital bed as if he was pulling five g’s in a fighter jet.

      As his eyelids drooped, he saw Sarah’s beautiful blues, and her wide smile. Then he saw Jack next to her with a big grin of his own. And then their images swirled and vanished.

      Wolf would find justice for Sarah and his shattered family.

      Through this whole ordeal, at least Margaret Hitchens had been right about one thing.

      “I never give up,” Wolf said, closing his eyes.
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      Two thumps ripped Wolf out of his sleep.

      Or so he thought. The silence in his ranch house living room was absolute save the ticking clock. The walls flickered in the darkened space as muzzle blasts puffed out of an actor’s revolver on the muted television.

      With a slow breath, he tried to blank out the throbbing in his limbs. Every time he woke, the pain seemed to have multiplied anew from the previous conscious moment; of course, being drugged up on Percocet and a smattering of other pills, adding doses of Scotch to the cocktail of medication, made it hard to remember those previous conscious moments.

      This must be what it’s like to have Alzheimer’s. How many times had he repeated that thought in the past few days? What day was it?

      He craned his neck as crunching footsteps approached his house outside, and then a knock on the door echoed in his skull, making him cringe.

      He cracked his lips and peeled his tongue from the top of his mouth. “Come in.”

      There was no response.

      “Come in!” Pain shot through his pelvis.

      The knob turned and the door opened, letting in a burst of light that assaulted his eyeballs.

      “Mr. Wolf?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My name is Special Agent Cumberland with the FBI.”

      Two men were silhouetted in his open doorway, holding square ID wallets in his direction. He lay back and closed his eyes, staring at their after-image burned into his retinas. “I’ll have to take your word for that. Come in.”

      “This is the Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Denver field office, Steven Frye. We’re here to ask you a few questions.”

      Wolf reached over and grabbed the handle of the oversized plastic cup of water and sucked from the straw. He was vaguely surprised that it was so full, cold, and rattling with ice. He drew a blank trying to remember who had filled it. It could have been any number of people who came in and out of his house as of late. Probably the big nurse.

      “Open those shades,” one of the agents said.

      His living room brightened and Wolf tried to straighten in his reclined hospital bed, sending another bolt of pain from his pelvis up his spine. He broke into a sweat and pulled off his sheet, letting the relatively cool air caress his damp gown.

      Fumbling at his sides for the bed controls, he found the plastic box next to his leg cast and pushed the incline button.

      As the bed whirred, one of the agents stepped in front of the television. He was tall and wide, and filled out his suit with muscle underneath. Holding mirrored sunglasses in one hand, his badge wallet hung in his other.

      “Let me see those badges and IDs again.”

      The big agent glanced at his partner and handed it over.

      The badges were real, and the ID cards looked genuine enough. Cumberland was the tall guy in front of him, and ASAC Frye was the other man to his left that he’d yet to look at properly.

      Both men had military cuts in their pictures and no-nonsense blank facial expressions. They wore white dress shirts and black ties cinched around muscular necks.

      When Wolf looked up, the two men were identical in dress and presentation to their IDs. But from each other they were different in every way. Cumberland was tall and imposing, while Frye was short and wiry. It looked like Cumberland had to endure a grueling physical routine to hold his shape, while Frye had to eat to hold his.

      He handed the wallets back. “What questions?”

      Cumberland tilted his chin up. “We need to ask you about the night Sarah Muller and Carter Willis were murdered. Straighten up a few things.”

      Though he spent most waking moments thinking about Sarah and her gut-wrenching demise by the hand of an unknown coward, the mention of her by these agents startled him to the core. “Straighten up a few things? What’s there to straighten up?”

      Cumberland clenched his fists and spread his hands while gazing around Wolf’s living room.

      It was a reflexive move for the big man, Wolf thought, like the agent was trying to contain anger.

      Agent Frye cleared his throat. “What were you doing the night of Sarah Muller and Carter Willis’s deaths?”

      Wolf took a deep breath, suppressing upwelling rage at the direction the conversation had steered. “I was out having a drink.”

      “With a woman who was a suspect in your murder investigation up at Cold Lake, correct?” Frye asked.

      “At the time, she was a person of interest.”

      “Until what time were you two having a drink?”

      “I don’t know. Nine-thirty? Ten?”

      “You’re not too sure about this because?”

      “I left under extenuating circumstances.”

      Frye blew air from his mouth. “And I guess what you mean by that is you were in a fight with a man named Carter Willis, knocked unconscious, and dragged out of there by this woman of interest?”

      “Something like that.”

      Cumberland squeezed his hands into fists again.

      “Have you heard that said woman of interest, Miss Kimber Grey, aka Rachel Kipling, has just committed suicide at County Hospital?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Ah. Well she has. So, there goes your alibi right there.”

      “Actually, you don’t have your facts straight. I don’t think I was having drinks with Rachel that night. I think it was her twin sister, Hannah Kipling, whom I pulled off a cliff and killed. So, actually, my alibi was long gone before Rachel offed herself.”

      Frye smiled without teeth. “So, you have no alibi for your whereabouts for the rest of that night. We talked to the bartender at the Pony Tavern. You were dragged out of there at closer to nine p.m., so you had the whole night ahead of you to recover from your fight and take care of whatever you needed to.”

      Wolf ignored the bait.

      “You’ve got motive like nobody else,” Frye continued.

      “What’s this guy here for? To stand and flex? You mind moving away from the TV there, Hulk?”

      Cumberland’s face darkened, and then he turned and poked the off button.

      The flat screen squeaked as it rocked back and forth on its stand.

      Frye smiled again, this time displaying teeth that seemed to glow. Clearly a fan of whitening agents. “We’ve been checking on your recent movements, specifically before the murders of your ex-wife and Carter Willis. Turns out you and Carter had a little run-in at Antler Creek Lodge, the restaurant at the top of Rocky Points Ski Resort?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “And from what we’ve been able to gather, it looks like Carter Willis and your ex-wife hugged at that encounter, and you overreacted, causing a scene.”

      “I reacted the appropriate amount.”

      “Out of jealousy?”

      “The guy was a sleaze ball. He was groping my date in front of me.”

      Frye nodded. “I’m just going to cut to the chase, maybe save us all some time here. Did you kill Carter Willis and your ex-wife, Mr. Wolf?”

      “No.”

      “Because it looks like you did.”

      “Can’t arrest someone for looking like they might have murdered someone. Listen, I’ve got some Rifleman to catch up on, so if you guys don’t mind leaving and lifting your legs on some other tree? Thanks.”

      “What are these?” Frye slapped a manila folder on the plaster cast that covered Wolf’s lap.

      Wolf stared at it but didn’t move.

      Frye opened it and tipped out a stack of photographs.

      They were photos of his deputy, Tom Rachette, and the girl they’d come to know as Gail Olson. They were familiar—Gail Olson handing Rachette a bag, Rachette hugging the woman, Rachette putting the bag in his car, Rachette and Gail driving their separate ways.

      They were an innocuous set of photographs under normal circumstances, but Wolf knew Gail Olson had been caught months earlier by the Ashland PD with marijuana and money in her car, lots of both, and these photos were supposed to implicate Wolf and his department in the smuggling of drugs.

      When Wolf kept silent, Frye picked up a photo and studied it. “Sheriff Will MacLean of Byron County told us that he brought these photos to you. He knew all about Gail Olson’s past and mentioned that he might make these photos public. He said you freaked out and dropped out of the race. He’s done right by giving up the pictures to us now.”

      “Yes,” Wolf said, “these photos were a blackmail attempt by Sheriff MacLean, who set up Gail Olson to make this fake drop while he took these pictures to make my deputy and my department look bad.”

      Frye straightened with a confused look. “MacLean set the whole thing up, which you figured out, and yet you dropped out of the race? So the blackmail attempt worked? I’m confused. You say it was a set-up, but you dropped out of the race to keep these photos under wraps.”

      “I dropped out of the race because I didn’t want the job.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “I learned I didn’t fit the job description. MacLean did perfectly.”

      Frye laughed. “That’s an interesting angle.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that’s not what we heard.”

      Wolf leaned back. “Heard about what?”

      Frye smirked and walked away from the hospital bed. He picked up a sheet of paper and studied it, set it down, and moved on.

      “Hey, why don’t you take a look around?”

      “Thanks, I will,” Frye said, his voice coming from inside Wolf’s bedroom.

      Cumberland stood motionless, gazing at Wolf.

      Engines revved and tires rumbled on the drive out front, getting louder as they approached.

      Frye appeared next to Wolf and gestured to the window. “The rest of our crew.”

      “Why?”

      Frye stepped to the window and forked open the blinds with his fingers. “Did you kill Gail Olson, Sheriff Wolf?”

      Wolf frowned. “What? No.”

      Frye twisted and stared at him.

      Wolf looked at Frye and Cumberland in turn. “Gail Olson’s been murdered?”

      Both agents held their stares.

      Frye blinked first. “She’s been missing since the night of Carter Willis and Sarah Muller’s deaths. Vanished.”

      The vehicles outside came to squeaking stops and car doors opened and closed. Chattering agents and squawks of radio static filled the silence.

      “You guys seriously think I shot my ex-wife, Carter Willis, and Gail Olson?” Wolf tried to counteract his escalating blood pressure with deep breathing, but it wasn’t working.

      Frye gestured toward Wolf’s bedroom. “Could have been with that Walther PPK sitting in your nightstand drawer.”

      “The bullets that killed my ex-wife and Carter Willis were nine millimeter parabellum. Since a blown-off right hand isn’t one of my current injuries, clearly, I didn’t use the PPK to fire those rounds. You got a warrant inside that empty head of yours? If not, then get the hell out of my house.”

      “And your department-issue Glock 17?” Cumberland asked.

      “My deputies already checked to see if my piece was fired the day we discovered the bodies.”

      “We discovered the bodies?” Frye asked. “They. Your deputies discovered the bodies. You were supposedly here with a psychotic serial murderer at the time, doing hell-knows-what kind of sick things in that bedroom of yours—or at least, you say you were here. And when your deputy checked your weapon? We heard about that visual check and sniff. That’s not going to cut it. We’ll need to do some ballistics.” Frye slapped a folded sheet of paper on his bed. “And here’s our warrant. We’re going to take a look around now. You just sit here and make yourself comfortable while we do.” Frye pulled a radio from his belt. “All right, let’s move.”

      Calls and responses echoed outside and the front door blew open. Two male agents entered in full stride.

      “Go ahead, make my day.” Wolf leaned back, his confident words sounding not so confident to his ears. Because the truth was, he remembered little of that fateful night a few weeks ago, when Sarah and Carter Willis were shot dead and left in a BMW sedan.

      There were still unanswered questions about that night—as in all of the questions.

      “Agent Frye.”

      Frye paused in mid-conversation with an agent and stepped close to Wolf. “What?”

      “Carter Willis.”

      “What about him?”

      “I’ve been looking into him. Who the hell is he? Aren’t you guys worried about that? He’s not in any of the databases, no public record, nothing. He doesn’t exist. He’s a ghost. And you guys are worried about me?”

      “That’s not your concern.”

      “Not my concern? He was found dead with my wife.”

      “Your ex-wife.” Frye squinted and tilted his head. “Is that all, Mr. Wolf?”

      Wolf leaned back and closed his eyes. “Is Special Agent Luke here?”

      Nobody answered. When Wolf cracked his eyes open, Agent Frye was gone.

      Wolf looked on his bedside roll-table for his cell phone but it, too, was gone. A young-looking FBI agent was dropping it in a plastic bag.

      “Is Special Agent Luke here?” Wolf asked the agent.

      The agent kept silent, but after a quick glance around the room he nodded.

      “Tell her to come talk to me.”

      The agent ignored him and stepped away.

      Wolf sat back and pulled up his bed sheet, feeling exposed in more ways than one. There was nothing he could do but breathe and remain calm.

      He leaned back and racked his brain again, like he’d done in every waking moment between pill and Scotch-induced sleeps the past couple of weeks.

      He’d relived every memory from the night of Sarah and Carter’s deaths countless times, but the problem was that the memories were few. Wolf had been having drinks with a woman he’d thought to be Kimber Grey when Carter Willis had come into the bar with two of his cronies. It had been only a few minutes until Carter Willis had approached Wolf, leaned close, and told him his ex-wife was an unforgettable piece of ass. He remembered that clear enough. And then Wolf had attacked him without hesitation.

      Wolf had gotten some good shots in, and taken a few, too. But the lights had gone out when he’d taken a pool cue to the head from one of the two men with Carter.

      From that blackout moment onward, Wolf had been at the mercy of a woman who had murdered an unknown number of young men, mutilated their bodies, and dumped them into Cold Lake, south of town. The rest of that night had been erased from his mind, if it had ever been there to begin with. He’d had more than a few whiskies at the Pony Tavern before the action ensued.

      Then there were the memories of the past few weeks since his plummet off a cliff. Those were chopped and jumbled, and remembering anything in any order was like trying to put together a thousand-piece puzzle with the pieces turned upside down.

      “David.” The voice in his ear was feminine and full of concern.

      Wolf opened his eyes.

      “You look like shit,” Special Agent Kristen Luke said.

      Luke’s brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, her face chiseled, yet soft. Her wide cinnamon-bark eyes were bleary but still as stunning as ever.

      “You look good,” Wolf said.

      She darted a glance toward the nearest agent and waited for him to move on. “I’m sorry I haven’t gotten back to you. I can’t really … talk to you.”

      He nodded. “Deputy Baine has proof that MacLean was behind those photographs with Rachette and Gail Olson—a video interview Baine conducted with Gail. Which makes me think MacLean might be behind her disappearance. Get to Baine, and get that video file he has.”

      “Of course I …” she stopped talking and stepped away.

      A few seconds later she came close, this time avoiding eye contact with him. “Go ahead.”

      “MacLean also said he had photos of me and Hannah Kipling here at the house that night. Those photos might be my alibi.”

      She walked away as if he’d said nothing.

      Agent Frye appeared next to Wolf, his eyes trailing Luke. “She tells me you’re innocent.”

      “She’s a smart agent.”

      “So am I. That’s how I became ASAC. And I know that when emotions get involved, investigations go sloppy. So I’m not listening to a thing she says.”

      Wolf closed his eyes. “Let me know what you find. I’m confident I’ll see you again soon, and you can apologize to me then, okay?”

      When Wolf opened his eyes, Agent Frye had gone, back to the bustle of agents ransacking his home.
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      Three months later—Tuesday, September 9th

      The Sluice–Byron Sheriff’s Department SUV rocked back and forth as it passed through the headgate of Wolf’s ranch.

      Shiny new turret lights topped the spotless rust-brown vehicle, and as it slowed into the circle drive the logo stamped on the door came into view. It was key-shaped—Sluice County represented by the jagged blade, and Byron making up the boxy bow at the bottom.

      Wolf was still not used to the new look.

      He put his hands in his jacket pockets and tucked his chin under his collar. The September morning air was chilled and smelled like wood smoke, pine, and wet earth.

      Peaks that had been bare rock all summer were dusted today with lace yarmulkes of snow from last night’s monsoon storm that had dumped hours of roof-rattling rain.

      A pinprick reflection sparkled in sunlight halfway up the mountain slope.

      Wolf dismissed the anomaly and focused on his approaching visitors.

      The SUV splashed through a puddle and rocked to a stop. The passenger-side door opened and Deputy Heather Patterson approached with quick strides.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      “Hello to you, too. Like a new man, thanks.” Wolf smiled against her look of concern. “Aren’t you going to close your door?”

      She walked back and shut it.

      Wolf stepped forward onto the muddy drive and shook her hand.

      As always, Wolf’s hand dwarfed the much shorter deputy’s, but, as always, her grip sent electricity up his arm.

      Patterson was like that, tiny in stature but large in presence, and that’s why Wolf had hired her on the spot after meeting her once, and had never regretted the decision in the years since.

      Her granite physique told she worked out seven days a week, every week, every month, every year. Her tanned, freckled skin told of her willingness to be out doing the job. One look at her hardened blue eyes told of her intelligence. And one look at her smile told anyone with a brain that she was a real catch.

      Scott Reed, a snowcat operator for the Rocky Points Ski Resort, was a lucky man to have caught Patterson. She and Wolf were on strict professional terms, though if he’d had to stretch their relationship to something more, he would have said he looked on her as the daughter he’d never had. A daughter who carried a pistol and had a fifth-degree black belt in Kenpo karate.

      Patterson eyed him suspiciously for a second and then turned at the sound of the SUV door slamming shut behind her.

      Deputy Baine stepped around the vehicle, shoving a phone in his pocket. “Sorry. Had to send a message to Andrea.”

      Wolf nodded and shook the deputy’s hand. “How’s Andrea doing?”

      “Great, great.” Baine shook his head and sagged his shoulders, his posture all apology.

      “It’s not your fault,” Wolf said. “Forget about it.”

      “Shit. I just can’t believe it. It was frickin’ locked. The drawer was locked.”

      Patterson looked between them. “What are you guys talking about?”

      Wolf waved a dismissive hand. “How’re things at the department?”

      Patterson and Baine gave each other meaningful glances.

      “Interesting,” Patterson said. “There’s a definite division between the two groups of personnel. MacLean hasn’t been exactly present during the whole change-management process.”

      Baine snorted. “He’s got every Sluice deputy paired up with a Byron deputy. I’ve got a douche bag who reminds me of regulations all day, and Patterson, well you’ve heard about Patterson.”

      Wolf nodded. “Undersheriff Lancaster. Nice draw you got there.”

      Patterson looked at her watch. “I figure we’ve got about fifteen minutes. Then we’ve gotta run.”

      “Let’s take a walk.” Wolf walked toward the red barn that sat on the north side of his one-story house. Patterson and Baine followed close behind.

      He led them past the old roll doors, past the work-shed entrance, and out into the woods along a path that had been there since the days of Wolf’s first memories.

      “So what’s up?” Patterson finally said when they’d walked a hundred feet. “You sounded a little skittish on the phone this morning.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I just want to show you guys something, get the latest news.”

      “The news is, the FBI has been talking to me,” Patterson said.

      “Me too,” Baine said.

      Wolf kept walking.

      “Sir, you don’t seem surprised that the FBI are talking to us.”

      “You don’t need to call me sir anymore, Patterson. I’m not your boss.”

      “Whatever, sir. The FBI? You don’t seem surprised.”

      He glanced at Baine. “I’m sure that ever since you were supposed to produce that digital file of you interviewing Gail Olson and couldn’t, you’ve made yourself pretty well known.”

      “Wolf,”—Baine crunched to a halt—“you know that wasn’t my fault, right? I swear it was in the top drawer of my desk. And I erased the YouTube file because I didn’t want random people watching it. I should have just changed the settings and kept it there. Someone frickin’—”

      “Relax. I’m not saying it was your fault. Someone clearly removed the file from your desk. Someone who knew about it, and had something to gain by getting it. Someone like Sheriff Will MacLean. I’m just offering up reasons why the FBI is all over you now.”

      Baine nodded and looked at his feet.

      “What interview file?” Patterson asked. “An interview with Gail Olson? Because they’ve been asking me about her.”

      Wolf turned and started walking again. “Ignorance is your best defense in all of this, Patterson.”

      She huffed and followed him.

      “Yeah, Patterson. You’re ignorant. So that’s going to—ah!”

      Wolf smiled at the sound of Patterson’s hands thumping against Baine’s chest.

      “Shhhh … damn.”

      Wolf veered off the trail into the woods. “Follow me. Gonna make it, Baine?”

      “Yeah. Shit, Patterson. Joke much?”

      A few minutes later, Wolf reached a rise in the forest floor and paused.

      Ahead was a small hill by any Coloradan’s standards—it always had been—but recently it was looking like a mountain to Wolf. His body ached already, and he’d only been up from bed and moving around for an hour.

      For over a month now, he’d been climbing up and down the smaller hills and mountains behind his property, taking in the clean air and building his strength, but it seemed to be an exercise in futility rather than exercise for his body.

      The muscles in front of his right hip were knotted painfully, a side effect of his healing broken pelvis after the fall.

      His right femur, having been cracked diagonally, jarred sharply with every step, and in between paces was a dull ache that registered at least a seven out of ten.

      The three compression-cracked vertebrae in his lower back were almost fully healed according to the doctor, but there was a nagging stiffness now, and he was far from confident that the occasional arcing pain up his spine would stop in his lifetime.

      His ruptured spleen? That had healed and he was still the proud owner of the organ. He wondered why the doctors hadn’t simply taken it out, but in the end, he’d kept it. Score one for Wolf.

      Tack on the other dozen or so minor to major injuries in various stages of healing, and Wolf figured he’d been telling the truth to Patterson earlier about feeling “like a new man.”

      Despite the pain, Wolf led at a good pace up the hill, and Patterson and Baine followed.

      A few minutes later, flushed with sweat and suppressing a maniacal urge to cough, Wolf reached the clearing of the trees and crested the hill.

      “Wow, it’s beautiful up here.” Patterson whistled and turned full-circle.

      “Damn straight.” Teeth bared, Baine wheezed with his hands on his hips.

      Wolf nodded and cleared his throat, noting the way Patterson’s lungs pulled in air as if she were in a deep sleep.

      The valley to the north extended up to the miniature-looking buildings of Rocky Points. Even from such a distance, the glass-ensconced Sluice–Byron County building—now home to the new Sheriff’s Department, numerous holding cells, and various government offices—stuck out like a beacon as the sun reflected off its windows.

      “See that there?” Wolf pointed to the pinpoint reflection on the side of a mountain to the west.

      Patterson followed his finger and then stepped close to his arm. “That reflection?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s that?”

      “FBI surveillance team.” Wolf gestured around them. “They have a couple of guys up there watching me twenty-four seven. Me and Rachette spotted them a few days ago, taking this same walk. There’re two more men down south on that bluff, two to the north along that ridge, and a couple of goons in that unmarked you passed on the way to my house.”

      “Yeah, we saw them parked a half-mile or so down,” Patterson said.

      Wolf waved to the reflection and scratched his nose with his middle finger.

      Patterson looked uneasy. “You think they’re listening to us?”

      He shrugged. “The guys to the north are within parabolic mic range to hear us crisp and clear, as if we were standing right next to them. The fact that they’re out there sitting on their asses, listening to us, rather than looking for the killer of my ex-wife, shows they might be too stupid to realize they can use a parabolic mic to listen in.” He turned to her and Baine. “It’s a toss-up.”

      She blinked. “I … uh …”

      Baine straightened and backed up a step, looking like his space had just been violated.

      “They asked you about Gail Olson?” Wolf asked Patterson.

      She blinked some more. “What?”

      “The FBI. Don’t worry. We have nothing to hide. What did they ask you?”

      “They kept asking about those photos that Sheriff MacLean gave us of her and Rachette. Then they wanted to know what I was doing the night Sarah was shot. Frickin’ bastards. I saw they were interrogating Rachette before me. I don’t get it. What are they saying? That we did this?”

      “What did they want to know about the photos?” Wolf asked.

      “They wanted to know if and how I knew Gail Olson.” She turned to the woods and raised her voice. “Which I didn’t! I never saw that girl in my life before I saw those pictures, which Sheriff MacLean gave to me.” She turned back to Wolf and straightened her jacket. “I don’t know, it’s like they were trying to get a confession out of me or something. I ended up taking the fifth. My father used to say that it’s never, ever, a good idea to talk to a law-enforcement officer. I’m beginning to realize why when I talk to these feds. They seem to be grasping for anything, and groping us in the process.”

      “And you?”

      Baine was staring across the valley, lost in thought.

      “Baine.”

      He flinched and turned to Wolf. “What?”

      “What have the FBI been asking you?”

      Baine wiped his nose with his thumb. “You know, what you were doing the night of Sarah and Willis’s deaths. That kind of stuff.”

      Wolf nodded in thought. “And Gail Olson?”

      “Yeah, and Gail Olson.”

      “Did you tell them about the video we had?”

      Baine exhaled. “Yeah, of course I did. I told them I’d interviewed her but I couldn’t find the file. Then they asked me about what she said, so I took the fifth, too. I don’t know what the hell is going on around here. I don’t want to say anything that implicates you or me. And I don’t think we should talk about it now.”

      Wolf eyed the reflection again. “What’s changed?”

      “What do you mean?” Baine asked.

      “They’ve been out there for three days. What changed three days ago?”

      “The FBI talked to me a little over a week ago,” Patterson said. “Not in the last few days. I’m not sure what this is about. They asked me if you knew Gail Olson and I said no. That’s all they said about you. We’ll check.”

      Baine eyed the reflection on the mountain across the valley, then back down into the forest the way they’d hiked up.

      “All right,” Wolf said. “Let’s get you two back.”

      Patterson and Baine followed in silence.

      As they reached the trail at the base of the hill, Patterson came next to Wolf and lowered her voice. “Sir, I wanted to talk to you about Carter Willis.”

      “You find anything on him?” Wolf pounced at the utterance of the man’s name.

      She glanced back at Baine.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not listening.” Baine held back a few steps.

      “Thanks.” She exhaled and slid Wolf an uneasy glance. “No. I haven’t gotten anywhere with Carter Willis’s identity. Lorber can’t find anything with his contacts, and Kristen Luke is dodging me as much as she’s dodging you. I’ve checked with a CBI guy I know, and he came up empty, too. Said the guy’s made up. I checked with the company who issued his car insurance, and they had no record of even having him as a customer. Not even online. The card was a forgery. The registration on his car? Same deal. Not registered with the state.”

      Wolf nodded impatiently. They’d already gone over all this and Patterson knew it. Wolf was asking whether she had anything new, not to rehash what they already knew.

      But people didn’t know how to act with Wolf as of late, because the truth was that Wolf had also sustained a second-degree concussion in the fall, and his memory was holier than Swiss cheese.

      The head injury had also damaged his left inner ear, causing intermittent tinnitus and a sensation of it having been stuffed with foam. Vertigo and nausea were never far behind. This, coupled with his other injuries, acted as an off-switch for his body.

      His left ear was beginning to ring.

      “What did you want to tell me … that we haven’t already talked about?” Wolf asked, making his point.

      “Remember I said I saw Carter and Sarah at the bar that night, when I was with Scott and his family?”

      Wolf swallowed. He remembered quite well. “Yeah.”

      “I stopped when I saw Sarah to say hi, and Carter had his hand on her thigh underneath the table.”

      The ringing instantly doubled in volume.

      Wolf nodded, keeping an even stride. “All right.”

      “I never told you, and it’s been eating at me recently, because I realize it might be some kind of clue. Shit, I’m so sorry.” She looked down at the ground.

      Wolf walked in silence for a few steps and then put a hand on Patterson’s shoulder.

      She looked up with glassy eyes.

      “Don’t worry about it, all right?”

      She nodded. “I’m sorry. I even told the FBI about it, but I didn’t tell you, and then I waited and waited, and then it got harder to tell you.”

      “I’m glad you told me. It could be important. It was already suspicious that she was wearing her nightgown in the car when they were shot. It suggests that either she and Carter were intimate, or she was pulled out of the house without warning. With what you just told me, it’s looking like they were definitely intimate. That’s a clue.” He turned to the trees and shook his head, trying to shake the deafening sound. “I’ve gotta get back to work. I can’t do anything from here but think in circles.”

      Patterson looked up at him. “My aunt says you’re a wreck and need more rest. From where I’m standing, it looks like she’s right.”

      He felt light in the chest and sweat broke out on his forehead. “I’m …”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Wolf was starting to get the sparkly vision again, a sign that he needed to lie down, and fast. He limped onward toward the trail. “A couple of months ago the FBI came up empty with the search of my house. The ballistics didn’t match. They’ve got nothing. So I don’t know what they’re up to.”

      The red barn came into view between the trees.

      “So what do you want us to do?” Patterson said loudly, as if to include Baine back in the conversation.

      Wolf lumbered forward, barely hearing himself as he spoke. “I want you to keep trying with Luke. The FBI knows something we don’t and we need to know what that is. She’s still our best inside man.”

      “Yeah, one who clearly wants nothing to do with us,” Patterson said.

      “Baine, keep your eyes and ears open on MacLean, I guess. And if either of you can figure out what’s going on with this surveillance, I’d appreciate knowing.”

      “I can check on it,” Baine said.

      Wolf nodded. His good leg buckled and he stumbled before standing straight.

      “My God, are you okay?” Patterson ducked under his arm and locked her own around his waist. Baine grabbed under his other armpit.

      “It’s all right.” Wolf blinked away the stars again. “I’ve just gotta lie down.”

      “Let’s go,” Patterson said with determination.

      His feet left the ground as the two deputies whisked him up the trail, around the barn, and to the front of his house.

      “Kitchen entrance?” Patterson asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Both Patterson and Baine’s phones chimed from their pockets.

      “Shit. You get that,” Patterson said.

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “Do it.”

      Baine let go of Wolf and fished for his phone.

      Patterson leaned to the side, digging her hip into Wolf’s leg.

      He winced from the pressure on his femur as his legs touched down.

      “Sorry. You okay?”

      Wolf nodded.

      Patterson wrestled him through the door, into the kitchen, on through the family room, and into his bedroom.

      He collapsed onto the unmade sheets and rolled to his back. “Thanks.”

      The ceiling spun, but the sustained ringing seemed to diminish.

      “Yeah.” She pulled off his shoes. “What can I get you?”

      He swallowed, and it felt like a piece of cotton was stuck in his throat. “Luke probably can’t talk to us. I bet she’s being watched just as closely as I am right now. Her SAC probably warned her to stay away from all this. She’s emotionally attached to me, and he knows it.”

      Patterson grabbed the empty cup of water from Wolf’s nightstand, filled it in the bathroom, came back in, and held it out to him.

      He gulped the water down and leaned against the headboard. “Thanks.”

      “Yeah. Geez, you are a wreck. What else? What else can I get you?”

      “Patterson?” Baine called from the kitchen entrance.

      “Yeah!” Patterson’s eyes stayed on Wolf’s. “What do you need?”

      “Nothing. Go. Don’t worry about me.”

      “We have to go! MacLean’s calling us in for a meeting.”

      Patterson glanced at her watch. “Yeah, all right. I’ll be right there.”

      Wolf smiled and nodded.

      “I’ll be back,” Patterson vowed and left the room.

      “Bye, Arnold.”

      “What?” She appeared again at the doorway with a scowl. “Arnold? Are you okay?” She rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, I get it. Bye.”

      Wolf closed his eyes and went to sleep.
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      “They’re all dead, and it’s your fault!”

      Wolf opened his eyes and rolled to his side, struggling to catch his breath. The accusation seemed to echo in the room, like he was in a deep canyon.

      He sat up and rubbed his temples, seeing the fictitious fireball against his eyelids once again.

      For over fifteen years, since his days in the army, he’d battled a recurring nightmare that spawned from one of his worst memories—a recall of one of his worst deeds—a single shot he’d been forced to take in Sri Lanka to save twenty-three lives. It had killed an eight-year-old boy who had been running toward a Chinook helicopter, a suicide bomb strapped to his back and a detonator switch in his hand. The boy had been conned into doing it by a group of men who watched from the trees.

      Before the stock had finished its recoil against his muscled shoulder, before the boy was through feeling the pain of Wolf’s first bullet, Wolf had already begun to focus his efforts on coming back home—back to his son, who was two years old and thousands of miles away at that instant. Back to his son, who at the time was essentially a fatherless child, impressionable, vulnerable to any bad man who walked in off the street while Wolf was around the world fighting against men with putrid values.

      The shot had been a seminal moment in his life, like when Jack had been born, or when he and Sarah had exchanged vows, or when they’d divorced, or when Sarah had been shot in the head and taken before she and Jack and Wolf had had a chance to be normal again.

      The dream always returned during times of stress. But now it had morphed into a fiction. In this dream, the boy reached the Chinook helicopter. He depressed the thumb button. The people were all dead in a searing fireball, and it was all Wolf’s fault because he’d frozen and watched it happen, unable to pull the trigger.

      He got up and went to the bathroom to splash some water on his face.

      His reflection was the skinniest version of Wolf he could remember. His complexion was so pale it was almost blue; his eyes were ringed with dark circles bordered with yellow, the crow’s feet next to them deep, his lips thin and dry.

      There was a new streak of gray in his otherwise dark hair coming in above his ear. A matching splash of silver painted his inch-long beard.

      He looked like a prisoner, he thought. He’d never had the misfortune of being captured in war, but he’d rescued people who had, and this is what they looked like.

      For twenty minutes, he bathed and shaved, and in the end looked a little better, though not much.

      His phone chimed on his nightstand and he went out and picked it up.

      Nate Watson. He got excited, knowing exactly why he was calling.

      “What’s up?” Wolf answered.

      “Hey, I’ve got him here. We’re going to the river.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll park at the Westfield Oxbow lot. I’ll bring him and Brian south.”

      “Okay, I’ll leave now.” He picked up his watch and then checked out his window. The rear of the house was in shadow and the tops of the trees were blazing in bright light. Four p.m.? He’d slept all day.

      “See you there.”

      Wolf slipped on the same clothes from the morning, grabbed his keys, got in his Toyota truck, and drove.

      He sped down the dirt driveway, through the headgate, and took a right to follow the river north.

      A mile up, he mashed the accelerator and passed the unmarked Crown Victoria, contemplating whether to stay close or give it a wide berth on the way by. He swung the wheel and passed with plenty of space to spare—no sense endangering the innocent agents inside the vehicle. They were only acting on orders.

      He was satisfied, though, watching the rearview as the FBI vehicle disappeared in a storm of dust.

      He reached the end of the county road, hung a left, crossed the Chautauqua river, and went north on highway 734 toward town, keeping his speed up as he did so. As he finally slowed and made his way along Main Street in town, he saw that the FBI unmarked had caught up and now tailed him ten car lengths back.

      Wolf passed through town and kept going north. The highway meandered along the right side of the Chautauqua, whose sliding waters bisected the town of Rocky Points, flowing north and then west, ultimately pouring into the Colorado River a hundred miles away.

      Once out of town, Wolf cruised at sixty. Slowing at the Westfield Oxbow sign, he pulled into the dirt parking lot and parked next to Nate’s SUV.

      Wolf and Nate had become best friends growing up by playing together in the same offensive backfield on the same football team each year from elementary school until college.

      Whereas Wolf had gone off to Colorado State on a full-ride scholarship as quarterback, Nate had gone on to Golden and attended the Colorado School of Mines. Nate followed his strengths, abandoning his post at running back and honing his sharp mind instead. Eventually he’d become the owner of one of the premier geological-services companies in the western United States.

      Nate’s large, top-of-the-line American SUV, coupled with his sprawling house in the woods, told of the continued success of his business.

      As Wolf got out of his SUV, a car on the highway leaned on the horn and sped past the FBI unmarked rolling into the lot.

      The agent pulled to the opposite side of the clearing and parked. When the car shut off, they climbed out and one of them grabbed a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one while the other leaned against the trunk.

      “I’d appreciate it if you two stayed here,” Wolf said.

      Both gazed at him with an air of superiority.

      The last thing Wolf wanted was a couple of suits to mess up this situation, but there was nothing he could do about it, so he walked toward the river.

      The Westfield Oxbow was a bend in the Chautauqua River a few miles north of town with shores blanketed in low bushes and frequented by local and out of town fishermen.

      As Wolf walked through the foliage into a clearing, he saw Nate standing with his son, Brian, a dog, and another young man.

      Wolf’s pulse quickened at the sight of his son.

      Brian, Nate’s son, was fourteen years old like Jack, but he’d yet to enter a growth spurt yet. Built like a running back, Nate was average height and his son Brian was a few inches beneath him.

      On the other hand, Jack had reached Wolf’s height of six foot three and surpassed it by an inch as of this summer. At least, that’s what Sarah’s mother had told him the last time they’d spoken on the phone.

      Jack looked as awkward as ever, stooping a little with his shorter companions, as if ashamed of his height. His hair was shaggy and blew in the late-afternoon breeze.

      The FBI agents watched with interest, but stayed put. One of them looked away as if respectfully giving Wolf his space. Must have kids. The other smiled as he blew out a drag. Must not.

      He pushed through the weeds and grasses, the image of Jack, Brian, and Nate flitting in and out behind branches swaying on the wind.

      He reached the shoreline and a game trail that led toward them, so he followed it.

      “Hey, Dave.” Brian spotted Wolf first and called out to him.

      Jack twisted around and glared at Wolf, then at Nate.

      Nate took the dagger stare and raised his chin, which seemed to worsen Jack’s sense of being betrayed, because he dropped his fishing pole and walked into the bushes in the direction of the parking lot.

      “Jack.” Wolf followed after him.

      No answer. Jack picked up his pace, his head bobbing and weaving between the bushes at breakneck speed.

      Wolf struggled to keep up, his right femur throbbing, his hip tightening with each step. “Jack, please. Stop.”

      His son slowed for an instant and leaned his head back as if pleading to the sky, as if finally resigned to talking to his father.

      Wolf slowed and approached timidly, not believing his luck. For three months, Jack had ignored his calls, screening them, avoiding him at all costs, pretending he didn’t exist. Finally, he had a chance to plead his case.

      But Jack changed his mind and marched forward again, this time at a faster pace.

      “Please! I need to talk to you!”

      He clenched his teeth and jogged after him, swerving around a bush and then another. His legs ripped through the weeds, and a branch swayed in the wind and hit him in the face.

      With eyes wide open, a leaf hit one of his eyeballs and he wrenched his head back at the sudden pain. The movement sent a lightning bolt from his previously broken vertebrae up his spine and he fell over onto a pile of rocks.

      He lay still on the cool ground, panting and gritting his teeth. Blood pounded in his neck as he rolled over and gazed at the bushes swaying above.

      “Shit.” With ginger movements, he got to his knees.

      “Are you all right?”

      Jack was there with a lanky hand extended.

      Wolf paused and looked up at his son’s face.

      Jack’s hand was extended, but his forest-green eyes showed little concern.

      “Yeah.” Wolf grabbed his hand, and Jack yanked him to his feet. “Easy.”

      His son turned and walked away again.

      “Why won’t you talk to me, Jack?”

      Jack stopped and presented his profile, then faced him. His son’s eyes were wild, glowing with anger. “Are you serious? You’re pretending you don’t know?”

      Wolf lifted his chin. “I think I have an idea, but you’re gonna have to tell me. Why the hell are you so mad at me?”

      “Because Mom is dead because of you. That’s why, Dad. Because you should have been there with her that night instead of screwing some slut at your house.”

      The words lashed him harder than any branch could. “I was knocked out that night, son. I … I don’t remember a thing. That woman brought me home, and then the next thing I knew I’d woken up.”

      “I guess you shouldn’t have gone out drinking with her then. I guess you should have answered Mom’s calls. She was in trouble, and she called you for help, and you ignored her to go out partying with your slut friend.”

      “Jack, listen—”

      “And now she’s dead.” He raised his hands and dropped them. His breath started and his eyes welled. “Buried in the ground. So, what the hell do you want to talk about?”

      Wolf swallowed. “I just want us to talk. I want to be your father again. I want us to help each other through this.”

      Jack turned around and walked.

      “Jack, we have to talk about all this.” You can’t blame me, he thought. I can’t take it.

      Jack called over his shoulder. “Tell Nate I’m walking back to town.”

      With that, his son ran at speed toward the river and disappeared into the brush.

      Wolf stopped and let tears flow from his eyes, not sure whether they were from the new lacerations from the bush or because he was letting out pent-up emotions.

      “Hey.”

      He turned at the sound of Nate’s voice.

      “You all right?” Brian was close behind him, looking afraid to speak.

      Wolf nodded. “Jack’s walking back into town.”

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      Wolf nodded again, and then wiped his eyes.

      “Listen, you wanna go for some food? Get a beer? I can drop Brian off at home and we’ll go.”

      Wolf turned and finished drying his face on his sleeve. “No thanks. I’ve gotta get back home.”

      Dark clouds, pulsing with flashes of lightning, loomed behind the green slopes of the Ski Resort. Jack had disappeared completely in the brush.

      “Can you make sure he gets back all right?”

      “Of course,” Nate said. “We’ll go pick him up at the next turnoff.”

      Wolf walked back to the parking lot, ignoring the discomfort in his hip and leg.

      He embraced the pain. He welcomed it.

      Because he deserved it. More than any other man on the planet.

      Check that; there was at least one other person out there as deserving, and bad health or not, it was about time Wolf figured out who they were and started giving them their share.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Clayton Pope stared at the sniveling woman and chewed his stale piece of peppermint gum. He looked at the clock on the wall of the palatial Park Hill house living room and then at the woman again.

      There was a chuff of an engine expelling air outside and a squeak, and then the sound of boisterous kids offloading a school bus.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God.” The woman sobbed uncontrollably, her hands shaking. Her face had turned white, almost as pale as Pope’s skin, but not quite. Not many people had the lack of pigment to reach Pope’s normal milky shade of ivory, no matter how freaked out they happened to be.

      “Hey.”

      She ignored him, staring at her front door.

      “Hey.” Pope stood from the silk-upholstered chair, stepped to the woman on the couch, and pressed the suppressor against her temple.

      She sucked in a breath and froze. “Please, don’t hurt them.”

      “If you make a noise when that door opens, or tell your kids to do anything other than come in and sit down, I plaster your brains on that disgusting thing you call a couch, in front of your kids, and then I do the same to your kids. Got that?”

      “Oh God, oh God, oh …”

      There was the patter of footsteps coming up to the front door and then it flew open.

      “Mom!” A boy, no more than ten years old, elbowed his way in front of his little sister, dropped his backpack against the wall and then froze.

      Pope stood straight with a gentle smile, his pistol held out of sight against his leg. “You must be Gabriel.”

      “Gabe,” the kid corrected him. “Who’s this?”

      Pope felt his smile waver, and then he felt his leather glove shudder as he squeezed the handle of the pistol.

      “Honey, that’s not how we treat guests. This is Mr. …” The woman trailed off.

      “Johnson,” Pope said, his smile returning. “I’m Bob Johnson. I’m a good friend of your dad’s.”

      Eyes narrowing with suspicion, Gabe stood rooted to the spot in the entryway, looking between Pope and his mother, like a spoiled little shit who didn’t like his routine being messed with. Mom was probably supposed to be making his mac and cheese right now, or whatever it was that mothers did for their sons.

      The kid’s little sister walked to her mother on the couch, all the while keeping her wide eyes on Pope.

      Pope blushed at the little girl’s stare and felt his upper lip skin prickle with sweat under the silicone-based stage glue. She saw right through his gentle façade; she looked at his glove and then seemed to study his facial features, as if she knew he was wearing a disguise.

      Damn it.

      The woman had to have seen it, too. But she had been placating him, doing a fine job of acting like she’d seen nothing out of the ordinary, like she hadn’t known his mustache was fake, his skin slathered in makeup, or he wore colored contacts.

      He silently cursed his choice of makeup. It was too dark and didn’t match his true snow-white complexion, which made his eyelashes and eyebrows look unnatural. And the mustache itched fiercely, something to do with the way he’d shaved before he’d stuck it on.

      The disguise was still doing its job, he assured himself. He looked like a completely different man, with stuffed clothing to give him a heavier build, and with long sleeves to hide his most distinguishing mark. There would be no need to kill innocent people today.

      He felt a surge of confidence and smiled anew.

      “What’s your name?” Pope’s voice was scratchy.

      “Emma.”

      He nodded. “That’s a pretty name.”

      One of the woman’s eyelids twitched uncontrollably as she stared at him and pulled her child close.

      The sound of running footsteps outside the rear door broke the silence, and Pope saw the lawyer slam into the back door and twist the locked doorknob to no avail.

      “Daddy’s here.” Gabe jogged past them and twisted the lock. He pulled it open and the lawyer’s keys landed on the polished hardwood floor inside.

      The lawyer, who Pope now knew as Jeffrey Lethbridge, Esquire, knelt and gripped his son’s arms, clearly relieved and, at the same time, horrified to see his son.

      “Hi Jeffrey,” Pope called out before he got any ideas.

      Lethbridge’s face dropped as he took in Pope standing over his wife and daughter.

      “Come on in. Join us on the couch.” Pope’s mustache popped off and he smoothed it with a gloved finger.

      “Please, I have everything right here.” Lethbridge held out a manila envelope. “This is everything they gave me. Take it and let us go. Leave. Please.”

      “Close the door and come sit on the couch.”

      The little boy’s jaw dropped at their interaction, and Pope’s new tone of voice.

      The lawyer ushered his son to the couch and held out the envelope. “Sit down. Go.”

      Pope snatched the envelope, careful to display his pistol now.

      “He has a gun,” Gabe said.

      “I know. Don’t worry. Just keep quiet. Let Daddy talk to him, okay?”

      Pope waved Lethbridge to the couch and walked to a triangular table next to one of the overpriced, overstuffed chairs. He swiped a stained-glass lamp onto the floor and emptied the contents of the folder onto the table.

      Without looking, he pointed his pistol at the boy. “Take your gun out of your pants and put it on the coffee table.”

      “Okay, okay. Please.” Lethbridge leaned forward, put a pistol on the coffee table, and sat back down. “I … I …”

      “Shut up and keep still.”

      Pope lowered his gun and sifted through the contents now strewn on the table. He made no move for the lawyer’s snub-nosed revolver because there was no need. Pope was too fast, legendary in his time as a marine.

      He’d only recently learned that his .22 rapid-fire pistol competition-record score of 588 out of 600 had been bested by two points.

      It was news he would never admit to caring about, but it had devastated him. After his Other Than Honorable administrative discharge, the only proof that he ever existed as a marine, that any of it had been worth anything, had been that engraved record plaque in San Diego.

      He clenched a fist to steady his shaking hand.

      The family stared at him, not moving except to breathe.

      Swallowing, Pope fought to ignore the irony of the situation, but it was impossible.

      What this family was unaware of was that Pope had been expeditiously swept out of the marines for killing a family of four in Afghanistan, and now here he was staring at a family of four. A boy, a girl, a mother, and a father, just as it had been back then.

      It was disturbing how life came full circle sometimes. Back then he’d done the right and honorable thing. He’d saved countless lives by wiping out that terrorist and his seed with their ignition-plate factory in their tiny hut. American soldiers had already died because of that family, and would’ve continued to die if it hadn’t been for him. Forget what his battalion commander and the rest of the brass thought in the end.

      He wiped his forehead and painted his sleeve with a swath of brown.

      Coming here, he’d known that this exact moment would probably arise, when he’d have to battle the demons that screamed in his brain, and that he’d have to move on from the present moment.

      I’m disguised.

      He was doing the right and honorable thing today, too. These people didn’t deserve to die.

      Sweat dripped off his chin and his mustache flapped off his lip again and almost peeled clean off before he caught it and pressed it home.

      The family shuddered and averted their eyes.

      Shit. Snapping out of his waking nightmare, Pope pressed the mustache to his lip again and examined the envelope contents on the table.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked.

      “It’s exactly what you asked for. It’s the documents I was supposed to leak upon the agents’ deaths. One receipt and a rental agreement. And one letter of instruction written to me. The receipt and rental agreement are for a long-term storage unit in Gunnison, Colorado. Up in the mountains.”

      “I know where Gunnison is.” Pope picked up the letter of instruction and read it.

      Upon the deaths of Special Agent Terrence Tedescu and Special Agent Paul Smith, please proceed to the attached storage unit in Gunnison, Colorado, to obtain information regarding an urgent matter of domestic and national security.

      Signed,

      Special Agent Terrence Tedescu

      Special Agent Paul Smith

      Pope shook his head and chuckled. “Matter of domestic and national security.”

      He picked up the storage-unit rental agreement and shook it by the corner. A key slid out from between the pages and clanked on the table.

      It was a small padlock key with a logo stamped into it, attached to a magnetic fob with #62 written on it. He put it in his pocket and then turned to the family.

      Lethbridge and his wife sat with their children pulled close together between them.

      “I’m not going to hurt you or the kids,” he said to the woman.

      He pointed his pistol and motioned Lethbridge to stand up.

      “No, please.” The woman looked over at Lethbridge.

      With a deft movement, Pope tucked his pistol into the back of his pants and picked up the papers, folded them, and shoved them into his pants pocket, all the while keeping a sharp eye on Lethbridge.

      Lethbridge seemed incapable of keeping his eyes off his revolver, which sat on the edge of the coffee table nearest Pope.

      “Don’t think about it.”

      Lethbridge nodded, clearly still thinking about it.

      Pope was sweating like a pig with the padded clothing. Without thinking, he pulled up his sleeves to the elbows, letting the climate-controlled air of the house cool his arms.

      “All right. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to …” Pope looked down at the three occupants of the couch. They were all staring at his arm.

      With lightning speed, Pope pulled down his sleeves, a movement that only worsened the situation, because they’d already seen the tattoo, and if they hadn’t grasped the significance of seeing it before, then they surely did now, because the tattoo might as well have been a nametag—a billboard with a headshot and phone number painted in dayglow, like the ambulance-chasing lawyers overlooking Colorado Boulevard outside.

      The demons cackled in his head. They’d won. They’d somehow duped him into this, made him drop his guard, even after so much preparation, and now he had no choice.

      Pope had never had children, had never even had sex, but he was a good enough man to know that it was inhumane to let parents watch their children die. So he shot the parents first.
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      Wolf sat on his back deck and chewed his last bite of steak.

      Out in the meadow, a bull elk circled his harem of females, letting out vocalizations that echoed through the misted landscape.

      The beauty of the evening was lost on him. He was elsewhere in place and time, standing over someone, feeling what it would be like to have finished bringing justice to the person who had shot and killed Sarah.

      As he stared down at the nameless, faceless, lifeless, man in his mind’s eye, he felt nothing. No sense of satisfaction or fulfillment.

      Perhaps a simple sense of completion of a chore, a task that if otherwise not done would be too much to live with. Like neglecting to clean up after a dog in the backyard. One could live with it so long, but in the end, the smell would overpower everything else, making enjoyment of anything impossible, making movement impossible, and sooner or later the scooper had to come out.

      Wolf pushed his plate forward and leaned back. A low cloud, heavy with moisture, obscured the mountain behind his house.

      Standing up, he stretched his arms overhead and felt a twinge in his back that failed to materialize into any real pain, but added hesitation to his step and to his resolve.

      Screw it, he thought. Metaphorically speaking, he needed to walk his ass up that mountain, up through the cloud to see what was on the other side, his broken body be damned.

      Clenching his jaw, he made a resolution. Tomorrow he was going to get busy, and if the FBI wanted to tag along, then they could tag along.
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      Special Agent Kristen Luke of the FBI looked over the Denver County police officer’s shoulder and saw one of the dead bodies inside the house light up from a camera flash.

      She blinked, and knew that image would stick with her a long time.

      The Denver police officer stepped aside and shifted from foot to foot. “I’ve seen some gruesome killings in my time, but this takes the frickin’ cake. You wanna go in and look? Fine, go right ahead.”

      Special Agent Tedescu, Luke’s interim partner for the past three months, stepped inside as if being pulled by a tractor beam.

      The flashing turret lights of countless police cars lit up the early-morning darkness, abusing her eyes. A group of officers stood with folded arms on the front lawn, watching her every move.

      She checked her watch and turned back to the doorway. It was 5:20 a.m. Too early to be seeing stuff like this.

      With a sigh, she followed Tedescu into the house.

      He was already all the way across the room and staring down at the carnage.

      She stepped next to him, giving a cursory glance at the executed family, leaning in macabre poses, their skin slathered in dried blood. It was sickening.

      “Why the hell are we here?”

      Tedescu was an amiable enough guy, and Luke had grown to like him in the short time they’d been working together since his partner’s death. Tedescu was quick witted, surly, a straight shooter, and not too bad on the eyes, either, not that she’d entertain the idea of dating a man from work ever again.

      A family man with two kids of his own, Tedescu had a soft spot for children, which made his standing there like a statue, staring at this, all the more vexing.

      “Hey, Tedescu, you gonna tell me what’s going on or what? Did you know this family?”

      Tedescu ignored her and homed in on a torn envelope on a triangular table. He stepped to it, tilting his head, and Luke noticed him take a sharp inhale; then, as if catching himself, he tried to pull off an air of indifference.

      But she’d seen it. Something on that table had him spooked, so she edged closer. The basic manila folder had no writing on it. The brass tines were pushed together and the flap was open, though ripped on one side as if wrenched open hastily.

      “You guys get any prints?” Luke asked a female CSU officer.

      She shrugged. “Plenty of them. All from the family, though.”

      Luke nodded and then did a double take at Tedescu.

      He was staring hard at her.

      “What? Jesus, Terry, you gonna speak or what?”

      The CSU officer eyed them and then snapped off a few more pictures.

      Tedescu finally blinked and shook his head. “Let’s go.”

      “Good idea.”

      Luke followed him out the door, never looking back. She had a strong stomach, but not when it came to stuff like that.

      When they got outside, it was sprinkling rain in the pre-dawn hours and she felt grateful for it, like it was washing her. Not fast enough, though. She needed a downpour.

      She was suddenly enraged at Tedescu for bringing her in there. She could have gone her whole life without seeing that. She agreed with the DPD that they had it all under control. There was no need for them to be there.

      She sucked in a breath and leaned her head back, feeling the drops hit her face.

      Tedescu stopped without warning on the front walkway and she ran into his back.

      “Damn it, Terry. You’d better start talking or I’m gonna start throwing punches.”

      A couple of male officers nearby looked at her and raised their eyebrows.

      She snarled and gave them a nod.

      “I’ve gotta give you something.”

      “Oh, he speaks.” Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and read the text message from Special Agent Benjamin, one of the few men in the Bureau she considered a friend.

      You’d better get in here. Now.

      Not bothering to text back, she pressed his phone number and put it to her ear.

      “What’s going on?” Tedescu asked.

      “Better come in here,” Benjamin said by way of greeting. His voice was just above a whisper. “I have to go. We’re having a division meeting.”

      He hung up before she could respond.

      “What the hell? They’re having a division meeting without us. Benjamin said we’d better get in there.”

      Tedescu went wide eyed and pulled out his phone. He tapped the screen and started walking to the car, the cell pressed to his ear.

      Luke followed close.

      “Hey,” Tedescu said with clear relief, “are you all right? Where are you? Listen, don’t get on the plane. Stay there. Don’t ask me why, but do not go to the airport this morning. I don’t care. Turn around and go back. I’m going to have an agent come pick you up from your sister’s. I love you. I love you so much. Tell the kids I love them … I have to go.”

      He tapped the screen and pocketed his phone.

      Luke opted to keep silent as they marched toward the car, but she was reeling at the phone call he’d just made.

      They reached the vehicle and Tedescu flung the keys at her without looking. She caught them and got in the driver’s side.

      Luke remained silent for the ride back to the Denver field-office building, letting her partner do some thinking as he stared out the window, while she did her own.

      Tedescu had been interested in a dead lawyer named Lethbridge and his family, been spooked by an empty envelope at the crime scene, and then called his wife and told her and the kids to stay in Missouri, where she knew they’d been on vacation, visiting relatives for the past few days. Not only that, he’d essentially told his wife goodbye, as if he was dying, with that final “I love you and the kids” bit. He’d also clearly been worried about their safety. Did he expect they were in the same mortal danger as this family?

      He would talk when he was ready.

      She looked over at the agent next to her. Tedescu was gnawing on a fingernail and staring out the window, clearly seeing none of the city flashing by.

      Or perhaps he wouldn’t talk.

      She reminded herself that she knew little about her new partner. And then she reminded herself that people were not to be trusted—men in particular. That was one of her deepest beliefs and it had served her well so far in life and career. This guy was caught up in something dangerous and she needed to keep a safe distance.

      Lifting her chin at the thought, she pulled into the parking lot, flashed her credentials at the guard, and parked the car.

      Two-by-two, agents were exiting the front entrance and climbing into their vehicles.

      She got out and waved to Agent Benjamin. “Hey, what’s going on?”

      Benjamin hurried over. “You’d better go talk to Frye.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because we’re going up to Rocky Points.”

      Her heart hammered. “What? Why?”

      Benjamin shrugged with an apologetic twist of the mouth.

      “Thanks.”

      “Luke.” Tedescu grabbed her arm.

      She tried to wrench it free but his grip was powerful. She turned to him, and was unnerved by the wild fear in his eyes. “What? Let go of me.”

      He blinked and let go. “Take this. Go to Trout Creek Moving and Storage in Gunnison Colorado and go to this number.” He held out a key with a plastic tag that said #62 on it. “It explains everything. Your friend in Rocky Points is innocent. It’s the ghosts. Smith and I were right, and the proof is in that storage unit.”

      “Innocent of what?”

      He thrust the key against her chest and she took it.

      “They’re executing some sort of plan.” He looked at his watch. “I can’t explain everything now. I have to go get my son.”

      “Your son? I thought they were in Missouri?”

      “Not my oldest.” He gripped Luke by the shoulders and stared with psychotic eyes. “You have to go to that storage unit soon. It proves everything. You have to …” The sentence died in his throat, and he twisted to look over his shoulder.

      Luke followed his searching gaze. “What? Who are you looking for?”

      “I have to go.” Tedescu ran away, calling out as he went, “Go to Gunnison!”

      Tedescu fled across the parking lot. He stopped and got into his SUV and fired it up, backing out in front of Benjamin and his partner, who had to jam the brakes to avoid a collision.

      She stared in confusion for a few more seconds and then darted into the building, veered right, and took the stairs three at a time. Dodging another pair of agents as she reached the fourth floor, she went straight for the ASAC’s office.

      “Agent Luke,” Agent Frye greeted her as she poked her head in.

      “What’s going on?”

      Frye loaded some papers into his briefcase. “We’re moving on Wolf, and you and Tedescu are staying here.”

      “What? Why now? What have you got?” Luke asked between breaths.

      “A tip.” He avoided eye contact.

      “A tip? What kind of a tip?”

      “On a weapon.”

      “A tip from whom?”

      “Anonymous.”

      “Sir, this is—”

      “Not. Your. Concern!” Agent Frye’s gray eyes bore into hers. “Now report to Agent Samson—we’ve got another matter you’ll have to cover while we’re gone.”

      Luke’s mouth hung open. Her eyes darted around the room as she thought about what to do. She needed more information, and she needed to speak to Wolf.

      A weapon? A murder weapon? There was no way Wolf had killed Sarah. She knew that without Tedescu telling her.

      What exactly had he said? It was the ghosts. Tedescu was either the crackpot agent everyone feared he might be, or he was telling the truth. She opted for the latter, because there was no way Wolf was a cold-blooded killer.

      “Sir, it’s the Ghost Cartel. Tedescu just told me that it’s they who are framing Wolf, and he’s the expert.”

      He looked at her like she’d just passed gas. “Jesus, Wolf is the cartel. Don’t you get it?” He opened another drawer.

      Her phone chimed and vibrated in her pocket, and she pulled it out. She absently hit the silence button and looked at it.

      Every nerve in her body fired as she stared at the name on the screen.

      She pressed the green answer button and held the phone to her side.

      “Sir,” she said, “I can’t see how an anonymous tip on a weapon is enough to move on Wolf.” She raised her voice. “David Wolf is not a killer.”

      Agent Frye looked up and exhaled, his face softening. “Look, I know your history with this guy isn’t without a little heartache, so I’ll cut you some slack with your tone, and I’ll explain this once. The first part of the tip was that Gail Olson’s body would be found south of Rocky Points. The sheriff’s office checked on it last night and they found her, exactly where they were told.

      “The second half of the tip told us the location of the murder weapon in Wolf’s shed.” He held up his hands. “It’s enough for me. It’s enough for all of us who’ve been looking for answers for three and a half months. We’re moving.”

      “Sounds fishy. An anonymous tip?”

      Frye ignored her.

      “Sir, there’s no way Wolf did this. This isn’t him. He doesn’t kill people.”

      “So you think, because you used to screw him, and that’s exactly why you’re not going to be involved.” Frye closed and latched his briefcase, grabbed it, and ushered her toward the door. He pulled out his phone and made a call.

      Luke turned. “Sir, they’re going to eat him alive. And if … if you’re wrong about the cartel—”

      Frye’s briefcase knocked against her back and pushed her closer to the doorway.

      “This is Frye. Keep your post.”

      Luke held the phone with the microphone pointed to her rear.

      “Nobody, and I mean nobody but us, goes in or out of that road … wait until I get there … as fast as we can.”

      She went out into the main room and stood still while Frye pocketed his phone and locked his door.

      “Report to Samson. There was a quadruple murder in Park Hill last night and it involved a lawyer who does a lot of business with many of us.” Frye shook his head. “Damn nightmare. The whole family was executed. I want you two there.”

      Before Luke could tell her boss that she and Tedescu had already seen the carnage first hand, that her partner had inexplicably brought her to the murders that morning, thrust a key into her hand and then run like the world was about to end, Frye disappeared around the corner.

      She considered chasing after him, but her phone seemed to keep her from moving. Like it was planted in space and had some sort of localized gravitational field she could not escape.

      Two lone agents sat at desks, pecking away on their keyboards. The rest of the vast room seemed left in disarray.

      She twirled full circle to make sure she was alone, then pressed the phone to her ear. “Wolf?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Wolf woke to his alarm at sunrise and muscled down breakfast even though he felt no hunger.

      An hour later he’d completed his daily stretches—spending an extra few minutes on his leg—and was dressed to leave.

      He checked his old department Glock and shoved it into his paddle holster. After tucking it on his hip, he put on his fleece jacket, pulled open the drawstring on the waist to let it fall over the gun, took one last look in the mirror, and left out the front door.

      A warm wind buffeted him from the south. By the looks of the crystal-clear sky, a high-pressure front was pushing up from Arizona. The snow that had dusted the peaks yesterday was a distant memory.

      Stopping on the grass, he stretched his back and checked the side of the mountain ahead. To his surprise, the pinpoint reflection was missing.

      Perhaps his spies were looking elsewhere, or had finally lost interest in him.

      Wolf pulled out his phone, keeping his eyes on the spot.

      This was go time. If it took fifty phone calls, he was going to get some answers from the Denver FO. He scrolled through his contacts and pressed the number for Special Agent Kristen Luke.

      The phone trilled and then clicked.

      “Luke.”

      He was stunned that after so many months of screening his calls, she was picking up after one ring.

      There was no response.

      “It’s Wolf. Hello?”

      Then Luke spoke, but her voice was far from the receiver. She had clearly hit the wrong button.

      “Luke?” Wolf paced with the phone against his ear, and then froze at the sound of his name.

      His pulse climbed with each word.

      “The second half of the tip told us the location of the murder weapon in Wolf’s shed.”

      He twisted and stared at the workshop door on his barn. Listening to the continuing conversation playing out in his ear, he walked silently toward it.

      The padlock was missing. There were no scratches on the latch to indicate it had been pried at, but there was a tiny sliver of metal partially buried in the dirt at his feet. He picked it up and rolled it in his fingers. It was jagged and silvery, a piece of debris left after cutting the lock with bolt cutters.

      He listened to the remainder of the faint conversation and then there was a loud scratching sound in his ear.

      “Wolf?” Luke asked.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Standing up, he felt a jolt of pain in his spine that had vanished by the time he straightened.

      “Did you hear what my boss said?”

      “If I heard that the FBI is moving on me for suspicion of murdering Sarah, then yeah, I heard.”

      He flipped the latch on the shed door and pushed it open.

      “Shit.” She breathed into the phone.

      “An anonymous tip says I killed Carter Willis and Sarah? And what did you say? They found Gail Olson?”

      “The tip was called into Sluice–Byron Sheriff’s Department last night. Said you killed Gail Olson. The person gave the location of the body, and the location of the weapon, which I’m assuming is at your house. Apparently, SBCSD just found her, and now we’re coming up to bring you in.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense. I can see right here that my workshop’s been broken into. You guys should have seen everything. This place was crawling with your surveillance yesterday, and now it’s gone. And now I’m being framed?”

      Studying the wood-plank floor, he regretted cleaning the place a week ago, because now there were no signs of footprints. He stepped in and gazed down at the dirt outside the door and saw it looked freshly smoothed over.

      He stood motionless, scanning every inch of his workbench and the surrounding shop area. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      “… men.”

      “What?”

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “No.”

      “I said Vincent and Buntham? That’s hardly a surveillance operation. They were just keeping tabs on you while you left your house.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about? You had at least eight men on me yesterday.”

      “That wasn’t us.”

      He held his breath.

      “Wolf, are you there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “What men are you talking about?” Luke asked, her voice just above a whisper.

      Wolf ignored her and stepped to the first drawer of his workbench. He pulled it open, then moved to the next one, and the next.

      He knew exactly what he was looking for: a 9 mm pistol.

      “Wolf, talk to me.”

      “Just a second.” He grabbed his hunting binoculars off the workbench and walked outside. He pressed the cold rubber eyepieces against his cheeks and studied the mountainside to the west.

      The dark SUV that usually sat parked behind a copse of trees in the saddle was no longer there. There were no more men milling about, with their plumes of cigarette smoke drifting on the breeze.

      “Does the Bureau use black SUVs, dark SUVs, for surveillance stake-outs?”

      “What?”

      “Answer.”

      “No. They’re in a fleet of Crown Vics coming up right now. I’m sure we have some SUVs in the motor pool, but I’ve never used one down here in Denver.” She paused. “Wolf?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have to tell you something else.”

      “What?”

      “Carter Willis was ours.”

      The ground seemed to tilt.

      “He was FBI,” she said. “Undercover.”

      Wolf switched phone hands. “You’ve been screening my calls for months. Ignoring that one question I asked over and over—Who’s Carter Willis? I asked you dozens of times if your databases turned up anything, if your contacts had any info. Patterson’s been asking you.”

      “I was under orders to not speak to you about it.”

      “Fuck your orders!” His chest tightened. “That’s a pretty big clue you were keeping from me, Luke.”

      She exhaled into his ear. “I’m sorry. But whether or not I told you about him is not important right now.”

      “Not important?”

      “No, it’s not. From what I’ve learned this morning, I think you just had a very dangerous element watching you. It wasn’t us. I know for certain, because I’ve been all over this case from the beginning, and the only two men we had up there watching you were Buntham and Vincent. That’s it.”

      Wolf paced in the dirt. “Then who? A dangerous element? Start using simpler words. I’m not in the mood.”

      “There was a dead family this morning down here, and then my partner said you were being framed and you’re innocent. Whatever the connection, this dead family spooked the shit out of him and he just drove away with squealing tires. He was freaked out, and he used to be partnered with Agent Smith.”

      “Who the hell’s Agent Smith?”

      “Carter Willis. Smith is his real name. Crap, Wolf, there’s a lot you don’t know. And you have less than two hours until we get there.”

      Wolf squeezed his upper thigh and his femur protested beneath his bruised muscle. “I’ll get a good lawyer. This is bullshit and everyone knows it.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Okay, let’s say you’re taken into custody and eventually charged. Tonight or tomorrow you’ll be put in with general population in Quad County. These guys just killed an entire family down here. They’ve got my partner spooked. By the looks of it, they’re responsible for Sarah’s death. Something is clearly going down. Some sort of plan. You think it’s a stretch that they might have someone on the inside at Quad County? Think about it. They’re framing you. After that, keeping you alive would be a major liability. Like you said, what if you get a good lawyer?”

      Wolf stared into nothing.

      “Wolf, I’m right. Get out of there, and then call me when you do.”

      He hung up and took the battery out of his phone, pried out the SIM card with his fingernail, and pocketed all of it.

      Special Agent Luke had his attention.

      Wolf had a lot of questions, and he would surely fail to get answers from behind bars. Justice for Sarah would be locked up right with him, he was sure of it. And with all the strange action happening lately, he was sure Luke was right in her assessment of the dangers of being locked up.

      His watch said 7:45.

      The gun that killed Sarah was here. Feet from him, tucked away somewhere inside his barn.

      MacLean’s laughing face flashed in his mind.

      He walked back inside the workshop and stepped along the plank floor to the dirt. His dirt bike, his father’s old tractor, some rusted farm equipment, a canoe, and an ill-working snowmobile slept unmoved and untouched, still blanketed in months of dust.

      No footprints anywhere.

      He stepped to the barn doors, unlatched them, and pulled them open, letting the morning light flood inside.

      He stepped out. A black tassel-eared squirrel stood staring at him on the path to his right. A tree trunk creaked as it swayed back and forth in the wind.

      He walked to the motorcycle and pushed it upright off its kickstand. The gas tank sloshed, still full.

      Swinging his leg over the dusty seat, he winced as his hip protested. Bending over, he swung out the kick-start lever and gave it a try.

      Nothing.

      He tried once more. The motion of loading his weight, jumping, and slamming down on his right leg was excruciating on his hip and it felt like his femur was about to crack again.

      Stepping off, he dug his thumb into cramped leg muscle. Leaving on foot in his condition was a ridiculous thought. The road south dead-ended two miles away in the middle of remote forest. And then what?

      That left one option.
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        * * *

      

      Wolf’s breath echoed in the canoe as he balanced it upside down on his head and walked down his dirt driveway.

      Reaching the bull-horned headgate, he stopped and dumped the fiberglass boat on the ground. It crashed hard and bounced, sounding like timpani in the still morning air.

      For the past month, the two FBI goons on Wolf-surveillance had parked a mile down the road.  Thankfully, today was no different.

      Dropping the paddle inside, he grabbed the rope on the front of the boat, pulled it down the inclined drive to the dirt road, and then crossed, stopping at the steep drop-off on the other side.

      The Chautauqua was flowing high on the banks, fed by the recent rain.

      Pulling until the boat teetered over the edge, he gave it a shove and then grabbed the side to prevent it from going over too fast.

      His footing gave out and he slipped onto his ass and slid down the embankment alongside the boat, scraping his back what felt like to the bone, all the while the booming vessel bouncing against him.

      The bow jabbed into the water and started drifting down current fast. The keel slid and connected with his back, pushing him toward the water.

      “Shit,” he said, realizing he was now leaning out over the water and about to go in.

      With the most athletic move he’d accomplished in over three months, he twisted and grabbed the boat and jumped up. It slid underneath him, and he landed inside, belly down.

      He landed on his thighs on the bow seat, crashing head and elbow first into the floor of the canoe.

      Rocking back and forth, the boat scraped along the rocky edge and was then adrift.

      Wolf blocked out the pain of the sledgehammer blow to his femur and rolled onto his back. After a wrestling match with himself, he managed to pull his legs in, roll back over, and balance on his knees in the wobbling boat.

      He was flying down the river, bouncing up and down on the rapids.

      With a thud, the canoe slammed into a rock and stopped, and Wolf went face first into the stern thwart, the cross beam that kept the hull sturdy in front. With barely an inch to spare, Wolf put his hand up just in time to soften the blow.

      He righted himself, grabbed the paddle, sat on the bow seat and started steering.

      Thinking two, three, four moves ahead, he picked his lines, moving the boat side to side with the aid of adrenaline-charged muscles.

      Looking up to his right, he could see nothing but the steep embankment, and then suddenly the slope dropped away and he was looking all the way to the mountains to his right.

      Mountains, and the dirt road.

      Thankfully, the FBI vehicle was not parked along the visible stretch.

      Again, he slammed into a rock, and he cursed himself for taking his eye off the water for too long.

      Crouching low in the canoe, he felt alive for the first time in months. The pain in his hip screamed, but barely registered in his mind. His femur throbbed, but he didn’t care.

      As he rounded a bend to the right, the unmarked came into view and he saw the two familiar agents Luke had called Vincent and Buntham milling around next to it. A puff of cigarette smoke blew from one of their mouths, and the other was stretching his arms above his head.

      Wolf crouched but knew that simply getting lower in the boat would be of no use. In fact, to do so would probably bring more suspicion on him.

      The only consolation was that the two men were parked on the crest of a hill, and there was an embankment blocking their view of the river below.

      Maybe he could pass completely unnoticed. His only chance was to hug the right-side of the shore as closely as possible.

      He paddled and got into position in the right-hand rapids, and just as he’d hoped, the slope grew higher and the vehicle disappeared above.

      The last he saw of the two agents, they looked preoccupied in the downriver direction. They were anxiously awaiting their colleagues.

      Wolf’s stomach dropped as he looked further ahead.

      The road descended back down to only a few feet above the river, and Wolf was going to be in plain view until the next bend, which meant roughly a hundred yards of the two agents looking right at him.

      Shit.

      He searched the shore for a place to land. Maybe he could stop now and try to create a diversion, and then slip by unnoticed.

      Before the options had finished running through his mind, he was out in the open.

      With slow, deliberate paddles, he pumped twice on the starboard side, then once on the port. He sat straight, high on the seat, a man out for a leisurely morning paddle. No hurry.

      “Yeah, this’ll work,” he said under his breath, dodging another rock with a precise swing of the stern.

      He could feel the eyes of the Bureau agents on his back. He could imagine their conversation, deciding what to do about the man in the boat. Should they come after him? Should they keep their posts?

      Had they even noticed him?

      Of course they had.

      Wolf passed around the next bend and exhaled, and then he paddled hard.
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      Deputy Tom Rachette fired six rounds in quick succession, hitting the grayed area he’d aimed for.

      The red cease-fire light flashed and the horn sounded for good measure.

      Rachette exhaled and put down his pistol.

      “Getting better?”

      He turned at the feminine voice. It was her again. He pulled off his ear protectors, pretending like he hadn’t heard. “What?”

      She gave him that cute, bashful smile act she seemed to think worked on men. “I just wondered how you were progressing. You going to be ready for the test tomorrow?”

      Rachette turned his back to her and pushed the button. The motor on the pulley whirred and the target sped towards him from twenty-five yards away.

      He had always been a good shot. Growing up on a farm in eastern Nebraska, it was something that happened naturally. That, and he was a Rachette. The Rachettes had always been good shots.

      Throughout his childhood he’d picked off birds, squirrels, and groundhogs with his pellet gun, and then he’d graduated to shotguns and rifles, hunting bigger game with his father and grandfather as he grew up.

      It had been one of the only things the Rachettes ever did with their fathers—shooting and killing things out in the wild.

      “You’ll never be a perfect man, but you can always make the perfect shot.”

      His father used to tell him that out in the bitter chill of autumn as they followed the dogs up the corn line. It made zero sense to him today, just as it had back then.

      Assholes rarely made much sense, otherwise they wouldn’t be assholes. But, he had to admit, his old man had taught him how to shoot.

      In his first run through the police academy in Lincoln, Nebraska, he’d scored a perfect hundred percent on his proficiency test, and then scored the same when he was hired into the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department in Rocky Points.

      He’d never felt nerves when shooting until now.

      The target zipped all the way in and fluttered to a stop in front of his face.

      Three of the shots had missed the grayed target area.

      “Oh, no. Well, you’ll do better when it counts, outside on the course. I’m sure of it.”

      Rachette turned. “I didn’t ask you. Now are you here to clean up my brass or something? Or what?”

      The girl smiled and raised her eyebrows. “No. Did you need help cleaning up your brass?”

      “Yeah, please. Thanks, honey.” Rachette unloaded his weapon and placed it inside his case.

      Still deemed unfit to carry the weapon on his duty belt until he passed the test tomorrow morning at ten a.m., he already felt like an inadequate fool walking around the station with no piece or badge. Now he was missing targets, standing still, at twenty-five yards.

      It was his damn shoulder. It just wouldn’t hold his arm steady like it had before he’d been shot.

      And on top of that he had to deal with this chick pretending to hit on him? He was tired of being the butt of that joke.

      She showed up with the hand broom and scoop, and pushed Rachette’s brass into a tinkling pile.

      “Hey, what are you doing? Give me that.” He grabbed the broom and finished cleaning up after himself.

      The woman watched quietly.

      “Seriously. Don’t you have somewhere else to be, Deputy,”—he read her name patch—“oh yeah, Munford?”

      He finished gathering up his stuff and froze. With a jolt of realization, he sagged his shoulders. “You?”

      “Hello, Deputy Rachette.”

      “You.”

      “Yes, me. Besides Sheriff MacLean, I’m currently the only Law Enforcement Standards Board-certified instructor in this department, so I’ll be administering your test tomorrow.”

      “Sorry I called you …”

      “Called me what?”

      In slow-motion horror, Rachette felt his gun case slip from his fingers. It tumbled onto his foot, and with a muscle spasm he kicked it into Munford’s leg.

      “Sorry.” He scooped it up and stood.

      She stared, clearly enjoying herself.

      Her manicured eyebrow lifted, creasing the taut, tanned youthful skin of her forehead. Her lipstick-free lips widened, displaying perfect rows of ivory teeth and a good dose of gum on top. Her blonde hair bobbed side to side as she shook her head.

      He looked down at her name patch again, and perused the rest of her body with an undetectable peripheral-vision assessment. Just as stunning as the first time he’d met her a few weeks ago.

      She was even more intimidating than Patterson, because this woman was downright irresistible.

      She probably had a six-five husband or boyfriend with mountainous muscles. Would probably have a heyday laughing about this with her fellow Byron County cronies.

      “Like I said, sorry.” He stepped past her to the plastic chair, grabbed his jacket, and began walking.

      “Bye, honey. See you tomorrow. Ten a.m. sharp,” she said with a chuckle.

      Rachette’s face went hot as he ducked past a deputy in the next shooting stall watching the whole thing.

      Lost in dreadful thoughts about his abysmal aim and luck with women, he stepped out the doorway to the hallway outside, where he heard sounds of excited chatter echoing off the walls.

      Curiosity piqued, he walked toward the commotion, which seemed to be coming from the squad room. He stepped down the hallway and entered the cathedral-like space where the bulk of the SBCSD deputies had desks. Unlike the old HQ building, the new county building’s squad room was airy and natural light flowed in the floor-to-ceiling windows on the west and east sides. The two dozen desks were empty, because their occupants were lining up and pushing into the situation room.

      He searched for Patterson, Baine, Wilson, or Yates. Anyone he recognized.

      “Hey, Deputy,” he called after the nearest passing uniform, “what’s going on?”

      The man stopped and pointed at his name patch, and then the chevron on his uniform. “Deputy Sergeant Barker.”

      “Yes sir, Sergeant. I’m Deputy Rachette. What’s happening?”

      Barker stepped close, eying Rachette up and down, assessing him like a piece of meat. “Not yet.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re not a deputy yet.”

      Rachette blinked and stood straight when he saw Barker’s lip curl.

      “Not yet, correct sir. I have my shooting proficiency test tomorrow. I’ve been in the Sluice County department for four years now, though.”

      “And if you pass then you’ll be involved with official department business of the Sluice–Byron SD. But until then, you won’t be.”

      Dick. Rachette backed away. “See you around.”

      Barker raised his eyebrows, as if Rachette had meant it as a challenge. A threat. Maybe he had. Serious dick.

      “Hey,” a feminine voice said behind him.

      Rachette twisted around and saw Patterson.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      Patterson was ghostly white, and she was rubbing her hands together.

      “What is it?”

      “They found Gail Olson this morning. Last night.”

      “They did? ’Bout time that chick showed up.”

      “Dead.”

      “Oh.”

      “Someone called in an anonymous tip. The phone number was encrypted, the voice garbled, but whoever it was said exactly where to find Gail Olson, and then said Wolf had the weapon stashed in his barn.”

      “What? Wolf?”

      “Tammy took the call. She said the person signed off as a disgruntled partner of Wolf’s. I guess Lorber’s got her body now, and we’re waiting for the FBI before we move.”

      “Move on Wolf?”

      She nodded.

      “Why are we waiting on the FBI?”

      Patterson shrugged. “Above our pay grade.”

      Sergeant Deputy Barker stood on his toes and then marched over. “Hey, I thought I made myself clear.”

      Rachette ignored him. “Keep me posted.”

      “I will.”

      “Hey!”

      “Yeah, asshole, I get it.”

      Barker stepped close to Rachette again.

      Rachette held firm, pressing his pectorals into the man’s ribs.

      “Easy there, boys.”

      A different feminine voice materialized next to Rachette and then a firm hand clamped onto Barker’s bicep, pulling him away.

      It was Deputy Munford again. “Come on, Barker. Deputy Patterson, right? Let’s get going.”

      Barker backed away, using a psychotic glare aimed at him, then he reluctantly turned away and marched toward the dwindling line of deputies.

      “Dick.”

      “Whatever. Forget him,” Patterson said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      He nodded. “All right. Guess I’ll go get a cup of coffee or something.”

      Patterson pulled her lips into a line and turned away.

      “Call me.”

      “I will.”

      Rachette waved to Patterson and found Deputy Munford in the crowd. She was walking away, and then before she entered the situation room she looked back at him and smiled with one side of her mouth.

      He stood, thinking of that gesture until the door clacked shut and he was the only one standing in an empty room.

      He shook his head, clearing his thoughts.

      A disgruntled partner of Wolf’s? What in the hell was going on today?

      Deputy Munford’s tiny smile flashed in his mind again.

      He pressed his thumb on his right shoulder. The starfish-shaped scar was still tender underneath his sweatshirt. His muscle ached, and was less bulky than he was used to feeling.

      Not quite healed. But he was here with that test scheduled for tomorrow because he could wait no more. No more daytime television and feeling sorry for himself.

      As if that drive to get back into the department hadn’t been enough, now he had two more reasons he absolutely needed to pass that test tomorrow, if it was the last thing he ever did in his life: A disgruntled partner of Wolf’s, and that tiny smile.
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      Wolf paddled to the western shore of the river.

      He was tucked in the pines on the southern outskirts of town now, having floated his way undetected along the entire 2.7 mile stretch of sage country.

      Undetected? It was probably not an accurate word. Wolf didn’t envy the two FBI agents when his escape was discovered.

      The canoe bumped ashore and twisted a hundred and eighty degrees. He hopped out and pushed it back into the flowing water.

      He stretched his limbs overhead, and as he pulled down on his fleece he realized his paddle holster was missing.

      With a sinking stomach, he thought back on his fall down the slope near his house and his dive into the canoe. That was the only feasible spot he could have lost it. Cursing himself, he hiked through the pines toward the rear deck of the Beer Goggles Bar and Grill.

      It seemed early to see Jerry Blackman’s old pickup in the parking lot on a Wednesday, but Wolf decided it was a good piece of luck.

      He walked to the rear door and knocked three times.

      The barred trashcans lined up along the outside wall kept the bears out, but failed to keep the smell of stale beer and bar food from spilling into the damp morning air.

      He swore he heard a thump inside, but over the trickling river and referee-whistle calls of humming birds behind him, it was tough to say.

      Three more knocks.

      Still nothing.

      Wolf walked around the side of the building to the front, knowing he was clearly visible to Jerry inside as he passed each of the windows in front.

      Stopping to peer inside, he saw no movement, but a single light glowed behind the bar counter.

      Crunching along the puddle-strewn parking lot, he eyed the entrance road and thankfully heard no vehicles approaching.  He stepped to the front door and pulled on it, but it was locked.

      He knocked three more times. “Jerry! It’s David Wolf! Can I come in, please?”

      No answer.

      Wolf picked up a rock the size of his head and slammed it down on the doorknob. The knob snapped from the door and fell to the ground. He pushed his finger through and the other side of the knob fell onto the floor inside. He pulled the door open and stepped in.

      Jerry Blackman stood behind the bar, his eyes wide and his lips puckered.

      Wolf stopped. “Hey, Jerry. Don’t shoot. It’s me, David Wolf.”

      Jerry held his pose. His lips glistened with spit, and his eyes seemed like they were going to explode out of his head.

      “Sorry about the door. I have an emergency. I knocked on the back door. Did you not—”

      A cloud of smoke burst from Jerry’s mouth. Drool streamed from his lips as he coughed.

      Wolf squinted and waved his hand as he stepped into the pungent cloud of marijuana smoke.

      “Hey, Dave. How’s it going?”

      “Sorry about the doorknob. I’ll pay for it.”

      “Ahhh.” Jerry coughed again. “Doorknob?”

      “The door … Can I use your phone?”

      “Don’t you have a cell phone?”

      “No, it died on me. Listen, I’ve gotta use your phone.”

      “Sure, bro. Have at it.” Jerry stood back and pointed at the cordless on the counter. He leaned forward, grabbed the smoking bong and put it on the shelf next to the liquor bottles.

      “Thank you.” Wolf pulled out his cell phone and inserted the battery, then powered it on.

      “It works.” Jerry smiled. “Nice.”

      He scrolled through the contacts and found Luke’s phone number, then dialed the cordless landline.

      “Wait. Your phone works now.”

      Wolf put the phone to one ear and his finger in the other. It rang several times then went to voicemail. Wolf dialed again and waited.

      “What?” Luke voice was barely audible over a loud hissing in the background.

      “It’s Wolf.”

      “Shit! Where are you?”

      “I’m … is this line secure?”

      “I hope. Where are you?”

      Wolf looked at Jerry, who was staring at him and blinking. “I’m in town.”

      Luke exhaled hard into her phone. “You need to get to Margaret’s office as soon as possible. I’ll take care of everything else.”

      “I’ve gotta get to MacLean.”

      “No, to Margaret. Call me when you get there.”

      The line went dead.

      He pressed the call end button and looked at Jerry. “Can you give me a ride into town?”

      Jerry nodded. “Wait, no. I can’t drive after doing this stuff. That’s against the law.”

      “I don’t care. I’m not sheriff anymore. Please, I need a ride.”

      “Okay.” Jerry shrugged and walked past Wolf.
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        * * *

      

      Wolf leaned back away from the filthy windshield as a line of Ford Crown Victorias sped past with lights twisting on their roofs.

      “Whoa, must be a fire or something.” Jerry leaned toward his filthy side mirror, pulling the truck into oncoming Main Street traffic in the process.

      Wolf reached over and straightened the wheel. “Jerry! The road.”

      “Whoa, yeah.” Jerry turned bright red, and then combed back his mop hair.

      “Up here.” Wolf pointed ahead.

      Jerry mashed the brakes and Wolf caught himself before slamming into the dashboard.

      “No, up there. Another block.”

      “Okay, yeah. Man, this stuff is really potent. Sorry.”

      Wolf wiped his palms on his jeans and scanned outside. All the trouble just blew by them at sixty miles per hour. So he hoped. There was no sign of sheriff’s-department SUVs, and as far as he could see through the dirt-caked windows, no sign of anymore FBI vehicles.

      “This is perfect.”

      Jerry slowed at a more reasonable rate this time, his front tire popping up on the curb as he stopped.

      “Thanks, Jerry. If they ask you what you did, just tell them you gave me a ride into town. You don’t know anything else.”

      Jerry’s eyes glazed over like he was trying to add two ten-digit numbers in his head.

      “Never mind.” Wolf shut the door.

      “Hey, Dave.” Rich Chancelor, a local having a cigarette outside the coffee shop, nodded at Wolf.

      “Hey, Rich.” Wolf felt exposed already after the exchange and buried his face inside his fleece collar. He walked fast to the end of the block and hung a right.

      On the opposite corner squatted the abandoned Sluice County Sheriff’s Department station building he’d spent so many years of his life in.

      The blinds inside the windows were drawn and the dirt parking lot was overrun with hip-high weeds.

      He gave a silent greeting to it and marched to the front door of Margaret’s office.

      The Hitching Post Realty logo was frosted on the glass of the door, and when he pushed it open a string of sleigh bells clanged.

      Margaret stood up from her desk and her wheeled chair slammed into a filing cabinet behind her. “David.”

      “Margaret.”

      The door swished shut behind him.

      His friend pulled her mass of silver curls into a ponytail and fastened it back, all the while locking her eyes with his.

      Normally cool and confident, quick to speak with a razor-sharp tongue, Margaret was mute, her face tight, mouth clamped shut.

      It was a side of Margaret he was unused to seeing. “Kristen Luke told me to come here.” He stepped to the windows and peered outside. When Margaret kept silent he turned to look at her.

      She had her desk-phone receiver pressed against her ear and was tapping the keypad.

      “Whoa. Who are you calling?”

      “Kristen.” She stood straight and closed her eyes. “Come on. Come on.”

      He turned back to the windows.

      “Hey. He’s here … okay …”

      “Let me speak to her.”

      She held up a finger. “Okay … seventeen … I’ll call her. She’ll come. Okay, I have to go …”

      “Wait.” He held out his hand. “I need to talk to her.”

      Margaret reluctantly handed him the receiver.

      “What’s going on? Where are you?” he asked.

      “You have to go with Margaret. I’ll meet you guys.”

      “Where?”

      “Margaret knows. You have to move, now. They’re going to see you’re gone from your house and they’re going to throw up containment road blocks.”

      “Wait. I don’t care. I need to stay here. Here’s where we’ll get answers.”

      “You have to leave because I have the answers. So get your ass moving and get in Margaret’s car. Now.”

      The line went dead.

      He exhaled and gave Margaret the phone.

      She put the receiver to her ear. “Hello?”

      “She hung up. So I guess I’m going with you.”

      Margaret grabbed her keychain from the desk and walked.

      Wolf eyed the empty room. The computers on the other desks were running, screensavers bouncing across the screen. There was an email on the nearest screen, abandoned in mid-creation.

      “I sent them all away.” She walked to the door and pulled it open. “Move it.”

      Her tone and the sleigh bells snapped Wolf into action. He walked fast outside and followed to her SUV.

      The engine was already howling when he climbed into the passenger seat, and they were backed out of the parking spot before Wolf had closed the door.

      “Shit, duck.”

      Wolf saw what she meant, but it was too late.

      Tom Rachette stood on the corner, staring wide eyed as Margaret rolled through the stop sign and turned north on Main Street.

      “Get down.”

      Wolf ignored her, locking eyes with Rachette.

      Dressed in plain clothes, Rachette held a coffee in one hand and stood with his mouth open.

      As they drove down Main, he twisted in his seat and kept staring, until Rachette turned and walked the opposite way.

      “Cops, cops, get down.”

      Margaret slowed to the side of the road as a line of screaming and flashing Sluice–Byron SD vehicles flew past.

      Wolf never saw them go by, because he was curled up on the passenger-side floorboard.
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      Patterson took another deep breath and steeled herself for the inevitable sight that would confront her as they drove up the inclined driveway to Wolf’s ranch property.

      Wolf was hands down the best man she’d ever known. Someone was doing this to him and everyone was taking the misdirection hook, line, and sinker.

      As they passed through the headgate, the scene rising into view was mayhem: unmarked Fords flashing, men and women pouring out of the SBCSD vehicles, their turrets flashing blue and red through the haze.

      Lancaster was unable to drive very far, so he pulled into the grass and parked.

      He got out and marched double-time down the driveway. Patterson took her time following, in no hurry to see David Wolf being arrested for murder.

      She passed Wilson and nodded.

      “You hear?”

      “Hear what?” She stopped.

      “They found the gun.” He nodded toward the barn and smiled. “But not him.”

      “Are you serious?” A jolt of electricity passed through her body.

      “Yep.”

      “What did you say, Sergeant?” Lancaster walked toward them.

      It was always startling for Patterson to hear Lancaster’s voice, because the man spoke at an octave lower than everyone else, and he did so very rarely. And at this volume? She could hardly remember him enunciating so clearly in the past few weeks she’d been partnered with him.

      For a big man, Lancaster had small, beady eyes. Right now, they narrowed to slits. “He escaped?”

      Wilson shrugged. “That’s the news.”

      Lancaster turned and jogged toward the front of the house, and this time Patterson ran to catch up.

      A group of suited agents gathered in front of the covered carport, staring at another agent some distance away as he held up a plastic bag with a pistol inside.

      The barn doors were wide open, and the Assistant Special Agent in Charge that had interrogated her, and his big-ass sidekick, were conferring with one another. The barn seemed to be off limits to everyone save two white-clad techs with cameras inside, taking pictures.

      Upon closer inspection, Patterson saw that Agent Frye was studying the ground intently, and his sidekick—Cumberland, that was his name—was watching his boss.

      Frye followed a line on the ground and looked up at Patterson. No, past her.

      He walked fast, keeping his eyes down, and the crowd suddenly went quiet, taking notice.

      Marching fast past Patterson and Lancaster, Frye snapped his fingers. “Buntham and Vincent!”

      “Yes, sir,” an FBI agent answered quickly.

      Agent Frye continued walking and everyone followed, including Patterson, eager to keep within earshot.

      “I’m looking at Mr. Wolf’s footprints here, walking off the property. The scrape marks on the ground inside the barn indicate he was carrying something heavy.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the agents, either Buntham or Vincent, said.

      “Ah. Here.” Agent Frye paused underneath the headgate wooden arch of Wolf’s property and pointed at the ground. A conga-line of agents and sheriff’s deputies stopped along with him.

      Frye looked up at the agent he’d been speaking to and the agent swallowed. Though a man of slight build and under-average height, ASAC Frye was clearly intimidating to his agents.

      “A boat.” Frye walked down the hill, across the dirt road, and stopped at the embankment overlooking the river. “Did you happen to see him as he passed you in his boat, Agent Buntham?”

      Buntham stared at the water with an open mouth.

      “Buntham!”

      “Yes, sir. We did. We thought it was a fisherman. Just a … boatist.”

      “A boatist?”

      Buntham lowered his chin.

      “I want roadblocks on north and southbound Highway 734, and a bird in the air checking the river for our boatist.” He locked eyes with Patterson.

      Patterson stepped back, unprepared for the intensity and focus of the man’s gaze searing into her.

      “Deputy Patterson.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I want to speak with you. Everyone move!”

      Another agent raised his voice and started giving orders, and the crowd dispersed fast.

      As Frye stepped close, a shadow passed over Patterson’s face, and she saw Lancaster stood right next to her.

      “What did you and Wolf talk about?”

      “What? When?”

      “Yesterday. When you were here.”

      She hesitated.

      “Answer the question.”

      “I … he … we went for a walk and he showed me your surveillance teams.”

      Frye’s face soured.

      “And, I don’t know, he hasn’t been back into work for months. He’s no longer sheriff, he’s healing, he’s out of the loop. We meet every week or so to go over the news.”

      “What kind of news?”

      Patterson glanced up at Lancaster’s dead-eyed stare.

      “News—”

      “I want the actual news, Deputy,” Frye said. “If you tell me the news by using the word news again I’m going to toss you in this river.”

      She clenched her jaw and stood straight. I’d like to see you try. “He was concerned about the sudden increase in surveillance. He wanted to know what had changed. I told him the FBI had been talking with me and Deputies Rachette and Baine in the last few weeks, but he wanted to know why you had three teams watching him. I think he was getting antsy about his state of being, and was frustrated with the current investigation into the death of his ex-wife, and how he and his deputies were being implicated.”

      Frye nodded with a humorless smile.

      She lifted her chin.

      “Sir,” Lancaster said, “we’d like to help in any way. And as soon as possible.”

      Frye looked up at Lancaster. “Yes, Undersheriff. Thank you. Why don’t you and Deputy Patterson help with the southern roadblock.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lancaster nodded and twisted on his heels.

      Patterson stayed where she was.

      Frye watched Lancaster step away and then leaned into Patterson. “Stay available, Deputy.” Then he marched away after Lancaster, leaving her alone overlooking the river.

      Flowing high on its banks, the gurgling Chautauqua sparkled in the warming sun.

      She hoped Wolf had used the river to get far away, and then had gotten off it as soon as possible.

      “Patterson!” Lancaster called out.

      She jogged to catch up.
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      “What the hell were you doing? He saw you.”

      Wolf cracked an eyelid. “He won’t tell anyone.” He could barely hear himself over the growing ringing in his ear.

      “This is crazy.” Margaret jabbed the power button on the radio.

      The country music was silenced and nothing remained but the ringing.

      Keeping his eyes closed, he breathed deep to calm his queasy stomach.

      “Are you all right?”

      He exhaled, inhaled again.

      “Wolf?”

      “Yeah. I just need a minute.”

      The minute turned into forty minutes of silence. He wanted to ask about the specifics of their plan, but he didn’t have the energy. Through slit eyelids, he observed life happening around him, giving over his trust to Margaret Hitchens and Kristen Luke.

      After driving for ten minutes north on Highway 734, they’d taken a left on County 17, passing a couple of fisherman hanging lines off the bridge into the river, and continued at a steady pace up the dirt road into the forested mountains on the west side of the Chautauqua Valley.

      Twenty minutes into the drive, the ringing in his ear had stopped and the nausea had dissipated, leaving only the normality of his throbbing leg and hip.

      Now at the fortieth minute into their escape, Margaret finally let off the gas and started taking turns at reasonable speeds.

      “What’s happening?” Wolf asked, observing Margaret as she leaned into the windshield.

      “She’s supposed to be around here.”

      Out the windshield, a woman jumped into the middle of the road, waving her hands. She was dressed in gray sweatpants and a black hooded sweatshirt.

      Margaret gripped the wheel with both hands and jammed the brakes.

      Wolf recognized the athletic build and movements of Kristen Luke as they ground to a halt in an explosion of dust.

      “Crap.” Margaret watched as Luke jumped in the back seat and slammed the door.

      “Let’s go!”

      Margaret hesitated for a second, her jaw opening and closing, and then she pressed the gas.

      There was no sign of Luke’s vehicle outside.

      Wolf glanced at her in the back seat and thought of the three-month silent treatment he’d just gotten from her, and opted out of offering greeting.

      Luke gave him a sideways glance and then stared past him out the windshield. “Have you talked to her?”

      “No,” Margaret said.

      “Who?” Wolf asked.

      Luke leaned forward in between the seats. Her cinnamon eyes were so wide and fierce that Wolf wondered whether they might glow.

      The cab filled with her scent, which Wolf knew to be her feminine deodorant and bathing soap, and not perfume, which she despised. He’d forgotten how impossibly smooth her facial skin was, like her face hadn’t aged since she was fifteen.

      Her brown hair was pulled back tight against her scalp, striped with wheat colored strands that looked to be the recent handy work of a hair stylist.

      She flicked him an annoyed glance. “What? It’s the workout clothes I keep in my car.”

      He turned to the windshield. “I’m just wondering when you’re going to let me in on the plan.”

      Luke’s finger jabbed past him. “There!”

      They rounded a corner and saw an SUV coming at speed. It swerved past them and its brake lights glowed.

      Margaret jammed the brakes as they entered a cloud of dust.

      “Pull over there.”

      Margaret did as she was told and Luke was out the door.

      “Who’s that?”

      Margaret put the SUV in park and pressed the emergency brake. “My sister.”

      “From Aspen? Patterson’s mother?”

      “Yep.” She got out. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Son of a bitch.” Margaret’s sister climbed out of a new silver Ford pickup and squinted against the choking dust. “This him?”

      Margaret hugged her sister and pointed a hand at Wolf. “Valerie, this is David Wolf.”

      Valerie Patterson eyed Wolf with a hard gaze that reminded him instantly of her daughter. She stood the same height as Heather, which was to say the woman was short. But with hands on her hips, she presented herself as a much larger woman.

      Wolf shook her hand, certain now that Patterson got her tenacity from her mother. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Wish I could say the same.” She shook her head at Margaret and Luke. “I was in the line at the grocery store. You guys freaked me out. You mind telling me what’s going on?”

      “Sorry,” Luke said, “there’s no time to chat. We have to move. They’re going to be all over these hills in no time.”

      “Who?” Valerie asked, swiveling her gaze to each of them.

      Wolf’s ear began to ring again, and when he stepped backward, he staggered and caught himself. “I’ve gotta go sit down,” he said, turning back toward Margaret’s vehicle.

      “No, we’re going in Valerie’s truck,” Luke said. “Over here.”

      Wolf stopped and walked toward the passenger side of the silver pickup.

      “Christ, he’s in bad shape. Should we help him?” one of them asked.

      He waved a hand. “I’m all right.” His words sounded like a muffled tuba in his head.

      The three women stared at him.

      “We need your truck,” Luke said. “You two go back in Margaret’s SUV.”

      Valerie Patterson gave over her keys. “This dude better be worth it. Everyone’s always talking about how great Wolf is. Wolf did this, Wolf did that. Doesn’t look so great to me.”

      “Val, shut up and let’s go. I’ll explain on the way to Rocky Points.”

      “Rocky Points?”

      The trees swirled and then Wolf fell to the ground.
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      “One. Two. Three!” Luke heaved Wolf’s upper body into the passenger seat while the two sisters pushed his legs inside.

      “Okay, back up.” She pushed on him and slammed the door, hoping all his limbs remained clear.

      “What happens if the FBI pulls us over?” Margaret asked.

      “FBI?” Valerie’s eyes popped. “What do you mean, FBI?”

      Luke stepped around the front of the truck. “Just don’t worry about it. They won’t be looking for you and your sister. They’ll be looking for me and Wolf, in my car, not in yours.”

      “FBI?” Valerie asked again. “What if they ask if we’ve seen you? I can’t lie. I suck at lying.”

      “She can’t.” Margaret nodded.

      Luke opened the door. “Thanks, girls. I owe you. Just … go home. We’re going to straighten all this out, and we’ll be in touch soon, all right?”

      The two women stood with raised eyebrows.

      Luke got in and fired up the engine, turned around, and drove west. She watched in the rearview mirror as the two sisters jogged to Margaret’s SUV, opened the door, and climbed in. And then they were out of sight around the bend.

      Settling in, she adjusted the seat and mirrors and cruised on the well-maintained dirt road at forty miles per hour.

      Wolf was quiet, bouncing in his seat and leaning against the window. She’d seen him only a few weeks after his fall off the cliff. Back then, he’d looked broken and pale, with a greasy mat of hair and an unkempt beard, an unmoving body that was ripe with the smell of sweat and Scotch. Now, three full months later, he scarcely looked any different, other than that he was fully clothed and not sitting in a hospital bed. His facial hair was short, but his features were sunken, his limbs thinner. He smelled normal. No smell at all, actually. At least that was an improvement.

      He slept with his mouth gaping wide open, undisturbed by her violating assessment of him.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket and her heart leapt as she returned to the gravity of the present moment.

      Pulling it out, she saw the one number she hoped to God it wouldn’t be—Special Agent in Charge Charles Keene.

      “Wolf,” she said, slapping him in the leg.

      He swallowed, and once again his jaw fell open.

      She took a sharp breath and cleared her throat, then pushed the answer button.

      “Agent Luke.”

      “Luke, where the hell are you?”

      “Sir?”

      “Frye’s been trying to get hold of you.”

      “He has? Sorry, I’m not sure what’s wrong with my phone.”

      She pulled the phone away and looked at the screen. She was feigning confusion, but the truth was she hadn’t received any calls or messages. Probably because she’d been out in the middle of nowhere burrowing her vehicle in the forest.

      “… with Tedescu?” Her boss’s voice was breaking up. “… without ... or not.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t catch that. Can you repeat?”

      She jammed on the brakes and pulled over.

      Wolf slid forward, careening headfirst into the dashboard.

      She reached over and pushed him back in the seat.

      “I asked, where’s Tedescu? We can’t get hold of him, either.”

      “He left me this morning, sir. Said he had a family emergency of some sort. I’m not sure where he went. Wouldn’t say.”

      There was a long pause. Luke swallowed and shifted in the seat.

      “Frye wants you up in Rocky Points. They’ve got a situation up there.”

      “Yeah, I heard about it this morning. He told me to stay in Denver.”

      “Well, I’m telling you to get up there, now. Your buddy Wolf has gone AWOL.”

      When it came to the crunch, Keene always reverted to his military jargon.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll get going now. Can you please let Frye know I’m on my way? There may be shoddy reception on the drive up.”

      “Yeah. Just get your ass up there ASAP. If you talk to Tedescu, tell him to call me. Yesterday.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The line went dead.

      She powered off her phone, then pulled the battery and SIM and put them in the center console.

      “Wolf, you’re killing me.”

      Wolf grunted and then began snoring.

      She let off the brake and coasted.

      Shifting in his seat, Wolf’s arms flailed forward.

      “Wolf.”

      He started convulsing.

      “Holy shit. Wolf.”

      A stream of vomit came out his mouth.

      She jammed the brakes and pulled over, got out and ran to his side, and opened the door.

      He tumbled out and she pushed back, trying to figure out where to grip him without getting covered in puke herself.

      A breeze fluttered past, and she thought she heard a thumping sound. She froze, and then she heard it again.

      Shit. A helicopter was approaching.

      She turned and searched the sky, and Wolf tipped out of the seat and face planted on the ground.

      Stepping back, she felt a shock of horror at the unnatural position of his neck. Grabbing him around the torso, she lifted his bulky frame and laid him on the dirt none too gently.

      The rotors thumped louder now.

      She got to her knees and pushed him as hard as she could, trying to hide him underneath the truck.

      He rolled a quarter-turn and she slipped and landed on her chest.

      “Damn. Come on.”

      She shut the door, bent down, and tried again. He moved a little, but it was like he was velcroed to the ground, so she climbed over him, crawled underneath the truck, and tried pulling.

      The helicopter was here. Right here.

      Planting one foot on the inside of the tire, she pulled him fully underneath the truck with an adrenaline-fueled burst of strength.

      Then, without hesitating, she rolled over and over and out into the sunlight next to the driver’s side door. As she stood brushing herself off, the helicopter swung into view to the east, banking hard to follow the contours of the terrain.

      The black fuselage of an FBI helicopter was immediately recognizable. Rocking back, the craft slowed to a stop in mid-air, twisted, and hovered, pointing its domed cockpit toward her like a huge eye.

      She put up a hand as if blocking the sun, hoping she was shielding sight of her face well enough. Then she leaned back and studied the bird, because that’s what a normal person would’ve done.

      The helicopter inched toward her and twisted, and she saw binoculars pasted to the passenger window.

      She turned and walked away from it to the back of the truck.

      Think, damn it. Think.

      With unhurried deliberation, she walked past the rear bumper and stopped near a bush at the side of the road, where she then dropped her sweatpants to her ankles.

      Squatting low, she relieved herself of a two cups of coffee and forty-five-mile drive pee onto the dirt.

      She waited until she was almost done and glanced up at the helicopter again, adding a bashful wave.

      The helicopter banked and sped away, disappearing behind the next mountain.

      She pulled up her pants with numb, shaky fingers. Her body hummed.

      As the rotor sound dissipated to nothing, she walked to the passenger-side door and bent down.

      Wolf’s eyes were open. “That was interesting.”

      “Shit, Wolf. Are you all right? I thought you might be dead.”

      “Yeah. Just a little thirsty, despite what I just watched.”

      She blushed. “What you just saw was me shaking off the FBI. My FBI. The people who employ me. The people who are going to lock me up in Florence and eat the key.”

      Wolf rolled onto his stomach and crawled out from under the truck.

      She helped him out and swiped the dirt off his back, then put the tailgate down and helped him sit.

      “What’s that smell?”

      “That is your vomit.”

      He looked down and squirmed out of his fleece jacket, and then tossed it behind him.

      “Just a second.” She opened a rear door of the truck cab and found four grocery bags. There was a gallon of water in one of them.

      She cracked the seal, took a sip herself, and then brought it to Wolf.

      His dark hair, normally a swirling wonder of the world, was matted on one side and sticking up and caked with dirt on the other. His skin, normally some degree of tan that defied season, was ghostly. His brown eyes, usually alert and calm, were puffy and distant-looking.

      Doubt hit her like a pressure wave.

      “What’s wrong?” Wolf asked.

      “Nothing. Let’s get going.”

      He took a long gulp and looked at her. “I haven’t told you yet.”

      “What?”

      “Thanks.”

      “Yeah. Now get in.”

      They climbed in and she gripped the wheel with both hands, keeping her speed right at what she considered safe and no more. There was no sense risking an accident or bringing any attention to themselves. They’d already dodged too many bullets as it was.

      It was only a matter of an hour or so until they’d be down to the Carbondale area north of Aspen, to where she felt at home, because it had been home for most of her life.

      Her brother was there. Her mother was there. But she’d have to avoid them like Wolf’s fleece jacket in the truck bed. She had the perfect place in the middle of nowhere for them to stay the night. They just had to get over these mountains first and open some distance between them and the federal government’s finest.

      “I can’t believe we’ve gotten this far,” she said. “And if you hadn’t called when you did? You’d be getting cavity searched right now by a big man named Bruno.”

      Wolf was slumped against his window, eyes closed. He swallowed and his jaw fell open.

      “And … never mind.”

      She reached over and pulled the open gallon bottle of water from his hand. Pausing to sniff the mouth, she wiped it with her sleeve and took a sip.

      “Killing me.”
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      “Just give me a quick update,” Rachette said into his phone. “They don’t have Wolf, do they?”

      Another SBCSD vehicle sped past with motor revving high down Main Street. Rachette watched it slam on its brakes at the four-way stop a few blocks up and then accelerate through.

      “There’s another one. Patty, you gotta tell me what’s going on.”

      “No, they don’t.” There was a long pause and then Patterson exhaled into the phone. “He escaped down the river in his boat. I’m at a roadblock on Williams Pass and we haven’t seen him. Could still be in town.”

      Rachette smiled to himself, glad Wolfie was giving them the slip.

      “I have to go. Lurch is coming. Talk soon.” She hung up.

      He pocketed his cell phone and walked.

      He’d spent the past hour wandering down Main Street’s sidewalks, drinking two lattes and replaying the vision of Wolf being whisked away by Margaret.

      Her Land Rover had tinted windows, but not the blacked-out drug-dealer kind; just enough tint to make him doubt what he’d seen.

      Margaret had ignored him. Not even a second glance. They were usually on a polite-wave basis when they saw each other around town. And he swore he’d seen Wolf in the passenger seat.

      And now Patterson had all but confirmed it, and the fifth SBCSD vehicle screaming through town along with the speeding unmarked cruisers made sense.

      Rachette’s smile evaporated when he saw two men milling around his car.

      The unmarked Crown Vic parked on his tail bumper and their suits told him all he needed to know.

      Both agents were tall men, late twenties, early thirties at most. One of them pressed his face to the window.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?”

      They both sprang upright and drew pistols from their shoulder holsters. “Hands where we can see them.”

      Rachette froze. “Easy. What the—”

      “Now!”

      He held up his arms and let the coffee cup drop to the pavement. “Easy, guys. I’m a cop. I’m not carrying.”

      “Hands on the hood. Turn around. Spread your legs.”

      He followed their orders and endured a thorough groping. A few seconds later, they cinched his hands behind his back, plastic ties digging into his wrists.

      “Am I under arrest?”

      One agent gripped him by the forearms and thrust him at their car.

      “You two speak English?” he asked, stopping just short of slamming into the side of the vehicle.

      Nothing.

      “Hey, I just want to point out that this is bullshit. I said I’m a cop.”

      One agent shoved him against the car, opened the rear door, and pushed him in.

      His head hit the back of the seat and he ended up on the floor on his side.

      “Okay. Now you’ve pissed off Tom Rachette. You’d better watch yourself when these zip ties come off, boys.”

      The agent slammed the door, leaving Rachette panting between the front and back seats, the hump in the middle digging into his hip. He thought he felt a trickle of blood on his wrist.

      Neither agent said anything as the car fired up, backed up, and then accelerated forward. It revved hard for a few blocks and then slammed to a stop, which put their stopping point in front of the new county building.

      Rachette was relieved, because he was already claustrophobic. Unless they were going to leave him here for some reason. Panic surged through him and he squirmed to take the pressure off his wrists.

      The doors in front opened and closed, and then the rear door behind him. Strong arms yanked him up onto the back seat and hauled him out onto his feet on the sidewalk.

      Without thinking, he spat straight into the nearest agent’s face.

      The agent wiped his cheek and pulled back his fist.

      “Don’t do it,” the other agent said.

      The rough parade continued as they pushed him inside the automatic doors.

      “What’s going on here?” Tammy Granger stood up from the reception desk, her face twisted in rage. Just as quickly, she sat as the two agents produced their badges. “Yeah, I know who you are. You’d better not hurt this man. Or you’ve got a lot of people to answer to, assholes. Including me.”

      A minute later, they were up the elevator to the third floor and outside the doors of MacLean’s glass office, which stood like a human aquarium at the eastern edge of the squad room. Four suited men standing in front of MacLean’s desk, along with the sheriff himself, had watched the procession as they passed the windows. Now, as the door swung open smoothly on its hinges, everyone inside seemed to be avoiding eye-contact with their arrived prisoner.

      One of the agents let go of Rachette’s arm and motioned for him to enter.

      There was a snap and Rachette’s wrists were suddenly free. He brought his arms in front of him, punched the man holding the door in the nose, and then stepped into MacLean’s office.

      “Whoa.” An older agent inside grabbed Rachette by the arm and pulled him inside. Another, this one much larger and muscular, intercepted Rachette by his neck and held him in a headlock against his ape-like chest.

      “Hey! Let him go.” MacLean stood up from behind his desk. “Let go of my deputy right now.”

      My deputy? Rachette had assumed all along that MacLean was rooting for him to fail the proficiency test.

      “Let him go,” the older agent said. “You two stay outside. Close the door.”

      The log of an arm punching his Adam’s apple into the back of his throat kept its relentless grip for another second and then let go.

      He sagged, but the older agent helped him stand up straight.

      “They just threw me in the back of their car like we’re in Nazi Germany or something.”

      “Deputy Rachette,” the older agent said, “I’m the Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Denver field office of the FBI. You can call me Agent Frye.”

      Rachette rubbed his neck and eyed the other occupants of the room. The ape-guy sneered at him with clenched fists. The other two were two clean-cut guys in suits gazing at nothing in particular.

      “Sit down.” Agent Frye motioned to the chair.

      Rachette sat.

      “Can I please see your cell phone?” Frye asked.

      “Not without a warrant.”

      Frye looked at MacLean.

      MacLean cleared his throat. “Deputy, if you have nothing to hide, let’s go ahead and speed this whole thing up, shall we?”

      MacLean’s tan skin was tinted red. He was not enjoying the infiltration of these agents into his office, and it looked to be Rachette and MacLean against them. Eyes locked on Rachette’s, he rubbed his silver goatee and then raised his hands.

      Rachette pulled out his phone. “I want this back.”

      Frye snatched it. “Passcode?”

      “1-2-3-4.”

      Frye raised an eyebrow but kept his eyes on the screen as he unlocked the phone.

      Rachette took steady breaths and folded his arms to hide his shaking hands.

      Frye navigated the touch screen and after a full minute he tossed it back. “What were you doing at 11:15 p.m. last night, Deputy?”

      Rachette pocketed his phone. “Sleeping. I had an early morning planned today at the shooting range.”

      “Do you have someone who can corroborate that?”

      “Nope.”

      “Do you have a landline phone set up at your residence?”

      Rachette frowned. “No. Why? You think I made that anonymous tip call?”

      “That’s an interesting conclusion to draw from my question. How did you hear about the phone call?”

      “I was here earlier this morning. I heard about what was going down.”

      Frye sat a butt cheek on MacLean’s desk and stared at him. “So you’ve heard that we found Gail Olson’s dead body this morning?”

      “Yeah. I heard that tip brought you straight there, and then to the murder weapon at Wolf’s house. Sounds like bullshit to me.”

      Frye smiled. “You and Wolf are pretty close, right?”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “One more time, Deputy. How did you meet Gail Olson?”

      Rachette looked up at the ceiling. “This again? I told you guys. She picked me up in a bar. We dated once, and she asked me to take her backpack to her friend. So I did. The end.”

      Frye glanced behind Rachette.

      “You guys can keep asking me that, and I’ll keep answering the same way.”

      “When was the last time you saw Wolf?”

      The image of Wolf waving through a tinted Land Rover window flashed in his mind. “I don’t know. A week ago?”

      Frye leaned forward. “Change of breathing. Tilted head. Shuffling feet. All classic signs of lying.”

      “Whatever. I saw him a week ago. Drove out to his place and we took a walk.”

      “What did you two talk about?”

      “Not much. Just catching up.”

      Frye tilted his head. “You’re leaving something out.”

      “I’m just thinking about what you guys are leaving out.” Rachette turned and glanced at the other three agents behind him. The big guy loomed close.

      “What are you talking about?” Frye asked.

      “When I was there last, Wolf and I went on a walk and saw your surveillance teams.”

      Frye stood and paced in front of Rachette. “You saw them, too?”

      “Yeah. I have eyes, don’t I?”

      Frye looked at him with an unreadable look.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Frye splayed a hand. “Continue. You’re saying we left something out.”

      “So, if you had surveillance on his house, why didn’t you see whoever planted that gun? Or maybe you did, which tells me you’re hiding something. Or it was you guys.”

      The big guy behind him snorted.

      MacLean shifted in his chair. “Deputy, let’s please refrain from such”—he glanced at Frye—“accusations.”

      Frye kept his eyes on Rachette and held up a hand to MacLean. “Please stay available, Deputy.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Rachette stood up. “He didn’t do this. We didn’t do this.”

      They ignored him, so Rachette shook his head and left out the heavy wooden door.

      “And, Rachette,” MacLean said, “let’s go ahead and postpone your shooting proficiency test tomorrow until further notice. We don’t exactly have the manpower at the moment.”

      His stomach dropped.

      “You may leave.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      Outside in the squad room his kidnapper agents straightened at his arrival.

      Rachette smiled at the sight of one of them lowering a bloody tissue from his nose.

      “Sup?” Rachette slapped his own pectorals. “You want a piece of this?”

      The agent looked like he did, but he looked away and shook his head instead.

      Walking down the hallway to the stairs, he heard rapid footsteps behind him and turned, ready for a brawl.

      “Hey, honey.” It was Deputy Munford hurrying to catch up, a smile fading from her lips.

      He felt his breath catch, but composed himself. “What?”

      She caught up to him and looked back down the hall. “I just kind of saw what happened. Did you say you needed a ride somewhere? To your car?”

      He scrunched up his face and looked her up and down. “Nah, no thanks.” He turned and walked away, unsure whether he’d seen her face fall in disappointment or not. If he had seen it, it was probably a good act, with reasons why he couldn’t yet fathom.

      “So, I guess I’ll see you at the shooting test tomorrow, then.”

      “No. You won’t. MacLean cancelled it.”

      “What?” She ran up and stepped next to him.

      “Says we don’t have the manpower.”

      “He didn’t tell me.”

      “Yeah, well. He told me.”

      She swallowed. “What’s going on? Why are they bringing you in?”

      “You know why. They think I’m involved in all this.” He stopped and looked at her. Everything was suddenly clear. “Is that what you’re doing? Are you working with them? Pretending to care, so you can get some inside information?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Come on. A beautiful woman like you? Interested in me?”

      She raised her perfect eyebrows, barely creasing her forehead skin. “You think I’m interested in you?”

      He felt his face explode with heat and he turned to leave. “Just—”

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      “Just … step off, all right?”

      This time her face really did fall. A damn fine acting job if he’d ever seen one. Or she was serious. And in that case, why the hell did she like him? What was wrong with her?

      “Bye, Munford.”

      “Bye, Tom.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. Walking away from a woman he’d just hurt was a better option than sticking around and taking whatever she had brewing, so he left.
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      Wolf opened his eyes and stared at the stretched fabric in front of his face, unable to comprehend what he was looking at.

      He shifted and the swish of his bare legs rubbing on a sleeping bag pierced the utter silence.

      “Wolf.”

      Flinching, he twisted to his left at the sound of the female voice. “Who’s that?”

      “It’s me, Luke.”

      She flicked on a flashlight and the interior of a two-person dome tent lit up. She squinted and pointed the beam at her wrist. “It’s midnight. You’ve been sleeping like a dead man, and I mean a dead man, for fourteen hours. Since ten this morning.”

      Beneath the askew sleeping bag, Wolf saw she was wearing a T-shirt and underwear, and at that moment he realized he was wearing the same thing.

      He sat up and ran his tongue across the top of his mouth. “Water.”

      “Right next to you.”

      He found the water bottle, sat up straight, and sucked it down in one go.

      “Are you hungry? You have to be hungry.”

      “I’d eat a horse right now.”

      “Granola bars are next to you, too.”

      He found the box, unwrapped one and bit into it. As he chewed, his recent memories came flashing back—the canoe ride down the river, breaking into the Beer Goggles Bar and Grill, the ride from Margaret, Kristen Luke with sweat pants around her ankles. It was all a surreal blur.

      With each bite, he felt his body gaining strength and his mind awareness, and as he finished the last mouthful and peeled open another bar, he felt wide awake and alert.

      “Where are we?”

      “Some place safe.”

      “Where? A campsite?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where?”

      “Southwest of Aspen, on the way to Crested Butte. We’re going to Gunnison.”

      “Gunnison? Why?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and was surprised it felt smooth and clean. “There’s no straight shot of highway between Aspen and Gunnison.”

      “Nope.”

      “So we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      He tipped the final drops of water out of the bottle into his mouth. “Can I see that flashlight, please?”

      She handed it to him and pulled her sleeping bag up against her chin. “What are you doing?”

      “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      “Have fun.”

      He peeled the zipper back a quarter-circle. “My pants?”

      “They’re hanging off the back of the truck. They’re probably still wet.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you puked all over them, so I washed them.”

      “Oh.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Thanks.”

      He found his shoes at the foot of his sleeping bag and slipped them on. The inner soles were cold on his bare feet. “I guess the same goes for my fleece jacket?”

      “No. I didn’t wash that. I’m not touching that.”

      “Ah.”

      She rolled over in her sleeping bag and then held up a piece of clothing. “I found this in Valerie’s truck, along with all this camping gear. Luckily for us, Patterson’s parents seem to be outdoor buffs. This sweater looked like it should fit you, so I didn’t bother getting down and dirty with your jacket.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He slipped his arms inside a thick zip-up sweater that was lined with soft fur.

      Stepping outside, the skin on his legs tightened with goose bumps as it tried to ward off the damp cold air that smelled like pine and wood smoke.

      A lone cricket chirped somewhere nearby, and there was a muffled pop.

      He pointed the flashlight beam at a fire pit and saw a few charred logs still smoldering. He swept the beam around in a circle. They were socked in on all sides by dense forest, with no distant view anywhere, at least that he could tell.

      He clicked off the light and found he could see plenty fine with the ambient light of the half-moon peeking through the trees. Straight above him, the sky was spray-painted with countless stars.

      Feet crunching on dry twigs and pine needles, his eyes stung as he walked through a stream of smoke. A few paces away, he relieved himself and surveyed the area, satisfied they were indeed alone and in the middle of nowhere.

      Arriving back, he was surprised to see Luke fully clothed in her sweatpants and sweatshirt and leaning logs together in the fire pit. “Get me that newspaper?”

      He did as he was told, and then watched as she expertly kick-started the fire.

      With their history involving many hours logged in bed together, he was not in the least self-conscious standing close to the fire in his boxer shorts, letting the flames warm his legs.

      “You’re looking chipper,” she said.

      “I am? I feel better.”

      She stifled a yawn. “Good. You looked like shit earlier. Now you look like you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Really skinny. But like you.”

      They both sat cross-legged on the cold ground, and he suppressed a wince at the pain deep in his thigh.

      Luke’s eyes twinkled in the firelight as she gazed into her thoughts. Her hair was pulled back, putting her beautiful, troubled face on full display.

      He picked up a stick and poked it in the fire. “So I was out pretty good, huh?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Do you remember anything?”

      “I remember a helicopter. You peeing.”

      She studied him for a beat. “I didn’t expect you to be …”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t expect me to be such a wreck, as people like to put it lately?”

      Her face softened. “Why’d you pass out? Is that normal?”

      “Some sort of inner-ear thing. A disorder that seems to get worse the more I move around. Then there’re all the injuries and stiffness, which won’t get any better unless I exercise. It’s a nice negative feedback loop I’ve got going.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, soaking in the heat.

      “So, you want to get going on that long story?” he asked. “Preferably starting with why you lied about Carter Willis?”

      She kept her attention on the fire. “I have a new partner now. The guy’s name is Tedescu. Terrence Tedescu.” She wrapped her arms around her knees. “The reason I have Tedescu as a partner is because his partner was killed in the line of duty. Three and a half months ago. Like I said on the phone, the fallen agent’s name was Smith. Special Agent Paul Smith, who you knew as Carter Willis.”

      Wolf pulled the now flaming stick from the fire and stabbed it in the dirt.

      She watched him for a beat, seeming to search for her next words. “You know my stellar history with men. I’ve got a little alarm in my head now that lets me know when there’s a real asshole around. Let’s just say the recess bell was always going off around Agent Smith.

      “Told me I smelled once. One night I was alone in the office, and he just kind of materialized out of the darkness and came over and sat on my desk. Leaned in close, sniffed, and told me I smelled. Normally I would’ve punched a guy in the nose and watched him bleed for that, make him take back his words, but you’ve seen Smith. The guy was big. And scary.”

      He picked up another twig and held it to the fire.

      “You know, I never said that I didn’t know who Carter Willis was. I said I’d check on him and let you know when I found something.”

      He snorted.

      “I was under direct orders to not talk to you about it.”

      He stood up, this time wincing at the pain. “So what? You knew how much this meant to me. He was found dead with Sarah, for God’s sake.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She rubbed her forehead. “Found dead with the love of your life.”

      He was startled at her tone, and it stoked the anger inside him. “Yeah, I did love her. Is that what this is about? You were jealous of us and you were holding back this information out of spite or something?”

      She lifted her chin. Her eyes shimmered like a rough moonlit sea and then flash-froze. “Get over yourself. I have a career, and I was under direct orders to not speak to you. Damn, that fall did knock you hard on the head. Don’t you get it? I was under orders that I’m way beyond defying now, and now my career’s as good as toilet paper since I’ve aided and abetted you. Shit, if it weren’t for me dragging your unconscious ass all over Colorado today, you’d be sitting in Denver, sweating and vomiting in an interrogation room with no windows, awaiting a prison shiv in your neck. Holding back? Out of spite? Please. I knew you couldn’t, wouldn’t have killed Sarah because she was the love of your life. That’s what I’m saying.”

      She stared skyward.

      He took a deep breath, letting the tension dissipate from his jaw. “I’m sorry.”

      She closed her eyes and rolled her neck.

      He walked to the back of the truck and felt his jeans were cold and damp.

      “Aiding and abetting.” He returned and laid the pants down next to the fire. “How did I go from a respectable sheriff of Sluice County to you guys thinking I killed Sarah, a Bureau agent, and now Gail Olson? And what about these guys watching my house? They’re the real-deal cartel? With men on the inside waiting to shiv me? Sorry I’m lost, Kristen. How is it that the FBI is unaware of them and going after me?”

      “Let me start from the beginning.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Good idea.”

      “Sit. You’re freakin’ me out.”

      He exhaled and sat down.

      “As long as I’ve known Smith and Tedescu, since I came to the Denver FO a few years ago, they’d both been on a drug task force. You know, Mexican cartel activity, marijuana grow sites in the national forests, that kind of thing, and now that weed is legal, they were monitoring fraud activity—people trying to circumvent the crop-tracking software, point-of-sale monitoring, stuff like that.

      “A few years before legalization, when I was still up in Glenwood Springs, apparently Tedescu and Smith were involved in a big operation that went nuclear down in southern Colorado. I guess they’d encountered a few strains of pot in huge quantities that couldn’t be traced to the normal list of suspects south of the border. They took what they had to the SAC. The SAC gave them the go-ahead and a few men to monitor closer, and they concluded that there was a big widespread operation happening right under every official nose in the state.

      “Smith and Tedescu were calling these unknowns the ‘Ghost Cartel.’ The problem was, they had no solid evidence of its existence. But they had plenty of indirect clues. They worked on it for a number of months, six or seven, and eventually one day came out triumphant because they’d recruited an informant. Their new asset wanted immunity and federal protection for himself and his family if he gave them the location of the Ghost Cartel’s main distribution center. We agreed, and the guy pointed us to some huge farm property in southern Colorado, southeast of Durango, near the New Mexico border.

      “Armed with a SWAT team, a grip load of agents, and the information everyone thought was legit, the SAC led an operation to the farm compound. But the informant went silent on the day of the bust, never showing up at the agreed meeting spot. Just changed his mind or, they thought, more likely he’d been silenced. Whatever happened to the guy, the operation went ahead, and they sent everyone in.

      “Long story short, the place blew up, turning the sand to glass for a square mile. Huge freaking explosion. Eleven SWAT-team members killed instantly, six agents, and a lot of casualties.”

      “I heard about this,” Wolf said. “We were told it was a Mexican cartel responsible for the explosion.”

      Luke nodded. “After the smoke settled, literally and figuratively, they looked closer into the informant and found that he was a well-known commander in one of the cartels in Mexico, and not a low-level lackey they’d all thought. He’d been up in the States on business under a different name. Big screw-up. None of the brass could figure out how they’d messed up so big. In the end, the Special Agent in Charge took the blame and got canned, and Agents Tedescu and Smith were suspended and kicked down a GS level. And that was basically that. Until the whole Gail Olson thing.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Our famous drug runner from Byron County.”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      “Our famous dead drug runner.”

      “Yeah. So she is.” Luke massaged her neck. “Anyway, when she was pulled over nine months ago, the Bureau’s ears perked up at the details of her case. She had over twenty pounds of weed, no license of any kind to be carrying or distributing it, and it looked to be a hybrid of the same strain of pot Tedescu and Smith had been tracking years ago. And then this third-year college student brought in a team of high-priced lawyers who managed to get all charges dropped completely.”

      Wolf frowned. “I thought she’d been charged and somehow had her record expunged with MacLean’s help.”

      “Nope. Never even had a record. Not with the team of lawyers she had. They ended up proving she had no knowledge of what was in the car. They slapped a counter-suit on the Ashland PD for unlawful search and seizure, and everything ended up getting washed.”

      Wolf shook his head. “That’s not what Baine found out.”

      “Well, that’s what happened. The point is, after Gail Olson, Tedescu and Smith got a second chance and were somewhat vindicated, because it was clear that something big was going on, just like they’d said a few years ago. So Tedescu and Smith were partnered up again, and the first thing they did was start following Gail Olson’s activities, which eventually led them to Deputy Rachette, and the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department.”

      Wolf straightened. “Are you saying they thought we were the Ghost Cartel?”

      “They’ve been looking into you and the department. Let’s just put it that way.”

      He stood and laughed out loud. “So what? That’s what this is? They think I’m some sort of drug lord?”

      “I’m not sure what the brass really think about you. But I know that the consensus with the agents is that you definitely had something to do with Agent Smith’s death.”

      Wolf glared at the flames.

      “And this anonymous tip didn’t help.”

      He shook his head. “They got a warrant to go in with this anonymous tip?”

      “To find a weapon that killed one of ours? We pretty much have a warrant print button on our computer keyboards for situations like that.”

      “What did they find?”

      “I don’t know. I’m incommunicado. But I’m betting my career that they found a pistol that shoots 9 mm Parabellums. Matching the gun that shot Sarah and Agent Smith, and probably Gail Olson. Like you heard Frye say on that phone call, the first half of the tip was right. They found Gail Olson’s body right where the caller said they would.”

      “But this guy, Tedescu, Smith’s old partner, he told you I was innocent.”

      She nodded.

      “So what? These guys, Tedescu and Smith, were caught up with the cartel?”

      She fished in her pocket and pulled out a key. “We have to go to a storage unit in Gunnison that supposedly explains everything.”

      He stared at the glimmering key. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Tedescu.”

      “Where’s he? With the rest of them, coming after us?”

      “I don’t think so. He gave me this, told me, ‘Smith and I were right, and the proof is in that storage unit,’ and then he took off, clearly freaked out for the safety of his family after seeing that quad murder.”

      “What quad murder?”

      She exhaled and looked up, as though shuffling thoughts in her head. “Agent Tedescu came to my apartment and got me out of bed at four a.m. yesterday morning, and then he drove me to Park Hill, where DPD was working a family of four found shot in their home. A lawyer and his wife and kids. Real messed-up stuff. The DPD didn’t call us in. I have no clue why we were there, other than Tedescu just wanted to see the scene. Had some sort of personal interest. I could see it in his eyes.

      “We went in, checked the bodies, and then he stormed out like he was spooked. Then that’s when we got the call for the emergency meeting. Everyone was mobilizing to come up after you. Tedescu handed me this key, and told me you were innocent. He said whatever they found, it didn’t matter, that you were innocent, and it was all a set-up, and it would all be explained if we went to this storage unit.” She pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of her pocket. “Gunnison. Trout Creek Moving and Storage. Number 62.”

      Wolf looked at the piece of paper in her hand. “Tedescu was spooked, and then knew that I was about to be framed. Why didn’t he go to the Agent in Charge with this?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, he was spooked. He called his wife, told her to stay put where she was, and then he hung up and told me he had to get his oldest son, and drove away in a cloud of smoke.”

      “Why didn’t you tell your SAC about this?”

      “About a key and information in a storage unit that may or may not exist in the middle of the mountains? Not likely to sway the momentum this morning.” She lowered her voice. “You met Agent Frye, right?”

      He nodded.

      “He’s partnered with an agent named Cumberland most of the time.”

      “Yeah, I’ve met him, too. Hell of a guy.”

      “I watched him staple a picture of you on a target and empty a clip into it once. That’s the general attitude about you in the Bureau. I’m not sure you would’ve survived the raid.”

      He exhaled. “Thanks.”

      She stretched her arms overhead and yawned. “Whatever. Listen, if I’m going to be lugging you across Colorado tomorrow then I need to sleep.” She held up the key and dangled it. “So we’ll go here at sunrise, and we’ll get some answers. Until then, goodnight.”

      He was wired and still had questions. Lots of them. But he held back at the sight of her drooping eyelids. “Goodnight.”

      She crawled into the tent, zipped it shut, rustled around for a second, and then was still.

      The fire crackled and a shower of embers swirled. Like the questions in his mind, they burned bright, full of glowing energy, and then they were gone as more arose underneath.

      Carter Willis had been FBI, and had been following Gail Olson. That meant MacLean was somehow involved with the FBI, because it had been MacLean who’d taken those pictures of the fake Gail and Rachette drug-drop.

      Agent Tedescu had known that Wolf was being framed. A frame job that made Wolf look like he was some sort of drug lord running a cartel. How exactly was Tedescu involved? How had Smith been involved, and why was he with Sarah?

      Then there was the dead family in Denver. They clearly had something to do with all of this.

      It was futile trying to come up with answers when he knew he lacked pieces of the puzzle.

      Luke was right. They had a destination, one that would hopefully explain everything. They needed more answers to a lot more questions, and that key might help.

      He shifted his thoughts to Jack, as he did at least ten times every waking hour. He thought of his son’s youthful flop of hair, his lanky build due to his huge growth spurt that Wolf and Sarah had marveled at behind his back. And he thought about the pain on his face yesterday.

      Wolf pulled another granola bar out of his pocket and forced it down. He found a bottle of water standing near the tent and guzzled it all. Then he unzipped the tent, took off his shoes, and crawled inside. He lay on the hard ground, stared at the tent ceiling for a couple of hours listening to Luke’s soft snoring, and then finally drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Pope stood still inside the house, looking through the tiny sliver between the wood slat blinds.

      The SUV pulled into the driveway outside and screeched to a halt. The driver stayed inside the vehicle, rummaging around for something.

      His prey had finally arrived.

      The top-of-the-line Audi SUV was decked out with all the bells and whistles, a car that could theoretically match up with an eighteen-year veteran of the FBI who was savvy with his money. But Pope knew better.

      Pope was unaware of the agent’s GS level or the salary associated with it, but he was certain it could not pay for this house, with its one-acre plot, three stories, four bedrooms, six baths, and more granite in it than on the slopes of Pike’s Peak—which was now a pink monolith in the light of the sunrise out the southern windows.

      Tack on the Lexus SUV in the three-car garage, which his jobless wife drove, all while paying for two children in private schools in Douglas County, and it was downright ridiculous other people had failed to wonder about the agent’s extracurricular activities.

      The man outside finally climbed out of the vehicle and stepped quickly to the front of the house.

      The front door lock twisted and the door silently glided open.

      The agent stepped in and shut the door fast, twisting the lock. He stepped to the illuminated alarm keypad.

      Dropping his briefcase on the ground, the agent stared at the keypad in disbelief for an instant and then pulled his pistol and twirled around.

      Pope was already there. With a precise and powerful movement, he blocked the agent’s gun. The pair of muffled cracks beneath the skin told him the radius and ulna had broken even before the agent howled in pain.

      As the gun clattered onto the hardwood floor, Pope kicked it away and stepped back.

      The man sank to his knees, cradling his arm, and looked up with equal parts disbelief and agony.

      “Special Agent Terrence Tedescu. Nice to finally meet you.”

      “Ah, my arm. Who are you?” Tedescu’s voice was a whimper.

      “I’m the man who’s going to kill you and your entire family.”

      The agent’s eyes narrowed and widened with fear. “Pope?”

      Pope said nothing, letting his previous statement burrow into the man.

      “My family’s not—”

      “Not safe in Missouri, I’m afraid. We have quite a presence in the Midwest. I’m sure you’re aware of that.”

      Agent Tedescu shook his head. “Please. Please don’t hurt them.”

      Pope paced and glared down.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on,” Tedescu said. “I thought everything was going fine. I thought we had a deal. It was win–win. We did everything you wanted.”

      “Win–win?” Pope knelt down and clamped the agent’s face between thumb and fingers. His leather gloves were tacky on the man’s sweaty face. “No. Ever since you assholes poked your heads into our business, it’s definitely been a win–lose situation, with us on the losing end. You had to have seen this coming. This is the inevitable end to what you started.”

      He hurled the man back and his head thudded against the wall.

      “You have a choice, however.” Pope pulled his phone out of his pocket. “You can choose the finale. I’m going to call my men.” He pushed the number and listened to the ringing. “And one of two things is going to happen.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “You are either going to tell me who else you’ve told about all this, or I’m going to … hold on … Hey. It’s me. Are you in position? Okay. Hold on … This is my Midwest team leader on the line. You want to say hi?” Pope shoved the phone in Tedescu’s face.

      Tedescu closed his eyes and shook his head. Sweat slid down his cheeks onto his neck.

      “He says your two daughters are cute. Says he’d rather not go through with this.”

      Tedescu kept his eyes closed tight, as if still refusing to believe the situation.

      Pope narrowed his eyes. “Hey, you listening to me?”

      “Just shoot me, you asshole. There’s no way you’re getting my family. They’re with the FBI—I made sure of that today. You’re not getting to them. I don’t care how powerful you assholes think you are, you’re not getting them. Just shoot me. It’s me you want.”

      “Joplin.”

      Tedescu’s eyes sprang open.

      Pope shook his head. “They’re in Joplin, Terrence. Once again, your disrespect is mind-boggling. We’ve been on them for days, watching them visit your sister-in-law, at that nice countryside manor of theirs. We followed them to the airport, and then back to the house. And then we followed the FBI team as they took them to the safe house. And now,” he held up the phone, “we’re there. In Joplin. We might have lost you all day but, believe me, we never lost your family for a moment.”

      Tedescu’s eyes clamped shut again and he sagged into the wall.

      “You’re in the middle of a well-executed plan, here, Terrence. Not some short-sighted shit show you and your partner would’ve concocted.”

      “Hold your position,” Pope said into the phone.

      Tedescu opened his eyes and glared at him.

      “You have a choice. Tell me who else you told about all this, or else I give the word. Did you hear about your lawyer and his family yesterday?”

      “I saw them.” Tedescu clenched his teeth. “I saw them, you sick bastard.”

      “You made me do that.” Pope pulled out his pistol and pressed it against his head. “You made me. You made me do that.” Pope’s hand shook. His whole body trembled and his breath came in short gasps as he remembered what he’d done. “Now tell me who else you told.”

      “About what?”

      Pope stepped away and his face went slack.

      “Nobody.” Tedescu gritted his teeth. Defiant. “I didn’t tell anyone.”

      The agent’s eyes glimmered, and then he convulsed, a small shot of saliva shooting from his lips.

      Pope wondered whether the man was having some sort of seizure.

      Then the agent smiled. “You idiot. My family’s not in Joplin. You’ll never get my family.” Then Tedescu laughed like a maniac.

      Pope shot him in the eye and then twice more in the side of the head as he dropped.

      He stood breathing hard, his ears ringing, the acrid smoke choking his nostrils.

      “Sir? Hey, you there?”

      He pressed the phone to his ear. “Yeah?”

      “What was that all about? I thought I told you they lost the family in Joplin. Not that they were holding them in Joplin. You knew that, right, sir?”

      Pope stepped back from the encroaching pool of blood. “I know. I was bluffing this asshole.”

      “Oh.”

      He turned and stared out the window at the majestic fourteen-thousand-foot Pike’s Peak. It was really quite a view in the first light of day. Only the top half of the mountain glowed.

      “Sir? You there?”

      “Yeah. Which house are you at?”

      “Four. I’m the only one here. I can’t leave. Unless you can get someone.”

      “And everyone else?”

      A clearing of the throat. “Chairman’s at camp two, if that’s what you mean. At least as far as I know.”

      “Who’s manning three?”

      “I think it’s Pepper.”

      Pepper. The biggest screw-up in their entire organization. House two was the closest to Gunnison, but next to the bleeding corpse a few feet away, inept men like Pepper were the biggest detriment to their entire organization.

      “What do you want me to do, boss?”

      “I want you to stay put. And I want you to continue to keep your mouth shut until this is all over.”

      “Hey, you know that.”

      “What’s the news on our Rocky Points guy?”

      An exhale in his ear. “I hear they’re still looking.”

      His palms broke into a sweat. “Still looking? They still haven’t found him?”

      “Yeah. I guess he got away or something.”

      The image of Pike’s Peak blurred in his vision. “Okay. They’ll find him. Change is underway, my friend.”

      Pope thought he heard a swallow on the other end.

      He pressed the end-call button.

      Like a master chess player, he’d already had his next move planned well in advance, but the maniacal laugh this agent had just let out had got to him.

      The agent had called his bluff, clearly unconcerned for his family. How could he have had such certainty up against a man like Pope? What was Pope unaware of?

      He pressed his map application, and then typed in Gunnison, Colorado.

      The blue line materialized, showing him a drive time of three hours and forty-three minutes. It was 6:20 a.m. With the half-mile walk back to his car, he could be there by 9:45, give or take a quarter-hour, depending on how fast he drove.

      Pocketing the phone, he steeled his thoughts and looked at the FBI agent, now lying in a lake of red.

      He was going to have to be careful. He was walking a fine line between cut and run and stay the course and become nothing short of God in his world.

      He gritted his teeth, just about punching himself in the face for even thinking cut and run.

      Today was no different from any other day in his life, looking over his shoulder for feds. As always, he would use caution.

      And this Wolf guy escaping the FBI? They would find him. They had plenty of motivation to stay the course there. Despite the setbacks, Pope was progressing.

      Feeling better, he walked to the front door.

      With one last glance at his watch, he unlocked the latch and stepped out into the brisk fall air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Wolf woke to the sound of a wailing woman, which when he jumped awake morphed into the true sound of a long zipper being pulled back on the tent.

      “Morning, sunshine. Get enough sleep yesterday? By my count, you’re pushing twenty hours.”

      Lying back down, he smacked the back of his head on a rock underneath the tent floor.

      He winced and cracked an eye, and then watched Luke’s shapely, mostly bare, rear end exit the tent. Aroused for an instant, his thoughts went to Sarah, and then he was hit with a lightning bolt of guilt.

      What was Sarah doing right now? Watching down on him? Sitting here in the tent with him? He suddenly had an image of her, hands on her hips, tapping her foot, wondering what the hell was taking him so long. Why hadn’t he brought her justice yet?

      Rubbing a hand through his hair, he pulled off the sleeping bag and poked his head out into the cold morning air. He brushed his bare feet free of debris, pulled on his socks, and put on his shoes.

      It was bright on the tops of the trees, but shaded and brisk at ground level.

      He stretched his arms overhead, taking in the view of lumber for three-hundred sixty degrees. “Wow, this is a good spot you found here.”

      A jet of fog shot out of Luke’s mouth. “It’s as secluded as I could find. I wasn’t looking for picturesque views.”

      “No, I’m serious. You can’t see fifty yards in any direction.” He twisted and looked at the truck. “It’s perfect. There’s not even a road in.”

      “There’s a two-track over there.” She pointed east into the trees. “It leads to a pay campground. Then there’s a county road that goes south and ends up near Crested Butte. I’ve been on it a few times before.”

      Wolf looked at his watch—8:05 a.m. “How far to Gunnison?”

      “Shouldn’t take more than an hour, hour and a half.”

      “We’re going to have to figure out how to change vehicles.”

      Luke ignored him and concentrated on lacing up her shoes. They were a black athletic style, something that went well with a pantsuit and chasing criminals in a full sprint.

      “Hey, Luke.”

      “What?”

      “Did I say thank you yesterday?”

      “Yeah, you did.” She gave a final pull on her laces and looked up with a nod. “Let’s tear down camp and haul ass.”

      They took down the tent, packed up the sleeping bags, and stowed everything in the spacious back of the interior cab of the truck.

      Luke drove them out of the woods, along a loop that passed a group of deserted campsites to a dirt county road, and turned south.

      The drive started out bumpy and progressed to smooth: starting in the deep woods on a rarely improved road in mountainous terrain, then dropping down into the East River Valley just south of the Crested Butte Ski Resort mountain and connecting with Colorado State Highway 135 made of dark, newly paved asphalt.

      The land was flat as a board on the bottom of the valley, with low sage-covered hills on either side.

      Behind them, Crested Butte Ski Resort jutted up, reminding Wolf of a breaching submarine launching up from beneath a calm sea. Every year they held a free skiing competition at the resort, filled with contestants who had somehow slipped through the Darwinian cracks.

      The last time he’d been there to ski had been with Sarah, all the way back in their senior year of high school.

      It had been arctic cold that weekend, and he remembered little of the skiing, but memories of shacking up next to Sarah on the floor of her cousin’s dorm room at Western State College in Gunnison, zipping their cloth sleeping bags together and using each other to keep warm, were as fresh as if they’d happened yesterday.

      “We need substantial food.”

      He blinked, arriving in the present. “What do you have in mind? These groceries are pretty useless.” He turned and looked at the paper bags on the rear floor that Valerie Patterson had left in haste yesterday. “Flour, yeast, sugar. A bag of tortillas. Some cheese. Waffles. You want another granola bar?”

      “No, I don’t.” Luke’s tone was razor sharp. “I need a meal. When you were asleep yesterday I had a candy bar, a granola bar, and some beef jerky I got at the gas station.”

      Wolf eyed her. “I hope you paid cash.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m hungry.”

      “I think it’s a bad idea to stop at a restaurant. Every law-enforcement agency in the state is probably on the lookout for us now. It’s dumb.”

      “You should see the color of your face,” she said. “You need food, too.”

      Wolf kept quiet, watching barbed-wire fence posts fly by next to the Gunnison River. “Let’s get into Gunnison and see what we can find. I have twenty bucks. I hope you have more cash.”

      They rode in silence for another ten minutes, and Wolf zoned out watching the meandering route of the water. The Gunnison was a destination river for die-hard anglers. This morning they were thick, casting their fly rods amid the rising steam and bugs. If he could come out of this whole thing alive and free, he thought it would be a good idea to go camping and fishing with Jack. That is, if he could come out of this whole thing with a relationship with his son.

      They arrived at the outskirts of Gunnison and Luke slowed as they cruised down Main Street.

      “There it is, Trout Creek Moving and Storage. Kind of a little shithole.”

      Laid out in rows perpendicular to the street, the aluminum roll doors of the storage facility were visible for only a second and then obscured by a concrete wall, but Wolf saw that the units were low and skinny, made of sagging metal and coated with flaking paint. Mini storage units rather than full sized, and it looked like a strong kick would peel one open.

      “There’s a restaurant.” Luke let off the brake. “Up there. We’ll park here, halfway between. Walk both places. What do you think?”

      He nodded. The truth was, he was ravenous. He would kill for a chicken fried steak with eggs and hash browns, and he failed to see any law enforcement in every direction.

      They parked and walked a block and a half along old western-looking storefronts, to a floor-to-ceiling-windowed restaurant.

      Walking inside, the sight and smell of breakfast dishes atop the tables made his mouth gush in anticipation.

      The hostess sat them at a booth in the rear underneath a mounted elk head, and they ordered their meals.

      As they waited for their food they sucked down water and coffee and surveyed the room.

      “No cops,” Wolf said. “No one staring at us.”

      “Speak for yourself. Those hung-over college boys over there keep looking at me.”

      He sipped his coffee and eyed the group of five college kids. All male. All nodding and whispering behind sly grins. “That’s just because they like the view.”

      “Psh.”

      A group of tourists came in and sat down.

      “I was serious,” Wolf said. “I have twenty bucks, and that’s it.”

      “Don’t worry. I have money.”

      He leaned back and relaxed. “Tell me about your Assistant Special Agent in Charge, Frye. He a good agent?”

      “He’s definitely smart.”

      “What do you think he’s doing now?”

      “Let’s see.” Luke took a sip of coffee. “I’d say he’s figured out by now I’m involved, so he’d be checking my cell-phone records. He’d see that the last phone call I made was with Margaret Hitchens. So he’d track her down and see that her sister, Valerie, was in town, and then talk to both of them. According to Valerie, she’s a terrible liar, so she’d give the whole thing away immediately. Then they’d have an APB out on our car.”

      She froze with her coffee against her lips. “And then the Gunnison police would spot Valerie Patterson’s truck parked along Main Street, and two units with flashing lights would speed by the restaurant that we were sitting in.”

      Wolf caught the tail end of a third flashing cop car as it flew past the windows. The blur and revving engines drew gasps from the diners inside the restaurant.

      “Geez, something’s going on out there. Hi, my name’s Toby. I’ll be taking care of you two today. Where you guys from?”

      Luke peered around the waiter. “Listen, Toby, we need a few minutes.”

      “Sure. Let me know if you have any questions. Our special this morning is—”

      “Thanks, Toby. We’ll let you know if we have any questions.”

      Toby closed his mouth and nodded. “Sure.” He moved to the next booth.

      “Let’s go out the back,” Wolf said.

      “If there is a back.”

      “There is. Behind you, down the hallway to the right, past the kitchen window.”

      She shook her head. “Damn it. I’m hungry.”

      They got up and both walked toward the back hallway.

      Toby intercepted them halfway. “Hey, you guys taking off?”

      Wolf smiled. “Gotta go to the bathroom. We’ve been in the car for a while.”

      “Me too.” Luke smiled.

      “Ah, I see. Straight back down the hall.”

      Wolf followed Luke around the corner and almost slammed into her.

      She’d stopped, poking her head through the window to the kitchen where three plates of food steamed under the heat lamps.

      “Hello? Hello!”

      “What are you doing?” He swallowed at the sight of the glistening breakfast burrito with cheese oozing over its sides.

      “Hi, there. Can I please get a to-go container?” Luke said through the window.

      There was a muffled response in accented English.

      “A to-go container?”

      An arm handed her a Styrofoam clamshell box.

      “Thank you so much,” she said with a winning smile.

      Without an instant of hesitation, she set the to-go box down on the aluminum shelf, grabbed the plate and tilted it.

      “Ah, shit.” She clenched her teeth and clanked the plate back down. “Hot.”

      Two arms came from the other side to the rescue, grabbing the plate with two rags.

      She caught the green chili dollops first, then the heavy tortilla wrap slapped into the box and she flashed her smile again, this time bashful and flirty. “Thank you so much.”

      “De nada.”

      “You have any silverware?”

      The arms handed her a silver fork and knife.

      Toby spotted them from the dining room and approached.

      “Are you sure? Thank you.” She winked, took the box and walked after Wolf. “All right, let’s go.”

      “I can’t take you anywhere,” he said, stepping fast to the rear door.

      “You’ll be thanking me in ten minutes when we’re loosening our belts.”

      Wolf pushed on the bar of the rear door and they were into the bright parking lot.

      “Hey!” Toby said as Luke slammed the door shut.
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      Patterson rolled her eyes and gripped the phone tighter. “Just tell me, Doc. Come on. It’s me.”

      Dr. Lorber exhaled long into Patterson’s earpiece. “I’m sorry, Heather. I’ve been sworn to secrecy by the … hold on one moment … federal agents”—a door squeaked and closed in the background—“and I’ve assured them that … I … will … not … okay, they’re not here but I don’t have much time. They’ll come back any second. The time of death on Gail Olson’s body is no longer than seventy-two hours.”

      Patterson stood frozen to her spot on the shoulder of the highway, watching as two deputies peeked inside the windows of an old woman’s Buick sedan down the road. “Seventy-two hours?”

      “Yes. And I’ve heard a bigger, juicier piece of information.”

      “Spit it out, Doc.”

      “Gail Olson’s mother is missing from her home in Las Vegas as well. Has been for, wait for it, seventy-two hours.”

      Patterson instinctively turned to the forested slopes of Williams Pass to hide her exasperation. “Could she just be on vacation?”

      “I heard it looks like abduction. Forced entry, broken furniture. If I was placing bets there, I’d bet on her being dead, too.”

      Patterson never knew how to respond to the macabre statements that flew from Lorber’s mouth so freely. She turned and looked over at the roadblock. Lancaster was on his own phone call, studying her intently. “What do they think? Wolf got on a plane and flew to Vegas and offed her?”

      “And I’m thinking that … if you could get me a sandwich, you know the one. No mayonnaise, and no pickles. And for God’s sake, don’t be late this time.”

      The line went dead.

      Patterson looked at her phone screen, pocketed it, and walked to Lancaster.

      The big man kept his dead eyes glued to her and then ended his own call as she drew close.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “They want you at the station,” he said, turning away and walking toward the SUV.

      She followed in silence.

      Taking in the new-car smell, she took a deep breath and relaxed in the passenger seat.

      “Who were you talking to?” he asked, climbing behind the wheel.

      “It was my mom. Always needing the latest 4-1-1 with my life.”

      Lancaster stared out the windshield with no response and fired up the engine.

      As they cruised down the valley into town, things were as silent as ever. Spending time with this guy was like wearing sound-isolating headphones.

      As she often did, she looked over at Lancaster and wondered why the hell she had been paired with the man. It was as if she were being observed, which was probably the truth.

      “You know, Wolf didn’t do this.”

      Lancaster moved a few centimeters up and down as the car bounced.

      “And I had nothing to do with this. And neither did Rachette. Or Baine, or Wilson, or Yates. Or anyone else from our department.”

      Still no response.

      “Is that why MacLean has us paired up together? So you can all report back to him or something?”

      Lancaster swallowed and glanced in the rearview mirror.

      “Thanks. Nice talk.”

      When they pulled into the county-building parking lot, she got out and walked fast, not caring whether she left Lancaster in the dust. Stepping through the rear entrance, she let the glass doors shut behind her without looking back.

      Only when she’d turned around to climb up the second flight of stairs did she see that Lancaster was following silently, only a few steps behind.

      Freak!

      She reached the third floor and walked down the hall. Reaching MacLean’s glass cube of an office, she stopped dead in her tracks.

      Lancaster walked past her and she lashed up and caught his tricep in a vise-like grip.

      “What’s my mother doing in MacLean’s office?”

      Lancaster looked down at her hand and shrugged.

      She kept her hand clamped. “Thanks for the heads-up, partner.”

      He blinked. “I thought you said you were talking to her on the phone.”

      She let go and walked to MacLean’s office door, which was propped open.

      To her surprise, Lancaster veered away from her and walked toward the squad room.

      “Deputy Patterson, please come inside.” Agent Frye said from inside.

      She walked straight to the cloth-upholstered chair in which her mother slumped.

      “What are you doing here, Mom? Are you all right? What’s going on?”

      Her mother looked up with red eyes.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “We’ve done nothing, Deputy. Please take a seat and we’ll explain,” Frye said.

      Patterson stood motionless for another second.

      “Deputy, please.”

      She sat.

      MacLean nodded at her, looking none too happy that his office was being used as an FBI command post for the second day in a row. His silver goatee seemed to have less luster, his impeccably groomed hair a dollop of grease too heavy.

      His eyes were creased with a hint of worry, devoid of the cock-sure glow they normally possessed.

      “Deputy Patterson, do you know where David Wolf is?” Frye asked.

      “No. Now explain to me why my mother is sitting in this office. Did you bring her here from Aspen? Don’t you know that her husband and two sons are extremely accomplished lawyers?”

      “And she’s going to need them,” Frye answered without hesitation.

      Patterson looked at her mother.

      “I’m sorry, honey.” A tear fell down her mother’s cheek. “I didn’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “Your mother had a busy day yesterday, colluding with your Aunt Margaret to help Wolf escape from Rocky Points. Your aunt drove him out on County 17 and met your mother, where Wolf swapped keys and got into your mother’s truck, with her consent of course, and escaped over the mountains to the west. We have your mother’s confession all on video.”

      Patterson looked her mother in the eye and squeezed her hand. “Good job, Mom.”

      Frye smiled and sat on the edge of MacLean’s desk in front of her. “Not a good job, Mom. Jail time, Mom.”

      Patterson lifted her chin and glared at Frye.

      “Have you spoken with David Wolf, Deputy?”

      “No.”

      “May I please look at your cell phone?”

      “Not without a warrant.”

      Frye flicked a finger. “Cumberland, can you bring Deputy Patterson down to a holding cell until we line up that warrant, please?”

      Patterson pulled out her phone and flung it at Frye.

      He caught it and poked the button with his index finger. “Thank you.” Keeping completely silent with his head down, he perused her phone.

      Patterson reached over and squeezed her mother’s arm.

      Her mother nodded and tried to smile.

      “As you can see, I have not spoken with David Wolf.”

      He turned the screen and thrust it toward her. “What did you two speak about on Tuesday morning?”

      “You’ve already asked me that and I told you.”

      Frye smiled. “I don’t believe you.”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, we spoke about how you guys were suddenly so interested in him. And now that all this is happening, I’ve gotta say, I’m finding the whole thing very interesting.”

      Frye raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Do tell.”

      “Gail Olson’s time of death was seventy-two hours ago.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “So why is it that she was killed seventy-two hours ago, supposedly by Wolf, and yet you guys didn’t see him leave his house to do it?”

      Frye blinked rapidly and turned down the corners of his mouth. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Yes. You were watching his house with three surveillance teams, and the two guys in the unmarked on his road, and yet he escaped and went to go kill Gail Olson?”

      Frye raised his hands. “You said it yourself, he escaped. He’s a very slippery man.”

      Patterson shook her head. “No. Your teams would’ve seen him leave. He’s not in any condition to be walking out of there across the wilderness. Hell, Gail Olson was found twenty-five miles away over the other side of Williams Pass. Wolf couldn’t walk up the low hill we climbed and back without passing out after we were done, much less hike a mountain range. No, you guys are hiding something.”

      MacLean closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “He could have used the motorcycle in his barn and taken some trails to go kill Gail Olson.”

      “He hasn’t used that motorcycle in ages. The gas is probably bad in the tank. Otherwise he would’ve used it to slip away yesterday morning, and not risk floating by your two agents in a canoe.”

      She leaned forward. “And what about Gail Olson’s mother going missing in Las Vegas? Are you thinking he had something to do with that? Are you thinking I, or Deputy Rachette, or any of the other Sluice County deputies had anything to do with that? No, of course you’re not.”

      She looked over at her mother.

      Her mother was glaring at Frye with the hint of a satisfied smile.

      “You’ve been working your own investigation, Deputy,” Frye said slowly.

      “I’m a cop. It’s what I do. And my investigation is telling me that someone is setting up my old boss. Who happens to be the best man I’ve ever met.”

      Frye pointed at her and smiled. “ME Lorber. That’s your source.”

      She ignored him. “This investigation is BS.”

      “We found the murder weapon in Wolf’s shed yesterday.”

      “Brought to you by the anonymous, garbled, untraceable voice on the telephone.”

      “That voice was right about Gail Olson, and right about the weapon’s location.”

      “It would’ve been a crappy frame job if it had been wrong.”

      “Wolf was jealous of Carter Willis and Sarah Muller’s relationship and killed them both.”

      “Wolf loved Sarah Muller with every fiber of his being and would never have hurt her.”

      Frye stood up abruptly and paced in front of her, his hands clasped behind his back. Then he stopped.

      The door to the office flew open and an agent leaned inside. “Sir.”

      Frye looked up, annoyed.

      “The Gunnison County Sheriff’s Department has found Wolf and Special Agent Luke.”

      Patterson sat straight. “Luke is with him?”

      Frye ignored her and stepped out of the office, Cumberland on his heels.

      MacLean, Patterson, and her mother watched silently as Frye’s head bounced up and down outside and the agents scattered at a full run.

      Frye walked back into the office, his eyes locked on Patterson, and stalked to the edge of MacLean’s desk. Resuming his seated position, he breathed deeply through his nose, contemplating something.

      “You’re free to go, Deputy. Please stay available.”

      “What are you going to do with my mother?”

      “Put her back in the holding cells downstairs with your aunt.”

      “Sir,” she looked at MacLean, “surely you gentlemen know my mother and aunt were just trying to do the right thing. They had no intention of breaking federal laws.”

      MacLean held up his hands and flicked a glance at Frye.

      Frye stood up and walked from the room. “Agent Cumberland,” he said, and Cumberland followed him out.

      Patterson sat with her mouth open and then glared at MacLean. “Mom, just stay strong. We’re going to prove that Wolf is innocent of any wrong-doing, and then they’re going to let you go.”

      “Okay, honey.” Her voice was barely audible.

      Patterson looked at her and gripped her arm. “I promise.”

      MacLean stood with an apologetic look. “Deputy, please.”

      Patterson left the office, and her mother to cower in a jail cell.

      Lancaster materialized next to her. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “To work.”

      Patterson followed silently behind the undersheriff, giving a final glance back to her mother, who was being escorted out of MacLean’s office without handcuffs. At least that was something.
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      Wolf jogged fast through the rear parking lot of the restaurant and veered to the right, down a dirt two-track alley backing the Gunnison Main Street storefront buildings.

      Luke strode next to him and cracked the lid of the to-go container.

      “I hope that’s the best breakfast burrito you’ve ever had in your life,” Wolf said. “When Toby figures out you stole food, there’s no telling what he’ll do. Maybe he’ll call the cops.”

      She ignored him and jabbed the fork inside the box.

      “I hate to tell you this, but holding that burrito is now a liability.”

      She looked down at the container she’d worked so hard for, closed it, and slam-dunked it into the next dumpster. “Damn it.”

      As they approached the first cross street, Luke held out the storage unit key to him. “You go to the storage yard across the street. I’ll be behind you.”

      “Good idea. They’re looking for two of us.” He glanced backwards. Still no pursuit from Toby or anyone else. “I’ll cross the street here and walk up the other side.”

      “I’ll wait a bit and cross at the next block.” She leaned against a brick wall.

      Wolf fingered a small plastic puck dangling from the keychain. “What’s this?”

      “I don’t know. Just go.”

      Wolf ducked back into the alley next to her and then took the plastic puck off the key ring. “It’s a magnetic key fob. It must be to get into the exterior gate. They had a concrete wall around the whole place. I’ll leave this on the ground outside next to the gate so you can get inside.”

      “All right. Go.”

      He walked around the corner and immediately saw two police officers milling around on the corner a half-block straight ahead. He stepped off the curb and crossed the street, keeping his hands in his jeans pockets and his head down.

      In his peripheral vision, he saw the two officers walk to his right down the sidewalk, toward the restaurant.

      He needed to move.

      Reaching the intersection of the side street and Main, he stopped, pushed the crosswalk button, and then stood patiently.

      A couple of officers were jogging down the sidewalk toward him, and he held his breath as they drew nearer.

      The light turned, and the little white man told him to walk, so he did.

      He stepped fast, resisting the urge to break into a run.

      Crossing onto the other side of the road, he saw that every single patron on the sidewalk was either slowing or already at a complete stop, gawking at the action on the other side.

      As Wolf swerved between people, he decided to openly gawk himself. Because to not do so would bring attention.

      Directly across the street, a growing group of law-enforcement personnel from the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Department and Gunnison Police Department swarmed around their abandoned truck.

      He locked eyes with a cop, who assessed him for a second and then slid his gaze further down the sidewalk.

      Wolf zipped up the sweater and caught a glimpse of Luke crossing the street to his left.

      He smiled at a nearby patron and walked on. After crossing another intersection, he reached the entrance of the Trout Creek Moving and Storage, which was a bent wrought iron gate with a magnetic key panel mounted on a concrete wall next to it.

      He placed the key fob on the reader and the door clicked and squealed open with a gentle push. He walked in, and then bent down and slid the fob up under the gate as it latched closed.

      He stood up and walked inside, feeling a small sense of relief being obscured by the concrete wall of the grounds and hidden from the eyes of his gaggle of pursuers.

      The numbers of the near units were in the single digits and he needed to get to #62, so he got his bearings and walked to his left.

      Stopping at the next row, he counted the units along one side and calculated it ending at #50, so he moved on to the alleyway of doors.

      As he reached the next row he heard the metal gate in the distance close. Luke had made it inside, but he didn’t bother looking back, because his eyes were locked on a huge diesel pickup truck parked down the row of units he was about to enter. Up on the left side of the alley, a man leaned inside the passenger door of his huge, lifted, vehicle, while his piece-of-crap storage unit door yawned open behind him, revealing a darkened space.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t come to stealing this man’s truck, compounding the severity of their criminal spree, he thought. But, at the moment, there was no other way out of here, other than on their own two feet.

      Hopefully inside their destination storage unit was so much evidence, such a glaring nullification of Wolf’s guilt, that he and Luke could simply walk across the street and hand it over to the nearest cop.

      Passing #54, he counted two digits at a time so he could lock eyes with the unit and will it to contain what he needed as he approached.

      His heart skipped when he reached the number 62 and landed on the man with the truck, who was now walking back into the open storage unit.

      Wolf counted again and came up with the same destination.

      Walking back out into the sun, the man eyed Wolf for a second and then disappeared again inside.

      Wolf shoved his hands in his pockets and walked at an even pace, veering slightly to his right to give the truck a wide berth. When he passed the unit, he glanced over at the darkened interior and was surprised to see wide eyeballs staring back at him. Like a ghost in a dark room, a white-skinned, muscular, man stood inside, looking out like a rabid, albino, animal.

      Wolf suppressed any facial expression and gave a curt nod. “Morning.”

      Then his view was blocked out by the huge pickup, which upon second glance looked more ominous than before. It was lifted with knobbed tires, with an extended cab lined with jet-black tinted windows. The truck bed was covered, it too lined with obsidian-colored glass too dark to see inside.

      Head down, Wolf continued past the truck and felt the man’s eyes on his back.

      Wolf was unarmed, and with each footstep he felt more vulnerable as he thought of the laser glare of the man in the unit.

      “Sheriff Wolf!”

      A jolt of adrenaline shot through him at the mention of his name, but he kept walking.

      “How about this. Stop right there, Sheriff Wolf, or I’m going to shoot you in the back of the head.”

      He stopped and turned around, holding his hands out from his sides.

      The guy was outside of the storage unit now, thrusting what looked to be a Beretta M9 handgun in his direction. His skin glared like snow in the sun. His blonde hair was cropped to the skull, almost as white. With eyes now squinted, he used his free hand to block the sun, displaying an elaborate tattoo on his skin.

      Wolf saw the ink running up the man’s arm was a rendition of the Pope, dressed in his papal tiara and costume, pointing his staff as if firing a machine gun. The holy man’s teeth were bared, lips curling, eyes dark red. Fire shot from his staff into a crowd of people, which had been expertly drawn as exploding into chunks of flesh down his forearm.

      He noted the barrel of this pigment-challenged man’s gun shook in his meaty fist.

      “I think you’re mistaken.” Wolf cowered down submissively, keeping his hands high. “My name’s not Wolf. I’m not a sheriff.”

      The guy stepped all the way to Wolf and put the barrel inches from his forehead. Four months ago, Wolf would’ve had the pistol and the guy on the ground. Today, he hesitated, doubting the speed and strength of his vastly injured body against this man who was clearly a fan of lifting weights.

      Stepping back quickly, the man smiled, revealing crooked teeth. “Not a sheriff, huh?”

      “My name’s John. I’m just going to my storage unit, there.”

      “I know exactly who you are, Sheriff Wolf. And I’m damn glad I caught up with you. I heard you’d escaped.”

      A siren whooped in the distance and the man’s eyes bulged. “Wait a minute, you brought them here?” He looked over his shoulder toward the concrete wall at the end of the row and did a double take at the sight of a woman walking toward them.

      Lowering his pistol, the white-skinned man bared his teeth. “You say a word or make a move, I shoot you in front of this bitch, and then I shoot this bitch. Got that? Now lower your hands, damn it.”

      Wolf lowered his hands.

      Glancing between Wolf and the approaching woman, the man turned to the side and lowered his pistol to his thigh.

      For a few moments, Wolf watched as thoughts went through the guy’s brain. One second the man was looking at the ground, and then he creased his forehead and looked up, locking eyes with Wolf.

      When the man’s eyes widened and he turned to study Special Agent Luke walking closer, Wolf stepped straight into him, blocking the rising gun with his left arm while he punched as hard as he could in the man’s throat. In his peripheral vision, he saw Luke spring forward, bounding toward them like an Olympic sprinter.

      Momentarily stunned, the white-skinned man croaked and his eyes bulged; then he erupted into frenzied action.

      Wolf gripped the man’s gun arm with both of his hands and backed into him, and it felt like grabbing the hoof of a rhinoceros after kicking its balls.

      A vicious blow slammed into the back of his head while his body was thrust forward. Tasting blood as he bit into his own tongue, his vision blurred for an instant as another flurry of blows hit him from behind on the neck and skull.

      But Wolf held his relentless grip, knowing that if he gave back control of the arm he and Luke were both dead.

      Then he was lifted from his feet and everything swirled, and then he was on his back and staring at the gun from a new, worse, angle.

      But still, he had a hold with both hands, and the pistol was aimed at the ground a few inches to the side of his head.

      Behind the gun, the man’s face was shaking but otherwise completely calm. With sheer force, the barrel of the gun twisted ten degrees, then twenty, then pointed at Wolf’s left eye, the cold steel almost touching his eyeball.

      “Don’t shoot. They’ll hear you,” Wolf said. “Then they’ll come for you.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed.

      Then the black blur of a shoe came into view, accompanied by a slap as it connected hard with the man’s white face.

      His eyes rolled to the back of his head as he toppled sideways. His grip on the pistol let up and Wolf wrenched it away.

      As the man teetered, Luke reared back and kicked his face again, and when she connected, it was even more of a vicious blow, whiplashing the man’s head back.

      Chin to the sky, he rocked back on his knees, stopped, and started falling forward.

      Luke timed it right and stomp kicked the back of his head, and the man’s face bounced on the concrete.

      With a grunt that sounded like it came from a demon possessing Luke’s body, she landed on his back and gripped his shaven head with both hands.

      “I think he’s out,” Wolf said.

      Panting through gritted teeth, she released her grip and stared at his motionless form as if daring him to move again.

      “Luke.”

      She looked at Wolf. Her pupils were pinpoints, her lips pulled back, her chest heaving.

      Wolf rolled to his hands and knees and climbed to his feet, feeling a lance of pain in his spine and renewed ache in his thigh. Before standing, he shook his head, expecting a ringing in his ears any moment, but none came.

      “You all right?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He sniffed. “I smell smoke.”

      Luke walked to the storage unit and looked on the ground inside. “Fire.”

      There was a loud clank somewhere around the corner and then a continuous squeal. “What the hell is that?”

      “I think it’s the rolling gate of the entrance. A car must be coming in.” She grabbed the unconscious man’s feet and pulled, managing only to twist him. “A little help here?”

      They turned the guy over and each took a foot, pulling him into the unit.

      The inside was hazy with smoke rising from a scorched pile of papers on the smooth concrete floor. In the corner stood a plastic file box with the lid propped open. Other than the two anomalies, the small space was starkly empty.

      Wolf kicked the pile of blackened paper and it crumbled and fluttered airborne. In the ash and debris there was a portion of a glossy photograph the size of a dollar bill that had remained unburned.

      “It’s a picture,” Luke said, bending down next to him.

      He blew gently on it and held it up. “Looks like grass. Weeds and wildflowers.” He dropped it and sifted through the ashes some more.

      Luke stood and went to the door. “Shit. Cops are inside. They just drove by. There’s nothing in here. We’re too late. We’ve gotta move.”

      She cupped her hands and put her face to the truck window. “Keys are in the ignition.”

      He pushed the pile with a finger. “There were five or ten photos here. Manila folders.” He stood up and looked down at the unconscious man.

      “Great, whatever. Get in the truck.”

      “We have to bring this guy with us so we can question him when he wakes up.”

      “Yeah, and tie him up and load him in the truck. All before the freaking cops drive up on us. Forget it. Get in the truck and get down. They’re looking for us, damn it.”

      “Wait.” He patted the man’s pockets.

      “I have the keys. Let’s go.”

      He pulled out the man’s cell phone and then flew out the door to the truck. He heard the police radio echoing through the rows of storage units as he got in the passenger side and closed the door.

      The combined tints of the rear and topper windows dimmed the scene outside like it was midnight, but he saw a Sheriff’s Department vehicle swing into view and roll toward them just as he sank to the ample floor of the passenger seat and curled into a ball.

      He dared not rise from his position, but he heard a scratching police radio edge closer with each passing second.

      Just when Wolf was wondering whether Luke had up and run, he heard the roll door of the storage unit close outside.

      The radio lowered in volume and Wolf heard a squeak of brakes and then two thumps of car doors closing.

      “Hello, ma’am.” The voice was right outside the truck.

      Wolf froze, his eyes fixed on a pair of leather gloves on the floor, and the specks of dried blood on the knuckles of the right glove. Next to the gloves was a crumpled fast-food bag, stained with grease.

      “Howdy, Officers. I swear I’ve paid my bill here! What? Ya’ll bustin’ me? Haha. Jus kiddin’. What can I do for ya’ll?”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together.

      “Are you okay, ma’am?” the officer asked in a more playful than official tone.

      A pause. “Don’t I look okay?”

      “Were you just burning something?”

      “No, just putting the charcoal barbecue in. Upgraded to one of those fancy propane models.”

      There was a slight movement of the truck, a jostling back and forth, and then a slap on the sidewall of the truck bed. “Have you seen a man and a woman walking through here?”

      “Nope.”

      There was a pause that escalated Wolf’s blood pressure, and then the voice said, “Okay, thank you. Have a good day, ma’am.”

      “You got it. You too, now.”

      Luke opened the door and climbed in.

      When the door slammed closed, Wolf gave her appearance a double-take.

      Her hair was a frizzed mess, hanging down to her shoulders. Her sweatshirt was tied around her waist, and he could not help but notice her dark nipples clearly visible underneath the thin white fabric of her T-shirt, which was smeared with dark soot.

      She twisted the key in the ignition and the truck’s big diesel engine roared to life.

      She smiled, revealing teeth also smeared with soot. Then she finger-waved in the rearview mirror. Add the dark streaks on her lips and cheeks, and she’d knocked herself down to the lowest tax bracket in a hurry.

      “That’s a nice look on you.”

      “Shut up,” she said without moving her lips. “They’re right behind us still.” She shifted into gear and moved forward.

      Wolf remained silent and watched her drive. She slowed to a stop and he heard the familiar squeal of the gate outside.

      Her quick glance in the rearview told him the cops were following them out.

      “Back to Rocky Points,” Wolf said.

      “Are you sure?” she said like an out of work ventriloquist.

      “Back to Rocky Points.”

      She exhaled, twisted the wheel, and hit the accelerator. After a few seconds, she deflated in her seat. “Shit. All that for a pile of ashes?”

      “We got a vehicle, and we bought us some more time.”

      “If we don’t get stopped in the next two minutes at the roadblock they’re undoubtedly setting up ahead.” She slapped the wheel. “Damn it! Who was that guy?”

      He climbed up into the passenger seat and massaged the pain out of his hip flexor. “No match for you. Thanks, by the way. If you’d been a second later, I’d be dead.”

      She scoffed. “All that and we got nothing.”

      Leaning forward to stare at the receding turret lights in the side-view mirror, he fished inside his jeans pocket and pulled out the cell phone he’d lifted from the man. “We got a cell phone.”

      She leaned toward him and eyed it, then sat back hard. “Ah, this guy practically drove lying down. What the hell?”

      He pushed the wake button on the phone and an image of the Pope smiting a crowd of horrified people filled the screen.
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      “No, no, no, no.” Rachette punched the wheel and the horn emitted a dog-toy like honk.

      With a practiced move, he downshifted, popped the clutch and hit the gas, and the car lurched and sputtered to life.

      Crisis averted.

      Something was seriously wrong with the engine of this tin can he drove, and it was time to get rid of it once and for all. He had his eye on a Ford truck parked with a for-sale sign on the north end of town.

      The blue pickup looked pretty worn down, but the price was right at two grand. And having four-wheel drive in the winter and no more breakdowns? That had to be worth it.

      As he pulled to the curb in front of the coffee shop, he sat idling for a few seconds, then reluctantly shut off the engine, knowing that could have been the last time it ran for a while.

      He got out and stepped to the curb. A flashing SBCSD vehicle sped by so fast he failed to catch a glimpse of who was driving.

      “Damn,” he whispered. He was stuck on the outside with no date set for getting back in.

      His life was spent wandering through town, with coffee in the morning at the Chairlift Coffee House, lunch from a drive-thru on his kitchen table in his tiny apartment, cheap reconstituted dinners, and beers at night to forget the monotony of it all.

      And when he finally did get back in, if that day ever came, what was it going to be like? If it was without Wolf, and with dicks like Deputy Sergeant Barker, it was going to be abysmal.

      Then he thought of Deputy Munford’s tiny smile and knew it wouldn’t be all that bad.

      “Same as always?” the stoned-looking barista asked behind the counter.

      Rachette nodded. “Same as always.”

      Another department SUV sped past. There must have been a development.

      He decided he would go to the department and poke around, that is, if he could get by Tammy with a little sweet-talking.

      With a quickened stride he walked to his car and got in.

      The key turned and there was a click. The dashboard gauge needles spasmed and then went still.

      “Ah!” He punched the wheel again. This time when he pressed the horn no sound came out.

      After trying the key again with no result, he got out and kicked the door, leaving a tiny dent.

      “Shit.”

      Putting his head down, he walked away from his pile of scrap metal on wheels, vowing it would be the last time he touched it.
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      Luke slapped the wheel again as they passed a strip of fast-food restaurants. Her stomach churned nothing but air and her general mood was murderous-angry, the former exacerbating the latter. “I really need that breakfast burrito right about now. I’m gonna come back here and beat Toby’s ass one day.”

      She flexed her foot, feeling a wicked bruise welling up from her soccer kick to the guy’s face. As she watched another restaurant slide by, she wished she could kick it again.

      Forcing herself out of her dark mood, she looked at Wolf. He was zoned out next to her, still pecking away at the screen of the cell phone. His face was white and shiny.

      “Hey, how you feeling?”

      He pointed at the screen. “Listen to these text messages, from a phone number, not a name. First one says: Wolf escaped. That was yesterday morning. Then this one that came thirty-five minutes ago: He’s on the run with an FBI agent named Kristen Luke. They found them in Gunnison just now. Where are you?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “That sounds like someone in Rocky Points relaying information to this guy.”

      He put the phone to his ear.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Calling the number.”

      The digital trill of a ringing phone suddenly filled the cab of the truck, blaring from every speaker.

      “Hello?” a deep male voice answered.

      Wolf grabbed her arm and put a finger to his lips.

      She nodded.

      “Hello?” the voice said again.

      The phone call ended with a loud click.

      She reached up and turned down the volume. “Who was that?”

      Wolf shook his head. “I don’t know. Did it sound like anyone you know from the FBI?”

      “No.” She checked the rearview mirror for the thousandth time. Still no cops. “What about—”

      Once again, the speakers erupted in sound, this time a call coming in.

      Wolf raised the phone, pressed the button, and said nothing.

      The speakers hissed. The person on the other end breathed into the receiver at a steady rate, but otherwise kept silent.

      Wolf pressed the call-end button and the speakers went silent again.

      “We’re almost at Crested Butte. I’m going to say this one more time. I’m hungry, currently braless in a scuffed-up T-shirt, have charcoal on my face and a knotted bird’s nest for hair, and haven’t showered in days. But you, my friend, look like shit. You need to eat.”

      Wolf twirled the phone in his hand, then rummaged around at his feet. He produced a pair of leather gloves and handed them to her.

      “Thanks?” She dropped them in the center console.

      Then he fished out a fast-food bag and held it up in the light. He opened it and dove his face inside.

      Teeth-clenching frustration rushed through her. Jamming on the brakes, she pulled into a supermarket lot and parked. “Screw it. I’m going in to get food. Fried chicken? Great. Fried chicken.” She opened the door.

      Wolf put his hand inside the greasy bag.

      “Hey, are you deaf? I’m going to go get food.”

      “Look at the blood on those gloves. The right hand.”

      She climbed back in the seat and picked up the right glove with her index finger and thumb. There was blood spatter on the knuckles. She dropped it back in the cup holder. “Ugh.”

      “Looks pretty fresh, right?”

      “Yeah, sure, I don’t know.”

      Wolf pulled a piece of paper from the fast-food bag and held it out. “Look at the date, time, and location on this receipt.”

      “Two days ago … Tuesday afternoon … Colorado Boulevard, Denver. 2:24 p.m.”

      Wolf held up the bag. “And this.”

      There was a smudge of blood on the outside of the fast-food bag. “Shit,” she said, putting the puzzle together.

      “When did you say that family was killed?”

      “We went to the scene Wednesday morning. It was dark still. 4:30 a.m.”

      “He got this food bag Tuesday afternoon in Denver, then smudged it sometime between then and today.”

      She flinched as the vision of the two dead children sandwiched between their dead parents flashed across her mind. She eyed the gloves again, suddenly wanting them out of this truck. She wanted to get out of the seat where the man had sat.

      “It was that guy who murdered the family.” She leaned back and exhaled. “Damn it. I should have kicked him again.”

      “I have to make some phone calls,” Wolf said. “Go get us some food.”

      She watched as he dialed a phone number from memory and pressed it to his ear.

      “I hope you’re not calling Patterson or Rachette, or anyone else that the Bureau’s going to be monitoring. Remember, they had to have gotten to us through Margaret and her sister.”

      Wolf ignored her, completely oblivious to her presence. His free hand clenched into a fist and his eyes were wildly darting around.

      She swallowed, remembering the last time she’d seen him like this, which had been in a bar room back office, the moment he’d realized his son was in mortal danger.

      “Is Harold Burton there? Put him on … now!”

      She got out and closed the door.
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      Patterson sat inside the quiet cab of the SUV and watched Lancaster’s profile in the side-view mirror as he stood outside with a cell phone pressed to his ear.

      The silence was absolute, but she still heard nothing.

      The guy was officially giving her the creeps.

      He’d just received a phone call and said hello twice into the receiver. Apparently, nobody had answered him because he’d hung up. After ignoring her questions about it, he’d simply stopped the car, gotten out, and put his phone to his ear.

      Now Patterson watched the reflection of him stand on the sidewalk and make calls.

      Lancaster’s lips hadn’t moved yet. Not only that, it was like he’d never intended to say anything with the person on the other end of the call he was making.

      He pocketed his phone and walked back to the SUV.

      Before he climbed back inside she flipped the radio volume back up and brought her hand to her lap.

      The big man eyed her as he got in and she stared back.

      “Who was that?”

      Lancaster answered with pushing the ignition button and shifting to drive.

      “Because I watched your call, and it looked like you just dialed a number and stared into another dimension. What? You calling the weather hotline?”

      He pulled out onto Main Street.

      A few tourists with backpacks and ski poles stood outside the coffee shop, and some clearly high-on-marijuana twenty-somethings played hacky sack in the grass field near Town Square.

      “Hey, pull over here. I want to talk to these kids.” Three teenaged boys wrestled at the next intersection.

      Lancaster ignored her.

      She flicked the lock and pushed open the door. “It wasn’t a request.”

      He slowed to a stop and she got out.

      “Excuse me.”

      The three teenaged boys stopped and faced her.

      “Oh, yes, Officer,” one of them said with a fading laugh.

      “Do you three know Jack Wolf?”

      They looked at one another.

      “It’s a simple question. You know him?”

      “Yeah,” the short one said. “We know him. He’s in the grade above us.”

      “Why are you three out of school right now?”

      The tallest took a defensive posture. “We all have fourth period off, and then it’s lunch. So we’re on lunch.”

      She held her hands up. “Okay, okay. I was just wondering if there was some sort of short day at school or something. So, what is it now? Like, fourth period?” She looked at her watch.

      They relaxed. “Yeah, like middle of fourth. It ends at twelve, and then it’s lunch.”

      She nodded. “Thanks, boys. Have a good day. Stay out of trouble.”

      “Bye,” they said in unison.

      She walked back to the SUV, ignoring the catcall and whistle from one of them, and got inside.

      Lancaster stared at her with half-closed eyelids. “You mind filling me in?”

      She strapped her seatbelt on. “I want to go to the school and find Jack Wolf.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Wolf’s son has a right to know what’s going on, and I want him to hear the news from me, not an FBI agent, or you, or anyone like you.”

      Lancaster raised a corner of his mouth. “Anyone like me?”

      She glared at him. “Yeah, people like you, who think he’s guilty until proven innocent, when you have no clue what a good man Wolf really is. His son needs to know that not everyone is like you and the people chasing after his dad. That the rest of us still believe Wolf’s innocent and we’re getting to the bottom of everything. However slow that might be.” She pointed out the windshield. “Go up to 4th and take a right.”

      To Patterson’s surprise, Lancaster put the SUV in gear, let off the gas, and drove without protest.
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      Pope laid his cheek on the cold concrete and pushed his eye up to the small crack of light at the bottom of the door.

      The vehicle engine shut off outside and a car door squeaked open.

      A civilian car. A cop car would’ve been better oiled than that.

      “Pepper?”

      There was no answer.

      “Pepper?” he said again. He knocked on the inside of the door. The sound was like a kick to the head. Not nearly as painful as when he’d actually been kicked. Making that bitch pay was going to be one of the first orders of business.

      “Who’s that?” came a quiet voice from the other side of the door.

      “Who’s that?” he countered.

      A pause. He pictured an idiotic look in Pepper’s bloodshot eyes.

      “Pepper? Is that you? It’s Pope.” Doesn’t get clearer than that.

      “It’s Pepper. Who’s that?”

      Pope closed his eyes and took a deep, relaxing breath. “It is Pope. I’m stuck in the storage unit. Help me out of here.”

      A shadow passed in front of the sliver of light and dreadlocks fell to the ground. Then one of Pepper’s eyeballs was inches from his.

      “You’re stuck?”

      “Yes. Do you have a crow bar in the vehicle? Any bolt cutters?”

      “I think so.”

      Pope suppressed his optimism. There was a good chance this moron had no clue what either of those objects were. “Check.”

      The shadow disappeared. A minute later it returned and he heard a metallic clank on the door.

      Pope stood up in the darkened storage unit. His balance was off, like he was on a ship at sea, so he leaned a hand on the door. Feeling the scrape of metal on metal on the door through his palm, he closed his eyes and hoped.

      There was a clank, and suddenly the door was rolling up and light was flooding in.

      When it rose all the way, Pope shielded his eyes against the hammering sun and saw the silhouette of Pepper and his Medusa head of dreadlocks.

      “Hey there, boss. You get yourself in a little trouble?” Pepper stepped inside. His thin, greasy facial hair framed a stupid smile.

      “You’re an hour late, Pepper.”

      “Sorry ’bout that,” he said. “Got a late start, and then there’s some serious stuff going on out there. Cops galore. Had to wait until the action died down a little before I drove in here.”

      Pope held out his hand.

      Pepper reached out to clasp it in a handshake and Pope pulled it away.

      “No, give me your phone.”

      Pepper patted his pockets and pulled out his cell. Handing it over, he smiled again. “Lucky I had this truck, ’cause the bolt cutter from the other day was still in it. What a coincidence, huh? What if I hadn’t driven this truck? We’d be screwed right now.”

      Pope nodded. “Or what if you had shown up on time?”

      Pepper squirmed under Pope’s glare.

      “Give me the bolt cutters.”

      The stoner looked down at the snipping tool in his hand and swallowed. “Yeah, sure.”

      Pope reached out and took one of the long red handles.

      Pepper held firm for an instant, and then let go.

      Pope took the other handle and jabbed upward into the smelly, dreadlocked moron’s neck while he clamped the jaws shut.

      A spurt of warm blood shot onto Pope’s arms and he jumped back.

      The hippy gurgled and clamped both hands on his neck, trying to staunch the life pouring from his body.

      Pope raised the cutters above his head and brought them down onto Pepper’s nest of hair, and then again, until he’d slumped all the way to the ground. One more blow for good measure, and the man who’d caused this whole storage-unit mess was motionless, certain never to move again. Not many people lived with brain showing through a hole in their skull.

      Looking down at his red streaked arms, panic surged through him. His palms were slick on the handles of the cutters, his left foot standing in the blood.

      He peeked outside and saw no one, then ducked back in. The corrugated steel walls were covered with oozing blood spatter. His shirt was like a Jackson Pollock painting. So were his jeans. His face must have been a mess.

      Quickly, he took off his shirt, turned it inside out, and began wiping his face and arms.

      He found a half-full bottle of water and dumped it on his T-shirt, and finished cleaning himself. But no matter how hard he scrubbed, his arms were coated with a permanent pink hue. He checked the side view mirror on Pepper’s truck and saw his face was the same color. Surprisingly, a light coat of blood spatter made him look more normal.

      His fingerprints would be on the plastic box and the bolt cutters, so he put them both in the truck cab, rolled the storage-unit door shut, and got in the truck.

      Shirtless, with bloody jeans, red arms, an angry red face, and one red shoe, he drove away.

      Outside the Trout Creek gate, he took a right and followed the hand signals of a pig waving traffic around a cluster of other pigs that were focused on a silver truck.

      With an affable grin, he nodded at the gutless clones and sped north out of town.

      After dialing a number from memory, he held the phone to his ear.

      It rang once and went to voicemail.

      He dialed again.

      Again his call was screened.

      “Come on.” He dialed again, and this time the deep voice answered.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me, Pope. Listen to me very carefully.”
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      For a small town in the middle of the mountains, Rocky Points Middle and High School was quite a large building. Built of red bricks and brown-painted steel, it was a sprawling one-story, surrounded by flat fields and, beyond that, forest.

      Boys and girls kicked soccer balls in the field to the south, and they looked to be about Jack’s age, but Patterson failed to see his tall, lanky form amid the other kids.

      A trip to the administrative offices would tell Patterson quickly enough where Jack was.

      She and Lancaster walked up the long sidewalk toward the school.

      She took the lead, once again not caring whether Lancaster decided to join her. This was her gig.

      Lancaster’s phone rang again, and again he screened it.

      When it rang a third time she stopped and turned. “For Chrissakes, are you going to get that?”

      He pushed the button. “Hello?”

      True to form, he turned away from her and walked in the opposite direction.

      Her curiosity piqued, she listened closely.

      He slowed and looked at her, listening intently to his phone call. “Yes, sir … We’re actually in the process of doing that right now,” he said.

      A few seconds later he pocketed the phone.

      “Who was that?”

      “MacLean. Apparently he’s on the same page as you. He wants us to find Jack Wolf and for you to inform him of everything that’s going on.”

      She tilted her head. “And you didn’t know MacLean’s phone number when he called the first two times?”

      “He was calling from a number at the new building. I didn’t recognize it.”

      Nodding, she turned around and walked into the school.

      Inside was an entryway with a trophy case housing brass statues, pictures, and ribbons.

      Perusing the plaques and pictures on the way by, she stopped at the sight of a familiar face beaming a smile in a line of fully uniformed football players.

      It was a much younger Wolf with wavy black hair. Handsome as ever. Downright hot, really. He stood in shoulder pads with his helmet under his arm. The plaque said State Champions, Division 4A, 1993.

      She continued down the hall to the administrative offices and entered.

      “Hello, Officers,” the woman nearest them said from behind a wooden desk.

      “Deputies, ma’am. With the Sluice–Byron Sheriff’s Department. We are here to locate and speak with a student named Jack Wolf.”

      “Okay.” She punched her keyboard and then did some navigating with her mouse.

      Patterson turned to Lancaster. “So MacLean had the same idea as I did? To locate Jack and tell him about his father?”

      Lancaster shrugged. “That’s what he said. He thought you were the best for the job. You know Jack well, right?”

      Perhaps MacLean had a brain after all. It was tough getting a read on the man. He’d been treating any and all Sluice County deputies like spoiled fruit so far, never including them in anything. And now he was saying she was best for the job?

      “Miss … uh … Deputy, I found him. He’s in room 183. Earth Science class. We can call him over the speaker and have him come down, or you can go to him. Which one would you like?”

      Patterson always liked moving better than waiting. “We’ll go to him. Thank you.”

      The woman exhaled. “Excuse me, but what’s this about? Do we need to contact family?”

      Patterson shook her head. “No. His father is with the department, too. Sheriff Wolf?”

      “Oh, really? I thought he wasn’t sheriff anymore.”

      “He’s not. My point is, we’re just relaying some important news from his father.”

      “Ah.” She nodded and winked. “All righty. Have a good day. I can get someone to show you the way. Maybe pull him out of class for you, so it’s not a couple of cops doing it?”

      “No, thanks,” she said with no more patience. “If you could just point us in the right direction.”

      “To the left. Straight down. It’s on the right a ways up. Can’t miss it.”

      Patterson led at a brisk pace and a minute later they were at the classroom.

      Patterson knocked and stuck her face against the rectangular window.

      A man with a beard and wire-rimmed glasses stopped in mid-lecture and walked to the door. He hesitated at seeing the uniforms and stepped outside.

      “Hello, Officers. May I help you?”

      Patterson noted the way the man started sweating. “We’re here to see Jack Wolf. Could you please send him out?”

      The man leaned and looked over Patterson’s shoulder, and then at his watch. “He went to the bathroom a few minutes ago. I’m usually not one to let students get out of class to go mess around in the bathroom when they could have relieved themselves between classes. But it seemed like an emergency.” He whispered the final word.

      Patterson pointed down the hall. “Here?”

      “Yeah, just down the hall. On the left side.”

      “Thank you.”

      They walked to the men’s bathroom and stopped.

      Patterson held out her hand and Lancaster pushed his way in. The door swung shut and she was left standing alone in front of a line of lockers. With an exhale, she leaned against one of them and a memory of being pinned against her locker and kissing Brad Quinley flashed in her mind. Before Scott, there had only been Brad.

      She wondered what Scott was doing today. Probably wondering why she was avoiding his calls. Probably wondering why she had yet to give him an answer to his proposal. And probably wondering why she’d paused after the question as he’d popped it—sprung it, thrown it in her face—when they’d been out to dinner a week ago.

      Why had she frozen up and told him she’d think about it? Her hesitation had clearly devastated him.

      The memory of Scott’s jaw falling to the floor made her push from the locker and pace the hallway.

      She certainly loved the man. Their physical chemistry was great. They made each other laugh. They made each other think. So what the hell was her problem?

      And what the hell was taking so long with Lancaster?

      She barged across the hall and pushed on the bathroom door, which swung open a few feet and stopped with a bang.

      “Ah!”

      Backing up, she let the door swing shut.

      A second later, Lancaster came out, holding the side of his face.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was just …” She paused at the sight of Lancaster’s eyes.

      For a split second, she saw hatred within his glare, and for an instant he leaned toward her, like he was about to do something about it. And then, just as quickly, the look was gone.

      “It’s all right,” he said with a forced calm.

      She turned away and let him get out of the doorway. Like she’d just stared at the sun and the after-image was floating in her vision, she still saw the hatred burning in Lancaster’s eyes. Christ, she’d had no idea the guy was so disgusted by her presence.

      Jack. She remembered why they were there.

      “Where is he?”

      Lancaster shrugged. “Not in there. Checked every stall.”

      She pushed her way into the bathroom. “Jack?”

      No answer.

      She bent down and saw that the stalls were all empty, then walked back outside.

      Lancaster stood with his arms to his sides, his cheek bright red.

      “There’s gotta be another bathroom he went to.” She marched back toward the classroom and then past it, then around a corner, and finally to a set of double doors that led outside.

      Pulse now racing, she jogged past Lancaster and back down the hall, past the classroom, all the way to the administration office.

      “I need you to page Jack Wolf on the intercom and tell him to come here.”

      The woman read her expression and tone and jumped into action. “Jack Wolf, please come to the principal’s office. Jack Wolf.”

      A door opened and a tall woman in a pantsuit stepped out. “Everything all right, Claire?” She looked expectantly at Patterson.

      “I’m looking for Jack Wolf, ma’am.”

      She stepped forward with her hand extended. “I’m Principal Ulfers. What’s going on?”

      “Jack Wolf is missing from his class. I’m looking for him.”

      The principal smiled. “Well, that’s not exactly out of the ordinary for Jack Wolf as of late.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. I’m … sure you heard about his mother. He’s been absent quite a lot lately.”

      Patterson frowned. “He just leaves class? He says he’s going to go to the bathroom and leaves? Doesn’t come back?”

      Principal Ulfers shrugged her bony shoulders. “Well … no … but I wouldn’t put that past him.”

      Patterson shook her head and left out of the admin area, back into the hallway.

      Lancaster was leaning against the wall, watching her as she flew by.

      Reaching the classroom again, she opened the door.

      Everyone’s heads turned her way, teacher and student alike. “I need to know where Jack Wolf sits.”

      A girl pointed at a vacant desk in front of her.

      She walked over and plucked the backpack out from underneath the plastic chair. “Is this his?”

      The girl nodded. “Yes.”

      “Did he tell any of you where he was going?” She turned full circle, imploring the young faces in the classroom.

      “He was on his phone for a little bit,” said a boy sitting next to where Jack would’ve been. “I saw him, like, texting, and then he left.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Officer,” Principal Ulfers was breathless in the doorway, “can I please speak to you a second?”

      Clutching the backpack, Patterson walked to the doorway and pushed past the principal into the hallway. She stopped and turned, feeling a familiar heat in her cheeks like that of when she’d been caught skipping class in tenth grade. “Yeah?”

      Principal Ulfers closed the classroom door and turned to Patterson and Lancaster. “What is going on?”

      “Jack Wolf is not in his class. We’re looking for him. If he shows up, please give us a call.” Patterson pulled out a contact card and handed it over.

      Ulfers blinked her long eyelashes and took the card reluctantly. “Like I said, he skips a lot of class.”

      Patterson turned her back, walked down the hall, and back outside.

      Halfway down the pathway to the parking lot, she looked over her shoulder just as a bell rang on the side of the building. Lancaster was leaving the doors with a crowd of students. Eyeing her, he had his phone pressed to his ear again.

      She put her hands on her hips and waited, ignoring the flow of kids as they scattered to cars to have off-campus lunch.

      Lancaster slowed to a stop and spoke into his phone.

      “Screw this.” Patterson took out her own phone and dialed.

      “Sluice–Byron Sheriff’s Department. How may I direct your call?”

      “Hi, Tammy. It’s Patterson. Can you please connect me to MacLean’s office?”

      Patterson waited patiently as the phone trilled.

      “MacLean.”

      “Sir. This is Deputy Patterson. I have news.”

      “What news?”

      “We, Lancaster and I, just learned that Jack Wolf is missing from school.”

      “Okay. How do you know that?”

      “We just stopped by his school and found that he’s missing.”

      “You stopped by his school? The high school?”

      She paused. “Yes. To find him. To tell him about his father, you know, let him know everything that’s been going on. Didn’t you talk to Lancaster about this earlier?”

      “And so what? He’s gone?”

      “Yes, sir. His backpack was still here. In class. But he disappeared.”

      “Are you sure he isn’t just, I don’t know, taking a leak?”

      “That’s what the teacher thought he was doing. We checked the bathrooms. He doesn’t appear to be on campus.”

      “Doesn’t appear to be? Appear to be?”

      Patterson’s face went hot. “Yes, sir.”

      MacLean chuckled into her ear. “Did you learn who his girlfriend is? See if she’s missing too? Check out the make-out spots up in the trees? How about where the kids sneak away to have a smoke? Hell, was he given a wedgie and shoved in a locker? Maybe he likes a particular shitter on the other side of the school and is having a rough go of it.”

      Her breathing escalated. She turned around and looked toward Lancaster, who was mouthing something and ending his own phone call.

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “Bother me when you have a reason.” The phone clicked.

      Pocketing her phone, she took some deep breaths and walked to meet Lancaster halfway. MacLean had a point. She had been hasty, thinking Jack was missing after a few minutes of passionate pursuit. They needed to be one hundred percent sure before they left these grounds.

      Lancaster approached with his phone held up. “I just told MacLean about this. He wants us to check around town to find him. I told him you know better than I do where he could be.” Lancaster motioned to the SUV. “Let’s go. You navigate.”

      Patterson stopped, almost stumbling. She opened her mouth and closed it. She might have made a noise but it was unintelligible beneath the pounding pulse in her ears.

      “You all right?” Lancaster asked.

      She swallowed. “Yeah.”

      Lancaster narrowed his eyes. “Were you going back inside?”

      She froze, her thoughts unable to keep up with the momentum of the situation.

      “What’s going on?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. I was just thinking that maybe we missed him somewhere. I’m just freaking out. We have to find him.”

      “You think he’s still in there?” he asked, looking back at the outpouring of students.

      “No,” she said.

      “Then let’s go.” Lancaster marched to the parking lot.

      Heart hammering in her chest, the pores on her body leaking sweat, she steeled herself like she was about to karate chop through a stack of pine boards. Then she followed the man.
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      Wolf sat perfectly still, concentrating on deep inhalations and exhalations to counter his anxiety.

      “The guy’s still locked in the storage unit. No phone. Out cold,” Luke said.

      He ignored her. She was trying to make him feel better, but until he got a return call, there was no taming the dread.

      “Wolf, we have to move. Every second we waste in this parking lot means the FBI and cops are closer on our tails.”

      He picked up the phone and pushed the button again. Nothing had changed: the phone was still on. The battery was still charged. There was still cell coverage. Still no call.

      “Okay. Never mind. We’ll wait.” Luke sat frozen in the driver’s seat, her eyes wide and gentle. Impatient and yet with all the patience in the world.

      When Luke and Wolf had dated for that brief period, Jack would stutter and trip on his words in her presence. She was that kind of beautiful to his son. And when she’d spoken, Jack would give her all his attention, as if terrified he might miss a word coming out of her lips. He used to over-laugh at her jokes, unconsciously follow her from room to room.

      Wolf smiled briefly at the memory, then thought of Jack’s smile. His forest-green eyes. The pain on his face the last time they’d spoken by the river.

      He lifted the phone again.

      At the same instant, it vibrated and rang. He pressed the button and brought the phone to his ear. “Yeah?”

      “Got him. I’ll take care of everything. Just get here safe and keep me posted.”

      Wolf hung up and leaned back. The tension flowed down his legs and out his feet, leaving his body weak.

      “Are we good?” Luke asked.

      He nodded. “He’s safe. Let’s go.”

      The truck fired up and she reversed with squealing tires.

      She pulled forward and immediately slammed the brakes. “Crap.”

      He saw why she’d stopped. Outside the parking lot there was a line of traffic dribbling forward on the northbound lanes of the highway. Four police cruisers with flashing lights were checking vehicles as they passed at a snail’s crawl.

      As if on cue, a black helicopter sped by overhead, going south.

      She let off the brake and crept forward. “We’re screwed.”

      He pointed. “Go out the north exit of the parking lot to the other strip mall across the street.”

      “Yes.” Luke accelerated, narrowly missing an old man stepping out of the grocery store.

      “Without killing anyone.”

      “No promises.” Her face was pressed against the windshield. “Idiots, they left a bypass route wide open. We’re going to make it.”

      And they did. In a matter of minutes, they’d passed the roadblock and were on their way north on the highway.

      A half-mile later they took a right on the county road they’d come in on earlier that morning, and ten minutes after that, the truck hummed over gravel.

      Luke shoved another chicken drumstick in his face and he waved it away. “I’m all right.”

      “You have to have more food. I’m not going to carry you around for the rest of the day.”

      He grabbed the cold piece of chicken and forced down the meat.

      He didn’t say that exhaustion had almost overtaken him after the wait for Burton’s phone call. Almost. The ringing in his ear had started, but it had stopped before gaining any traction. Perhaps it was because he’d been sitting, or maybe some form of resistance to his condition was building, spurred by the danger to Jack.

      “That was the best chicken I’ve ever had in my entire life, bar none, hands down. The best.”

      He eyed Luke. “That bad, huh?”

      “What’s the plan here?”

      Wolf threw the bone out the window and wiped his hands on a napkin. “We go talk to MacLean.”

      Luke spat Coke out her mouth and coughed. “MacLean?”

      “Yep.”

      “You want to, what? Saunter back into Rocky Points and walk into the station?”

      “No, I want to go to his house.”

      She set down the plastic bottle in the center console. “And that’s safe? That drop off the cliff really did knock you on the head.”

      Wolf grabbed his Coke and took a sip. “I’ve made sure Jack’s safe. The next thing we need is for you to be safe. The only way that can happen is by proving I was framed for this whole thing. And as far as I see it, everything points to MacLean. He brought those photos of Gail Olson to me and tried to blackmail me to drop out of the race. Gail Olson admitted that the whole thing was a set-up and that MacLean was behind it.

      “You said Carter Willis, or Agent Smith, brought those photos to your boss to get the go-ahead to watch me and my department. So that means MacLean brought those photos to Agent Smith. They were somehow partners in all this. And since it’s looking like Smith and Tedescu were involved with some really bad guys and we can’t talk to them, we need to talk to MacLean.” Wolf squeezed the plastic bottle. “I’ll beat the truth out of him if I need to.”

      “Yeeaah. Beat it out of him? We need to be a little less heavy-handed and a little more careful about things when we get into town. The Bureau’s going to be everywhere. They’re probably going to have surveillance on MacLean’s house. Are you sure there’s not another angle of attack when we get there?”

      “Yeah, but if you’re right about how they found us, our angle of attack is probably sitting in jail, or in FBI custody.”

      “Who? Margaret?”

      He nodded. “Margaret was Sarah’s employing broker at Hitching Post. She has access to all of Sarah’s records—every transaction she’s ever made since she hung her license there three years ago.”

      “You think this has to do with Sarah?”

      “She was shot dead in the same car with Agent Smith, wasn’t she? In the last few weeks I’ve looked at her history, but found nothing. I’d like to take a second look.”

      They rode in silence for a beat.

      “I don’t think she was involved with this Carter Willis–Agent Smith guy. You know, sexually. I saw it in her eyes the first time I met the guy. She was scared of him for some reason. I think he was using her for something, and she got caught up in all of this without meaning to, and then paid the price for it.”

      Luke kept silent.

      In his mind, Wolf repeated the words he’d just said, feeling less sure about them the second time around.

      He activated the white-skinned, tattooed man’s cell phone and scrolled through the contacts again.

      “Still don’t recognize any numbers in there?”

      He shook his head. “They’re mostly Colorado numbers. A few 303s and 720s, but mostly 970 area codes.”

      “So, either the mountains or the northern third of the state,” Luke said.

      “But there’re no names in here. He uses numbers to signify each phone number. And there are fifty-one of them. He must have some sort of cipher, a list of the corresponding names to the signifying numbers to know who’s calling him. Looks like he was prepared for this scenario—a cop getting hold of his cell phone.”

      “And WCB Holdings,” Luke said, referring to the commercial insurance and registration cards they’d found in the glove compartment.

      “We need to look into that, too.”

      Luke shook her head. “If only we had the resources of the Bureau. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      Wolf leaned back and sighed.

      Luke eyed him, her demeanor much improved after the solid meal.

      “I noticed you said you were going to, quote, beat it out of him when you saw MacLean. From what I’ve seen so far, you couldn’t best a second-grade schoolboy at arm wrestling.”

      He smiled. “With the hormones they’re feeding these kids nowadays? Probably not.”

      She smiled and he laughed, and he felt more grateful than ever for her being there.

      Folding his arms, he leaned back and closed his eyes.

      “Oh no, here we go.”

      “Wake me up in an hour.”

      “Yeah. I’ll try.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      Rachette snuck to the hallway that led to the squad room and peeked around the corner.

      At the end of the corridor, MacLean paced inside his glass aquarium office with a cell phone pasted to his ear. His gruff tone echoed all the way to Rachette, but he couldn’t make out the words.

      “Can I help you?”

      Rachette turned around. A deputy whose name eluded him waddled forward, his pear-shaped body swaying side to side. His eyebrows were propped up in a superior expression.

      “Hey, I’m Deputy Rachette,” he said, holding out his hand.

      The other deputy shook with a cold palm. “Rachette?”

      “Yeah, I was in the Sluice Department. I got shot a few months ago. Been recovering, so I haven’t been around much. But I’m just about back in action.”

      The deputy eyed Rachette up and down as if looking for the wound.

      “Right here.” He patted his shoulder. “Took a nine-mil hollow point. Blew my shoulder pretty much to shreds. Luckily, though, wasn’t a direct hit on the joint. Could’ve been worse.”

      The deputy stood frozen with those eyebrows.

      Rachette eyed his name patch. “Well, Deputy Prough, it was nice to meet—”

      “Prough,” he corrected, pronouncing it Prow, rather than rhyming it with the bodily function as Rachette had done.

      “Prough. Cool. Nice to meet you. Later.” Rachette double-timed it the opposite way toward the stairwell.

      He’d gotten nowhere with the visit to the department. The FBI had all gone, and none of the deputies were there except a few low ranks that were holding down the fort for admin duty—deputies Rachette had met once at most and whose names he’d forgotten instantly, so he’d decided against engaging them in his plain clothing.

      Trotting down the stairway and stepping outside, he pulled out his cell phone and considered who to call.

      His derelict car was parked six blocks away, hidden behind a line of vehicles. It could rot there for all he cared.

      He had a long walk home to his apartment, with nothing waiting for him when he arrived. Eyeing the Sunnyside Café, he decided on a meal first.

      His phone vibrated.

      Jack is missing. The text message was from Patterson.

      Rachette’s chest tightened. What the hell?

      He pushed her phone number.

      “Hey.” She sounded breathless.

      “Jack’s missing?” His armpits broke into a sweat. His phone vibrated again and there was a beep in his ear—another call coming in from a number he didn’t recognize. “Tell me everything. What do you mean he’s missing?”

      The connection crackled. “Just a … school … there, so we’re going to his grandparents’ house.”

      “He’s missing from school so you’re going to his grandparents’ house?”

      “Yeah.”

      He paced in front of the county building. “I think his grandparents are out of town. I remember Wolf telling me that they go up to Vail a lot now for a development project Sarah’s father’s involved in.”

      The connection crackled again.

      “Hello?”

      There was no answer.

      His phone chimed and vibrated again, and it was the same random phone number.

      Again he ignored it. “Patterson? Are you there?”

      “Just a second.”

      “Okay.”

      A full twenty seconds passed and then Patterson’s voice was a whisper. “… might be bad. I don’t know …”

      “What?” Rachette asked. “Might be bad? The connection?”

      “No.” Patterson’s voice was a plea.

      Rachette stood listening to dead silence. “I can’t hear you. Call me back when you get into good cell range.”

      “… breaking up. I’ll keep you …”

      Damn it. “Keep me posted!”

      No answer, and then the connection went dead.

      He stood breathing heavily and then forced himself to relax. Jack was at an age where it was normal to skip school. And hadn’t Wolf recently been concerned that his grandparents were spending time away this month for a project in Vail?

      And who knew how Jack was holding up after his mother’s death? Maybe he was skipping a lot of school now. Maybe he was even thinking about running away. Maybe he’d heard about his father being on the run and had done the same.

      His phone vibrated and rang again.

      It was the same number he’d screened before.

      “What?”

      “Tom?”

      “What? Who’s this?”

      “It’s Harold Burton.”

      “Sir.” His face went instantly hot. “Thank God you called. Patterson says Jack Wolf is missing.”

      “I know. I have him.”

      He blinked. “You do?”

      “Yes. And I need your help, right now.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll explain everything when you get here. Where are you?”

      He turned and looked at the glass façade above him. “I’m in front of the county building.”

      “I don’t want you to repeat any of this conversation to anyone, above all to MacLean or anyone from his department. Not to any Byron County deputies. In fact, better to tell no one at all. Am I clear?”

      “Okay, yeah, sure. What is it?”

      “We have reason to believe MacLean is behind Wolf’s framing.”

      “Really?”

      Burton paused. “We’re not sure who else could be involved. But it’s probably best not to trust anyone from Byron County.”

      Rachette thought of Patterson and how she was with Undersheriff Lancaster. Then he thought of Deputy Munford’s beautiful face and his heart dropped. The odds of her playing him for a fool had just gone up.

      Then he turned around and flinched, because Deputy Munford stood only a few feet away.

      “… of the firehouse?”

      “Uh … sorry … what was that?”

      Deputy Munford was staring, listening. And for how long? He turned away and walked down the sidewalk.

      “I asked if you know where my wife’s family’s place is, a few miles south of the abandoned firehouse on 328?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Good. Bring every gun you have and plenty of ammo. See you there as soon as possible. Don’t tell anyone about this, do you hear me? Anyone.”

      “Sir, my car just broke down.”

      “What?”

      Rachette felt like a kid who’d just told his father he’d crapped his pants. “It just died. Minutes ago.”

      Burton exhaled hard into the phone. “Can you fix it?”

      Rachette calculated the odds of that. “No.”

      “Can you get another car? From a friend?”

      He looked back and saw that Munford was still standing on the sidewalk, still intently listening to his every word.

      “I’ll work on it.”

      Burton said nothing for a few seconds and then hung up.

      Rachette pocketed his phone and walked to her.

      “Jack Wolf is missing?” Munford asked. “Dave Wolf’s son?”

      He ignored her, scrolling in his mind through the images of his friends outside the force and the vehicles they drove. He crossed off the first three guys he could think of. Two of them rode their bicycles everywhere and used the bus to get to work in the winter, and the third one would never let him use his BMW SUV. Not in a million years, unless maybe he told him about Jack being in danger, which Burton had instructed him not to.

      “And you were talking about your car being dead, right? Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      For an instant, he was sucked into her eyes, then snapped out of it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You said, Sir, thank God you called. Patterson says Jack Wolf is missing. That’s what I heard you say into the phone. I was right here. Then you said, My car just broke down.” She tapped her ear. “I have pretty good hearing.”

      Idiot. How had he not seen her?

      “Tom, tell me, do you need help? Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      “No.” He thought of another friend he drank beers with at Beer Goggles, but he didn’t have the guy’s number and had no clue where he lived. “Shit. Maybe.”

      Munford’s voice softened. “Listen, if you need help, we’re here. Jack Wolf is missing? Let’s get everyone mobilized, damn it.”

      “No. No. It’s not like that. I was mistaken.”

      She straightened. “So he’s not missing?”

      Rachette thought of Gail Olson’s seductive smile, and of the humiliation that had followed. It had been the start of this entire mess.

      He held out his hand. “Just give me your keys.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      His hand-held air for another few seconds and he lowered it. “Shit.”

      For a second he entertained the idea of forcibly taking the keys from her pocket. But she’d heard his phone conversation. Even if he managed to wrestle her keys away from her, she would go inside and tell MacLean what he’d said. Burton had specifically told him to keep the information on the down low.

      Hell, he didn’t even know which cruiser she drove. He’d probably still be outside in the lot searching for her vehicle when the bulk of the department came out to chase after him.

      He looked to the sky, hoping a solution would present itself.

      Why was Jack with Burton? And why did Patterson think he was missing? He must be in danger. Burton had said to bring every gun and all the ammo he had.

      “Hey, you look like you’re about to have a seizure. You want my help or not? Either way, I have to tell you, Rachette, as a cop I’m not comfortable keeping silent with this. You say Jack Wolf is missing? And you want me to walk away and pretend I didn’t hear that? No can do.”

      He wiped the sweat beading on his forehead.

      She stepped forward and hypnotized him. “Hey, I’m paired with Deputy Wilson. He just went inside to use the restroom. When he gets back out, we’ll take you wherever you need to go. You can tell us all about it. Okay? Great.”

      Rachette stared at her. It was impossible to say no to her, but more importantly, it was the best choice he had. The only choice. Rachette’s read on this woman was a moot point. And besides Patterson and Wolf, Wilson was as trustworthy as they came.

      “Okay, Munford, you win. I’ll take that ride.”

      “Yeah?” She nodded. “Okay, good. I just want to help.”

      “But if you try to screw me over, I’ll kill you.”

      She chuckled. “Oh really?”

      Rachette stared at her.

      She hardened her gaze and nodded, then cracked a smile. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “I’m sorry, Munford, but I’m serious. About this, I’m dead serious. Dave Wolf has killed people to protect me. I wouldn’t hesitate one second to do the same to protect his only son.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Okay, I think you’ve officially turned me on, Tom Rachette.”

      His face caught fire.

      Burton was going to be pissed.
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      As Pope drove Pepper’s truck over another batch of rocks sticking out of the unmaintained road, he grasped the wheel with both hands to counter the terrible pull to the left, hoping the neglected, piece of crap, whining engine would make it to camp.

      His left forearm skin stung when he flexed his hand. No longer pink from the smeared blood, it now glowed bright red, having been slow roasted through the untinted window on the drive.

      His sunscreen was in his truck. His truck that had been stolen by David Wolf and that field goal kicker fed bitch.

      He’d be able to borrow a shirt from someone, but he’d never show such weakness as to ask whether any of the men at the compound had sunscreen. Damn his pigment-free skin in the Colorado altitude.

      Clenching the wheel, he slowed at the barbed-wire fence and was glad to see that there was no one in sight.

      He stopped and cranked down the window.

      A few seconds later, a man dressed in full camouflage and carrying an M4 Carbine assault rifle stepped from the trees.

      It was Andre. The overweight man squinted and paused at the sight of Pope.

      Shirtless and redder than usual, he didn’t blame Andre for giving a long second look.

      Pope held his breath and watched the M4’s barrel closely. It pointed at the ground, never wavering. Andre’s finger remained outside the trigger guard.

      The compound sentinel gave him a knowing nod and Pope returned the gesture. Keeping a confident air about himself, Pope let off the brake and drove up the double track.

      In a matter of minutes, his ambitions would be realized. Or not. He would live, or he would die.

      And what if he lived, and all went to plan here? Despite the incredibly important moment facing him now, he forced himself to think even further ahead.

      Because his truck had been stolen along with his phone. Those two things alone spelled trouble.

      But it was not the feds who had shown up at the storage unit. It had been David Wolf and that woman, who he now knew was Special Agent Kristen Luke, who had been Agent Tedescu’s partner until Pope had emptied his brains onto his entryway floor.

      Special Agent Luke was being pursued by the feds, just like Wolf. She was helping the former sheriff because she probably knew the truth. Tedescu had probably told her. Luckily, he’d gotten to the storage unit first and burned all the waiting evidence.

      The solution to the remaining problem was clear: Two people had to die.

      As he trundled up the bumpy road through the thick lodge pole pines, his inner strength swelled, thinking about the people he’d killed in the past couple of days—all the tiny explosions of red flesh, the streaming blood from gaping wounds.

      It was a shame what all these incompetent bastards in the organization made him do. It was no different than the marines had been—they were dropping the ball and he had to take over.

      If he’d wanted to, he could have ripped the steering wheel right off with the surge of adrenaline-fed rage that coursed through him.

      As he pulled out into the clearing and drove to the doublewide trailers, a swarm of men appeared at the sight of the truck. Some were armed. Most were not.

      The sight of Pope inside the vehicle, rather than Pepper, had apparently caused a stir, and those who were armed fondled their rifles—a subconscious preparation of what was to come.

      Pope parked and opened the door. Stepping out into the sun, he felt his bare shoulders sizzle under the ultraviolet radiation.

      The metal door to the nearest doublewide squeaked open and the Chairman loomed in the doorway. “Pope,” his deep voice boomed.

      Pope nodded.

      The steps squealed under the Chairman’s ample weight and then the ground crunched under each footfall. His chin raised and his head tilted to the side, his waxed pate reflecting a tiny version of the sun.

      Under the Chairman’s gray army T-shirt, ham-like pectoral muscles flexed in turn, pushing the talisman that hung around his neck back and forth.

      Pope stood still, fixing a perfect poker face, ignoring the searing glare off his own bare skin.

      “Where’s Pepper?” the Chairman asked.

      “I killed him with a pair of bolt cutters.”

      The Chairman chuckled as if he was kidding, then nodded at Pope’s unflinching gaze. “You look like shit. You know, they told me what some of the men have been calling you lately. The Pope.”

      The Chairman’s voice was like a trained actor’s. He projected himself well when he needed to.

      The men shuffled near one another, keeping a safe distance from the confrontation. Just watching the Chairman in action could get you killed. Stray bullets were certainly about to fly.

      “The Pope? You know what I see? I see Poop. I think I’ll call you Poop.” The man’s silverback-gorilla torso bounced up and down as he chuckled.

      Three other men in the crowd laughed. Pope knew exactly which three without looking.

      “I didn’t think you’d be showing your face here ever again.”

      “Why’s that?” Pope asked, matching the Chairman’s theatrical volume.

      The Chairman stopped ten paces away. “You’ve put the entire operation in danger. Killing our insurance with the FBI? Killing that real-estate agent in Rocky Points? Killing the runner bitch from Ashland? And I hear your plans are going to shit.”

      My plans? There was a traitor.

      Pope pointed at the Chairman and raised his voice higher. “You put the entire operation in danger long ago. Two FBI agents were running our organization, because you let them.”

      “Running our organization? They were—”

      “They were not insurance, they were a liability, and you sat back and let it happen.” Pope shook his head in disgust. “Hell, you didn’t care. You’ve still been getting your cut. But what about us?” Pope extended his arms and twirled in a circle. “What about these men and their families? You’re bringing in more partners, and we’re getting pushed out on profits. But we’re the ones putting ourselves in danger out there!”

      None of the men in the crowd made a sound or moved a muscle.

      The Chairman took a step forward. His lip curled and his fists clenched into bowling balls. The man had a volcanic temper, and this was a look they all knew well. Mutinous talk like this was not tolerated in the least, and death was coming soon. Doled out by the Chairman himself.

      Once, Pope had watched the Chairman strangle a man to death with one hand while punching him with the other. The men that day had all stood in silence, listening to the connections of fist on face mixed with gurgling, each man unable or afraid to look away until the Chairman was done with his tirade of violence, which had been minutes after the man had actually died.

      Pope had also seen the Chairman kill twice by gunfire. Each man had been made to suffer long with shots to the arms and kneecaps, the gut, and only after were they put out of their misery with a headshot.

      But Pope did not intend to die by the Chairman’s hand today.

      By God, he hoped not.

      Raising his chin high, he puffed out his shirtless chest and pointed at the Chairman again. “Your time is up, Chairman. I’ve removed the FBI infiltration, which was something you should have done at the beginning. I’ve fixed your mess and ensured the future of this organization. Once again, we’re going to be free to do business the way it was done before you took over, when we thrived under our own organization rules. Not under the thumbs of a couple of crooked FBI agents that you didn’t have the balls to stand up to.”

      Two men stepped out of the crowd. Both holding M4 carbines, they flanked the Chairman and faced Pope. Their eyes were relaxed and malicious.

      Pope’s palms began to sweat.

      The Chairman smiled and stepped up between the gun-wielding men. “Your time is up, Poop. This conversation is over.” He turned to one of the men and held out his hand. “Give me your M4.”

      The man turned, raised the barrel, and fired three shots into the Chairman’s muscled thigh.

      “Ahh!”

      Pope stepped forward, watching the Chairman writhe on the ground. Blood soaked the man’s desert camos. Arterial spurts flowed between his fingers.

      The man who’d shot him, Luther, gave Pope the M4 and stepped away.

      Three pistol shots rang out somewhere behind them, and the men shuffled and murmured in surprise, but Pope kept his attention on the Chairman’s squirming form.

      Raising the M4, he aimed at the Chairman’s face.

      The Chairman opened his mouth to speak.

      He pulled the trigger, silencing him for good with a three-round burst to his face.

      Handing back the gun to Luther, he reached down and unclasped the talisman from Fred Fontaine’s dead neck.

      Fingers drenched in blood, Pope stood up and placed it around his own neck.

      The medallion known as “the talisman,” which hung from a silver chain, was a symbol of the Chairman’s power within the organization, and now its warm metal rested on Pope’s chest. It was heavier than he’d imagined it would be. Perhaps it was a harbinger of the responsibility to come.

      Raising his hands, he turned full circle once again, giving the men a good look at the historic moment. He made sure that there was no mistaking what had just happened.

      Half the men, those who called Pope “The Pope” with genuine reverence, had known this moment was coming. The other half looked down at the three lifeless bodies among them, and the dead Chairman in front of them, and understood—those who were against the changing tide would be dealt with accordingly.

      Every man raised his right hand in a fist and hailed him.

      “Chairman!” they chanted.

      Pope reveled in the glory of the moment for a good sixty seconds and then whisked himself up the steps and into the command building.

      Luther and Trey, the two men with the M4s, followed closely.

      The door shut behind them, and the noise of the men was drowned out and replaced by a tiny radio playing classic rock. Pope flicked it off and the three men stood in silence.

      Pope paced on the low-pile carpet for a few moments, listening to the squeak of the decaying wood underneath. It smelled like coffee and old food. He would need to change that, but there was work to do first.

      “We have trouble,” he said.

      The two men looked at each other.

      “The sheriff. Wolf. He’s escaped the FBI’s clutches, and he’s with a rogue agent who’s helping him. A woman. I destroyed the information in the storage unit.”

      Luther nodded. “And?”

      “After I burned it, Wolf and this FBI bitch showed up. They took my truck and phone.” He paced some more. “They need to die, fast. We need to move. Get ten men ready. We move in ten minutes. We’ll convene at GH 3. It’s nearest Rocky Points.”

      “Wait a minute,” Trey said.

      Pope felt a flash of rage, but let it dissipate. Trey was much taller and bigger, and he was holding an M4. “What?”

      “You killed the lawyer and his family, correct?” Trey asked.

      Pope considered not responding—as of two minutes ago, he answered to no man in this organization—but Luther looked interested. It was good leadership to get other men involved. “Yes.”

      “And you got the second agent this morning.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s the original FBI threat taken care of, but what is this female FBI agent doing with Wolf? Who is she?”

      Pope stared at Trey. “Agent Tedescu’s new partner.”

      Trey rolled his eyes. “Shit. So she might know everything, right along with this guy Wolf. Tedescu could have easily told her. And now they have your phone and truck?”

      Pope walked to the paper-strewn desk and started opening and closing drawers. In the third drawer there was a Glock sitting on a notebook.

      “So we’ve got to move on this Wolf guy,” Trey said as if it were his own original thought. “And this other agent. Or else we’re really screwed. Where are they now?”

      Pope picked up the gun and checked the chamber for a round. Then, with his trophy-winning speed, he aimed and pulled the trigger, shooting Trey between the eyes.

      As Trey’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, the M4 exploded in fire, three rounds spraying into the wood-paneled wall. Then his body collapsed to the floor.

      Pope aimed through the smoke at Luther. “You want to tell me some more things I already know?”

      Luther shook his head. “We move in ten minutes.”

      Pope slid the Glock in his pants and nodded. “Get eight men now that Trey’s decided to quit. Then we move. Trey was right about everything. We have to kill these two, the ex-sheriff and FBI agent, or we’re screwed.” He looked at the wall clock. “Is that right? The time?”

      Luther pulled out his phone and checked it. “Yeah.”

      “We still have five men worth a shit near Rocky Points, so I called and mobilized them. They know what to look for—my pickup truck—and they know where to look for it—on County 17 between Carbondale and Rocky Points. There’s no way they’re going to risk coming in on highways with all the attention they’re getting from law enforcement.”

      “Who’s in Rocky Points? Fellman and Larson? That crew?”

      Pope nodded with a confident smile.

      Luther smiled back. Besides Pope, Fellman and Larson were the two most ruthless and clever men in the organization.

      “They’re setting up an ambush.”

      “Time till engagement?”

      Pope glanced at the clock again. “Thirty minutes.”

      Luther nodded, looking like he had another question but was afraid to ask.

      “What?”

      Luther shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Just ask. I’m not going to shoot you.”

      He stood straight. “And if they get through the ambush?”

      Pope hid the welling anger. “Then we’ll hold a knife to the kid’s throat to smoke them out. Then we’ll cut off his head in front of them. Then we’ll give the bitch to Reichlund, and if she’s not dead after that we’ll give her to the rest of the men until she is. And only then, after that guy Wolf watches the entire thing, will we start on him.”

      Averting his eyes, Luther looked down at the lifeless man at his feet and swallowed. He was probably thinking how much the dead man had sacrificed to get Pope into power, only minutes ago shooting the deadliest man Luther had ever known in the leg, and how quickly Pope had disposed of him for insubordination.

      That’s the kind of leader Pope was going to be. “Move. And get someone to clean this shit up.”

      Luther nodded and was out the door.

      Pope’s body was electrified. He felt a pang of regret looking down at Trey, but knew he needed to be quick and decisive, using measured doses of violence to rule this dangerous mob of men.

      So help him, if these two weren’t taken out, the violence was going to be biblical.
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      Wolf’s head bumped against something and he opened his eyes.

      After a couple of blinks, he realized he’d hit his head on a window inside a truck cab, and then he remembered just where he was and who he was with.

      “He lives!”

      He stretched his arms and straightened up in the ample passenger seat. “How long was I sleeping?”

      “An hour and a half.”

      “Where are we?”

      Luke jabbed a thumb backwards. “About fifteen miles past Aspen.”

      They were rumbling on a two-lane dirt road through God’s country. The hills on either side of them glowed yellow from the changing aspen leaves, with an occasional blood-red burst of color near the sparkling river to Wolf’s right. Steep hills and mountains sculpted from brown and maroon earth flanked either side.

      “What time is it?”

      “Three p.m. We’ll get into Rocky Points in an hour, hour and a half.”

      Wolf found an unopened water bottle in their sack of groceries and took a swig. The cool liquid filled his belly and gave him energy.

      “You’re looking decent.”

      Wolf noticed that Luke had pulled her hair back again. Her face was cleaned of any soot and when she smiled there was no more discoloration on her teeth.

      “Ditto. Except for the slouch outfit, of course.”

      She looked down and rubbed the soot marks on her T-shirt, brushing up against one of her breasts in the process. “Did the job, didn’t it?”

      Wolf nodded absently, watching her hand slide across her chest.

      “You men are always looking a foot and a half lower than you should be.”

      He raised his gaze and felt his face redden.

      “See?” She shook her head. “Bunch of simpletons. Every last one of you.”

      He thought about the pile of charred papers and pictures again. “We should have taken all that burned stuff. We could have sifted through it more carefully to get an idea of what we were looking at.”

      “We need to give ourselves a break. We narrowly missed getting killed by that guy, and then we had him unconscious and bleeding on the floor with cops driving up on us.”

      Wolf looked at her. “What happened to the doom-and-gloom woman I was riding with earlier?”

      “She was hungry.”

      Another grove of aspens flicked by the window. “It was a pile of papers that guy was willing to kill for. Willing to kill an entire family for.”

      Luke’s eyes glazed over, as if the images of the dead family were haunting her.

      “You said there was an envelope at the family’s house? Just an empty envelope?”

      Luke blinked. “Yep.”

      “Was there any writing on it?”

      “None. I remember thinking it wasn’t mail. No stamps or postmarks. It was torn on the top and empty.”

      “Did you know the lawyer?”

      “No. Never seen him before. But my SAC said he worked with some of the agents in the Bureau.”

      “Worked with Tedescu?”

      She nodded. “Sure seemed like it. I’m not sure why else we would’ve been there. I guess he could have been a family friend.”

      They came around a bend and started down a long straightaway. The road cut through a grove of trees with gold leaves shimmering in the afternoon light.

      “What do you think that guy’s going to do when he gets out of that storage unit?” Wolf asked.

      “Gets out? We have his phone and his gun. There were no tools in there to help him out.”

      “Yeah, but someone could drive up, maybe go into another storage unit down the row, and he could yell for help.”

      “What are the odds of that? Nil. That guy is screwed. He’s gonna starve in there. I hope it’s a cold one tonight.”

      Wolf shook his head. “No, he’ll get out today. There’s security at those places. People who work there. If it were me, I’d just bang on the door until someone let me out. Someone would hear the racket. He’ll get out.”

      They rode in silence for a beat. “So what? What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I wish I’d killed that guy. I’m really regretting that I didn’t.”

      She turned down the radio and they both rode in silence.

      Wolf opened the glove compartment and took out the Beretta pistol he’d taken from the tattooed man. Racking the slide back, he made sure it was loaded and then put it back in and shut the compartment.

      “You thinking we’re in danger from him?”

      A sudden, uncomfortable feeling came over him and he scooted forward in his seat, seeing the upcoming straight stretch of heavily forested road in a new light.

      “What?”

      “Slow down.”

      “What? Why?”

      She let off the gas and pressed the brake, slowing to twenty miles per hour.

      Twice, Wolf and his squad had been caught in ambushes in his six-tour service as an army ranger. Both times he’d had the same feeling after the carnage had been over—that he’d sensed it before it had happened. Many of the other men swore the same thing. Before both ambushes, their staff sergeant had been vocal about anyone speaking up if they felt anything was off. Both times, the ambushes had happened anyway.

      After that, they’d been one of the most skittish and reactive squads the army had ever known. It was a trait that was now ingrained in Wolf’s DNA.

      A discoloration in the trees caught Wolf’s eye. It was silver and shiny, the chrome bumper of a vehicle.

      Quickly, he dropped the glove compartment door and pulled out the Beretta, spilling papers out onto his feet.

      “Shit, what?”

      Pressing his face against the window as they passed the vehicle, he saw it was a big Dodge truck backed into the trees.

      Two men sat inside with their elbows out the windows, and both locked eyes with Wolf.

      The last fleeting image Wolf saw before it disappeared behind the foliage was the passenger bringing a radio to his mouth.

      “Stop!”

      Luke mashed the brakes and the rear end swung to the side as they skidded to a halt.

      A cloud of dust enveloped them, but not before Wolf caught a glimpse of a patch of red in the trees up ahead on the right.

      “We’re being ambushed.”

      Luke squinted and peered over her shoulder. “What? That truck back there?”

      “Yes. Get in the back—I’m driving.” Wolf took off his seatbelt and started climbing toward her.

      She froze for an instant and then sprang into action, flying out of the seat and diving into the back of the cab.

      Wolf crammed himself into the seat, which was way too close to the wheel for him, shifted into reverse, and pushed the accelerator.

      The diesel engine roared and rocks spat forward as they reversed. He looked over his shoulder, and though it was almost impossible to see through the dark tints and multiple panes of glass, he kept his foot pushed to the floor anyway.

      “Open that back window. When we hit them, take out the passenger. Shoot through the window.”

      “Hit them?” Luke reached up, one hand holding her pistol and the other unlatching the slide window and pulling it open.

      Wolf was completely blind now, but sensed they’d reached their target. “Get down!”

      She ducked out of the way and he saw he was nearly too late.

      Wrenching the wheel to the right, the rear wheels careened off the road and bounced through a dip. He sagged and then shot up in his seat, and his head connected with the roof.

      Next, he slammed back into the seat as the truck stopped with a metallic thud.

      Feeling the pistol still firm in his hand, he opened the door and got out as fast as he could. Immediately he stumbled, the ground lower than he’d expected.

      Landing on one knee, he felt plastic and metal shards needle into his back as a barrage of bullets smacked into the open door.

      He dropped all the way down and started pulling the trigger. Only after the second shot did he have a bead on the blaze of fire coming out of the muzzle of an automatic rifle near the trunk of a tree ahead. The third shot was properly aimed, and so were the fourth and fifth. The incoming fire stopped.

      Springing to his feet, his ears rang and his eyes stung from the gunpowder smoke as he aimed at the windshield of the truck behind them. The interior cab behind the cracked glass was empty.

      Ducking just in time, he stumbled forward as the cab of their truck again exploded in a mayhem of glass and plastic, and then just as quickly it stopped after two muffled shots came from inside their truck bed.

      With raised pistol, Wolf stepped to the tree trunk where he’d downed the man and fired two more rounds into a still, bleeding figure lying on the ground, sealing the deal.

      He bent over and wrenched the M4 out of the man’s hands, searing his own fingers on the muzzle. The strap caught under the man’s arm and he stepped on the corpse’s bearded face for leverage to pull it free.

      “I got him!” Luke yelled from the back of the truck.

      Wolf’s hearing was still muted from the gunfire, but he could hear the gurgle of the still-running diesel engine. He sprinted back to the truck, got into the seat, shifted into drive, and stepped on the gas again.

      He took a right, toward the second waiting ambush vehicle, which was now pulling out onto the road.

      Wolf glanced in the rearview and saw Luke tumbling back in the bed of the truck, light streaming in on the side where she’d shot out the glass.

      “Get down and hang on!”

      Another big, four-door, diesel pickup wobbled onto the road, then jammed to a stop halfway out, the driver clearly shocked at the sight of them speeding toward him at fifty miles per hour.

      Wolf kept his foot on the gas and the speedometer needle climbed higher.

      When they were a mere fifty yards away, he swung the truck to the left side of the road to pass and saw three men tumbling out of the doors with guns in hand.

      A smattering of bullets connected with the passenger side of the truck as they sped by, leaving the men in a cloud of roiling dust.

      They were now up to seventy miles per hour. A bend to the right approached fast and Wolf jammed the brakes. Sliding on all four wheels, he was lucky the turn was gentle, but there was a sharp curve to the left ahead.

      Foot still pressing hard on the brake, the beast of a vehicle underneath them fishtailed back and forth. By the time he hit the sharp turn, he’d dropped to a safe twenty miles per hour and they took the curve easily enough. Once around the other side, he pulled to the left shoulder, stopped, and got out onto the road.

      “Careful.” Luke poked her head out the broken window of the truck-bed topper.

      With the M4 in his clutches, he sprinted back to the sharp curve.

      Over his straining breath, the pulse pounding in his head, and a tinnitus onslaught in his left eardrum, he heard the approach of a diesel engine coming around the bend.

      He slid to a stop, raised the M4 to his shoulder, and fired the instant the red hood of the truck came into view.

      With the first three shots, his aim climbed too high, so with the second three round burst he compensated for the muzzle kick, and red spray and flailing limbs told him he’d hit the mark. The truck revved as it rolled out of sight over the edge of the road. Then there was crunching metal, and then there was nothing.

      Turning back to the truck, he raised the M4 again, briefly aiming at Luke, who stood in the road, and then beyond her.

      He walked forward and kept the rifle aimed up the road, toward danger that never showed itself.

      “Holy crap.” A stream of blood flowed from a cut below Luke’s eye.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      She touched it absently. “Whatever. You think that’s all of them?”

      He turned around. There was no sound, save the burbling river below. No sign of movement or men crawling up onto the road.

      “It looks like you got them.”

      He remembered the spray of blood and lowered the rifle. “Yeah. You drive. I’ll cover us just in case there’s more ahead.”

      The truck ticked loudly as they climbed in, and Wolf wondered if the sound was normal or if a bullet had caught something vital under the hood. But it fired up fine, and drove well enough as they sped away.

      “We can’t drive this thing much longer,” Luke said.

      Wolf nodded, leaning forward and checking the side-view mirror, which was cracked up the middle and had a hole through it. The passenger side of the truck was punched with dozens of holes, mostly concentrated in the door, and the rear topper window was smashed out, clearly by gunfire. “Yeah. Kind of draws attention, doesn’t it?”

      Luke drove fast, sliding around the next corner.
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      Rachette, Wilson, and Munford drove the final leg of a circuitous route to Burton’s wife’s cabin.

      It was a route that Rachette had insisted on, and in Wilson’s family vehicle rather than a department cruiser, which he’d also insisted on. It was one thing that Rachette was bringing two deputies to the meeting place Burton had specified he come alone. It was another that one of the deputies he brought was from Byron County. There was no way in hell he was going to compound Burton’s anger by leading anyone to their destination via GPS receiver or any other method.

      He gave the side-view mirror of Wilson’s Chevy Suburban the hawk eye again and leaned back.

      “Relax,” Wilson said. “We’re not being followed.”

      Wilson’s calming voice did little to loosen Rachette’s clenched jaw.

      The truth was, he was scared of Burton and always had been. The man was a bear. Sure, a fat, old, out-of-shape bear, but the guy still had fangs and claws and growled pretty loud.

      “Here.” Rachette pointed up at the next turn off. “Up there.”

      Wilson slowed and took the turn, and they headed up a hill through the woods.

      “It’s just up here.”

      “I know, I’ve been here before. You know, I’m sure Burton was about to call me, too. No way I’m staying out of this anyway. I’ll stick up for my presence. This isn’t all on you.”

      Rachette ignored him, though the words made perfect sense.

      He glanced back at Munford, who sat with her hands folded on her lap and staring out the window. Her presence was another matter altogether.

      “Just stay in here for a second until we talk to Burton, okay?” he said to her.

      Munford’s eyelids slid down and she gave him a death stare.

      She was pissed. Clearly ditching the Sheriff’s Department SUV at Wilson’s, stopping by Rachette’s to grab supplies, then driving aimlessly through the woods for an hour to get to this point without having a say in the matter had crossed a line in her mind.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      As they reached the cabin, they pulled up next to four trucks parked along the trees. The smell of wood smoke permeated the vents into the SUV’s cab, and a haze outside came from a flickering campfire where a group of men sat staring at their approach.

      Burton stood in front of the others with squinted eyes. With a shake of his head he walked over.

      “Here we go.” Rachette slid out of the Suburban.

      “Who the hell?” Burton demanded, and then he slowed. “Wilson? I just called you. Why didn’t you answer?”

      Wilson eyed his phone and nodded at Rachette. “Must’ve been shoddy reception. We’ve been driving through the middle of nowhere for a while, making sure we weren’t followed.”

      Burton tilted up his camouflage hat and nodded at Rachette.

      Rachette shook his big warm hand, noticing the revolver holstered on the old man’s hip beneath his flannel shirt.

      Standing straight, Burton lowered his silver caterpillar eyebrows as he studied the back seat. “Who the hell is that?”

      “Sir, I know you said to not tell any Byron people …” Rachette glanced at Wilson.

      “But she’s my partner, and I can vouch for her,” Wilson said. “Her name’s Deputy Munford.”

      Munford took her cue and climbed out of the back seat. She stood tall with her nose in the air and slammed the door behind her.

      Rachette cringed, waiting for the confrontation.

      Burton petted his mustache and eyed her up and down. It was impossible to tell the draw of his lips underneath the walrus-like growth of hair, which was another reason Rachette could never get a good read on the old man.

      With a flip of his hand, Burton turned and walked to the campfire. “Get your asses over here.”

      “I think he likes me,” Munford murmured on the way by.

      They walked to the fire and everyone stood from their camping chairs and log seats to greet them.

      Burton turned abruptly and shook Munford’s hand, staring her in the eye. “I’m Burton. Hal Burton. I used to be—”

      “Sheriff of Sluice County, before David Wolf. I know, sir.”

      Burton tilted his head and nodded. “This is Martin Running Warrior.”

      The cocoa-skinned Navajo took off a turquoise beaded cowboy hat, revealing long silver hair pulled into a pony tail. His expressionless eyes were like pools of coffee, the muscles in his extended arm like steel cable.

      Though his skin was like worn leather his age was impossible to tell, thought Rachette, as he took the man’s iron grip.

      As Martin put his hat back on, he winced in pain. The last time Rachette had seen him, he’d been lying in a pool of blood on the side of a mountain, shot through the shoulder. Wolf had pulled Martin out of danger that day, staunched the bleeding of his wound, and had called for help.

      Burton motioned to another man. “Phillip Chesmith.”

      The man was younger, Wolf’s age, and was vaguely familiar to Rachette. He had a full head of shaggy brown hair and wild blue eyes. “Hi.”

      “Fabian Michaels.”

      Rachette paused. This man was well known by all as the owner of the crystal and spiritual healing shop in town. Normally dressed head to toe in hemp clothing, with long blond hair hanging loose on his shoulders, now he was dressed in all black, his hair pulled up inside a black winter cap. On his hip was a scoped pistol, and on his shoulder hung an assault rifle.

      “Hi Tom. Nice to see you.” Fabian grasped Rachette’s hand in both of his and gazed into his eyes as if reading his aura.

      “Hi Fabian.” Rachette nodded to his assault rifle. “Didn’t know you were a gun enthusiast.”

      He smiled and pulled it from his shoulder in a lightning move. “This? I’ll give you a good price.”

      “Uh … no thanks.”

      “I’m just kidding, Tom. No way I’d sell. Who’s this?” Fabian grabbed Munford’s hand and kissed it.

      She frowned and pulled it back.

      Burton cleared his throat and continued the introductions. “Nate Watson.”

      Rachette knew Nate well. He stood at Rachette’s height and filled out his clothes with roughly the same build. Nate had been Wolf’s best friend since high school, and Rachette had always had a special kinship with him.

      “Hey, buddy.” Nate wrapped his muscular arms around Rachette and then turned to Munford with an extended hand.

      Munford nodded. “Hello. Charlotte. You can call me Munford, I guess.”

      “Nate. Nice to meet you.”

      “And this is Jack.”

      They all turned to Wolf’s son.

      Jack stood taller than all of them except for Wilson, but his presence was almost unnoticeable. He stood with stooped shoulders, and his normally vibrant kelp eyes looked sunken, and were focused on the ground.

      Rachette had not spoken to Jack for months. Not since his mother’s death. There had been a single time when he’d seen Jack on the street and greeted him, and Jack had turned away without a response.

      “Hey, Jack.” Rachette held out his hand.

      Jack grabbed it with a limp wrist and gave it a single pump, never getting anywhere close to eye contact.

      Rachette turned away as if their awkward greeting was nothing out of the ordinary, reminding himself that this kid had lost his mother, and now these men were whisking him away and hiding him in the woods, while his father was being chased by the FBI and law enforcement. It was hard enough being fourteen without all that.

      “Take out your phones, please,” Burton said.

      Wilson and Munford looked at one another while Rachette dug his out of his pocket.

      “It’s not optional.” Burton held out his hand. One by one, he relayed the devices to Nate, who removed the batteries and SIM cards.

      Burton stepped in front of Munford and glared at her.

      Munford looked vaguely uncomfortable, but held his gaze.

      “So, what exactly is going on?” Rachette asked. “Have you told Patterson the truth about Jack not being missing yet?”

      Burton kept his eyes on Munford. “No. Like I said, we can’t trust anyone from Byron, and Patterson’s paired with that Lancaster guy. Along with MacLean, he’s Byron’s poster boy.”

      “Sir, I was on the phone and she overheard me. I had no choice.”

      Munford glared at Rachette with something resembling disappointment on her face.

      He shrugged. “What?”

      “I was in front of the station and overheard Deputy Rachette say that Jack Wolf was missing,” Munford said. “He was clearly distraught, and then he told you, or whoever he was talking to, that his car had broken down. I offered him a ride.”

      Burton looked at Rachette. The disappointment there was clear enough.

      “He had no choice,” Munford said. “I told him that I’d go to MacLean with the information I’d heard. I’m a cop. You don’t go hearing that a kid’s missing and then just shrug it off when someone says, Just kidding. I told him I would take him where he needed to go, or I would leave him and continue investigating myself.”

      Burton’s mustache curled and his eyes creased. A smile? Rachette couldn’t tell.

      “Well, you’re about to hear some things that you’ll just have to shrug off, as you put it. I know you’ve never met David Wolf. Never worked with him like these two have. Never had your life saved by him like Martin, Fabian and Phillip have. And never known him like Nate and I or Jack have, or the rest of Rocky Points knows him for that matter.

      “I know you’re more inclined to believe the bullshit that’s going on right now. You’re more inclined to believe that just because the evidence says so, that David Wolf has shot and killed all those people.” Burton walked up behind Jack, who was now seated in a camping chair next to the fire, and squeezed his shoulders. “One of whom was the love of his life and this boy’s mother. But he sure as hell didn’t kill anyone.”

      Munford looked down at Jack and then up at Burton. Her chin was still raised in defiance, her eyes staring hard.

      “Wolf’s been in touch,” Burton said.

      Rachette perked up. “Really? Where?”

      “He didn’t say, and it doesn’t matter. He just wanted to make sure Jack is safe, and we’re here to do that.”

      Rachette eyed Jack for a response, but he was still a zombie, eyes transfixed on the fire.

      Munford eyed the men in turn around her. Her breathing quickened and she stutter-stepped forward an inch.

      “Deputy Munford,” Burton said, “you want to talk about it?”

      “I just … didn’t know I was getting into this.”

      “You don’t know the half of it. Deputy Rachette, did you bring your guns?”

      Rachette nodded. “In the car, sir.”

      Munford glared at him, realizing the significance of why Rachette had insisted on stopping at his house for a long black duffel bag, and that it had not only been camping gear he needed for tonight. “Okay, now you guys are scaring me.”

      Burton nodded. “Good. This is definitely a situation where it’s appropriate to be nervous.”

      Then she made a mistake. Her hand lifted and rested on her holstered Glock, and in an instant five pistols were pointed at her head.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Burton said as he cocked back the hammer of his revolver.

      Wilson and Rachette stared at one another.

      Munford slowly lifted her hand from her pistol and then held out the other.

      Jack shifted in his seat. His teeth were bared and his eyes reflected the flames. “What are you guys doing? You guys gonna start killing people for my dad? It’s not enough that he killed my mom? You’re gonna start killing cops for him?”

      Rachette walked over and smacked Jack across the face before he’d even known what he was doing.

      Jack cried out and looked up with shimmering eyes.

      “You don’t really think your dad did this, do you?” Rachette’s chest heaved. He felt like someone was holding his heart in a fist. “Do you?”

      Jack swallowed and looked back down at the fire.

      “No! Look at me!”

      Jack did.

      “Shit. I can’t believe …” Burton put a hand on Rachette’s shoulder but Rachette swiped it away. “Listen, Jack. We got a garbled phone call from someone the other day. It was an untraceable call with a voice-changing device.” He looked at Burton. “Didn’t you guys tell him any of this?”

      Burton shook his head.

      Of course they hadn’t. They were coddling the kid, or probably hadn’t heard all the up-to-date information. These men were acting on an unshakeable faith in David Wolf. What they’d forgotten was that Jack’s faith in his father had been shaken to the core.

      “Jack. They’re going after your dad for three murders: your mother, the guy in the car with her that night, and a girl they found a few days ago. All three people were killed with one gun. The anonymous phone call said that the gun in question would be found in your father’s shed, and they found it there.

      “There’s a problem with this theory that your dad did it, though. First of all, the girl’s body was twenty-five miles south of Rocky Points. You know there’s only one way in and out of your dad’s ranch. That means your dad would’ve had to drive past two FBI agents who were parked on that road to get there. Twice. But they didn’t see him drive by, because he never did.

      “Everyone in town knows he didn’t do this, and even the FBI knows. You know Kristen Luke, right? She’s the one who helped your dad escape. She’s thrown away her entire career because she knows he’s innocent.”

      “And the girl’s mother’s missing,” Munford said.

      Rachette looked at her. “What?”

      “Gail Olson’s mother went missing in Las Vegas,” Munford said, “and they think that Gail Olson was killed then moved, not killed where they found her. They’re saying now that she was killed up to twenty-four hours before they found her, and the post-mortem hypostasis and the position of the body didn’t match up. She was bruised all down her side but was found on her back. I heard this a couple of hours ago.”

      Munford kept her hands out, staring down the barrel of Martin’s Smith & Wesson. “I haven’t even told Deputy Wilson about it yet. I heard it from a friend, a deputy who used to work in Byron County with me … anyway, I hadn’t gotten a chance to talk about it. I really hadn’t even gotten time to think about it until now, because I ran into you, Rachette, and then this whole thing happened. But,” she looked at Jack, “if you think about it, Gail Olson was missing for months. Maybe whoever was looking for her got to her through her mother in Vegas, and that’s where they were both killed, and then Gail Olson was moved here to Colorado. Or something like that. But we know for a fact that your father has not traveled for months. The FBI can swear to that. He’s been too laid up with his healing wounds to leave.”

      Jack stared at Munford with streaming eyes.

      “Your dad didn’t do any of this,” Rachette said. “You know that, right?”

      Jack’s mouth spread wide and his eyes clenched shut, sending a fresh deluge of tears down his cheeks. He nodded and then his head dropped and his shoulders bounced as he sobbed.

      Rachette knelt down and hugged him. “I’m so sorry I hit you, man. Shit, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry about everything.”

      A few minutes later, they all stood in the fading light, elated and energized by the tears that had flowed out of each of their eyes.

      Nate handed Rachette, Munford, and Wilson their phones back, now with the SIM cards and batteries separate and loose.

      Burton held out his hand to Munford. “Sorry. I’d still like to keep that. Just in case.”

      She looked at him. “Why do you think the Byron Department had something to do with this?”

      “Just a precaution. Now hand it over, please.”

      She held the phone away from him. “I want to know. You said earlier that you haven’t told Patterson about all this because of Lancaster. Why? You think our deputies are involved?”

      “That’s our initial suspicion. Wolf’s initial suspicion. And Wolf is usually pretty tuned into things.”

      “I think it’s smart not to tell Lancaster,” she said. “I’ve always had a bad feeling about that guy. But I think Sheriff MacLean’s a good man.”

      Burton stared at her, his hand extended.

      She dropped her phone, her SIM, and the battery in the fire and swiped her hands together. “There. Now you know what side I’m on.”

      Burton dropped his arm.

      They all gathered close to watch the electronic device sizzle and warp in the flames.

      “That was completely unnecessary,” Nate said.

      “I disagree,” Martin Running Warrior said. “Completely necessary. You all should follow her lead and toss your electronic collars into the fire.”

      After a moment of sober reflection, Burton roared with laughter. “Okay, you’ve won me over.”

      “That’s not everyone she’s won over,” Wilson said.

      “What?” Rachette’s face fell. “Shut up.”

      “Move over, Patterson,” Wilson continued. “Jack has a new crush.”

      Rachette broke into strained laughter and looked at Jack.

      Jack shook his head and picked at a smudge on his jeans. His face bloomed crimson, almost as red as Rachette’s felt.

      “Let’s get your hardware out of the car, Rachette. And now we have a lot more to talk about.”

      Nate led the way and Rachette followed.

      On the way by, he snuck a glance at Munford and saw the tiny smile.
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      Patterson pressed the call-end button on her phone and shrugged.

      Lancaster kept his eyes locked on the road. “Still no answer?”

      “Still no answer,” she said. “They must be together.”

      The radio squawked to life. “Delta 329, please respond. Delta 329, please respond.”

      Tammy was calling for Deputy Wilson, who’d gone unaccounted for an hour ago, reported in by Deputy Yates, who had been trying to call Wilson earlier with no luck. Further investigation by Yates and his Byron County partner had shown that Wilson’s squad SUV was parked at his house, and his family vehicle was missing.

      This was the fourth try via dispatch that had gone unanswered, and Patterson was having no luck getting Wilson via phone.

      She needed to look like Wilson’s disappearance had totally bamboozled her.

      Then there was Rachette. Clearly he had missed what she’d said about Lancaster, and her suspicions of him “being bad,” as she’d put it. She’d barely gotten the sentence out of her mouth in time, but she was certain it had been undetected by Lancaster. And now every time she called Rachette, his phone went straight to voicemail.

      Of course, she acted confused about that, too.

      Nate Watson’s absence at home tonight after work? That was odd.

      She was out here on dark forest roads, pretending it was a mystery that Rachette, Wilson, Nate, and Jack Wolf were missing. She failed to mention that it would be a good idea to call Burton. Because it was too good an idea, and she already knew they were all together.

      And she was here with this freaky-ass mute who reminded her of Lurch from The Addams Family. She could feel his beady eyes on her skin as he glanced between her and the road.

      Then he pulled over without warning.

      As the vehicle shuddered to a stop, she rehearsed counter-attacks in her mind: eye gouges, throat punches, pressure-point applications.

      “What’s up?” Her voice was tense, just like her muscles.

      Lancaster lifted his phone and pecked the screen, ignoring her question.

      Outside, the northern slopes of the ski resort were a silhouette dotted with lights in the post-sunset hour. The headlights illuminated a deer trotting out of the woods. It paused on the dirt road, showed its shining eyes, and then darted away.

      “I’m not sure what to think about all this.” Patterson swallowed.

      Lancaster was a dark statue.

      “You know, it’s a little freaky when you just sit there all silent. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Lancaster looked up from his phone at her.

      “Yeah. That’s the freaky-ass look.”

      “Available units, we have a report of a stolen car and a vandalized truck at the Tackle Box Bar and Grill at Cold Lake Marina. Available units, please check in.”

      Patterson snatched the radio and pressed the button. “Bravo 39 responding.”

      Lancaster let off the brake and accelerated.

      She half expected a showdown then and there with the big man, but apparently Lurch wanted to see what the commotion was.

      “Copy. Bravo 39 responding to stolen car and vandalized truck at the Tackle Box Bar and Grill at Cold Lake Marina.”

      Cold Lake. Patterson thought about the bullet that had whizzed past her head that rainy day three and a half months ago, and then the sight of Wolf jumping headfirst off that cliff.

      Her heart skipped a beat. That day was over. But something told her the danger wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Patterson and Lancaster pulled into the Cold Lake Marina parking lot in between two Sheriff’s Department vehicles.

      Outside, the humid, fishy air next to the lake carried a mix of music from the Tackle Box and the static voices of police radios. Turret lights flickered off the other parked cars, and as they ducked underneath the police tape they were hit with three flashlight beams.

      Lancaster walked up to Deputy Baine. “What do you have?”

      Baine started at the sudden presence of Lancaster next to him. “Oh, hey. Hey, Patterson.” He composed himself and waved them to the other side of the pickup truck, which was the focus of all the activity. “You can see here on this side—shot to hell with a bunch of 5.56 calibers.”

      “Any blood inside?” Patterson asked.

      “None that looks like it’s from gunshot wounds.”

      “What does that mean?” Patterson asked.

      “There’s a pair of leather gloves in the back of the cab with a couple of drops of blood on them, and a fast-food bag with some blood, too. Doesn’t look fresh or like it’s from the shots, though.”

      A light behind Baine drew Patterson’s eye. It was a deputy with an LCD-screen device that lit up his face as he stared down at it. Their new portable fingerprint identifiers were a luxury that came with the new combined budgets of Sluice and Byron Counties.

      “What do you have there, Deputy?”

      Deputy Yates pulled his mask down, revealing his signature blond mustache, worn in a style that had been all the rage two hundred years ago.

      “Oh, Yates,” Patterson said. “What d’ya got?”

      Yates beckoned them with a finger. “You guys should see this.”

      Lancaster led the way.

      The cell-phone-sized digital screen showed a headshot picture of Special Agent Kristen Luke in a dark-blue suit. Yates pressed a button and it changed to a headshot of Wolf dressed in a brown sheriff’s uniform.

      “I found a lot of their prints,” Yates said, “but most are from this guy.”

      He held up the device again and it showed a man with snow-white skin, almost albino. His eyes were baby blue rimmed red, unsmiling, just like the rest of his face. He was dressed in desert BDUs.

      “Ex-military. A guy named Clayton Pope.”

      Two unmarked Ford sedans came squealing into the lot.

      Agents Frye and Cumberland jumped out of one of the vehicles, and two other agents took up the rear.

      “I want every law-enforcement officer over here now!” Agent Frye said as he ducked under the tape.

      Yates, Baine, and Lancaster stood still as Frye came to them. The other three deputies on scene materialized from the other side of the lot and joined them.

      “This is officially a federal crime scene from now on, and the deputies of Sluice–Byron County Sheriff’s Department will proceed under my command.” Frye held out his hand to Yates. “What did you find?”

      Yates handed over the electronic device.

      Frye handled the buttons like he’d invented the machine and then handed it to Cumberland. Frye mumbled something unintelligible to his fellow agent and Cumberland walked away.

      Patterson watched Frye’s mind work. First the agent checked the bullet holes.

      “Caliber?” he asked no one in particular.

      Yates cleared his throat. “5.56. There’s a good one lodged in the center console.”

      Frye pointed at the license-plate shields on the truck. “Plates are missing. Is there registration inside?”

      “No, sir,” Yates said. “No insurance either.”

      Frye’s lips drew in a tight line.

      “The stolen car was a blue Ford Taurus,” Yates said, “Those plates were found over there in the rocks, sir.”

      Frye nodded. “Call it in right now. BOLO for a blue Ford Taurus with male and female inside.”

      “Already done.”

      Patterson looked at Frye’s expression—contemplation mixed with a dose of disappointment—and silently cheered for Wolf and Luke’s tactics. They’d switched the plates from the truck to the car they’d stolen, and then removed the registration from the truck. It would buy them time.

      Lancaster was staring at her again.

      “What?”

      He blinked and looked elsewhere.

      “You have something to say, Patterson?” Frye walked over.

      She shrugged and glanced back at the huge pickup in front of them, smashed in the rear and looking like a pasta strainer on the passenger side. “Looks like a bad-boy’s truck. That Pope guy in the picture looked pretty bad to me. Muscular, a chip on his shoulder. Must be his truck. Lift kit, dark-tinted windows. I think he drove with road rage, and a sense of entitlement. The whole truck says, I’ll drive over you if you get in my way, and I’ll get away with it because you won’t see me inside.”

      Frye smiled and shook his head. “I’d go along with that profile.”

      Baine snorted, and then swallowed when Patterson fired him a bullet look.

      Cumberland returned with a sheet of paper in his hand and handed it to his boss. Frye read it and gave Cumberland a knowing look. Without a word, Cumberland walked away.

      Frye nodded at Patterson. “Come with me, please.” Then he ducked under the crime tape.

      Patterson exchanged glances with Lancaster and Baine and followed after him.

      The agent walked fast and far, through the cars of the parking lot, onto a strip of grass, and then down to the sand of the lakeshore. Only when the tiny waves splashed to within an inch of his shoes did he stop and turn around.

      “Sir?” Patterson stopped a few yards away.

      “Wolf and Luke steal a truck and come back in town. On the same day, Wolf’s son goes missing. So do Tom Rachette and Deputies Wilson and Munford. Your aunt and mother helped get Wolf out, and all your buddies are helping him now that he’s back in. And you’re telling me you don’t know anything about this?”

      “No, sir.”

      Frye’s face flickered blue and red. “Cumberland and I checked. There’s a road across the valley from Wolf’s ranch. It climbs up the mountainside, switching back and forth. We found the spot where you and Rachette said the FBI were watching Wolf’s house.”

      “Whatever. We saw you up there.”

      “We weren’t up there. But we found evidence that someone was. There was a pile of cigarette butts, all with the same fingerprints on them. Ran the prints and came up with a match.”

      She frowned. “Yeah?”

      “Turns out the man has quite a sheet. Done time in state. Works at a place called Ashland Moving and Storage.”

      “So you’re serious. You guys weren’t watching him. It was someone else?”

      “If you know where Wolf is, you need to tell me right now.”

      “I don’t.” She looked back toward the parking lot. “Sir, why are you talking to me way out here?”

      “We need to talk.”
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      Wolf stumbled on a branch and almost went headfirst into a pine.

      “You okay?” Luke whispered.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      The branches slapped and scraped along their faces while brittle pine needles poked into their hands as they groped their way through. The darkness was absolute in the thick trees, but it was too risky to use flashlights at such close range to the house.

      Ignoring the ache in his thigh, Wolf pressed on and led them at a steady pace, swerving through foliage that reminded him of Thai and Sri Lankan jungles.

      Luke swatted her skin. “Frickin’ mosquitos.”

      She had no idea.

      “Shhh, we’re close.”

      A few steps later, the trees ended and they were at the edge of a wide meadow. The whole expanse of flatland was splashed in moonlight, treeless and dotted with lights where houses were built on lots with thirty acres or more between them.

      The nearest blob of light was their mark—a single porch light illuminating the front door of Sheriff MacLean’s brand-new two-story home.

      “Let’s go.” Wolf wasted no time hiking across the open space to the road. Veering wide right, he kept out of the light from the front porch and swung around to the rear of the house.

      “He’s gonna have a light sensor back here,” Luke said. “Gotta figure a sheriff has some serious security features on his brand-new house. Including an alarm.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You going to tell me what you’re thinking?”

      “There’s no way we’re going to get in there without getting shot. So we’re going to have to bring him out.”

      “Okay. And how do you plan on doing that?”

      When they’d reached the field off the rear corner of the house, Wolf stopped and studied the building. “That sliding glass door on the second floor and the big windows next to it, southwest corner. We’ll stay out of sight of those.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s where MacLean and his wife are sleeping.”

      Luke shook her head. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t for sure, but that’s where I’d put a master bedroom if I wanted to take advantage of the sunsets.”

      “Such a romantic.”

      He stood up and jogged directly to the north side of the house, Luke following close.

      Halfway across the plush lawn there was a click and light blazed from three floodlights mounted on the house, turning night into day.

      Luke dove against the house underneath a first-story window and Wolf followed.

      Right on cue, a faint ringing in Wolf’s ear started, filling the empty space between the sound of pumping blood.

      He breathed in through his nose and hard out his mouth. And then again.

      “You all right?”

      He shook his head to try to launch the noise out of his ear.

      “No, you’re not all right? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I’m okay.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      A dog barked inside.

      They snuck to the corner and looked down the west side of the house, which was the rear and had a large deck with patio furniture. “Go knock that umbrella over as hard as you can.”

      “What?”

      “Quick.” Wolf leaned back against the house and blinked, trying to keep his vision from tilting.

      “That’s your plan?”

      “We need to lure them down here. A noise isn’t going to do it. We need MacLean to come out with his gun.”

      “Shhhh, Jeepers!” MacLean’s wife was around the corner on the upstairs deck.

      Luke looked down at Wolf and then moved out into the open.

      “Where are you—”

      “Mrs. MacLean?” Luke’s voice was a trumpet in the silence.

      “Oh, my,” Mrs. MacLean said.

      “Mrs. MacLean, it’s Deputy Patterson. I work with your husband.”

      “Yes? What is it?”

      “I need to speak to your husband right now.”

      “What’s going on?” MacLean’s voice came from inside the house.

      Luke pointed toward Wolf, who was out of sight from the origin of Mrs. MacLean’s voice up on the deck. “My partner and I need to speak to Sheriff MacLean right now.”

      Luke looked up with imploring eyes, then ducked and sprinted toward Wolf.

      Wolf frowned. “What the hell was that?”

      “Who is that down there?” MacLean’s voice echoed through the night. “Patterson? What the hell’s going on?”

      There was a swoosh and a clack as the sliding glass door slammed shut.

      Luke held a finger to her lips.

      Faint footsteps boomed inside the house. They were rapid. Angry.

      Luke pulled her pistol. “You take the back door, I’ll take the front.”

      Wolf got up and collapsed to a knee.

      “Oh God, are you serious?”

      He put a hand on the ground and held himself up from folding completely.

      “Just stay there.” Luke stood and listened, and then there was a noise and she sprinted away toward the front of the house.

      “Freeze.” That word and the sound of a dog barking was the last thing Wolf heard, and then his face hit the cold lawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      A putrid rag slapped Wolf in the face and he opened his eyes.

      Before he could tell what had happened, the rag slapped him again, this time on the cheek.

      The smell was overpowering.

      Then the moist rag swirled against his eye and he flinched back.

      “Jeepers,” a female said. “Come here.”

      Wolf sat up and opened his eyes. A leather sofa creaked as he perched himself on an elbow.

      Luke sat forward in a chair a few feet away, her eyes wide and concerned. “Hey, Wolf. Wake up.”

      He leaned back when his head felt light. The leather underneath him grumbled as he slid forward on his butt.

      Panting with a happy smile, a golden retriever stood next to his legs, thumping its tail on the carpeted floor.

      “There he is.”

      Wolf followed the sound of the deep male voice and straightened at the sight of MacLean tied to a wooden chair with countless wraps of twine. Behind the captive man loomed an elk head. The tongue protruded from its open mouth as if in mid-call.

      “No, down here,” MacLean said. “Christ, he thinks the elk is talking to him.”

      “Wolf.” Luke snapped her fingers. “You all right?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. What happened?”

      MacLean laughed. “What happened? Ha!”

      An older lady with basset-hound blue eyes and a disheveled head of silver-blonde hair sat staring at Wolf on a leather high-backed chair. She was unrestrained, but her gaze was defiant as if she were being held against her will.

      And then it all came back to him. They were at MacLean’s.

      “Aaaaand there he is,” MacLean drawled.

      Luke stood and motioned with her pistol to the woman. “We need to get him water.”

      The woman stood up and slinked away, eyeing Luke over her shoulder as they both left the room.

      MacLean stared at Wolf, his goatee dancing as he chomped his lips.

      Wolf stood and stretched his limbs. The stuffed fish clock on the wall said 5:30, and the faint light outside the window and mist-covered meadow told him it was morning.

      There was a dark-wood desk in the corner by the window. One of the walls was shelved from floor to ceiling, filled with worn books—mostly mysteries and horror—and behind MacLean was a trophy wall, where three dead animal heads peered down among the brass plaques and picture frames.

      It smelled of stale cigar smoke, cleaning agents, and dog. MacLean’s manly office.

      “I’m gonna have to take a piss pretty soon.”

      Wolf ignored him.

      MacLean’s wife came in holding a glass of water, averting her eyes as she relayed it to Wolf.

      “Your name’s Bonnie, right?”

      She nibbled on a fingernail.

      “Don’t you dare talk to my wife.” MacLean jerked against the restraints.

      Wolf sucked down the entire glass. “Thanks.”

      MacLean’s wife took the empty glass and headed for the doorway, but Luke stopped her and motioned her back to the chair.

      The dog panted and thumped its tail.

      “Okay, now that we’re all here,” MacLean said, “you wanna tell us what the hell is going on? You going to kill us, or what?”

      Wolf’s face soured. “No, I’m not going to kill you.”

      “Is that what you tell everyone before you kill them?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing.” MacLean swallowed and looked at his wife, who began to cry.

      Luke shook her head. “They keep acting like this.”

      “Like what?” MacLean glared at Wolf. “Like Wolf’s killing a bunch of people and running a drug racket in Rocky Points?”

      Luke held up her hands.

      Wolf pulled the Beretta from his waist, cocked the hammer back, and put it on MacLean’s forehead.

      MacLean clenched his eyes.

      Wolf remembered the streak of blood on Sarah’s pale hand as it hung lifelessly out of the BMW door. He felt the drizzle against his face as if he were there again. In his peripheral vision, he saw Sarah staring into nothing, her electric-blue eyes unplugged.

      “Wolf.” Luke put a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      Wolf aimed the Beretta at the ceiling, uncocked the hammer, and tucked it back in the waist of his pants.

      MacLean cracked an eyelid, then opened both eyes. Then the twine creaked as he sagged.

      “Please,” Bonnie MacLean said. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      Wolf shook his head. “No promises, Mrs. MacLean. I’ll need some answers from your husband before I decide on that. But first, and most importantly, he needs to stop saying that I killed my wife.”

      The dog panted and looked between them with arched eyebrows.

      Wolf held MacLean’s gaze. “You’re behind faking those pictures with Gail Olson that made my deputy look like he was, or is, part of a drug racket.”

      MacLean smiled incredulously. “What?”

      “You wanted my whole department to look like one big drug racket. Then you gave the pictures to Agents Smith and Tedescu. That’s right. I know all about the two agents. You did all that so you could make us look bad and you could win the election.”

      MacLean shook his head. “Bullshit.”

      “Did you know you were married to that kind of guy, Bonnie?” Wolf asked.

      MacLean leaned his head back.

      “Did you really do that, Will?” Bonnie MacLean asked. “You … framed this man’s department?”

      “What? Honey, no, I didn’t. This man is a psycho.”

      She narrowed her eyes, studying her husband’s face.

      The dog stopped wagging its tail and stared at him.

      “I swear!” MacLean popped his eyes. “This is insane. This guy is a dangerous criminal, honey. Just stay quiet. Let me deal with him, all right?”

      “Stay quiet, my ass. Did you use pictures to blackmail this man into dropping out of the race? Is that why he dropped out of the race? Is that how we won?”

      MacLean ignored his wife and nodded at Luke. “Agent Luke, you—”

      “Answer the question, Will.”

      “Well, yes and no. Honey, you have no idea who this guy is. He’s an honest to God drug lord, corrupt to the bone. I had proof that he was, so I used it.”

      Wolf took a step toward him. “Proof? Fake proof that you created.”

      “No, proof brought to me by the FBI. I didn’t take those pictures.” He looked at Luke. “She did, the FBI did. How is it Wolf has you duped like this? It’s all him and his deputies, not me. Wait a minute, I get it. You’re in on it, too. That’s what’s going on.”

      “I’m in on this? Listen, old man, you—”

      “Stop. Shut up, both of you.” Wolf rubbed his temples. “The video interview with Gail Olson proved you were behind the photos with Gail and Rachette. And when I showed you that proof, you figured out that Baine and I had copies of that interview. You stole them both. You stole my copy from my house, and Baine’s from his desk. And now it’s no coincidence that the FBI has never seen that interview. It’s no coincidence that they think you’re someone you’re not.”

      “What interview?” Bonnie MacLean asked.

      MacLean rolled his eyes. “First of all, I didn’t steal that video from you or from Baine’s desk. I have no clue what you’re talking about. And, second, that video proves you and your deputy were behind—”

      “Oh for Christ’s sake.” Luke launched up from her chair and pointed her pistol at MacLean. “Do you have this video?”

      MacLean nodded.

      “Then let’s watch it, before I shoot every person in this room and then myself.”

      The dog barked and resumed tail-thumping.

      “Fine by me. Over there in the wall safe behind the desk.”
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      The video player on MacLean’s desktop computer showed a split screen—one side with Deputy Baine sitting at an interrogation table, the other with Gail Olson sitting opposite him. Tiny numbers in the corner of each image ticked off in unison.

      Wolf had seen the video before, but the last time had been just after his fall, which hardly counted for a conscious state.

      He remembered Gail Olson being stronger. Now, on the screen, he noticed that makeup streamed from her eyes and her hands shook as she waited for Baine to speak. It was as if Wolf were watching it for the first time all over again.

      “Ms. Olson, can you please state your name for the record.” Baine’s voice sounded as if he was speaking into an aluminum can.

      She cleared her throat and sniffed. “Gail Olson.”

      “And Ms. Olson, can you please tell me what these are?” Baine pushed some pictures in front of her.

      She lowered her eyes but was otherwise unmoved. “Pictures of me and Deputy Tom Rachette of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department.”

      “And what are you doing in this photo here?”

      Gail leaned forward and then sat straight. “I’m handing him a backpack.”

      “What’s in the backpack?”

      “A few pieces of clothing and … two pounds of marijuana.”

      Baine whooped. “Two pounds of marijuana?”

      “Yes,” she said in a low voice.

      “Can you please speak up so the recorder can hear you?” Baine tapped the microphone on the desk and the computer speakers thumped.

      “Yes.” Gail sniffed and glared at Baine.

      Baine leaned close to the picture. “Did Deputy Tom Rachette of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department know what was in this bag when you handed it to him?”

      “No.”

      “What’s that?”

      “No.”

      “Aha.” Baine stood up, scraping the chair back.

      Gail Olson leaned back.

      “Why did you do this? Were you using Deputy Rachette as a runner for these drugs without his knowledge?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you. That was good volume on that answer. I appreciate it.” Baine paced behind his chair, showing a shot of his torso only. “And you knew this man, Tom Rachette, before you handed him this bag of drugs, correct?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Did you know he was a deputy of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Then again, I have to ask, Ms. Olson. Why? Why would you so brazenly test your luck and target a Sluice County deputy sheriff? What could you possibly gain in using this man to run drugs for you? Why not choose some other random shmoe?”

      She swallowed.

      Baine sprung forward and slapped the table, and his angry face filled his side of the split screen. “I asked you a question.”

      Gail Olson closed her eyes. “I w-was put up to it. They—”

      “Put up to it? What does that mean?”

      “I was told to”—she looked up at Baine—“get to know Deputy Tom Rachette, and then ask to meet him at that exact spot. At that exact time.”

      “This exact spot in the photos, at the time of the photos,” Baine said.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “By whom? Who told you to do this?”

      Gail Olson’s eyes welled up.

      Baine sat down and folded his arms. “Let me be more specific. Did Sheriff Will MacLean of the Byron County Sheriff’s Department put you up to this?”

      “Pssh, this is BS,” MacLean said from his chair.

      “Be quiet.” Luke pointed her pistol at him.

      “… was. Yes,” Gail Olson said on the screen.

      “What did she just say?” Luke asked.

      “She said yes,” Wolf said.

      “Why did you do this for him?” Baine asked.

      “Because he …” Again, Gail Olson looked up at Baine, this time narrowing her eyes.

      “Come on, honey. Spit it out.”

      “Because he paid me.”

      “How much? One thousand? Two thousand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which?”

      “Two thousand.”

      Baine placed his hands flat on the desk. “And what else? That’s pretty risky for just a couple thousand dollars. There has to be more.”

      She kept silent.

      “That’s it?”

      She held up her hands. “And he … expunged my record.” She acted like she was pulling the words out of thin air.

      Baine frowned. “Really? He did that, too?”

      “Yes.”

      Baine stood up again and paced behind his chair. “Intriguing. He must have had some inside help for that. Do you know anything about how he did that?”

      “I don’t know? He said he would expunge my record, and pay me two thousand for the photo shoot, and so I did it. End of story.”

      Picking up a remote control from the table, Baine pushed a button and the video went blank.

      Wolf leaned back on the leather couch.

      Bonnie was giving her tied-up husband the evil eye.

      “Not exactly the most professional interview I’ve ever seen,” Luke said.

      “I asked Baine to get the facts,” Wolf said. “I wasn’t looking to bust MacLean. I just wanted ammo to fight back against his blackmail attempt. I wanted Rachette and my deputies in the new Sheriff’s Department, and that’s what I used this video for. I knew Rachette wasn’t running drugs and that MacLean was behind the whole thing somehow. I just needed the proof for the careers of my deputies. Forget actual charges against this rat.”

      MacLean shook his head.

      “But, like I said, he ended up nabbing all other copies of this interview.”

      “And you had a copy, too?” Luke asked.

      Wolf nodded.

      “Where?”

      “In my desk, in my office at home.”

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “The FBI would’ve found it. We didn’t.”

      Wolf nodded. “Like I said, this guy had already nabbed it.”

      “And how would I have gotten that?” MacLean asked. “By breaking into your house while you were sitting there right in the middle of the living room in that hospital bed of yours?”

      Wolf shrugged. “You knew how bad I was after that fall. You could have walked in during the middle of the night and searched the whole place without me knowing.”

      MacLean dropped his head. “Okay, let me know when it’s my turn.”

      Luke looked at Wolf and shrugged.

      Wolf stood up and went to the window. “Fine. Explain away.”

      “I hope you can explain,” Bonnie said, “or you’ll be looking for a new wife by the end of the day.”

      MacLean ignored her and glared at Luke. “Like I said, you guys brought me those photos.”

      Luke said nothing.

      “Special Agent Smith came into my office one day and told us he’d been working undercover up in Rocky Points. He started talking about the county merger and you and me running against each other. He gave me those photos and said that I was free to do whatever I wanted with them. Naturally, I asked him what he meant, and exactly what I was looking at. He said it was what it looked like, that a Sluice County deputy was running drugs with the girl who’d been the biggest drug bust in Ashland in ten years. He told me they were watching your department closely and had reason to believe you were at the helm of it all.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      MacLean shifted. “Can you loosen these ropes? I can’t feel my left arm.”

      Nobody moved.

      MacLean cleared his throat. “So, yes, I brought those photos to you.”

      “Blackmailed me.”

      “Look at it from my point of view. As far as I know, you’re a drug dealer, running millions of dollars’ worth of drugs through your Sheriff’s Department. You’re the scum of the earth. Hell yeah, I took those photos and ran with them. I warned you to step off or I’d expose you for what you really were.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “But you took the pictures.”

      “I did not take the pictures. I just told you, Agent Smith brought me those photos. How else do you want me to say it, in Spanish?”

      “But I told you to stop running the illegal investigation in my county and you admitted you had a guy undercover who took the photos.”

      “I was lying about that … but I never said I took the photos. I never said he did, either. I was careful with my words.”

      “Slimy bastard,” Wolf said.

      “You slimy bastard. You’re the one running drugs through your Sheriff’s Department. I was thinking on the fly. I couldn’t say the FBI gave them to me—that wasn’t part of the deal.”

      Wolf wished MacLean was untied so he could see his body language.

      “Then when I gave you those photos of Rachette and Gail Olson, you stonewalled me,” MacLean said. “You were cool as ice, and the evidence was right there, staring you in the face. Hell, I’d gotten the photos from the FBI, and you were just pretending that I was a rat trying to screw you over. Just like you’re doing now.

      “I have to admit I knew you as too good a man to believe the photos, but when I saw how cool you were about the whole thing, how unfazed, I kind of got the creeps. And then, bam. Agent Smith and your ex-wife are dead, found shot up in a car. I put out the feelers and heard they were dating one another. So I thought, holy crap, who is this guy, Wolf? And you still hadn’t dropped out of the race for sheriff.

      “Then the FBI came to talk to me, right after your ex-wife and Agent Smith were found, but it was confusing as all hell. It’s like I was talking to a completely different FBI. They had the same pictures, with Rachette and Gail Olson in them, and they started asking if I’d ever met the girl. I said no, which was the truth. But I knew they were talking with Rachette about those pictures—hell he was in them—so I had to fess up that I’d used them. Used them with your encouragement, that is.” He pointed his chin at Luke.

      Luke cleared her throat. “I think the important thing to realize here is that Agent Smith was a scumbag, and that you were, in actuality, talking to two different FBIs—one represented by a corrupt agent who dangled a carrot in front of your greedy face, and then, afterwards, one real FBI comprising special agents who abide by the law. That is, if you’re even telling the truth about all this.”

      MacLean darted his eyes around the room.

      “Continue,” Wolf said.

      MacLean closed his eyes. “Like I said, the FBI confused me. I had no clue what to think. They were looking at me like you’re looking at me, like I was blackmailing you to get out of the race. But it was the FBI’s idea in the first place, and I told them that. ASAC Frye told me they hadn’t signed off on that, and that they didn’t sign off on that type of thing. I said, no shit?”

      MacLean shook his head. “Then I just kept wondering what Agent Smith was playing at by misleading me, and then he shows up dead.”

      Wolf watched two crows hopping outside. “Keep going.”

      “That day when we met at your house, you said, I’m out. I’m officially out of the race, as soon as you fulfill your end of the bargain. Then you presented me with that Gail Olson interview tape and your demands to hire your deputies. After that, I was wondering what the hell I’d just walked into. I was wondering if I was now the dummy man up front while you ran this drug ring with your list of corrupt deputies on the inside. I was wondering if you were somehow working with Agent Smith, and you’d offed him. Then I started wondering if you and he were setting me up from the beginning—dangling these photos in front of me.”

      MacLean was telling the truth, Wolf decided. At least a version of it he truly believed.

      “And let’s talk about that video,” MacLean said. “If you look at that video from my point of view, it looks like your deputy is strong-arming her into saying whatever the hell he wants her to. She’s crying at the beginning of the interview, for Christ’s sake. Who knows what they were discussing before the cameras started rolling. Probably something like, Say that MacLean was behind this whole thing or else.”

      Wolf walked behind MacLean’s desk. The chair was missing and Wolf realized that MacLean was sitting on it. Pulling open the center drawer, he found a pair of scissors and walked to MacLean’s rear.

      “I showed Baine the photos of Rachette and Gail Olson, and I told him my suspicions that you were behind the pictures.” Wolf cut the twine. “I told him to confirm my suspicions. Baine followed orders, my orders, to a T. I haven’t seen that interview for some time, and when I saw it the first time my brain was spending more effort blocking out pain than noticing Gail’s behavior.”

      The loose twine fell from MacLean and he massaged his wrists. “Okay. What does that mean?”

      Wolf walked to the mouse and clicked on the media player on MacLean’s computer. He found the spot of the video and let it play.

      “I w-was put up to it. They—”

      “Put up to it? What does that mean?”

      Wolf clicked stop. “She was about to say ‘they’ something, and Baine cut her off.” Wolf clicked the play button again.

      “I was told to”—Gail looked up at Baine—“get to know Deputy Tom Rachette, and then ask to meet him at that exact spot. At that exact time.”

      “This exact spot in the photos, at the time of the photos?”

      “Yes.”

      “By who? Who told you to do this?”

      Wolf paused the video again. “She was about to fess up to the truth. She was distraught about it. Scared. Now I’m going to push the play button again. This time don’t say a word.” Wolf eyed MacLean and hit play.

      “Let me be more specific. Did Sheriff Will MacLean of the Byron County Sheriff’s Department put you up to this?” Baine asked her.

      Gail Olson’s eyes darted right, then left, and then she looked up at her interrogator. But as she did so, the fear disappeared. “It was. Yes.”

      Wolf clicked the stop button. They all looked at him.

      “She was going to tell Baine that ‘they’ put her up to the pictures. That ‘they’ made her do it. And Baine cut her off and asked her whether MacLean had put her up to it, and then she said yes.”

      MacLean’s eyes went wide. “Yes, I saw that.”

      “She was relieved to tell Baine it was you. At first she thought Baine knew the real truth, and she thought she was going to have to say it on camera. Baine was strong-arming her. He’d told her she didn’t need a lawyer, because it wasn’t an official investigation.” Wolf shrugged. “He might have threatened her. That’s probably why she was so upset at the beginning of the interview. Like I said, Baine can be a pretty persuasive guy. I’m not proud of it. It’s just the truth.”

      “Yes,” MacLean said. “I knew this interview was fishy. Baine steered her into saying what he wanted, and she jumped at the chance, because the alternative was … what?”

      “The alternative was to face the guys who really made her do it. The same guys who shot and killed a lawyer and his family a couple of days ago in Denver. The same guys who ambushed us yesterday, and the same guys who killed my ex-wife.”

      The room descended into silence again save the panting dog.

      MacLean cleared his throat. “And … who is that?”

      “We’ve been calling them the Ghost Cartel,” Luke said.

      MacLean blinked. “I’ve never had a run-in with any cartels other than a Mexican one a couple years ago. The Ghost Cartel? Never heard of them.”

      Wolf stared at him.

      “What?”

      “I think you’ve unknowingly been working hand in hand with them for years.”

      MacLean blew a puff of air past his lips.

      “Who else in your department knew about those photos of Rachette and Gail Olson?”

      “Lancaster, that was it. He was with me in the meeting with Agent Smith.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Wait.” MacLean’s face turned red and he looked like he’d been punched in the face.

      “And the video? Who else saw the video?”

      MacLean’s eyes widened. “It was him. Lancaster was the only other person to see that video of Baine and Gail Olson. He’s working with the cartel.”

      Wolf nodded. “And there’s one more thing. You told me you had pictures of me, taken the night of the murders, of me and the suspect in the Cold Lake murders. Of us going into my house, and then both of us leaving the next day.”

      MacLean closed his eyes and nodded.

      “Let me guess. Lancaster took those photos. He was in Rocky Points that night and he took them.”

      MacLean’s mouth fell open. “Oh, Wolf, I’m sorry. It was him. He killed Sarah. It was him.”

      “Those pictures would’ve been a nice thing to show the FBI to give me an alibi for that night.”

      MacLean made a pained face. “I know. And when I brought them up to Lancaster, he told me the pictures were gone.”

      Wolf stared at him. “And it never crossed your mind that Lancaster had killed my wife that night and that he was getting rid of the photos to destroy evidence that he was in town that night? The evidence that he’d killed her?”

      The room went silent.

      MacLean’s mouth fell open. “Wolf, you have to believe me. Our plan was to use the photos to make sure you were out of the race for sheriff. But you dropped out.”

      “And you never thought about Lancaster being the real killer, and all this slipped your mind until now?” Luke asked. “Yeah, right.”

      MacLean closed his eyes. “I told you, I thought about the pictures. But … what can I say? I trusted Lancaster’s judgment about not showing the photos to the FBI. I swear it never crossed my mind that Lancaster was responsible. I just thought the photos made it look like, or at least brought up the possibility that, we had something to do with the deaths, so it was a good idea to get rid of them. I swear, I had no idea Lancaster was actually involved. But now ... now I’ll kill the man next time I see him.”

      Wolf swallowed his anger, and decided he almost pitied the sheriff for being so naïve. So gullible. Because he saw that MacLean was telling the truth, and more importantly he saw that MacLean genuinely felt regret.

      MacLean never paused to think much outside the terms of his political aspirations. If he had, perhaps the entire situation would be different. Perhaps Sarah would even be alive. But Wolf knew he would be misplacing blame if he put it on MacLean. The man was human, with flaws. Others had exploited those flaws and were responsible for all this. It was these other men who Wolf needed to let his anger burn hot for.

      “So what’s next?” Luke asked.

      “We need to get Margaret Hitchens and her sister out of jail.”
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      Rachette picked a grain of coffee out of his teeth and squinted against the campfire smoke.

      Burton, Jack, Wilson, and Munford sat or stood around the fire, sipping their own coffees in silence. The Stellar’s jays and popping wood provided the soundtrack of the morning, which would otherwise have been peaceful had they not known they were going into battle.

      Rachette had never felt this before. He’d never been in the military and felt the certainty of mayhem and upcoming death. Sure, he’d been shot four times and there’d been ripping pain that he hoped he’d never have to feel again, but that had all been in the heat of the moment. He’d never had time to sit and meditate on the fact that he was going to kill or be killed at this time, on this day.

      It was like they were soldiers sitting in the cargo plane, waiting to jump. Like a duel was scheduled for high noon.

      Eyeing the others over the rim of his coffee cup, he was surprised at the composure of every single one of them, including Jack.

      Most surprisingly Jack, he thought. Or maybe not. He was Wolf’s son, after all, and Rachette had never seen a man more composed under pressure than Dave Wolf.

      “He’ll call soon,” Burton said, apparently reading Rachette’s thoughts.

      Rachette looked up and nodded. “I hope so.”

      Munford smiled at Rachette through the billowing smoke.

      Rachette wanted to gaze at her, to smile and walk over and give her a hug, but he also wanted to keep his dignity. He wanted to know what this woman was thinking about when she looked at him. She was the only Byron deputy here, and Byron was the enemy.

      And what if she could be trusted? What next? Was he supposed to ask her out on a date? Is that the vibe she was giving him? Then he’d have to talk to her over dinner, shove his foot in his mouth a few times, then drop her off at her house in awkward silence, and then work with her at the department with her snickering about him with other women, probably with other men, too.

      “We’ve got activity down here.” Nate’s voice scratched through Burton’s Motorola radio. Nate and Fabian had taken up surveillance posts at the intersection of the private house drive and the county road a quarter-mile away.

      Everyone stood and grasped their firearms. Coffee cups tumbled onto the ground. They stared at Burton with held breath.

      “What’s happening?” Burton asked.

      “A convoy of FBI vehicles.”

      They could hear the rumble of tires all the way from the campfire.

      “There’s five of them. They just drove by, heading east.”

      Burton frowned. “Copy that.”

      “They’re gone.”

      They looked at one another.

      Burton made a show of looking at his cell phone. His facial expression said, Come on, Wolf. Let us know what’s going on.
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      Wolf hovered his finger over the plunger of MacLean’s desk phone.

      “Please.” MacLean shook his head. “I think we’ve established we’re on the same side, haven’t we?”

      Wolf kept still.

      MacLean pressed the phone receiver to his ear and straightened. “Deputy Jackson, this is Sheriff MacLean. I need to speak to the booked-in cell F … I don’t care … now. On the phone … just do it or I’ll get someone down there who will.”

      MacLean sighed, as if it had been painful to talk to one of his deputies that way.

      Wolf pushed the speaker-phone button and they waited.

      Six minutes passed and a tired-sounding Margaret Hitchens came on. “Hello?”

      “Margaret, it’s Sheriff MacLean.”

      She kept silent.

      Wolf suppressed a smile. Margaret had hated MacLean with a passion ever since the picture-blackmailing tactic he’d pulled. She still blamed MacLean for Wolf not being sheriff.

      MacLean cleared his throat. “I have someone here with me who wants to talk to you. Please don’t say his name. Got that?”

      “Hey, Margaret. It’s me, Dave.”

      “Da … hi. What?” She lowered her voice. “What’s going on? Are you … are they no longer—”

      “We need to get access to Sarah’s real-estate transaction records. How do we do that?”

      “You and I already looked at them. I thought you said nothing stood out.”

      “That was then.”

      Bonnie stepped near the phone and spoke up. “Margaret, it’s Bonnie MacLean. I’ve been telling them they just need to get into your intranet. If you give me the username and password, I’ll navigate everything for them.”

      Margaret blew into the phone and it sounded like the county building had exploded on the other end. “And have you snooping around my figures?”

      “Margaret,” Wolf said.

      “You can go into the office, grab all her files. I have them all there. Just ask Jeb.”

      “I can’t. I’m still on the run.”

      “And you’re with MacLean?”

      Wolf rubbed his temples. “Margaret.”

      She exhaled into the phone. “All right, fine. Margothegreat.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Username is Margothegreat, no spaces. Password is”—she hesitated—“Booboo45.”

      Bonnie smirked and jotted down the information on a pad of paper. “Thanks, Margaret,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      “When am I getting out of here?”

      “We’re working on it,” Wolf said.

      “Make sure that bitch doesn’t snoop around any more than—”

      “Bye bye, Margo.” Bonnie reached over and pressed the phone plunger and settled in behind the computer.

      Fingers flying on the keyboard, she pulled up a website, logged in, and after a few seconds had Sarah’s profile on screen.

      Wolf, MacLean, and Luke crowded behind her and watched her navigate.

      “What time frame are we looking at?” Bonnie asked.

      Wolf stared at Sarah’s headshot in the upper corner of the screen.

      “Wolf?” Luke asked.

      “I think we should start from the beginning. I mean, how many transactions can she have since she started three years ago?”

      “One hundred and eighty-four.” Bonnie whistled. “Christ, that’s like five deals a month. I would’ve liked to have this girl on my team.” She covered her mouth. “Oh my God, I’m sorry, David. I’m such a heel talking about her like that.”

      “Let’s just start from the beginning.”

      She clicked the mouse and a list from three years ago came up. She scrolled down slowly, and, just like the last time he’d seen the list, nothing seemed unusual.

      They seemed to all be single-family homes, purchased by individuals. Once in a while there were batches of properties labeled with the same date, purchased by the same person or business entity.

      “There.” Luke pointed at the bottom of the screen.

      Scrolling into view came five properties in a row, all purchased by the same company.

      “WCB Incorporated,” Luke said. “WCB. Weren’t those the initials on the insurance card in that guy’s truck?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, WCB Holdings, I think.”

      “Quite a coincidence.”

      “Yes it is.”

      Wolf leaned forward. “These properties are all to the south. They were in Byron County before the merger. Is that normal? For an agent to go out of the county to sell homes to someone like that?”

      Bonnie shrugged. “If she’s good, she goes where the sale takes her.”

      “Is there a way to look at those houses?” Wolf asked.

      She nodded and opened another internet browser tab. “I’ll just look up the MLS numbers on Google.” She cut and pasted the first number and then clicked the result.

      A website listing of a house came up.

      “What a dump,” MacLean said.

      And it was. A low house that measured 2,340 square feet according to the statistics listed, its white siding was stained with streaks of brown, the roof sagging in the middle, two holes gaping. Windows were punched out, and a pair of breasts were scrawled in spray paint on the garage door, which itself hung askew behind six-foot-high weeds. It looked like the kind of place a serial murderer went to hatch plans.

      “Maybe they were interested in the land,” Bonnie said. “Look here. Forty-one acres. But … hmmm … it’s out in the middle of nowhere. There’s no well. Electricity, but no well water? They’d have to haul in the water in truck loads. No gas service. Pretty useless piece of land, if you ask me. Way too remote. I’m sure the roads out there are a mess, too.”

      Wolf nodded. “And the other properties?”

      She looked up the next one.

      It was similar in every way: run-down, in the middle of nowhere, a big lot of land.

      All five of them fit the same bill.

      “Look for more transactions by this same company, please.”

      Bonnie scrolled fast, and they all watched the column, waiting for the initials WCB.

      They appeared again near the top of the list.

      “Here you go.” Bonnie leaned back. “Two transactions, looks like five months ago. This last spring.”

      Wolf pointed. “But these two were in Sluice County.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, looks like they were.” She looked up the MLS numbers on Google and once again the two properties were run-down, on large plots of land, and in the middle of nowhere.

      “Let’s pull back on that map,” Wolf said.

      Bonnie pulled back.

      “Can you do directions from here?” Wolf said.

      She pushed the directions button from their current location and pointed. “That one’s just a few minutes from our house.”

      Wolf turned to MacLean.

      MacLean leaned back. “What?”

      “You have any guns in this house?”

      MacLean raised his eyebrows. “No, I don’t believe in that kind of thing.”

      “Get your guns.”

      MacLean left the room. “Do I have guns? Ha!”
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      Patterson sipped her coffee and squinted against the sun blazing through the windshield.

      Lancaster bounced in his seat as they drove from the asphalt to unpaved road, his mirrored glasses reflecting the mountainous landscape ahead.

      They were traveling upward along the winding dirt road, past expensive homes built out of large tracts of forest, on the way to Dennis and Angela Muller’s house.

      Sarah’s parents themselves were back in town from Vail because of the news that Jack had gone missing. They’d been brought into the station for questioning on the FBI’s orders. At least that was the official reason. Patterson now knew they were being held for protection as much as anything else.

      And now Patterson and Lancaster were out here playing a game of charades, though only she was aware of it. At least she hoped that was the case. She was acting like there was still a chance to find Jack Wolf, though she knew he was no longer missing.

      Rachette, Wilson, Munford, Burton, and who knew who else were with him. She was certain of that. Maybe even Wolf himself.

      For the third time, she picked up her coffee from the cup holder and put her phone down in its place.

      She needed to establish a pattern, showing Lancaster that this was going to be how she handled her phone today: leaving it out in the open repeatedly.

      Once again, she picked it up and pushed the button, as if anxious to see whether any news had come in since the last time she’d looked at it. Seconds ago.

      Lancaster kept his mirror shades forward, but she knew he was looking. He was an observant man. Hopefully just not so observant that he suspected she was pulling off an act.

      She swallowed another bitter sip of coffee. The third strong cup was not helping her nerves any. At least the caffeine-induced fidgeting was helping her play the part of concerned family friend of Jack Wolf, wondering where the hell he’d gone missing to.

      She had to calm down.

      She was thinking about it too much. She thought about her mother, and wondered how her night’s sleep had been on a hard jail-cell cot. Poor Mom. This was a woman who used two Thermarest pads underneath her sleeping bag when she went camping. Those jail-cell cots were like concrete.

      She wished she could tell her to not worry, that they were keeping her there for her own safety now.

      Lancaster braked and pulled to the side of the dirt road.

      “What’s going on?” Her heart leaped and she looked down at her phone. Still nothing.

      He skidded to a stop and pulled out his own cell phone. Careful to keep it angled away from her, he stepped out of the SUV and walked to the rear, the phone to his cheek.

      Turning an ear, she listened hard, but only heard the grumblings of his deep voice.

      Keeping one eye out the window, she pressed the button and woke the screen to make sure she hadn’t missed a text.

      Damn it. She opened the window and poured out the rest of her coffee.

      Lancaster got in without a word and drove.

      “Who was that?”

      “A friend.”

      Patterson raised an eyebrow. “You have friends?”

      She put her phone down in the cup holder again and resumed her silent brooding.
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      “Stop here.” Wolf studied the map printout. “It’s going to be within view after that corner up there. Pull into the trees.”

      MacLean turned off the road and bounced through a dip, then revved the diesel engine as they climbed up a rise, slaloming between the trunks of ponderosa pines.

      At the top of the rise Wolf, MacLean, and Luke got out.

      The wind howled over the ridge, bringing on it the scent of pinesap and an unmistakable odor.

      “If that’s not the Mary Jane, then there’s a family of skunks who got murdered on the other side of this hill,” Luke said.

      They walked to the top of the hill and ducked down. Below them on the valley floor was a house squatting in the trees, surrounded by a cluster of pickup trucks.

      “Down,” Wolf said.

      He recognized the house from the listing on the computer earlier, but it looked to have been renovated on the outside. Four men with automatic rifles slung over their shoulders paced out front between six pickup trucks—all full-sized, all decked out with lift kits and roll bars with halogen lights mounted on top.

      “Looks like we found our cartel,” MacLean said, pressing his binoculars to his eyes. “M4 rifles on their shoulders and pistols on their hips.”

      He handed the binoculars to Wolf.

      The image bobbed into view. Four men pacing out front. There was a water tank on stilts in the rear with an insulated pipe leading from it into the back of the house, and two trap doors on the ground with exhaust pipes that spewed blue smoke.

      “Grow house,” Wolf said. “Water comes in from that tank, and electricity from the generators in the ground out back.”

      Wolf pulled the binoculars away and ducked down.

      “That’s a solid motive for killing Sarah,” Luke said gently. “If the cartel converted all those houses she sold them into grow houses, that means that, after all was said and done, she was a liability.”

      MacLean ducked down. “There’s an SUV pulling up. Shit, it must have been right behind us on the way in.” MacLean surveyed the hillside behind them.

      Wolf watched as a black SUV pulled in front of the house and three men stepped out. “That was the SUV parked across the valley from my house.”

      “That’s definitely not FBI,” Luke said. “Too much aftermarket crap on it.”

      Three other men streamed out of the house to meet the new arrivals.

      Wolf recognized the last man who exited the building. “It’s our guy from the storage locker.”

      “What?” Luke reached out. “Give me those.”

      Wolf handed over the binoculars.

      “These guys look pretty well armed,” she said, handing them back. “I don’t like this.”

      Wolf pulled the eyepieces back to his face, and he saw even more men streaming outside. “Ten of them. Could be more inside. Looks like our albino guy with the tattoo is the leader, the way everyone’s acting toward him. I knew we should’ve killed him.”

      “Can I see?” MacLean asked.

      Wolf ignored him. “He looks pissed.” Albino was pointing at the driver of the SUV. His raised voice drifted up to them on the breeze.

      Wolf raked the magnified image from man to man and then froze. For the first time, he noticed a German shepherd lying down. Its ears were perked and it was staring right at him.

      “Everyone down.”

      A bark echoed up the hill just as they ducked. The dog started going crazy until a man yelled for it to shut up.

      They slid backwards on their stomachs.

      “Time to go anyway,” Wolf said.

      “Are we going to finally hear about this plan of yours?” Luke asked.

      “Yes.”

      MacLean and Luke looked at each other.

      “And is part of your plan informing the FBI about all of this?” MacLean asked.

      “And then what?” Wolf opened the passenger door. “Sit in some interrogation room in Denver while these guys carry out whatever they’ve got planned? No. The safety of my son’s not up for grabs. We’ll turn ourselves in after these guys are neutralized.”

      Wolf climbed in the passenger side and closed the door.

      MacLean and Luke followed in silence.

      “Where to?” MacLean asked, climbing up behind the wheel.

      “Back the way we came.”
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      “Wolf is here,” Fabian’s voice said through Burton’s radio. “Wolf is here.”

      Those who were sitting on their camp chairs stood. Those who were standing gravitated to Burton and his blaring radio.

      Rachette’s pulse jumped, because he knew action followed Wolf closely, and at the same time he felt the comfort of knowing that the quarterback was here.

      Munford stepped close. “Holy crap, is that MacLean? What’s going on?”

      Rachette shook his head as he watched the big diesel pickup lumber toward them. “I have no idea.”

      They parked and Wolf, Luke, and MacLean stepped out.

      “There he is,” Burton’s voice boomed.

      Wolf smiled sheepishly and shook hands all around.

      MacLean ignored the cold reception from Burton and stepped to Munford and Wilson. “Aren’t you two supposed to be at work?”

      Munford’s face went red.

      “Sorry, sir,” Wilson said. “Duty called.”

      Rachette looked past MacLean to Wolf as he approached Jack. They all knew Wolf and Jack’s relationship had run up on rocky ground, and Jack’s earlier comments had revealed just how unsteady things had become.

      Silence descended as they watched the greeting from the corners of their eyes.

      Munford turned to Rachette and smiled wide when Wolf and Jack embraced.

      “Baine and Yates are here,” Fabian’s voice scratched through the radio.

      A beat-up SUV rocked side to side up the road and parked. Baine and Yates stepped out and hesitated at the sight of MacLean.

      “Christ,” MacLean said, “is anyone even at the station today? Who’s next? Are the cafeteria workers coming too?”

      Baine and Yates looked like they’d been caught stealing, then relaxed when MacLean shook his head and smiled. “You Wolf boys are popular.”

      “All right, everyone gather around, please.” Wolf raised his arms.

      They walked to Wolf while Burton and Jack slipped away to Burton’s truck.

      “Where are they going?” Baine asked.

      “They’re getting out of harm’s way.”

      Baine frowned. “Somewhere safer than here?”

      “The abandoned firehouse, where there’s not going to be a shootout,” Rachette said. “Now shut up.”

      “The group of individuals who killed my wife are just to the east of us right now. About eleven miles down that road.” Wolf pointed at the back of Burton’s vehicle as it drove away. “They’re heavily armed. But so are we. And if we play this right, we won’t fire a single shot, and you guys will be bringing in a whole bunch of cartel members along with me into the station.”

      “Not a bad day’s work,” Wilson said with a smile.

      “Sir,” Yates said, “the FBI went mobile this morning. Something big is going down for them.”

      Wolf paused. “What do you mean?”

      Yates looked at Baine.

      “They just flew out of the station,” Baine said with a shrug.

      Wolf looked at each of them in turn. “Then we don’t worry about them. Ordinarily, we would be involving the FBI, but Special Agent Luke here has some inside information about their investigation, and I’m afraid we don’t have time for lengthy discussions with them. The timing is perfect right now, and we have to move. If anyone feels too nervous to continue, please feel free to leave right now.”

      Wolf glanced at Munford.

      She stood like a steel tower. Nobody else moved a muscle.

      Wolf nodded. “The plan is simple.”
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      Patterson and Lancaster stood on the front porch of the Muller residence and rang the doorbell again.

      Patterson peered inside the window next to the front door. The morning light hitting the other side of the house illuminated within, and there was no sign of movement inside Sarah’s parents’ house.

      Still no answer.

      She exhaled, feeling lethargic as her caffeine buzz wore off and the lack of sleep from the night before began to take its toll.

      “He’s not here, either. Let’s try back in town, I guess.”

      Lancaster stepped off the front porch and she followed.

      When her cell phone vibrated in her pocket she almost grunted with surprise. Slipping it out, she checked the screen.

      Hello, Patty.

      She’d been activated.

      Howdy. She typed into the phone, and then waited to press send.

      She checked her watch. It was 8:49:32.

      They reached the car and Lancaster got into the driver’s seat at 8:49:40. She pressed the send button and watched the progress bar.

      Come on, come on.

      “You coming?” Lancaster asked.

      She stood outside her open door and looked back toward the house, as if she was thinking about something.

      Glancing down at the phone again, she saw the message had gone out. Her watch said 8:49:46.

      One minute and counting.

      Despite her electrified body, she climbed in and sighed, lazily setting the phone in the center console.

      Lancaster started the engine and shifted into drive.

      “You know what?” she said. “Ah, I feel like an idiot, but I have to pee so bad.” She pushed open the door. “I’m going to go around the back of their house. No one’s home. They won’t care.”

      With no show of emotion whatsoever, Lancaster shifted into park and put both hands on his thighs.

      “So … I’ll be back.”

      Leaving the phone, she stepped out and walked away down the driveway. With a discreet glance, she saw that her watch said 8:50:07.

      At 8:50:46, exactly one minute after her reply had gone out, her phone was going to chime as a message lit up her screen. The center console of the SUV would vibrate, and Lancaster’s eye would be drawn to a message that, like a huge sheet of fly paper, would ensnare him and his co-conspirators.

      She stopped dead in her tracks, realizing she’d left her phone in silent mode.

      Oh my God.

      With shaky steps, she continued walking.

      It would still vibrate. It would still catch his attention.

      She stepped around the side of the house and out of sight of the squad SUV.

      “Damn it,” she hissed, clenching her fists.

      She took a deep breath. There was nothing she could do about it now. What was she going to do? Sprint back there, open the door, flip the switch, and then leave the phone and walk away again?

      Ten seconds to go.

      Idiot!

      Her heart hammered and the blood rushed in her ears. Realizing she actually had to pee, she relieved herself, which helped her kill more time, and then she stood at the side of the house for another few seconds for good measure.

      At 8:52:15, just around suspiciously-long-pee time, she took a hard breath to steel her mind and marched back around the corner to the idling SUV.

      She kept her eyes glued to the ground, and then halfway there she peeked up and saw Lancaster was on the phone inside.

      Was it working? She stopped and tied her shoe, giving Lancaster a little more time.

      A few moments later, she climbed back inside just as Lancaster ended his call.

      “All right, all better now.”

      He shifted into drive and turned around.

      Feigning disinterest, she picked up her phone and gave it a nonchalant glance.

      When the screen woke from sleep mode she read the words.

      Hey, don’t worry. Me, Burton, Wilson, and Munford have Jack at 1483 Star Ridge Road. Keep it quiet until further notice. Come after work if you want. Still no sign of Wolf here. Keep us posted.”

      It was all there, clear as day. She’d set her phone so that the entire message would appear onscreen as it came in, even if the phone was locked.

      The message had been from Thomas Rachette, a contact she had added last night for the cell-phone number she’d been given. The real McCoy contact in her phone was Tom Rachette.

      She looked over at Lancaster.

      He was a statue.

      She told herself he must have seen. A person’s phone sitting right in front of you, vibrates, you look at the screen and read it … it was human nature.

      It was probably how most cheating husbands and wives got nabbed by their significant others these days.

      Lancaster drove in typical silence, revealing nothing with his World Series of Poker Champion face.

      She smiled inwardly. Because he had been on the phone.

      He’d seen it. He’d relayed the message to his murdering cartel cronies, and they were on their way to getting taken down by half the Denver FBI field office.

      Now she just had to lure this freak back to the station, where they were waiting to take him down, too. Where she’d be free from the creepy interior of this SUV once and for all.

      “Hey, I was—”

      Her phone vibrated in her hand, cutting her off.

      It was an incoming call from Tom Rachette.

      She stared dumbfounded, reading the real McCoy’s contact name a second and third time as the phone vibrated.

      Silencing the call, she flipped the screen down and looked out the window.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?” Lancaster said. There was a hint of a smirk on his lips.

      Had he read who the call was from as she sat staring at it like an idiot?

      With a red face and alarm bells drowning out her thoughts, she pressed the green button.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, don’t say my name, but it’s me, Wolf.”

      Patterson’s heart leapt and she took a deep breath. “Mmhmm.”

      Had Lancaster seen the subtle difference in the names? Had he seen anything at all?

      “… my instructions exactly, okay?”

      Patterson nodded.

      “Patterson? Are you there?”

      “Yes,” she said in an annoyed tone. “Go ahead.”

      “Good. Now when I hang up, I want you to act distraught, and then really worried, and then tell Lancaster that it was me.”

      Patterson kept silent.

      “When I hang up, he’s going to ask who this was. Be cagey, and then admit that it was me, and that you know where I am. Tell him I’m with Jack and Rachette, and you want to go meet us. Say you’re worried. He’ll refuse and say that the official channels need to be notified, and he’ll make the phone calls. Let him, because he’s going to send some men to come eliminate us, and he can’t be anywhere near when it happens. The address is 138 Wildflower Road. We’re texting you the address now.”

      Wolf paused, and Patterson’s phone vibrated against her ear. She checked and the address was there.

      “Are you still there?”

      “Mmhmm.” Patterson changed phone hands and glanced at Lancaster. He definitely seemed interested.

      “Tell him the address, show it to him, and then let him call the shots from there. Lancaster is dangerous, Patterson. He’s working for a drug cartel from inside the Sheriff’s Department and has for years in Byron County. You’re going to lure the cartel to us and we’re going to take them down. We’re waiting here and we’re prepared to do it.”

      “Good plan.” She sighed loud like she was bored with the conversation. “Not necessary, but good plan.”

      “What? Patterson, do you copy? Do you need me to repeat?”

      “No.” She scratched absently at her pant leg, as if she were a teen having a conversation with her friend.

      “We’re counting on you,” Wolf said. “Please text us back to confirm it’s in motion. Can you do this?”

      Patterson nodded. “Listen, Dad, I have to go. Just get her out, all right?”

      “Good girl.” Wolf hung up.

      She pocketed her phone and gazed out the window, resisting the urge to scream out the window.

      They had virtually the exact same plan! And they’d be surprised when it was a complete dud, but they’d be pleasantly surprised, and they’d all have a laugh in a couple of hours, after the FBI was done doing the dirty work.

      “Who was that?” Lancaster asked.

      “My dad. He’s trying to get my mom out. I’m afraid he’s going to try dynamite pretty soon. Listen, do you mind if we go back to the station so I can see them?”

      Lancaster nodded.

      Patterson leaned back. “Thanks.”

      Game. Set. Match.
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      Wolf hung up and stared at the phone for a second.

      “What’s up?” Rachette asked.

      He shook his head, recalling the single strange words Patterson had said—Good plan. Not necessary, but good plan. What had that meant?

      “What? What?” Rachette was wide eyed, looking like he was going to strangle him.

      “Nothing. Let’s get ready, people. Let’s put the trucks in the trees around back except for MacLean’s and Baine’s, which will stay where they are. Everyone into cover positions.”

      Baine wiped his forehead. “Shit.”

      Rachette slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I bet we won’t even fire a shot. And what are you worried about? I’m the bullet magnet here.”

      “Speaking of,” Munford said, “you going to be able to hit anything?”

      Rachette glared at her and then smiled.

      Wolf had trouble figuring out whether she was kidding or not.

      “No, I mean I have to take a shit,” Baine said. “I’m not feeling so good.”

      Rachette removed his hand from his shoulder. “Yeah. Okay, man.”

      Wolf watched Baine slink away into the trees, knowing exactly what his fellow deputy was feeling. It was pre-game jitters, and they were multiplied by ten when losing the game meant dying.

      He remembered how he’d felt on his first mission as an army ranger. He’d vomited right in front of the entire squad. They’d even called him Puke for a few weeks after that.

      Wolf pushed the radio button and put it to his lips. “Nate, you copy?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’re on.”

      “Got it. We’re on.”

      Wolf clipped the radio to his belt and turned to Luke.

      Luke stood tall and still, her hand resting on the stock of the M4 Fabian had given her earlier.

      “You know how to fire that thing?” Wolf asked.

      She blinked in response.

      Baine came out of the trees, looking better, and came over to Wolf.

      “You okay?” Wolf asked.

      Baine wiped his forehead. “I’ve felt better.”

      Luke eyed him up and down and stepped back.

      “All right, everyone. Let’s go over this again.”

      Wolf outlined their plan to let the cartel get close and attack, going over various scenarios and what they would do in response.

      There was no way to predict the cartel’s exact movements. Would they stop down the road and come in on foot? Would they drive all the way to the front of the house and come out with guns blazing?

      It was going to take good play calling on the fly from Wolf, and quick reactions from everyone else.

      Morale was high after Wolf’s third rendition of the basic plan. Now they just had to wait.

      He checked his watch: 9:01. It had been eleven minutes since he’d talked to Patterson.

      “What do you think?” MacLean stepped close.

      Wolf closed his eyes against the sun’s warmth. “I think Patterson will be in touch any minute now.”

      He shifted onto his left foot, and his right leg throbbed. Looking down at Rachette’s phone, he wondered whether Patterson was having trouble getting back in touch. Maybe the wheels were already in motion but she had no way of contacting them. Cell service coverage was minimal in many areas around the Chautauqua Valley.

      “How are you holding up?” MacLean asked.

      Wolf nodded. “All right, let’s get into position.”
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      By 9:13 a.m. there was still no response from Patterson and Wolf’s blood pressure was escalating.

      Baine swiped at something invisible. “Damn spiders are everywhere.”

      They both squatted behind a rotting pile of firewood a few paces off the east end of the house. The wood sat underneath a sagging lean-to structure made of bleached timber.

      Off to their right Rachette and Munford huddled next to one another alongside the house, taking refuge behind two piles of scrap wood.

      “They’re quite the couple,” Baine said with a smirk.

      Wolf watched as Rachette’s lips moved and Munford’s stretched in a nervous smile.

      “I wonder what her angle is,” Baine said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Baine shrugged. “Mmm. I don’t know. Beautiful girl like that going after Rachette? Kind of reminds me of Gail Olson all over again.”

      Wolf kept silent. He’d been thinking the same thing, but was never going to say it.

      “She’s the only Byron person here.”

      Wolf had gone through these same thoughts in his own mind and had already pulled Rachette aside, telling him to keep a close eye on her when the action started, and that’s all that could be done.

      “We have approaching vehicles,” Nate’s voice came through the radio.

      Baine perked up. “Pattterson hasn’t even called and they’re showing up?”

      Wolf held up a hand to Baine and raised the radio. “What do they look like?”

      “They just came onto the straightaway. The lead is a black pickup truck with KC lights on top. It’s kicking up a lot of dust, but I think there are three pickups in line behind it. Same type, different colors.”

      “All right! They’re coming in. Everyone out of sight and wait for my signal!”

      Wolf’s pulse thumped in his neck.

      Baine leaned on one knee and stared past Wolf down the dirt road.

      They had a small gap in the trees through which they had a view all the way down the quarter-mile driveway to the end, where the county road passed by.

      Right here they could see what the cartel’s first moves would be, whether they pulled in and stopped, letting out the men to come in on foot, or whether they decided to drive up.

      “All right. Keep me posted, Nate. You ready?”

      “Damn right,” his voice scratched.

      Wolf smiled, thinking about one high-school game when Nate had the assignment of blocking the most dangerous man on the other team—a lightning-quick linebacker who later went on to play in the NFL. Repeatedly, Nate had gotten smothered, just barely slowing the big man enough to give Wolf time to let his desperate passes fly before getting leveled himself. Every time in the huddle before the next play, Wolf would ask him, You got number seventy-eight? and Nate would straighten his sod-covered helmet and say, Damn right.

      “They’re two hundred yards out.”

      A bead of sweat slid down Wolf’s cheek. The droning insects suddenly stopped and a low rumble filled the silence.

      “They’re … not slowing,” Nate said.

      Wolf dared not blink as he watched the county road below.

      The rumble grew louder and a black pickup truck flitted by, then a white pickup, then two more pickups, and then there was nothing but a cloud of dust.

      “They just went by. I’m looking … no brake lights. They’re not stopping.”

      Wolf stood up. “What the …”

      “What’s going on?” Baine asked, coming up alongside him.

      “What happened?” Rachette asked from the side of the house.

      “They drove right by!” Baine answered.

      Wolf held the phone in his hand and stared at it. There was still nothing from Patterson. He brought her phone number up on the screen.

      “Wait a minute,” Nate said, his voice urgent in the radio. “We’ve got more vehicles coming. Stand by.”

      Wolf pocketed the phone and walked to the woodpile again. “Everyone hold your positions!”

      “What the hell is going on?” Nate said. “It’s FBI.”

      “What? Are you sure?” Wolf gripped the radio tight.

      “It’s the same unmarked Crown Vics that’ve been crawling all over town the last few days, I’m sure.” Nate sounded like he was standing in a waterfall. “Looks like they’re going after the cartel. They’re keeping their distance, that’s for sure … geez, there’s seven, eight vehicles. I saw light bars inside the rear windows. Definitely FBI … they’re gone.”

      Wolf stood and put the radio on his belt.

      “What do we do?” Baine asked.

      Wolf felt a vibration in his jeans pocket, pulled out the second phone he carried, and took in the caller’s ID—the white-skinned, tattooed guy from the storage locker.

      He pressed the button and put it to his ear.

      “Is this Wolf?”

      The background noise was loud.

      “Who’s this?” Wolf asked.

      “I said, is this Wolf?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I just wanted to let you know we’re on our way to get your son.”

      Wolf held his breath.

      “I’ll be in touch. Keep the phone on.”

      The phone went dead.

      Already at a full run, Wolf pocketed the phone and opened Baine’s truck door. Sitting behind the wheel, he reached up, finding the jingling keys still in the ignition, and fired it up.

      Baine jumped in the passenger seat. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Wolf reversed, turned the truck around, and jammed the brakes as Luke jumped in front of him.

      She ran to the back door and dove into the back seat. “What the heck is going on?” she asked. “Was that the Bureau trailing them?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yep.”

      “What are they up to?” Baine asked.

      Wolf stomped the accelerator, leaving Nate in a fresh cloud of dust as he turned onto the county road.
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      Pope hung up and smiled to himself.

      Pulling out the map he’d printed off their satellite internet-enabled computer twenty minutes earlier, he placed a finger on the turnoff they’d just passed, then followed the road to the turn-off they needed.

      He leaned toward the windshield. “There’s a gradual turn left, and then we’re taking the next right turn after that.”

      Johnson was going too fast.

      “Right, right!”

      The truck careened sideways as he jammed the brakes, and they skidded past, missing the turn.

      “Idiot!”

      The train of trucks jammed their brakes behind them, and Pope heard sliding tires and then a pop of fender slamming into fender.

      Pope bared his teeth. “Go.”

      Johnson swallowed and leaned toward the windshield. Chalky dust came in through the cracked windows and it was impossible to see, but Johnson pressed the gas anyway, knowing he’d incur Pope’s wrath if he didn’t.

      The truck lurched and bounced as it passed through the drainage dip, and Pope held tight onto the roof bar. Through his flexed arm, he released the murderous rage he felt for the man next to him, threatening to rip the plastic handle clean off.

      “Sorry, boss,” Johnson said as they revved up onto the road and made their way in the right direction.

      He glanced in the rear-view and shook his head, watching two men climb back in the trucks, shaking fists at one another, like they were a traveling circus.

      Leaning back, he visualized murdering this Wolf guy one more time. Then he imagined murdering the numbnuts in charge of the FBI for losing Wolf in the first place.

      Pope shut his eyes and elbowed his window as hard as he could, exploding the glass into a thousand pieces. It showered onto his arm and lap.

      Checking the damage he’d done to his arm, he wiped a dollop of blood onto his pants and looked over at Johnson.

      Johnson stared unblinking out the windshield.

      “Don’t worry, Johnson. When we get Wolf’s kid, Wolf will come running. And then we’re back in the clear.”

      But Pope was lying and they both knew it. Too many people were now involved, all lining up to help out this Wolf guy. He’d underestimated this man’s resources. This had the potential to be a loud and messy situation. Biblical violence.

      He closed his eyes and took deep breaths, feeling the crisp mountain air fluttering against his skin from the blown-out window.

      Then again, not necessarily. He opened his eyes. If he got the kid, they could separate Wolf from whomever else he was with, and then just make him and his kid disappear completely. Or maybe stage a murder-suicide. A distraught father unable to cope with the sticky web of reality he’d spun around himself.

      The framing of Wolf could still stand up. All the blame could still be pointed in Wolf’s direction.

      Pope exhaled, lamenting the FBI and their incompetence.

      He wished he could smash the window again, or kill Johnson.

      For a long moment, he stared at Johnson and visualized shooting him in the throat, and it made him feel better when Johnson broke into a fresh sweat.

      Pope brushed off the map and put his finger on the dashed line representing their county road. “It’s going to be a left after this straightaway.”

      Johnson let off the gas so fast it was a flinch, and Pope smiled to himself.

      Checking the side-view mirror, he swept a chunk of glass outside and saw the line of trucks bringing up the rear, all within a few car lengths of them and choking on dust.

      Just as he leaned back his mind registered a glint in the distance and he reached out in the wind and gripped the mirror.

      “Slow down.”

      Johnson let off the gas.

      Pope counted the trucks.

      “We’re being followed.” The grill of the Dodge pickup riding their ass swung into view.

      He pulled out his phone. There was no service.

      “Damn.” Checking the map again, he pulled out his pistol and laid it on his leg. “Punch it. Get to that left turn, then pull over.”

      Johnson mashed the accelerator and the truck jumped forward. The trucks behind them disappeared, but before long the chrome grill behind them emerged in the storm of dust, the men behind desperately keeping close as they’d been ordered to.

      “Don’t miss the turn this time.” Pope pointed his pistol forward. “It’s coming up.”

      They reached the end of the straightaway and the road gently curved right. Beyond that, the left turn was clear as day.

      Johnson braked with plenty of space to slow this time and turned.

      “Pull over.”

      Pope was out of the truck before they’d stopped. He took higher ground in the trees to see who was following them.

      The other trucks pulled behind and parked, and everyone looked up at him in silence behind the windows.

      He gave the cut-engine sign, and the forest plunged into silence.

      Eyes stinging as the dust coated his eyeballs, he squinted and focused on the turn in the road ahead.

      With stomach-sinking horror, he watched as a line of FBI vehicles came skidding around the corner.
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      Wolf leaned onto the steering wheel.

      “This is definitely the way?” Luke asked for the third time.

      “Yes,” Baine said, “for the last time, this is the way.”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense. How would they know?” Luke leaned up next to Wolf and pointed out the windshield. “I saw a flash. Did you see that?”

      Wolf nodded, letting off the gas. They’d been driving in a perpetual trail of dust for over a mile now, and it had dissipated enough to show a long straightaway, so Wolf had pushed the engine of Baine’s old pickup truck to the max.

      The needle dropped down fast from eighty miles per hour.

      “Turn!” Baine yelled as he pressed himself back in the seat.

      Wolf jammed the brakes and tried to control the skid as the rear end drifted left.

      The dust was thick now.

      There were three metallic pops on the hood, and the windshield became a white web of cracks.

      “Gunshots!” Luke yelled.

      Still skidding, Wolf cranked the wheel the other way to correct for the initial spin, and felt the truck swing opposite. Outside the passenger window, a maroon sedan parked in the middle of the road came up fast.

      “Hang on!”

      The bed of the truck slammed into the back of the sedan with a crunch and the window next to Baine shattered on impact, spraying glass inside the cab.

      Wolf reached for Baine and pulled him close just as Baine dove at him to escape the brunt of the impact.

      They rocked to a stop and the truck stalled out.

      Wolf straightened and saw Luke upside down in the back seat.

      “Are you guys all right?”

      Baine grunted. “Yeah.”

      Luke squirmed and kicked, and then righted herself. She had a stream of blood down her face, but looked alert. “I’m all right.”

      Only then did it dawn on Wolf that outside it had been a constant rat-tat-tat of automatic gunfire interspersed with popping pistols.

      A man in a suit and flak jacket poked his head through Baine’s window. “Are you folks all right? We need to get you …” He stared at Luke in the back seat. “Luke.”

      “Benjamin.”

      “Are you all right? We’ve been looking for you guys for days.”

      Luke slid to the back door and tried to open it. “No shit.”

      Wolf got out and opened the driver’s-side rear door and Luke slid out.

      Baine climbed out after them and they ducked behind the wrecked truck next to Agent Benjamin.

      Bullets smacked into the side of Baine’s truck and they ducked low.

      Benjamin crawled next to Luke. “No, I mean we’ve been trying to get hold of you. Haven’t you checked your email?”

      Wolf racked back the slide on the Beretta and watched the conversation out of his peripheral vision.

      “My email?” Luke checked her pistol. “No.”

      Benjamin fired at a man in the trees dressed in camouflage pants and a football jersey, carrying an assault rifle.

      The guy dropped without knowing what had hit him.

      “What?” Luke asked. “An email?”

      Benjamin nodded at Wolf and Baine. “Agent Benjamin,” he said, introducing himself.

      “Baine.”

      A window above them exploded and a bullet ricocheted off the dirt, cutting Wolf off from introducing himself.

      “Why were you guys on their tail?” Luke asked.

      “A sting gone bad. We followed them and they stopped and opened fire on us.” Benjamin pointed. “At least most of them. One truck drove away up the road as we came up. They turned on us and started firing. It’s like they were covering the one guy as he escaped, the coward.”

      Wolf ducked and ran behind the maroon Crown Vic, and then raised the Beretta as he passed through into the open.

      A cartel member was standing behind the hood of a truck, letting rip a string of auto fire in another direction. Wolf fired two rounds into the man’s side, dropping him, and then continued on to the next FBI vehicle.

      The agent cranked his head, gave Wolf a double take, and then aimed at Wolf.

      Wolf recognized the man as Agent Frye, the small wiry man from his interrogation months ago.

      Frye dropped his aim as Wolf slid next to him.

      “You, what are you doing here?” Frye asked.

      “I need a car, now.”

      Frye fired twice into the trees after a fleeing cartel member. “Kind of bad timing for you to finally show up, Wolf.”

      “My son is a mile up that road.”

      Frye ducked down and put his back against his door. “What?”

      “Up that road. My son is up there. I think that truck that left is going after him.”

      Frye shook his head. “Shit. There’s still four or five cartel men taking cover between those trucks.”

      “Give me your keys.”

      Luke, Baine, and Benjamin slid next to them like base runners coming into third.

      Wolf held out his hand. “Now!”

      Frye handed the keys over. “I’ll be shooting from the rear.”

      Without another word, Frye opened the back door, climbed in, and closed it.

      “Lay down some cover fire,” Wolf said as he climbed behind the wheel.

      Luke, Baine, and Agent Benjamin nodded with wide eyes.

      With knees jammed against the steering-wheel column and his head tilted to avoid the ceiling, Wolf shut the door, put the key in the ignition, and pressed the gas.

      The V8 engine revved at the slightest touch and he silently apologized to Baine, Luke and Benjamin as he spat dirt all over them.

      Wolf watched in the rear-view as Frye rose to his knees on the back seat. There was a loud pop inside the car as Frye shot out the rear window, and then his gun roared.

      Wolf mashed the accelerator and shot out the passenger window, then continued to fire as they sped past the line of cartel pickup trucks.

      The engine screamed and bullets slapped into the side of the Caprice. He squinted as shrapnel hit his bare arms and face. Holding his breath, he waited for a deformed piece of lead to enter his body. Certainly with so many bullets hitting the car he was going to take at least one bullet. He knew what it would feel like. It would sting and then be unimaginably hot. But it would be a pain that could not compare to losing Jack.

      He pressed the accelerator hard into the floor, but the engine was already performing to its potential, pushing him back into the seat.

      The sputtering fire of the automatic rifles was a blur outside, and then they were through.
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      Pope had always known he would die in battle. From the day he’d taken Gabe’s advice and joined the marines, he’d known that being a soldier was the life for him.

      Had his youth counselor from the Denver YMCA all those years ago lived longer, he’d have probably been unsurprised by Pope’s dismissal from the marines and his rise to the top of the biggest illegal drug-smuggling operation the Rocky Mountains had ever known.

      Pope had always been a leader, even back in the days of wandering the streets of north Denver. He’d always been a commander, a fighter who was willing to do the dirty work. When you were abandoned by your parents, that’s what you had to do. Nobody else was going to look out for you. Nobody else was going to tell you that you had what it took to be great. You had to take greatness and wring it by its neck, and then shove it in your pocket.

      The air howling through the passenger window dried the tears from his cheeks as he sped at seventy miles per hour up the dirt road.

      He was at the end and he knew it. And he also knew he would die just as he’d lived—with greatness. But to do so, he’d have to take it. He’d have to make it happen.

      Everyone was going to die today. It was going to be something people talked about in awed whispers for generations.

      As he approached the crest of a hill, he hugged the right side of the road because, though cataclysmic and memorable, a fiery head-on collision would be a trivial way to end it all after coming so far.

      After coming so far? Where exactly had he come to? What had he been fighting and killing all these people for?

      With that thought, he drifted back into the center of the road as he topped the hill, leaving his seat as the tires left the road.

      There was no oncoming vehicle on the other side. No crash to end his miserable, pointless life.  Only a straight downhill cut through the pine trees and a clearing at the bottom. In the clearing, on the right side of the road, stood a dilapidated building. The twisting wooden fire tower told him this was his destination.

      So be it. Everyone would die.

      He let the truck continue at breakneck speed for another few seconds and then pumped the brake.

      The rear swayed from side to side as the wheels skidded, and the building came up fast. With expert precision, he slid sideways and then stopped alongside the building in a puff of dust.

      Quickly he scanned the rear field behind the firehouse and saw a man looking in his direction.

      Just as the truck rocked to a stop he jammed it in park and got out, not bothering to waste the extra second to turn off the engine.

      The man in the field was the fat ass ex-sheriff, raising a pistol and looking shocked by Pope’s sudden appearance. He was out in the wide open, standing like a moron in the clearing with the cover of trees at least a football field away from him.

      With his own pistol raised, Pope chose to run at the man diagonally, straight out in the open rather than taking cover behind the fire-tower stairs.

      Pop-pop-pop. Bullets whizzed over Pope’s head—close, but no cigar. Pope jammed a foot into the soft dirt and crouched to one knee, and then with trophy-winning accuracy and speed he shot the man twice in the chest, dropping him to the ground.

      As the shots echoed down the valley, he heard pebbles crunch underneath a shoe directly behind him. He’d run around the back of the building and into an ambush from behind.

      But Pope’s name was on a plaque at Camp Pendleton, and as he twisted and locked the pistol sight on the kid’s chest, he fired, knowing the kid didn’t stand a chance.
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      Patterson was as quiet as Lancaster on the outside, but was screaming on the inside.

      They were almost there. Just a single block on Main Street and they were going to be in the parking lot of the station, where, if all was going according to plan, three special agents were waiting to take Lancaster into custody—crouching unseen in the parking lot and ready to move just before they entered the building.

      Counting her, that was four against one, and she liked those odds.

      But they first needed to get there without incident.

      As the SUV bounced into the lot and Lancaster swung into a parking spot, she took a steely breath.

      Hopping out and walking to the rear of the SUV, she almost collided with a Byron deputy she recognized as Prough.

      Prough looked like he’d just finished running a hundred-yard dash with a tiger chasing him.

      He stopped right in front of Patterson and gulped air. “You heard?”

      Patterson cringed and looked around the parking lot. There was no sign of FBI agents.

      “Some huge FBI sting up on Star Ridge Road gone wrong. Turned into a chase, and there’s a whole bunch of shots …”

      Patterson looked at Lancaster.

      Behind those mirrored sunglasses there was a twitch of his eyebrows, and that was enough for Patterson.

      Like the crack of a whip she drew her pistol and leveled it on Lancaster. “Freeze!”

      Prough went silent and stumbled backwards, catching a heel and landing on his ass on the asphalt.

      She ignored the deputy, keeping her unblinking gaze on those mirrored shades. “Put your hands in the air right now.”

      Lancaster put his hands out and took a step back. “Whoa, Deputy. What’s going on?” His voice had a high timbre she’d never heard before. Desperation. She realized he was playing to Prough.

      And it worked. Prough got up, drew his own weapon, and pointed it at Patterson. “Drop your weapon, Patterson! Drop it!”

      Patterson shook her head.

      “Fire!” Lancaster yelled, like a quarterback trying to draw the defense offside.

      Patterson flinched but kept her pistol level. “Prough, don’t listen to him!”

      “Fire, Prough! That’s an order!”

      “Stand down! Stand down!” Three FBI jacketed men weaved toward them through the cars, pistols drawn and aimed at Lancaster.

      “Stand down, Deputy,” the first agent said, reaching Prough. “Male deputy, stand down, now.”

      Prough swallowed and eyed the agents, and then lowered his weapon. “What the heck?”

      With a draw so fast it was a blur, Lancaster raised his pistol and began firing. Two of the FBI agents toppled backward onto the asphalt.

      Without hesitation, Patterson aimed her gun and squeezed the trigger, punching a hole in Lancaster’s chest. Then she shot again, and then again.

      As her hearing became muffled, she watched Lancaster’s body convulse and spew blood as the other FBI agent emptied his clip into him.

      Holstering her weapon, she rushed to the first agent on the ground. He was grunting and howling in pain. The other man clenched his chest, rolling from side to side, and then a loud inhale broke his silence.

      With a flood of relief, she realized they were both been wearing flak jackets and, by the looks of it, were just catching their wind. They may have had a few broken ribs each, but they would live.

      “Are you two okay?”

      After another few seconds they got to their knees and looked at Lancaster’s corpse.

      Patterson ignored the carnage and stepped up to the agent who had fired. “What happened up on Star Ridge Road?”
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      Having sat in disuse for twenty-five years, the firehouse was a weeded-over one-story, oversized garage with broken-out windows. The structure sagged under its own weight, and the four-story tower behind it had been roped off in case local kids decided to climb its brittle wooden stairs.

      The building itself was a poor place for shelter, or cover from a gun-wielding madman, but the entire property was surrounded by thick forest on all sides.

      As Wolf drove nearer, he saw the black pickup truck parked alongside the house and reminded himself just how well covered Burton and Jack would’ve been.

      But would they have been expecting danger from a lone visitor? Would they have been drawn out into the open?

      Wolf jammed the brakes and put the car in park. As it slid to a full stop, he jumped out the door with his gun raised.

      Frye spilled out of the back and strode next to him, covering the left side while Wolf took right.

      The pickup-truck door was wide open and engine still running, making it impossible to hear anything but the metallic rumbling of the diesel motor.

      Wolf aimed inside, then reached in and twisted the key.

      They froze in the silence.

      “Jack!”

      The suspense was too much. He marched around the side of the house with his pistol raised.

      “Wait,” Frye hissed, taking cover at the corner.

      Wolf skidded to a stop, taking aim at the back of a man holding a pistol, then lowered his weapon when he realized it was Jack’s lanky form. At his son’s feet lay a muscular, white-skinned body covered in blood.

      “Jack.”

      Jack twisted around and fell onto one knee as he raised his pistol.

      “It’s me, Dad!”

      Jack’s gun clattered to the ground. He blinked and tears fell down his cheeks.

      “I shot him. He missed me and I shot him. He’s not dead. I didn’t kill him.”

      Frye stepped up and kicked a pistol lying on the ground into the dry grass.

      Wolf pulled his son into a hug, and he had to grip hard to keep standing as relief flooded through him.

      The man on the ground coughed.

      “Clayton Pope,” Frye said. “Known to be one of the highest-ranking men in the Colorado Ghost Cartel.”

      Blood pumped from a hole near Pope’s heart. His tattooed arm was slathered in red, making the sick rendition of the Pope drawn on it look even worse.

      “Where’s Burton?” Wolf asked.

      Jack pointed to the field. “He’s shot. The guy shot him, so I had to shoot. I had to.”

      Frye ran into the field toward Burton and knelt next to him. “He’s alive! Shot in the right shoulder. Could have caught the lung.”

      Frye ripped off his own button-up shirt and began dressing the wound.

      Burton squirmed and grunted while Frye called for an ambulance on his cell phone.

      “He’ll be all right,” Frye said. “You’ll be all right.”

      Wolf stepped to Burton and knelt down. “Hey, old man. You all right?”

      Burton nodded with clenched eyes and teeth. “Jack got him?”

      “Yes.”

      Burton nodded and let out a breath, clearly relieved.

      “We’ve got a helicopter coming up for you. Just sit back and relax,” Frye said.

      “Shit, I don’t need a helicopter.”

      “We’ll take the ride, and then worry about if you needed it or not.”

      Jack stood frozen behind them, staring at a bullet hole in the side of the run-down building.

      Wolf walked over and stood over Pope.

      “Did I kill him?” Jack asked with a cracking voice. “Shit … did I kill him?”

      Pope looked up at Wolf and smiled. His chest gurgled repeatedly as he laughed, his red teeth gleaming in the sun.

      “No. You didn’t.”

      Wolf aimed at the man’s head and pulled the trigger.
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      Wolf tucked the gun in the rear of his pants and stepped away from the dead drug-lord.

      Frye was standing next to Burton now, his hand lowering from his shoulder holster.

      “He was reaching for his gun,” Wolf said.

      Frye knelt back down next to Burton. “I’ll need to take that weapon, Wolf.”

      For the first time, Wolf noticed the absolute silence beyond Jack’s labored breathing and Burton’s grunts. “I think the shooting is over back there.”

      Wolf walked back to Burton and knelt down. “Thank you, Hal. You kept my son safe.”

      Burton’s lips moved.

      “Lean back and relax.” Frye said. Then he stood and dialed a number on his phone. “What’s going on up there? Okay … casualties? Dang it … all right. We’ve got a civilian with a gunshot wound. Medevac is on its way.”

      Jack stood motionless, staring at Pope’s dead body.

      Wolf put an arm around his shoulder and led him away.

      “You think he was the one who killed Mom?”

      “I think he was the one who gave the order.”

      “We’ve got one dead agent, three shot.” Frye pocketed his phone and closed his eyes.

      “Who was it?” Wolf asked, dreading the answer.

      “Benjamin.”

      Wolf nodded, feeling guilt-ridden relief.

      Frye opened his eyes and nodded. “Luke’s been shot, too.”

      Wolf jogged away toward the shot-up Crown Vic.

      “I need your weapon, Wolf!”

      “So do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Wolf parked the sputtering sedan nose to nose with the first shot-up cartel pickup truck and got out. Two legs stuck out from beneath it, lying in a fresh stream of blood.

      Sirens blared in the distance and the first in a line of SBCSD vehicles crunched to a stop on the county road.

      Wolf jogged past the pickup trucks, swerving around dead cartel members along the way.

      “Freeze!” an agent yelled, and suddenly there were ten guns trained on Wolf.

      Wolf froze and held up his hands.

      “All clear!” another agent said. “Hold your fire!”

      Wolf waited until each and every pistol had been lowered, then walked toward a group of agents clustered around someone on the ground. He held his breath as he saw the gray sweatpants, then upped his pace when he noticed they were soaked in blood.

      “Stand back,” an agent said, his arms outstretched to the others.

      “Luke.”

      She opened her eyes and Wolf was immediately relieved at her healthy appearance.

      She looked more annoyed by the wound than in pain. “Are you all right? Is Jack all right?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yes, he’s fine.”

      “Stand back,” the agent said again.

      He tried to glimpse the severity of Luke’s wounds as he backed away. The agent was pressing a towel on her thigh. Other than that, she looked scratched up from the earlier car crash. Thigh wounds in the right spot, however, could be fatal.

      “I’ll be all right,” Luke said with tears in her eyes. “They got Benjamin.” She nodded toward a body next to a vehicle down the line. An FBI jacket was draped over the torso and face of a man lying in red mud.

      Wolf nodded. “Stay put and let them do their thing.”

      An ambulance stutter-honked and approached between the growing congregation of feds and Sheriff’s-Department vehicles arriving on scene.

      “I’ll see you soon.” Wolf peered through the dust and rushing men and women, and spotted Patterson climbing out of a vehicle in the distance.

      “Is Jack all right?” Rachette appeared out of nowhere next to him.

      “Yeah, he’s fine. Burton’s been shot. They’re sending up medevac to him.”

      “What was that?” Patterson asked as she reached them both.

      “Jack’s all right,” Rachette said. “Burton’s been shot.”

      “How bad?” Patterson asked.

      “He’ll live,” Wolf said.

      “Lancaster’s dead. Shot …” Patterson swallowed the rest of her sentence.

      Munford and MacLean walked up, and then Baine, Rachette, and Wilson. Everyone was wide eyed, taking in the mayhem.

      “What the hell did the feds do?” MacLean said in a low voice. “We had them coming right into our hands, and they screwed it all up.”

      Wolf nodded. “The cartel must have seen them on their tail and decided to run. They knew they’d be trapped if they came to the cabin.”

      “No,” Patterson said. “The cartel wasn’t even thinking about going to where you were, because I never told them. I never told Lancaster.”

      “What?” Rachette squared off with her. “After all that, you—”

      “The FBI already had a plan in place,” she said. “It made no sense to put you guys in danger.

      “Sir, the FBI got an email from Luke’s partner—a guy named Agent Tedescu. It explained that Lancaster was working hand in hand with the cartel from inside MacLean’s department. There’s too much to explain now, but, basically, from the moment they got the email, they knew you were innocent. But they couldn’t get in contact with either of you.”

      “What?” MacLean blurted. “When did they get that email? I never heard anything about that.”

      “The day after Wolf and Luke escaped. After the Gunnison sighting.”

      “They didn’t tell me that.” MacLean’s face was red.

      “They didn’t tell you, or us, anything because they suspected you were involved.”

      MacLean shook his head and petted his goatee.

      “They involved me because I was partnered with Lancaster. I gave him some false information and then lured him into the station so they could take him down. But he’s dead.” Patterson’s eyes frosted over. “He shot two FBI agents in their flak jackets, and … he’s dead.”

      “Wait a minute,” Rachette said. “What was this plan of theirs?”

      Patterson shrugged. “Basically the same as yours. They knew the cartel had gone after Wolf and Luke, because they found the shot-up truck with their prints inside, and they knew the cartel would jump at the chance to use Jack as leverage to get to Wolf. The FBI sent me a text message that looked like it was from you, and gave a bogus address up in the mountains to lure the cartel in.”

      “Where?” Rachette pressed her. “What address?”

      “I don’t remember the number.” She pulled out her phone. “Up on Star Ridge Road. And then you guys, no more than a few minutes later, called me and had pretty much the same plan.”

      “Star Ridge Road,” Rachette said with a sour face. “That’s a turn off the same county road we were on. But the cartel somehow got spooked by the feds, didn’t take the turn, and then decided to drive right to where Jack and Burton were? That doesn’t make much sense.”

      The truth hit Wolf like a punch in the nose. He closed his eyes and mouth to contain the scream welling up from within.

      He opened his eyes. “I was just with Frye. He said that half the agents were waiting at a farmhouse on Star Ridge, and the other half were following in vehicles. They were going to pinch the cartel in at the farmhouse, but Frye thinks the following vehicles got too close. The cartel was just running. It was dumb luck the route they were taking was toward Jack.”

      Rachette exchanged a glance with Wilson. “You think?”

      “Baine,” Wolf walked away from them, “I need you to take me back to Burton’s wife’s cabin. Jack left a few things we need.”

      “Wait,” Rachette protested.

      “Uh … sir?” Baine stood in his spot in their circle. “My truck is wasted.”

      Wolf stopped. “Oh, yeah. Patterson, give me your keys.”

      Patterson stood with a confused look.

      “Come on, damn it!”

      She dug them out and flung them as fast as she could.

      He caught them and pointed. “Luke’s shot—go see to her. Baine, let’s go.” He tossed the keys to Baine. “You’re driving. I’m in no shape to.”

      Baine fumbled the keys and then followed after him.

      “Hey, can I get my phone back?” Rachette asked.

      “No, I still need it.”

      Wolf walked away from confused grumbling and climbed into the passenger seat of Patterson’s squad SUV.

      As he settled into the leather cushion, he pulled out Rachette’s phone and set it on his leg. Then he pulled out Pope’s phone and set it on the other.

      Baine crammed in behind the wheel. “Jesus, we’ve got a midget on the force, and her name is Patterson.” He slid back the seat and eyed the devices on Wolf’s lap. “What’s with the phones?”

      “I have to make a call. Drive.”

      Baine cleared his throat and drove.
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      Patterson stood still, watching the SUV rumble away in a cloud of dust.

      A helicopter thumped overhead, pulling her attention to the sky.

      “Medevac on the way to pick up Burton,” Rachette said, massaging his shoulder.

      Patterson stopped a passing FBI agent. “Hey, what happened, exactly?”

      The agent looked annoyed. “These cartel guys pulled out automatic rifles and shot us to shit, that’s what happened.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Hey, we lost an agent in the firefight and we have another two down.” He pointed back toward the ambulance. “So if I may, please?” He walked away.

      Patterson watched as Luke was stretchered into the ambulance. For a second she considered running to speak to her, but that would only cause more delay and confusion. Luke was shot, but she was in good hands.

      “Did they see you following them or what?” Rachette asked another nearby agent.

      “Who?”

      “The cartel. You guys had a trap set up, right? And we hear they passed it by.”

      The agent faced off with Rachette. “There’s no way we were made. I was the lead car following them, and we were a half-mile behind. A half-mile filled with dust. No way they would have seen us.”

      “That’s not what it looked like to me. You guys were right on their ass.”

      The agent stepped up to Rachette. “What are you trying to say?”

      MacLean stepped between them. “Hey, Agent, I’m Sheriff MacLean with the SBCSD. And I think my deputy has a good question.”

      “With all due respect, sir, I don’t think he does. I think he’s trying to say we screwed up. That all this is our fault.”

      Patterson turned away from Luke and stepped toward the ensuing argument.

      Another few agents saw what was going on and moved near.

      “Hey, hey.” MacLean held up his hands. “We’re not causing trouble. Answer my deputy’s question, son. Were you guys made? You say you were a half-mile behind. But we saw you following closer than that when you passed us.”

      The agent refocused on the question. “We were half a mile out, and we were going to close in when they turned into the farmhouse. That was the plan. Only we got word that they never turned, so on ASAC Frye’s command we closed the gap. Agent Frye and other agents left the farmhouse and caught up with us. We were trying to get a game plan on the fly of how to take them down. We knew from previous surveillance that they were armed to the teeth.” He shook his head. “Frye was telling us to hang back just as these guys pulled off on this road and opened fire on us. Is that what you wanted to know?”

      MacLean was lost in thought. “Thank you.”

      The agent shook his head and walked away.

      Patterson watched MacLean. His lips were chomping and his eyes were glazed over.

      “Sir, what do you think?”

      He held up a finger. “I think if you’re working with the cartel you stay away from the action. You don’t get involved in it. You don’t get caught up in a firefight. If you did that, you’d be worried about allegiances in the heat of the moment. Your fellow agents would see.” He looked up and faced the trail of dust Wolf and Baine had left behind. “Your fellow deputies would see.”

      Patterson went rigid. “What are you saying?” She looked around the circle and stopped at Munford. “Wait. Was she with you guys that whole time?”

      “Whoa, easy,” Rachette said. “She’s not working with the cartel.”

      “You sure about that, Rachette?” Patterson beamed a look at Munford. “Your track record of reading women’s not too good.”

      Munford stood frozen.

      “Hey.” Rachette stepped in front of Patterson and put both hands up. “Back off—”

      Patterson shoved both of Rachette’s hands away. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Hey, guys, cool it!” Wilson was transfixed on something. “Where’s MacLean going?”

      MacLean’s truck fired up and showered rocks into the line of SBCSD vehicles as it sped away.

      She turned around and quickly realized her mistake. “Shit. Let’s go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 48

        

      

    

    
      Scrolling through one cell phone, Wolf steadied the other on his lap as they bounced down the dirt road.

      “Who’re you calling?” Baine asked for the second time.

      Wolf ignored him.

      “What … is that your phone?”

      Wolf found the phone number in Rachette’s cell and memorized it. “Just making a call.”

      Baine almost ran off the road and cranked the wheel. “Dang it.”

      Wolf eyed him. “What’s wrong? Gotta take another shit?”

      Baine wiped his forehead and rubbed his hand on his pants, like he was trying to start a fire with his palm.

      Pocketing Rachette’s phone, Wolf began searching one by one through the contacts in Pope’s.

      “The trouble with these damn cell phones,” Wolf said, “is that you never remember a number any more. I can remember five of my childhood friends’ phone numbers to this day, and not one of my deputy’s. Kind of messed up, huh?”

      Baine let out a noise—something between a gasp and a laugh.

      “Ah, here we go.”

      Wolf held up Pope’s phone and made a production of pushing his index finger on the screen.

      Baine looked over with an uncomprehending frown.

      Wolf nodded. “The call.” Waiting patiently, he looked at the screen. “Ah, roaming. It might take a few seconds, I guess.” He put it to his ear and heard nothing, and then there was a patchy ring.

      Baine’s face fell.

      Wolf dropped the still ringing phone on the floor and pointed the Beretta at Baine.

      “I can see the gerbils running in that tiny brain of yours. You’re wondering if you can pretend your way out of this. Like the phone in your pocket isn’t vibrating. Like I didn’t just figure out that you were programmed as number eight in the cell phone of a drug-cartel member.”

      Baine sagged and started to pant like an overheated dog. “I had to. They were going to kill my sister and her family if I didn’t do what they said.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second. We’re the Sheriff’s Department. We’re stacked with some good firepower ourselves, Deputy Baine. What I do believe is that they sweetened the deal with money.”

      Baine swallowed and gripped the steering wheel with ten wriggling fingers.

      “I was wondering how someone breaks into your locked desk without you knowing to steal that interview tape, then also manages to erase the file off YouTube that you emailed me that first night.”

      Baine shook his head. “I had to, sir. I had—”

      “Don’t call me sir. You have no allegiance to me.”

      Baine’s breathing stilled and so did his hands. Glancing down at Wolf’s lap, he jerked the wheel to the left and straightened his arms.

      The truck revved high and then tilted left as it flew off the steep shoulder, and they sailed into a cluster of lodge pole pines.

      Wolf floated in his seat. He put both legs on the dashboard, dropped the gun, and tried to get a handhold on something before the impact.

      But it all happened too fast.

      His entire world was an explosion of glass, the crunch of metal, a white powdery airbag punching into the side of his head, and then he was weightless. Perhaps dead.

      Then came a symphony of springs popping, shafts cracking, aluminum bending, and liquids sloshing as he connected hard with the plastic and leather of the interior.

      And then it was over.

      Dust and airbag powder stung his corneas as he blinked. It was impossible to see through the cloud of debris, so he closed his eyes and tried to feel his limbs one by one. He was conscious, but other than that he could feel no specific sensation.

      With sudden ferocity, his head spun, and with a gasp he opened his eyes.

      The dust had settled somewhat, and he saw that everything was upside down. He was on the roof, he realized, lying on his back, and he was staring at Baine, who hung upside down, still strapped in his seat, a deflated airbag, streaked in red, hanging from the steering wheel in front of him.

      Baine convulsed, and then jolted awake, and blood erupted from his nostrils like twin geysers.

      With a new sense of urgency, Wolf began to move. His right leg was completely numb. Looking down, he saw the bend in his thigh and knew his healing femur fracture had snapped in two.

      His arms were painted in warm blood from scrapes and lacerations from the glass, but otherwise free of broken bones and moved well enough.

      Baine unclipped himself and landed on Wolf’s leg.

      Wolf howled in pain—proof that his broken appendage had plenty of feeling left in it after all.

      With labored, gurgling breaths, Baine righted himself, with no regard to how much suffering he put Wolf through as he rolled on top of him.

      “I had no choice.” Baine’s face was inches from his, his teeth oozing strings of red saliva while his nose poured hot blood onto Wolf’s neck.

      Wolf locked eyes with Baine’s maniacal gaze and kept silent. With slow movements, he began to grope for a weapon along the rooftop underneath him, hoping against all odds that he would find the cold steel of the Beretta among the pebble-sized shards of glass.

      “No choice.” Spittle flung out between Baine’s teeth onto Wolf’s closed mouth.

      Baine snapped out of his rage and eyed a seatbelt strap hanging down near Wolf’s head.

      “Should have worn your seatbelt, Wolf.”

      Wolf grabbed the loose strap and wrapped it once around Baine’s neck, then grabbed both ends and pulled as hard as he could.

      Baine’s eyes bulged, and he tried to pry his fingers underneath.

      With all the strength he could muster, Wolf grunted and pulled harder.

      Sagging onto Wolf, Baine’s face turned lobster red as he gagged and squirmed. Then he thrashed, his knees slamming into Wolf’s thigh, sending fire-hose pulses of pain through his body.

      Baine saw the effect, so he started running in place on his knees.

      “Ahhh!” Wolf leaned up as hard as he could, connecting a head-butt against Baine’s nose. Then another. Then another.

      Baine sagged to Wolf’s side, and Wolf steered him onto his back on the felt covered roof. He pulled himself on top of Baine, his grip on the seatbelt strap relentless, but the pain in his leg was almost too much to bear.

      Baine’s face turned bright red and his puffy lips began moving, pleading.

      Wolf let up the slack and Baine sucked in a desperate breath.

      “Tell me everything.” Wolf’s own voice was muffled behind a growing symphony of ringing bells.

      “I had to, Wolf. You have to believe me.”

      “Was it you? Did you kill Sarah?”

      “No. Please. I’ll tell you everything. I can’t breathe.”

      Wolf released a little more pressure. A veil of black started to creep in from the edges of his vision.

      “It was Lancaster. He did it. I’ve just been reporting to these guys. Just keeping them informed. That’s it. It was that big white-skinned guy, Pope. He came to me a couple of months before the election. Told me I’d be working for them from now on, or he’d kill my sister and her family.”

      Wolf shook his head, trying to shake the darkness away.

      “I love them, Wolf.”

      Wolf tightened his grip, and the darkness seemed to recede. “I loved my family, too. I loved Sarah.”

      “It was … Lancaster.”

      “You knew he’d killed Sarah and you let him live? You could have told me from day one. You bastard, we could have taken them down.”

      “I was scared—” Baine made some choking noises and his eyes rolled.

      Wolf let up again on his grip. “You deserve to die,” he said between desperate breaths. The darkness was taking hold again, and his vision tilted.

      Baine’s eyes widened, and then relaxed. “I almost got strangled just like this for that taped interview with Gail Olson. I thought I was doing what the cartel wanted, keeping you in power so I could be their inside man in the new department. I didn’t know that Lancaster was already in place and they wanted MacLean to win the election.”

      Baine was stalling, letting Wolf slip further and further into the darkness, and there was nothing Wolf could do about it. He felt his grip slackening on the vinyl straps. His arms began to shake and go numb.

      Baine held still and talked faster. “Man, that Pope guy was pissed. I had to go back and get rid of that video. That was when Lancaster and I became acquainted. He said he’d get rid of MacLean’s copy. Said I was lucky to be alive, and I couldn’t screw up again or else my sister and her family were dead.”

      Wolf shook his head. “Shut up.”

      “But I guess he couldn’t get rid of MacLean’s video copy. The sheriff put it in a wall safe in his house or something. I got rid of your copy. Remember when I was there that day at your house? I just pretended to put it back in your desk. You were messed up on pain pills. And that Scotch you were drinking.”

      Wolf’s arm shook, almost giving way. “Shut up.” He pulled on the belt.

      Baine’s head rose fast.

      His head thumped, like a bowling ball had hit him in the nose, and he collapsed onto Baine’s chest. His ears were filled with a thousand bells chiming at once.

      He felt himself being rolled over by Baine’s strong hands. Blinking rapidly, his vision wavered like he was bobbing in fifty-foot seas.

      Baine straddled him and pressed the seatbelt across his neck. “I had no choice, Wolf. I had no choice about all this. And you should have worn your seatbelt.”

      Wolf let out a hacking noise as the strap dug harder into his neck. He felt and heard a crunch in his throat. Trying to suck in a breath, his diaphragm convulsed.

      And then, mercifully, Baine let up on his grip.

      Wolf’s lungs wheezed as he gasped for air, and it was the most painful yet relieving thing he’d ever felt.

      “You know, your wife made those noises after I shot her in the chest that first time.” Baine’s red teeth glimmered.

      Wolf’s eyes went wide and he punched the side of Baine’s head as hard as he could.

      Baine ignored the feeble gesture and pressed again on the strap, cutting off the air once more.

      “God damn, she was so beautiful. You really messed up with her, didn’t you? David Wolf, otherwise the perfect boy scout, a worthless screw-up like the rest of us when it comes to women.”

      Baine’s cheeks shook as he pressed as hard as he could.

      Wolf’s face felt like it was going to explode.

      “Allow me,” a voice came from somewhere else, and then the barrel of a pistol pressed against Baine’s forehead.

      There was a boom and scorching heat, then choking gunpowder smoke, and then nothing but darkness. Ringing bells, and darkness.
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      A pair of monarch butterflies floated near her perfect face, flapping against the warm wind as if striving to stay near. Her smile was too bright to look at directly. Wolf had to squint so hard that his surroundings became an overexposed wash of light, but he was content to lean back and close his eyes, knowing she lay on his shoulder, her straw hair tickling him softly as it blew on the freshening breeze.

      Cracking his eyes, he saw vivid blue orbs filling his vision. “You gonna wake up?”

      He smiled and nodded.

      “Wolf.”

      He blinked.

      “Hey.”

      He searched for the voice and found it in a wheelchair next to him.

      “How the hell do you pee?” Luke leaned forward and lifted Wolf’s bed sheet.

      The blue-wrapped plaster encased his entire right leg, crotch area, waist, and part of his left thigh. A bar connected them both to keep them immobile for the time being. According to the doctor, he’d be stuck in this peeing-dog position for two weeks before some of the cast came off.

      “I was wondering why my leg was so warm.” He grabbed a sip of water from the bottle next to him.

      She laughed. “You were dreaming about Sarah.”

      Reality came back to him: beeping machines, a button for pain medication, a button for his bed, crappy daytime television.

      “I was?”

      She nodded. “You said her name.”

      He leaned back and closed his eyes. “I need more meds.”

      “They got me on Percocet. Good stuff.”

      He nodded and cracked an eye. “How are you feeling?”

      She looked down at her leg, which was in a cast and jutting out in pike position.

      “I don’t think I can even get in that position,” he said, “and they put a cast on you like that?”

      “You said that joke yesterday.”

      He laughed and winced as pain spread underneath his cast. “I need more meds.”

      “I wanted to come by, read you this email before I get out.”

      “The all-this-was-for-nothing email? I don’t know if I want to hear it.”

      They stared at one another for a second, both knowing that he was lying. He wanted to hear it, and he owed Luke everything for what she had done for him.

      This Agent Tedescu email he’d been hearing so much about supposedly explained Wolf’s innocence, but if he and Luke had simply turned themselves in and let the FBI go about its business of taking down the cartel, Sarah’s justice would’ve been left in the hands of lawyers. High-priced cartel lawyers like the ones who had gotten Gail Olson off for possession of twenty-two pounds of marijuana and over one hundred thousand dollars, reduced it to nothing, and then turned it into a counter-suit against the Ashland Police Department.

      Witnesses would’ve been murdered.

      Sooner or later, it would’ve ended the way it had.

      “Let’s hear it,” Wolf said.

      Luke cleared her throat and read off the screen of her phone.

      

      Dear Agent Frye,

      This message is to you, who I feel I owe more to than our SAC, who we both know I’ve never gotten along with since Farmington, and to the agents of the Denver field office of the FBI. When you are done reading this and acting as you feel fit, please share this with them.

      I am sending this email to explain the conduct of myself and Special Agent Paul Smith in the last three years.

      I’m pretty certain I’m being hunted and that my days are numbered. In fact, I’m sure I’m on my final day of life and I need to clear my conscience, and make sure the Bureau knows that my wife and children knew absolutely nothing about what Agent Smith and I have done.

      I have given Special Agent Kristen Luke the location and access to a storage locker in which we have placed physical evidence that will prove the existence of the Ghost Cartel. In case the information in that storage locker is not self-explanatory, or if the information is gone because the Ghost Cartel has beaten Special Agent Luke to it, which is a very real possibility, I want to explain everything. Lives are at stake.

      In case it is in dispute, let me make it perfectly clear that Special Agent Luke knows nothing about what we have done. She has been a solid, respectable partner who has been dedicated to upholding the oath she took when she joined the Bureau.

      Agent Smith and I have known about the existence of the Ghost Cartel—the players, the members, the exact methods of operation—for over three years.

      Two years ago, Agent Smith figured out that a corporation named WCB Holdings had purchased some rural properties in Byron County. Upon further investigation, and with the help of a real-estate agent named Sarah Muller from Rocky Points, Colorado, we found WCB Holdings to be a shell company for the Ghost Cartel.

      Smith and I staked out and took extensive pictures of these properties, proving they were illegal marijuana grow facilities. We followed their business activities for months, documenting and taking pictures of the operation, which included the smuggling of vast amounts of marijuana from Colorado to other western states including California, Nevada, Idaho, and New Mexico, all funneled through Ashland Moving and Storage, located in Ashland, Colorado.

      Just recently, we learned that the Ghost Cartel had again approached Sarah Muller, once more under the guise of WCB Holdings, to purchase two more properties, this time north, just outside of Rocky Points, Colorado.

      This is where I tell you about my and Agent Smith’s illegal activities. I’ll spare you the long story explaining the whys, and say only that the humiliation we had to endure after the Farmington raid went south, and the aftermath, and the demotion, and the split-up, and how we were treated as less than agents from that point on, was too much for us to bear. We were changed. We were broken, and we broke our oaths. I cannot speak for Agent Smith, but I’m not proud of it.

      After we compiled a detailed case file against the Ghost Cartel, instead of bringing it to our superiors, we took a copy of the entire file to the cartel itself. We made it clear that, upon our deaths, we had a mechanism in place to inform the Bureau about everything if harm should come to us. Our silence cost them a fee, and we’ve been collecting that fee for the last few years. I won’t discuss the exact amount, but know that my wife was not aware of this payment or its source. She was under the impression that I’d inherited money from my late father’s estate.

      As we all know, three and a half months ago Agent Smith was murdered, along with the real-estate agent in Rocky Points, Colorado. This has to do directly with the new properties purchased by the cartel outside of Rocky Points, the fact that Smith and I learned about them, and the political race for sheriff of the newly merged Sluice and Byron Counties.

      Agent Smith and I realized that the cartel was expanding northward into the former Sluice County—expanding its operations as the size of the county expanded. Agent Smith approached the cartel and told them we required more money since we would be keeping this new information quiet. As Smith put it, as their operation grew, so our fee needed to grow.

      They acquiesced, and began paying us more money. I was increasingly frightened by the prospect, but Agent Smith was not. He did not have a family to worry about. He seemed to be living his true calling, acting the extortionist to dangerous men.

      Agent Smith, as we all know, ended up dead in a sedan with the real-estate agent in question. The reason is clear enough. The reason I was spared for all this time is not, but I was told that Smith’s death was not a sanctioned move inside the cartel. I’m not sure what this means, other than there could be a power struggle happening within the cartel itself. Perhaps a breakout faction of the cartel murdered Agent Smith, fed up with his brazen moves. Perhaps this faction has won an inside battle, and that is why they are going after me right now.

      As far as the former sheriff of Sluice County goes, he is innocent of all wrong-doings, no matter how it will look by the end of the day. I know this because Agent Smith and I were given those photos of Gail Olson making a drug swap with the Sluice County deputy. Gail Olson worked for the cartel and, as far as we could gather, the cartel made her set up the Sluice County deputy named Rachette, and they took the photos of her making the drugs hand-off.

      We were given those photos because we were told that if we were to be paid more money, we needed to start pulling more weight in the cartel’s affairs.

      We started working with a man named Clayton Pope, whose profile is included in the storage unit, but easy enough to gather yourself. It was clear to me that Pope did not like us, and I’m pretty certain he is the one after me today.

      Back to the point, Pope ordered Smith and I to put the pictures into play to make the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department look bad, and help MacLean and the employees of the Byron County Sheriff’s Department retain power in the merged county going forward.

      Why? Because the cartel has a mole or moles inside the Byron County Sheriff’s Department, and they want to keep them there as the county expands. We suspect that the man named Lancaster is a mole. His attitude spurred us to look into his financials, and he is clearly taking payments. After a thorough investigation into MacLean and his financials, it’s clear that the sheriff is unaware of the infiltration inside his department.

      All of the information Agent Smith and I have compiled on the Ghost Cartel and proof of what I’ve said in this email can be found at the Trout Creek Moving and Storage facility in Gunnison, Colorado—Unit #62.

      I’m afraid that time is short on retrieving this information, however. Jeffrey Lethbridge was the lawyer we secretly tasked to pass on the information to the Bureau upon our death. Somehow the cartel found out his identity, and the nature of our relationship with him, and he and his entire family have been executed this morning. Furthermore, his copy of the storage key has been taken.

      I have given my copy of the storage-unit key to Kristen Luke in the hope that she can beat them to the contents inside.

      I’m not proud of what Agent Smith and I have done. But I hope in the end that this email and the information we’ve compiled can help bring down these evil men.

      By the end of today, I know I’ll have suffered a fate that I deserve.

      We messed with the bull and got the horns.

      Please, sir, I implore you, make sure my family does not suffer the same fate as I have.

      Sincerely,

      Terrence Tedescu, Former Special Agent

      

      Wolf took a sip of water. “What I don’t get is that this email came in to Frye that night we were camped out in the woods, right?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      “So why weren’t Frye and the FBI waiting for us at the storage unit the next day?”

      “Because I didn’t get the email until later that day.” Frye’s voice came from the doorway. “I was driving all around the mountains, chasing your ass, and the poor excuse for cell service you guys have up here didn’t deliver Tedescu’s email to my phone until a day later. After we’d already missed you at Gunnison.”

      Luke wheeled back from Wolf’s bed and swiveled to face her boss.

      “That, and it eventually came to my personal email address, and I’m not in the habit of scouring my personal emails on my phone when I’m chasing a perp. So I didn’t see the email in time. And then once I had seen it, you guys had already disabled your phones and weren’t answering our calls.” Frye walked in uninvited and gazed out the hospital-room window. “Nice view.”

      Wolf followed his eyes to the western peaks, which were darkened in afternoon shadow.

      “What day is it?” Wolf asked.

      “It’s Tuesday,” Luke said. “Four days after.”

      Wolf remembered the gun poking in the truck window and pressing against Baine’s head. He recalled the sound, light, and heat. And the voice.

      “MacLean saved me,” Wolf said.

      Luke nodded. “He followed you and Baine in his truck, saw you guys wrecked in the trees.”

      Frye cleared his throat. “According to Sheriff MacLean, he heard Deputy Baine confess to murdering your ex-wife.”

      Wolf’s eyes glazed over as he remembered his final moments of consciousness that day. “Yes. He did.”

      Luke exhaled. “Tedescu said nothing about Baine in his email.”

      “Like Tedescu said, the cartel was expanding.” Frye walked to Wolf’s bed and looked him in the eye. “Right into your department.”

      Wolf shook his head. If there was one deputy in his department who had the personality to cross to the dark side, it was Baine.

      “I need to ask you.”

      “No.”

      “You haven’t heard my question yet.”

      “You’re going to ask if I suspect that any other deputies might have been working with the cartel. And my answer’s no.”

      Frye stared silently and then nodded. “We raided seven grow houses and the moving and storage company down south.”

      “And?”

      Frye shook his head. “Huge operation. We seized over a thousand plants, and we’re not done weighing the product yet, but it’s going to be a lot. We brought in twenty-one suspects, and most of them are singing. We’ll bring in more today. Ashland Moving and Storage had a fleet of ten rental trucks with false bottoms. That’s how they moved the product from here to their final destination.”

      “And why frame me and leave me alive? That’s what I want to know.” Wolf closed his eyes. “Why not just plant the gun and shoot me in the head from three hundred yards and get it all done with? Or better yet, come kill me and make it look like suicide?”

      Luke shrugged. “First an FBI agent killed, then a real-estate agent, then a drug runner, then a former sheriff? Would have brought some serious suspicion.”

      Wolf thought about Jack. Had he visited him this time in the hospital?

      “I was a wreck back then. I could’ve killed myself.”

      “They were going to take you down in the county jail once you were mixed in with the general population,” Frye said. “One of the men we took in, Luther Garcia, knew the whole plan. He says our Pope guy took control of the cartel just a few days ago. It was Pope’s idea to eliminate the Smith and Tedescu blackmail issue and to set you up. The whole plan was killing two birds with one stone, eliminating the blackmail problem and putting their inside man into the sheriff’s office.”

      “And they had to eliminate Sarah, too,” Wolf said.

      “Yes.”

      Wolf shook his head. “What if I’d got a good lawyer and stayed out of jail?”

      “The charges would’ve stuck. The bail would’ve been astronomical.” Frye nodded. “We would’ve made sure of that given the nature of the crime. You would’ve spent at least a few nights in general population. Needless to say, now we’re looking into corruption in Quad County. It’s a damn mess.”

      They sat in contemplative silence.

      “But,” Frye said, clapping his hands, “you can thank your girlfriend here for defying orders, and the late Agent Tedescu for being a scumbag disgrace to the Bureau with a conscience. I’ve got a busy rest of the day. Feel better, Mr. Wolf.”

      Frye left without saying another word.

      Luke stared after him, then wheeled forward and banged her foot against the bed. “Ah, crap.”

      “I’m sensing he’s a little bitter,” Wolf said. “You going to be in trouble after all?”

      She shrugged. “No. He’s just passive-aggressive by nature.” She turned around and bent her head back at an awkward angle. Lips pursed, she stared at Wolf. “Give me a kiss.”

      Wolf smiled and leaned over.

      They squirmed and grunted, and managed to peck each other, connecting more teeth than lips.

      She wheeled away. “I’m getting out. I’ll see you later.” She stopped at the door and turned on squeaky wheels. “I’ll send Jack in.”

      His body stiffened as he watched her leave, a knowing, sympathetic smile on her face. “Luke.”

      She stopped and reversed into view.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Sarah says thanks, too.”

      She lowered her eyes and wheeled through the door.
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      Wolf stared at the doorway for what felt like an eternity.

      Shadows accompanied with sounds passed by—medical personnel murmuring about patients, squeaky-wheeled gurneys, footsteps, and a lone cough—but Jack would not come.

      Maybe he’d assumed too much about the state of his and Jack’s relationship.

      Wolf had found the man who’d killed Sarah, and though he’d been unable to dole out the justice himself, justice had been served. But it remained as Jack had said it: Wolf had failed Sarah that night. He’d ignored her phone call and voice message and gone out drinking. He’d ignored her pleas for help, ultimately landing in bed with a deranged psychotic instead of taking care of his family.

      Lowering his eyes, he stared at the sheets through a blur of tears.

      “Dad?”

      He blinked and wiped his cheeks.

      “Can I come in?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      Jack walked in hesitantly, studying every nook and cranny of the room like he suspected they were on some hidden-camera television show. He put his hands in the back pockets of his jeans and stopped at the foot of the bed.

      His green eyes were ringed red.

      “I’m sorry,” Jack said.

      “About what?”

      “Doubting you.”

      Wolf swallowed. “I’m sorry, too. I’m so sorry.”

      Jack rounded the side of the bed. “It’s not your fault.”

      The tears welled up again. This time Wolf let them pool and stream down his cheeks.

      Jack collapsed onto him and cried into his shoulder.

      The cast twisted under the weight of his son and pressed into the tender bone of his femur. With clenched eyes and teeth, Wolf hugged Jack as hard as he could, feeling none of the pain.
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      Two Months Later …

      

      “About time you showed up.” MacLean stood up, a shadow among the gleaming glass and wood of his office.

      Wolf shuffled his crutches and shook his hand. “Good to see you, MacLean. Nice view.”

      The floor-to-ceiling windows framed the western skyline, from the low hills of Cave Creek to the north, to Rocky Points Ski Resort to the south, and all the blazing white peaks in between.

      “Yeah, isn’t this a beauty office? Sit, sit. Cold as crap out there, huh?”

      He lowered himself gently into the chair, and shifted until the pain dissipated enough to sag his entire weight down.

      “Geez, you okay?”

      “I’ll live.”

      “I sure hope so. We need you here in the department.” MacLean opened a folder and pushed a stapled stack of papers forward.

      Wolf eyed the Sluice–Byron County official seal on the top of the page. “Cutting right to the chase, huh?”

      MacLean bridged his fingers. “It’s what I do.”

      “You haven’t come to visit me,” Wolf said. “Not once.”

      “I couldn’t. Been busy. You’re one to talk.”

      Wolf nodded. “I wanted to wait until I could come in under my own power, without the help of wheels.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re up and around.”

      A metallic crash came from somewhere outside the office, like someone had dropped a metal bowl or platter.

      MacLean stood up and looked through the glass wall. “I take it you’ve heard about the Christmas party we’re having at lunch today. Not gonna be much. Just some food everyone brought in. Hope you’ll be joining us.”

      Wolf cleared his throat. “I haven’t had a chance to say thanks for saving my life.”

      “You want coffee?” MacLean walked to his door. “I’m going to get coffee.”

      Wolf stared at him for a moment. “Yeah, sure. Black.”

      MacLean left and walked past the windows, and a few moments later Patterson poked her head in.

      “Hey, welcome back,” she said with a smile.

      He smiled back and nodded.

      “Come say hi when you’re done. We’re in the squad room.” She left.

      He shifted onto his left butt cheek, cringing at the dull ache in his other leg.

      “Here you go.” MacLean entered and handed him a steaming Styrofoam cup.

      “Thanks.”

      “So?” MacLean sat with a sigh. “What do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “Shit, you haven’t even looked at the contract?” MacLean picked up the packet of paper from the desk.

      “No, sorry.”

      MacLean smiled and sipped his coffee. “You’re such a bastard. I put a lot of time and thought into this offer. And you don’t even look at it?”

      Wolf sipped his cup.

      MacLean walked to his windows and gazed out. “I have a dinner scheduled with Senator Chama this evening in Ashland, a gala I have to attend this Saturday night, a council meeting on Monday, discussing the budget allocations of the upcoming year, and, oh yeah, I’m going skiing with Margaret Hitchens and a colleague of hers who’s some sort of big-wig in a real-estate development firm. Guy’s no idiot, knows I’m a voting member of the council when it comes to most county projects so he wants to meet me and make sure he takes me to the Antler Creek Lodge for lunch.”

      Wolf watched a pair of deputies walk by the office windows.

      MacLean slapped down the packet of papers. “And as I can see by the way your eyes glaze over when I talk about that kind of stuff, ruling you out for my undersheriff position was the right move. Naturally, my undersheriff will be expected to attend many of these social events with me. I’d rather have that man be all there, if you will. Check me if I’m on the wrong track, here.”

      Wolf shrugged. “Sounds logical to me so far.”

      “I also have some nut-job walking around town flashing his private parts to women, and I’ve got a string of car robberies in the parking lots at Rocky Points Ski Resort. It seems my deputies can’t find their own buttholes on this, and I’m going to get reamed for it all at the council meeting on Monday if I don’t make some progress. So, for the love of all things good and cuddly, sign the damn papers, take your ten percent raise and head up my detective bureau already.”

      Wolf took the packet of papers and studied them.

      “I’ve offered undersheriff to Wilson. He’s refusing to make a decision until he knows if you want it or not.”

      “I think we’re clear on that.”

      “I’ll let him know today. You think he’s a good choice?”

      “I do. Wilson is a fine man.”

      MacLean put both hands on the desk. “So? You’re killing me with suspense here. Head detective? You’re basically second in command laterally with Wilson, but don’t tell him I said that. Or the county council.”

      “This says I start tomorrow.” Wolf poked at a page.

      MacLean shrugged. “Coming in here a few days a week will give you something to do while you heal.”

      Wolf tossed the packet back onto MacLean’s desk. “Twenty percent.”

      MacLean leaned his head back and laughed. “You kiddin’ me? This is a ten percent raise from your previous salary as sheriff. As sheriff.” He pushed the packet forward. “Come on, let’s go, Wolf. I can’t bring that demand to the county council. I’m already feeling more heat from them than a blow-torch. Sign the papers.”

      Wolf scooted forward and teetered up onto his good leg. “I happen to know the new budget figures you’re working with, Will. You won’t get heat for securing a high-value employee by giving him an offer he can’t refuse. Not with that budget. I’ll see you later.” Gathering his crutches, he hobbled to the door.

      “Come on.” MacLean stood and shook his head. “Well, I guess that’s the way it is. I really can’t be paying my head detective that much. I’ll just have to start looking elsewhere. I have an eye on a good man from my old department.”

      Wolf paused and looked over his shoulder. “Just a heads-up about Chama before your dinner tonight. He came to me with a USB drive before the election. I never saw what was on the drive, but he all but told me it was a video of you caught in some sort of risky business, if you know what I mean.”

      MacLean’s face went whiter than the peaks behind him.

      Wolf planted the crutches. “Oh, and they’re related.”

      MacLean blinked rapidly. “What?”

      “Your flasher and the car thefts.”

      “What? How?”

      “Only the flasher’s not really showing his genitalia to women, is he?”

      MacLean tilted his head. “How did you know that? Oh, right. One of your loyal minions out in the squad room.”

      “No, it wasn’t. There was a guy in our middle school, Matthew David. He used to walk down the hallway with his ... uh … pants down and his genitalia tucked back with his legs together in a way that made him look like a girl? Anyway … used to waddle down the hall, chasing girls like this, shouting at them. He did that, I don’t know, fifteen, twenty times a year for two years in sixth and seventh grades. Everyone called him Tuck.”

      MacLean laughed. “You’re kidding me right now.”

      Wolf shook his head. “He was developmentally challenged. Whatever was wrong with him, he couldn’t help himself. Couldn’t stop. They eventually kicked him out of school, and he was home-schooled by his mother for his high-school years. Ever since, his mother seemed to keep his urges reigned in, or at least kept them in the privacy of their home.”

      “So it’s him.”

      “And he had another quirk. He used to break into lockers, teachers’ desks, and offices and steal things.”

      MacLean set down his coffee, spilling some on the top of the desk.

      “Not just anything, though. Only eyeglasses. Reading glasses. Sunglasses. Yesterday’s paper said the Sheriff’s Department was not divulging what was stolen out of the cars, but I take it by the look on your face that it was eyeglasses and sunglasses. Busted-out windows, cars rummaged through, all for that one specific item in each instance.”

      “My God, you’re right. So what? This guy’s having some sort of relapse?”

      “His mother died nine days ago. That was also in the papers. Obituary section. There’s been no mention of the flasher yet, so I hadn’t had the opportunity to make the connection until just now. His older brother still lives in town, but clearly he isn’t too excited about the role of caretaker he’s inherited. His name’s Bill David. Lives on Central and 4th.

      “And you’d better be quick about whatever you’re going to do, and delicate about it, because two of the eleven council members know the whole story of Matthew David as well as I do. And they weren’t the ones likely to call him Tuck growing up. In fact, one of them felt the school had been cruel to kick him out, and he used to visit Matthew all the time at home. Good thing the paper hadn’t picked up on the flasher yet, otherwise half the town would’ve had the whole thing solved before you.”

      MacLean made a fist. “Not one deputy knew about this guy.”

      Wolf shrugged. “They’re all too young, or transplants from elsewhere.”

      “Which council member was it that used to visit him?”

      Wolf smiled and walked out. “Twenty percent.”

      “Okay, okay, okay.” MacLean strode next to him. “Twenty percent it is. You’re killing me.” He laughed and flourished the contract. “Here.”

      MacLean flipped to the page that dealt with salary, crossed out the number with his platinum pen, added twenty percent, and then handed it to Wolf.

      Wolf studied it for a few seconds, and then shook MacLean’s hand. “Thanks, Sheriff. It’s going to be a pleasure working with you.”

      Wolf pressed the contract against the wall and signed it, and then found another line, crossed it out, and wrote in something else.

      “What’s this?”

      Wolf left, crutches creaking in rhythm down the polished hallway.

      “Wait a minute. This says you’re starting a month from now. Over a month.”

      Wolf smiled.

      “And which freakin’ council member?”

      He slowed to a stop. “Trust me, you’ll look better if you don’t know. Just be nice to Matthew David.”

      MacLean lifted a finger. “You said he earlier. It’s a man.”

      Wolf left.

      “What are you going to do for another month?”

      “Heal.”

      MacLean made a disgusted noise and his shoes clicked away behind him. “You’re killing me.”
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      “There he is,” Patterson said as Wolf entered the squad room.

      Wolf stopped outside the circle of deputies that included Patterson, Rachette, Wilson, and Munford.

      “Hey.” Rachette lifted a cup of coffee and took a large bite of donut, leaving a chunk of blue icing on his lip.

      Wolf gave a round of handshakes and noted that Rachette stood shoulder to shoulder with Munford, and she seemed to welcome the closer-than-normal proximity, despite the food dangling from his face.

      “Congratulations on undersheriff,” he said to Wilson.

      Wilson’s mouth fell open. “Really?”

      “I told MacLean he made a good choice and you’re the perfect man for the job.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re the sir, now.”

      “Wait a minute,” Patterson said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I still can’t handle being on my feet for very long. Jack and I are heading down to Arizona with his grandparents for the holidays. I think I’ll sit by the pool, work on my tan.”

      Patterson blinked. “No, I mean about working here. At the department.”

      “I’ll be heading up the detective bureau when I return.”

      Patterson sagged with relief.

      “You have your detectives picked yet?” Rachette failed to hide the eagerness in his voice.

      Wolf nodded. “I’ve had the job for about forty seconds but, yeah, I have a couple of them picked out already.”

      “I hope one of them is me,” Rachette said.

      “And me,” Patterson said.

      “And me.” Munford stood straight.

      Wolf nodded and eyed them in turn. “I’ll see you guys in a month. We’ll talk then.”

      Patterson smiled wide with sparkling eyes. “I’m so … so …”

      “Oh, no,” Rachette said. “Here we go. Easy, fruitcake.”

      “Hey, Thomas.” Munford slapped Rachette in the shoulder. “Watch it.”

      Rachette looked at Munford. “Yeah, okay, you’re right. Sorry.”

      “And wipe the frosting off your lip,” Munford said. “You look like you just blew a Smurf.”

      Rachette and Munford exploded in laughter as he wiped his mouth with a napkin.

      Everyone else waited in silence as Rachette and Munford finished their laughing fit.

      “Well, I have to go,” Munford said with a red face. “I’ll see you when you get back, sir. I look forward to working with you.”

      A snap echoed off the walls as Rachette backhanded her behind.

      “Ah, geez!” Munford’s face went red and she giggled uncontrollably as she walked out of the room.

      Rachette smiled wide and bounced his eyebrows.

      Patterson rubbed her eyes. “Ugh. You know when two dogs start sniffing each other’s butts and everyone kind of just stops and watches it happen?”

      “Whatever. You’re just jealous.”

      She stood with closed eyes, clearly practicing breathing techniques to calm herself.

      “How’s Burton doing?” Wilson asked.

      “He’s fine,” Wolf said. “Wound’s healing nicely. He raves about how he’s lost forty pounds in two months.”

      “So that’s the secret?” Wilson asked, patting his ample belly. “Just get shot?”

      They laughed, and underneath the vaulted ceilings of the brand-new squad room, with floor-to-ceiling windows that framed snow-covered mountains carpeted with pine forests, Wolf felt a calm that had eluded him for over five months. And, he realized as he looked at his watch, it had nothing to do with the contract he’d just signed. It had nothing to do with the certainty of his future as a cop being re-chiseled in stone.

      “I’ll see you guys in a month.”
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      Wolf and Jack stood in silence underneath the cloudless December sky. The air stung their nostrils with each inhale, and froze their exhales into plumes of smoke.

      Here lies Sarah S. Muller. A Beloved Mother, Daughter, and Wife.

      Ex-wife, Wolf thought, but knew the headstone needed no editing. The text had been deliberately written that way months ago, chosen by Sarah’s parents, and it didn’t bother him in the least.

      “You know, I told Grandma and Grandpa to write the headstone that way,” Jack said.

      The truth stunned Wolf. He adjusted his numbed right hand perched on Jack’s shoulder and cleared his throat. “I like it.”

      Jack sniffed and exhaled through wet lips. “Do you?”

      “Yeah, I do. That’s how I remember Mom.”

      A tear dripped off Wolf’s chin, adding to the frozen glaze of tears already on his jacket. It was the truth. He’d never once been comfortable referring to Sarah as his ex-wife, knowing in his heart that one day they were going to pick up where they’d left off all those years ago.

      The truth was that he and Sarah had never been separated, but at the same time had never given life together a chance. After they’d said their vows, Wolf had joined the army and left her high and dry. When he returned, she was a changed woman, and they’d struggled with and ultimately given up on their relationship.

      He had to reach back all the way to high school and college years to find a snippet of memory of when they were a normal and happy couple.

      After that, they had split into two entities, destined to drift in the same system on different but crossing orbits—only passing close to one another in fleeting moments, the gaps between way too long.

      And what were they orbiting? This boy, this young man at Wolf’s side.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jack asked.

      Wolf looked at him and wiped a cheek. “You.”

      “What are we going to do?” Jack asked.

      He was taken aback by the question, but managed to keep a strong face. “We’re going to carry on, but we’re never going to forget the great person your mother was. She’ll always be with us. She’ll be there to talk to when we want, or when we need. She’ll always be in our hearts.

      “And you’re going to come live with me if you want, or you’re going to live with your grandparents if you want. And whether you want it or not I’m always going to be there for you.”

      Jack looked down and fresh tears spattered onto his jacket. With a nod, he sniffed and then laughed.

      “What?”

      “I feel sorry for Mom.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s gotta sit here with your dad and John. They’re going to annoy the crap out of her.”

      Wolf laughed and blew a bubble out of his nose. Then they laughed even harder.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, with the aid of his son, Wolf hobbled down the ice-laden pathway into the parking lot.

      Jack stopped next to the driver’s-side door. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Wolf tossed the crutches next to the bags in the truck bed. “My leg hurts too much when I do it.”

      “But it’s like a twelve-hour drive to Arizona, isn’t it?”

      “If you keep your foot on the gas.” Wolf climbed into the passenger seat.

      Jack shuffled in behind the wheel and with wide eyes remembered to put on his seatbelt. “Am I allowed to do this with a learner’s permit?” He adjusted the rearview mirror. “And between states?”

      Wolf leaned back and exhaled. “How the hell would I know?”

      With spinning tires, they lurched backwards out of the parking spot.

      Jack jammed the brake and shifted the stick into neutral. “I want to live with you, okay?”

      Wolf nodded, unable to hide the wave of happiness passing through him. “Sounds good.”

      He cringed as the gears scraped and the engine revved to blood-pounding volume. Then Jack let off the clutch in a smooth motion, just as Wolf had taught him the day before, and they were trundling back down Hilltop Road, on their way to the desert southwest, and to warmer weather.

      “How was that?” Jack asked over the climbing pitch of the engine.

      “That was better. You’re getting the hang of it.”

      “I hope the truck holds up.” Jack mercifully shifted into second gear and they rocked back and forth. “All right. Now just another twelve hours.”

      Wolf smiled and leaned back, blocking out any thought of the endless stretch of highway that awaited them, not to mention the weather they would face on the way.

      “One mile at a time,” he said. “One mile at a time.”
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      The girl stood at the side of the dirt road, rooting around inside her trunk. As she looked up at Wolf’s approaching vehicle, he recognized her immediately.

      She must have recognized him too, because her first reaction was to step back and drop her jaw.

      Skidding to a halt, Wolf rolled down his window just as a cloud of dust engulfed them both.

      “Hi, Cassidy,” he said, peering through the choking dirt.

      “Hi, Mr. Wolf.”

      Her pristine red German sedan was tilted to the rear passenger side.

      “Flat tire?”

      “Yes,” she said, waving a slender hand in front of her face.

      “Sorry.” He squinted as a hot blast of air came in the window. “Let me pull over. I’ll give you a hand.”

      “Okay, thanks,” she said with a mixture of relief and what sounded like dread in her voice.

      He pulled behind her car and shut off the engine. As he stepped out onto the shoulder, the weeds snapped and crunched under his old leather work boot, flushing out some grasshoppers that scattered like popping popcorn. Their cracking wings and the burbling Chautauqua River below on the opposite side of the road were the only sounds.

      It was only 9 a.m. and the early August sun was cooking the back of his neck.

      The wind cleared the dust and Cassidy Frost stood with her hands in the pockets of her frayed jean shorts, which were barely more than a bikini bottom in Wolf’s estimation.

      He knew Cassidy Frost, had known her well for the past seven months, because she was dating his fifteen-year-old son, Jack. She was just older than Jack, two months into her sixteenth year, and with a driver’s license; and since Jack was living with Wolf, and still without a driver’s license, Cassidy had been burning a lot of gas, driving up and down this road lately.

      But today? He hadn’t expected to see her today.

      Her eyes were wild-looking, adrenaline still pumping through her veins from the tire, and she stutter-stepped forward with an outstretched hand.

      He nodded and took her thin, dainty hand, which tensed into a firm shake.

      She really was quite beautiful. Her large blue eyes always reminded Wolf of his late ex-wife, Sarah. And then there was the straw-blonde hair streaming across her face. The resemblance was uncanny, and he knew it was more than coincidence that Jack was drawn to this girl who looked like his mother.

      Skid marks had gouged the gravel just a few yards from where she’d pulled over. It was clear she’d been traveling just above unsafe speed when the blowout had happened, and now the adrenaline-powered look in her eye made sense.

      “You all right?”

      She nodded.

      “You have a spare, right?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the trunk.”

      He walked to the open trunk. Inside, a piece of carpeted plastic had been pulled away, revealing a thin spare tire and a cheap, insufficient-looking jack. Next to the compartment, a sleeping bag was pushed into the corner, and next to that was a duffle bag, dusty with a piece of pine bark clinging to the fabric.

      Pretending not to see those two items, he pulled out the tire and jack.

      “I was trying to call for help,”—she held out her phone—“but there’s no service here.”

      “There’s never any service all the way down this road until you hit our house.”

      He wondered where Cassidy’s tent was.

      “I’m going to help you do this, all right?” he said. “Every sixteen-year-old needs to learn how to change a tire.”

      She smiled sheepishly and put her phone in her back pocket. “I know. My dad keeps saying the same thing.”

      Wolf helped her set up the jack, remove the tire, and put on the spare. She was a quick study, asking intelligent questions, all in all diving into the whole thing with a commendable attitude.

      But his mind reeled as he watched the sixteen-year-old girl tighten the last lug nut.

      Just a sleeping bag and a duffle bag. Where was her tent?

      “Mr. Wolf?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I … was asking, what next?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He showed her how to lower the car safely and stow the damaged tire and jack—once again playing the unobservant idiot with the camping gear as he pushed down the trunk with a thump.

      “Take it into Mitch’s tire shop as soon as you can,” he said, keeping his hand on the warm paint of the trunk.

      They stared at one another for a few seconds.

      “And, Cassidy?”

      Cassidy swallowed. Her face dropped and her lip quivered involuntarily as she looked into Wolf’s eyes. “Yes?”

      “Were you camping with Jack last night?”

      Her eyes welled up with astonishing speed.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “You think I’m some sort of slut. I know it.”

      His mouth dropped open and his face went red hot.

      “I see it. I know you do.”

      He felt like he was being punched repeatedly in the stomach. “Cassidy, I don’t think that.”

      She was openly weeping now, tears splashing in the dust.

      He reached out a stiff arm and patted her shoulder, unsure of what else to do. “No. I don’t think that.”

      “I hope you’re telling the truth.” She looked up with desperate eyes and sniffed.

      It was the truth. He often questioned where the second half of her outfits had gone, but he’d known a lot of sluts in his day, and Cassidy Frost was not one of them. Her parents were good people and he knew they were good parents, and she was a good kid. And if Jack and Cassidy were now … ugh … “I just saw your sleeping bag. Jack didn’t tell me you were included in the group of his friends going camping.”

      Her eyes narrowed for a second and then she looked away, and Wolf knew at that moment there was no “group of his friends.”

      “Take the tire into Mitch’s tire place. You know it?”

      She nodded.

      “Tell him I sent you. Or tell him your dad sent you, I guess. He knows your dad too. But get it taken care of. You don’t want to get another flat tire and be stranded in the middle of nowhere with no way out.”

      She nodded and stared up at him, and then her lip started quivering again.

      “That would suck,” he said with a smile.

      She burst into her own smile. “Yeah, it would.”

      He saw a perfect moment of escape so he backed away. “Okay. See you around. Drive careful. Drive slow.”

      “I will. Thanks, Mr. Wolf.”

      She wiped her nose and climbed in the car, started it, and drove away back toward town.

      He watched her trail of dust disappear around the bend, and then sat behind the wheel with a sigh.

      “What the hell …” he murmured to himself as he fired up the engine.

      He drove at a steady clip up the meandering Chautauqua River toward his house, seeing little of the road ahead of him. It was times like these that he missed Sarah the most. Not that he thought she would know what to do in this situation. In fact, he could picture Sarah’s eyes darkening with a distant gaze, and her jaw screwing shut at the news that her son may have just spent the night with a girl.

      He smiled at the thought as he drove up the hill to the headgate of his ranch. He missed having a partner, a teammate, to work these things through with. But she was gone. The problem was all his to bear now.

      Nate Watson was at his house already, parked in front and standing on the circle drive next to the tall lanky figure of Jack. Jet, a retired German shepherd police dog that Jack had adopted six months ago, wandered next to the barn with his nose on the ground.

      Wolf came to a stop behind Nate’s full-sized pickup truck, which was branded with a Watson Geological Services Inc. decal that included a professional-looking logo.

      “There he is,” Nate said with a smile.

      Jet lifted a leg against the barn and stared into the woods, and Jack waved and kicked at a weed.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Wolf said, closing his door. “I had to help a motorist with a flat tire. Hey, Jack. You’re home early.”

      Jack nodded, offering no further explanation.

      “I thought you weren’t coming back from the trip until tomorrow morning. Heck, you made a big enough deal about it.”

      Jack shrugged, still averting his gaze. “Mitch Henderson drove, remember? His mom called and wanted him home for some emergency.”

      “Really? What emergency?”

      “Psh, I don’t know.”

      “I hope it’s not serious.”

      His son shrugged and pointed into the distance. “Nate says you guys are cutting trees because there’s a fire up north?”

      Wolf nodded.

      Jack squirmed under his gaze and took a theatric breath. “Well, all right. I’m going to go inside.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Jack loped away on his stick legs toward the house, picking up his camping gear on the way and dumping it by the kitchen door.

      Nate Watson stepped forward and clamped his hand on Wolf’s.

      With each pump of his friend’s hand, Wolf was reeled out of his dark mood. “Hey.”

      “What was that about?” Nate asked in a low voice.

      Nate was a thick stump of a man. Standing at five foot seven, he was at least two hundred pounds, with a thick chest and an inverted delta-shaped torso, like the men Wolf had served with as an army ranger.

      Nate’s blond hair was shaved to the scalp nowadays, hidden under a sweated-out Colorado School of Mines hat—both ways of coping with the growing bald spot on the top of his head.

      The two men had grown up playing football together. The field was where they had bonded, with Wolf at quarterback and Nate at running back, with Nate always there to block for Wolf, always there to throw a bail-out pass to when there were no other options.

      Through the years, despite the occasional missed blocks and footballs that had hit him in the back of the helmet, Nate had always been the most reliable man Wolf had ever known. And true to undying form, Nate was here now.

      “I just saw his girlfriend. She blew a tire down the road down and I helped her change it. He was camping with her, not his friends.”

      Nate nodded and gazed into the distance. “Yeah, I know. I was here when she dropped him off.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes.

      “I was going to tell you.”

      Like the other people Wolf chose to surround himself with, Nate was a reliable man, but he was also a man that liked to sugarcoat things. He also had the habit of omitting information if he deemed it would cause someone unneeded stress.

      Wolf shook his head. “No, you weren’t.”

      Nate ignored him and turned to the north. “So, you’re freaked about this new fire, huh? I thought you and Jack already had a hundred feet of defensible space cleared around this joint.”

      A horrific smell swirled around them for a few seconds and then dispersed on the wind.

      Nate wrinkled his nose. “What the hell is that?”

      Jet sat a few yards away with a leather glove in his mouth. He dropped it and backed up, looking proud of his find.

      Wolf bent over and picked it up. “I lost that glove months ago. Good job, boy.”

      Jet’s tail swished and thumped on the crispy grass.

      “That’s cool that he finds things,” Nate said, “but what’s wrong with his ass?”

      “Let me guess,” Wolf raised his voice toward Jack, who was back outside, picking up his tent, “you forgot to give him the medicine before you went camping.”

      Jack stared at the sky in thought.

      “Why don’t you go get it?” Wolf said.

      Jack looked at him.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      “Maybe Cassidy can give you a ride to refill the prescription today.”

      Jack nodded and disappeared back inside.

      Six months ago, Wolf had gotten a call from a friend in the Vail Police Department asking whether he was interested in adopting a retired German shepherd police dog named Jet. Wolf had looked at the implications of taking in the dog, and knew he wouldn’t have time to take care of it with his job, so he’d said no.

      Overhearing Wolf talk about it the next day, Jack had told him categorically that he wanted it.

      With Jack losing his mother almost a year ago, and the depression, anxiety, and anger that followed finally showing signs of lifting, there was no way Wolf was going to say no to his son. So he called his friend back and said yes.

      When they’d driven up to meet the dog, Wolf had been impressed. Jet was massive, which had concerned him at first because, like other German shepherd police dogs, Jet had been taught various commands such as Fass!, which was German for attack. But the dog’s demeanor had been calm and stoic, like a wise old man who’d seen plenty of battle and saw little that surprised him now.

      During the visit, they’d learned of Jet’s nine-year career with the Vail County Police Department as a tracking dog, busting countless smugglers and criminals along the I-70 corridor over the years. In the end, they’d been charmed by the dog and brought him home.

      On many occasions since, Wolf had seen the animal’s intelligence, and his bursts of impressive speed and strength. But Jet was quick to tire and getting on in age, there was no doubting that.

      Along with fatigue and a passion for finding things that his human master might find useful or illegal, Jet had developed a bacterial overgrowth in his small intestine, common with German shepherds, and now, unless Jet kept up with a regimen of pills from the veterinarian, he tended to live up to his name—jetting hot air from his backside

      Nate cleared his throat and slapped Wolf on the shoulder. “The fire?”

      “Yeah. Have you heard about it?”

      “The brush fire north of Cave Creek? I heard about it from you this morning.”

      “Right. Well, I had Jeff Adkins up here the other day and he was saying I should clear those trees on the southwest corner.”

      Jeff Adkins was the local fire chief and he had been doing house calls, making sure everyone was ready if and when a fire hit.

      Nate put his hands on his hips and looked to the southwest. “They haven’t been touched by the beetles.”

      “They haven’t, but everything else out there has.”

      The forest to the south howled as a hot blast of wind blew through the trees.

      It had been one of the driest summers on record, and after a hundred years of fire suppression coupled with the widespread pine-beetle infestation of the Rocky Mountains and Mountain West, huge tracts of forest that had once been green and thriving were now rust-colored, dead, and hollowed out by the voracious bugs.

      At least half of the trees visible to the south and west of Wolf’s property had been hit.

      “And that fire to the north has you spooked, and you want to make sure you’re prepared if some jackass tosses a cigarette butt out the window on Williams Pass,” Nate said.

      “You know me well, my friend.”

      While the acreage to the south and west was thick forest, the trees on the east mountainside behind Wolf’s house had been charred and scarred from an explosion years ago, and now saplings grew where the new gaps had been made. As for the reconstruction of his house, it had been long, and Wolf had lived in a half-shell of a house with no running water through one cold winter. He’d likened the experience to living in a shallow cave and he wanted none of that again.

      “There’re seven to cut,” Wolf said, pointing.

      “Piece of cake.” Nate picked up the plastic case at his feet. “I’ve got my Stihl. Yours probably won’t start, so, you just want me to go ahead?”

      Wolf ignored him and went to the barn to retrieve his own chainsaw, knowing full well that Nate was probably right and it was going to take some doing to get the finicky motor of his much older saw to turn over.

      Jack came back outside staring at his phone, and stumbled at the bottom of the stairs.

      Probably getting a text message from Cassidy explaining that their little jig was up, Wolf mused. Or one of the other million other things he did on that phone every day.

      “Dad.” Jack put the phone to his ear.

      Wolf slowed to a stop at his son’s excited tone.

      “What’s up?”

      “Cassidy?” Jack held up a finger to Wolf. “Why? … okay, okay.” Jack stepped up and thrust the phone at Wolf. “It’s Cassidy. She wants to talk to you.”

      Wolf raised both his hands like Jack had a pistol pointed at his face. “Jack, tell her we’ll talk later. After you and I have a talk.”

      “Dad.” Jack put the phone against his body and covered it with his other hand. “I’ve never heard her so freaked out. Something happened. She said something about how she couldn’t call 911 on her phone.”

      He thrust the cell out again and Wolf took it.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Wolf! My—”

      There was scratching and then silence.

      “Cassidy?”

      No answer.

      Nate and Jack stared in mute curiosity.

      “Cassidy? Can you hear me?” Wolf’s curiosity was piqued. The few words he heard definitely sounded spooked.

      “Mr. Wolf? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes. What is it?”

      “My dad’s been shot. He’s been shot. Can you hear me? I can’t call 911 on my—”

      Silence again.

      “Is he hurt?”

      No answer. Damn it. Damn the cell service. And what a question, Wolf thought. Of course he was hurt. He was shot.

      “Cassidy? Is he okay?”

      “No.”

      The simple answer, the clarity and desperation in her voice, made Wolf’s insides sink.

      “Go to the Sheriff’s Station, Cassidy. Go there now.”
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      Wolf stood alone in front of the Frost residence next to Ryan Frost’s corpse. The driveway was the size of a baseball infield and about the same dirt consistency. Surrounded by trees and sheltered from the wind, it radiated heat like a skillet, and with the sun blowtorching the back of his neck he felt like a piece of sizzling bacon.

      “DOA,” Wolf said into his cell phone.

      “Shit.” Sheriff MacLean’s voice was crisp in Wolf’s ear.

      A swarm of flies had set in on the body and they bumped against Wolf’s jeans. He ignored them and kept rooted to his spot. “I see two sets of footprints behind the body. No brass on the ground. Shot in the back of the head. Looks like an execution-style murder.”

      “Ah, Christ, that’s all we need right now. That pile-up in Cave Creek, and now a murder? It’s like death came into town …”

      Wolf pulled the phone away from his ear and eyed the ground. Cassidy had left for the station after her call to Wolf, and since he’d gone straight to her home he hadn’t gotten the full story from her. The dirt beneath his feet told him plain enough, though. Small footprints, deck shoes, trailed up to Ryan Frost’s body and skidded to a stop. Wolf imagined Cassidy driving up, wondering what her father was doing as she slowed, the panic as she parked and got out of the car, the disbelief when her father wouldn’t answer her, the realization as she got close enough to see the blood … he shivered and blinked the thought out of his mind.

      MacLean’s monologue came from his phone speaker, but he ignored it, opting to concentrate on the weight of the department-issue Glock in his sweating palm. Twisting, though not moving his feet, he scanned the woods again.

      Cassidy had come and gone unharmed, which meant it was likely the culprit was long gone. But the dead body at his feet had his senses on edge. There was no doubt Ryan Frost had been killed in cold blood. Half the man’s face had been deformed by the bullet exiting his cheek. Then there was another blossom of red in the center of his back. Some psycho could have driven away, parked somewhere a couple of miles out and hiked his way back through the forest to see the ensuing police action. It happened all the time in cities—murderers returning to the scene of the crime.

      “Wolf! You there? Damn cell phones.”

      Wolf raised the phone to his ear. “Yeah, I’m here.” At the same moment, he noticed the front door to the house had been left open.

      “Are you listening?”

      “I’ve gotta go.”

      He pocketed the phone without ending the call and ran to the edge of the house. The front door bumped shut, then rebounded open, seeming to be driven by the wind.

      “Sheriff’s Department! Come out with your hands where I can see them!”

      Once again, the house breathed through the front entrance. The door was made of solid wood, adorned with softly glowing frosted glass. Nothing moved behind the windows as far as he could tell.

      Sweat slid down his temple and he wiped it away. He caught movement in the corner of his eye and aimed his gun.

      A chipmunk stared back at him, twitched his tail, and scurried out of sight beneath a downed log.

      He stepped up onto the concrete porch and, ducking low on one knee, he pushed open the door and aimed his pistol.

      The door opened noiselessly all the way in a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree swing and bumped against the wall.

      “Sheriff’s Department!”

      The only answer was a soft, pulsing high-hat with a steady bass pattern emanating from somewhere inside.

      With a final scan of the woods, he slid into the house, gun barrel first. He ignored the floor-to-ceiling windows displaying the majestic views of the green-sloped ski resort and town below as he swept through the main floor.

      The kitchen was all stainless steel and shiny rock, with no one inside it. As he entered a home office, he faintly registered the giant boulder in the middle of the carpeted space and the walls of dark-wood shelves stocked with countless hardback books. He could stand and gawk at the impressive interior of the house later. At the moment, they were distractions that could get him killed. He moved on and through the four bedrooms upstairs. Each had crisply made beds, including Cassidy’s room.

      Making his way back downstairs and down a long hall, he reached a lone closed door and opened it, revealing a darkened garage. He snapped on the light and pointed his gun. No one was inside, but Wolf straightened and leaned back at the sight of what was. Two shiny black Land Rovers, a Mr. and Mrs. pair, were parked on the left, and to the right was a collection of what looked like ancient bones.

      Hundreds of them. There was blue masking tape on the smooth concrete floor separating specimens from other specimens, and within each of the cordoned-off areas were neat arrays of bones, claws, skulls, and tusks. Some were recognizable: a triceratops skull, a mammoth tusk. Others were just lumps of dirty rock to Wolf’s untrained eye.

      He closed his mouth and backed into the house again. Shutting the door, he moved down the hallway, back the way he’d come.

      Toward the music.

      It came from downstairs, he realized, so he walked over rustic wood floors in the main great room to the edge of a wide staircase leading down.

      “Sheriff’s Department!”

      He aimed his gun down the steps and crept closer. A flash-bang grenade as a precursor would have done nicely right about now, he thought. In fact, he was not about to go down without one. His six tours of experience in the army had instilled him with a healthy dose of paranoia.

      The faint sound of an approaching siren floated in through the open front door.

      There. He crouched and stepped back when he saw movement downstairs—a piece of blue fabric that had come into view and then disappeared.

      He backed up another step and crouched to get a better look, but the angle between the ceiling downstairs and the stairway was too small.

      The sirens were louder now.

      Natural light lit the downstairs level, streaming in through windows that probably matched the enormity of the ones upstairs. He made a quick decision—bolting out the front door and taking a right.

      He moved along the bright front of the house to the south side and paused. Pistol ready, he turned the corner, and saw it was clear. He stalked his way down the slope, sliding on dried pine needles, to the rear of the house.

      Wind chimes clanged, dangling from the underside of the rear deck. Trees on the slope below howled and creaked.

      He stopped and peeked around the corner. No one. Edging his way to the first window, he peered inside and saw the blue fabric again, which was now clearly a hanging drape fluttering on the wind streaming through an open sliding glass door.

      The music was louder now, a steady urban beat playing through tiny top-of-the-line speakers mounted in the corners on the underside of the deck.

      Inside he saw the recreation room he had heard plenty about from Jack on many occasions. There was a pool table, a pinball machine, two couches, and a large flat-screen television. Framed European landscapes hung on the walls.

      He stood for a full minute, looking inside the window. All the while sirens grew in volume over the howling wind until they were right outside the front of the house.

      Still, there was still no movement inside. Nobody fleeing out the back door next to him.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket.

      He answered. “Yeah.”

      “Where are you?” Deputy Tom Rachette said. “Why aren’t you on your radio?”

      “I shut it off. I’m at the rear of the house. I want you to stay out front. I’ll be right there.”

      “Are you inside?”

      “I’m going to come out the front door. If there’s someone else in here I’ll probably flush them out.”

      He pocketed his phone and walked to the sliding screen door. Covering his hand with his shirt so he would preserve fingerprints, he slid the door open and walked inside.

      The music was louder still in here, and he walked to the stereo and poked the power button with his knuckle, plunging the room into silence.

      Once again, he stood motionless, listening to the wind outside and the clanging of window coverings throughout the basement. They were the sounds of a hastily abandoned house—a house whose owner had stepped out with every intention of returning, but got sidetracked with a gunshot to the head and back, and never returned.

      After a quick sweep of the downstairs, he returned to check the upper floors before emerging through the front door.

      Deputies Heather Patterson and Tom Rachette were behind the hood of their SUV with pistols trained on him as he walked outside.

      They relaxed and pointed their guns skyward.

      “All clear.” Wolf’s voice echoed through the trees, joining the sound of another approaching siren. He took his radio from his duty belt, turned it on, and pushed the button. “I’m looking at a pistol discarded right here in the bush next to the front porch.”

      He stepped off the cement porch and down the walkway to the beginning of the dirt. “I see four sets of footprints here. They go all the way to the body. And you can see Cassidy’s prints there. And mine.”

      Patterson scribbled in her notebook.

      “Off to your left”—Wolf pointed—“I saw fresh vehicle tracks.”

      He stepped back to the porch and walked along the front of the house, then skirted the trees and returned to his deputies. “Looks like two gunshot wounds. One to the head, one to the back. No brass.”

      Rachette eyed Ryan Frost’s body. “Anything else?”

      Wolf clipped the radio back on his duty belt as he neared them. “Probably a lot else. A bunch of bones in the garage.”

      “Bones in the garage?” Rachette’s eyes were wide with alarm.

      “Like fossils. Animal bones.”

      “Oh.”

      The revving engine and roaring tires of the second department SUV drew their gazes down the dirt road. The driver kept his foot on the gas until the last second, at which point he mashed the brake and began a long slide that ended with a rocking vehicle buried in an explosion of dust.

      “Easy, Turbo,” Rachette said. “My God, this guy.”

      Deputy Patterson had ignored the chaos behind her and stood rock still, looking at Ryan Frost’s corpse. Her Colorado sky-blue eyes were hard, unblinking, all business and forensic science. She pulled a stray strand of her shoulder-length auburn hair behind her ear and looked at Wolf for the first time. “Ryan Frost you said? This was Cassidy’s father? Jack’s girlfriend?”

      He nodded.

      “Geez.”

      Rachette pulled off his SBCSD ball cap, revealing a brand-new buzz cut of his blond hair underneath. Wiping his forehead, he said, “Damn. It’s hotter than Satan’s nacho farts out here.” He pushed his tongue against a wad of chewing tobacco in his lip and spat on the ground.

      Patterson twisted her face. “Why don’t you show a little respect?” She gestured to Frost’s body and then to Wolf.

      Rachette shrugged and looked at Wolf. “What?”

      “That’s Jack’s girlfriend’s father.”

      Rachette mouthed the words silently, and then looked at Wolf. “Shit, sorry. Man, I didn’t know that.”

      Deputies Barker and Hernandez thumped their car doors shut and emerged from the cloud of dust.

      Deputy Greg Barker was in front as was his alpha nature, trotting at three quarters of a sprint. At six foot one, he was muscular with freckled white skin and red hair and moved like a track star. “Sorry, sir, we were up at mile marker 137 for the 10-32. Five cars.”

      “So I heard,” Wolf said. “You guys got here fast.”

      Deputy Jon Hernandez approached with thumbs hooked on his belt, his eyes fixed behind them at Ryan Frost’s body. He let out a whistle through his teeth, mumbled a quick sentence in Spanish, and crossed himself.

      Soft from eating his wife’s meals, but certainly fit enough to make Wolf’s squad, Hernandez was short, an inch taller than Rachette, but had a large personality that everyone had warmed to. Everyone save Barker. Warm feelings and Barker never fit well together.

      Barker stood shaking his head, hands on his hips as he craned his neck to see behind Wolf. His blue eyes were wide and his chest heaved. “Damn.”

      Wolf looked back at the swirl of shoe prints in the dirt, and a thought knocked the wind out him. He remembered that one of the shoe prints behind the body had been about Wolf’s size and with a diamond tread pattern that resembled Converse All Stars. Many young people wore that shoe, and said person with large footprints would have been tall. Wolf knew a tall young person intimately. Did Jack have Converse All Stars?

      “Sir?” Patterson asked.

      “Boss?” Rachette asked. “What’s the matter?”

      “Let’s get to work. Patterson, get the camera and start processing the body. Hernandez and Barker, I want you two inside. Is Lorber on his way?”

      She nodded. “Yep. He and his team will be a few minutes.”

      “Rachette, secure the scene. Set up the tape a good hundred yards up the road. I don’t want …” Wolf let his sentence die at the sound of popping tires. A truck was easing down the road toward them.

      “Who’s that?” Hernandez asked.

      Wolf shielded his eyes and stepped toward it. “I don’t know.”

      The truck rumbled at an idle, the tires crackling as it approached at no more than a few miles an hour.

      When Wolf put his hand on his pistol, the truck skidded to a stop. He pulled the pistol and held it pointing at the ground in front of him.

      With the glare, it was impossible for Wolf to see through the windshield, but whoever was inside was no dummy. Two arms thrust out the open driver’s window, palms out.

      “Don’t shoot!” a voice said, barely audible behind the diesel engine. One hand disappeared and the engine shut off. The truck rocked in place, and then the open hand appeared again. “Don’t shoot!”

      Wolf stepped sideways to the edge of the woods to get a view inside the driver’s window, keeping his pistol at the ready.

      The man fumbled with the door, trying to open it from the outside. It was locked so he had to reach back inside to unlock it.

      The door opened and bounced on its hinges.

      Wolf saw a shiny leather loafer first, and then the driver stumbled out from the behind the truck door. In that moment, he also saw that the passenger seat and the rest of the extended cab appeared to be empty.

      “Hi,” the man said with a disarming smile. “Scott Levenworth. Please don’t shoot me.”

      The man was in his early fifties. His hair was wavy gray, full and swept back like he was sitting in a wind tunnel set on low speed. He wore a snap-button cowboy shirt rolled to the elbows, revealing tanned arms. His fingers were adorned with multiple rings. A gold watch circled one wrist, a gold bracelet the other.

      His teeth gleamed in the sun like they were under a black light. “Can I put my hands down now, Deputy?”

      Wolf twirled his finger. “What are you doing here, Mr. Levenworth?”

      The man closed his door and put both hands on the hood of his pickup.

      Wolf frisked him quickly and thoroughly, checking the waistline, which was wrapped with a handmade leather belt and large buckle. The man’s cologne was thick.

      “You can turn around.” Wolf holstered his gun and backed up.

      Scott Levenworth had lost his smile and gained a puzzled look. He kept glancing toward Wolf’s squad of detectives, who stood staring back at the new visitor.

      “My God,” Levenworth said. “They killed him?”
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      Wolf stared at the man, waiting for more words that never came.

      “Who’s they?” he asked.

      The man said nothing, still staring at the corpse down the road.

      “Who?” Wolf raised his voice a little.

      Levenworth blinked and snapped to attention. “What?”

      “You said ‘they’ killed him. Who are ‘they’?”

      The man’s eyes were drawn to the corpse, which seemed to override his ability to speak.

      “Sir, why don’t you start by showing me your driver’s license?”

      The man dug out his wallet and produced his ID, an Arizona driver’s license that confirmed the name he’d given. Then he produced a business card that had a raised gold symbol—an eagle clutching arrows and an olive branch in its claws, which Wolf recognized as the Great Seal of the United States. The black writing said Scott Levenworth, United States Senator, Arizona.

      “Senator?” Wolf asked.

      Senator Levenworth nodded absently.

      Wolf stepped between the senator and the view of the body, and Levenworth focused on him as if for the first time.

      “What are you doing here, Senator?”

      “I’m here to pick up the bones I bought from Ryan Frost.”

      Wolf remembered the scene inside the garage. “The bones?”

      “The fossils.”

      “And what kind of fossils are we talking about here?”

      “Dinosaur fossils.”

      Things were coming back to Wolf about the activities of Ryan Frost. Cassidy had once come to dinner with Jack at the house, and she’d mentioned that her father was “into” fossils. Wolf hadn’t known at the time that being into fossils meant he was selling them.

      “Ryan Frost ran a business selling fossils?”

      Levenworth raised his eyebrows and nodded. “He’s a big deal in the fossil trade world.”

      “Really.”

      He’d apparently appeared confused because Levenworth said, “The company is called Ancient Acquisitions. He’s kind of a legend in some circles. A broker who sources bones for buyers. Has a fancy website. Booths at all the big trade shows. But I think he does everything out of his home here. As far as I know, he’s a one-man operation.”

      Wolf nodded again. “You said … you asked if they’d killed him when you drove up. Please, tell me who you’re referring to.”

      “I guess I meant the sellers of the bones. Frost is the broker. I’m the end buyer.”

      “The sellers?”

      Senator Levenworth stared at the ground in deep thought. His breathing became shallow.

      “Senator.”

      “It makes sense. They wanted all the money up front.” Levenworth shook his head. “They probably took the money. Hell, they probably kept the bones. Gah! Dammit. I knew I shouldn’t have …” Levenworth turned and rubbed his face.

      Wolf thought again about the small set of footprints that ran up to Ryan Frost’s body. He remembered Cassidy’s shaky voice on the phone.

      “Senator, I need you to start making sense.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I gave Ryan Frost a million dollars last week.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know it was possible to even get that kind of cash in this day and age.”

      Levenworth chuckled. “It’s tricky from a bank, but I didn’t get it from a bank. I had it.”

      They locked eyes for a few seconds, listening to the howling treetops and the ticking pickup truck.

      “I need you to come down to the station and tell us everything.”

      Levenworth looked back toward the house. “Yeah. Okay, sure.”

      “Barker,” Wolf said into the radio.

      “Sir.”

      “Please come over here.”

      Barker strode over, his small eyes volleying between Wolf and the senator as he neared. “Sir?”

      “This is Senator Levenworth. He’s here because he had a business transaction scheduled with Ryan Frost. Please escort him to the station—”

      “I know where it is, Deputy,” Levenworth said.

      Wolf turned to Levenworth. “Still, I would like my deputy to escort you. I’ll be in shortly. At that time, I’d like to take your statement personally.”

      Levenworth’s eyes narrowed, as if he rarely took orders from anyone and didn’t like it. Then, with a strained smile, he said, “Yeah. Okay.”
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      An hour and a half later, Wolf pulled into the Sluice–Byron County building’s parking lot and shut off the engine. He stepped out onto the asphalt, which gave off so much heat he felt it on his chin.

      He could scarcely remember feeling so hot in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. This was a place that fogged breath most mornings, even in mid-August, and now it felt like the deserts of Arizona.

      Stepping through the automatic doors and into the building was like moving into a walk-in refrigerator. He weaved his way through the shiny halls and past the administrative offices, passing men and women he’d never met but knew by sight. There was a lot of that in Rocky Points nowadays. The locals had been overrun by neighbors to the south. That went for here in the building, the Sheriff’s Department upstairs, the bars and taverns in town, and everything else in between.

      The town was still Rocky Points, getting a modern update in most places, but still quaint despite a few more people. It was easy enough for Wolf to get used to. But the county building was something else altogether. Because besides the onset of hypothermia, whenever Wolf entered the place he also felt like he was entering a city. The fast pace, the suits and ties, the politics, and the bureaucracy were overbearing.

      He walked past the elevator and the terrazzo stairway that led to the Sheriff’s Department and went to the front reception area.

      Jack, Cassidy, and Nate were sat in chairs in a nook near the windows. Jet was lying on his side next to Cassidy’s chair, his chest heaving as he slept.

      Jack stared at a muted television playing baseball highlights while Cassidy sat next to him, staring through the carpet.

      Tammy stayed in her chair behind the reception counter, nodding greeting to Wolf with a reassuring close of her eyes. Wolf had spoken to her earlier for an update and she’d assured him she’d do all she could to keep Cassidy comfortable.

      Nate rose from his chair and walked over. “Hey.”

      “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s in bad shape.”

      Cassidy turned at Wolf with an unblinking, haunted gaze. By the looks of her sunken red eyes, she was cried out and numb.

      “What about her mother? Have you asked where she is?”

      Nate nodded. “I talked to her earlier on Cassidy’s phone. She’s sitting at the airport in Sacramento. She was at some health-food conference.”

      Cassidy’s mother was the owner of Mountain Organics Market, which was commonly referred to as “MOM’s” by the locals.

      “She said her flight comes in tonight to DIA. It was the earliest one she could get. I wrote down the flight number.” Nate dug in his pocket and produced a wadded piece of paper and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Ryan took her to Denver to catch the flight yesterday and was supposed to go pick her up from the airport tomorrow night, so she has no ride back.”

      Wolf nodded. “I’ll go get her.”

      Nate stared at him and shook his head. “I don’t know how you do this shit.” He glanced over his shoulder at Cassidy. “You got any leads on who did this? We gotta be on the lookout for some psycho running around? My house is less than a mile from theirs.”

      “We’re not sure yet, but it looks work-related. I’d keep the gun handy, that’s for sure.”

      Jack had his arm around Cassidy now. The situation was too much for two kids their age, Wolf thought.

      He slid his gaze to Jack’s shoes, which were of the low-top hiking type with athletic tread on bottom. Perfect for camping, he supposed. He couldn’t recall what Jack had been wearing earlier in the day.

      Now that he was staring at his son in the flesh, though, he realized that Jack didn’t wear Converse shoes. Never had. Even during his skateboard years. He remembered the old pair of Vans that had disintegrated on Jack’s feet, and then—yes—it had been another pair of Vans that he’d wanted after that, and Wolf had bought them. It had been a whole thing with Sarah about who was going to go with Jack to buy them that day.

      Vans had a universal tread pattern as well, but they were tiny diamonds, or crisscrossing lines, or … hexagons? Octagons? Whatever the pattern, it was completely different to the one he’d seen next to Ryan Frost’s dead body.

      Why was he still convincing himself?

      Wolf looked at Nate and realized his friend had been talking. “What’s that?”

      “I said her brother is on his way up from Blue Mesa Reservoir. I can take them all to my house when he shows. This is no place for them to be hanging out all day.”

      “Did they take her statement?”

      Nate nodded. “Yeah, Munford took it. I was there.”

      Wolf took his hat off and walked to Cassidy. “Hey, Cassidy.”

      She stared up with hopeless glassy eyes.

      Jet stretched and groaned, then resumed his deep sleep.

      “I’m sorry, Cassidy,” he said.

      She swallowed and blinked.

      “I just wanted you to know that I’ll go pick up your mother from the airport tonight.”

      She nodded.

      “I hear your brother is on his way. When he gets here, Nate has offered to put you guys up for the night, or however long you need. He has plenty of room at his house.”

      Nate nodded and sat down. “We talked about it.”

      Cassidy sniffed, closed her eyes, and leaned on Jack’s shoulder. And then it looked like she went instantly to sleep.
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      Wolf made his way to the third floor via the stairs and walked down the long hallway, not bothering to stop at his own office, which was one of a string of four along the west side of the building.

      With a good view of Main Street below, and plenty of space, his personal room was a dramatic improvement over his last office, but he spent little time there. Just like the rest of the building, the space made him want to be out.

      The Sheriff’s Office stood on the west side of the cathedral-like squad room at the end of the hall. A large cube made of glass that butted up against the exterior windows, the Sheriff’s Office’s architectural design apparently had a psychology behind it. MacLean seemed to embrace it, keeping the blinds open to impress upon his deputies that he was an accessible leader, transparent in his actions. Or so Wolf had heard him declare once to a county-council member.

      Not now, though. Right now, the wooden blinds were closed. Over the chatter and bustle of deputies, Wolf heard the bellow of MacLean’s laugh and someone else inside coughing as if choking on liquid.

      He walked to the heavy wood door and knocked just below the gold plaque that said Sheriff William MacLean.

      The knob twisted and MacLean peered out. “Oh, there you are.”

      He pulled open the door and walked back to his desk. “Come in.”

      Wolf followed him in and closed the door behind him.

      Senator Levenworth sat across the desk from MacLean, sipping a cup of coffee. Next to him, Deputy Barker sat with crossed legs, smothering a smile against his own cup of steaming liquid.

      Barker’s smile vanished, and he stood and took position standing next to Wolf.

      “Take a seat with us,” MacLean said, landing in his own leather chair, which hissed underneath him.

      “No thanks. I’ll stand.”

      “You mind freshening this?” Senator Levenworth held up his empty cup. It was unclear whom he spoke to.

      Wolf and Barker stared at it for a second, and then Barker stepped forward and grabbed it.

      “I’ll take that, Deputy,” Wolf said.

      Barker paused. “Wh—? Are you sure?”

      Wolf grabbed it from Barker’s hand and left the office.

      “Two sugars, please,” Levenworth said before the door clacked shut.

      Wolf went out to the squad room and walked to the kitchenette counter area where the coffee maker was. He swirled the meager contents of the beaker and poured it into a Styrofoam cup, filling it a third of the way.

      “Sir.”

      He turned and leaned back at the closeness of the voice. Deputy Barker had followed him out.

      “Hey,” Wolf said. He reached over to the tap and turned on the hot water.

      “Sir, I feel I need to fill you in on who Senator Levenworth is.”

      The water was scalding in less than five seconds, which was a nice modern feature of the brand-new county building.

      “Looks like he’s a friend of yours,” Wolf said, filling the rest of the cup with the water.

      Barker blushed and then frowned. “Uh … you’re just going to fill up the cup with water?”

      “No.” Wolf ripped two packets of sugar and poured them in.

      Barker grabbed a red plastic stirrer and held it out.

      Wolf ignored it and walked past him.

      Barker stepped next to him. “He’s the chairman of the Appropriations Committee for the Senate. Or the Senate Appropriations Committee, or whatever it’s called.”

      Wolf slowed. “So what?”

      “So … that’s the committee that basically controls the federal money. And he’s the head honcho.”

      Wolf blinked.

      “I’m just saying. We need to be delicate with this guy.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He reached MacLean’s office with Barker in tow.

      “Here you go,” Wolf handed the cup to Levenworth.

      The senator furrowed his brow and swirled the contents of the cup.

      “Here you go, sir.” Barker held out the red stirrer.

      “Thank you, Greg.”

      Wolf cleared his throat. “I’m not sure what you’ve already told the sheriff and Deputy Barker here, but—”

      “Everything.” Levenworth took a sip of his cup.

      “But I’m the chief detective of this department, and I’d like to hear it all again. Let’s start with where you were last night.”

      Levenworth took his time with another sip of coffee water, then smacked his lips and frowned, like it was the worst-tasting thing he’d ever had. “Like I told the sheriff, who has since confirmed, I was at my residence in DC. I had a committee meeting yesterday. I flew in to Eagle Airport this morning and drove down to Rocky Points immediately after landing. You can confirm with the aviation company, the pilots, the stewardess … especially the stewardess”—he bounced his eyebrows—“you can confirm with the Senate Appropriations Committee members. That enough?”

      MacLean leaned forward in his chair. “Detective Wolf, I have let our esteemed senator know that we’re in no doubt of his whereabouts, but we’re checking on it.”

      Wolf nodded. “Can you discuss this deal, this fossil deal, in a little more detail, please?”

      “I purchased some fossils from Mr. Frost. I was here to collect my bones.”

      “And take them where?”

      “To my home in Flagstaff.”

      “In the back of … whose truck is it that you’re driving?”

      “My own. I keep it at my Beaver Creek residence.”

      “Okay.” Wolf nodded. “These bones cost you a million dollars. You were just going to put them in the uncovered bed of your pickup truck?”

      “They’re encased in casting material. The drive wouldn’t hurt them any.”

      “Ah.” Wolf took off his hat and scratched his hair. “I’m still confused about the terms of this deal. I don’t see how you could just give Ryan Frost a million dollars and trust him to deliver on his end of the bargain. Wouldn’t you rather use some sort of escrow service, or something? A non-cash mode of payment? To get some sort of guarantee you wouldn’t get ripped off in the end?”

      Levenworth smiled and stared at Wolf for a beat. “It was the terms the seller wanted. If I hadn’t have done it, there’re a hundred other people who would’ve.”

      “Really? A hundred other people could come up with a million dollars in cash?”

      Levenworth shrugged. “Who’s to say?”

      “And you said you ‘had’ this money.”

      “Meaning it was not a withdrawal from my bank. I had the reserves in my own private vault at home.”

      Wolf pulled the corners of his mouth down and nodded. “Was that part of the terms? That the money would not have a Treasury Department trace attached to it?”

      Levenworth smiled. “Do I need to get my lawyer in here, Sheriff?”

      “No,” MacLean said. “I don’ think that’s necessary at all. Do you, Detective Wolf?”

      Wolf held up a hand. “So you trusted Ryan Frost with this money?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you had to trust the seller to deliver on his end.”

      Levenworth shrugged. “I trusted Ryan Frost. The digger? He sent photo proof of everything. All the merchandise was accounted for in photographs. I had no reason to doubt Frost. He was my escrow service. The guy’s foundation is his word.”

      “Can I see these photographs?”

      Levenworth pulled out his phone and pecked at the screen. “I’ve already sent these photographs to your sheriff.”

      “I’ve sent them on to you already, Dave,” MacLean said.

      Wolf nodded.

      Levenworth stood up and came next to Wolf, shoulder to shoulder, angling the screen so he could see.

      “You can see here—these are at the dig site.”

      The first picture was an exposed bone, looking like it had been dug out but not yet removed from where it had been discovered. It was stone-colored with a web of surface cracks, and had two bulbous mounds on either end. Next to it was a tape measure pulled out and laid down on the ground.

      “A leg bone?” Wolf asked. He’d seen plenty X-rays of his own leg in the past year. “A femur?”

      “Very good. The femur.”

      Wolf shifted his weight, feeling a dull ache in his right leg—a nagging symptom from the cracked femur he’d suffered during his fall at Cold Lake.

      Levenworth swiped to the next photo, which showed a group of smaller bones laid on a dirty drop cloth.

      “Proximal phalanges, middle phalanges … hand bones. You can see the claws.”

      He swiped through them faster without pausing. “Like I said, you guys have all these photos now.”

      “Wait, stop. Could you please go back to that last one?”

      Levenworth swiped back. “One of the ribs.”

      Wolf was more concerned with the footprint in the dirt next to it. It had the identical diamond pattern from the crime scene.

      “Thanks,” Wolf said, stepping back.

      Levenworth sat down.

      “Do you know where these bones were … exhumed?”

      “Somewhere in northwest Colorado. That’s all I know.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Is this a legitimate deal?”

      Levenworth’s eyes went cold.

      “It’s a valid question, Senator. You say the bones are from northwestern Colorado. Last time I checked, the majority of land up there where they were pulling out dinosaur fossils was a place called Dinosaur National Monument. I would say it’s gotta be against some federal laws to dig up a fossil specimen from there and sell it.”

      “It was found on private property. Well outside the boundaries of the National Monument.”

      “I thought you said they were exhumed ‘somewhere in northwest Colorado,’ and that’s all you knew.”

      MacLean started rubbing his eyes.

      Levenworth gave a conceding hand gesture and nod. “Yes, okay. I was told it was private property, away from the Monument. Clearly, with the nature of my job I was concerned about that. Ryan Frost gave me his word. He said he had proof and he could provide it if need be.”

      “And he didn’t show you this proof?”

      “He’s a broker. He takes a ten to twenty percent cut of the purchase price. I understood his motives to keep the location secret and I didn’t press. Like I say, I trusted him, but I guess he didn’t trust me. Didn’t want me going straight to the seller and cutting him out. But that’s just good business.”

      Wolf let the information settle in his brain for a few seconds. “And, if I may ask, what’s in it for you? A centerpiece in your living room?”

      Levenworth chuckled and splayed his hands, like he’d been waiting for someone to ask him the question. “In 2010, a female Allosaurus fragilis that a team found in Wyoming was sold at auction in Paris for $1.8 million.”

      MacLean whistled and leaned back in his chair.

      “That specimen was considered to be seventy percent complete.” Levenworth twisted a ring on his finger. “This one is seventy-five. At least. And larger.”

      MacLean chuckled softly. “That sounds like a payday.”

      Levenworth sipped his coffee and shrugged.

      “Back to the terms of the deal,” Wolf said. “You were supposed to pick up the bones this morning. When were the bones supposed to be delivered?”

      “Frost told me they were going to be delivered yesterday—Sunday. Hence my timeframe of flying in and picking them up this morning.”

      “Who else knew about this deal?”

      Levenworth pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Hell, I don’t know. I assume the seller had a team. You don’t just dig up a specimen like that alone. Let’s see, then, maybe Frost’s wife? Anyone else he told … his family? I haven’t told anyone else, except for my wife and a contact I have at the auction house in Paris … but I really didn’t get into the specifics of what I had with that contact, other than letting him know I was going to be bringing something big. You know, whet his appetite.”

      “You tell any friends in DC?”

      He laughed. “Friends? Ha!”

      MacLean hissed a laugh through his teeth.

      “No, I didn’t tell anyone in Washington. I’ve learned to keep my personal affairs private with those jackals.” He smiled at MacLean—just like a jackal, Wolf thought.

      “Anything that struck you as odd about the deal? I mean, other than having to put up a million cash, unsecured?”

      Levenworth eyed Wolf for a second, like he was trying to figure out whether Wolf was needling him, then said, “I guess the secretive nature of the whole find was odd to me. I swear, I really was vigilant in making sure the bones came from private property. Because usually, in the fossil circles, a find like this becomes big news fast. People often like to shout from the highest mountain about what they’ve found, especially if they’re looking to sell it. I mean, why not call in the newspapers, get some news crews in there? Get some buzz going? It did strike me as odd.” He shrugged.

      After a few seconds of silence, MacLean slapped a rhythm on his desk. “Well? I think you’ve been a great help, sir. We thank you.”

      “And we’d appreciate it if you stayed available,” Wolf said.

      Levenworth nodded. “I’m going to stick around for a few days, see how this pans out.”

      Wolf nodded. “There is one more thing, Senator.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It looks like the worst-case scenario happened with your money. I’m sorry, but we didn’t find it.”

      The senator looked unfazed. “I’m not interested in the money.”

      Wolf nodded. “I understand. We didn’t find the bones either.”

      This news clearly shook the senator.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Levenworth recovered with a convincing smile. “Well, I hear you’re the best. I have no doubt you’ll find them.”

      Wolf nodded. “I have no doubt I’ll find the killers either.”

      Levenworth hesitated, and then nodded with closed eyes. “Of course, of course.”

      Wolf walked out the door and left it open behind him.

      Barker’s squeaking shoes trailed behind Wolf into the squad room.

      “What’s next?” Barker asked.

      Wolf turned around and eyed Barker. The sergeant deputy was the seniormost ranking deputy on Wolf’s squad, appointed to the team by MacLean without any input from Wolf.

      Wolf still remembered meeting Deputy Greg Barker for the first time. It had been down in Byron County, when it was still the stand-alone Byron County and not merged with Sluice. Barker had been on crime-scene log duty, standing with his clipboard, a satisfied grin on his beady-eyed face when Wolf had needed to leave and an ambulance had locked him into his parking spot.

      The image of Barker’s pleasure at Wolf’s misfortune—however temporary and dumb the misfortune had been—was locked in his mind. In that single shit-eating grin, Wolf had read the man like a Where’s Waldo? book. The man was a climber—ready to step on anyone in the process to get where he wanted to go.

      “What is it, sir?” Barker asked, his face twisted in what looked like mock confusion.

      Wolf had a suspicion his detective was thinking about that exact same moment now too.

      “Nothing.”

      MacLean stepped out of his office, shut the door behind him, and waved Wolf to the windows. “I need to speak to you.”

      Barker took the hint and meandered away through the squad room desks.

      Wolf and MacLean stepped to the windows overlooking Main Street three stories down.

      The stop sign swayed in the wind below. People on the sidewalks leaned into the raging air. The pine trees bent and thrashed.

      “Damn, something’s rolling in,” MacLean said.

      Wolf said nothing.

      MacLean put a hand on Wolf’s shoulder and squeezed. “I know this is a particularly tough one. Cassidy’s dad and all.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “I saw her and Jack downstairs. Did you see them?”

      “Yeah.”

      They stared outside for a few seconds, and then MacLean looked back at his office. Senator Levenworth was apparently staying a while longer.

      “I know what you’re going to tell me,” Wolf said.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. You’ve got your nose so far up the senator’s ass it’s not hard to figure out.”

      MacLean squared off. “One of these days you’re going to learn some respect. Just because you’ve been sheriff once doesn’t mean you are now.”

      “The bones weren’t there,” Wolf said. “And even if we find them during this investigation, they’re going to be held in evidence for a long time.”

      MacLean stood silent.

      Wolf looked over his shoulder toward the office. “This guy’s a crook. He’s paying with untraceable bills, all cash? He knows the source of these bones is suspect. And you’re going to help him get his hands on them?”

      MacLean made a wishy-washy gesture but said nothing.

      “You really think this guy can help you with re-election in three years?”

      MacLean snorted. “You think he can’t? You’re lucky I took this job. You wouldn’t last a single term.”

      There was movement and sound on the street below. A young man, early twenties, was marching away from a vehicle that had been parked across the street—illegally. Another man of the same age had gotten out of the passenger side and was jogging after him.

      A muffled honk filtered through the glass as a car stopped just short of hitting the lead kid, who didn’t flinch or bother looking.

      “I gotta go,” Wolf said.

      “Listen.” MacLean grabbed his shoulder. “I just … want to make sure you’re taking front and center on this.”

      Wolf glanced over into the squad room, catching Deputy Barker studying their conversation. “What? You don’t want to put your man Barker on this?”

      MacLean looked down and hitched up his pants.

      “Detective Wolf, please come to reception. Detective Wolf,” Tammy’s voice said over the speaker system.

      Wolf left down the hall.
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      “Detective Wolf, please come to reception. Detective Wolf,” Tammy said again, this time with a tinge of impatience.

      Wolf upped his pace and skipped a stair between steps. As he reached the stairwell door to the first floor, he could already hear the furious barking.

      Launching into the hall, Wolf sprinted to the lobby.

      Amid shouts and squeaking shoes, and Jet barking on the perimeter, a swarm of men were tangled in a standing wrestling match. Cassidy’s brother had arrived.

      “Hey!” Wolf shouted.

      Jet flung saliva into the air from his bared fangs as he barked.

      “Jet! Heel!”

      Jet went quiet, backed up, and sat.

      Wolf sprinted to the center of the chaos, peeling Jack and Nate’s arms off. Jack saw Wolf and backed away, but Nate stayed in close.

      Amid the sweat and adrenaline, the stench of alcohol was strong.

      Keegan Frost’s eyes were wild, his lips drooling, teeth bared.

      “What the fuck did you say?” he yelled at Nate.

      Nate shook his head and backed away, slapping at Keegan’s hand to let go of his T-shirt.

      “Stop it, Keegan!” Cassidy screamed at the top of her lungs.

      The room went silent at the ear-splitting outburst.

      Keegan looked like he’d been punched between the eyes. He swallowed and panted, staring at his little sister.

      “Stop,” she said.

      “Is it true?” Keegan asked her.

      Cassidy stepped to her brother and hugged him.

      “Is it true?” The young man stood motionless, staring past them all for a few seconds, and then he dropped his head, his body racking with sobs.

      Wolf locked eyes with the second man who had come in with Keegan. He looked early twenties, straight out of a sleeping bag and into the car for a few hours—and he seemed dumbstruck. His pupils were pinpricks, eyes frozen open.

      Wolf walked to him, grabbed the sides of his head with both hands and pulled him close, taking a big sniff of his breath. “You been drinking?”

      “Last night,” the kid said.

      “And him?” Wolf thumbed toward Keegan.

      “Last night.”

      Must have been some kegger.

      “Where?”

      “Blue Mesa. The reservoir.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Off fifth. Fifth and Wildflower.”

      “Walk home.”

      Wolf walked up behind Keegan and squeezed his front pockets. “Give me your keys.”

      Keegan let go of his sister and twisted violently, just missing Wolf with a flying elbow.

      Wolf locked one of Keegan’s muscular arms behind his back and pushed him into the corner.

      Keegan fought but Wolf had him solidly. He put his lips to Keegan’s ear. “You need to calm down and give me your keys. You’re in the Sheriff’s Department and reek of beer. Now I said I want your keys. Got that?”

      Keegan’s body slackened and he nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      Wolf held tight for another few seconds and then let go.

      They bounced apart, and Keegan faced him and wiped his lips. He dug into his pocket and tossed Wolf the keys.

      Wolf caught them and flung them at Nate in one motion. “Can you move that to a proper spot?”

      Nate wiped his nose and nodded. “Yeah.”

      Keegan looked like the fight had left him now, and he searched the room for his sister again. Without another word, he stumbled to her and hugged her tight.

      Nate was about to leave, then hesitated and walked to Wolf. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, you?”

      Nate nodded.

      “You going to talk to him? Take some sort of statement?” Nate asked.

      “Not right now.”

      “Okay. I’m going to take them to my house. And you don’t have to worry about Jack. I’ll take him to my place and give him a ride home if he needs it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And you?”

      Wolf shrugged. “I’ll go pick up Trudy Frost and get back to work on this thing.”

      They stared one another down for a few seconds. Nate broke first and looked at his feet, scratching his chin. A classic I-want-to-say-something Nate gesture.

      “What?”

      “I could take Jet … but …”

      Wolf waited for the rest of the sentence, then understood. “But Kenny’s allergic.” Kenny was the youngest of Nate’s three sons, and the allergy was no joke. “Okay.”

      “I could just put him outside. It would be no trouble.”

      Wolf shook his head. “No, I’ll keep him here and take him back to my house later.”

      “You sure?” Nate asked.

      “Let’s go, Jet.” Wolf looked around the room.

      Jet was already by the bank of elevators, sitting patiently.

      “Huh.” Wolf raised his eyebrows. “I’ll talk to you soon.”
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      “Jeffrey Green, professor of paleontology at the University of Utah.” Patterson’s high-pitched voice echoed through the amphitheater squad room. “He was using his university email account to communicate with Frost.”

      Wolf stood at the front of the situation room. The polar-opposite of the tiny one he’d been used to for over a decade, this room could seat sixty, with rows that climbed up at a twenty-degree angle. He also knew that the room could fill up to capacity and beyond, because twice he’d spoken to the entire department, and both times the room had been packed like the ski-resort parking lot on New Year’s Eve. Both times he’d felt out of sorts in front of such a crowd, but today there were only a few of them. The only discomfort he felt now was in his nose from the smell billowing out of Jet.

      He walked to the bank of windows and pulled up the blinds. The panoramic view of the mountains to the east was brightly lit by the late-afternoon sun. He opened two windows a foot and took a greedy inhale of the fresh, pine-scented air.

      Patterson clicked the mouse on her laptop and a website for the University of Utah’s paleontology department flashed on the giant screen at the front of the room.

      After a few more clicks, a bio revealed itself on the projector screen. The heading said Professor Jeffrey Green, PhD.

      In the photo, Green wore round, black-framed glasses that hid the color of his eyes behind glare. His mouth was small and his smile puckered, only a few crooked upper teeth showing. His greasy black hair contrast starkly with his white skin, and was combed straight to the side to try and cover a prominent bald spot on the top of his small head.

      “Harry Potter did not age well,” Rachette said.

      Hernandez and Lorber laughed, and Rachette leaned back in his chair with a satisfied smile.

      Patterson clicked again and an email came up. “According to this email, Green was due to deliver the bones to Ryan Frost last night at 8 p.m.”

      Hernandez’s mustache stretched in a smile and he turned to Rachette. “She’s such a smart woman. If you could cook like my wife, then you would be fighting me off.”

      “Down, boy,” Rachette said.

      Jet lifted his head off the floor and gave a curious grunt.

      “Not you. You stop farting,” Rachette said. “My God, what is Jack feeding this animal?”

      “It’s a common gastro-intestinal disorder with German shepherds,” Dr. Lorber said. “Especially those that have gotten on in age. You need to put him on, and keep him on, proper medicine.”

      “Thanks, everyone,” Wolf said aloud. “Can we get started?”

      “We have fourteen exchanges back and forth between Green and Ryan Frost,” Patterson said.

      “Professor Green?” MacLean descended the center aisle with Undersheriff Wilson behind him. When he reached the front of the room, he wrinkled his nose and sat down, eyeing Rachette suspiciously.

      Wilson nodded to Wolf and Patterson and sat quietly with a notepad and paper.

      “It’s the dog,” Rachette said.

      “Who’s Professor Green?” MacLean asked.

      “He works at the University of Utah,” Patterson repeated. “He’s been there eleven years according to his bio, and he teaches a few classes in the paleontology department on Jurassic fauna.”

      “Jurassic fauna?” MacLean asked. “Animals?”

      She nodded.

      “Why don’t they just say that?” MacLean asked.

      Rachette nodded. “That’s what I told her.”

      MacLean ignored Rachette and blinked.

      “When ... we found out it was Professor Green,” Patterson said, “I took the liberty of checking his financial records, and according to his credit-card statements he rented a UrMover truck from Windfield, Colorado, two days ago—Saturday afternoon—at 12:25 p.m.”

      “Windfield is south of Dinosaur National Monument,” Rachette said. “I’ve been there.”

      “And?” MacLean asked.

      Rachette cleared his throat. “And there’s a dinosaur quarry there.”

      MacLean grunted.

      “All right,” Wolf said. “So Green presumably exhumed the bones from his dig, which is somewhere near Windfield, Colorado, loaded them up and brought them down to Rocky Points, where he was to deliver them to Ryan Frost, who procured the sale with Senator Levenworth. Has anyone called the university? Talked to the paleontology department to track Green down?”

      Rachette raised a hand. “I called and got nowhere. Everything’s closed on Sundays. But we have Green’s cell number. I called twice and it seems like he has his phone switched off. I didn’t leave any messages at the university or with Green.”

      “I’ll take over on the calls,” Wolf said.

      “I’ll call the locals,” MacLean said, referring to the local law enforcement in Windfield.

      “Keep me in on that,” Wolf said.

      MacLean widened his eyes. “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s get back to the crime scene,” Wolf said.

      Lorber leaned forward. “We have two slugs inside Ryan Frost. Both .38 special. And no brass at the scene, so a revolver. But there’s more. Hernandez and Rachette?”

      “The nearest neighbor,” Rachette said, “is a guy named Sam Tinniker. You know him?”

      “He drives ski-resort shuttles,” Wilson said.

      “And he lives down the hill from Frost,” Rachette said. “He says he heard three gunshots at 8:15 p.m. at dusk. He swears he heard three.”

      “But Ryan Frost only sustained two gunshot wounds,” Lorber said.

      Wolf nodded.

      “‘The gunshots were like pop-pop …’” Rachette was reading from his notepad. “‘And then a minute passed, then there was another shot.’ That’s what our witness said. He says it was strange to hear three shots like that, because usually Frost is, quote, ‘blasting off a lot more rounds when he’s practicing shooting.’”

      “And the other neighbors?” Wolf asked.

      “They didn’t hear anything,” Hernandez said.

      Lorber crossed one long leg over the other. “Judging by the proximity of the shots fired into Frost, I’m going to venture that the third shot didn’t miss.”

      “Then where did it go?” Wolf asked.

      Lorber splayed his hands.

      “Obviously, we need to search for that bullet. Fingerprints?”

      Lorber looked at Dr. Blank, the assistant medical examiner.

      Blank shook his head.

      “The only ones that are coming up are Frost and his family’s,” Patterson said.

      “And the pistol in the bushes?” Wolf asked.

      “Kimber TLE II .45 cal,” Hernandez said. “Registered to Ryan Frost. No shots fired. Only prints on the gun are his.”

      “What about the tire tracks and footprints?” Wolf asked.

      Patterson clicked her computer a few times and pulled up a file with photographs in it.

      A picture came up on the screen with an imprint of a tire-tread pattern clearly visible in fine dirt. “This tread is our UrMover truck. Tread pattern matches that on the UrMover Moving truck, according to the file we received from the rental agency.” Patterson was clicking through the photos continuously now. “The tracks that come after it are from a full-sized pickup truck with Goodyear P265/70R17-model tires.”

      “That’s specific,” Wolf said.

      “Yes. But the bad news is that many American-made trucks from 2009 to the present have this exact tire model on them straight out of the factory. That includes Chevy, Ram, GMC, and Ford. In fact, half the vehicles in this department have the same tires as our SUV, but sixteen- instead of seventeen-inch. The only thing we can gather is that we’re looking at a full-sized American-model pickup.”

      “Why not a Toyota?” MacLean asked. “Nissan?”

      “Because of the wheel spacing.”

      “And the shoe prints?” Wolf asked.

      Lorber stood up from the chair, and the vision of a giant climbing out of a clown car came to Wolf’s mind. The Sluice-Byron county medical examiner stood six foot seven inches tall, four inches taller than Wolf, but weighed at least twenty pounds less. A former hippie that had kept the hair as a memento, Lorber stroked his pony tail with one bony hand and pointed at Patterson with the other. “Patty, hit me with the folder I sent you.”

      Patterson clicked and a picture of the driveway came up on the big screen. The photo had been taken with a wide-angle lens to get the entire space in the frame.

      Lorber produced a laser pointer and swirled a green dot around Ryan Frost’s body. “Here we have Frost, and around him we have five sets of footprints we’re worried about, and one set we’re not, which was Sheriff … uh, sorry, Detective Wolf’s. Next.”

      Patterson took her cue and clicked the button.

      “Here’s a photo of Cassidy Frost’s shoe prints. Clearly her prints were left last, as they go on top of the other four in question. It jives with her story that she found her father this morning, and, besides, we’ve established that Cassidy was out camping with Jack Wolf,”—he looked at Wolf over his frameless spectacles—“your son, last night. Jack also confirmed this in his statement to Deputy Munford.”

      Wolf felt heat rising in his face, and when Lorber stared at him for a few seconds Wolf raised an eyebrow.

      “Right … so that leaves—next—the other four sets of footprints around the body and the rest of the crime scene. Next.”

      A picture of the ground, filtered digitally with some effects to highlight the footprints, appeared. “We have two sets of prints—Converse All Stars, size sixteen, and work boots of unknown brand, size approximately ten or eleven, walking behind two more sets.”

      “Christ,” MacLean said. “My head’s going to explode.”

      Lorber stopped and stared at MacLean. “I don’t …”

      Patterson cleared her throat. “The prints tell us a story: Two men escorted Ryan Frost and someone else from the front door to the spot we found Frost’s body. We’re assuming this someone else with Frost was Professor Green, because of the emails. We know the two in question escorted them because their footprints go over the top of Frost’s and whoever else was next to him.”

      MacLean twirled an impatient finger. “I get it.”

      Lorber nodded. “Yes. Right. Thank you, Patty. Next.”

      A hissing sound, like a deflating tire, pierced the air.

      Jet lurched awake from a deep sleep, licked his teeth, and then dropped his head to the floor again.

      “My God,” MacLean said. “I tell you what, give me the short version, or a gas mask.”

      Lorber backed away from Jet and nodded for Patterson to take over.

      Patterson scrunched her nose and clicked the mouse, bringing up some more pictures of treads and shoe prints. “Basically, the story goes like this. One man drove in with the UrMover rental truck—a box truck we’re assuming was rented by Green from Windfield.

      “One set of footprints comes out of the rental truck, and a different set, the Converse All Stars, goes back in and drives it away. Following the rental truck into the driveway was a full-sized pickup truck.” She clicked further. “Converse All Star and Work Boot got out of the pickup that followed. We’re reasonably certain that Work Boot got out of the full-sized pickup from the passenger side, then left driving the full-sized pickup truck.”

      Wolf nodded, seeing what she was getting at. “And let me guess, Converse All Star leaves driving the UrMover truck instead of the pickup truck.”

      “Exactly,” Patterson said.

      “So, we think Green drove the moving truck in to deliver the bones,” Wolf said, “and it looks like two people followed him in and got out of their truck.”

      “Yes,” said Lorber. “But the delivery doesn’t happen. Because there’s a shitload of bones in the garage.” He pointed to Patterson.

      Patterson clicked and a picture of the garage interior came up.

      Lorber swirled his laser pointer on the screen. “But no Allosaurus fragilis. No delivery.”

      Patterson clicked her mouse again.

      A picture of an empty space on the smooth concrete floor of the garage came up. It was cordoned off with blue masking tape and had a sign that said Allosaurus fragilis—Levenworth.

      “And,” Patterson raised a finger, “that brings me to the most interesting transaction on Green’s credit card. He bought a plane ticket to Buenos Aires, Argentina, scheduled to depart DIA this morning at 8:27 a.m. Guess who was not on the flight?”

      “Green,” Wolf said.

      Patterson nodded. “And like we said, he hasn’t returned the moving truck.”

      Silence descended on the room.

      Lorber folded his arms. “So he’s probably toast, too. These two guys knock on the door with gun raised, force Frost and Green out of the front door by gunpoint. Frost was no dummy, was packing heat, but he didn’t have it drawn and the two culprits made him take it out of his waistband. Had him chuck it in the bushes. Shows that Frost didn’t suspect danger until they pointed their gun. Might be a clue right there. They might’ve known who was at the door. Didn’t consider them dangerous.”

      Patterson nodded. “Two shots for Frost, one for Green. They take the cash. They take the bones. They … go somewhere.”

      “And where’s Green’s body?” MacLean asked.

      Patterson shrugged. “Back of the pickup? Back of the moving truck?”

      “Makes sense,” Rachette said. “Green missed his flight. The rental truck hasn’t been returned.”

      Lorber folded his long arms and widened his stance. “We’ve gotta find Green’s dig team. Senator Levenworth was right—he had to have had a dig team. And this whole trip to Argentina is fishy. Points to motive.”

      “How?” MacLean asked.

      “Think about it,” Lorber said. “The dig team had to be in on the bones sale, right?”

      “And Green buys a ticket to Argentina,” Patterson said. “Due to take off this morning. He’d already decided to take the money and run.”

      Rachette shook his head. “That makes no sense. How big and heavy is a million bucks in hundred-dollar bills? Like half a dump-truck full?”

      Patterson pulled up Google and typed in the question.

      “20.4 pounds in bundles of hundreds.”

      “Still risky taking it on a plane,” Rachette said. “You’d have to check it in luggage, and hope some airport worker doesn’t steal it. Then hope you don’t get searched in customs when you land.”

      Lorber nodded. “Let’s say he’s willing to take that risk.”

      “A big risk,” Rachette said.

      Lorber ignored him. “But the dig team figures out what he’s going to do. Maybe they come across his plane ticket to Argentina or whatever. They follow him down here and get the money, and off him.”

      “And Ryan Frost,” Wolf said.

      They descended into silence again.

      “And leave a whole hell of a lot of prints and tracks,” Hernandez said.

      Lorber raised a stick finger. “But no trace evidence. No fingerprints. No hair.”

      Patterson clicked her mouse and a photo of the UrMover box truck came up. “Basic white paint. This is a ten-foot model.”

      It was scratched and dinged to hell on the sides. There was a black-and-white logo with a guy winking and giving a thumbs-up. Underneath it said UrMover Moving, Windfield, CO, with a listed phone number.

      “I’ve called up north to Brushing PD and Summit County,” Barker said in a voice louder than needed. “The truck hasn’t come up on their radar.”

      “And south?” MacLean pressed him.

      “Same thing. Nothing found south of Williams Pass. Ashland PD said no. We’ve got a BOLO out everywhere.”

      Wolf nodded at Patterson. “You have the credit-card transactions for Green. I take it he didn’t purchase gas in the last twenty-four hours.”

      Patterson shook her head.

      Wolf split two fingers and pointed at Patterson and Rachette. “You two head out right now and get to the gas stations down south. Retrieve footage.”

      Patterson paused for a second, glanced at her watch, then nodded and stood up.

      Rachette frowned and looked up at her, like she had agreed to kill someone without an argument.

      “Wait,” Wolf said, “I forgot. It’s Sunday night. You have something going on, don’t you?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Rachette said, “if you count a bridal shower as something important.”

      “It’s no problem,” she said. “This is more important. They’ll understand.”

      The room fell still and silent.

      Wolf pointed at Hernandez and Barker. “You two go instead.”

      “How far south?” Hernandez asked.

      “Those UrMover trucks come full to the rim with gas,” Wolf said. “We know Green didn’t fill up from Windfield down to here, he wouldn’t have needed to. Figure out the distance it could have driven to on the remaining gas and check all those stations within that circle radius.

      “We’ll do what we can tonight. Rachette, you take the local stations. Hernandez and Barker head south. Then we’ll start north bright and early tomorrow morning. It’s been a long day, and it’s looking like it’s going to be a long one tomorrow.”

      “Who’s going to check out this dig team?” Rachette asked.

      “I am.” Wolf walked up the aisle of the room. “Jet, come.”

      “Alone?” Rachette asked.

      “I’ll have local support.” He nodded at MacLean to follow him.

      MacLean stood up and walked after him. “Where are you going now?”

      “To the airport to pick up Ryan Frost’s wife.”

      “DIA?”

      “Yep.”

      MacLean followed silently through the doors into the squad room.

      “Can you do me a favor?” Wolf asked.

      “Shoot.”

      “Watch Jet while I’m gone.”

      “No.”

      Wolf stopped and turned, and Jet did the same.

      “Have you smelled him? I’m not putting that bag of methane with legs in my office.” MacLean looked around the squad room. “Have one of these grunts do it.”

      “I’ll put him in my office. Nate Watson is dropping off some medication down at the lobby to help his gas. I need you to give it to Jet. It’s important. If his bloating gets out of control he could die.”

      MacLean rubbed his silver goatee and stared at Jet. “Fine.”

      Jet raised an eyebrow.

      “How do I give it to him?”

      “Shove it in some food.” Wolf pulled out his wallet. “Piece of cake.”

      “Where’s the food?”

      Wolf handed him a ten-dollar bill. “At the store.”
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      Wolf stepped into his office with Jet on his heels. The metal and wood furniture shone in the afternoon light like a nuclear detonation, so he went to the windows and cranked the blinds.

      A brochure sat conspicuously on the desk. He picked it up and leafed through it.

      “Who in the hell?” Wolf said under his breath. He dropped it in the trash, sat in the leather chair, and closed his eyes. The seat material beneath him was slippery and smelled like industrial cleaning agents, just like the rest of the building.

      His phone chimed and vibrated in his pocket.

      Margaret Hitchens.

      He stared at the screen for the duration of the call and set his phone down—now the brochure made perfect sense. If ever there were a time to avoid a Margaret Hitchens call, it was now. The owner of the largest real-estate brokerage in the county, Margaret Hitchens was a hard-nosed motherly figure in Wolf’s life, even more so now that Wolf had lost Sarah.

      Clearly, she felt duty bound to make sure Wolf was on a proper path of healing, and it was getting on his nerves.

      Margaret had foregone leaving a message, and the phone began its vibrating and chiming all over again. She was going to call until he picked up. Every once in a while, she did that. A week ago, out of curiosity, he’d let her call six times in a row before he’d finally answered.

      He poked the screen and brought the phone to his ear. “Hey, Margaret.”

      “Hi, David,” she said in that smug, knowing tone of hers that she had no clue she used.

      “I’m in a meeting. I can’t talk right now.”

      “Bullshit. I just talked to my niece and she said you just walked into your office with Jet.”

      He needed to go over some phone call rules of engagement with Patterson. “You’re so resourceful.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year. Did you get the brochure I left on your desk yesterday?”

      Wolf leaned over and looked in the trash. The brochure was gone.

      He frowned, wondering for a second whether he’d gone crazy, and then he saw Jet. The dog sat staring at Wolf, the brochure in his mouth. He stepped to Wolf and dropped it at his feet.

      Wolf stared at the brochure, now crumpled and covered with slobber, and shook his head at Jet.

      “You’re working with her?” Wolf asked.

      Jet tilted his head.

      “What?” Margaret asked.

      “Nothing.” Wolf threw the brochure back in the trash.

      “And what do you think?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “David, you remember what brought Sarah back from the brink of depression?”

      He stood and peeked through the blinds.

      “Are you there?”

      “Yeah. Please, go ahead,” Wolf said.

      She huffed into the phone. “Those community meetings in that brochure—they’re what brought her back into your life before she died. Do you remember?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “Shit, Sarah’s parents are up in Vail all the time now. They’re checked out. It’s tough raising a kid all by yourself. Even though you guys weren’t technically together, you used to be able to talk to Sarah about all the stuff that happened with Jack—the scraped knees, girls … whatever.”

      The overnight camping trips.

      Wolf sat down. “You haven’t heard about Cassidy?”

      “No. What?”

      “Her father was killed.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “My God. How?”

      “Shot.”

      “Murdered?”

      “Yeah.”

      She went silent.

      “So I have quite a bit on my plate at the moment. Besides, I don’t think that type of thing is for me.”

      “That type of thing is not for you?” She stuttered a line of incomplete cuss words. “Happiness is not for you? Being able to communicate your feelings and get help from real people who’ve gone through similar situations is not for you?”

      He stood up and pulled his keys out of his pocket, making a point of jiggling them near the phone. “I’ve got to pick up Trudy Frost from DIA, so I’d better get going. It’s Sunday afternoon. The traffic’s going to be crazy.”

      He looked at his watch and calculated he had four hours until the plane landed. He stepped to the door, deciding, although he was making the excuse to get off the phone, his argument was valid. Even in the middle of summer, supposedly off-season for the mountains, the traffic was bad, made worse by the road construction, which was everywhere while the weather was good in the Colorado high country.

      “I’m out the door.”

      She hesitated. “This isn’t over.”

      He hung up.

      Jet wagged his tail.

      “Stay here.”

      Jet turned around and seemed just as content to curl up on some slices of sunlight on the floor.
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      For the man, staring at the flaming reds and oranges of a sunset, its infinite patterns shifting anew each day, was like staring into the eye of God.

      Which was why he’d despised sunsets for years.

      No one should be so unfortunate to live through what that all-knowing presence on the horizon had put him through.

      For thirty-seven years, the man had been a devout Mormon, learning and living by the word of God in the footsteps of his father, and his father before him—both of who had died from the strange blood affliction, as had two of his brothers, as had six of his cousins, as had his uncle.

      God was chastising him now. He could feel it plain as the heat on his eyelids, and he just didn’t care. If He had a problem with what the man was doing, then He should have poisoned his blood, too, and taken him.

      The man pursed his lips and glared at the setting sun. The orb seared his eyes, but he stared a second longer in defiance before stepping away from the outbuilding doorway and dialing a phone number.

      “Hello?” His daughter-in-law had a soft, lilting voice he loved so much. If he’d been in his son’s shoes he would have married the same woman.

      “How’s he doing?” He blinked and the afterimage of God swam in his vision.

      The way her breath came out of the earpiece of his cell phone was a clear enough answer. Her pained sigh was code for not doing well. He was suffering. He was watching cartoons to try to forget the throbbing pain in his bones, the hot sweats, the nausea from the crappy drugs provided by the cheap, inadequate doctor from the cheap, inadequate circle approved by the cheap, inadequate healthcare coverage—the kind of stuff a seven-year-old should never have to deal with on a minute-by-minute basis.

      “I’ll be coming up later this week with the money. I just have to … go through some more stuff with the lawyers. You know lawyers—they want every ‘t’ crossed, every ‘i’ dotted.”

      She sniffed into the phone.

      In his mind’s eye, he could see her nodding and wiping her pretty button nose.

      “Don’t you worry. It’s going to be a good year for once,” he said.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “Shoot. I was talking to one of the lawyers about Edinburgh. You know what they wear over there?”

      “Kilts?”

      “Yeah. Man-skirts.”

      She laughed.

      He smiled and laughed, too, and a tear slid down his cheek. “When we go over there, I’m going to put on a man-skirt before I march my grandson into that doctor’s office. I’m going to pull it up, and underneath it’s going to be a wad of cash so big, and I’m going to say, ‘Give my grandson a new life!’”

      “No, no. You’re terrible.”

      He smiled even wider. “You wait and see. That’s a promise.”

      The conversation died to silence and he nodded. “I’ll be up there to see you in a couple days, all right?”

      “Okay.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Okay,” she said in a louder voice.

      “Bye, baby doll.”

      “Bye.”

      He kept the phone to his ear, listening for the call to end, then dropped it in his pocket and pulled out a throwaway phone he’d purchased from Walmart.

      “Yeah.” The man’s voice on the other end was squeaky, his tone impatient.

      “Well? How was the rest of your day today?”

      “How was the rest of my day? Let’s see … very bad. Truly the worst day of my life. Thanks for asking.”

      The man turned away from the sun and switched the cell phone to his other ear.

      Three mourning doves whistled by on the warm wind. It was almost bearable outside at this hour.

      “And what did you find out?”

      “To use a big lump of money like this is very difficult.”

      “But doable. People do it all the time.”

      The voice scoffed. “The people who do it all the time are called criminals. Most of them are caught by federal agents with sophisticated surveillance techniques. They monitor financial transactions. Certain behavior sends up red flags.”

      The man clenched his fists. He hated this defeatist talk. He hated the lies.

      “And what was your plan in the first place? You were going to split the money with the professor, fifty–fifty. That’s four hundred and fifty K.”

      “I was going to leak it to myself over several years. You’re asking the impossible if you want a deposit like this showing up in your account overnight.”

      “By Thursday.”

      The man tittered through the earpiece. He was cracking. “I can’t believe you shot …”

      The man narrowed his eyelids. “So what’s the plan?”

      “I don’t have a plan!”

      The man stared at the oak trees near the river. The boughs swayed in the wind, the leaves sounding like a roaring river.

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” The tinny voice in his ear was barely a breath. “I’m not a killer.”

      The man stared at the phone and considered a response, but found none worthy for such a coward, so he pressed the call-end button.

      He looked at his watch and did some calculations. They were going to have visitors from the south, that much was certain.

      It had already been the longest of the longest of weekends, and it had just gotten longer with that phone call. But at least his cut had just doubled.
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      The last time Wolf had descended to the plains had been to see the other woman in his life that called him every week—his mother. Mom had given up the mountain life, moving to Denver when his father had died all those years ago, and never looked back. She may have been a flatlander at heart, but Wolf was not. And as he coasted down I-70 with his foot on the brake for the third straight hour in bumper-to-bumper traffic with the rest of the weekend warriors returning to their city life, he vowed it would be another year before he did this again.

      The steep, winding final stretch of chaotic highway, past Morrison and the jutting megaliths of Red Rocks Amphitheater, finally flattened and straightened and the traffic opened. He drove onward on I-70 through Denver, past the fragrant dog-food plant, and out into what seemed like halfway to Kansas before he pulled into the arrivals drive-up at Denver International Airport.

      Trudy Frost was waiting patiently on the curb, staring into nothing and sitting on her luggage in the dark. Her long blonde hair was pulled in a ponytail lying against her straight back.

      He squeaked to a stop and got out; by the time he’d rounded the back of his SUV, she’d already opened the rear door and dumped her luggage in back. He got there in time to help shut the passenger door.

      Climbing back behind the wheel, Wolf said, “Sorry. I misjudged the traffic.”

      She waved a dismissive hand.

      He checked his mirror and then turned to her. In a soft tone, he said, “I’m sorry.” This time he was apologizing for Ryan.

      She kept her eyes on the windshield. They welled and tears cascaded down her cheeks, but she said nothing.

      He shifted into drive and let off the brake. She remained silent for the entire return trip, as did Wolf. Back through Denver, past the hogbacks near Morrison, up Floyd Hill, past Idaho Springs, through Eisenhower Tunnel, past the darkened slopes of Copper Mountain, past Vail, down south through Cave Creek—they said nothing, and Wolf swore he never saw her blink.

      Growing up, Trudy had been a beautiful girl, and now she was a beautiful woman. It’s where her daughter got her looks. She and Wolf had kissed once in first grade. It was one of those tiny memories imprinted on his mind—a peck underneath a sheet while playing hide and seek. She was a memorable woman, Wolf guessed, and Wolf knew he would remember this drive for the rest of his life. The grief inside his vehicle was like a thick fog and it steamed off Trudy Frost’s unblinking eyes.

      They pulled into Rocky Points and headed up the hills toward Nate’s house, which sent a fresh wave of tears flowing down Trudy’s cheeks, probably because the route to Nate’s was roughly the same as going to the Frosts’ home, reminding her anew of what had just happened to her husband, and the emptiness that waited at home for her.

      Pulling into Nate’s driveway, Wolf could see the lights blazing bright inside the log home. Stepping out, he was surprised at the cool stillness of the air.

      He opened the door for Trudy and she trudged to the front door, standing motionless before it until Wolf opened it for her

      Nate’s wife, Brittnie, was standing inside, waiting with sympathetic wet eyes.

      The house was quiet and subdued, the opposite of the usual state of Nate’s household. Circus music normally played in his head upon entering this residence, but not tonight.

      Brittnie opened her arms and Trudy walked into them.

      Wolf set down the baggage and stepped back onto the front porch. Nate walked down the hall and joined him outside.

      Sliding the door shut, Nate turned to him with a holy shit expression and walked down the stairs into the driveway.

      “How’s it been in there?” Wolf asked.

      “Not good. Cassidy and Keegan are in the living room. Jack and Brian are upstairs.” Brian was Nate’s oldest son and Jack’s best friend. “The other kids are asleep. Christ, look at that.”

      Nate stopped and looked up.

      Wolf had already seen the phenomenon on the way into Rocky Points.

      “That’s …” Nate let his sentence die and shook his head.

      The moon was full, high above the eastern peaks, and blood red, tinted by smoke.

      “Smoke from the Durango fire,” Wolf said. “They say rain’s rolling in tomorrow night. Going to be a monsoonal flow.”

      “I was gonna say creepy. Frickin’ blood red.”

      Wolf stared up. “Yeah. I guess it is.”

      “Well, that’s good … about the rain. Now we can put off cutting those trees of yours for another few years.”

      Wolf smiled, feeling grateful for the tiny jab at humor after the long solemn drive.

      “I think I have more respect for you now,” Nate said.

      “You had respect for me to begin with?”

      “I know you always dealt with this type of thing on a first-hand basis, but I didn’t know how hard it was. How draining. You know, being so close to the bad stuff. And that’s just what you do. All day. Know what I mean? Shit, sorry. Don’t want to depress you or anything. I’m just saying.”

      Wolf stared at the moon, opting for a change in subject. “I’m headed up to Windfield tomorrow.”

      “Big oil up there,” Nate said. “I guess you’ll be putting off your conversation with Jack then, too.”

      “What conversation?”

      “I could tell you were bent out of shape about it today. Learning Cassidy and Jack were together last night.”

      Wolf sighed. There was something else that he could put off for another few years.

      “Head in?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah.”

      They walked inside and down the hallway, and Wolf stopped short at the scene in the family room.

      Trudy stood arm in arm with her two children, Keegan and Cassidy, like they were lined up and going to say something in unison, like they were acting out a scene in a depressing version of a Disney movie. Six red-rimmed eyes, all an identical shade of Trudy Frost-blue, stared at Wolf with such ferocity that Wolf straightened.

      “Are you going to get the piece of shit that did this to my husband?” Trudy asked.

      Wolf swallowed and nodded. “Yes.”
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      Wolf dialed the number for the head of the University of Utah’s paleontology department again and listened to the message.

      “You’ve reached the office of Dr. James Talbot. I’m not in the office at—”

      Hanging up, he checked the dash clock, which said 7:55 a.m., and added a mental note to try again in an hour.

      He’d been driving on two-lane highways for just under three hours when he passed a sign that said Windfield 2 miles.

      The hundred and seventy-one miles to that point had been mountains, valleys, and rivers until Grand Junction, where he turned north and the land became harsher–less-inhabited plateaus, flat wastelands, and cliffs shaped by ancient seas.

      Now two miles away, Windfield winked in the morning light, its streets a checkerboard on the tilted floor of a wide sagebrush valley. Beyond it, the terrain rose in white and red rock cliffs covered in juniper and pinyon trees.

      As he rolled into the town limits, he noted Windfield was a less majestic site than its backdrop. The gray asphalt was cracked with lines that had faded out years ago. The lawns were bleached yellow, the trees more brown than green, and the houses different configurations of single and double-wide trailers standing in varying levels of decay.

      A stray dog got Jet’s attention as it trotted alongside Wolf’s SUV, and a kid on a four-wheeler drove by on the other side of a barbed-wire fence, his sister in the rear. The boy couldn’t have been more than twelve, the girl ten, and she was holding a baby. Monday-morning traffic in Windfield.

      Wolf considered stopping and yelling at the kid to get back home and leave the baby, but the kid turned around and sped off in the other direction.

      “Here we are,” he announced to Jet instead.

      Jet dropped his jaw and panted in the rear-view mirror. Wolf had had no choice but to take the dog with him that morning. His presence so far had been unobtrusive, save the occasional blast of gas. The medicine was working, albeit slowly.

      Two turns later and he arrived at the Windfield County Sheriff’s Office without a hitch.

      The building was a basic wooden rectangle with a large window in front and a glass door next to it. To Wolf, the structure looked like a nineteen-fifties hardware storefront, but the sign above the door confirmed it to be the Windfield County Sheriff’s Department, along with two brown-painted long-bed trucks with gold WCSD logos on the doors parked in front.

      Wolf pulled into a midnight-black asphalt lot and parked between two freshly painted white lines opposite the trucks. He got out. stretching his arms overhead, and let Jet out from the back seat.

      The heat rising off the pristine parking lot travelled up his pants legs, and he wondered if his leg hair might curl. His feet sank ever so slightly in the asphalt with each step. With an internal groan, he noted his watch read only 8:05 a.m.

      He gazed at the higher elevations, hoping the quarry was on the top, and up on top was cooler.

      The two Windfield Sheriff’s Department trucks were Ford long beds, about five to eight years old by the looks of the body design and wear. As Wolf walked in between them toward the front of the building he looked down at the tires, noting they were Goodyear P265/70R17. Both matches to his crime scene.

      A blast of cool air pushed his uniform shirt against his chest as he pulled open the front door. Sleigh bells clanked against the glass, announcing his arrival.

      Jet hurried in past his legs inside and Wolf followed.

      The room was rectangular, just like the exterior hinted it would be, filled with three desks facing the front window.

      A lone man stood up from behind a computer. “Hello. You Deputy Wolf?”

      “Yes. Detective Wolf,” he said.

      “Deputy Etzel,” the man said, holding out his hand. He was low and squat. Despite the cool air, sweat marks darkened his uniform underneath his arms.

      Etzel’s hand was puffy, but clamped onto Wolf’s like a bear trap.

      “One moment please.” Etzel walked to the back of the room to an open doorway and leaned against the doorjamb.

      It seemed like Etzel had pressing business to discuss, and then, as an afterthought, jerked a thumb over his shoulder and eyed Wolf.

      After waddling back to his desk, Etzel said, “He’ll be right out.”

      “Detective Wolf!” The sheriff came out of his office fast, with hand outstretched. He was just about Wolf’s height but a bit thicker and softer, probably ten years older than Wolf—early fifties by the look of his graying, closely cropped full head of hair that was cut into a cube. His skin was tan and his mouth stretched in a smile that failed to reach his eyes. “Sheriff Shumway. Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too Sheriff.”

      “And who’s this?” Shumway asked, bending down to scratch Jet’s head.

      “That’s Jet.”

      “I didn’t know you were bringing a K-9 unit.” Shumway stood straight and shrugged, looking slightly annoyed. “I guess he could come in handy.”

      “He’s a retired dog from the Vail PD. Just a pet now. I’m taking care of him. I hope you don’t mind.”

      The sheriff smiled again and walked back to the doorway. “No, no problem. Come on back. Maybe he could stay out here, though. I’m allergic.”

      “Stay here,” Wolf said to Jet, and he pointed by the front door.

      Jet did as he was told.

      Shumway waited patiently at the entryway to his office and slapped a hand on Wolf’s back as he passed. “Have a seat.”

      Wolf sat in a squeaking metal chair covered with cracked fake leather.

      The wooden desk in front of Wolf was immaculately clean, smelling like polish. A green glass pull-chain lamp perched on one corner and two manila folders—one thick, one thin—sat conspicuously in the center.

      “Have a good drive?” Shumway asked as he walked around his desk. His khaki sheriff’s uniform was dusty and wrinkled, like it was on its fourth day of use between dry cleanings. With a grunt, he collapsed into a pillowed leather chair and put his hands on the folders.

      “Not bad,” Wolf said.

      “You must have gotten an early start.”

      “I did.”

      “I have to say, we’ve all heard about the Cold Lake incident you had down there last year.” He shook his head and whistled. “What a whacky case that was. Can’t even make that stuff up.”

      “It was interesting.”

      He gave Wolf a smoky-eyed nod. “I was sorry to hear about your loss. We were all sorry.”

      “Thank you,” Wolf nodded.

      “I talked to Sheriff MacLean last night for a while. He had nothing but praise for you. How’re you liking being chief detective?”

      “It suits me.”

      “Don’t miss the politics of the Sheriff’s Office, eh?”

      Wolf shook his head.

      Shumway leaned his head back and laughed, and it shook the room. When he was done, he pulled back one of the folders and glanced inside, then shoved it in the top drawer of his desk.

      The room fell silent and Shumway seemed lost in thought.

      “You guys have something else going on too?” Wolf asked.

      “What’s that? Oh, no. No, it’s just … a personal matter.” He slapped the thick folder that remained and opened it up. “So, damn shame what we have going on. I heard about your personal connection to the victim. Goddamn shame, and we’re here to help you catch these sons of bitches. No matter what it takes.”

      He gazed hard into Wolf’s eyes.

      “Good,” Wolf said.

      “Status is: There’s one way in and out of that dino quarry we’ve got up there, and I sent two deputies to monitor it as soon as I talked to Sheriff MacLean last night.” He opened the folder and slapped a piece of paper down. “I got a warrant to search the dig camp for the murder weapon, the pistol used to shoot and kill Mr. Frost, and for the two pairs of shoes that left those tracks at the scene.”

      “And the dig team is still there?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep. My two deputies went into the park and confirmed last night, then they fell back and monitored to make sure they didn’t leave.” Shumway raised his eyebrows. “I followed MacLean’s request to stand down on bringing them in.”

      “Thanks. I’d like to be there for the pickup and initial questioning.”

      “I understand.” Shumway spread three photographs that were on top of the stack. “Here’s what we have on our students at the dig. They had to submit photographs along with a digging permit application with the county. We had them on file here.”

      “A permit to dig … in the dinosaur quarry park? On BLM parkland?”

      “Neither. They’re on private property. Still have to file though. They’ve set up camp in the park. They straddle the line, with the dig right on the other side of a dry river bed in private property and their access to it through the BLM park.”

      Wolf nodded. “I see.”

      Shumway tapped the first photograph. “First guy here? Steven Kennedy. We picked him up for DUI last year in town. Stuck him here in our jail cell for two days until his wife bailed him out. How he’s still on the university-sponsored dig team after that, I have no idea.”

      The man in the mugshot photo was in his mid-twenties, handsome, but looked like he’d seen better days. Brown hair askew, his green eyes were puffy and drunk, his thin face covered with a two-day brown beard. He held up a black sign with his name, date, and booking number on it.

      Shumway pointed at the next photo. “Felicia Kennedy, Steven’s wife.”

      The picture was a full-body shot, taken outdoors, of a brown-haired woman also in her mid-twenties. She was dressed in a tank top, cargo shorts, and a big hat that shaded most of her face, but Wolf could still tell she was very beautiful. Thin and athletic, she was tanned deeply from being out in the sun. Her eyes were kind and her smile wide, flashing perfect teeth.

      “She’s also in the graduate program at the University of Utah. I’ve never met her. I wasn’t here when she bailed out her husband.”

      Shumway tapped his index finger on the third photo. It was another full-body shot of a woman. On the heavier side, this woman was dressed in a flannel shirt and cargo shorts, flashing bright white legs. Her hair was bleached blonde and spiked, and her face was pale and serious, with smallish eyes glaring into the camera.

      “Molly Waters. Another paleontology graduate student at the University of Utah.”

      Wolf picked a fourth photo out of the stack, which was a full-body photograph of Green. All skin and bones, the man wore khaki pants cinched too high on his waist, a dusty button-up shirt rolled to the elbows, and a satchel on his hip with the strap slung across his torso. He rounded out his outfit with a brown hat that plunged his spectacled face in shadow.

      “Then we have Indiana Jones,” Shumway said with a chuckle.

      Wolf nodded. “You ever met Green?”

      Shumway shrugged. “I’ve seen him around. Never really talked to him. He’s kind of … I don’t know … mousy. Runs around town with his head down, never talks to anyone. Doesn’t break any laws as far as I can tell, so we don’t butt heads with him. But, of course, now he’s involved in some stuff, isn’t he?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “The way I see it, looks pretty cut and dried.”

      Wolf leaned back in his chair. “How do you figure?”

      “We’ve got the mentor-professor Green who corrupts the students into agreeing to sell these Allosaurus bones they find. Probably under the guise they’d be splitting the money four ways. A quarter-million to each of them. Mentor-professor helps students do the work, all the while knowing he’s going to take the money and run on these poor saps. Professor plans to skip town to Argentina with the money. Students find out. Students follow professor and kill fossil dealer in the skirmish, and then kill the professor himself. Students take the money. Come back. Done.”

      Wolf tilted his head side to side.

      “You have another theory?”

      “I like your train of thought,” Wolf said. “But I have some questions that don’t add up.”

      “And what are those?”

      “For one, why are they here waiting for the cops?”

      Shumway shrugged.

      “And where’s Green’s body? And where’s the rental truck?”

      Shumway pointed. “You guys said the witness heard three shots fired, and only two slugs were found in the dealer.”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, I know. But until we have a body, until we have a murder weapon, the shoes, the money … it’s all speculation.”

      With that, Shumway slapped the desk with both hands and pushed back in his chair. “Then let’s get to work.”

      Wolf stood up. “What about this land? Who owns this land they’re digging on?”

      “It’s a guy from Washington State.” Shumway hesitated for a second, then walked past Wolf and out the office door.

      “Who exactly?” Wolf asked as he caught up.

      “Etzel, get the statement paperwork ready. We’ll be coming back with those three students I talked about.”

      Etzel looked up from his desk. “You got it.”

      Shumway looked at Wolf. “Guy named Errol. James Errol. Lives in Seattle. Owns a shitpot of land all over the west.”

      “What does he do with it?”

      “With that piece out there? Has six thousand acres and eleven oil wells working around the clock.” He looked at his watch. “Makes a ton of money, that’s what he does with it. You know where the Windfield Dinosaur Quarry visitors’ center is?”

      “I’ve got it entered in my GPS. But I’d like to start with the UrMover truck-rental place.”

      “Right. It’s a few blocks over on the edge of town. I’d say we could ride together, but you’ve got Jet here. Plus, if we want to bring these students back for questioning, it might be best to have two cars.”

      It was sound logic to Wolf, and he was a little relieved he was off the hook from a morning of sitting in the car with a stranger, struggling with small-talk.

      They walked outside.

      “Whew. Hot.” Shumway climbed in one of the trucks and slammed the door. He fired up the engine and rolled the window down. “You can follow me.”

      Wolf and Jet climbed into his own SUV, fired it up, and followed Shumway out of the lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      “I just don’t see why he went by himself,” Rachette said.

      Patterson felt another lurch in her stomach and saliva gushed into her mouth again. “He’s with the dog.”

      Though she was used to starting work at 6 a.m. five days a week, she felt ridiculously tired today. How many drinks had she had at that stupid shower last night? Two? She leaned back in the passenger seat and closed her eyes.

      Rachette scoffed. “The dog with the lazy sphincter?”

      “It’s an ex-police dog.”

      “He’s going to find two killers, and he has a dog that releases toxins from his ass as its secret weapon for backup?”

      Patterson breathed deeply through her nose, willing her stomach to relax. “He’ll be—”

      “Yeah, yeah, working with the locals.” Rachette slapped his hand on the steering wheel. “I’m just saying.”

      She cracked an eye and looked at him. “Bent out of shape about being left on duty with me?”

      Rachette said nothing as they continued through the back-and-forth turns of Cave Creek.

      Highway 734 followed the meandering path of the Chautauqua River, which had carved the caves that honeycombed the area’s hills over the millennia.

      “How much longer?” Patterson asked, feeling another wave of nausea wash over her as she lurched side to side in her seat.

      “What’s your problem?”

      “Nothing.”

      She kept her eyes closed, but felt Rachette studying her.

      “We’re almost out of the canyon. I don’t know, another mile? What’s up? Not like you’ve never been up here.”

      “Not with my eyes closed.”

      “Then open them.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t feel well?” Rachette asked.

      “Nice observation.”

      “You have two drinks of white wine last night or something? You’ve always been such a lightweight.”

      She lifted her hand and raised her middle finger.

      They rode in silence for another few minutes. Patterson kept her eyes shut until she felt the car straighten out, reaching the flatland north of Cave Creek.

      Rachette whistled. “There’s that fire.”

      Patterson shielded her eyes with her hand against the blazing morning sun.

      They were passing by brittle grassland, where five antelopes stood with their backs to the wind. The animals looked as parched and unhealthy as the ground they scoured for food. Beyond them a column of smoke rose at an oblique angle from the sagebrush-filled high plateau.

      “That’s not that bad,” Rachette said. “They were making it out to be another land annihilator like the one down in Durango.”

      She looked at him. “Land annihilator?”

      “I just thought of that.”

      “Clearly.”

      Her phone rang in her pocket and she pulled it out. “Hernandez,” she told Rachette. “Hello?”

      “Hey, sister,” Hernandez said.

      Normally the pet name would have irked her, but she liked Hernandez and in the short five months they’d been working together on the squad she kind of did feel he was like a brother. One that, unlike her three real-life brothers, she got along with all the time.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “We’ve got nothing from Ashland, and nothing from the Cold Lake Junction gas station. Barker’s going through the Mackery gas station recording now, and that’s the last of what we got … just a second …” Hernandez put his hand over the phone. “Yeah … Barker says that means the truck must have gone north … like I was just going to tell you … the reason I called you.”

      Patterson smiled. “All right. Wish us luck.”

      “Bueno suerte.”

      Patterson hung up. “They’ve got nothing on their footage. So it looks like it’s up to us.”

      They rode in silence a beat.

      “What do you think of Barker?”

      “Could not hate a person more,” Rachette said without a millisecond’s hesitation. “He’s like hotel soap: he does the job, but not well, and … always leaves a crappy film on your skin.”

      She looked at him. “You just thought of that?”

      “So, can I ask you a personal question?”

      She leaned back and closed her eyes again.

      “Are you going to go through with this thing?”

      “What thing?”

      “Your marriage to Scott?”

      She opened her eyes and glared at him. “What?”

      Rachette raised his eyebrows, keeping his gaze on the road.

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “It just seems like you aren’t that excited about it.”

      Her face went red. What the hell did Rachette know? Is that the impression she was giving off? The thought made her swallow.

      “Sorry, I could be wrong. But I saw some serious hesitation in your eyes last night. You know, when you volunteered to go with me instead of to your bridal shower.”

      She felt too crappy to respond and closed her eyes again.

      “Oh. Wait, I see. Is that it?”

      Sometimes it was best to ignore Rachette, so she did.

      “You know, Charlotte and I are pretty solid right now. So if you’re thinking about me, harboring some sort of deep, secret feelings? Well—”

      “Pull over!” Patterson rolled down the window and stuck her face into the rush of chilled morning air. “Now!”

      Rachette slammed on the brakes and pulled onto the shoulder.

      She opened the door and leaned her head toward the ground. A car honked on the way by and the rush of air rocked the SUV. That was enough to send her over the edge. Heaving, she vomited on the side of the road.

      “Whoa, you okay? Make sure it goes outside.”

      She heaved again, then after one more time she was done. Wiping her mouth and nose, she leaned back and slammed the door. “There. Much better.”

      Rachette stared at her. “Christ, I was kidding.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “Yeah.” Rachette pulled back onto the highway. “You all right?”

      “Must have been the food. They had some shrimp that tasted funny.”

      Rachette got up to speed and made a show of adjusting the rear-view mirror. “Or it could always be …”

      She looked at him.

      He raised his eyebrows and nodded to her, like she was supposed to understand what he was saying.

      “What?”

      “Come on. Sick? It’s the morning? Don’t tell me you and Scott aren’t having sex yet.”

      The thought slammed Patterson like they’d just hit the side of a mountain.

      For the remainder of the drive they rode in silence.

      “Here we are.” Rachette pulled into the gas station on the southern skirts of Brushing and parked under the awning next to a pump. “Check it.” He pointed up. “They have cameras.”

      They got out.

      Patterson stood and took a deep breath, sucking in gasoline fumes and the aroma of dry weeds. She shielded her eyes and faced the sun, and looked at the new wildfire that was still a way to the north and east.

      Upon closer inspection, she could see the glint of firefighters’ vehicles near the smoke. Beyond the conflagration, the land rose abruptly, carpeted with a rust-colored forest.

      “I hope it doesn’t reach that,” she said.

      “No shit.”

      Pregnant? The thought was enough to make her hurl again. She took the lead and marched through the automatic doors of the convenience store.

      The air inside smelled like hotdogs and window cleaner. Speakers in the ceiling played a B-side classic-rock song she’d never heard.

      “Can I help you, Officers?” the clerk asked. He was a young man with a lot of hair on his head and face.

      “Deputies,” Rachette said, pointing at his Sheriff’s Department patch.

      The clerk looked more confused than educated.

      She slapped the warrant onto the counter. “We need to see your security footage.”

      The clerk stared at the warrant for a second, then back at Patterson. “Yeah, sure. Back here.”

      The clerk opened the bulletproof glass door and led them both into the cramped space behind the counter and to a tiny office that smelled like all the others—like overflowing toilet and stale cigarette smoke. Her mouth watered.

      “I’m going to hit the head.”

      Rachette eyed her. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Get started without me.”
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        * * *

      

      Seven minutes later Patterson left the bathroom and returned to the office behind the counter. Rachette sat in front of the computer and the clerk hovered over his shoulder, helping him navigate the footage.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      Rachette shook his head as he stared at the black-and-white video screen. “Nothing.”

      “How much more do you have?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Rachette turned in the chair and looked at her. “You gonna live?”

      She nodded, ignoring the blushing look from the clerk. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for asking.”

      “Remind me to never eat shrimp again.”

      Patterson tapped his shoulder. “I’ll take the rest.”

      “You got it.” Rachette stood up and the squeak of his shoes disappeared behind her.

      “You need help?” the clerk asked.

      “No thanks. I’m familiar with the system.”

      The guy looked relieved. “All right. I’m going out to have a smoke. Let me know if you need anything.”

      She sat down at the dial-and-knob system she’d gotten accustomed to over the course of her law enforcement career.

      For the next ten minutes, black-and-white images of cars, trucks, and motorcycles flitted in and out of view on the screen. The footage took in the aspect from underneath the one fisheye security camera outside. She was ignoring the interior video for now, just trying to catch a glimpse of the moving truck outside. They could scour the interior recordings more carefully later.

      The clock on the film said she was looking at the 3 a.m. hour of Monday morning now—almost seven hours after Frost’s neighbor had heard the three shots. She stared at nothing happening on the screen for minutes at a time. This was a twenty-four-hour operation, but she doubted they made any money at that time of night.

      “Anything?” Rachette returned with a tinge of whine in his voice.

      At that moment she was through to the present moment on the video. “Nope.”

      “Shit.”

      She grabbed the footage for the interior and left the office.

      The clerk twisted around. “You find what you’re looking for?”

      Patterson held up the USB stick. “We’re going to take this.”

      The clerk shrugged.

      “Hey.” Rachette was on the other side of the counter, knocking his knuckles on the glass of the slow-rotating cooker. “Are these from yesterday?”

      The clerk blundered through an inaudible response.

      Rachette leaned forward and stared into the clerk’s eyes. “The hot dogs. The taquitos. When did you make these? Tell me the truth now.”

      The clerk hung his head, looking ashamed. “Two days ago.”

      Rachette nodded, then reached in and grabbed two taquitos from the revolving rack. He bared his teeth and hot-potatoed them back and forth in his hands, then put them in a wad of napkins.

      “How much?” He pulled out his wallet.

      “Uh … don’t worry about it.”

      “Nonsense. Are you sure?” Rachette gave him a single second to answer. “Well thanks. You want one, Patterson?”

      “No,” she said.

      Rachette shoved half of one in his mouth. “Ah, hot. Thanks, man.” He left through the automatic doors.

      Patterson walked through the bulletproof door and around to the front of the counter.

      Rachette came back inside and Patterson pretended to be perusing the items for sale on the counter. She placed her hand on a disposable cigarette lighter, and then a box of mints.

      “I need another napkin,” Rachette said, walking behind her. “You coming or what?”

      She twisted and looked at the rear of the store toward the coolers. “I’ll be right there. Gonna get a drink.”

      “Get me a water?” He left.

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      She walked to the cooler, grabbed two waters and went back to the counter. Slapping down a twenty-dollar bill, she pulled out the home-pregnancy-test box from her pocket and put it on the counter. “I need to pay for this.”

      The clerk picked up the box and studied the ripped open box.

      She’d peed on one of them and left it in the women’s bathroom trash can. Mercifully, it had been negative. Now she just needed to get back to the station, where she had some Pepto sitting in her desk drawer.

      “Come on.” She pushed the box forward and the guy swiped it with his scanner gun and pushed it back. “Actually, you keep it and throw it away for me, okay? And keep the change.”

      She nudged the twenty forward and walked out the door, the euphoria of utter relief making her steps light.

      “Don’t you want the other one, just in case?” the clerk called.

      For an instant she ignored the man, and then she stopped dead and came back inside, the tension already roiling her gut. “What? Why?”

      He shrugged. “That’s how my kid came. My girlfriend got a false-negative on one of these things. Talk about a psych-out.” He laughed. “I think that’s why they have two of ’em.”

      She stared at him.

      The clerk scratched his beard.

      “Damn it.” She grabbed the box, pocketed it, and left.
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      The Windfield Moving Company was a dust-encrusted stand-alone two-car garage with a dirt lot surrounded by chain-link fence. A single moving truck was parked inside the grounds, and near the building a beat-up American sedan stood baking in the sun.

      Wolf parked behind Shumway in front of the building and they stepped out. Jet spilled out of the back door, trotted to the fence, and lifted a leg.

      Shumway eyed the dog taking care of his business and hooked a thumb toward the building. “This woman’s a little kooky if I remember correctly.”

      “Jet, stay here,” Wolf said.

      Jet ignored him and put his nose to the dirt.

      The door chimed as Wolf and Shumway entered, and a heavyset woman with greasy gray hair, a dirty blouse, and brown bug eyes looked up from a counter.

      “Hello, gentlemen. Can I help you?” She leaned back.

      Shumway hitched his belt and leaned on the counter. “This here is Detective Wolf from Rocky Points.”

      “Oh, yes. Hi, I’m Pamela. Pamela Trunzo. I’ve been talking to … is it Deputy Patterson?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Nice woman, she is.”

      “She called about one of your trucks, rented by Jeffrey Green?”

      “Oh yes, I remember. My heck, I’ve only been thinking about it non-stop for every waking minute since. Have you found the truck yet?”

      “I’m sorry, no, we haven’t.”

      She shook her head. “Muh. Ain’t got no insurance on it.”

      Wolf was unsure how to respond to that, so he moved on. “Was Green with anyone when he rented the truck?”

      She squinted and looked to the ceiling, putting a stubby finger on her chin. “I assume he was. He drove off in the truck. And he didn’t leave another vehicle here. I remember noticing that when I was helping him back out. Nobody was out there with him. Had no vehicle with him either.”

      “So someone dropped him off?” Shumway asked.

      “I suppose.”

      “Don’t you folks have GPS devices on all these trucks to track them?” Shumway asked.

      “Not ours. My stupid husband didn’t comply with that. That’s why they pulled our insurance. Good for nothin’ cheap skate, that man. You know what I really hope?”

      She waited for an answer.

      Wolf and Shumway raised their eyebrows.

      “I hope the truck never gets found. Or if it is, it was dumped off a cliff and it’s destroyed to kingdom come. I hope we have to shut this place down so I can move out of this heck-hole. That’s what I hope.” She slapped the counter.

      Shumway gave Wolf a told-you-so look.

      “You said you watched him drive away,” Wolf said. “Which way did he go?”

      She waddled around the counter past them, then pushed open the glass door.

      Shumway watched with an amused smile.

      She poked her arm out the door. “Went that way.”

      Shumway frowned and walked to the door. “Which way?”

      “That way.” She pointed to the rising sun.

      Shumway pushed past her. “Come out here, would ya?”

      She followed, and the door hissed shut.

      Wolf grabbed the paperwork off the counter and followed them outside.

      “You mean that way, right?” Shumway pointed to the north, toward the plateaus and the dinosaur quarry contained within.

      “No. I watched him roll down 11 to the east. Right there. I told you, I helped him back out of the spot here, and he drove away. I remember plain as day. Heck, I’ve had one customer all month, and it was him. And that’s why I’ve gotta get the heck out of here.” She turned to Wolf. “I’m bored. Oh yeah. And broke.”

      Wolf raised the paperwork. “Is this the time Green rented the truck? Right here?”

      The woman walked over, wheezing heavily. She mashed her breasts into his forearm and looked at the forms. “Yeah. 12:42 p.m. Customers get twenty-four hours with the truck. Anything over that, and I gotta charge ’em another day, so gotta be precise with the time.”

      “Of course,” he said, handing the papers back to her. “Thanks for your help. And you’re sure you didn’t see anyone else with him?”

      She widened her already bulging eyes and stared at him.

      They stood in silence for a beat.

      “Okay,” Wolf said. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” She waved a hand and disappeared back inside through the jingling door.

      Shumway gave a half-smile. “Told ya.”

      “What was all that directional pointing about?”

      “She was saying Green drove off east. There’s nothin’ east. No access to the quarry up there.”

      Wolf frowned. “Then where was he going?”

      “If she’s telling the truth.”

      “She seemed pretty sure.”

      “Pretty crazy,” Shumway said. “That’s what she seemed like. Let’s get up to the quarry.”

      Wolf followed Shumway back to their vehicles.
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      Wolf followed the local sheriff out of town to the north and into the red and white cliff plateaus that overlooked Windfield. He’d entered the dinosaur quarry into the GPS, and a red line appeared over the green digital map display on his dash computer, indicating his route.

      It seemed unnecessary, because he passed the third brown-painted sign that said Windfield Dinosaur Quarry with an arrow pointing ahead.

      It was past 9 a.m. now so he pressed the number for Talbot at the University of Utah and put the phone to his ear.

      “Dr. Talbot’s office,” a female voice answered.

      “Could I speak to Dr. Talbot please?”

      “He’s not in. May I take a message?”

      “This is Detective Wolf from the Sluice–Byron County Sheriff’s Department in Colorado. I’d like to speak to him as soon as possible.”

      “Oh, yes. I just heard your messages. What’s going on that’s so important?”

      “Just a few questions I have for him. Do you know when he’ll be in the office?”

      “Well he … ready …”

      He eyed his cell phone screen and saw a single dot filled for reception, along with a combination of letters he’d never seen.

      He took his foot off the gas. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      He pulled to the side of the road and slowed to a stop. “Sorry, I didn’t catch the last thing you said.”

      Shumway continued ahead of him and disappeared around a bend.

      “I said he’s usually here. I come in at 8:30 and he’s always here before me. I’m not sure what’s going on this morning.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “So what’s Professor Green done this time?” she asked in a conspiratorial tone.

      Wolf hesitated. “What do you mean by ‘this time’?”

      She laughed. “Professor Green? Oh, never mind.”

      “No, really,” Wolf said. “What do you mean?”

      “Well … he just likes to think of himself as some kind of paleontology swashbuckler. Has all these stories about things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh … like getting bones out of Mongolia before the corrupt president catches him, or paying off the corrupt customs officials to get a skeleton out of Argentina, or some other bull-puck story.”

      “Argentina?”

      “Uh, yeah. I guess he’s spent a lot of time there.”

      Maybe there was some truth to the stories she’d heard, at least about bribing customs officials.

      “Well, I’ll tell Dr. Talbot to give you a ring as soon as he gets in. Should be any minute now.”

      “Thanks.”

      He pushed the button and dropped the phone in his center console.

      Re-checking the GPS, he hit the gas to catch up.

      The paved road wound and climbed. Without a human escort, the GPS readout did fine enough, telling him to take a right at a fork in the road where the pavement ended and a graded dirt road began. He continued for fifteen minutes, all the while tilting back in his seat as the road climbed higher, past two-track offshoots that disappeared up dry washes into the juniper hills.

      As he ascended, the road turned rockier, and he passed over a stripe of mustard dirt that changed to bright purple for a few yards, then red, and he mused it was easy to imagine they were pulling dinosaur bones out of the ground here, because he felt like he was stepping into the past with so much geology on display.

      He turned a final sharp corner around a hill and a building abruptly came into sight, along with a majestic view.

      The Windfield Dinosaur Quarry tourist center was set on a high plateau and tucked against the base of a rounded mountain that towered behind it. It was built from concrete and steel, jutting from the ground to look like a wind sail. Or a dinosaur spine, Wolf realized.

      He rolled into a circular drive looping in front of the building, passing four American-made full-sized pickup trucks parked next to one another. Three had upside-down triangle logos of the Department of the Interior on their door, and the fourth was Sheriff Shumway’s.

      He pulled in next to Shumway’s, edging his bumper up to a jagged black boulder that had been laid out to mark the boundary of the parking lot. Beyond the rocks stood twisted junipers, which covered the landscape on the high plateau.

      Climbing out of his SUV, he stood in the parking lot, once again stretching his arms overhead, ignoring the ache in his leg and back.

      It was still, completely silent, and still oven-hot, noticeably devoid of buzzing insects, which had apparently burrowed themselves into the cool depths of the earth to escape spontaneous combustion. The only signs of life were two children climbing on rocks near a picnic table, and some people standing inside the windows of the building looking out. They were looking at him.

      Wolf nodded and waved, recognizing Shumway standing next to a man and woman on the other side of the glass.

      When he opened the rear door, Jet lifted his head and squinted as hot air hit his eyeballs.

      “Yeah. I know. I think they have air conditioning inside.”

      The dog stood with a groan and spilled out.

      They followed a dirt walkway indicated with more black rocks to a concrete pad and the building’s steel-and-glass entrance. A sign said Windfield Dinosaur Quarry, and there was a cartoonish dinosaur-skull impression stamped in the concrete wall next to it.

      In the distance stood three army-green yurts, constructed of heavy fabric and lashed to the rocky soil with thick straps. Beyond them, wide-open landscape filled the horizon. Mounds of white rock jutted and lunged, striped with red and white sedimentary layers tilting every which way, all of it dotted with pinyon pines and juniper trees. Underneath the high vantage, the land waves darkened to a deep blue before melting into the horizon God knew how many miles away.

      Somewhere below, Wolf knew the Yampa River was cutting its way through the rock. How far down, he couldn’t tell. He made a mental note to study the GPS later.

      Pulling himself back to the space around him, he ignored the staring faces in the window and opened the door next to it.

      A man in a khaki button-up shirt with a BLM patch pushed the door open for Wolf and Jet, letting out a wintry blast of air.

      He had a bushy, round silver goatee that was groomed to display his friendly smile. His gray hair was curled upward at the edges of his yellow ball cap. Judging by the wrinkles on his face, Wolf pegged him in his early sixties.

      Looking down at Jet the man said, “Hey, who are you?”

      Jet ignored him and beelined it to the cool interior.

      The man splayed his hand in an oh-well gesture.

      “That’s Jet,” Wolf said, holding out his hand. “I’m Detective Wolf. Sluice–Byron County Sheriff’s Department. Colorado.”

      “I’m Bradley. Bradley Boydell.”

      Boydell took his hand in a tight grip. “Nice to meet you. Please, come in. It’s already hotter than heck out there.”

      The door yawned wide for Wolf to enter. Just when he was about to close, the two children Wolf had seen earlier shot through with delighted squeals.

      “Whoa! Watch it!” Boydell called after them as they disappeared into the visitors’ center.

      The children bobbed into the distance, passing under a huge skeleton that looked like a Tyrannosaurs rex but smaller, with, just as one would expect, a mouth wide open in a silent roar. An Allosaurus fragilis, Wolf recognized from his internet searches the night before. The twenty-foot-high fossil specimen fit comfortably in the light interior of the building, as if the center had been built around it.

      “Allosaurus,” Boydell said, watching Wolf.

      Wolf nodded and looked to Shumway and the woman, who turned out to be younger than Wolf had thought at first glance through the window. She had bright-blue eyes and a wide smile. Her skin was tanned from head to toe and her blonde hair was naturally bleached from the sun and pulled back in a tight ponytail. She wore a tight tank top, short shorts, and flip-flops. Her scent was a mixture of coconut-oil and perfume.

      “Hi, I’m Megan.” She thrust out a skinny arm.

      Wolf nodded and shook her dainty hand.

      She held his grip a second too long and eyed him up and down.

      He pulled his hand away, feeling heat rise in his face at the forwardness of the greeting.

      She walked to Jet and bent over with straight legs, as if she were trying to display her firm backside. Gripping the dog’s face, she cooed while she scratched. “Look at you. You’re so cute.”

      Jet licked his lips and wagged his tail.

      Wolf noticed Shumway’s eyes ping-ponged between her butt and the men’s eyes in the room, as if he were keeping mental tabs of who was looking.

      Wolf turned to Boydell, whose eyes had already wandered to the ceiling.

      “You’re going to escort us out to the dig site?” Wolf asked Boydell.

      “Yes, sir. Like I told the deputies last night, it’s best that I do. There’re some tricky parts.”

      A late-teens, early twenties, man stood behind a round reception desk as if waiting introduction.

      “That’s Phil,” Boydell said. “He and Megan are both interns from the University of Utah.”

      Phil had a flop of brown hair that covered most of a pimple-plastered forehead. “Hi,” he said, smiling awkwardly.

      Wolf shook his hand, too.

      “You guys rent out those yurts outside to tourists?” Wolf asked.

      Boydell chuckled. “No, that’s where we live. I’m in the far one, year-round, and Megan and Phil live in the other two for the summer.”

      “I see. And what’s that in the distance?” Wolf pointed out the window at a line of blue and red dots tucked among the bushes and trees.

      “Good eyes,” Boydell said. “That’s Dig 1.”

      “That’s where Professor Green and his students are digging?”

      “No, they’re further on, down the valley beyond. We call Professor Green’s site Dig 2. I know, we’re creative.”

      “How many digs are there?” Wolf asked.

      “Two,” Boydell said.

      Wolf nodded and gestured out the rear windows toward a steel building that looked like an oversized shed. “I looked at your website last night. That’s where they’re digging the predator trap?”

      Shumway looked at his watch.

      Megan had turned away from Jet now and was staring at him with a half-smile on her lips.

      Boydell nodded. “You’re right, that’s the predator trap—a big bunch of disarticulated bones from a range of species from the Cretaceous period. Mostly predators. No one knows exactly why there’s such a collection of bones, and broken into so many pieces.” Boydell smiled sheepishly. “At least, that’s what they tell me. I’m just a BLM employee, not a dino expert like these two kids.”

      “You’re right, Mr. Boydell,” Megan chimed.

      Wolf nodded at the big skeleton. “And where was this specimen found?”

      “That’s a replica of one found back in 1982, down in the same valley Dig 2’s at right now. But on the park side of the gulch.”

      “Park side of the gulch?” Wolf asked. “Rather than the private-land side, you mean?”

      Megan and Shumway exchanged a glance, but Wolf failed to read anything into it.

      “I’m not comfortable with bringing you to the Dig 2 site,” Wolf said to Boydell.

      “Why not?” Boydell pulled his eyebrows together. “I escorted those deputies last night.”

      Megan put her hands on her hips. “Are you two going to tell us what’s going on, or what?”

      “No, we’re not,” Shumway said. “It’s official business and we need you two to stay up here. In fact, Bradley, if you can just give us directions, you don’t even need to come out with us.”

      Boydell looked skeptical. “I wouldn’t know where to begin giving you directions. There’s a maze of two-track roads out there, and you have to avoid some problem spots. I’ll get you to Dig 1 and then let you guys go on by yourselves. It’s easy from there.”

      Shumway and Wolf exchanged glances and nodded.

      “All right. You’ll lead us, I’ll follow, and Detective Wolf can take the rear.”

      “Sounds good,” Boydell said.

      Wolf nodded and clapped a hand on his leg. “Let’s go, Jet.”

      Shumway was out the door first, not bothering to wait for them.

      Boydell shuffled forward and held the door for Wolf and Jet.

      “Bye.” Megan sang the word looking straight at Wolf. “Bye cutie.”

      Jet left reluctantly and Wolf followed him out into the blazing heat.

      Boydell stepped alongside him. “Try and keep close. It’ll make things easier on your vehicles.”

      Shumway gave a thumbs-up as he climbed in his truck. He put his seatbelt on and fired up the engine.

      Boydell jogged to his truck and climbed in, then started backing out.

      “Let’s go, Jet.” Wolf opened his rear door and slapped his leg.

      Jet paced back and forth with a look that Wolf had come to recognize as his bathroom face.

      “Not a good time. Come on.”

      Jet dropped his head and walked to him.

      That seemed to be the go-ahead for Boydell and Shumway, because they shot off in a cloud of dust around the corner.

      Jet whined and turned around, then made his way toward the junipers and crouched in a pooping position.

      Wolf sighed. “Make it quick.”

      “Uh-oh, they ditched you.” Megan was outside and flip-flopping her way to his SUV. “You’re going to need my help.”

      “No thanks. They’re right there.” Though the two vehicles were out of sight and around the bend, Wolf had heard the squeak of brakes and running engines. “They’re waiting. Thanks, though.”

      She walked to the passenger side, got in, and shut the door.

      Jet came over with a bounce in his step and Wolf let him in the back. Tail wagging, he stood on the rear bench seat and stuck his head in front over Megan’s shoulder.

      “Sit down,” Wolf said.

      Jet complied.

      Before Wolf could climb inside, Megan had her butt in the air again, bending over the seat to pet Jet.

      “Sit down,” he said again.

      Megan took her time, but eventually sat down and faced forward.

      “And now get out,” he said, firing up the engine.

      She frowned and looked at him. “That’s not very nice.”

      “Get out, please.”

      She shook her head. “You’re not going to be able to find the turn-off.”

      “They’re right around the corner waiting for me.”

      “And if you lose them on the way there?”

      “I don’t think your father would appreciate it if I brought you in my car. This isn’t a joyride.”

      She turned to face him. Her eyes were cold and her mouth downturned. “My father can suck eggs. I work here. He doesn’t.”

      Wolf leaned back in his seat. “So that is your father.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your father is the sheriff.”

      She looked at him then smiled. “You didn’t know before?”

      “No. Please, hop out.”

      “You just figured that out?” With lips parted, she looked him up and down again. “You’re a good cop. I can tell.”

      “Get out.” He backed up, turned and then scraped to a stop at the walkway. “Now.”

      “Nope.” She took off a flip-flop and put a foot out the window. Her toes bounced in front of the side-view mirror. She leaned back and closed her eyes, like she was enjoying a nice country drive.

      Wolf took a deep, cleansing breath and pushed the accelerator.
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      Patterson stood in the county-building bathroom in front of the mirror. She was panting, her chest heaving. Her fingers cramped from pinching the freshly peed-on device in her fingers.

      With a deep breath, she steeled herself and looked at it.

      Negative.

      What were the chances of a double false-negative? Probably small. And the chances of her birth control failing? Very slim according to the doctor who’d placed the device inside her.

      She stared at herself in the mirror. Her normally tanned, vibrant face—if she did say so herself—looked pale and sunken.

      Geez, was it that big of a deal to be impregnated by the man she loved? And she did love Scott. She had already addressed that issue after she’d failed to answer Scott’s third proposal, which led to a fourth and final one, to which she’d said yes.

      That she had made Scott do all that just to win her hand was already borderline psycho. Okay, it was over the psycho line. And now? She was a fifth-degree black belt in karate. The mental and physical fortitude to get to that level was beyond the capability of a normal person—again, if she did say so herself.

      So what was her problem?

      She’d had bad shrimp and she was ill. That’s why she looked like this, and why she felt sick, and why her hand shook, and why she couldn’t keep away from the toilet.

      A vision of her pregnant fat ass waddling into the squad room flashed in her mind. Check that—it was her pregnant fat ass waddling out of the squad room. Out of the entire building. For good.

      “Hey, you all right?” Deputy Charlotte Munford had snuck inside the bathroom. Damn the perfectly silent new doors in this building.

      Patterson slam dunked the box and pregnancy test into the trash hole in the counter and got busy washing her hands. “I just feel like crap after the food last night.”

      “Oh, yeah. The bridal shower. How was it? Get some good gifts?” Munford smiled with that perfect lots-of-gum-like-a-young-Meg-Ryan smile of hers, her blue eyes alight with mischief, like they were girlfriends or something. “Those in-laws can be tough. My sister got married, and her husband’s mother was a nightmare.”

      Patterson nodded, then dried her hands with a larger-than-needed wad of paper towels and threw them into the trash to bury the evidence.

      “Rachette and I are so excited to go to the wedding,” Munford said. “It’s going to be so beautiful. On the top of the mountain like that? Oh. My. God.”

      Patterson knew she looked disgusted by the conversation, because she was looking at herself in the mirror. A fake smile was all she could muster in response.

      Munford dug inside her bag and frowned. “Shit. You have any more of those?”

      Patterson froze. “What?”

      “Tampons.”

      “Oh. No. Sorry, last one.”

      “Damn. All right.” Munford looked at a loss for a second, then turned to leave. “See you.” Before she got to the door she stopped and turned around. “I hope we can be friends someday.” Then she left out the door.

      The words sailed through the flowery air of the bathroom and jabbed Patterson in the heart. She looked at herself in the mirror. Her mouth was wide open, her eyes staring in shock.

      A minute later she was back in the squad room at her desk, watching a fisheye-view black-and-white video of the customer counter at the Brushing gas station from earlier that morning.

      Hand on her chin, she watched yet another patron, a man, walk into the convenience store. This man wore a wide-brimmed cowboy hat that hid his face. He wandered to the candy-bar aisle, picked one, then grabbed a plastic gas can from the floor and went to the counter. Nothing too out of the ordinary—there had been other men who’d worn ball caps or other hats that obscured their faces—but the time stamp said 9:21 p.m., which was right in the timeline that the perps could have been passing through the gas station after shooting Ryan Frost.

      Twisting to the laptop she’d set up next to the desktop, she checked the exterior footage for the same time.

      She fast-forwarded, then let the recording roll, and saw a Honda Civic parked in front of one of the gas terminals.

      No moving truck.

      She clicked the mouse and let the interior footage play again. The man paid with cash, grabbed something from a counter display, then walked out with the gas can in hand.

      “You got anything?” Barker asked from his desk, not bothering to look away from his computer screen.

      “Still nothing,” she said, hitting the fast-forward button again.

      “Just let me know about anything out of the ordinary,” he said.

      She glared at Barker’s round head of shaved red hair. Let me know?

      Everything that came out of this guy’s mouth was a brand-new WTF moment. Who did he think he was? Wolf? Even Wolf wouldn’t have said “me.” Because Wolf included his deputies, didn’t treat them like employees that fed his all-knowing mind, so that he, alone, could work out the answer.

      “Let me know?” Rachette looked over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow. He was standing with Hernandez at the printout map they’d pinned onto a roll-stand corkboard.

      The map had a red radius circle drawn on it, indicating how far the rental truck could have gone on its journey before fueling up. Rachette and Hernandez were marking off the gas stations with red push-pins indicating which footage had already been studied thoroughly.

      “Yeah, I’m the ranking deputy,” Barker said. “Let me know.”

      Rachette shook his head and pushed a pin into the map.

      “You got a problem with that?” Barker said, his chair creaking as he leaned back and twisted toward Rachette. “When you do the time, like I have, you can take a little more responsibility yourself.”

      Rachette ignored him and pushed in another pin, this time north of Cave Creek. “Patty, you done with that footage?”

      She looked down. “No.”

      He took out the pin. “Let me know when you’re done.”

      Barker stood up. “You making fun of me now, asshole?”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      Barker walked over and squared off with Rachette.

      Patterson rolled her eyes and leaned into her computer screen. She’d seen so much friction between these two that it now bored her.

      “Hey, boys.” Deputy Charlotte Munford’s voice appeared out of nowhere. “Greg, please calm down, okay?” she said in a soft tone.

      Barker puffed up even larger. At six foot one, he towered over Rachette’s five-foot-seven frame, but Patterson had to hand it to Rachette—the guy never backed down an inch.

      “Hey.” Munford pulled Barker away gently by the arm and Barker backed up without resistance.

      The way Barker slobbered over Munford was so glaringly obvious it was comical. And Rachette had Munford sleeping in his bed. Real daytime television stuff. Patterson hated daytime TV.

      “What the hell’s going on?” MacLean’s voice echoed in the squad room.

      Patterson sat up straight and turned around.

      MacLean stood outside his office with his hands on his hips. “Where’s the moving truck?”

      Nobody answered.

      “I asked a question!”

      “Sir, Patterson hasn’t found anything on the gas-station videos yet,” Barker said.

      “And that’s all you got?” MacLean wore the same face that he’d had after smelling Jet’s gas. “Where’s the truck?”

      They stood in silence.

      “And what are you doing here?” MacLean pointed at Munford. “I want every deputy out on CP, except for these four, who are supposed to be finding a goddamned moving truck.”

      Munford’s shoes squeaked as she hurried out of the squad room.

      Patterson cleared her throat. “Sir, it’s true. We’ve scoured just about every bit of footage and there’s no sign—”

      “Just about? It’s nearly ten and you haven’t gotten through all the video?”

      She wondered why 10 a.m. was the cut-off between diligent and lazy work.

      “There was no sign of the truck at any of the gas stations,” she said, “and now I’m looking at the stores’ interior recordings.”

      “Why?” MacLean shook his head. “If it didn’t show up on the exterior footage, then it didn’t refuel. So what are you going to look for on interior footage?”

      Patterson opted to remain silent.

      “Since it didn’t refuel,” MacLean said, “not in town, not anywhere within our agreed-upon radius, then they must have ditched it somewhere. So I’ll tell you how to find this truck, okay? Listen close. Ready?”

      They stood frozen.

      MacLean’s face turned red. “Get in your goddamn cars and start driving!”

      Barker marched out of the room at full speed. “Hernandez, let’s do it.”

      Hernandez shuffled after him.

      Patterson powered down her computer tower and looked at Rachette.

      Rachette pushed his pin into the map and went to his desk.

      “I’m not feeling impressed by your enthusiasm right now,” MacLean said.

      Patterson shut the laptop and shoved her chair in, banging it loudly into her desk. It was much, much more of a ruckus than she’d meant to cause, but something had snapped inside her, releasing anger through her limbs.

      “Is there a problem, Deputy Patterson?” MacLean walked over.

      Patterson shook her head. “No.”

      “No. Tell me, what is it? You have a problem with following orders?”

      MacLean leaned in close. His breath reeked of coffee.

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. Now get your asses out there and find me a UrMover truck. Preferably with a pile of bones inside.”

      Patterson followed Rachette out of the squad room.

      “And, Deputies?”

      They slowed and turned around. MacLean had a finger pointing at the ceiling. “Do not come back until you’ve found it.”

      The sheriff’s eyes meant every word.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      “How did you know?”

      Wolf leaned toward the windshield and squinted. Shumway’s and Boydell’s trucks had kicked up a cloud of dust. There was no way to tell how far ahead they were, but it looked like they were going fast.

      The dirt road twisted with the occasional straightaway, all the while descending back off the plateau’s top.

      “How did I know what?”

      “That I’m the sheriff’s daughter.” She was preoccupied with rubbing something on the inside of her propped leg.

      Wolf kept his eyes out the windshield. “You two have the same blue eyes. Identical. And you have the same inflection in your voices, the same pronunciation of certain words.”

      “Really?” She leaned back and laughed. “You are so cute.”

      “I’m forty years old. What are you, twenty?”

      “Bingo. Right again. I bet you think I’m a lot better looking than my dad, though. Right?”

      He saw her staring at him in his peripheral.

      “I was going to say I’m old enough to be your dad.”

      “My dad’s fifty.”

      Trying to comprehend her logic, Wolf leaned forward and slowed the SUV. The cloud of dust seemed to get denser, more immediate, but he saw no brake lights.

      Then the cloud dissipated, and he broke into clearer air, so he pressed the accelerator again.

      She laughed. “You might want to slow down.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you just passed them.”

      Wolf saw the two trucks in the side-view mirror. They had pulled off and Boydell was out of his truck, staring after him. Behind his truck stood Shumway’s, close on his bumper.

      Wolf skidded to a stop and turned around.

      As he drove back to them, Boydell was swinging open a wooden gate set in barbed wire, before Wolf had reached Shumway’s bumper they were already on the move again.

      “See?” Megan said. “I told you you’d need me.”

      Like a hole in the head.

      The SUV drove spongily as they followed in the caravan, sliding in a sandy wash meandering through boulder-strewn terrain. The rocks were cinnamon-colored and streaked with black watermarks, some of them dwarfing the SUV. Canyon walls towered on both sides, with layers of white on top and maroon underneath.

      With the dust now settled, the scent of juniper flowed through the window, mixing with the dog fur and coconut oil inside.

      The curves were tight and Shumway’s truck rarely came into view, so Wolf concentrated on the well-worn tracks in the sand.

      “Just go along this wash. I’ll tell you when you need to turn. It’ll be a right in about a half-mile.”

      “Okay … thanks.”

      She smiled, and Wolf regretted encouraging her.

      “So … what’s this all about?” She bounced her eyebrows.

      He ignored her.

      “Oh, come on.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Wolf asked. “To get the inside scoop?”

      She shrugged. “I want to go visit Dig 1. I have a friend there.”

      They rode in silence for another beat.

      “And I want to help. Feel free to ask me any question you want to.”

      Wolf twisted the wheel and they turned a tight corner.

      “So, what about you?” she asked. “How’s Sluice … what county are you from?”

      “Sluice–Byron.”

      “And how’s that?”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow and sighed. “It’s nice.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Town called Rocky Points.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard of that. Skiing. I’ve never been, but I bet I’d love it.”

      Wolf plucked his cell phone out of the center console and checked it. It said No Service in the corner of the screen.

      “No service except for in town. Doesn’t matter which carrier you have,” she said. “Okay, turn up here.”

      They climbed out of the wash. It was steep, and they were pressed back in their seats, looking at blue sky. He pressed the gas and the tires spun in the sand, but they ascended without stopping, and then the landscape swung back up into view as they dropped down the other side of a hill.

      The other two trucks were in the distance, meandering through trees and rocks, approaching a rise on the left. Above the vehicles stood the flat plateau, and the route started making sense to Wolf. They were going to the dig they’d seen from the visitors’ center, but along a circuitous route off the plateau and back onto it.

      To their right, rolling hills and plateaus dotted with more juniper stood like frozen waves.

      “Pretty beautiful,” Wolf said.

      She looked at him with a bashful smile.

      He resisted rolling his eyes and concentrated on tire marks ahead of him.

      “The other dig is down there.” She pointed down the valley.

      He craned his neck, and for an instant he saw a blue spot—a tent or a tarp—and then it was gone behind a hill.

      “Dig 2?”

      “Well, you missed it,” she said. “But we’ll be able to see it again from the top of the plateau.”

      They bounced in their seats as he cranked the wheel and feathered the gas, avoiding the twisted overhanging wood of the pinyons and junipers, and any rocks that looked too jagged to roll over.

      “Used to be our land, you know,” she said.

      He eyed her. “What used to be your land?”

      She put her hand out the window. “That whole thing, thousands of acres. Until my dad lost it.”

      He blinked. “What do you mean? Where?”

      “The private land that Dig 2 is on used to be our family’s land.”

      Wolf kept his face neutral, but his mind was racing.

      “And when my grandfather died, somehow my dad screwed up the whole transfer of land … or my grandfather did … or whatever—nobody will tell me what happened. But, anyway, we lost it. Some other guy got it.”

      She clamped her lips shut and looked out the window. She was blinking a lot. Fighting back tears?

      “Watch out!” She pointed out the windshield.

      He jammed the brakes, stopping just short of a boulder.

      Jet let out a squeal from the back seat as he fell on the floor.

      “Oh, are you okay?” Megan pursed her lips and reached back to scratch Jet’s head.

      Jet shuffled back into his comfortable position with Megan’s help.

      “Megan.”

      She turned around. “What?”

      “Can you please finish your story about the land your family lost?”

      “I thought I did.”

      “Not really.”

      “Yeah, I did. Dad lost land. Done.”

      They sat silent in the idling car. Sun rays cooked his arm through the open window.

      “Are we going to go?” She looked over with a devilish grin. “Or just stay here?”

      He backed away from the boulder and drove on.
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      Just short of the crest of the plateau, they passed a red tent and a full-sized Dodge pickup off to the left side of the two-track.

      “Who camps here?” Wolf asked.

      “That’s Levi’s camp. One of the grad students at Dig 1. Levi Joseph. See? Aren’t you glad I’m here to answer all these questions for you?” Megan smiled.

      Wolf slowed to a stop next to the truck and peered at the tires. They were the wrong brand.

      “Hello?” Wolf called out.

      No one answered.

      “Probably up—”

      Jet barked, and the sound filled the interior of the cab with the volume of a jackhammer.

      Megan screeched and plugged her ears.

      “Jet!”

      Jet was standing on the rear seat, staring out the passenger-side rear window and barking with snapping jaws. Saliva stuck to the glass. After every second or third bark he shut his mouth, looked at Wolf, and whined.

      He shoved the truck in park and got out. When he opened the rear door, Jet leapt down, almost barreling him over.

      With ears raised, Jet trotted around the rear of the SUV and turned, barking and staring at Wolf again.

      He looked at his watch and shrugged. “Go!”

      Jet took off down the steep slope, weaving his way through the brush rocks.

      “What the hell?” He stepped to the road’s edge and watched the dog trot halfway down the mountain before he stopped and started barking again.

      Megan got out and stood next to Wolf. “What’s he doing?”

      “I don’t know. Hey! Let’s go!”

      Jet ignored him, preoccupied with something. Whines floated up on the breeze.

      “Probably chasing an animal,” Megan said. “Growing up, we had a dog that would chase jackrabbits. He would go crazy, just like this.”

      Wolf nodded. Jet looked like he had an animal cornered.

      “Jet! Come! Now!”

      Jet hesitated for another few moments and then trotted back up the slope, weaving in and out of the trees, stopping every few yards and looking back.

      “Now!”

      Finally, Jet reached them with a lowered head and followed Wolf’s prompting back into the truck.

      Slamming the door, Wolf turned and surveyed the valley below. It must have been five hundred feet to the valley floor. A lone blue tent stood amid the foliage and rock.

      “Oh, yeah. There’s Dig 2.”

      She stared intently below.

      “You know them?” he asked.

      “What was that?”

      “The students at Dig 2. Do you know them?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” She shrugged, looking nonchalant, but Wolf sensed she was putting on an act. “I know everyone. Everyone knows everyone.”

      “Is there anyone here that wears Converse All Star shoes?”

      She swallowed and looked at him, perplexed. “Converse All Stars?”

      He nodded.

      She shrugged and looked away. “I haven’t noticed. Why?”

      He stared at the back of her head until she turned around.

      “Are you telling me the truth?”

      “Am I telling you the truth? Geez. I mean, I have a pair. Why? Why are you asking?”

      Resigned, he walked back to the driver’s-side door.

      They got in and Wolf eyed Jet in the rear-view mirror. “You got that out of your system now?”

      Jet barked and looked out his window again.

      “All right, that’s enough.” He put the truck in drive and the tires spat dirt.

      A few seconds later they were at the top of the plateau, and looking at the flat expanse he’d seen earlier from the visitor center, but from a different angle. Off to his left he could see the gleaming windows of the structure far away, and the shining red mountain of rock that butted up to its rear.  Further down the two-track in front of them, Boydell and Shumway had parked their trucks next to a red one, and they were milling around a complex of tents and tarps with a man and a woman.

      “So, Levi camps all the way down here and walks to the dig? Do you know why that is?” Wolf asked.

      She laughed, like Wolf had asked the funniest question in history. “He probably can’t sleep with all the sex noises coming from the other tent.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      She stopped laughing and looked at him. “A guy named Dr. Mathis heads up this dig, and the other student besides Levi is a girl named Karen. Dr. Mathis and Karen think they’re keeping it secret, but they’re clearly screwing. So Levi gives them their space. Although now that I think about it, even if they weren’t screwing, Levi would probably be camping back there. He’s kind of a loner.”

      “And you’re friends with Levi, too?”

      She looked out the window. “Yeah, I guess. We’ve gotten to know each other.”

      A few minutes later of relatively smooth driving over the flat terrain, Wolf and Megan approached the camp. Outside, Shumway stopped in mid-sentence with Boydell and shielded his eyes. His facial expression showed he’d just realized his daughter was in the car with Wolf, and he was none too happy about it.

      “Stop here. Wait,” Megan said. “Wait, wait, wait …”

      Wolf stopped the car.

      Before he could ask why, he pressed himself back into his seat as Megan leaned over him and out his window.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.

      “Hey, sister!” Megan shouted out the window. “Long time no see!”

      The woman Wolf assumed was Karen paused in mid-sentence and waved.

      “When did you get back?” Megan asked.

      Sheriff Shumway stood next to Karen, his head tilted, his eyes wide and locked on Wolf’s.

      Megan and Karen chatted for another few moments, and then Megan drew a hand down into the cab and planted it squarely in Wolf’s crotch as she launched back into her seat. Without a word, she opened the door, jumped out, and slammed it. With a happy jog, she ran around the front of the SUV and went to embrace her friend.

      Wolf sat still for a second, then let his foot off the gas and pulled alongside the other trucks.

      A few seconds later, Wolf had Jet out from the back seat and they were walking toward the camp—Wolf pointedly ignoring Shumway’s red-faced glare.

      With the commotion, he almost forgot his duty. He stopped and turned around, and went back to study the trucks.

      Bradley Boydell’s BLM truck had the Goodyear P265/70R17s, and so did the red truck with civilian Utah plates, which, since they’d passed Levi’s truck, by process of elimination would have to be either Mathis’s or Karen’s.

      Add Sheriff Shumway’s tires, which also matched, and the whole tread piece of evidence seemed less useful by the second. But, as Wolf knew, that’s how the truth lulled you to sleep—by hiding in a sea of anonymity.
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      “Hello, I’m Detective Wolf.” Wolf held out his hand to the man standing next to Shumway.

      “I’m Dr. Mathis.”

      The short man stepped forward and pumped Wolf’s hand with a firm, rough grip. He wore Birkenstock sandals with dusty white socks, cargo shorts and a T-shirt that had a picture of a dinosaur with glasses and The Saurus Knows All The Words written underneath.

      “Welcome to Dig 1, as they call us.”

      “I’m Karen.” A bright-eyed woman stepped away from Megan with an outstretched arm.

      Wolf took in her slender hand, which was callused and dusty. She was a couple of inches taller than Mathis, a comparison Wolf made only because of Megan letting him in on the “secret.” Karen wore jeans shorts that displayed thick tanned legs. A mesh, wide-brimmed hat sat on her head of short black hair, shading a smile that was bright and pleasant.

      “And where’s your other grad student?” Wolf asked. “Levi Joseph?”

      Mathis and Karen looked at one another. “Beats us. Been gone all morning. Heck, he was gone all day yesterday too.”

      “Without taking his truck?” Shumway asked.

      “Sometimes he takes long hikes,” Karen said with a shrug.

      Mathis looked skeptical. “Yes, but he usually tells us when he goes on his little treks. He brags about them first, talks about the route for days, then shows us the map in case he doesn’t come back.” He waved a hand. “Sorry, we’ve just been discussing it. He kind of up and disappeared on us this weekend.”

      Shumway glared at Boydell. “You haven’t seen him?”

      Boydell shook his head.

      Shumway put his hands on his hips and shook his head. Then he gave his daughter a sidelong glance.

      There was real urgency in Shumway’s tone.

      “Should we be putting out a search party?” Wolf asked.

      “Oh my,” Karen gasped.

      Shumway peered down the two-track toward Levi’s camp, which was out of sight over the edge of the plateau. “No, but keep us posted if he doesn’t show himself.”

      They stood mute for a few seconds, and then Wolf cleared his throat.

      “I’m not sure what Sheriff Shumway has told you two yet, but he and I are conducting an investigation and we have some questions.”

      “Yes, he told us. What’s it about?” Mathis asked. “What kind?”

      “I can’t discuss the particulars.”

      Mathis gave a skeptical frown. “Well then we can’t answer any questions you might have. I’m sure you understand, Detective. I don’t want to implicate myself in anything. So I’m going to respectfully decline speaking to either of you. And I advise Karen to do the same.”

      Karen looked dumbfounded.

      Mathis folded his arms and pretended that everyone around him had vanished.

      “We’ve had a homicide,” Wolf said. “A fossil dealer in Rocky Points was shot twice and killed.”

      Megan gasped, then put her hand over her mouth.

      Karen blinked rapidly.

      “Wow. A murder in Colorado?” Mathis unfolded his arms and pulled his eyebrows together. “So why are you here?”

      Wolf nodded toward the centerpiece of the camp, which was a wide, shallow hole in the ground. “Could I see your dig?”

      “Yes, sure.” Mathis looked at him suspiciously for a moment, then led the way and waved them to follow.

      They stopped at the edge of the hole. Inside the opening, a grid of string bounced on the breeze. Underneath it, digging tools were strewn near exposed fossils.

      “What are we looking at here?” Wolf asked.

      Mathis’s face lit up. “It’s really quite a find. An ornithopod from the late Cretaceous. A hadrosaur.”

      Wolf made a show of not knowing what the heck he was talking about.

      “An iguanodon?”

      “Yeah, okay. I remember those,” Wolf said, referring to memories from his own childhood dinosaur phase.

      “The hadrosaurs were prolific in the late Jurassic through the Cretaceous. In the Jurassic they were small, and then,” he paused for effect as he stopped at the edge of the hole and spread his arms, “they grew into giants, like these.”

      Shumway leaned over and squinted, looking unimpressed.

      The pieces of bone were a jumbled mass that was hard to put into context in the mind’s eye.

      Boydell kicked at a rock.

      Mathis eyed them all in turn. “Well, you’d have to see the GPR readouts to really get a sense of it.”

      “GPR?” Wolf asked.

      “Ground-penetrating radar.”

      “Ah.”

      Mathis looked dejected, like he was surrounded by three-year-olds.

      They were standing in fine dirt, and Wolf took the opportunity to study shoes. None of the prints they were leaving matched the crime scene at Rocky Points. Mathis’s sandals didn’t match. Megan’s and Karen’s feet were way too small. Boydell’s feet were average size, about a ten, but the imprints of his well-worn boots didn’t fit either of the patterns at the scene.

      And Shumway’s? They were about the same size as Boydell’s, but the tread was deep and jagged, not the same pattern either. Wolf had the circles, squares, and rectangles of the killer’s shoe sole memorized, and none of these matched.

      He realized they were stuck in silence once again. “Do any of you own a pair of Converse All Star shoes?”

      Megan raised her hand.

      “That’s quite a change of subject,” Mathis said.

      Wolf shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

      “Not me.” Mathis looked at his own feet, “I just stick to my good ol’ Birks. These students, though, they wear that kind of stuff. Used to be popular in the eighties, and now they’re all the rave again.”

      “Steven has a pair,” Karen said.

      Wolf looked at her.

      “Purple ones. Can’t miss him when he’s got those things on.”

      Wolf and Shumway exchanged a glance.

      “We’re talking about Steven Kennedy?” Wolf asked. “Down at Dig 2?”

      Karen nodded. “Yep.”

      Megan avoided eye contact with Wolf. He noticed her face turning red.

      “Did Steven kill a fossil dealer?” Mathis asked. There was a hint of amusement in his eyes.

      Wolf gestured to the bones in the ground. “Were these predators? Or plant eaters?”

      “Ha!” Mathis leaned his head back. “The subject changes once again. Yes, it’s an herbivore. Did Steven Kennedy kill someone? I think we have a right to know, him being so close.”

      “We’re not sure who killed the fossil dealer at this point.”

      They stood in silence.

      “How often do you two visit Professor Green’s dig?” Wolf asked.

      Mathis and Karen looked at each other.

      “Last time we saw it was last year.”

      “Early last year,” Karen said.

      “When Green and his students used to be more social,” Mathis said.

      “Yeah,” Karen said. “Now we all call them the hermits.”

      “And why’s that?” Wolf asked.

      “Professor Green’s made it clear he doesn’t want anyone near his dig.” Mathis stepped around the pit. “It’s like he’s protecting some art masterpiece he isn’t ready to unveil to the world yet.”

      Wolf frowned. “Can’t you just go down there?”

      Mathis shrugged. “Done that a couple of times. Trying to sneak a peek. But the last time I went, they had it all covered up. Told me point blank to get back to my own dig. He did pretty much the same thing the first time I went down. And when I asked him about it he just flat told me to leave. I said fine. No sense dealing with crazy people.”

      “So you haven’t seen the dig at all?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, at the beginning, but not recently, though, no.”

      “So you have no idea how far along they are with their specimen?” Wolf asked.

      “No.”

      “You and Professor Green both work at the University of Utah, correct?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes.”

      “We’ve gathered that Dr. Talbot is Professor Green’s boss … is he your boss, too?”

      “Yes, he’s the head of the paleontology department.”

      Wolf nodded. “That is odd, you being part of the same university and all. I would think the two teams would be on the same side.”

      “You’re telling me.” Mathis leaned forward and stepped into the pit by accident.

      “Why do you think they’re acting the way they are?” Wolf asked.

      “Internal politics that we don’t know about,” Karen said. “Gotta be. Green’s vying for a job, doesn’t want to share any credit. That, and he’s straight crazy.”

      “Pssh.” Mathis waved a hand. “We both have tenure and the guy is most definitely not looking for more responsibility, believe me. The guy doesn’t even read half the papers he makes his students write. If anything, he wants less responsibility.”

      Karen made a sour face and glared at Mathis.

      Mathis shook his head. “Anyway, politics wouldn’t make sense. That’s not how things work.”

      “When Dr. Talbot came a month ago for his ‘surprise’ visit, they drove away together,” Karen said. “Went to lunch or something. Remember that? I’m telling you, Green’s looking for some sort of promotion or something. Maybe it has to do with—”

      Shumway cleared his throat. “If we could maybe get back on track here?”

      “Dr. Talbot came in a month ago to check the dig?” Wolf asked.

      “He does that from time to time,” Mathis said with another wave of his hand. “Comes down and checks our progress, updates for his report to the board of regents. Peels his butt off his desk chair and makes the obligatory rounds.”

      Twisting on his heels, Wolf gazed back toward the two-track road that ran on a straight line across the plateau. “Have you seen Professor Green or any of his dig members drive a moving truck through here recently?”

      Mathis looked confused.

      “A UrMover truck,” Shumway said. “Like a rental truck you use to move from one house to the next.”

      “You just drove up that road. You think one of those could get up here?” Mathis chuckled.

      Shumway looked nonplussed. “So is that a no?”

      “Yes, that’s a no.”

      Karen shook her head. “I haven’t seen anything like that.”

      “So, Professor Green is secretive. What about the other three students of his dig team? What do they act like?” Wolf asked.

      Karen and Megan glanced at one another.

      “They’re all right,” Karen said. “They’re definitely friendlier than Professor Green. At least Mo will come up and have a beer or two. We’re kind of friends.”

      “Mo. Meaning, Molly Waters?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah. She goes by Mo.”

      “She’s a lesbian,” Mathis said.

      Karen looked horrified. “So what, Ted?”

      “What? I’m just saying. She is.”

      “And what does she say about the dig when she comes up from her camp?” Wolf asked.

      Karen peeled her death stare away from Mathis. “Not much.”

      “She keeps her lips as tight as Professor Green,” Mathis said. He ticked off three fingers. “Steve, Felicia, Mo, they’re all just like Green. The whole team’s the same. They’re all hiding something down there.”

      Like an empty hole, Wolf thought.

      “Did you see Professor Green leave past here on Saturday afternoon at all?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah,” said Karen. “I do remember him leaving. It was like noonish. I think Felicia was with him, and Steven followed them in his truck.”

      “And not Mo?” Wolf asked.

      “No. They always keep someone there to keep guard,” Mathis said. “Someone at the camp to make sure we don’t snoop.”

      “And this was at noon?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep. Right around noon.”

      “Did you see them return?”

      They both pondered.

      “Steven’s truck came back,” Mathis said. “Not Professor Green’s.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Karen said to Mathis. “You’re right.”

      “Do you remember who was in Steven’s truck when he came back?”

      “Felicia,” Mathis said. “It was Steven and Felicia.”

      Karen agreed and glanced at Megan once again.

      “So, no Professor Green,” Shumway said, his eyes narrowing.

      “Yeah. That’s right. No Professor Green.” Mathis eyed Shumway, and then Wolf. “Why?”

      “And what time was this they returned?” Shumway asked.

      “A few hours later, I guess. We were sitting here grilling, so must have been like four?”

      “So at noon they left,” Wolf said, “and they came back at four. Four hours.”

      Karen nodded.

      Shumway had his head leaned back, eyeing Wolf.

      Mathis looked between them. “What? Why?”

      “Like I said, Dr. Mathis, I really can’t discuss the particulars,” Wolf said.

      Mathis rolled his eyes and folded his arms.

      “Is this road the only way in and out of here for Dig 2?” Wolf asked, this time addressing the whole group.

      “Yep,” Karen said.

      Mathis silently agreed.

      “Technically, no.” Boydell raised a finger. “It’s a little rough but you can keep following the wash along the bottom of the plateau. You don’t have to climb up here.”

      Wolf nodded. “Was there any other vehicle traffic past here Saturday?”

      They shook their heads.

      “And how about the rest of the weekend? Sunday?”

      Karen shrugged. “Just the two deputies last night, and Mr. Boydell with them.”

      Boydell nodded. “I escorted them in.”

      Wolf looked at Mathis and Karen. “And what were you two doing Saturday night?”

      Mathis raised a finger and shook it. “Now, wait a minute. Do we need a lawyer now? What is this? Are you saying we’re involved?”

      Shumway held up both hands. “Dr. Mathis, Detective Wolf is just covering every base. It’s within your rights to not answer, but—”

      “We were here all night. I thought that much was clear,” Mathis said.

      Karen nodded so hard her hat threatened to fall off.

      They looked like they were telling the truth.

      “And so it’s clear now,” Wolf said. “Thank you. You two have been a real help.”

      “The second Levi comes back, tell him I want to speak to him,” Shumway said. “Tell him to come down to the station. It’s very urgent.”

      “Sure, yeah. We’ll tell him,” Mathis said.

      “I may be around for a while,” Wolf said. “I’d appreciate it if you’d stay available if I have more questions.”

      Mathis shrugged. “Where else are we going to go?”

      “Of course we will,” Karen said.

      “Thank you.” Wolf exchanged glances with Boydell and Shumway, and they stepped away.

      “Uh … Detective?”

      Wolf paused and turned around.

      They smiled and pointed at Wolf’s feet.

      Jet stared up with a quizzical brow, a hand shovel in his mouth. He dropped the utensil in front of Wolf, backed up, and sat.

      Wolf took the slimy shovel, wiped it dry on his shirt, and handed it to Karen. “Sorry.”

      “No problem.” She laughed and turned to Mathis. “We should get a dog.”

      Wolf left them to debate the point. “Jet, come.”

      “I’d like a word, Detective,” Shumway said, stepping next to Wolf. “What was my daughter doing with you?”

      He chose his words. “I had little choice, Sheriff.”

      Shumway nodded and scratched his chin. “Yeah. She’s a real … goddamned handful. I’m sorry for the embarrassment you had to endure because of her.”

      Wolf eyed him. “It’s no problem. She’s a … seems like a good kid.”

      Shumway snorted and stopped suddenly. “Boydell, you’ll take Megan back?”

      Boydell poked up the bill of his cap and nodded.

      Megan stretched her arms overhead, ignoring the conversation about her.

      “And how do we get down to Dig 2?” Shumway asked.

      Boydell stepped to them. “Can’t miss it. Just keep going, and then down the hill. It’s steep, and at the very end there’s a doozy of a bump, so go slow. It curves right. Follow it and you’ll hit the camp a quarter-mile up the wash.”

      “Thanks.”

      Boydell nodded. “I’ll keep you posted if I see Levi.”

      “Maybe you could swing by his camp tonight,” Shumway said.

      Boydell walked to his truck. “Will do.”

      “I’ll lead the way,” Shumway said, walking to his own truck and climbing in.

      “Up,” Wolf told Jet as he opened his rear door.

      Wolf watched Megan as she walked silently to Boydell’s passenger door like an inmate being escorted to a prison bus. A pair of purple Converse like the one’s Karen said Steven Kennedy wore was hard to miss, and Wolf had specifically asked her whether anyone had worn them. She’d inserted herself into the situation, and now she’d made herself out as a liar.

      With eyes laser focused on the ground in front of her, she opened the door and got in.
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      Patterson cranked up the air conditioner in the SUV and leaned toward the windshield.

      “Okay, sounds good, honey. I love you,” Rachette said in a cuddly voice that threatened to make Patterson’s stomach turn again.

      He hung up the phone and slowed, creeping around a tight turn. They were five minutes off Rocky Points’ main strip and already socked into pine trees and steep hills.

      “This is dumb.”

      Rachette looked at her. “This is necessary work. That’s something you’d say to me.”

      “Wandering around on hundreds of miles of road, only able to see a few hundred feet in front of us until the next bend, with no clue as to where we’re going? This is dumb.” She shook her head. “We need to think this through, not waste our time because MacLean wants to look like he’s doing something for Senator Levenworthless and his precious bones. And while you’re at it, speed it up.”

      Rachette let out a rhythmic hiss between his teeth. “Whoa, woman. You are not in the best of moods today. You need to find a toilet again or something?”

      She ignored him, relaxing her jaw as she realized it had been locked shut.

      “Hernandez says Senator Levenworth is buddy-buddy with everyone,” Rachette said, “which includes the district judge.”

      “Whatever. Doesn’t mean the guy can get evidence crucial to a double murder released,” she said, hoping her skepticism was founded on reality. Could this senator really corrupt the system so flagrantly?

      They rode in silence for a while.

      “Hey.”

      With a roll of her eyes she looked over, taking the Rachette bait.

      “It’s going to be all right, okay? I know you’re probably going through some … stuff with the wedding coming up and all. Maybe some second thoughts?” He held up his hands. “Hell, I don’t know. And I saw the way you looked when I mentioned the pregnancy thing.”

      She turned back to her window. “This is dumb.”

      After another few moments Rachette asked, “So?”

      “So what?”

      “What did it say?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, come on. You think Charlotte’s blind? She saw the pregnancy test in your hand. What did it say?”

      Patterson’s heart raced. “When the hell did you guys even discuss that? Just now?”

      “That was her on the phone.”

      “Well, duh. That was like a two-minute phone call.”

      “Not gonna tell me?” He eyed her. “I don’t see why you’re so cranked up about kids. Charlotte’s ready to churn them out when she gets married. Shit … I guess I need to pop the question soon. You think it’s too early?”

      Patterson stared out the window.

      “Fine. Thanks for the pep talk.” Rachette pulled his phone out again and dialed a number. “Damn. It goes straight to voicemail.”

      “He’s out of range.”

      Rachette shook his head and clanked the phone in the center console.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Nothing.”

      Was he mad that Wolf had not taken him? Was he worried? Patterson would have paid a few bucks to know her partner’s thoughts. She’d always marveled at Rachette’s loyalty to Wolf. She felt it too, but clearly not at his level.

      “So … seriously?” Rachette turned to her with a sly smile. “You’re not going to tell me? Preggers? Heather Patterson, a mom?”

      Maybe she would pay a few cents.

      She leaned back and closed her eyes, focusing on her hara, the spot just below her naval. She pushed as she drew breath in, filling her lungs from bottom to top. Then she exhaled, pulling in her abdomen, blowing the air out of her nose in a steady, powerful stream.

      The abdominal breathing was a technique she’d learned from her sensei in Aspen long ago to calm her mind and promote peace within her body. It was a technique that came in handy being Deputy Thomas Rachette’s partner.

      With each exhale, the built-up tension in her body released, the fire within extinguished. In the real world, fire grew hotter, blew embers and spread with wind, but in her body the air dissipated the heat away from her, setting Rachette alight.

      She opened her eyes and sat upright. “Wait. Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Stop the car!”

      “Shit.” Rachette cranked the wheel and jammed the brakes. The SUV scraped to a stop. “Get the door open! Don’t puke in here!”

      She looked at him. “I’m not going to vomit.”

      “Then what the hell?”

      “I figured out where the moving truck is.”

      “What? How? Where?”

      Patterson glared in thought, nodding her head. “Yeah, I’m sure of it. Turn around and head north.”

      “Why? I’m not going back to the station. I don’t care if you’re pregnant or not, you can get out and walk your ass back there.”

      “Shut up for a second and listen. Tell me this. When did that fire start?”

      Rachette blinked. “Which one? The Durango or the new one?”

      “The new one.”

      “Sunday morning? That’s when I heard about it.”

      “Could have been Saturday night, though.”

      Rachette narrowed his eyes. “Yeah … I guess. I don’t know.”

      “And what was the cause?”

      Rachette sat silent.

      “Before we left the station, I watched a video of a guy purchasing a gas can. The Brushing gas station. The gas station near that fire.”

      “With taquito-boy?”

      “There was a guy who went inside with a big hat on. He bought a gas can, a candy bar or something, and then he picked something up off the counter after he was done paying.”

      Rachette shrugged.

      “When you were mooching your taquitos, do you remember what was on the counter, just to the right of the clerk window?”

      “Napkins?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Matches. The guy purchased the gas can, then grabbed some matches and walked out.”

      Picking up his can of chewing tobacco from the cup holder, Rachette opened it, took a pinch and slid it between his lip and gum.

      Patterson ignored the smell as it permeated the cab and climbed up her nostrils. Normally it was a well-established rule that Rachette put his “dips” in outside, in the bathroom, anywhere but in front of her, but he’d had a little sister he liked to beat up on when he was a kid, and enjoyed treating Patterson the same way from time to time.

      “It fits,” Rachette said, finally looking over. “Embers blow off the truck, set the brush on fire.”

      “No shit.”

      “But Barker called up there and they said they hadn’t seen the truck.”

      She shrugged. “We know how communication can get muddled sometimes.”

      Rachette cranked the wheel, hit the lights, and pushed the gas. “It fits,” he said again, tapping the wheel. “Nice work.”

      “It all came from the thought of setting you on fire.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”
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      The SUV kicked sideways off another rock and Wolf lurched in his seat.

      Shumway reached the bottom of the decline well ahead of Wolf. Hitting the forewarned spot way too fast, his truck bucked and bounced high with an explosion of dust.

      Wolf edged his way over the same depression and reached a flat dirt two-track road below.

      They were at the bottom of a canyon now.  Juniper, pinyon, and boulders covered the hills on both sides. A dry wash lay to Wolf’s left.

      After hanging a hairpin right, the road continued over a low hill ahead.

      Mathis had been right—there was no way a UrMover truck could have made it down that slope. Much less back up it.

      So how had they got the bones out? There was no way they’d packed a seventy-five-percent-complete, twenty-five-foot-high set of dinosaur bones into the bed of one truck and gone up that hill on Saturday afternoon. They’d probably split the bones between the two trucks.

      Or maybe there was a storage unit, Wolf thought with a nod. That would make more sense—shuttle a few bones out, store them in a unit, repeat the process over time until the whole skeleton was out, then load them all up in a rented UrMover truck and drive down to Rocky Points.

      Wolf eyed Jet in the rear-view mirror. “You all right?”

      Jet opened his mouth and panted.

      Winding side to side, up and down, the drive was easy, following a dry wash at the bottom of the valley.

      A quarter-mile later, Wolf pulled up behind Shumway’s parked truck.

      Shumway was already out and leaning on his door.

      Wolf shut off the engine and stepped outside.

      The whine of a commercial jet lingered overhead. A blast-furnace wind rustled the sage and juniper, blowing sand across the ground with a soft hiss.

      A tarp flapped near the bottom of the wash. Wolf peeked through the swaying foliage and saw three people near a camp looking back at him.

      He opened the rear door and after a brief protest Jet lumbered out, loped to the shade of a tree and lay down in the powdery dirt.

      Wolf grabbed a couple pairs of rubber gloves from the box on the floor and shut the door.

      Shumway stood patiently with a hand on his holstered Glock.

      “You have the warrant?” Wolf asked, holding out a pair of rubber gloves the sheriff.

      Shumway took the gloves, nodded, and extended a hand. After you.

      Wolf passed him and led the way off the road and down a gradual slope.

      They approached a complex of tents—red to the right, then blue beyond that, and a darker blue one to the left. A tarp, set up at an angle to shade a large pit, fluttered in the distance.

      The camp had all the fixings of a paleontology dig, with shovels of all sizes and types strewn about, dusty brushes near the hole in the ground, leather gloves, and the paleontologists themselves.

      “Good afternoon,” Wolf announced.

      They were all there—Steven Kennedy, his wife Felicia, and Molly “Mo” Waters—and they were all staring with unreadable looks. A trio of camp chairs sat underneath a white shade tent that was staked at the corners. Three paper plates with half-eaten sandwiches lay on a fold-out table. Underneath the table a box lay filled haphazardly with dry goods, and in the dirt stood a half-empty bottle of Scotch.

      “I’m Detective Wolf from Sluice–Byron County, Colorado, and this is Sheriff Shumway from here in Windfield County.”

      They nodded, their faces frozen masks.

      Steven stepped forward first and held out a hand.

      Standing just about Wolf’s height, six two or three, he was slim and fit, looking better in the face than he had in the DUI photo Wolf had seen earlier. His eyes were clear and bright, intelligent, and his skin was deeply tanned.

      “Steven Kennedy. Nice to meet you. This is my wife, Felicia.”

      Steven’s smile was confident and easy, framed by dark-brown stubble. He tipped up a worn New York Yankees ball cap with one hand and shook with the other.

      Felicia squinted underneath a wide-brimmed hat and offered an outstretched hand. “Hi. I’m Felicia.”

      Felicia was thin, small and athletic, and looked like she feared no ultraviolet radiation anywhere but on her face, because she wore a tank top and short cargo shorts that displayed her sunbaked cocoa skin.

      Molly Waters was next. She wore a baggy T-shirt, jeans, and hiking shoes. A few strands of white hair jutted out from underneath her floppy hat, which shadowed her freckled face. She glared at Wolf with small eyes and swallowed, offering no greeting.

      “Mo?” Wolf asked.

      Her grip was rock solid. “Molly. My friends call me Mo.”

      Wolf nodded. “Then I’ll call you Molly. And Professor Green? Where’s he?”

      Molly’s hard gaze dropped and she took a step back.

      “He’s up at the university,” Steven said. “Had some business. What’s this about?”

      “What kind of business?” Wolf asked.

      Steven shrugged and the two women looked like they’d gone deaf.

      “Eighteen-year, huh?” Wolf asked.

      They all three frowned with confusion.

      “The Scotch.” Wolf pointed behind them. “Glenlivet 18. That’s an eighty-dollar bottle there. You guys must be connoisseurs. Or are you celebrating something?”

      They all kept their attention on the bottle, lips closed, waiting for someone to say something.

      “Yeah,” Steven said with another winning smile. “We don’t drink much, but when we do we want it to be the good stuff. What can we do for you two?”

      Shumway stepped up next to Wolf.

      Steven raised his chin and eyed the sheriff.

      “We’re looking for Professor Green,” Wolf said.

      “And like I said, he’s not here. Is there anything else we can help you with?”

      “Yes,” Wolf said. “We need to take a look around your camp. You can help by standing still right here while we do.”

      Wolf made a production out of pulling on his rubber gloves, unnecessarily snapping the material a few times.

      “You can’t do that without a warrant,” Steven said.

      Shumway produced the warrant and handed it to Steven. “Well then, luckily we have one right here.”

      Wolf stood still and studied their boots while Steven read the warrant with Felicia.

      “Hey, what the hell? It says here you’re looking for a gun. W-what?” Steven’s confidence had disappeared. “Why are you looking for a gun?”

      Wolf watched as each of their faces dropped, but Molly seemed the most openly perturbed by the news.

      “Something wrong, Molly?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, you’re looking for a gun. What the hell does that mean? Someone’s been shot and you think we did it?”

      “I never said anyone’s been shot,” Wolf said. “Do any of you have any weapons on you now? A gun?”

      “No, we don’t,” Steven said.

      Wolf pointed to Molly. “Can you please lift your shirt? Show me your waistline.”

      She did as she was asked, displaying a leather belt cinched around a ghost-white belly and nothing more.

      Wolf walked to the red tent and unzipped it. He pulled open one flap and saw the interior was strewn with women’s clothing, though he couldn’t tell which woman’s it was. Outside the tent’s opening hung two pairs of panties clipped to clothes hangers.

      “Like what you see?” Felicia asked.

      Wolf caught the tail end of a sneer on Felicia’s face as he ducked inside the opening. It smelled like perfume and campfire. He shuffled in on his hands and knees and moved the sleeping bag aside, then looked under each piece of clothing.

      “Just tell them,” Molly said outside.

      “I will, just—”

      “Tell us what?” Shumway asked.

      Wolf started to duck out of the tent and then paused as a revelation unfolded. Clearly Felicia lived out of the tent, but there was no sign of her husband ever being there—no sleeping bag, no musky body-odor scent of a man who showered little. No men’s clothing. He thought it odd, but then again, maybe they just liked their personal space.

      Wolf backed out and stood up. “Tell us what, Molly?”

      “We have a gun,” Felicia said.

      Shumway raised his eyebrows and gripped his pistol.

      “Where?” Wolf asked.

      “It’s for emergencies, you know?” Steven said, twisting and pleading to Shumway too. “There’s frickin’ animals out here. Rattlesnakes galore. It’s dangerous. Not that we ever use it. We’ve actually never used it. It’s Green’s gun.”

      Wolf nodded. “I understand. Can you show me where the gun is, please?”

      Steven stepped to the backside of the second tent.

      “Slowly now,” Shumway said, drawing his pistol all the way out.

      Steven gave him a double take and raised his arms. “Jesus, I’m not … it’s there. Hanging from Professor Green’s tent.” He pointed and his jaw dropped.

      “Come back over here.” Shumway crooked a finger and held his pistol loosely at his side.

      Steven stood frozen, still looking down.

      “Right now,” Shumway said.

      Steven raised his arms higher and walked fast, back next to the two women.

      Wolf rounded to the other side of the second tent. An empty leather holster hung from a hook off the tent fabric. The retention strap was unbuttoned and bouncing in the breeze.

      “I swear it’s usually there,” Steven said.

      “What?” Molly’s eyes widened. “What do you mean? It’s not there?”

      “I don’t know, he must have taken it,” Steven said with clenched teeth.

      “Oh my God.” Felicia put both hands over her eyes.

      Wolf went to the front of the second tent and peeled open the half-circle zipper. It was hot inside, the air stagnant, and a single fly buzzed against the domed nylon interior.

      A light cloth sleeping bag was neatly laid out with a pillow at its head opening. Two pairs of white socks were lined up next to each other, and next to that lay a stack of neatly folded clothing. The shirts were all button-up, the shorts cargo. A worn copy of a book called Systematics and The Fossil Record lay next to it all.

      Wolf lifted the lid of a wooden box. It was full of rocks and crystals, and a carton of .38 special rounds. He pulled a pen from his chest pocket and lifted open the box lid. Half the rounds were missing.

      Backing out of the tent he said, “Got a box of .38 specials. Half of them are gone.”

      “Well, this is definitely not looking good for you three,” Shumway said.

      “Why?” Steven turned around. “What did we do? That’s Professor Green’s tent.”

      Wolf walked to the third tent and poked his head inside. There was a dirty pair of men’s jeans wadded up in the corner, and a man’s T-shirt lying near it. But the size of the clothing told him it was Mo’s tent.

      He dug through the clothing and personal effects and found no pistol or pair of Converse, not that she would have worn a size-sixteen shoe.

      He ducked back out and stood, making a show of looking around. “I’m confused. Where do you sleep, Steven?”

      Steven glanced at his wife, who didn’t return the gesture. “Down the wash a ways.”

      Wolf pointed to his right and then left.

      “That way.” Steven pointed to the west.

      “Why do you sleep away from the rest of the camp?”

      “That’s not really any of your business.”

      Felicia stared into the distance. She’d thoroughly checked out of the conversation.

      Shumway was squinting in thought, flicking his gaze between them. He’d seen Felicia’s reaction, or non-reaction, too.

      “You have a pair of Converse All Stars, Steven?” Wolf asked.

      “Nope,” he answered without hesitation.

      Felicia’s steely gaze cracked, and she scratched an eyebrow.

      Molly seemed to flinch at the question too.

      “We had a homicide down in Rocky Points, Saturday night,” Wolf said. “A fossil dealer was shot once in the head and once in the back. The two slugs found in his corpse were .38 specials, which I’m sure we’re going to find match those bullets in that box.”

      They said nothing.

      “We just had a conversation with the people at Dig 1, Steven, and they say you have a pair of purple Converse All Stars.”

      Steven made a so what gesture and said, “Not anymore. Haven’t had them for over a month.”

      “So you do have them,” Shumway said.

      “I said I did. I don’t anymore.”

      “And why’s that?” Wolf asked.

      Steven licked his lips. “I lost them over a month ago. They just disappeared. I think an animal took them.”

      Shumway snorted. “An animal took them?”

      “Did I stutter? I keep my shoes outside the tent. One morning they were gone. So, like I told you, I don’t have a pair of Converse All Stars. Why are you asking me, anyway?”

      Wolf looked at Mo and Felicia. They met his gaze now, as if Steven’s explanation had relieved their earlier stress.

      “How far?” Wolf asked.

      “How far what?”

      “How far to your tent?”

      “Up a couple of bends.”

      “And your truck?”

      “Up next to my tent.”

      “Okay. Let’s go take a look. You lead the way. Felicia and Molly can follow. The sheriff and I will take up the rear. But first, I want you to take us by the dinosaur bones and show us those.”

      The three students stood in frozen silence.

      “Why?” Steven asked.

      Wolf waved his hand. “Let’s go.”

      Steven exhaled and crunched past Wolf. Felicia came next, smelling like a fresh spray of the perfume that permeated her tent. Mo Waters followed, giving Wolf an unreadable look on the way by.

      Shumway gave him the after you hand again.

      They passed underneath the shade tent and squished their way through the dry wash, then climbed up a few yards onto the other side.

      “Is this a private-land dig?” Wolf asked. “Or part of the BLM park?”

      Mo turned around. “The dig is on private land. That side of the wash is BLM.”

      Wolf nodded, sneaking a glance at Shumway. The sheriff might have blinked, but that was it. “And where will these bones go once they’re dug up?”

      “To the university,” Steven said, stopping at the edge of a deep, wide pit. “The landowner donated them.”

      Wolf was confused by Steven’s actions. He was looking down like the bones were still there, like he was willing to play this out until the last bitter second.

      Wolf and Shumway reached the edge of the pit too, and Wolf stiffened. What the hell?

      Inside the enormous pit were stone-colored fossils. Judging by the skull and the rest of the bones, it was an Allosaurus, and to Wolf’s untrained eye it looked to be about eighty percent complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Patterson stepped on a burnt stick and it crumbled under her boot.

      A gust of wind kicked up a blast of soot and ash from the surrounding landscape and whipped it into their faces.

      “Shit, ah,” Rachette said behind her.

      Patterson’s eyes stung as she clamped them shut. Holding her breath, she put her face into her sleeve and tried to wait it out.

      She dared a peek and saw Rachette stumbling away. Thinking better of remaining among the charred sagebrush, she followed her partner’s lead back outside the fire line.

      “Damn. Nice idea going out there.” Rachette brushed his face and scalp.

      Tasting charcoal, Patterson spat and saw flecks of black in her saliva.

      A Brushing fireman named Danny Chase, a quick-talking individual with a bushy goatee, stepped away from Patterson. “Careful.” He smiled and winked, and then his eyes raked her up and down for the third time in as many minutes.

      They stood at the apex of a V-shaped burn pattern, the line of scorched earth extending away from them in two directions.

      “Nothing at all?” Patterson asked.

      “Couldn’t find anything,” Chase said. “Not that uncommon. It was a fire. The source of it could’ve burned up in the flames. But this is definitely the ignition point. Like I said, our lead investigator is due in later today and he’ll check it out. Sorry.” He lifted his hands and turned a circle. “No charred moving truck.”

      She turned to face the county road where their vehicles were parked a dozen or so yards away up a slope.

      “Classic cigarette-butt fire,” Chase said. “If you ask me.”

      “But you didn’t find the butt.”

      “Right. But those were some high winds Saturday night. It could have landed in the top of these bushes here, ignited them, and then kept blowing along with the flames until”—he snapped his fingers—“poof. Gone.”

      Rachette expelled a wad of chew from his mouth and began his ritual of swirling his tongue around and spitting profusely.

      “Ugh.” She turned away and walked back toward the SUV.

      Rachette kicked pebbles against her heels as he followed. “You like it up here in Brushing?”

      “Not bad. Wish I was in Rocky Points like you guys. A lot more action down there. Got my application in with your department, actually. I guess they’re hiring a driver down there. We’ll see.”

      Rachette made an uninterested noise.

      They ducked through the barbed wire, Chase making too much effort to help Patterson in the process, and reached their SUVs.

      “Thanks, Chase,” Rachette said. “We’ll let you get back to work.”

      “It’s no problem. We’ve got it contained so the work’s pretty much over. Anyway, glad I could assist, but sorry I couldn’t help with what you’re looking for.”

      Patterson scratched her chin with her engagement-ring finger, just in case Chase got any bold ideas, and glared at the line of cars moving like ants in the distance. She spotted the gas station, and then another car cutting left across the valley on a road that looked to be parallel to the one they stood on. “What’s that road?”

      Chase furrowed his brow. “I don’t know, uh … 83? No ... wait …”

      “How far could a burning ember travel on the wind?”

      “Upwards of a mile, given the right conditions. That’s why we have so many of us still here, to make sure there aren’t any embers blowing out.”

      Patterson shook her head. “No, an ember from a moving truck.”

      Chase followed her gaze. “You think your truck was burned on that far road, and a burning ember blew all that way here?”

      “If you check the direction of that burn, and follow it backwards, it points to that grove of oak trees up there, right next to that road. If I was going to burn a truck, I’d probably do it near those trees. It would hide the flames from people passing by the highway. Otherwise it would draw a lot of attention, right? What is it to that farther road, four hundred yards?” Patterson asked.

      “No.” Rachette said. “Like five hundred. A short par five.”

      Patterson and Chase looked at him.

      “What? I play golf, and it’s about five hundred yards to that road. I can tell.”

      “What’s that, like a driver and two three woods for you?” Chase asked with a straight face.

      Rachette appraised him and smiled. “And another chip and three putts, if I’m lucky. You play golf too?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s your handicap?”

      “Psh, I don’t know. Used to be a—”

      “Excuse me,” Patterson said. “But we’re going to leave now.”
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      Patterson’s arm sizzled, looking like a burnt hot dog as it rested on the edge of the open window.

      Rachette’s window was up and he had the air conditioning blasting on him.

      “Why don’t you roll down your window? What if we can smell something?”

      Rachette looked at her.

      “We checked your clump of trees and it was empty. There’s nothing here.”

      She shook her head. She knew what she’d seen on that video. It fit.

      Danny Chase was no longer behind them. He’d been just as dejected as Patterson when the oak trees lining the creek had held no burned secrets and had returned to his prior task of burying embers on the burn line.

      Now Patterson and Rachette crept along another quarter mile past the point Rachette had given up, reaping nothing but more anger from him with each roll of the tires.

      A short distance later there was a ninety-degree turn to the right.

      Rachette stopped. “All right. End of the line, the road curves even further away from the fire.”

      She leaned into the windshield. “Keep going. A little more. Look at that.”

      Rachette took the turn and hit the gas, seeing what she was looking at.

      There was a mound in the road up ahead with a sign that said Hedge Creek.

      When they passed the sign, he rolled down his window and stuck his head out. Letting off the gas he said, “Look for tracks going off the road.”

      A second later Patterson saw them. “Stop!”

      Rachette scraped to a halt and jammed the SUV in park.

      They’d found their quarry. She stepped outside and punched a fist into the wind. “I knew it.”

      She pointed down. “Dual rear tires.”

      “Stay off ’em,” he said.

      They stepped over them and followed the barbed-wire fence down to the creek, which was a trickle of water in a twenty-foot-wide swath of dirt that passed directly under the road ahead.

      The tracks left bent weeds and stalks of grass where it had driven. Rachette kicked up grasshoppers, leading the way down a gentle slope to the water’s edge.

      “Thar she blows,” he said, coming to a stop.

      A box-culvert ran underneath the road, and inside were the tangled, black remains of a truck.

      “Whoa.” Rachette’s voice echoed in the culvert. “I’m no fire expert, but it looks like it burned hot.”

      Patterson nodded, entranced by the twisted skeleton of the vehicle.

      The wind whipped at their back and sucked past them into the hole.

      “It’s like a wind tunnel,” she said. “So you’re right. It probably burned hot with a constant fan hitting it. Strange. Look how there’s barely anything burnt beyond it.”

      Through the space between the truck and the blackened concrete walls there was brush land and another grove of oaks hugging the creek’s banks—all of it unscathed by flame.

      From here, the trees obstructed a view of the fire trucks so the culvert had been invisible from their earlier vantage point.

      The vehicle was twisted and mangled, so much reduced to ash that it was barely recognizable.

      “Check out the footprints in the dirt next to the tire.”

      Patterson nodded. The tread was the same diamond pattern.

      Patterson tilted her head and stepped nearer the charred remains. “These are bones.”

      “What kind of bones?”

      She touched a gray piece of material and it disintegrated to dust, revealing a human skull underneath it.

      Rachette stepped back. “Shit. You think it’s Green?”

      She snapped on rubber gloves and poked her finger at some wire next to the blackened skull. “Looks like eyeglasses. I think it’s him. I recognize the front teeth. One of them is set in front of the other. Remember his smile? I remember thinking he looked like a chipmunk with those teeth. Lorber can make the call, but I’d bet your salary it’s him.”

      “Confidence. I like that in a woman.” Rachette walked past her to the side of the truck. Leaning his head past a twisted piece of metal, he pointed at a lump. “What’s this? There’s a ton of it.”

      She stepped over and pressed it with her finger in various places. It was firm. She picked up a rock and tapped it against the lump, then smacked it down hard.

      “What are you doing?”

      She hit it again, and a piece of material flaked off, revealing a lighter shade beneath. She hit it again, revealing an area stark white against the blackened exterior.

      “Casting material,” she said.

      “Casting material.” Rachette made an “O” with his lips. “More bones.”

      “Yep. But these are a lot older.”
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      “What kind of dinosaur is this?” Wolf knew the answer but could think of no other questions as he gaped down at the hole.

      “Allosaurus fragilis,” Steven said. “It’s a good specimen. Female, more than seventy-five percent complete by our estimates. One of the best finds in history.”

      Wolf had never seen anything like the full skeleton sitting in the ground, precisely in the spot where it had died millions of years ago. He stared at it, trying to imagine the beast alive. The head was fully cleared of dirt, and looked to be ready to remove. The skull was huge, jaws agape—Wolf could’ve wedged half his body inside.

      Steven watched him. “Classic death pose.”

      “What?” Wolf asked.

      “That’s what they call that position the skeleton is in. Head thrown back, jaws wide open. Thought to be strong ligaments in the animals’ necks tightening after death, or just how water deposits them—it’s all up for debate.”

      Shumway stood looking down, thumbs hitched on his duty belt. “Why have you guys been keeping this a secret from everyone up at Dig 1?”

      Steven shrugged. “It’s a rare find. We wanted to keep it a secret until the bones were all uncovered. Superstition, I guess. We didn’t want to jinx it. You know … say we’re finding a great specimen, one of the most complete ever, and then we suddenly can’t find any more bones.”

      The two women stared at the bones with frozen expressions.

      “What were you three doing on Saturday?” Wolf asked.

      Steven made a show of thinking about it, and then shrugged. “I don’t remember. Not much. We don’t usually work much on the weekends. Try to keep a normal schedule to avoid burnout. What did—”

      “We went into town,” Felicia said.

      Steven froze.

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, the team up there said three of you left and went into town in the afternoon, and Molly stayed here. What were you doing?”

      “We dropped Professor Green in Windfield,” Felicia said. “He was renting a moving truck.”

      Steven turned his head slightly toward his wife but held his poker face.

      “You dropped him off?” Wolf asked.

      Felicia nodded.

      “And where did you go?”

      “Back here,” she said.

      “Where did Professor Green go?” Shumway asked.

      Felicia shrugged. “Said he was going up to the university. Wouldn’t tell us why.”

      “Mo,” Wolf said.

      Mo jerked to attention.

      “Is that true? They dropped off Professor Green and then came back here?”

      Mo took her time and then nodded.

      “And where’s Professor Green’s truck?” Wolf asked. “His pickup?”

      “He left it in town,” Felicia said. “Near the moving place. Steven and I came back together in Steven’s truck because Professor Green needed his truck when he came back.”

      “But he didn’t tell you when he was coming back.” Wolf nodded.

      “Nope.”

      “And what did you do after you dropped him off?”

      “Just came back here.”

      “Four hours later.”

      Felicia’s eyes darted. “Four hours later?”

      “That’s what the Dig 1 team says. They saw you leave at noon, and saw you return at around four.”

      “Oh, yeah … we got a bite to eat. Did some shopping.”

      “Got some scotch,” Wolf said.

      Felicia blinked. “Yeah.”

      Steven slid his gaze back and forth between Wolf and Shumway.

      “Okay,” Wolf said. “Let’s take that walk to your camp, Steven.”

      Steven began walking, and Felicia and Mo followed silently.

      Wolf looked at Shumway and held back a few steps.

      “What the hell is going on?” Shumway whispered to Wolf. “I saw those photos of the dinosaur bones Green was selling. They were out of the ground. There was date proof from one of the pictures in our local newspaper. That gives time and location of those bones being dug up somewhere around here.”

      Wolf nodded but said nothing.

      “So, where did those bones come from?” Shumway’s voice was barely audible over the squish of their footsteps on the sand and pebbles.

      “I don’t know,” Wolf said.

      They walked in silence for another beat and Shumway leaned close again. “I’m thinking, we really have nothing. I mean, nothing. Not unless we find that revolver and that pair of shoes up here.”

      “We have something. They’re lying about the four hours they killed on Saturday afternoon. I don’t know about you, but I didn’t see any vehicles parked near Windfield Moving Company. We have mountains of probable cause for arrest. Steven and Felicia look like they might lawyer up and not talk, but Molly’s conflicted. We just have to separate them.”

      Shumway nodded. “Yeah. Okay, then let’s bring them in. We can separate them by putting Molly in your car, and I’ll take the other two. We have two interrogation rooms and two holding cells back at the station.” The sheriff eyed the wash ahead. “This is strange. Why’s he camping all the way up here?”

      Wolf wondered the same thing.

      Molly, Felicia, and Steven marched in silence. Their heads were down, their shoulders slumped, like they were approaching execution.

      Steven looked over his shoulder. “Just up here. Next bend.”

      As they followed the swerve of the wash, a pickup truck gleamed on the hill to the right. A blue tent was erected near it—the same blue Wolf had seen from the top of the plateau at Levi Joseph’s camp.

      He did a double take to the top of the mountain. Megan Shumway was standing against the sky, staring down at them.

      Steven stopped. “Here it is.”

      Felicia and Molly stopped next to Steven and folded their arms.

      “You three stay here,” Wolf said.

      They failed to respond because they were all now looking up too.

      Megan and Boydell must have stopped at Levi’s camp, Wolf thought. Boydell’s truck was parked near Megan. When everyone looked up at her, she walked to the vehicle and climbed inside.

      Shumway’s daughter seemed like she was on a single-minded mission to shake up her father, and Wolf was an integral prop in her act. He felt his face warm.

      “You,” Shumway said. “It was you.”

      He turned, hearing thumping footfalls come up behind him.

      The sheriff launched past him and barreled head first into Steven’s chest.

      Steven was too slow to react and took the collision standing still. Shumway thumped into him, sending him through the air and onto his back.

      Shumway fell square on top of him, got to his knees, and started punching.

      Wolf got there in time to catch the third right-hander in its backswing. “Sheriff!”

      Shumway ignored him and wrenched his arm free, then started another flurry of punches, this time with alternating rights and lefts.

      Wolf pointed at the two women. “Stay back!”

      They were wide-eyed and already shuffling away.

      Wolf straddled Shumway’s back and pulled him off and into the air. He dropped him on his feet and then grabbed his arm, securing it in a wrap wrist lock.

      “Dah! What are you doing?” Shumway sucked in air through his teeth. “Stop, stop.”

      Wolf held firm as he walked them up the wash.

      “Calm down,” Wolf said.

      “You’re gonna break my wrist!”

      Wolf let go and Shumway spun on him.

      The sheriff’s chest was heaving, eyes wide. He pushed his torso into Wolf’s and then backed away, pointing at Steven. “You son of a bitch. It was you. Don’t think I don’t know. It was you.”

      Steven was slow getting to his feet, checking the blood seeping from his lip with the back of his hand.

      “It was you,” Shumway said. He bent over and put both hands on his knees to catch his breath.

      Wolf noted the conspicuous distance Felicia Kennedy stood from Steven lying on the ground, like she had no concern for her husband at all.

      They all turned toward a sound traveling up the draw. It was strange at first, impossible to discern, but coming closer and getting louder, nonetheless. Then the noise sharpened to rhythmic breathing and footsteps coming at fearsome speed.  Jet came skidding around the corner and barked with snapping jaws.

      The murderous expression on Jet’s face surprised Wolf. “Jet! Heel!”

      Jet immediately slid to a stop.

      “Sit!”

      He sat.

      “Keep that thing away,” Steven said, scooting back on his butt.

      Wolf stood catching his breath, taking it all in. Felicia and Mo kept their distance from both Steven and Jet. Steven rubbed his chin, dejected and humiliated. Shumway clenched his fists and glared at him.

      “You three stay right here. You move and Jet runs you down.” Wolf had no intention of using the attack command. In fact, Jet’s Vail handler had made Wolf swear to never use it, but the threat had the desired effect.

      He jerked his head at Shumway and walked up the wash.

      Shumway stepped over with more than a little reluctance.

      “What the hell was that?” Wolf asked, leading them behind a juniper tree.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. But that guy deserves a hell of a lot more than what he got.”

      “We need to keep the situation at hand under control.”

      Shumway put his hands on his hips and nodded.

      Wolf backed up a few steps and peeked around the tree.

      Jet watched the three graduate students; they stared back, frozen in place.

      “I’m going to search that tent,” Wolf said. “And I want you to come with me.”

      Shumway rolled his eyes. “Yeah, all right.”

      Wolf gave him the after you hand.

      Steven’s tent was a three-man design, much like his other dig team members. Nearby he had a firepit dug out of the dirt and ringed with rocks—blackened and well used. A lone camping chair sat next to it, and a gas stove and fold-out table stood under an overhanging juniper tree.

      There was a black plastic trash can next to a bush. Wolf opened it and looked inside, finding dozens of empty cans and food packets.

      Shumway went to the tent and studied some hiking and running shoes lined up on the exterior wall.

      “Got your gloves?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway pulled them out of his pocket and put them on.

      Wolf kept an eye on the other three as the sheriff peeled back the zipper and knelt inside the tent, rummaged around, then came out with his hands splayed.

      “No gun. These are size fifteen and a half,” Shumway said, picking up one of the running shoes. “And these are sixteen. Phew, I can see why he keeps these things outside.”

      Wolf caught the scent of untreated athlete’s foot coming off the shoes as he ducked in for a look himself inside the tent.

      Keeping his ears open in case Shumway made any sudden movements outside, Wolf sifted through an explosion of dirty clothing. The tent held a superheated pocket of air saturated with body and foot odor, so he held his breath and made haste.

      He rifled through everything and found no other shoes, and just like Shumway had said, no gun.

      After thoroughly searching every nook and cranny, he backed out of the tent and sucked in a breath.

      Shumway was staring toward the wash, his fists clenching and releasing. “They’re talking.”

      Wolf nodded. “I’m sure they are.”

      “They’re going to lawyer up.”

      Wolf searched the rest of the camp. He opened a cooler and looked inside. Lifted a conspicuous-looking rock with his toe.

      Walking to the Ford pickup truck, he bent down and checked the tires: Goodyear P265/70R17.

      “A match?” Shumway asked.

      “Yep.”

      “You know, I have those tires too,” Shumway said.

      “So I saw.”

      “I’m pretty sure any government vehicle up here’s going to have them. You’ve got the same ones but sixteens.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Shumway said nothing.

      Wolf lifted the passenger handle and the door squeaked open. It smelled faintly of cologne and coconut oil. Faintly like Megan Shumway, Wolf thought. He thoroughly checked the interior, found no gun or shoes, and shut the door. The rear of the truck had tiny chunks of white crumbly material—like plaster used for encasing fossils.

      “Check out these tracks.” Shumway was in the trees, pointing down at tire marks.

      “Looks like they’ve been taking another way out of camp.”

      Wolf took off his rubber gloves and wiped the sweat from his hands on his jeans. He bent down and felt the dirt. It was hot and soft, and held no shape or tire-tread pattern, but the depressions clearly came from the opposite way they’d come in and ran all the way to Steven’s truck.

      “This looks like an old road,” Wolf said.

      Shumway nodded. “Sure does.”

      Wolf eyed him. “You’ve never been out here on this road?”

      “No. What? Why you lookin’ at me like that?”

      “Megan told me this was your land, growing up.”

      Shumway shrugged. “It was our family’s land. Just had some cattle. I never spent much time here. We’d go visit my granddad at his ranch house, which is south over that hill a long way. My mom and dad moved in there when he died. I’d already moved out by that point. My dad might have come out here but I never did. It was a big piece of property. I haven’t been on a lot of it.”

      “And you got rid of the land when your father passed away?” Wolf asked.

      “When my dad died, my brother and I sold everything—the cattle, equipment, the land. We weren’t going to ranch and it wasn’t making us any money the way it was.”

      Wolf nodded. “You didn’t know about the oil?”

      “Psh. That bastard knew something we didn’t when he bought it from us, that’s for sure. We should have charged him twenty times the price and he would have taken it.”

      Megan had told Wolf her father had lost the land to the new owner, implying her father was at fault for getting rid of it against his will. Wolf detected no animosity with Shumway about the deal, only seller’s remorse for not getting more money.

      “What?” Shumway asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Wolf looked down the road. “Let’s photograph these tracks leading to Steven’s truck and follow this route too.”
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      Wolf kept his eyes on the sandy desert bottom and followed the tire depressions as they weaved around trees and boulders.

      He met Steven’s eyes in the rear-view mirror again, and Steven turned away and looked out the window.

      “That wasn’t me. It was your dog.”

      “You were displaying a lot of control over those two women back there,” Wolf said, rolling down the windows.

      Steven blew air between his lips.

      “What was Shumway’s outburst all about back there, anyway? Megan?”

      The question hit home. Steven closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “That Megan is something else,” Wolf said.

      Steven glared at him in the rear-view.

      “Apparently you know that. And, apparently, so does your wife and Sheriff Shumway.”

      Steven looked out his window.

      “I’ve heard of being in the dog house, but what you have going on is … well, that’s another level living in exile up the wash like that.”

      “I’m not going to talk to you,” Steven said for the fourth time. “None of us will.”

      “What I don’t get is if you got caught messing around with Megan Shumway, why are you sticking around? You just moved up the wash? Why not just leave altogether and save your wife the heartache?”

      “I’m not talking.”

      Wolf nodded. He wondered how much Shumway was learning in the truck behind him.

      “It doesn’t matter if you talk to me or not,” he said. “The evidence will speak for itself.”

      Steven smiled. “What evidence?”

      Wolf slowed as the tracks disappeared over an edge and out of sight.

      “This a navigable hill?” Wolf asked.

      Steven said nothing.

      Wolf got out and checked. The slope was a good thirty degrees and there were deep gouges where vehicles had gone up and down. At the bottom there were more bushes and boulders, and then the dry wash they’d driven up earlier behind Boydell.

      Wolf climbed back behind the wheel and drove over the edge. “Speaking of evidence, here’s the way you and the girls could’ve left your camp without the other dig team knowing. According to Dig 1, you three came back in your truck at around 4 p.m. on Saturday. With that ten-minute jaunt we just took, and the rest of the drive down to Windfield … I’d say it takes just about three and a half hours to drive down to Rocky Points from your camp. If you left at 4 p.m., that could have put you guys in Rocky Points right in time to commit the murder.”

      Steven shook his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, man.”

      “That was smart of you guys to do a drive-by past Dig 1. Make it look like you were returning for the night.”

      Steven shook his head.

      They drove in silence the rest of the way down the wash.

      The barbed-wire gate near the main road had been left open, so he drove through and pulled over. He waved Shumway past him to lead the way back to the station.

      Wolf rolled up the windows and turned on the air conditioning. His stomach was empty, churning air, making him well beyond irritable and only a lot of food was going to remedy that. Jet had to be starving too.

      Steven scrunched up his nose. “Oh, man, roll down the windows again.”

      Wolf followed the good advice and then pulled over and let Jet out.

      While Jet found the shade of a juniper and did his business, Wolf’s phone beeped and vibrated as multiple messages streamed in.

      There were two text messages from Rachette and two voicemails, one from Rachette and one from MacLean.

      Rachette’s message said:

      Patterson and I found the truck! It was burned out. Green’s body inside, and the bones.

      Where are you? Call us when you get this. We’re getting worried.

      Wolf read the message again, then lowered the phone and eyed Steven in the rear of his truck.

      Steven sat with closed eyes.

      Wolf walked down the road out of earshot and pressed Rachette’s number.

      “Hey, where the hell are you?” Rachette said.

      “Hey.”

      “We’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”

      “You found the truck?”

      “Yeah, we did.” Wind ruffled the microphone on Rachette’s side. “We’re all at the scene now. Patterson got a hunch from looking at the video footage from the Brushing gas station. They doused the truck with gas and left it to burn in a culvert under County Road 39. Turns out the truck started that fire outside Brushing. We’re here with Summit SD now, and Lorber’s up here. He confirmed it’s Green’s body. MacLean’s up here with Senator Levenworth. They’ve got a hard-on for me and Patterson right now for finding the bones.”

      “What bones?” Wolf asked, looking over his shoulder at his SUV. Steven still sat motionless in the back.

      “The fossils. The Allosaurus bones Levenworth was buying. Hello?”

      Wolf stared at the ground, trying to process the information.

      “You there?”

      “Yeah … I just saw the bones up here. Sitting in the ground. Are you sure they were the bones we’re looking for?”

      “Yeah. Levenworth just cracked one out of its shell and looked. Identified it as an Allosaurus shin bone or some shit.”

      “Out of its shell?”

      “Yeah. They’re all encased in casting material. Levenworth said they call it a field jacket. Protects the bones … or the fossils, sorry … Patterson’s correcting me here. You say they had a full skeleton sitting in the ground?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, there’s definitely a full skeleton in the back of this truck, too. So … there must have been two sets of bones?”

      Wolf eyed Steven again, thinking of the white plaster in the back of his truck.

      “You there?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Just trying to understand what’s going on.”

      “Sounds to me like they have a second dig site,” Rachette said. “Anyway, I’ll let you give that news to MacLean. He’s been calling you too. Have you talked to him?”

      “Yeah, I saw. What about that security video from the gas station? Can we get a good look at the guy on it?”

      “Not really. We still need to go back and take a closer look at the footage. I haven’t even seen it yet.”

      “Let me talk to Patterson.”

      There was a rustling and then Patterson came on. “Yes, sir?”

      “What did you see in this footage?”

      “I saw a man wearing a big cowboy hat, which covered his face. He purchased a candy bar, a gas can, and then took a book of matches off the counter. But I didn’t realize about the matches until later. Then we had a hunch and checked near the Brushing fire, and found the truck. There’re the same shoeprints here as at Ryan Frost’s.”

      “Definitely a man in the footage?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes … I’m almost positive.”

      “What about height? Weight?”

      “I can’t say for sure. I’d need to look at the recording again.”

      “Get back to the station ASAP and do that, please. And call me back.”

      “Okay,” she said, “but what’s going on up there in Windfield? What did you just tell Rachette?”

      “I’ll let Rachette relay it to you. Check the video footage and call me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hung up and pocketed his phone. Climbing in behind the wheel, he glanced in the rear-view, knowing now they were being lied to by all three of them.

      Steven was looking at him.

      Wolf ignored him and shifted into drive. Then they were rumbling down the road back to Windfield.
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      “You think she’s gonna crack?” Shumway asked.

      Wolf swallowed the half-cheeseburger in his mouth and sucked down a third of the grown-adult-head-sized Coke and exhaled. “I don’t know.”

      Shumway dug into the greasy bag and produced a box of French fries and pushed them in front of Wolf.

      “Thanks.”

      Shumway shook his head. “These Kennedys are tough. I don’t see any budging in them. But Mo Waters? I was watching her in the truck on the way down here. Felicia was trying to give her steely looks, like ‘we can do this,’ and Mo was ignoring her.”

      Wolf finished chewing a handful of salty fries. “That’s good, I guess.”

      Shumway eyed the clock on the wall. “Lawyers are coming from Ogden. Three o’clock now … that’ll put them here at six or seven. So, we have some time, but not much. Maybe one of the women will talk.”

      Wolf shoved the second half of the first cheeseburger in his mouth.

      The sound of Jet chomping on a bowl of kibble echoed from the front of the station all the way into Shumway’s office.

      “I think the location of the UrMover truck points to Steven and these other two,” Shumway said. “Ditched on the side of the road heading north from Rocky Points on the route to Windfield? What a bunch of dumbasses. I would’ve left it south, or east, or west, or just left it sitting there at the crime scene. Anything would have been a smarter move.”

      “It was burned out under a bridge on a remote road,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah, whatever. To the north. On the way here. And burning it? What if someone saw the flames? They would’ve been caught.”

      Wolf chewed some fries. “I think it means they had to burn it. They had no choice.”

      “Why?”

      “To hide something.”

      “Like what?”

      Wolf took another sip. “Like forensic evidence that would prove who’d been in the truck. Which begs the question, why take so much precaution with the forensic evidence and be so flagrant with the shoeprints?”

      “Yeah. And now we can’t find his shoes. He’s ditched them. So we have nothing.”

      “Or he’s telling the truth about his shoe-stealing coyote,” Wolf said.

      “You’re saying someone stole his shoes and committed the two murders with them on?”

      Wolf chewed another handful of fries.

      “Could have been the two women.” Shumway glared at his desk and went silent.

      “You gonna tell me what the hell happened up at that camp with you and Steven Kennedy?”

      Shumway concentrated on eating his fries. “You have a kid.”

      “Yep.”

      “Teenager, right?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Yeah, but you have a boy. Girls are … they just …” Shumway shook his head. “They’re so damned hard sometimes. I don’t know what to do. She’s promiscuous. Do you know what a nightmare that is?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “It’s tough raising a kid alone, right?”

      Wolf unwrapped his second cheeseburger. “Yeah, but you’re still not answering my question.”

      Shumway slapped his cup onto the desk. “I sure as hell am. Don’t you get it? She was screwing that guy we have in the holding cell. A married man. There. You happy?” He grabbed a handful of fries and shoved them into his mouth.

      Wolf ate the second burger in silence, then said, “You yelled, ‘It was you,’ and then you tackled him.”

      “So what?”

      “It was an interesting choice of words. So you knew someone was sleeping with her, and you’d been searching?”

      Shumway leaned back. “Bingo. Now can we be done with this topic?”

      “I’m just trying to understand the full situation I’ve walked into here.”

      “You think my daughter and Steven Kennedy being with one another has anything to do with this?”

      “Why is Steven Kennedy still at that camp? After that? Most men getting caught doing that would have tucked their tails and run. And he’d obviously been caught. That’s why he’s sleeping up the wash. Then there’s the DUI he got last year.”

      “So what?”

      “So that’s two very big strikes against him, and yet he’s still part of this university-sponsored dig. It’s like he’s … I don’t know.”

      “Untouchable,” Shumway said, gritting his teeth.

      “Yeah. Or something.”

      Shumway dropped his cheeseburger in the wrapper and lifted the trashcan off the floor, and then raked the rest of his meal into it. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      Wiping his hands on his already dirty pants, he stood and walked past Wolf and out of the office.

      Wolf finished his third cheeseburger and fries, and then dug Shumway’s unsullied fries out of the trash and finished those.

      He’d once known a field surgeon in the army who would slap him on the back and repeat the surgeon’s maxim, Eat when you can, sleep when you can, and don’t fuck with the pancreas.
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      Molly “Mo” Waters sat like a rock in the interrogation chair, arms resting in her lap and rarely blinking.

      Wolf pulled the wobbly plastic-and-metal chair back and took a seat. “We found size-sixteen shoe prints at our murder scene. We have our crime-scene techs looking to match those bullets we found in your camp to those that murdered two people.”

      Molly frowned but said nothing.

      “We just found Green’s body in the moving truck he rented on Saturday. The truck your two dig-team members took him to rent.”

      Her chest rose and fell faster now. Her eyes darted.

      “The truck was burned to a crisp with his body inside. It looks like he was shot, point blank with a .38 revolver, much like the one missing from your camp. We also found size-sixteen shoe prints. Converse All Stars. Steven’s size. He has these shoes, doesn’t he?”

      She said nothing.

      “And if we find him guilty, and you keep acting the way you are, you’re going to be charged as an accessory. What other choice do we have?”

      She closed her eyes and her mouth dropped open.

      “He …”

      “He what?” Shumway asked loud.

      Wolf gave him a sharp glance.

      “I’m pretty sure Steven left that night,” Molly said, looking like she’d betrayed her own mother.

      Wolf looked at Shumway again. “Okay. Just so we’re clear, which night are we talking about?”

      “Saturday night.”

      “Thank you. Can you please elaborate? He left?”

      “When he and Felicia got back, he went to his camp. Later that night I was outside and saw his headlights. He was driving into his camp.”

      “Coming in the way we drove out of camp today?” Wolf asked. “The shortcut that leads to the wash, rather than going up and over the plateau.”

      She nodded. “I could see his lights as he drove in. Couldn’t see his truck, just the lights. I was outside, going to the bathroom. But it sounded like his truck.”

      Wolf nodded. “And what time did Steven and Felicia get back from giving Professor Green a ride to the truck-rental place?”

      “I guess four or five?”

      Wolf tapped a finger on the wooden table separating them. “And what time did you see Steven returning that night?”

      She shrugged. “Must have been midnight, I guess.”

      Wolf nodded. “Are you sure about that time?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Was Felicia with you all night Saturday?”

      Molly frowned and looked up at him. “Yes.”

      “Did you know where Professor Green was going with that rental truck?”

      Molly said nothing and lowered her eyes.

      “Was he going to pick up the second skeleton?”

      She narrowed her eyes for a moment but said nothing.

      “He was found dead with a full Allosaurus skeleton in the back of the truck, Molly. And Felicia said that she and Steven came back right after dropping Professor Green off at the rental-truck business. But we know from your testimony right now that they came back four or five hours later. What were they doing?”

      She said nothing.

      “Were they helping load up this second skeleton into that truck?”

      She closed her eyes and swallowed.

      “Where? Where did this second skeleton come from? Are there more people we need to be worried about? There could be more dead people, do you get that? Or they could be out there, the ones getting away with murder.”

      She shook her head a little, then a lot. “No.”

      “No, what? Tell me. We’re confused here. You don’t have to go along with Felicia and Steven’s lies anymore, Molly. They’re not here. Tell us. It’s the only way out of this.”

      She screwed her eyes shut and shook her head.

      Wolf softened his voice. “Do you think Steven did this, Molly?”

      She opened her eyes. “No. It doesn’t make any sense. He’d never even fired that gun before. He’s a wimp with it. Felicia and I have fired it, but he never has. And he’s telling the truth about those shoes. I haven’t seen him wear those things for over a month.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay. So where do you think he was that night?”

      She looked at Shumway, then back at Wolf. “I don’t know.”

      Wolf stared hard into her eyes until she looked down.

      “We’re going to figure all this out,” Wolf said, “and it’s not going to go well for you if you’re hiding knowledge of who did this.”

      “I told you what I know. I’m done talking. I have to talk with my lawyer first.”

      Wolf checked his watch: 6:14 p.m. They’d gotten nowhere, and the lawyers were going to be there any minute to consult with their clients. Apparently, the legal team had made it clear to all three of them to not speak, because Molly was the only one who’d said a word all afternoon. Felicia and Steven had said nothing.

      Legally, they had another sixty-nine hours to hold these three, but they had nothing beyond circumstantial at the moment.

      Wolf tapped a finger.

      Molly Waters bounced her leg and her shoe squeaked.

      He thought of Cassidy’s tiny shoe prints next to her dead father and the heat rose in his face. He wanted to reach across the table and grab Molly by the neck, but instead he stood and walked out of the room.

      Shumway followed on his heels.

      As they reached the hallway they almost ran into Deputy Etzel, who held a wireless phone toward Shumway. “Sir, you have a call.”

      Shumway took it. “Shumway … yes. Hi Bradley.” Shumway looked at Wolf with narrowed eyes. “We’ll meet you at the gate in a few minutes.” He hung up and handed the phone back to Etzel. “That was Boydell. Levi Joseph still hasn’t come back to his camp.”
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      Patterson reached her desk and pulled open the laptop. It whirred and clicked, laboring through a full minute of startup. As she typed in her access password she felt a presence at her back and recognized Munford’s perfume.

      “You told Rachette about the pregnancy test, huh?” Patterson said.

      Munford said nothing, so Patterson swiveled in her chair and looked up at her.

      “He … told you about that?” Munford’s mouth dropped open.

      “That’s your boyfriend for ya.” Patterson poked the power button on her desktop, beginning the warm-up process for her second computer. “In case you haven’t learned by now, Tom Rachette has the secret-holding ability of a five-year-old.”

      “I’m sorry.” Munford stepped into her peripheral vision. “I wasn’t being vindictive or anything. I was concerned for you. You looked very upset, and that’s what I was talking to Tom about.”

      “Whatever.” Patterson concentrated on pulling up the footage of the man in the huge cowboy hat.

      “What’s going on?” Munford asked.

      “Just doing some work.” She paused for effect. “What are you doing?”

      Munford narrowed her eyes for a second. “What’s your problem with me, Heather? What have I done to you?”

      Patterson’s face flushed and she tapped on her keyboard. A few seconds later she opened the recording. As she drew the video-player slider to the right, the interior footage flickered in ultra-fast motion, until she found the spot and pressed play.

      Cowboy Hat walked in and did his thing again—grabbed a candy bar, a gas can, paid cash, grabbed some matches, and went out. It was impossible to gauge a height because the man stooped as he left past the height strip, which stood inside every convenience store doorway for such an occasion.

      Smart bastard.

      Munford stepped behind Patterson and mouth-breathed over her shoulder. “Where’s Tom?” she asked.

      Patterson rolled her eyes and opened the exterior footage on her desktop. “With Barker and Hernandez up at the gas station. Trying to get some prints. It’s gonna be futile.”

      “Ah.”

      She pulled the video-player slider to the appropriate spot on the exterior footage and pressed play.

      Cowboy Hat walked out and went to a far gas terminal and ducked down behind it.

      “What’s he doing?” Munford asked.

      “Filling up ten bucks worth of prepaid gas.”

      She rewound to a point where the man was shown walking and leaned into the screen. His shoes were barely visible underneath the wide leg of his jeans, but they were unmistakable—Converse All-Stars. She took a screen shot of the man in mid-stride and saved it to her desktop.

      “He’s wearing the shoes.”

      Patterson flinched. Munford’s breath was on her neck.

      “Jesus, can you back up a bit?”

      “Sorry. I just heard about the case from Barker.”

      Patterson took a deep breath and continued with the video, taking note how carefully the man shielded his face with his hat.

      After filling his gas can, the man stood and walked away, out of the video footage forever.

      “Did you see that?” Munford asked.

      “What?”

      Munford came up next to her and sat on the edge of the desk. “If I tell you, you have to tell me what your problem is with me.”

      Patterson stared at Munford for a second and shook her head. “I don’t have any problem with you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “What did you see on that footage?”

      Munford reached onto the side of Patterson’s monitor and fiddled with the dials. The screen went almost completely dark.

      “I saw shit footage. The contrast is way too high. Rewind it and look again.”

      Patterson was intrigued because, now, the video recording was much darker and held more detail. Whited-out areas popped with shadow while gray areas darkened to black. The scene was sharper.

      Patterson rewound, and was astonished to see an off-white rectangle appear in the upper-right-hand corner. She picked up a picture of the truck they’d gotten from Windfield Moving Company and held it to the monitor. “The truck. The white side of it was washed out in the footage.”

      Munford showed serious gum as she smiled wide.

      “Okay.” Patterson felt like an idiot. She’d have probably gotten to messing with the contrast a few minutes later, but there was no ignoring the sheer joy radiating from Munford’s face. “Nice work,” she said.

      Munford leaned into the screen. “I saw the truck already. I want to look at the guy’s shoes. Rewind a little bit more.”

      Patterson pulled the slider back until it showed the man in mid-stride.

      “Check those shoes out,” Munford said.

      Patterson frowned. “I already said I saw the shoes. They’re Converse.”

      Munford looked at Patterson, as if waiting for her.

      Patterson shook her head and looked closer. The white fronts of the shoes had been almost completely invisible in the initial overexposed footage. Now they were light gray against an almost black background. And their true size became clearer.

      “This guy’s feet are huge,” Patterson said.

      Munford nodded, her eyes alight. “Too huge.”

      Patterson pulled her cell phone from her pocket and dialed Wolf’s number. It went straight to voicemail. “Sir, call me as soon as possible.”

      She relayed their discovery, taking care to mention Munford’s help, much to her delight.

      She hung up, then stood and paced. “Damn it. There’s shit cell service up there.”

      Munford sat quietly, then looked away and stood. “Okay. Well, have a good one.”

      “Wait.”

      Munford stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

      “I really don’t have a problem with you. I just … have a problem with what you … I really have a problem with myself.”

      “Okay. And being rude to me makes you feel better?”

      Patterson rolled her eyes. “I’m about to get married.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I’m going to get some pressure to start a family now.”

      “So? Do you not want kids?”

      “I do.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “There. That’s the problem.”

      Munford frowned. “I’m not following.”

      “I mean, I’ve seen how you talk about family—about having a family—and I can’t even imagine doing that and keeping this job. It’s impossible, isn’t it?”

      Munford shrugged. “Says who?”

      Patterson felt a surge of annoyance. “This is what I’m talking about here. You don’t see the roadblocks standing in front of you. I watched my mother resent us for years because she had to quit her job as a public prosecutor to raise four kids. You think you can keep a career with the department and have a family?”

      Munford shrugged again. “I think I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

      Patterson smiled momentarily and shook her head.

      “I think y—”

      “Period.” Munford glared at her. “My mom kept her job and raised three kids. She had no choice because my dad got coked up and ditched us, and if she’d stopped working we would’ve starved. If she can do it, I can.”

      Patterson blinked.

      “I think that if you have concerns, you should talk to Wolf, not me. But if you want my opinion, life is what you make it.”

      Patterson suddenly felt dumb. She knew what it meant to make a goal and commit until it was accomplished. Her martial arts, her career so far? That had been how she’d lived her entire life.

      “Thanks.”

      Charlotte smiled. “You got it.”
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      Jet had been trained by the Vail PD as a detection dog. He would ride around with an officer in the pre-legalized-marijuana era and assist on routine traffic stops, often sniffing out weed, magic mushrooms, and other illicit substances that Coloradans tended to carry around in their cars more often than jumper cables.

      It was lights, pull to the shoulder, “Do you know how fast you were going?”, and then Jet had his paws on the trunk, sniffing a hit inside.

      Other specialty dogs included cadaver and search and rescue, both of which spent their days sniffing out human scents. Cadaver dogs were often bloodhounds. SAR K-9 units were German shepherds in Vail. Vail had enough money to fill its back bowls with twenty-dollar bills. If they needed another SAR dog, they’d get one and train it. Same with a cadaver dog. Multi-tasking a dog would be out of the question. Or so Wolf had thought.

      Because now, for the second time that day, Wolf followed Shumway and Boydell up the dry wash and onto the plateau. And for the second time that day, Jet went berserk when they reached Levi’s camp. And now Wolf had the sinking feeling that this dog had some other specialty experience under its collar.

      Wolf endured the air-shaking barks as he pulled up behind Shumway’s truck and parked. He shut off the engine and let Jet out. Once again Jet went to the back of his SUV and stood expectantly.

      “What’s going on?” Shumway asked.

      “I don’t know. Go on, Jet.”

      Jet sprang off the edge of the road and scurried down the side of the hill, weaving his way past bushes and trees, heading in the same general direction as before.

      Wolf followed.

      “Where you going?” Shumway asked.

      “I’ll let you know when I get there.”

      Wolf slid on his heels down the steep dirt road shoulder.

      Jet disappeared among the trees and shrubs, so he stopped and listened. Panting, and paws pattering the dry earth, came from below and to the right.

      Assisted by gravity, Wolf paced at a fast jog, slaloming to avoid sage and cactus, ducking to miss juniper and pinyon boughs, jumping up and over red and white rocks and downed logs.

      As he rounded a large sage, Jet came into view. The dog’s rear was low, his ears standing straight up, head bouncing and jaw snapping as he barked.

      Wolf walked up and put a hand on Jet’s back. He stopped barking and whined.

      “Good boy,” Wolf said.

      Jet sat.

      Wolf stared at a low mound of sandy dirt. The shape unmistakable. He tilted his head. A sand-encrusted patch of grass at his feet had been uncovered by Jet, and Wolf stepped back as he realized it was a tuft of hair.

      “What d’ya got?” Shumway yelled down.

      Shovel marks were gouged into the earth all around—next to the mound, behind Wolf’s feet—and amid those, a flurry of shoe prints with the diamond pattern.

      “Wolf!”

      “You need to come down here. Mr. Boydell needs to stay up there.”
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      Wolf stood back as Shumway snapped on a pair of gloves and pushed the piled earth away, revealing ghost white skin crusted with maroon dirt.

      There was more hair, this part caked with red mud, and brown eyebrows and then dirt-packed slit eyes. As Shumway continued to remove the fine earth with his rubber-gloved hands, a crooked-looking face emerged.

      “Levi Joseph?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway looked at him and nodded. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “What’s happening down there?” Boydell, who’d been pacing the road on top, now stopped. He was a silhouette against the reddening sky. “What did you find?”

      “Don’t say anything,” Shumway said in a low voice. “Boydell was close to this kid.”

      Wolf was standing and out in the open from Boydell’s vantage. He held up a finger and said, “We’ll let you know when we know, Bradley.”

      Boydell scoffed and resumed pacing.

      “Holy mother of …” Shumway said as he brushed away dirt from the neck area, revealing a slash of dark red across the throat. “Just about cut off his head.”

      Wolf watched as Shumway worked.

      “Chest is slashed to hell,” Shumway said unnecessarily, because the shredded, red-stained clothing and dirt-packed crevices explained it all.

      Wolf grabbed a rock and bent down next to the body. He scraped off some of the caked-on dirt and revealed a wound underneath seven or eight inches from end to end, canoed up on both sides.

      “A shovel,” Wolf said.

      Shumway shook his head. “My God.”

      They stood in silence for a moment, neither needing to point out how many stabs with a shovel it would take to make a body look like it did.

      “Shit,” Shumway said, standing up.

      “What is it?” Boydell called down from up above.

      “Uh, just … hold your horses, Bradley! We’re trying to make sense of this now.”

      “Make sense of this?” Boydell shook his head and started pacing again.

      Shumway turned downhill and lowered his voice. “There’s more to this, Wolf.”

      Wolf stared at him.

      “What the hell is this?” Boydell was yelling at the top of the hill now, pointing down on the ground. “What is this?”

      “What is what?” Shumway yelled back.

      Boydell was further down the road than he’d been before, a good twenty yards behind Wolf’s rear bumper. Boydell bent down, then stood up abruptly and staggered back. “Is this blood? Oh my God, is this blood? What did you find down there, Sheriff?”

      “Shit,” Shumway turned around and hesitated, assessing the climb back up to the road.

      “I’ll go up,” Wolf said.

      “Hell, I’ll come up too. Gonna have to radio everyone. It’s gonna be a long one tonight.”
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      Wolf climbed back up to the road as fast as he could with legs that ached from so much driving and activity in one day.

      Bradley Boydell was leaning on his elbows against the front of his truck. Head down, tears streamed onto the hood, making a tiny puddle that reflected the orange clouds. “It’s Levi, isn’t it?”

      Wolf stood breathing hard next to his SUV.

      Shumway was grunting his way up the slope behind him and Jet was sniffing over where Boydell had been earlier.

      “Jet, come.”

      Jet came over and sat down.

      Wolf studied a bloody scrape mark that went across the road. He’d driven over it twice without seeing it, and so had Shumway and Boydell, leaving numerous tire tracks running through it. But it was visible now, plain as day.

      It was no wonder they’d missed it. The road was rusty orange, made from the pulverized rock from the area. The blood was a darker shade of the same color. Without the prior discovery of a mutilated corpse, the marks looked like nothing.

      Wolf spotted his elusive set of Converse footprints, sitting right there on the road in plain sight after all. He followed from the camp across the road. There was a gouge in the soft shoulder where the killer had dragged the body off the edge, and then below, drag marks disappeared into the bushes.

      Shumway crunched up next to him, his lungs wheezing. “My deputies are on their way up. They’ll call in the crime-scene techs. They’re on-callers, spread out all over the county, so it’ll take a while.”

      Wolf pointed and lowered his voice. “The Converse tracks go down with the body there, and come back up a few feet over.”

      Shumway nodded, still breathing hard.

      “We need to get Boydell out of here,” Wolf said.

      Shumway coughed. “Yeah, I know. But we don’t want to have him drive over this. Shit.”

      Boydell was standing next to his truck now, staring at them. His eyes were red, his cheeks wet.

      “Mr. Boydell,” Wolf said, walking toward him, “I’m afraid it’s exactly what it looks like here.”

      Boydell sagged and closed his eyes. “My God.”

      Wolf stopped in front of him and hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets. “I’m sorry, Bradley. We need to get you back to your quarters. This is a crime scene now and we need to restrict access to law enforcement only. I know you understand.”

      Boydell opened his eyes. “Is this why you asked about the Converse shoes? Because I saw those shoe prints just now. Those are the same as you found in Rocky Points, aren’t’ they?”

      Wolf drew his mouth in a line, but said nothing.

      Boydell looked at Shumway. “Was this Steven?”

      Wolf turned and eyed Shumway.

      “Uh … listen, Bradley.” He put his hands on his hips and studied the camp. “I tell you what, let’s walk it back to your quarters. We’ll need to keep this road right here as pristine as possible for evidence gathering.” He raised his hands and dropped them. “I’ll walk you back.”

      Boydell waved the offer away and turned. “I can walk myself.”

      “No, Bradley, I can—”

      Boydell turned around with raised eyebrows. “Sheriff, I said I can walk myself. You stay here and do your job, figure out who did this.”

      “Mr. Boydell,” Wolf said.

      “What?”

      “What were you doing Saturday night?”

      Boydell’s face dropped. “What?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “I was in my quarters. You can ask Megan and Phil.” He looked at Shumway with a pleading look.

      “Okay, thanks Bradley,” Shumway said. “You know we have to cover every base, right?”

      “I was up at my quarters.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay.”

      Boydell gave Wolf a final resentful look and turned around. He opened his truck door and dropped his car key inside on the seat. “In case you need it.” Then he slammed it, walked up the road, and disappeared over the top.

      Shumway shook his head. “What the hell was that?”

      “And what were you doing Saturday night?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway stared long at Wolf. “Are you serious?”

      “I am. What were you doing?”

      Shumway shook his head.

      Wolf held his gaze. “Just covering every base.”

      “You’re runnin’ the wrong direction around the bases, Detective.”

      “Am I? You have motive, just like the rest of the people I’m meeting.”

      “Motive? What motive do I have?”

      “That land used to be yours. I don’t know, maybe you’ve been resentful of their find all along, wishing you still had the land, so you could make all that money with a fossil sale. Maybe you know a lot more about fossil trade than you’re letting on. Maybe you know exactly where that second skeleton came from—somewhere on your family’s land.

      “Megan told me you lost the land. She didn’t say you sold it. Maybe she was telling the truth. Is she?”

      They stared at one another for a few seconds, and then Shumway stormed away toward his truck.

      The sheriff opened his door and bent inside, searching the floor for something. He looked in the side pocket on his door, then picked a slip of paper out and brandished it at Wolf.

      “Here.” Shumway walked over and handed it to him.

      Wolf took it, and saw it was a credit-card receipt for a place called Chuck’s Grill and Tavern.

      “Look at the address.”

      Wolf did. It said 1823 Garland Street, Windfield, Colorado.

      “And look at the time. The date.”

      10:29 p.m. Saturday, August 11th.

      Wolf shrugged. “So your credit card was at Chuck’s Grill Saturday night. Doesn’t mean you were.”

      Shumway put his hands on his hips. “Okay, fine.” He walked back to his truck and leaned inside. “What does that total say on there?”

      “What?”

      “The total price after tip?”

      Wolf was already convinced now. The man was telling the truth and all it would have taken to verify it was a trip to Chuck’s Grill and Tavern, but he went along with Shumway anyway. “Forty-eight dollars.”

      Shumway scribbled something on a piece of paper, ripped it out of a notebook and walked back to Wolf.

      “Let’s do a little handwriting check, shall we?” Shumway said.

      He held the piece of paper next to the receipt, both showing the number forty-eight with two zeros scrawled on them. The handwriting was identical, written in such terrible chicken scratch that there was little doubt they were both Shumway’s hand.

      “So that puts me at the bar, right? If you want, we can go in there and ask around.”

      Wolf gave him back the receipt. “Okay. I believe you.”

      Wolf rubbed his temples and walked toward the ring of scorched earth Levi had used as a firepit. Nearby, a patch of dry grass was smattered with blood.

      The spatter was barely visible in the oblique light, but it was there, telling a gruesome story. Wolf pictured the killer hauling up and driving the shovel down, then repeating.

      He turned to the final rays of the sun and closed his eyes, trying to erase the movie playing in his mind.

      With a deep breath, he cracked his eyelids and gazed out at the hills and jutting rocks casting long shadows that streaked the dusty air.

      “This is where he was killed.”

      Shumway walked up next to him.

      “We’re missing something.”

      “Yeah, no shit. Who’s killing these people.”

      Wolf shook his head and walked to the edge of the road. “Look at this. The footprints go off the edge of the road here, then come back up the hill …”

      “Yeah, you said that earlier. So what?” Shumway said.

      “If it was Steven, wouldn’t there be a set of tracks from his camp up to this camp and back? Not from this camp, and then back up?”

      “Not if he drove up here, got out and murdered him, then put Levi down there and hiked back up to his truck.”

      Wolf nodded. “In the process leaving a shitpot of evidence, once again. He leaves footprints that everyone knows are his. And, literally, he drags the body in the direction of his own camp?” Wolf pointed down at Steven’s tent and truck in the darkened valley.

      “Yeah. Okay. You’re saying it wasn’t a coyote who stole his shoes. You think someone’s setting Steven up.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “Maybe he just let the shoe prints slip,” Shumway said. “Maybe he realized later that he left the prints, so he made his shoes disappear, and he made up the story.”

      “Molly said she corroborates that story,” Wolf said. “She said he hadn’t had the shoes for over a month.”

      “Maybe she’s in on it,” Shumway said. “That’s why she’s the one looking so freaked out all the time.”

      Wolf folded his arms and stared down at Steven’s tent and truck. “And then there’s that pit this morning down at Dig 2 … and my deputies said they found the bones in that burned truck encased in plaster. And there’s chunks of plaster sitting in the back of Steven’s truck down there.”

      “Yeah,” Shumway said. “I saw that stuff in there. So what are you saying? I’m not sure I’m following all your tangents here. Where’s this stream of consciousness coming out of your mouth flowing to?”

      Wolf walked away toward his truck.

      “Hey. Where are you going?”

      “Down to Dig 2.”

      “What just happened? What about this crime scene?”

      “We’re going to find he was killed with a shovel. The shovel’s going to be missing, and the only evidence worth anything will be those shoe prints. I’m done with this crime scene.”
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      Wolf drove up the road onto the crest of the plateau, leaving Shumway shaking his head in the side-view mirror.

      As he twisted on his headlights, the straight two-track lit up. Then he clicked on his brights and the tents and tarps of Dig 1 reflected back at him.

      Karen Orpia and Mathis stood up from their camp chairs next to a flickering fire and moved steadily toward the road to intercept Wolf as he passed.

      Slowing to a halt, Wolf leaned an elbow out his window.

      “Hello, Detective,” Mathis said. The doctor wore a headlamp, and pointed it downward, averting the beam from Wolf’s eyes. “We were just about to head that way and see what all the commotion was. What’s happening?”

      Wolf sat for a moment in silence, then asked, “When exactly was the last time you two saw Levi?”

      They looked at one another.

      “Shit, is that why you’re there?” Mathis asked. “He still hasn’t shown up?”

      Karen leaned her head on Mathis’s shoulder.

      “Is that true?” Mathis asked.

      Wolf nodded. “When was it?”

      “Uh, I guess it must have been … I hardly know what day it is when we’re out here.”

      “It’s Monday,” Karen said. “We saw him Saturday. Saturday morning he came in and had coffee with us, then went back to his camp. We haven’t seen him since.”

      Mathis nodded, his beam of light bouncing up and down. “Yes. And he never mentioned where he was going that day. Not once. Never even said he was going hiking.”

      Wolf nodded. “Can I ask you two for a favor?”

      They nodded.

      “Can you come down with me to Dig 2? I have some questions I need answered and the Dig 2 team is no longer there.”

      Mathis’s light beam twisted to Karen. Her eyebrows were raised high.

      In unison they said, “Yeah.”
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      Wolf parked at Dig 2 and kept the headlights pointed toward the camp. They got out and walked through the dust swirling in the beams of light, down the hill toward the cluster of tents.

      “Where are they?” Karen asked quietly.

      Wolf flipped on his flashlight beam. “They’re in jail at the moment.”

      “Jail?” Mathis stopped and swiveled his headlamp beam in Wolf’s face. “You’re kidding, right? They’re your murder suspects?”

      “This way.” Wolf led them between the tents, past the uneaten sandwiches the team had been eating when Wolf and Shumway had first visited, which were now swarmed with insects.

      “Shit,” Karen said, focusing her beam on a hairy spider walking on a piece of bread.

      Jet sniffed close and the spider raised its front legs.

      “Jet, no.”

      Jet whined and followed.

      “Where are you taking us?” Mathis asked. “To the pit, I hope.”

      Wolf stepped to the open pit and stopped.

      Mathis had beaten him there and had all but skidded to a stop, kicking some dirt into the hole.

      “My heck.” Mathis swept his headlamp beam up and down the length of the spine of the fossilized skeleton. “My ... heck …”

      The doctor methodically probed the bones with his headlamp beam, inhaling sharply while staring at a leg bone, then turning and studying the claws, then gasping as he stared at the skull.

      “This is the most complete Allosaurus specimen I’ve ever seen. And the condition … it’s spectacular. Female … you can tell by the pelvic structure and the lacrimal crest.”

      Karen gripped Mathis’s arm, following the beam of light with wide eyes.

      “What a bunch of assholes, keeping this a secret,” she said. “Why? It’s so spectacular.”

      “Look at the skull,” Mathis said. “It’s larger than Omega by at least ten centimeters. Look at the quality of fossilization.”

      “What’s Omega?” Wolf asked.

      “Oh, the replica in the visitors’ center,” Karen said.

      Wolf put his hands on his hips. “How do you go about finding a skeleton like this? Do you use that GPR you were talking about earlier today and search a grid pattern or something?”

      Mathis laughed. “A lot of people think exactly what you just said—that in this day and age we can head out into the wilds of Colorado, or Utah, or Siberia, or Australia with our ground-penetrating radar and just start scanning until we find the mother lode, like the one we’re looking at right now. Sure, that’s the hope one day. In fact, there are some people working on scanning by aircraft … but that technology is farther in the future than we’d like. In reality, finding a fossil is akin to the old-time prospectors looking for a vein of gold.

      “Firstly, we seek out a place where known dinosaur fossils have been found. Like, say, Dinosaur National Monument and surrounding areas. Check. Secondly, we seek out places where erosion is taking place year-round, doing the unearthing of the bones for us.” Mathis twisted with his arms out. “This dry riverbed in this ancient valley for instance. Check. Thirdly, we walk up and down the bottom of the valley with our foreheads inches from the ground, searching for tiny fragments of fossilized bone. When we find them, we move upstream, looking for larger chunks. When the fossils peter out to nothing, we know we’ve passed the potential mother lode and move our way up the sides of the hills and look for the larger bones.

      “More often than not we find absolutely nothing. Sometimes we find a large fossil specimen, say, a leg bone or an arm bone, or a rib, and the rest of the skeleton sat in the wrong material for millions of years and simply decayed away into nothing.

      “But in the rarest of cases, we find something as magnificent as this. The animal died, and before scavengers could devour it, it was buried rapidly, say, by a mud or landslide event. Perhaps the catastrophic event that killed the animal in the first place. Then, over thousands of years, the organic material decomposed, the minerals seeped in to replace the decomposing bone, and now here we are. We’re left with rock in the shape of the original bones. And in this case, rock curved and hardened into a magnificent three-dimensional picture of exactly how the animal existed underneath its skin at that very moment of death almost a hundred million years ago.”

      Mathis’s chest heaved.

      “And that’s what they did here?” Wolf asked. “They found a piece of bone, followed the other pieces upstream, came a few yards up this hill, and excavated this?”

      Mathis nodded, knelt in the pit, and wrapped both hands around a huge bone. “Green liked to tell the story to anyone who’d listen. They found a claw, then some smaller fragments, then came upon a femur sticking out of the ground. And voila.”

      “Isn’t that a femur you’re grasping in your hands right now?” Wolf asked.

      Mathis froze for a few seconds then let go, like he’d just realized he was holding a hunk of plutonium.

      “And how about that other bone right next to it,” Wolf asked.

      Mathis stood up. “What in the heck? What’s going on?” He twisted in a circle. His light swiveled wildly in the hole.

      “Which leads me to my next question,” Wolf said. “What are the odds of pulling out two complete fossil specimens like this from the same hole?”
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      “Two skeletons?” Karen asked with a chuckle. “Not likely at all.”

      Mathis shined his light on Wolf and held up a finger. “Karen,” Mathis nodded at her, “remember the first time we saw the progress of this dig? It was two years ago. We’d been here for two months, flipping dust off partial caudal vertebrae, and here comes Green and his students finding an Allosaurus femur poking out of the ground. And less than a mile away from us.”

      Karen said nothing.

      “Are you listening to me? It was that femur he wouldn’t shut up about it.”

      Karen shook her head, then nodded. “Yeah, okay. It was. So what?”

      “Yes, it was. Do you remember the disgust we had with them for being so stupidly lucky?” Mathis asked with a chuckle. “The anguish?”

      Karen rolled her eyes and wiped her nose. “Whatever.”

      “And do you remember the location of it?” Mathis tilted his head.

      Karen nodded, and then her eyes widened in comprehension as she took in the huge hole in front of her. “It was right on the surface.”

      Mathis looked at Wolf. “So you’re right—they must have found bones from two dinosaurs. There’s no other explanation. These bones are almost three meters below the surface. I’m looking at two femurs right now, and we saw a femur sticking out of the ground. Heck, look at the amount of earth they’ve removed. But you asked if they pulled a second, complete skeleton out of this same hole. No. No way. The odds would be astronomical.”

      “We found a second skeleton,” Wolf said. “Allosaurus. Female. Thought to be almost eighty percent complete.”

      Mathis stepped toward Wolf. “What do you mean, ‘We found a second skeleton’?”

      Wolf nodded. “At one of our crime scenes.”

      Mathis looked down. “That’s impossible, isn’t it?” He went to the edge of the pit and dug a chunk off the side. “Sandy, but very dense. I guess it could be.”

      “And now it makes sense why they were hiding the pit for a year and a half,” Karen said. “All this time, they were keeping their two-skeleton find secret.”

      “They excavated the top bones, encased them in field casting, and transported them out to store somewhere, off-site,” Wolf said. “But how would they hide this kind of thing from your boss? You talked about using ground-penetrating radar on your dig up there. Wouldn’t they be able to see a second skeleton underneath it from the beginning readouts?”

      Mathis bent down and picked some more soil off the edge of the hole. “Not necessarily. We do GPR readings for initial funding. This soil is pretty dense, and we use a 1,000 MHz antenna for fossil detection. With the second skeleton this low? Could have gone undetected until they found the second one with their bare hands. Or maybe it was … yeah …” He walked to the end of the hole and on into the dark. “This specimen ends here, and there’s another pit to the side of it. This over here must be where the first skeleton was found. So they weren’t exactly on top of one another. They were side by side, this one being a little deeper.

      “You can check it all for certain. They’ll have the funding package on file at the university—you can bet on that. And, really, you couldn’t hide a second skeleton if it came up on the readout. Smart people write those funding checks.”

      Mathis shook his head. “Okay, all this is making sense now. Green was going to sell one of the skeletons. His whole team was in on it. That’s why they kept it all so secretive all this time. The conniving bastards.” He chuckled and then stopped and looked at Wolf. “What happened down in Colorado? Did he kill a fossil dealer or something? Was he selling the bones and decided to … or wait a minute … did Professor Green die?”

      Karen’s and Mathis’s faces dropped.

      When they turned their eyes on Wolf, he pulled his lips into a line.

      “He did.” Karen covered her mouth. “That’s why he’s suddenly gone.”

      “Or he killed someone,” Mathis said. “Is that it?”

      Wolf waved a hand. “I’m sorry. I really can’t discuss the details. But I can say thanks. You’ve really helped.”

      “Psh. He changes the subject again.” Mathis chuckled. “It is a good question, though: How did he hide this from Dr. Talbot? That’s what I want to know. Must have crapped himself the last time Talbot came into town. What if they’d been caught? ‘Oh, yeah, by the way, we found a second skeleton and have been excavating it for months. We were going to tell you, I swear.’”

      Wolf turned to leave.

      “Mr. Wolf?” Karen called after him. “Are you leaving?”

      Wolf kept walking. “I’m headed into town. You guys don’t mind walking back up to your camp, do you?”

      Wolf heard an answer but didn’t listen. He and Jet climbed into the SUV and drove away from the main camp toward Steven’s truck. He passed the pickup and Steven’s tent, and then underneath a swarm of lights on the side of the mountain, some of which pointed his way. As he followed the tracks through the Colorado desert, he thought he heard a shout through the open windows say, “Wolf! Where are you going?”

      He switched on his radio and it auto-tuned to the Sheriff’s Department’s active frequency.

      Thumbing the button, he said, “Sheriff Shumway, this is Detective Wolf. Come in.”

      “Wolf!” Shumway’s voice was crisp and clear. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to the station. I need to speak to you.”

      There was a long hesitation. “Negative, I’m too busy here.”

      “It’s urgent.”

      “Then stop and come back up here and tell me about it.”

      Wolf kept his foot on the gas. “I need to speak to the students again.”

      Another hesitation. “What the hell’s going on?”

      Wolf pressed the button. “I’ll tell you at the station. Over and out.”

      “Shhhhhhhhit. I’ll see you there.”

      He switched off the radio and spun the wheel to avoid a clump of cacti.
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      Fatigue had taken hold, and Wolf rubbed an eye as he descended the high country toward Windfield. Jet snored in back.

      The dash clock said 9:04 and he was looking forward to joining Jet in dreamland, but he knew it might still be a long time coming.

      He picked up his phone again and checked for cell service. Still nothing.

      He felt the pressure mounting to get the job done—for Cassidy, and Keegan, and Trudy Frost. He wondered what they were doing right now. Probably wondering how Wolf was getting along in the investigation.

      He knew how it felt when someone took away a person you loved with all your heart. After the initial shock and longing for ridiculous things like time reversal, or a miraculous resurrection, next came an insatiable desire for justice. There was no way of moving forward until that justice had been served.

      The Frosts were stuck in a kind of mourning purgatory, and it was up to Wolf to help them out. And for once he felt like he was close.

      His phone buzzed and he picked it up. He’d missed calls from Jack, MacLean, and Patterson.

      He pushed Jack’s number and listened to it ring.

      “Hello?” Jack’s voice was barely audible over the rumbling of Wolf’s SUV.

      “Hey, it’s me. How’s it going?”

      “What’s going on? Are you all right?” Jack asked. “I’ve been calling you.”

      “Yeah, I’m all right. Bad cell service up here. How about you?”

      “I’m good.”

      “How are Cassidy and her family doing?”

      A long pause. “Not too well. They keep crying and they don’t talk. They’re sleeping now, though. I guess that’s good.”

      They sat silently with one another for a few seconds.

      “Everyone still at Nate’s?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And what are you doing?”

      “Sitting out on his deck, worrying about you.”

      Wolf half-smiled.

      “Are you finding anything out?”

      Two pinprick headlights shone in Wolf’s rear-view mirror—Shumway finally catching up. “Yeah. I think so.”

      “Good.”

      “Yeah. Listen, get some sleep. You need it. It’s been a long day.”

      “I will,” Jack said. “How’s Jet?”

      “He’s fine. Get your ass to bed.”

      “I will. I love you.”

      Jack rarely expressed such sentiment, and the words hit him hard. “I love you, too.”

      He hung up and opted to dial Patterson next.

      “Hello?” Patterson answered in a weak voice.

      “Hey, I saw you called. Crap, I guess it was a few hours ago. Sorry, you asleep?”

      She cleared her throat. “Don’t worry. I was just resting. Yeah, I called. Did you listen to my message?”

      “No.”

      “I went through the footage … actually Deputy Munford helped … anyway, the guy at the gas station was careful. He stooped as he left, so the height strip’s pretty useless. But we noticed he was wearing Converse All Stars. And his feet were enormous. If you’ve met a guy with clown feet up there, then he’s your man. But, otherwise, I think he was wearing shoes that were too big for him. In fact, I went back to the crime scene for confirmation—the pressure exerted onto the front of the shoe was conspicuously low. Like, either someone never put their full weight on their toes, or they were wearing huge shoes. I’m going with huge shoes by the looks of the video.”

      The headlights grew in his mirrors.

      “Sir?”

      “Yeah, okay. You got a color on those shoes?”

      “Black-and-white footage, so no. But they’re a dark color. Like a blue or black.”

      “Or purple.”

      “Yeah, or purple.”

      “What was he wearing?”

      “A cowboy hat, Carhartt jacket, jeans … I can make a video snippet and send it to your phone.”

      “Good idea.”

      She paused. “I’m … um …”

      “What?”

      “Well, I’m at home now. I don’t have the footage on my laptop. I left it on a flash drive in the station.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Tomorrow morning’s fine. Get some rest and I’ll talk to you then. Anything else?”

      “Not really. We went back to the gas station and couldn’t get any prints off the gas terminal. Let’s see … they found a .38 slug lodged in Green’s skull. Matched the other two in Frost.”

      “Okay.”

      “And that’s about all we’ve got here. MacLean’s on pins and needles, waiting to hear from you. I hope that shoe thing helps.”

      “It does.”

      “What’s going on up there?”

      Wolf had slowed to a crawl and now Shumway was on his bumper, his headlights lighting up the cab through his rear window.

      “I gotta go. Talk to you later.” He ended the call and dropped the phone in the center console.

      He pulled over and Shumway pulled up next to him with a rolled-down window. “What the hell’s going on with you?”

      “You find anything else up at the scene?” Wolf asked.

      “No.”

      “I went down to Dig 2 with Dr. Mathis and Karen Orpia.”

      “Yeah?”

      Wolf told him about the second skeleton.

      “Two skeletons … that’s not possible, is it? What, two dinos were doin’ the nasty and got hit by a comet?”

      Wolf told him about the location of the bones the team had initially found, the way it was supposedly sticking out of the ground, and the second skeleton being much deeper, and how the university would have pictures of the first skeleton find on file in something Mathis referred to as a “fund package.”

      “All right. So we go to Utah tomorrow.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Shumway rubbed his chin. “The case against these kids is more solid than the rocks up at that dig. The two-skeleton thing means all three of them are lying. Which means we go back to the original motive we talked about on day one: They were in on the deal to sell one of the skeletons, split four ways. They figured out Green was going to take all the proceeds of the sale and run off to Argentina, so they killed him. They felt betrayed and pissed off, and wanted their cut of the money.”

      “But why kill Levi?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway shrugged.

      “And if they did go down to Rocky Points to kill Ryan Frost and Green, why come straight back and wait for the cops to come ask them about everything? They would’ve known we’d come to them, right? The evidence leads right to them. And the plaster … they left plaster in Steven’s truck. They left buckets down there with plaster all over the place inside of them. If they wanted to pretend the first skeleton didn’t exist, why didn’t they wipe away all the evidence if they knew the cops were coming?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I’m just saying, these three students are acting like the last thing they expected was for cops to show up. Their actions are not consistent with having just killed three people. And why Levi?”

      Shumway shook his head. Lifted a hand.

      “I just talked to my deputy. She has the gas-station video footage showing one of our perps wearing Converse shoes.”

      Shumway raised his eyebrows. “There we go. So?”

      “She says the man’s face is covered and he ducks down as he’s leaving the convenience store so she can’t get a height. But she also says she’s positive the man’s shoes are several sizes too big for him. Either that or he has clown feet.”

      Shumway gazed through his windshield. “The coyote?”

      “If this deputy thinks something, it’s usually right. She’ll send us the footage tomorrow morning so we can see for ourselves.”

      Shumway took a huge breath and let it out. “So what now?”

      “Now we know they had a second set of bones. I want to know where they kept them,” Wolf said. “There might be a clue there.”

      “What are you going to do? Ask those students? That’s why you wanna talk to them? Psh. Why do you think they’ll talk now?”

      Wolf conceded the sheriff had a point.

      “I’m stopping for food on the way back,” Shumway declared.

      “Had to have been a storage unit,” Wolf said. “There aren’t any in Windfield, so how about east? East of the UrMover truck-rental place. Remember she said Green drove off going east?”

      Shumway shifted into park and his truck rocked back and forth. “I told you, Pamela’s crazy. She didn’t know where she was pointing. I’m hungry.”

      “And if she isn’t crazy?”

      “Then she’d be pointing to the nearest town, which is Logan’s Ferry, an hour east toward Steamboat Springs on 40.”

      Wolf did some mental math. “That would fit our timeline. They rent the truck at 12:30 p.m., drive into Logan’s Ferry, start loading up the bones at 1:30. Let’s say it takes an hour to load them, so they finish at 2:30, come back to Windfield by 3:30, and then the students and Green split—Green goes south to Rocky Points, and Felicia and Steven go back to the dig.”

      “Okay. Maybe you’re onto something. Then, on the way back to the dig, Steven and Felicia make their drive-by of Dig 1 to make it known they’re returning. But they take the other route out, past Steven’s camp up the wash, and follow Green’s route down to Rocky Points.”

      Wolf pinched one eye shut. “But my deputy says it’s someone else in the video footage wearing Steven’s shoes. She says the shoes were big looking. So, you’re saying Steven and Felicia went down there and killed them. But Felicia was wearing Steven’s shoes? Makes no sense to me.”

      Shumway rolled his eyes. “I’ll believe that footage when I see it.”

      Wolf tapped his phone screen and searched for storage units in Logan’s Ferry. “There aren’t any storage rentals in Logan’s Ferry.”

      “Ah, Christ.”

      They sat for a few moments with their motors idling.

      “Where else?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway started to say something, then his face dropped. “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “I know where they kept them.”

      “Where? Let’s go.”

      Shumway pointed to his dash clock. “It’s nine frickin’ thirty. You said you wanna go talk to these students, and we got a murder scene up there. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut. If anything, let’s go eat, and we can get a fresh start on this in the morning.”

      “You’re right. The students aren’t going to talk anyway. Tell me where this place is. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      Shumway rolled his eyes and put his truck in gear. “Yeah, right. Follow me.”
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      Wolf followed Shumway along a cracked asphalt county road, five miles past the Windfield Moving Company. They were traveling east—the direction Pamela from the UrMover Moving Company had pointed earlier—along flat country lit by the moon, surrounded by dark hills that blotted out a blanket of stars.

      Shumway’s brake lights blossomed as he slowed and took a left at a grove of deciduous trees that looked to be hugging the banks of a river.

      Wolf slowed and followed. Hundreds of insects swam through his headlights as he bumped onto a rutted dirt road.

      Continuing on for a quarter-mile, Shumway slowed as their bobbing headlight beams lit a ranch house squatting in a clearing.

      The windows of the broken-down house shone, revealing cracks and holes in the glass. A wall of weeds higher than a grown man stood against the warped wood-panel siding. Next to the house sat an aluminum building that looked much newer.

      Shumway parked in front of this outbuilding, swiveling his truck so his headlights illuminated two white oversized garage roll doors.

      Slowing to a stop next to him, Wolf shut off the engine, grabbed his Maglite and got out.

      Jet moved an ear, but otherwise remained dead asleep, so Wolf left him inside and shut the door.

      “This is it.” Shumway swiveled and looked around.

      Cricket chirps came at them in stereo out of the sweet-smelling grasses and weeds.

      “This is what?”

      “Where my great grandparents homesteaded a hundred years ago.” He pointed to the side of the house. “Where my grandfather taught me how to shoot a .22.”

      Wolf nodded and waited patiently for Shumway to finish a flashback.

      Then Shumway turned around and took hold of a roll-door handle and twisted it. The clack of the locked handle echoed through the huge metal building. The other one was locked too.

      “There’s a side door.”

      Wolf followed him and clicked on his Maglite.

      The side of the shed was overrun with huge weeds coming out of the gravel. Behind the foliage, a window reflected his flashlight beam, next to which stood a tan door with a cracked concrete landing.

      Shumway twisted the knob. “Locked. Damn it.”

      The sheriff clicked on his own flashlight and parted the weeds, pushing his way to the window.

      Wolf stepped next to him and shone his light through the glass.

      The interior space was big—metal crossbeams and corrugated aluminum roof and siding, with a crumbling concrete floor. A pickup truck was parked inside, covered in dust.

      “Green’s truck?” Shumway asked. “Dodge Ram. Black. Can’t see the plates but that’s gotta be it.”

      Shumway flipped his Maglite around and smashed the butt-end into the window. It smacked and the glass broke into large pieces and dropped. “Watch out!”

      They jumped back as pieces shattered inside and out. A large razor-sharp shard inclined toward Wolf and toppled to the ground in a thousand tinkling splinters.

      Wolf glared at him.

      “Sorry.” Shumway straightened his pants. “You can probably reach inside and unlock it now.”

      The window frame was now a yawning mouth of glass fangs.

      Shumway patted his belly. “I can’t reach. Too fat.”

      Wolf stepped up and knocked the rest of the glass out with his flashlight, then reached inside and twisted a lock on the knob. “Try it now.”

      Shumway twisted the knob. “I think there’s a deadbolt.”

      There was, so Wolf leaned back in and pulled at it. The bolt was sluggish, like pulling a nail out of wood. He suddenly felt exposed, so he pointed the light in Shumway’s eyes.

      Shumway held up his hand. “Hey, watch it.”

      “There,” Wolf said as he opened the deadbolt and lowered his flashlight.

      “What the hell?” Shumway said.

      Wolf ignored him and opened the door. He snapped on a light switch and two fluorescent tube bulbs buzzed overhead. He squinted at the sudden assault on his retinas and walked inside.

      The interior was vast, dwarfing even the full-sized pickup truck inside. The once-smooth concrete floor was chipped and cracked, darkened with old oil stains where farm machinery once sat, and on top of that were chunks of white plaster.

      “I don’t remember that being there.” Shumway pointed at a steel-cabled winch attached to a boom arm. The base of the six-foot-high contraption was bolted to the concrete floor.

      Wolf pulled on some rubber gloves and went to the passenger-side door of the truck. The handle clicked and the door swung open on silent hinges. He passed the light beam around the interior and opened the glove compartment.

      “Registered to Jeffrey Green,” he said, reading the Utah registration card.

      “You’d better take a look at this,” Shumway said from the other side of the truck.

      Wolf closed the door and walked over.

      Shumway had his beam pointed at a duffel bag tucked against the aluminum wall. On the floor next to it was a shovel with a yellow handle.

      “And now we have a murder weapon,” Shumway said. “Looks like the same size as those cuts on Levi.”

      As if there was any doubt. Blood painted the blade and had spattered up the handle, smudging where the cold-blooded killer had gripped it.

      Wolf unzipped the bag and parted the opening, revealing stacks of cellophane-covered bundles of hundred-dollar bills. Each stack had a blue $10,000 band on it.

      “Jesus. There it all is,” Shumway said.

      Shumway was referring to the other items in the bag: two purple Converse All Star high-top shoes with huge dollops of blood on them, a Smith and Wesson four-inch barrel revolver, and a pair of leather gloves that were stiff with blood stains.

      Shumway sniffed. “Reeks like the rest of Steven’s shoes.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Well …” Shumway gingerly picked up the shovel and studied the smudge marks. “No prints by the looks of it. Killer wore these gloves—they’re going to be the nail in the coffin. We can scrape DNA out of these, check it for a match against Steven, Felicia, and Molly.”

      Wolf crouched down and pushed aside the stacks of money.

      “You listening?”

      “There’s only twenty stacks here. Two hundred thousand. Where’s the rest?”

      Shumway said nothing.

      “What’s the point of all this sitting here?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway scoffed. “They’re in jail now. They haven’t had the chance to deal with all this.”

      Wolf stood up.

      Shumway gingerly put down the shovel. “I gotta tell you, I’m liking Mo and Felicia doing this. Let’s say Steven is telling the truth, and his shoes were stolen. They come back from loading the bones, and Steven leaves for some reason … to do something else in his truck. Felicia, or Molly, straps on Steven’s shoes. Then the two of them take the gun off the tent and drive down into Rocky Points in this truck… but wait a minute …” Shumway scrunched his forehead. “The Dig 1 team said Mo didn’t leave with the rest of them that afternoon, and Steven and Felicia came back in Steven’s truck. So how did Mo get this truck?”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows.

      “Well?” Shumway sagged and his face turned red. “You have any thoughts? Or are you just going to sit there and stare at me some more?”

      Wolf looked at the duffle bag. “I think I agree—if it was Mo and Felicia, then how did they get down to Rocky Points? And there was a second set of shoeprints at our crime scene in Rocky Points that were size ten or eleven. Both men’s sizes. Both too big for these women. Huge for them.”

      “One of the two women and Levi?” Shumway paced. “Is that it? Maybe this here is Levi’s cut of the money. Brought here after the perp killed him. It was a double-cross.”

      Shumway stopped and held up a finger. “Maybe all three of these students were in on this, but Steven didn’t know that Mo and Felicia had decided to kill Professor Green. Maybe Steven stayed back Saturday night at the camp, and Felicia and Mo drove down to Rocky Points, telling Steven, ‘Hey, we’ll be back in a few hours with our cuts of the money.’ But they had other plans—they killed Green, putting it all on Steven … making it look like someone else had been with Steven. They had Steven’s shoes, they had the revolver …”

      Wolf stared at him and pulled down the corners of his mouth, because despite the wild look on Shumway’s face, the theory fit. “I think we desperately need sleep. I think there’s a lot of evidence to process and we need to get your crime techs here, so you’d better get on the radio.”

      Wolf yawned.

      Shumway eyed him and broke into his own yawn. “Where are you sleeping?”

      Wolf shrugged. Like always when he left town, he had the essential camping gear in the SUV.

      “Let’s get CSU down here and we’ll go crash. We need to sleep, and we need to eat. Either that or I’m gonna start murdering people.”

      Wolf conceded with a nod.

      “You can sleep at my place.” Shumway walked to the door as if it was settled and pulled his radio off his belt. “Deputy Etzel, come in …”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 36

        

      

    

    
      Wolf woke from a dead sleep to the sound of a phone ringing somewhere in the distance. He sat up and momentarily had no clue where he was.

      A spring cushion couch squeaked underneath his butt, sounding like an effect on a Looney Tunes cartoon.

      Jet stood and stared at him from two feet away.

      “Huh?” a gruff voice said.

      Only then did Wolf fully snap to and realize he was in Shumway’s Windfield home.

      “All right … fantastic … we’ll be in.”

      Wolf opened his sleeping bag and pushed his bare feet into the soft yarn of a mid-length shag carpet. His watch said 6:20 a.m.

      Standing up and stretching his arms high, he bent over and pressed on his lower back, feeling like he’d slept folded in half.

      Jet whined, walked to the front door, and stood expectantly.

      Wolf opened it and a cool breeze smelling like cut grass and sagebrush fluttered inside. Jet squeezed his way out and squatted on the lawn.

      Shumway walked out of his bedroom and put his hands on his hips. He wore boxer shorts and a white T-shirt that were both twisted on his body. His box of gray hair was now crushed on one side, and his face had a red line where the pillow had pressed into his cheek all night.

      “Just talked to Deputy Etzel. The techs worked all morning. Matched the blood on the shovel to Levi, got the ballistics going on the revolver. Found all four of their prints on the shovel—Felicia, Steven, Molly, and Green’s.”

      Wolf nodded. “But not in the blood.”

      “Nope.”

      “So it proves the shovel came from their camp, and nothing else.”

      Shumway smiled with one side of his mouth. “They’ll have the DNA-match test done early this morning. They took the gloves and the three students’ cheek swabs down to Grand Junction overnight. That’ll get us the perp. Coffee?”

      Shumway walked down the hall and disappeared into his kitchen.

      “Sure,” Wolf said, smelling the coffee already brewing.

      “Sleep all right?”

      “Yep.”

      Wolf followed him into the room.

      Shumway sat down at a table in front of a window and sipped. “Cups to the left of the sink.”

      He went to the cupboard and dug out a World’s Greatest Dad cup that had years of swirling scratches inside it.

      He filled it with steaming, jet-black coffee, and sat down. His body rejoiced as he swallowed the first sip. The brew was a hazelnut blend, sweeter than Wolf would’ve liked, but the caffeine started doing its job.

      “Hell of a view,” he said, gesturing out the window.

      “Yeah. Not bad.”

      A neatly trimmed lawn glistened with dew outside the panes of glass, ending at a barbed-wire fence. Beyond, sage country gleamed in the morning sun, folded with shadows.

      Jet walked in front of the window outside with his nose to the grass, walked to a fence post, and lifted his leg.

      “Sorry,” Wolf said. “I’ll pick up whatever he leaves.”

      Shumway reached out, touching the side of Wolf’s coffee cup.

      Wolf saw the sadness in the man’s eyes and wished he had chosen a different mug.

      “I did lie to you,” Shumway said.

      Wolf raised the cup and sipped the coffee.

      “About the sale of my grandfather’s land.”

      “Okay.”

      “My brother and I didn’t sell it.” Shumway stared out the window. “I sold it without my brother’s permission. I mean, I didn’t really need my brother’s permission. My dad left it all to me in his will … but … I did need his permission. At least that’s what the other people around me thought. Especially my wife. She hated me for it. I sold it to this guy from Washington, and I took the money and ran for the Sheriff’s Office with it.”

      Shumway took a long slurp of his coffee. He hung his head and then chuckled to himself.

      “I spent that money wisely. Bought a television-and-radio-ad campaign. It was for the future of my family, for God’s sake. Got myself into the minds of the people in Windfield County. And then … my opponent died of a heart attack before the polls even opened. In the end, I won unopposed.”

      Wolf was unsure of what to say, so he sipped his coffee again.

      “My wife flipped out and left. Left her daughter and her husband and went to California or Las Vegas, or somewhere. Who knows?” He looked at Wolf. “Can you believe that? Leaving your daughter high and dry?”

      They sat in silence for a beat.

      “And ever since, my daughter’s blamed me. And now she lives her life trying to hurt me in bigger and better ways. And right now she’s stabbed me and she’s twisting the knife.”

      Wolf was stuck on thinking about how Sarah had checked out of his and Jack’s lives for years. “Was your wife on drugs?”

      Shumway looked at Wolf for a long time. “You know what? You’re the first person to ever ask me that.” His took a sip of his coffee with a quivering lip and then looked at Wolf again. “Thanks.”

      They watched Jet half-assed chase a squirrel outside.

      “What was the second file on your desk?” Wolf asked.

      “What?”

      “When I first came up here yesterday morning, you had a second file on your desk. You and Etzel had something else going on.”

      “Oh, yeah. I was … just checking on some of the local men. The whole my-daughter-screwing-Steven-Kennedy thing.”

      “How were you checking on them? Why?”

      “Financial records. Looking for specific charges, ATM withdrawals.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Explain.”

      Shumway stood up and went to the coffee-maker. “There’s a little more to the whole Steven-and-Megan story, I’m afraid.”

      Wolf set down his coffee. “Oh?”

      Shumway took his time stirring some sugar into his cup and sat back down. “Megan was pregnant, with Steven’s baby, and had an abortion.”

      Wolf blinked.

      “I was looking for men who’d paid with a credit card at a clinic, or made an ATM withdrawal for large sums … I was grasping. That’s what that file was—eight men in town and their recent financials.”

      “You didn’t know who it was?”

      “I figured out with you yesterday that it was Steven who’d gotten her pregnant.”

      Wolf stared at his coffee. “I need you to start from the beginning. Why were you looking for this guy now? This weekend?”

      Shumway leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes with his palms. “I told you Levi Joseph and Bradley Boydell used to be good friends.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, I guess Levi came to Bradley the other day and told him a little secret he’d been keeping—that Megan had been pregnant with someone’s baby and had gotten an abortion.”

      “And how did Levi know about this?”

      “Levi took her down to the clinic in Grand Junction for the procedure.”

      “And Levi didn’t know who had gotten her pregnant?”

      “No.”

      “And Levi told Bradley?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You were looking into the men yesterday. Did Bradley tell you recently?”

      “Yeah, a few days ago.”

      Wolf set down his coffee. “And you didn’t think of telling me this yesterday, when we were looking at Levi’s corpse?”

      “Why? What would that have to do with anything?”

      Wolf thought for a moment. “When did this pregnancy and procedure happen?”

      Shumway shrugged. “I guess it was a couple of months ago. I don’t know when exactly.”

      “And you learned about it this weekend.”

      “Yeah. Why? What?”

      “What did Megan say about the whole thing?”

      Shumway sipped his coffee.

      “You haven’t talked to her about it?”

      “Hell, no. It’s not a conversation I’m looking to have with my daughter. It’s enough that I learned about it and know the bastard who did it. I don’t need to hash it out with her, get in a big ol’ fight and have her hate me more.”

      Wolf thought about Jack and Cassidy’s camping trip and how he needed to get a handle on that before this exact situation became a possibility. With a shake of his head he erased the thought and stood up to pour some more coffee.

      “What was that?” Shumway’s voice was low. “Was that judgment? You judging me?”

      “No, I’m not. Like you said, it’s tough raising a kid by yourself.”

      “I’m sick of people looking at me like I’m a shit father.”

      Wolf swirled the final sip of coffee in his mug and thought better of refilling it. “Maybe I’ll head up to the university myself this morning. It’ll give us—”

      “Sounds like a fuck of an idea.” Shumway cradled his mug to his lips and stared out the window.

      Wolf set down his mug in the sink and walked out of the kitchen. “Call me the second you get those DNA-match test results.”

      Shumway held his gaze with the eastern sky and grunted in response.
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      Wolf walked to the SUV and put Jet in the back seat. The air was warm and the light breeze carrying the scent of juniper did little to dry the sweat already building in his armpits. He wondered whether Rocky Points would be getting relief from the heat today.

      He felt bad for steering the conversation with Shumway into a brick wall like that, but he also felt the insatiable desire to catch Ryan Frost’s killer, so if some people got their feelings hurt in the pursuit of truth, so be it.

      And he needed food—enough to fill a garbage-can lid.

      He started the engine and tried to remember which way to go, then consulted the GPS and drove down the road, looking forward to a plate of eggs and bacon before he started on the road to the university.

      He’d yet to get in touch with Talbot and was eager to discover what the head of the paleontology knew about Dig 2’s specimen, or specimens.

      Because it was a good question that Mathis had raised last night: How had Green hidden that second skeleton from Talbot?

      “What the hell?”

      A pickup truck with the DOI logo painted on it passed him and pulled in front, then jammed the brakes. A slender hand waved out the open driver’s window, and he realized it was Megan.

      Wolf steadied his breath and pulled behind her.

      After a few turns to the right and left, she finally pulled over.

      Jet poked his head out the window and whined.

      Wolf got out and Megan met him at his bumper.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked.

      She looked spooked, averting eye contact and clutching a cell phone in a white-knuckle fist. “I talked to Bradley Boydell and Deputy Etzel last night about what happened to Levi.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I heard that you guys are thinking it was Steven.”

      “How did you hear that?”

      She folded her arms. “I just saw Deputy Etzel this morning in town. He told me about all the evidence you and my dad found.”

      Deputies discussing open murder cases with civilians? It didn’t say much for Shumway’s training.

      “I have a piece of evidence that proves he didn’t do it,” she said.

      Wolf raised his eyebrows.

      She was staring at her cell phone, twisting it in her hands. “It’s on here.”

      “What is?”

      Her breath quickened and she rubbed her lips together. “Just get inside, okay?”

      Wolf walked to the passenger door and opened it. Coconut oil scent spilled out as he climbed onto the leather bench seat. He left the door open and stared at her expectantly.

      She cradled her phone and stared at it, as if she were waiting for an update from the SS Enterprise. Checking her mirrors, she pointed at the door. “Can you please close that?”

      He closed the door and the cab went silent except for her labored breathing.

      She was shaking, all the while holding up her cell.

      All that staring at a phone reminded Wolf Patterson was going to send him a video clip first thing. He let the urge to pull out his own device pass and asked, “What’s on the phone, Megan?”

      She tapped the screen and thrust it into Wolf’s lap, like she’d just pulled the pin on a grenade.

      She put her hand over her mouth, slid over to the driver’s-side window, and stared outside.

      “Hey, baby,” a male voice cooed from her phone’s speakers.

      Wolf looked at the screen. His skin prickled hotly. In front of him was a video of Megan’s naked, spread-eagled body.

      She was smiling and reaching forward, her skin illuminated by a yellow light. The recording was shaky. The camera hovered over her, pushing close to her face and then her breasts, before pulling back to reveal her entire form again.

      Megan giggled on the video.

      “You ready for this?”

      Wolf recognized the voice of Steven Kennedy.

      Wolf tapped the screen and set the phone on the bench seat between them. “Oh, I wish I could un-see that.”

      Megan reached over and took the phone. She pressed some side buttons and muted it, then studied the footage, tapping and sliding her fingers on the screen. “Here. Look again. I won’t press play.”

      He closed his eyes for a breath and then opened them.

      Megan was holding up a still shot of Steven’s face twisted in pleasure. “It’s Steven. With me.”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      “Look at the time stamp. On the top of the video.”

      Wolf blinked. “Saturday, 9:37 p.m.” He looked at her, then back at the time stamp. “You were with Steven on Saturday night?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “In the back of my truck.”

      “Where, exactly?”

      “Just out in the sticks. He met me.”

      “He drove? You drove?”

      “We both drove. We have a secret spot where we meet.”

      The blood was draining from his face now, but he had to blink to remove the image of Megan’s naked body from his retinas. “Wait a minute. That said Saturday. How do I know it wasn’t some other Saturday?”

      She picked up the phone and tapped the screen. “Here, see? Saturday, August 11th. 9:37 p.m. Satisfied?”

      Wolf sat in silence for a beat. “You could doctor the time stamps.”

      She made a face and shook her head. “How the hell would I do that?”

      “You could have been anywhere. You could have just shown me proof that you were with Steven just after the murders.”

      Megan looked horrified. “No … we were just up the road, toward the quarry. You take a left on—”

      Wolf held up a hand. “I can check the location of your phone through the GPS in it.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Exactly. You’ll see that we were up the road.”

      Wolf looked at her. “Send me the file.”

      He gave her his number and she texted the video to him.

      Wolf stared at the side of her face as he waited for the file to reach his phone.

      Counterintelligence training in the army had introduced Wolf to the subtleties of telling lies convincingly and how to spot liars. And with a decade and a half’s experience as a cop, he’d met his fair share of lying people. Megan was not one of them. She was troubled—betrayed by a mother who’d ditched her, and a father who’d made it all happen. She had a whole lot of associated problems going on there, but she was telling the truth about her Saturday night.

      His phone beeped, and he forwarded the file to Patterson.

      “I just sent this to my deputy. So, if there’s nothing more, I need to leave and call her as soon as possible to explain. I’m going to have her check the file to see if you’ve tampered with it in any way. I think they call that stuff meta-data or something. My deputy knows. And if you’ve messed with it, she’ll know.”

      “I didn’t mess with it.” She glared at him. “I’m not lying.”

      Wolf held out his hand. “And I’ll need to take your phone.”

      She handed it over.

      He opened the door.

      “I think this is going to be it for me and him,” Megan said.

      “You and Steven?”

      “No.” A tear slid down her cheek. “Me and my dad. He’s already pretty much done with me. This video’s going to be the final straw.”

      Wolf watched her cry for a few seconds.

      His phone chimed and a message from Patterson read “?!”.

      Wolf typed, I’ll explain in one minute, and pressed send. Then he pocketed the phone. “Your dad knows about your pregnancy with Steven and your procedure. Did you know that?”

      Megan looked down and a fresh tear slid down her face. “I figured. And what’s he going to think about me now? Jesus …”

      Wolf watched her sob. “It’s tough being a father, you know? You try your best for your family, and sometimes you’re misunderstood. Sometimes you’re blamed for things, for hurting your kids, but you’re just trying to do your best.”

      “I know it’s tough being my father.” She shook her head and whispered with a thick throat. “I know that.”

      Wolf slid off the seat and placed her phone in his pocket. He stopped himself from closing the door and ducked back inside. “Megan, when was your procedure at Grand Junction?”

      She wiped her eyes. “June 3rd.”

      “June 3rd?”

      “Yeah.”

      He slid back up onto the seat. “Two months ago?”

      She nodded.

      “Is that why Steven sleeps up the wash from the rest of the dig members? Because his wife found out about this?”

      She nodded.

      “How did she find out?”

      “It was Levi.” Megan sniffed and shook her head. “Levi told Felicia. After the procedure, he brought me back to my quarters up at the visitors’ center and then I guess he went down to the Dig 2 camp and jumped Steven. Picked up a shovel and hit him with it. I guess Mo and Professor Green had to wrestle him away.”

      “Steven told you about this?”

      “Yeah. He said Levi came in yelling and screaming about getting me pregnant and told everyone about taking me to Grand Junction and about the clinic. Levi kind of had a thing for me, and he was mad that Steven had put me through all of that. But Levi got it wrong. I didn’t blame Steven for anything. He wasn’t doing anything wrong because I never even told him. He didn’t even know about my pregnancy until Levi barged in and started hitting him with a shovel.” She shook her head. “I’m such an idiot. I’ve caused so much pain for these people. And Levi? Poor Levi …”

      Wolf stared at her. “So, Levi went down to that camp on June 3rd? You’re sure?”

      She nodded and looked at him. “Yeah, after we got back from Grand Junction, like I said. And Steven told me later that week. It was the third. And I saw Levi up at Mr. Boydell’s yurt that same night. I was resting in my camp chair outside and saw him walk up. I could tell he’d been crying and he looked messed up. I called out to him and he glared at me and wouldn’t talk. Just passed me by. And then he went into Mr. Boydell’s.”

      Megan’s eyes glazed over.

      A text chimed on Wolf’s phone, but he ignored it. “All this happened June 3rd.”

      She frowned now and looked up at him. “Yes. Why are you asking?”

      “Does Bradley Boydell have a landline in his quarters?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Why?”

      “Thank you.” Wolf slid out and stood on the road shoulder.

      “Are you going to show that video to my dad?” Megan asked.

      Wolf pulled his lips into a hard line. “I don’t really have a choice here, Megan.”

      She looked away fast, like she’d been slapped, and then with a face devoid of emotion she nodded and started the car.

      He shut the door and walked back to his SUV with his phone pressed to his ear.

      “Uhhhhh, hello?” Patterson said.

      “Hi.”

      “Interesting video.”

      “Yes. Sorry about that … are you at work yet?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t you just get my message? I just sent you the video from the gas station. It’s only a thirty-second clip, but it shows all the footage we have of the guy.”

      “I need you to check the time stamp on that video I sent you and make sure it hasn’t been tampered with.”

      “If I can pull it away from Rachette, I’ll get right on it. Is that all?”

      Wolf climbed behind the wheel.

      “Actually, no,” he said. “I’m just getting started with what I need from you.”

      “Okay.”

      “First of all, how do I check where a cell phone’s been in recent days, preferably at a specific time?”

      “It’s actually pretty simple. First of all, do you have access to the phone?”

      Wolf watched Megan pull away ahead of him. “Shit, just a second.”

      Pulling out her phone, he pushed the button and the screen lit up. She hadn’t set up a password or touch ID.

      “Yeah,” he said with relief.

      “Good. And how about a computer? You in front of one?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “Never mind. I am.”

      “Atta girl.”
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      Two hours and ten minutes later, Wolf drove into the Windfield County Sheriff’s Department parking lot.

      His tires squealed as he came to a stop and Jet bumped into the seat behind him.

      “Sorry, boy.”

      He let Jet out and marched to the front door.

      “Stay here,” Wolf said.

      Jet walked to the front of the building and lifted a leg.

      Shumway was standing inside talking with Deputy Etzel. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to Utah?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      Shumway waved a piece of paper in front of Wolf’s face. “Well, good, because I need to talk to you.”

      Wolf took the paper. A heading read Nordicran DNA Labs, Grand Junction, Colorado. Four horizontal graphs were printed on the page. The first two graph lines were identical, with the same peaks and valleys. The second two were not.

      “DNA inside the bloody glove matches our man Steven Kennedy.” Shumway flicked the page.

      Wolf frowned. “And the second two graphs?”

      “Not quite as reliable. They found two different profiles in the shoes—Steven and unknown.”

      Wolf nodded. “Of course they did.”

      “Of course they did?”

      Wolf pulled out his phone and showed Shumway and Etzel the video clip of the perp filling the gas can south of Brushing.

      When the video was over, Shumway and Etzel looked at one another.

      Wolf stared expectantly.

      Shumway blinked slowly. “All right, you have my attention. That wasn’t Steven in the video. It was someone wearing his shoes. That doesn’t change the fact that his DNA was in these gloves.”

      “Was there an anomaly with the gloves? Some sort of foreign substance they couldn’t account for?”

      Etzel and Shumway looked at one another.

      “Well?”

      Shumway hitched up his belt. “The lab tech told us there were traces of …” he picked up another sheet of paper from Etzel’s desk and read it. “Na, Mg, K, Ca … hell, whatever these letters are. They said there were some traces of the powder from our crime-scene techs’ latex gloves.”

      Deputy Etzel nodded.

      “Did you talk to your crime-scene techs about this yet?” Wolf asked.

      “Well, no. We just got this back a few minutes ago. Why?”

      Wolf nodded. “Because there are a lot of types of latex gloves. Our CSU in Rocky Points uses powder-free gloves. The lab could probably test conclusively if they were gloves worn by the crime-scene techs or the assailant.”

      “The assailant?” Shumway asked.

      Wolf nodded. “That’s residue from the killer wearing latex gloves and the leather gloves over them.”

      “How are you so sure?”

      “I need to speak to Steven. Right now. Then I’ll let you know.”
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        * * *

      

      A minute later, Wolf stood over Steven’s bed and slapped him on the leg.

      Steven snorted awake, wiped drool from his lip, and sat up straight. When he saw the three men standing in front of him he pushed himself back on the bed.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Tell me about the day when Levi Joseph jumped you at the camp,” Wolf said.

      Steven smacked his lips and rubbed his forehead. “You know about that … why?”

      “Just answer.”

      “Um, okay. I was lying there, just doing some work, and he came up and attacked me. He hit me on the back with a shovel.”

      “Steven, we know about the two skeletons,” Wolf said. “We figured that out last night with Dr. Mathis’s help.”

      Steven closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t want to talk to you. I … know I’m just going to implicate myself. I’ve talked to my lawyer, and I’ve taken law classes, guys.”

      “Just listen.” Wolf squatted down and looked up at him. “I know the three of you are spooked about what you agreed to do with Professor Green. You found the extra skeleton and you guys were in the process of selling it when all this happened, and now you’re freaked. I get it. Because the bottom line is, we’ll easily prove the skeleton Green was selling came from that hole, and you’ll be in a heap of trouble. You didn’t report the skeleton to your university or the owner of the private land you were digging on. You four were engaging in criminal activity. You’re gonna have to face the music on that. But I know you’re not murderers.

      “Someone else is, though. Someone else who knew about this sale. Someone who went down to Rocky Points, killed the fossil dealer, Professor Green, and Levi Joseph, and is now making it look like you did it.” Wolf pointed at him. “I need you to answer these questions or else you’re probably gonna get locked up without a key on this one.”

      Steven said nothing.

      “Why don’t you tell him about the shoes, the bag of money, the pistol, and the shovel we found last night, Wolf?” Shumway said.

      Steven looked between them and shook his head.

      “And the DNA we found matching him,” Shumway said.

      Wolf nodded. “We found your shoes, the same ones that left all sorts of prints at the scene of three murders. The one’s you claim were stolen by a desert animal. We found murder weapons linked to you. We found your DNA on leather gloves caked with blood. And we also found two hundred thousand dollars in cash. It’s not looking good for you.”

      Steven bit his lip and his knee bounced. “What’re your questions?”

      “Did Levi see the second skeleton the day he attacked you?”

      Steven deliberated for a few seconds. “No.”

      “No? That didn’t sound too sure.”

      “Probably not.”

      Wolf blinked.

      “He jumped me in the pit. And there were two skulls in there at the time. Couldn’t have been more obvious. So we suspected that he had. But he never told anyone, so then we decided he probably hadn’t noticed, you know, in the heat of the moment.”

      Wolf nodded. “Dr. Talbot came and visited after that. When was his visit?”

      “I don’t know. Like a week later.”

      “Unannounced?” Wolf asked.

      “No. Green knew he was coming.”

      “And did Talbot see the second skeleton?”

      “No. We’d learned our lesson from Levi. We’d kept it covered before, but we took further precautions for Dr. Talbot’s visit. Green rented a garage near a farmhouse and we started moving everything there as fast as possible. Then we started keeping everything covered even while we were working.”

      “And when Dr. Talbot came to see your dig you had everything out and moved?”

      “No. Not even close. Just … better covered. We even put dirt over it.”

      “And how did that visit go down exactly? Was he fooled?”

      Steven shrugged. “Professor Green kind of worked his magic on the whole thing. Got him out of there without even looking.”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together. “Dr. Talbot didn’t even look at your dig?”

      Steven shrugged. “He did, but not under the tarps. Just kind of nodded at them and left.”

      Wolf looked at Shumway.

      Shumway shrugged.

      “Thanks,” Wolf said, and he left the holding cell.

      Out in the hall, Wolf turned to Shumway. “Sheriff, you need to call your daughter and tell her to leave work right now.”

      Shumway blew air through his lips. “Why?”

      “Because I have reason to believe she’s with the killer right now.”

      “What? Explain.”

      “I will, on the way.” He turned and ran. “Get everyone you have. We have to go now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 39

        

      

    

    
      “Boydell? No.”

      “And Talbot.” Wolf jammed his foot on the gas. His SUV’s engine hesitated and caught and they sucked back in their seat.

      “Talbot? Don’t know the guy. But Boydell? Nope. I don’t believe it.” Shumway made a sour face and sneezed into a handkerchief. “Not the killing type. Jesus, that’s what you’ve been doing all morning? Coming up with this? Pull over. I’m allergic to this smelly dog of yours and you’re wasting my time.”

      Wolf turned a corner and hit the gas again. “Before we get up into a place where cell phone coverage is bad, call your daughter at the visitor’s center and get her out of there. Tell her to drive back down into town right now.”

      “Explain yourself,” Shumway said, heat rising in his voice as he grabbed the ceiling bar.

      “Now!” Wolf matched his tone.

      Shumway shook his head and produced an ancient cell phone from his pocket. He flipped it open, pressed a button, and put it to his ear. “No answer. She’s not answering.”

      “Don’t call her cell phone. Call the visitor’s center.”

      “Why would I do that? She has her phone on her.”

      “I have her phone.”

      Shumway looked at him. “You have her phone? Why the hell do you have her phone? You’d better start doing some explaining, or it’s about to get ugly in here.”

      “Call the visitor’s center. I’ll explain, but call first.”

      Shumway exhaled. “Shit … where’s that number … here.” He put the phone to his ear and checked his watch. “Nobody’s answering. The place doesn’t usually open for another fifteen minutes. They don’t get to work early. There’s no answer.” He snapped the phone shut. “So talk, damn it. Don’t make me pull this gun.”

      Wolf pushed the gas harder as they came onto a straightaway. The speedometer climbed to sixty-five miles per hour and their seats vibrated as the engine roared, almost completely drowning out Wolf’s roof siren.

      “This morning, when I left your house, my deputy in Rocky Points and I checked some phone and financial records, and we figured out Boydell is behind all of this.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You said that. And Talbot, the head of paleontology up at U of U. Now tell me why you think that, and then tell me why the hell you have my daughter’s phone.”

      “Talbot’s wife filed a missing-person’s report yesterday. The Salt Lake PD found him this morning buried in his back-yard garden.”

      Wolf turned a corner and passed by a vehicle like it was standing still.

      “You kiddin’ me?”

      Wolf shook his head.

      “Shit.” Shumway eyed him. “And you’re telling me Boydell did it?”

      “Okay, listen,” Wolf said. “Those students, Felicia, Mo, and Steven, and Green found the two skeletons, and instead of reporting the second skeleton to the university, they decided to sell the bones. They wanted a payday. Green had contacts in the business. He’d done a lot of selling of bones around the world before, according to what we’ve learned. So Green contacted Ryan Frost down in Rocky Points, and Frost found a buyer.”

      Shumway nodded. “I get that. Boydell. Why Boydell?”

      Wolf gripped the wheel and pumped the brakes as he came into a corner too fast. “Boydell’s involvement has to do with Megan and Steven. As you know, the two of them were having an affair, and then Megan got pregnant. She got Levi’s help to have the abortion down in Grand Junction. Levi was in love with your daughter and he was obliged to help her. But he got angry about what Steven had done to Megan, so right after taking Megan to the clinic, Levi brought her back to her yurt, went down to the Dig 2 camp and attacked Steven. Hit him in the back with a shovel. And in the process of rolling around in that hole, Levi saw the second skeleton.”

      They came onto a straightaway and Wolf gunned it again. The transition from pavement to dirt approached fast but Wolf kept his foot on the gas.

      “Levi came back up to the visitors’ center and told Boydell that night about the second skeleton. June 3rd.”

      “How do you know that?” Shumway asked.

      “I talked to Megan this morning and she told me.”

      “You saw Megan this morning?”

      Wolf held up a hand. “Let me finish. Megan said she saw Levi come up to Boydell’s quarters later the afternoon of June third. I had my deputy check Boydell’s and Levi’s phone records for June third, and the records show that Boydell made a forty-five-minute phone call to Talbot up at the University of Utah.”

      Shumway said nothing.

      “According to the phone records, for the next month, Boydell and the head of the paleontology department talked multiple times, and then, they stopped. It looks like Boydell bought a throwaway phone and started using that to call Talbot’s office instead.”

      Shumway was blinking rapidly.

      Wolf chopped a hand in the air. “Levi saw the skeleton, told Boydell, and Boydell got in touch with the head of paleontology and they started concocting a plan. I don’t know what the plan was, exactly. Only Boydell knows the specifics, because he’s the only one still alive.”

      Shumway looked out his window, shaking his head.

      Wolf continued. “Boydell, Levi, and Talbot got together with the knowledge of the second skeleton in that hole. They were seeing dollar signs. They wanted in on the deal.

      “Think about it. Dr. Talbot visited Dig 2 a week after Levi found out about the second skeleton—Steven told us that just now, and Dig 1 told us about that visit. Remember?”

      Shumway nodded.

      “Steven told us just now that when Talbot visited, he didn’t even look under those tarps. He barely looked at the dig. Isn’t that a little strange? He comes all the way down from Salt Lake City, and just gives the dig a cursory glance? Because the truth is, he wasn’t there to see it. He was there for different reasons. He already knew what was under those tarps from talking to Boydell. He was there to tell Green the jig was up, and if he didn’t get a cut after they sold that second skeleton then they were all ruined.”

      Shumway stared out the window with a skeptical look. “Why not just uncover the tarp and say, ‘Aha! I caught you! I want a cut of the sale of this skeleton?’”

      “If he did that, then he lets the students know that he knows. He lets them realize he’s as corrupt as them. More importantly, he wanted to cut them out, without them knowing.”

      Shumway looked at Wolf. After a lengthy silence, he exhaled, as if resigned to go along with Wolf’s explanation, for now. “Okay. So, from that point on, the deal was Green working with Boydell, Talbot, and Levi. The students were getting used for labor?”

      “Yes,” Wolf said. “Exactly. They’d been cut out. But there’s more. Because after Green was approached by Talbot, Green got greedy. Or maybe nobody knew who they were dealing with, and Green had this plan all along, who knows …  but, he wasn’t going to share with anyone. He bought a plane ticket to Argentina. He was going to take the money after the sale and run.”

      Wolf looked at Shumway.

      Shumway narrowed his eyes and nodded slowly.

      “And that’s where Boydell’s killing spree begins,” Wolf said. “Boydell and Talbot must have figured out Green was going to ditch on them. So, rather than wait for Green to go get the money from Rocky Points and leave them high and dry, they followed him down, killed Frost, killed Green, leaving a bunch of evidence that made it look like it was Steven, and came back with the money for themselves.

      “It was Talbot’s vehicle in Rocky Points that night. He has the same make and model tire we’re looking for from the crime scene. Salt Lake PD confirmed this morning.”

      “Shit,” Shumway said.

      Wolf nodded. “My deputy looked at Talbot’s credit-card transactions. He bought gas in Windfield Saturday afternoon. He stayed in a local motel, using his Visa card. He used his cell phone to call the visitors’ center twice.”

      Shumway shook his head. “That’s dumb. Why leave a trail coming down here into Colorado?”

      “I don’t think Talbot knew what was really coming. I don’t think he came into the situation thinking they were going to kill people, or else he wouldn’t have left such a clear trail. I think it was Boydell who learned about Green’s plan to leave and decided to start killing. He had a whole plan that he was following, stealing Steven’s shoes a month ago, the revolver from Green’s camp, the shovel, the leather gloves, snuffing out Levi to take his cut of the money, and then Talbot.”

      Shumway scratched his chin and stared into nothing. “Steven and who? Who was supposed to be the second set of prints?”

      Wolf smiled grimly. “I don’t think Boydell thought that far ahead. Or maybe he didn’t even care. He just assumed we’d pin it on one of the other students. He was just worried about covering his own tracks. Literally. He got Talbot to come pick him up from the visitors’ center so he could leave his truck there and claim he’d stayed there that whole Saturday night. He wore Steven’s shoes to make it look like it was Steven. He wore a big cowboy hat to shield his face when he needed to. He burned the UrMover truck because he knew forensic evidence would be found inside—hairs, fibers. He killed Levi with Steven’s shovel, wearing Steven’s shoes and leather gloves with latex ones underneath. Buried Levi shallow in the direction of Steven’s camp— a subtle reminder of who we were supposed to be blaming for all of it. And he was even there to remind us in person.”

      Shumway turned to Wolf but stared past him. “This is just … so crazy.”

      “He’s slipped up in so many ways it would be comical if it wasn’t so sick.”

      “But why? Why go psycho and start killing over this? For money? That doesn’t seem like Boydell.”

      “I think he’s extremely desperate. The SLC FBI field office went to Boydell’s daughter-in-law’s house this morning. She said Boydell was in the process of inheriting a lot of money from an obscure relative she’d never heard of and he was going to help her pay for her son’s blood treatment in Scotland.”

      Shumway nodded. “His grandson has a rare disease. He sold his house a couple of years ago and moved into that yurt to help pay for treatment.”

      Wolf eyed the rearview mirror. A line of flashing deputy trucks kept a close follow, despite swimming in stream of dust kicked up by his SUV.

      “But Steven still doesn’t have an alibi. In my time, I’ve learned that usually it’s the simplest explanation, and all that evidence last night points right to him. He could be in on this, too. Couldn’t he?”

      Wolf shook his head. “Steven does have an alibi. It’s on your daughter’s phone. A video with a time stamp and a phone GPS location that puts him out here in the sticks at the time of the murder.”

      Shumway rubbed his forehead. “A video with my daughter and Steven?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Do I want to see what’s on that phone?”

      “No. You don’t. Call her again.”

      Shumway flipped open his cell. “Shit. No reception.”

      Wolf handed over his. “Try mine.”

      “No service either.” Shumway set the phone in the center console and eyed the side-view mirror. “Shit. Okay. It’s Boydell. My daughter’s up there. We’re gonna spook him if we roll up on him like this. It’ll just make things worse.”

      Wolf eyed the rearview again. “You’re right.”

      “So what do we do? What’s our plan?”

      “We don’t roll up on him like this. Get on the radio with your guys.”
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      Bradley Boydell walked between the wind-twisted junipers and stopped at the pinnacle of the hill. Grains of sand hissed against his pants and dust swirled against his face. As he dug his knuckles into his eyes, giving them a good massage, a fresh vision of a man’s head jerking forward, accompanied by a spray of blood, filled his mind.

      He sucked in a breath and opened his eyes. The haunting reminders of what he’d done were relentless.

      Back in another lifetime, he’d killed while serving in the army. But only with the pull of a trigger, and from a distance. He’d never looked into the eyes of someone who knew it was coming. He’d never seen the job through to the end. Back in battle, some of his kills could have been wounds for all he knew. He never had to stand over the men as they died to make sure the job was done. He’d never had to put them out of their misery with a shot to the head, or a shovel to the neck.

      The ping of the metal as it entered Levi’s flesh still echoed in his head. It was as if it happened moments ago. The tears in his eyes. The way his jaw clenched as he brought the shovel up for the tenth time.

      “No,” Boydell looked to the sky and sucked in a breath.

      After a minute of slow breathing, Levi’s image dissipated and his sanity returned.

      He felt like a walking zombie—a corrupted, diseased version of his former self, wandering through the motions of life in a world where he didn’t belong. Killing these people had done it.

      No, it had been eleven years ago, looking into the eyes of his son as he had taken his last breath. That had done it. That changed a man. That made every pliable thing in a man hard. Frozen. Brittle.

      And when Jeremy had contracted the disease he had cracked.

      Boydell was fractured like those bones in the ground down on that plateau. The only thing keeping him from falling into a million pieces was his grandson’s heroic fight.

      He wiped his eyes and sucked in a cleansing breath.

      The good night’s sleep had served him well and so had this hike. He always liked getting his blood pumping, his lungs heaving.

      Standing on a rounded hilltop, he looked down at the shining windows of the visitors’ center below. It had been a week since he’d been here, where he could always count on getting some peaceful time with himself, away from the cluttered minds of the two young people he was stuck with every day in his dead-end job.

      With that in mind, he checked his wrist and saw he had ten minutes until the 9 a.m. opening. It was time to unlock the place, make his excuse to the two kids, and head out.

      He had a long day ahead of him. He had some shady individuals he’d have to do business with to help launder the cash and send it to Scotland via some means he still didn’t quite understand. Some way of manipulating online bank accounts and sending electronic payments.

      He clenched a fist, thinking about the day, because he knew these men would be younger. They would think him a soft old coot and be out to steal his money, using electronic jargon to confuse him out of thousands of dollars.

      Hitching up his belt, he felt the Beretta M9 he’d acquired in the army wedged against the waistband of his pants and his freshly showered skin. He pulled it closer to the tight spot next to his hipbone and began walking.

      He paused, because a line of cars was already kicking up a plume of dust in the distance. He could scarcely remember the last time they’d had three visitors right at opening. And why were they following so close to one another? They were like a caravan, clearly together.

      He squinted and brought up his hand to shield the sun. They were far away, but Boydell’s vision had always been sharp, and even in his old age he could clearly see that the three vehicles were identical.

      Trucks.

      With flashing lights.

      Everything inside of Boydell’s body moved at once.

      For five seconds he watched with constricted breath. His heart pumped wildly in his chest.

      But it was strange. Because the trucks were all slowing down. Yes, he was sure of it. The three trucks were inching close to one another as they slowed.

      The tension in his body melted as he saw them pull to a complete stop and the drivers’ doors open. They were at least a mile away, but Boydell could see the tiny dots of men milling about next to their trucks.

      Maybe they were doing a search of the desert in that spot. But why? There was nothing there.

      The hairs on his neck began crawling. They were convening, preparing something. The three stick-figure forms walked to one another and stood in a tight cluster in the middle of the road.

      They were waiting for something.

      Why were they standing like that? Were they blocking people from coming up, and waiting to move on him?

      He came to his own conclusion and took off at a run down the hill.

      Slipping every few steps, he landed on his ass and felt the gun dig into his hip.

      “Damn it,” he muttered.

      He forced himself to slow down to a manageable speed, which was tough because his thoughts were racing.

      He needed to escape. He needed to get in his truck and drive. He knew this country better than all three of those deputies combined. There was more than one way to get off this plateau without passing along that road. He had the money stashed in his truck. He could get through, and he could get to Salt Lake City.

      Out of breath, his feet stomping the ground with hurried steps, he reached the bottom of the hill behind the visitors’ center and began jogging.

      “Mr. Boydell?”

      He froze at the sound of Megan’s voice, and reached back for his gun, but stopped himself short of pulling it.

      He forced a smile. “Hi, Megan.”

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      She was standing near the rear door to the visitors’ center, and only then did Boydell realize she was waiting for him to unlock the door and begin the day inside the building.

      “Are you going to open up?” she asked.

      Boydell stared at her, trying to gauge her expression. Was she messing with him? He looked toward Phil’s yurt. It flapped gently in the breeze. The door was still closed.

      “Where’s Phil?”

      She smirked. “It’s Tuesday, remember? He’ll probably sleep another five hours.”

      Was she in on this whole thing? Was she trying to trap him? It would’ve been dumb to think otherwise, so he pulled out his pistol and pointed it at her.

      She held up her hands and backed into the wall of the building. “What are you doing?”

      “You are,” he said. She was trapping him.

      “What?”

      “You’re in on it, aren’t you?”

      “In on what? Mr. Boydell, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please. Don’t.”

      He walked to her and waved the pistol to the left. “Let’s go. We’re going to take a drive.”

      She stood frozen like a dumb deer.

      “Move!”

      Stumbling, she thrust her hands up and walked around the building, all the while whimpering.

      “Into my truck. You’re driving,” he said.
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      Wolf slid to a stop next to the scarred ring of earth that used to be Levi Joseph’s campfire and shut off the engine.

      Levi’s tent and the table with his personal effects were still there; in fact, the whole campsite looked unchanged, despite the law-enforcement activity the night before. The only indications they’d been there were the new footprints and yellow crime-scene tape around the perimeter, which was fastened to poles and bouncing in the wind.

      “Etzel, come in,” Shumway said into his radio as he climbed out.

      Wolf let Jet out the back of the truck and ducked underneath the tape.

      “Go ahead.”

      Shumway followed Wolf and Jet. “We’re at the camp.”

      “Copy that. Let us know when to move.”

      “Will do.”

      Shumway put the radio back on his duty belt and jogged up next to Wolf.

      They trudged up the path out the rear of the camp to the top of the plateau in silence. Shumway hadn’t said much on the way up the two-track road, and neither had Wolf as he concentrated on avoiding boulders, trees, and cacti.

      The plan was simple: sneak in from the rear and get into position, making sure neither Megan nor Phil were in harm’s path, then bring in the cavalry and move on Boydell.

      Still silent, Shumway was already breathing hard halfway up the sandy rise that flanked the rear of Levi’s camp.

      “You all right?” Wolf asked.

      Shumway picked up his pace and passed him.

      Wolf felt the strain in his lungs and legs. He’d let himself get too soft over the past year, and he vowed then and there to change that. Adrenaline helped power him forward, though, and he kept the new pace easily enough.

      At the top, the slope leveled and they entered a maze of juniper trees and man-sized sage bushes. Though the land was flat as a pancake, the foliage obscured their view as they walked. But despite the plants and trees, they could see the top of the visitors’ center jutting above it all in the distance, giving them a bearing.

      Wolf estimated the distance at a half-mile, and checked his watch. “Can you pick up the pace?”

      Shumway shot him a hard glance and grunted in response. Then he upped his speed to a labored jog.

      Jet trotted behind them, happily stopping at holes and bushes of interest, then running briefly to catch up before doing it all again.

      They swerved between bushes and trees for five minutes, catching glimpses of the building as it grew closer, and all that time their crunching footsteps and huffing breath were the only sounds. Until there was something else.

      “Wait,” Wolf said pulling to a stop. “Stop.”

      Shumway ignored him for a few steps than stopped and turned. He put his hands on his hips and bared his teeth. “What?”

      “Hear that?”

      A car engine revved and there was a squeak, then another staccato burst of gas followed by more squeaking.

      “Someone’s driving toward us.”

      Shumway turned away from Wolf and walked around a juniper to get a look. Just as he reached a clearing, he stopped and hurried back to Wolf. “There.”

      After a long squeak the engine revved and then shut off.

      “Shit,” Shumway said. “It was a quarry truck. I think it was Boydell. Fifty yards that way, coming straight at us.”

      Wolf pulled his pistol and Shumway did the same.

      Peering through the gaps in the foliage, they heard the thump of a car door.

      “He’s out,” Wolf said. “You go left, I’ll go right.”

      Wolf skated right, keeping his gaze focused through the branches of the nearest juniper. He saw a shiny bumper, and then the front of a quarry pickup truck, and then the whole vehicle. Wolf paused, because both doors were ajar.

      “Come out, Shumway! I saw you! I know you’re with Wolf, too! Come on out!”

      Wolf and Shumway locked eyes and held still.

      “Daddy!”

      Wolf’s stomach dropped and so did Shumway’s face.

      “Got your daughter here, Shumway. You have five seconds to come out in the open or I shoot her in the head. Five, four, three …” Boydell counted with barely a second’s pause between numbers. “Two.”

      “Okay, okay! Hold up, Bradley!” Shumway held his hands high in the air and ran out into the clearing. “Please, Bradley. Don’t hurt her.”

      “Drop the gun.”

      Shumway lowered his gun and dropped it with deliberate, slow movements. “Now your buddy. I know he’s with you.”

      Wolf clenched his teeth. Damn it. He wondered if Shumway was bluffing.

      Jet appeared from behind a sage and trotted toward Wolf, oblivious to the gravity of the situation. He stopped and jammed his nose into an animal hole.

      “I’ll give you three seconds! Three, two—”

      Wolf ran into the clearing with his arms up, pistol aimed at the sky.

      “Okay. There you are,” Boydell said. “Drop it.”

      Wolf dropped the pistol on the sand.

      Boydell had Megan in a headlock, a pistol to her temple.

      Her head was tilted to the side as the barrel of the gun pushed hard against it, and she was on her tiptoes, held that way by Boydell’s wiry-armed chokehold.

      “I’ll give the other deputies three seconds to show themselves now.” Boydell’s eyes darted from bush to bush.

      “There aren’t any, Bradley,” Shumway said.

      Boydell narrowed his eyes. “Three! Two!”

      “There aren’t any! It’s just us!”

      “There’s no one else!” Wolf said at the same time.

      “One!”

      Wolf closed his eyes and held his breath. The few seconds of silence that followed were the deepest he’d ever witnessed.

      “Okay then,” Boydell said.

      Megan began to sob.

      “You,” he pulled on Megan’s neck, “shut up. You two, turn around slow and show me your belt-lines,” Boydell said.

      Shumway turned, keeping his arms high.

      Boydell kept his pistol against Megan’s head.

      “You too.” Boydell aimed his gun at Wolf.

      Wolf turned slowly and lifted his own arms, half expecting the punch of hot lead in his back at any moment.

      None came, and he turned full circle.

      “Now, walk toward me. Slowly.” Boydell’s voice shook.

      Wolf and Shumway exchanged a glance and inched forward, one foot in front of the other, like they were approaching a cornered bear.

      “Please. You don’t want to do this, Bradley,” Shumway said.

      “Walk!”

      They were forty yards from Boydell.

      Wolf kept his eyes on Boydell’s as they walked ten paces forward. The man was alternating between steely resolve and ultimate despair, all the while keeping his hold on Megan.

      Her face was dark red, trending purple, and she hung her hands on Boydell’s arm.

      Shumway held his hands out. “Bradley, please. We know why you’re doing this. We know you just want to help your grandson. But it’s over now. Don’t take away my daughter.”

      “And what? That would be a fair trade? This alive hooker for my dead grandson?” Boydell’s lips glistened with saliva. “Walk at me, boys. Keep coming.”

      They continued their slow steps toward Boydell.

      Wolf’s muscles were tense, because Boydell had a crazed look in his eye and he seemed to be rehearsing something very bad in his mind. And as Wolf got nearer, with no weapon at his disposal, he was coming up with no plan other than to dodge if the bullets started flying.

      “It’s over, Bradley,” Wolf said. “Let Megan go.”

      Boydell lifted his gun and Wolf froze mid-step.

      Then Boydell slammed the butt of the gun onto the top of Megan’s head.

      There was a dull thud and she dropped instantly to her side without using her arms to break her fall. As she lay motionless in the dirt, blood streamed across her forehead like a red lightning bolt.

      “No.” Shumway stepped forward and stopped as Boydell aimed his pistol at him.

      Boydell tracked his pistol to the side and aimed at Wolf’s chest.

      “What do you think we’re going to do, Bradley?” Wolf said. “Get you a helicopter? A jet to take you to Canada? You know that’s not gonna work.”

      The pistol quivered in Boydell’s hand.

      There was movement to Wolf’s right, and without looking directly he could see it was Jet. The big German Shepherd loped through the bushes and sat a few yards away, resting in the shade of a juniper.

      “There’s no way out of this,” Wolf said. “You don’t have to kill more people. The FBI is talking to your sister right now. They know you killed Talbot. They found him in his back yard. We know everything, Bradley. Let’s not make this even worse.”

      Boydell’s eyes whirled for an instant and his face slackened. He brought the Beretta to his own temple and screwed his eyes shut, then scratched his head with it and lowered it to his side.

      Wolf glanced at Shumway.

      Shumway looked preoccupied with Jet. “Drop it!” he yelled out of nowhere.

      Wolf watched in disbelief as Shumway walked toward Boydell.

      “Whoa.” Shumway stopped just as suddenly as he’d started. “Look what Jet has. Just put down the gun, Bradley.”

      “What?” Boydell said annoyed. “Look what Jet has?” Boydell aimed the gun at Wolf. “Where’s that huge dog of yours?”

      Wolf shook his head. “He’s not here. He’s back at the station.”

      Boydell stared at Shumway and blinked. “Are you messing with me?”

      Wolf stole a glance toward the shade of the Juniper.

      Jet panted, sitting on his haunches, staring at Wolf and Shumway like he wanted to know what game they were playing but didn’t quite have the energy to join in yet. Jet closed his mouth and lowered his head, and finally Wolf saw it. Sitting in the sand near his paws lay a slobbery Glock 17.

      Boydell wavered his aim, looking tormented by thoughts.

      “Just say when,” Shumway said, gesturing to Boydell with his hands.

      “What? Why are you messing with me?” Boydell aimed at Shumway, seemingly ready to fire.

      “Now!”

      Wolf lunged toward Jet. Boydell’s gun popped an instant later. A bullet zipped through the air above him as he ran.

      “Ahhhhh! Over here! Over here!” Shumway screamed like a crazy man.

      Wolf reached Jet and dropped to a knee. He grabbed the Glock, throwing up a cloud of warm dirt as he raised it, and aimed for the center of Boydell’s chest.

      Boydell took his second shot, this time at Shumway. The sheriff was already running at him, arms flailing, hell-bent on taking him down.

      Wolf fired just as Boydell’s hand kicked from the shot.

      Boydell spun and dropped. Shumway stumbled forward and landed on top of him.

      Jet joined the mayhem, bounding toward the two downed men with thunderous barks.

      “Heel!” Wolf yelled, and Jet looked thoroughly dejected as he obeyed the command.

      Both men lay motionless, heaped on top of one another.

      Wolf rushed to the two men heaped on top of one another and pried a Beretta from Boydell’s hand. Tucking the pistol in his waistband, Wolf bent over Megan, pulled aside her blood-soaked hair and felt her neck for a pulse. It was strong.

      “Is she all right?”

      Wolf turned and raised his Glock.

      Shumway rose to his hands and knees.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said, holstering his gun. “She’s just knocked out.”

      “Sir!” Etzel’s voice was frantic over the crackling radio. “Sheriff, come in! We heard shots fired.”

      Shumway got to his knees and pulled his radio. “Yeah. We got Boydell. We need an ambulance. My daughter’s been injured.”

      “Yes, sir,” Etzel said. “Is she shot?”

      “Negative. Just send the ambulance.”

      “Copy that. And we’re on our way.”

      Shumway turned down his radio. He checked Boydell’s pulse and stood on shaky legs. “This asshole’s still alive.”

      He pressed his hand to his side, then pulled it away. His palm was slick with blood. “Shit.”

      “You’re hit.”

      “Grazed.” Shumway bent down and put the back of his hand on Megan’s face. “Poor girl.”

      “She’ll be all right. Probably just a couple stitches.”

      Boydell whimpered and writhed on the ground, like a child having a nightmare.

      “And what about him?” Shumway asked.

      “I hit him in the shoulder. It was a hollow point, but by the amount of blood looks like he’ll live. I’ll take him home and they’ll throw away the key.”

      Shumway looked at Wolf. “You so sure about that? He’ll go to trial, and your son’s girlfriend and her family will spend those countless months on pins and needles, hoping this psycho gets what he deserves.” Shumway stood up, baring his teeth as he pushed his palm on his wound again. “And maybe he’s just crazy enough to plead not guilty. Maybe he gets some public defender who’ll pick apart our procedures over the last few days.”

      “He just shot the sheriff of Windfield County. If the rest of it falls through the cracks, at least he’ll rot for that.”

      Megan’s eyelids fluttered.

      Wolf squeezed her shoulder. “Megan, you—”

      Before he could react, he felt Boydell’s Beretta slip from his waistband.

      Shumway stood over Boydell and aimed down.

      “Don’t do it, Shumway.” Wolf held out his hand. “You shoot him, I’ve gotta report the truth of what you did. You’re going to be put in jail along with him. You want to put your daughter through that?”

      “You’re gonna take away my chance to make my daughter proud?” Shumway looked at Wolf. “I wrestled with Boydell. I took the gun away and shot him in the heat of the moment. It was pure self-defense. I saved my daughter’s life.”

      “Daddy, don’t do it.”

      Shumway flinched at the sound of his daughter’s voice. “Honey.”

      “I’m sorry about the video, Daddy.” Tears streamed down her face, mixing with the blood.

      Shumway closed his eyes. “What video, honey?”

      Wolf held out his hand. “Come on. It’s over. Let me take him back. That family needs this man to face justice. Your family needs you.”

      Shumway lowered the gun and collapsed to his knees. He studied the blossoming red spot on his side and then fell over.

      “Daddy!”

      Wolf cuffed Boydell and got to work on plugging Shumway’s wound.
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      Margaret Hitchens sniffed and put her head on Wolf’s shoulder. “My God, it’s so beautiful,” she whispered with all the awe and reverence in the universe. Not bothering to wait for Wolf’s reply, she clasped her hands to her chest and stood straight.

      Wolf had to admit, it was an impressive setting for a wedding.

      A never-ending sea of peaks with light-green swaths of aspens cutting through a carpet of pines surrounded them on all sides.

      The air was crisp and cool, and still—not a breath of wind—which was about as rare as finding a nugget of gold on the ground for the top of Rocky Points Ski Resort. The sun shone bright, with low clouds lazily floating past now and again, painting the mountaintops and valleys with their shadows.

      It was at times like this when he renewed his vow to Rocky Points that he’d never leave her.

      “You seeing the knockers on the third bridesmaid?” Rachette spoke out the side of his mouth in Wolf’s ear.

      Wolf gave him a sideways glance.

      Charlotte Munford was next to Rachette, smiling and nodding at Wolf. “Beautiful, huh?” she said.

      Wolf contemplated her question.

      “It is.” Margaret leaned across Wolf’s lap. “Oh my God, they did such a good job with the decorations.”

      “Shhhhhh.”

      Margaret turned and glared at someone behind them.

      Jack sat alone next to Margaret, sharing a roll of his eyes with Wolf. Cassidy had stayed away from the festivities, having just put her father in the ground the day before.

      If the setting was beautiful, then Patterson was a goddess. She was dressed in a tasteful white dress that displayed her lean shoulders and slim waist. Her auburn hair was pulled back with flowers that framed her glowing, freckled face.

      She looked up at Scott Reed and beamed with a toothy smile that kicked off more energy than the sun. In fact, it was such a happy, contented expression that Wolf couldn’t help but envy Scott.

      Scott seemed struck by the moment too, and though he towered over Patterson, standing at least six foot four to her five foot one, he looked humbled by her huge presence.

      Wolf slid his gaze to the shiny brown hair of Special Agent Kristen Luke, who sat in the front row next to a muscular man whom Wolf had met just before the ceremony. He’d been introduced as Gestad, which Wolf guessed was Swedish for muscles. Kristen leaned close and with a conspiratorial smile whispered something into the man’s ear, then started laughing uncontrollably.

      Margaret reached over and grabbed Wolf’s hand, and Wolf gave her a toothless smile.

      The ceremony continued without a hitch, and when the officiant pronounced them man and wife, Wolf wondered whether they’d be calling her Deputy Reed now.

      After a heartfelt round of applause from Wolf and the guests, a considerable crowd by any wedding’s standards, the bride and groom wandered off along the mountain top with the photographer toward a wildflower-covered ski run.

      Everyone else walked and mingled, making their way along the ridgeline to the Antler Creek Lodge.

      Wolf put his arm around Jack and steered him to a spot devoid of people.

      “What’s up?” Jack asked.

      “I want to talk to you.”

      “Okay.”

      Wolf stared at an eagle circling in the sky.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah. Listen, I want to talk to you about sex.”

      Jack’s eyes widened and his face went red. “Uh, okay. You think this is the place to have this conversation? Kind of a bad place, Dad.”

      “I don’t care. We need to have this talk.”

      Jack looked down at his feet.

      “I know about you and Cassidy camping together, alone, last weekend. You want to talk about a bad place? Think about where you’ll be if Cassidy gets pregnant and you aren’t even old enough to drive yet.”

      Jack huffed and kicked at a piece of grass.

      “Look at me,” Wolf said.

      Jack did.

      “I want you using protection. I want you two acting responsible.”

      “We haven’t had sex yet.”

      “Hey, there you two are.” Margaret came up and looked at both of them. “But … this is a bad time … so I’ll talk to you later.” She walked away and warned someone else to stay clear as she disappeared into the crowd.

      Wolf could think of nothing else to say, so he put his hands on his son’s shoulders and gave him a meaningful nod. When they were done understanding one another telepathically, he ruffled Jack’s hair and began walking.

      “How’s she doing?”

      Jack stepped next to him. “She’s sad. They all are. I’m not sure what to do for her.”

      “Well, you know how it is. It’ll take time, and even then, it still sucks. And takes more time.”

      Wolf and Jack walked to Rachette and Munford, who were standing and talking on the trail.

      “’Sup, dude?” Rachette asked Jack, giving him a mock uppercut to the stomach.

      Wolf and Munford stood shaking their heads as Jack and Rachette wrestled for another few seconds, and then Jack spotted a friend named Chip, whom Wolf had once heard was a “bomb” skier.

      “I’ll see you guys in there,” Jack said and ran to his friend.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but tonight I’m gonna get housed.” Rachette looked at Wolf. “Of course, I’m off work tomorrow, so you’re fine with that.”

      “Just don’t fall off the gondola on the way down.”

      Rachette’s face dropped. “How would I fall off? Those doors are locked tight, aren’t they?”

      Wolf smiled and checked his watch.

      “What? You have somewhere better to be?” Munford asked.

      Wolf shrugged and made a noncommittal noise.

      They walked in silence for a beat, and then Munford bubbled over. “Oh, I’m so excited. I’ve never been here.”

      “That’s because it’s five hundred bucks for a meal,” Rachette said. “When Wolf decides to double my salary, I’ll bring you here. How about that?”

      “Oh, I wasn’t hinting you needed to take me, Tom. How about you, sir? Have you eaten here?”

      Wolf remembered the last time he’d been inside the restaurant. It had been with Sarah. “A couple of times.”

      Munford whistled. “Five hundred bucks for a meal? There’s gotta be over two hundred people here. Apparently, Mr. Patterson is well-to-do.”

      “Entertainment lawyer in Aspen,” Rachette said. “I’m gonna get on his good side tonight. The guy knows TC personally.”

      Munford frowned at him. “And what? He’s going to introduce you?”

      “Never know, babe. Maybe he has some extra memorabilia lying around.”

      Munford laughed and then looked like she remembered Wolf was still there. “So, you thought she was beautiful?”

      Wolf was taken aback by the phrasing of the question. “Yeah, she looked really beautiful. Scott’s a lucky man.”

      “No, I mean the bridesmaid Tom pointed out.”

      He looked at her, thoroughly confused.

      Rachette bounced his eyebrows. “Charlotte knows her pretty well. Small world, eh? We can introduce you if you want. She knows who you are.”

      “She thinks you’re hot,” Munford said, flashing a mischievous smile.

      Wolf tried on a few facial expressions, and ended up mumbling something incoherent.

      “David!” Margaret yelled behind them.

      “I’ll see you guys,” Wolf said, dropping out of the procession.

      “Wait up.” Margaret jogged up and stopped, twisting an ankle. “Ah, dammit.”

      “Why’d you wear those shoes?”

      “Why did I wear these shoes? Have you seen them?” She pointed down.

      “Oh, yes. Those are great shoes, Margaret.”

      “Ha. Thanks.”

      He checked his watch again.

      “Why do you keep checking your watch? You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?”

      Wolf nodded. “I’ve got a thing.”

      “You’ve got a thing? This is Heather’s wedding. That’s your thing for the night.”

      A woman stared at Wolf as she passed by, leaving behind a cloud of perfume that choked his nostrils. A little behind the nameless woman, Kristen Luke and Gestad strolled arm in arm.

      Kristen was cuddled close to the man’s ample pectorals and laughing, and then her face dropped as she saw Wolf.

      They smiled and nodded at one another as she passed.

      “Anyway, I’ve gotta go.”

      “Heather will be devastated.”

      Wolf caught a glimpse of Patterson and Scott through the throngs of people. They were laughing and holding one another in front of the photographer. Wolf looked at the gondola terminal and then back at the bride and groom and felt a wave of guilt wash over him.

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Wolf walked away from the throngs of people, out among the long grass of the mountaintop toward the bride and groom. He waited patiently with his hands in his pockets, ruining a couple of shots as Patterson broke her pose and looked at him.

      “Just a second,” she said to Scott and walked over.

      “Sorry. I just have to leave and I wanted to say congratulations.”

      “You have to leave?” She looked heartbroken, but tried to play it off. “Okay, yeah. No problem. Thanks for coming.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      They stood in silence for a moment, and he waved to Scott.

      “Congratulations, Scott.”

      Scott smiled. “Thanks, Dave.”

      “Sir?” Patterson stared up at Wolf with a troubled expression.

      “Yeah?”

      “What happens if I have a kid?”

      He frowned. “What happens if you have a kid?”

      “If I decide to have children, am I screwed?”

      “Yes.”

      She frowned.

      “Because anyone who has a child is screwed.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Are you talking about your job?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I can’t hold my job and have kids, can I?”

      “I have a kid, and I hold my job.”

      She gave him a look that said she was seconds from killing him.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re the sharpest detective I have. I’ll never let you go as long as you want the job. If you decide to have children, then we’ll work around it.”

      She instantly burst into tears, and then she lunged forward and hugged him tightly, dropping her flower bouquet on the ground next to them.

      Wolf stared at Scott with wide eyes and patted her back.

      She pushed away and smiled so brightly he couldn’t help but return one of his own.

      “Thanks. I hate that you have to leave, but thanks.” She turned and walked back to the photographer and Scott.

      The photographer’s jaw dropped and he looked at Wolf with naked contempt.
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      Wolf walked into the steamy, beer-vapor-infused restaurant and searched the pine booths lining the windows.

      “Table for one?” A disheveled looking hostess grabbed a menu and looked at him.

      “No, thanks. I’m meeting that man over there.”

      She dropped the menu back in its slot and left, disappearing into the sea of loud drinkers in the bar area.

      Wolf walked over, loosening and removing his tie and shoving it in his jacket pocket. Stopping at the table, he slid onto the creaky pine bench opposite the man.

      “You’re late.” Senator Levenworth didn’t bother looking up as he sawed into a steak that looked like a burnt hockey puck.

      Wolf nodded.

      “Can I get you something to drink, David?” a female voice said next to him.

      “No thanks, Kim.”

      She smiled warmly and looked at Levenworth.

      Levenworth pointed his steak knife at the half-drunk glass of golden liquid. “Another Dewar’s. Less water this time, more Dewar’s.”

      She nodded and left.

      “This food is shit. This is the best place you could come up with to meet? And you’re not even getting anything?” Levenworth shook his head and took another bite.

      “I saw the bones weren’t in the back of your truck,” Wolf said. “I thought you already picked them up from the building.”

      “My assistant is driving them back in a rented truck.” Levenworth set down his knife and fork, then took a long pull of his Scotch and eyed Wolf over the rim of the glass. When he was done, he exhaled and put down the glass with a clank. “I don’t have any obligation to help you with your request.”

      They stared at one another until Kim came over and slid another glass of Scotch in front of Levenworth.

      “But I like you,” Levenworth said as he looked around the room. “And I like kids. Don’t have any of my own, but I find them tolerable.” His eyes came back to Wolf. “I sent the money via my personal foundation to the medical clinic in Scotland. Wasn’t cheap. Three hundred forty-five thousand American dollars.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Levenworth gripped his Scotch. “The kid and his mom have a first-class plane ticket that leaves tomorrow morning from Salt Lake City, and he’ll be under the knife, or whatever they use, in two days.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Levenworth finished his almost empty Scotch and pulled over the new one. “I know you think I knew about the illegal nature of those bones, but I didn’t.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Levenworth stared at him for a few seconds and then shook his head. “I’ve been looking at those procedures they do up there. That treatment has a sixty-five-percent success rate. There’s no guarantee this is even going to work for the kid.”

      Wolf looked at his watch. 6:54 p.m. “I’ve gotta go.” He slid to the edge of the booth and stood up. “See ya.”

      “That’s it?” Levenworth looked up with an incredulous smile.

      “That’s it.”

      Wolf walked through the loud bar area of Stan’s Pub and Grill and out through the side entrance. The door creaked and slapped shut behind him, and the bar noise was muted to almost nothing.

      He crunched his way on top of the downed pine needles, through the twenty yards of forest and out onto the community-center parking lot.

      His dress shoes crackled as he stepped on the pebble-strewn asphalt, and he walked to the front door and went inside.

      Immediately, Wolf felt like he’d been punched in the stomach, because Sarah was right there to greet him. Her smile was bright, her eyes radiant, a gleaming orb in the center of each of her pupils from the picture flash. Underneath her photo, a brass engraving read her name.

      “David?” a woman’s voice said.

      Wolf turned. “Hi, Carol.”

      Carol Fitzsimmons was short and squat, with a puffy wave of white hair and thick glasses. She was in her seventies, but moved like a woman twenty years younger. She got up from the desk and hurried over to him with a tiny outstretched hand.

      Wolf shook it and smiled, noting a sign with press-on letters on the wall that said, Tonight @ 7 pm: Grief Counseling Group.

      “What brings you to the Old Bank?” she asked, referring to the nickname of the community building, as it had been the bank of Rocky Points over a hundred years prior.

      He eyed Sarah’s photo again. “I’m here for the meeting tonight.”

      Carol looked at Sarah’s photograph and back at him. “Oh, I see.” She gave Wolf the most compassionate smile he’d ever seen in his life and took his hand again. “Come. It was a good thing to come here. It’s a good thing to seek help.”

      Wolf nodded. “So I hear.”

      “This way.”

      She led him around the corner and down the hall.

      He was bombarded with memories, and swore he could still smell Sarah’s perfume as he passed by her old office. With every step the floor squeaked underneath his feet, just like the last time he’d been here. With her.

      And now he was here alone, smelling her perfume, and looking at her face hanging on the wall. As he followed Carol into the room, he felt a surge of something—not quite panic or regret, but something close to both. Like he was a fraud, like he really didn’t mean it, because he probably didn’t really need the help, and he was being disrespectful to these people who were here for a real reason.

      There were seven of them sitting in a circle, sipping coffee and happily chatting: four men, ranging from younger than Wolf to twice his age, and three women, all much older.

      They hushed at the sight of him and stood up from their chairs.

      “Everyone, this is David Wolf.”

      He swallowed and approached, and shook each of their hands. And with each new greeting, he felt a tiny surge of strength well up inside, like he was standing much taller by the time the introductions were done. And as he finally sat down the apprehension was gone, replaced by the unrelenting vision of a smug, knowing smirk plastered on Margaret Hitchens’s face.
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      “Did you see that?” Chief Detective David Wolf of the Sluice–Byron County Sheriff’s Department twisted in his seat and looked through the tinted rear window of the SUV.

      “Whoa, you’re gonna slide off the mountain!” Detective Sergeant Barker reached a meaty hand toward the wheel.

      Wolf corrected his steering and pumped the brakes, sliding to a stop in a foot of snow on the shoulder.

      A pickup truck honked and slowed on the way by, the driver’s middle finger extended in the window.

      They were driving in an unmarked department SUV, a dark-maroon Ford Explorer specially ordered for Wolf and his detective squad, which meant sometimes they received less than the normal law-enforcement respect afforded other cops with rooftop turret lights and fancy paint jobs.

      “Move on, asshole!” Barker pointed out the windshield with teeth bared.

      With tires spitting snow, Wolf ignored the blossoming road-rage incident and reversed up the shoulder. As they bounced in their seats, the front end fishtailed side to side.

      Barker eyed the steep drop-off to the right that sloped down to the icy Chautauqua River. “I didn’t see anything, and you know we have a Situation in ten, right?”

      Greg Barker was talking about the impending meeting in the Situation Room. It was the third time he’d mentioned it on their otherwise silent drive back from the resort, where they’d been at a Colorado State law-enforcement conference for most of the morning. Wolf had stayed late to speak to an old acquaintance from Glenwood Springs with whom he’d worked a case, and Barker had been left behind by his partner. And now they were stuck together, an occurrence made rare by mutual design.

      “Christ.” Barker shook his head and pulled out his cell phone, probably preparing a text message to cover his ass.

      Wolf jammed the SUV in park and stepped out just as an eighteen-wheeler rounded the curve behind them. Behind the oversized windshield, the driver’s eyes widened and he over-steered the wheel to avoid them, sending the truck into a sideways slide. Wolf tensed, watching the wheels catch on an exposed piece of blacktop, providing just enough traction to avoid a collision.

      “Shit,” Wolf muttered as exhaust-laden wind whipped against him.

      He jogged to the two slide marks and edged up to the crest of the ravine, seeing what he’d dreaded—an upside-down vehicle in the river below.

      Wolf popped the rear hatch. “There’s a vehicle in the water.” He grabbed the Life Hammer out of his emergency kit, a twin-steel-point head designed to shatter car windows and a hook blade on the handle to cut seatbelts.

      Barker twisted around. “What?”

      “We have a vehicle down in the water!” Wolf slammed shut the hatch and went back to the side of the road.

      Barker stepped out slowly and craned his neck over the edge, cell phone still in hand.

      “Call it in!”

      Wolf tucked the hammer into his jacket pocket and stood for a moment, picking the best line down. It was steep, with rocks and bushes covered by a few months of snowfall. There was no best line, just a fifty-degree slope that would’ve been designated double black diamond at the ski resort. Crouching and planting a hand in the frigid snow, he leaped over the side and slid down on his left hip.

      It was soft for a few feet and then turned to pure ice. His legs kicked up and wind whistled past his ears. Twisting onto his stomach, he tried to dig his toes in and grab with his hands to slow himself, but the ice was impenetrable. The rock-solid nooks and bumps hit his kneecaps and scraped the skin off his hands, and then he hit the water and stopped instantly with a splash.

      Shocking cold replaced the horror of the uncontrolled descent, because now he stood thigh deep in the rushing water of the Chautauqua. In late January. Not that there was ever a month when the water ran warm.

      “You all right?” Barker yelled from above.

      Wolf took stock of himself. He was fine from the waist up, and anything below that was too cold to feel.

      He nodded. “Yeah!”

      The car was a new-model SUV, upside down and pointing upstream, the passenger side completely submerged, the driver’s side angled out of the water. Inside, a male driver was hanging upside down in the seat, his bloody head tilted and bobbing with the movement of the vehicle itself. The top of the man’s head was submerged—if he was alive he was losing body heat fast.

      There was no one in the seat directly behind the driver, and Wolf prayed that the front and rear passenger sides were empty too—they were completely submerged and any occupants had likely already drowned.

      The vehicle moved with a scraping sound.

      He waded forward, then stumbled as he stepped up onto an unexpected rock and splashed his arms up to his elbows into the icy flow. Straightening himself, he continued wading through shallow water until he reached a deep pool between himself and the SUV.

      Hesitating, he looked left and right. The pool extended up and downriver, and there was no going around it without adding on several minutes of wading.

      Barker was still up on the road, standing with a radio in his hand and watching with wide-eyed interest.

      “Bring my sleeping bag and extra clothing in the back!”

      Barker raised a hand to his ear and then shook his head. Then he shrugged and put the radio to his lips.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Wolf pulled his radio from his belt. Pressing the button, he said, “Do you hear me?” Wolf twisted the knob back and forth, getting nothing. Close inspection showed water streaming out of the speaker holes.

      Barker clearly couldn’t hear him. The radio was close to his lips and he spoke excitedly, but he was looking away from Wolf, so it was probably something along the lines of “Get the Fire Department up here quick!”

      Wolf chucked the radio to shore, fumbled in his jacket pocket, and took out the Life Hammer. Crouching down, he jumped as far as he could toward the upturned truck.

      It was then, just barely over the biting, freezing numbness, that he felt the first shooting pain in his ankle.

      A second later he was submerged completely, the water gurgling over his head. He resisted the overwhelming urge to inhale as the cold hit him like an electrocution.

      His head popped out of the water and he sucked in a breath, grabbing for the roof of the car. He whiffed, then went back under. The angle of the car was such that the edge of the window was a few feet above the water. Bobbing back up, he kicked hard, his boots lead weights on his feet, and barely caught hold where the upper edge of the window met the top of the door.

      The water cascaded off his face and stung his eyes as he pulled and brought up his other hand, ready to slam one of the needle-point steel tips into the corner of the window, but he slipped and submerging again.

      He kicked harder, and then whiffed his hand-hold again, because this time the current had brought him downstream.

      This is ridiculous! he thought as he went back under. He was going about it the wrong way. He needed to go around the car, climb up on the underside of it, then over the edge and to the driver’s side door.

      He kicked and paddled, keeping a numb fist around the hammer. The current helped him to the edge of the deep pool and he scrabbled up a slick, algae-covered rock to shallower water.

      Panting, he got to his hands and knees and stood.

      He paused and did a double take when he noticed Barker still standing on the road. His red hair was like a flame against the snow-covered mountaintop behind him. His eyes were unblinking, his expression flat.

      “I could use some help!” Wolf screamed at the top of his lungs.

      Barker started descending the hill.

      “Bring the sleeping bag in back!”

      Barker stopped, nodded, and made his way back to the SUV. Taking his sweet time with every movement.

      “And the extra clothes! Move!”

      Barker moved.

      “Shit.” Wolf was shivering uncontrollably now. Hypothermia’s first signs were coming on strong.

      Moving on unsteady feet to the upturned guts of the car, he yelled, “Sir! Can you hear me?”

      There was only the sound of rippling water and now Barker’s scraping footfalls finally coming down the incline.

      Dropping to his belly, Wolf hung over the door and slammed the hammer into the window. It instantly shattered and the glass fell away. At the same time, the car creaked and dropped a few inches.

      With relief, Wolf noticed there was nobody else in the car, but following the shift, the guy’s upside-down head was now submerged to his mouth.

      He hooked the blade of the emergency hammer on the seatbelt and pulled back, cutting through the tough fabric and a piece of the man’s shoulder. With the seatbelt no longer holding the man up, his head dunked under the water completely.

      Wolf dropped the hammer, grabbed hold of the man by his sweatshirt, and tipped himself over the side. His legs up to his torso splashed back in the water, but he had purchase on the man and wasn’t letting go.

      “I gotcha,” Wolf said, his voice shaky from the cold.

      Hooking his foot into the window, he did a push–pull–grunt ballet and finally got the man free. He rolled onto his back and balanced the reclined man on his chest. Thankfully the victim was young and slim, but Wolf’s limbs were slow now, and it seemed to take an age to swim the few feet back to the other side.

      Wolf kept expecting Barker to appear with his strong arms, but the detective sergeant never came.

      He continued his labored ascent over the rocks, collapsing in the shallow water, then hauling the man a little further.

      “Get down here!” Barker was just a few yards away, on the shore of the river and yelling into his radio. “He’s out! Let’s go!”

      With clenched teeth, Wolf dug deep to find his remaining strength and heaved the man up onto his shoulder. Staggering on the slick rocks, he watched in confusion as Barker stood up from the water, soaking wet.

      Had he fallen? What the hell was he doing now?

      With mouth wide, water dripping off his face, Barker came rushing over. “Careful, be gentle with him.”

      The weight lifted from Wolf’s shoulders as Barker took the man and carried him to the sleeping bag at the side of the river. Wolf saw Barker had brought the dry exercise clothing, too.

      The sirens were right above them now, and a line of rescue workers appeared at the edge of the ravine, springing into action.

      Wolf unraveled the sleeping bag and watched Barker put his large muscles to use, ripping the guy’s clothing off like it was made of tissue paper.

      Wolf stood hunched over, hands on his knees, still trying to catch his breath. If he moved, his wet clothing lapped against his skin, worsening his distress, so he tried to remain still, despite the wracking shivers making it all but impossible.

      “He’s got a pulse,” Barker said, zipping up the bag to the man’s head.

      Wolf nodded. He heard footsteps and yells behind him, and then there was a man crouching in front of him and looking up.

      “Hey, Dave. You all right?”

      Wolf tried to nod.
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        * * *

      

      Living in the mountains of Colorado made one realize why people had worshipped the sun for millennia. Life-threatening cold was always an inopportune moment away. A broken-down car, an injured leg, a drink too many, a wrong turn on the walk home—people had died for all these reasons and more in the mountains of Colorado.

      Wolf sat in the back seat of a fire truck and wondered whether there were any cultures that worshipped rapid-deployment heat packs. There should be because they were doing the trick right about now. He had six taped to his back, a further six on his chest, one for each foot, and one more balanced on his head. He was naked under two wool blankets, knees drawn in a cannonball position.

      The diesel engine of the fire truck rattled underneath him while the vents howled, pumping out heat like dragon’s breath. He’d started out as a numb block of ice; then there had been a stinging sensation as his body had regained sensation; now the heat was almost unbearable. He also needed to take the biggest leak of his life, but that was going to be a whole other logistical problem without shoes or clothing, parked on the busy road with passersby slowing to a crawl and gawking at the flurry of activity.

      A young firefighter came to the window and looked in.

      Wolf nodded at him, giving him the okay to open the door.

      The firefighter opened it, letting in a blast of cold air, and climbed inside. “The victim is stable and on his way to County.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “We need to get you in now. We have another ambulance on the way.”

      Wolf shook his head. He had stopped shivering a few minutes ago and concentrated on keeping it that way as the cold from the open door bit into his face. “No need. I just need some dry clothes.”

      “You sure? Give me your arm.”

      Wolf stuck out an arm and the cold burrowed into the opening of the blankets, caressing his exposed skin. “I’m starting to sweat.”

      There was no way he was spending the next thirty hours in a hospital bed for observation.

      The firefighter ignored him, concentrating on his watch and Wolf’s pulse. After another few seconds of staring into Wolf’s eyes he said, “All right. You’re okay.”

      “Damn right I am. I’ve got my exercise gear in the back of my SUV. You mind grabbing it? And I could use something to take a leak in.”

      The firefighter nodded and left, and Wolf assumed his huddle position under the blanket.

      Barker climbed out of the truck parked in front of Wolf’s current warming hut, looking refreshed and toasty in his stocking cap, fireman’s coat, boots, and sweatpants. He exchanged a few words with a fireman, shaking his head and thumbing over his shoulder.

      The rescue worker, a guy Wolf recognized as Tim Dunlop, and one of Barker’s friends by the looks of it, stole a glance towards the fire truck Wolf was sitting in and shook his head.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, wondering what Barker had to bitch about, and why he was pointing toward Wolf.

      Greg Barker was the only member of the detective squad that Wolf would’ve liked to see the back of. The other three—Rachette, Patterson, and Hernandez—were good deputies who had proven themselves good detectives over the past year and a half since the inception of Wolf’s team. Barker had not.

      Not only that, but Barker hadn’t been appointed by Wolf, but rather by Sheriff MacLean as a favor to Barker’s father, a man who lived south of Williams Pass and owned one of the biggest cattle ranches in Colorado—by far the biggest in Sluice–Byron. Upon his appointment, MacLean had immediately promoted Barker to sergeant, presumably for the same reason.

      Barker was the type of deputy Wolf despised: a ladder climber with aspirations of sitting in Sheriff MacLean’s office chair one day, stepping on any and everyone who was in his chosen path.

      Which made the hesitation in Barker’s actions today even more puzzling. Normally, Barker showed over-the-top aggression during these types of scenarios, trying to outshine everyone—promotions, medals, and commendations first and foremost on his mind.

      Wolf had never detected fear in the man, but Barker’s actions, if not motivated by crippling fear, had made no sense.

      Once again, the door opened and cold air came in.

      “Here you go.” The firefighter handed Wolf his clothing and an empty Gatorade bottle.

      “Thanks. Hey, what’s your name?”

      “Grenning, sir.”

      “Thanks, Grenning.”

      Grenning nodded and shut the door, then went to Barker and Tim Dunlop and joined in the conversation, like a freshman sidling up to the seniors in the high-school halls.

      He, too, snuck a glance toward Wolf and shook his head.
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