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      “I don’t know where the hell she is.” The woman’s tone suggested a mother would be the last person to know where her teenage child was. “Julie don’t spend much time here. I assume she’s off with Jerry doing something.” She waved a dismissive hand to the forest behind the two sheriff’s deputies standing in front of her.

      Sergeant David Wolf shifted his weight and the wood of the front porch deck creaked underneath his boot. Wide spaces yawned between cracked and warped boards, which were jam-packed with tubular spider webs. They must have been well fed by the cloud of flies that swarmed the stinking place.

      The siding of the house was brown, though Wolf suspected at one time it had been white.

      “Jerry’s parents reported him missing this morning, Vicky,” Wolf said. “Been missing for two days. That’s why we’re here. We know they’ve been spending a lot of time together lately. We understand they’re dating.”

      Vicky Mulroy stared with half-closed eyes.

      Deputy Tom Rachette huffed, seeming to come to the same realization as Wolf that she was completely stoned. “Do your daughter and Jerry Wheatman often go to a specific place, ma’am?” Rachette puffed his chest and hooked his thumb conspicuously near his pistol, trying to wake her up to the fact that two deputies of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department were on her doorstep.

      Vicky seemed to snap out of her daze and smiled appraisingly at Rachette, revealing brown teeth and black windows where teeth used to be. “I ain’t seen Julie in at least three days.” She paused and squinted at Rachette’s name badge. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before, Deputy …  Ra-shay.” She flourished her hand.

      Wolf sighed. Rachette hated that pronunciation. The young deputy preferred his last name to rhyme with the sharp handheld chopping tool, not, as Rachette had once put it, some la-de-da French lord’s namesake. Wolf had seen this exchange between Rachette and other people before, usually ending in Rachette losing his temper.

      Wolf put a hand on Rachette’s shoulder before he could speak and stared expectantly at Vicky.

      Her smile faded and she turned to Wolf. She studied him up and down with hunger in her eyes and not a hint of shame about it. “You still lookin’ good,” she said.

      Wolf didn’t blink. He may have been looking good to her, but Vicky Mulroy looked like shit.

      Wolf knew she must be thirty-eight years old, give or take a year or two, because they’d been in the same classes throughout school. But she looked older than her years.

      During the raid of her house a year ago, he had been shocked at the sight of her and just what the drugs had done to her once pretty face. Now she looked even worse. Her body was bone thin. Pocked with open sores, her sunken face now looked like someone had flung a meat chili at her and she hadn’t yet bothered to wipe it off. Her dark-brown hair was stringy, slick with grease and sweat, clinging to her forehead. Her eyelids drooped like they were made of lead, and it was taking all her strength to keep her pale-blue, bloodshot eyes open.

      Then there was the smell. Wolf moved over, hoping to sidestep the cat-urine stench of crystal meth mixed with the musky scent of humans who had given up on hygiene billowing out the door.

      Rachette turned his head and put his sleeve to his mouth, apparently taking the same onslaught to his senses.

      “Jerry Wheatman’s parents are pretty worried. Aren’t you worried that Julie hasn’t been home for days?” Wolf asked.

      Vickie’s eyes darkened. “I guess that’s why she stays over there so much. Those Wheatmans sure are a nice, loving bunch of people. That family of fairies turned my girl vegetarian, you know. Pansies.”

      “How about Bill?” Wolf asked with growing impatience. “Has he seen Julie lately?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is he working at the station right now?” Wolf, just like everyone in town, knew that Bill Mulroy was a lifelong employee of the Mackery gas station at the end of Main Street.

      “Far as I know,” she said.

      Wolf suspected they weren’t going to get anything more from this lead other than sick to their stomach. “Please let us know immediately if you see or hear from either one of them. It may be normal for Julie to be gone for days, but Jerry’s folks are pretty spooked. And …” Wolf paused. He wanted to tell her to shape up and quit smoking the meth. That he was going to come arrest her and Bill if they kept it up. That she wasn’t being a good mother to her daughter. That she needed to pull her head out of her ass, and how he remembered her as the cute girl he’d kissed in sixth grade. But Wolf had been intimately close to people on drugs and had witnessed the effect of drugs on them. And speeches never worked. So, instead, he said, “Take care, Vicky.”

      She eyed Wolf up and down once more, her eyes turning dark again. “Sure thing, honey. Say hi to Sarah for me, okay?”

      Wolf blinked.

      Vicky Mulroy read his expression and looked satisfied. Then she laughed and turned back into the darkness, the screen door slapping shut.

      Rachette wasted no time getting off the porch, leaping down all three of the rotted steps. As Rachette landed on the gravel, he sucked in a breath and coughed. “Good Lord, something’s dead in that house.”

      “Just a steady diet of meth and alcohol,” Wolf said, walking down the steps after him, “and all the fun stuff that brings.”

      An uncomfortable silence enveloped them as they walked back to the road. It was no secret—both men were thinking about Vicky’s mention of Wolf’s ex-wife.

      It was common knowledge around town, as juicy tidbits about people’s personal lives often were in such a small population, that Sarah Wolf was a pill-popper, and that she had recently completed yet another attempt at kicking the habit. In fact, Sarah Wolf would be back today from her stay at the Whispering Pines rehab facility in Vail.

      Since Vicky Mulroy had been aware of this fact, her words were laden with meaning. Wolf was trying to figure out what that meaning was. Say hi to Sarah for me. Was that to say that this meth-head, Vicky, had a recent relationship of some sort with his ex-wife?

      Wolf was pretty sure his Sarah hadn’t ventured into trying any harder drugs than Oxycontin. Wolf had seen the distant look in Sarah’s eyes, dilated pupils, lethargy, aggressive language and slurred speech. But he hadn’t seen any sign of her doing any of the hard stuff—the smoke, snort, or injection kind of stuff.

      Maybe Vicky was just trying to say, Worry about the drug addicts in your own life and get off my case. Wolf hoped that’s what she meant. Suddenly, he was keener to see Sarah than ever. He needed to look in her eyes. He hoped it would be different this time around. Maybe the fourth time was the charm.

      “Well, looks like we’ve got two missing kids now.” Rachette looked back at the tiny run-down shack in the pines. “Do you think Jerry and Julie just ran away? I know I would if I lived there. Jesus.”

      They reached the Ford Explorer and got in. Wolf buckled his seatbelt and stared out of the dusty windshield toward the couple of hundred square foot building where Vicky Mulroy and her husband confined themselves in a hazy vat of noxious chemicals for most of the day.

      The shame was that the piece of land their house stood on was a perfect place to raise a family. It was hugged on all sides by virgin forest. There was an open grass field to the south. Just a few miles from town, but in the boonies—far enough so you could feel like you were really roughing it.

      But this place was too rough, Wolf thought. Too rough for sixteen-year-old Julie, that’s for sure. Too rough for a kid of any age.

      “I don’t know, but it definitely looks like Jerry and Julie are together, wherever they are,” Wolf said.

      It was common knowledge around town that Jerry Wheatman and Julie Mulroy were sweethearts as of the past year or so. They were attached at the hip, figuratively, and probably literally, being as they were sixteen years old. Had Jerry and Julie come up with a plan to up and leave? To run away to a better place?

      For Julie Mulroy, that theory would make perfect sense. How could anyone live in this godforsaken place and not either fall into a life of drugs or make serious, actionable plans to leave? Word was around town that the coming-of-age daughter was kind of a rebel, but didn’t do drugs. If that was true, how could she bring herself to stay here?

      Jerry Wheatman’s life was a different story altogether. Like Julie, he wasn’t known around town as someone who experimented with drugs, but the similarity ended there. He wasn’t considered rebellious in any way. He came from a loving family environment. He came from a stable home, with stable parents, who had stable jobs, which earned stable incomes.

      Wolf knew the Wheatmans well, and he thought Jerry wasn’t the type of kid who would run away. Jerry Wheatman was more the type of kid who would simply ask his parents to let Julie live with them. He would probably explain her hard situation, and they would take pity on her and open their home to a teenage girl in need.

      No. Wheatman and Julie weren’t on the run. Running away would have been a big deal for Jerry, Wolf thought. Not a realistic decision he would have made. All indications from the Wheatman family had been that everything was perfectly fine. There were no fights at home with either of his sisters or with his mother and father. In fact, his parents reported that Jerry had been in a very happy mood as of late.

      Was that very happy mood of Jerry Wheatman’s an indication of his blossoming love with Julie Mulroy? Maybe Wolf was wrong. Perhaps Wheatman’s reported good mood was a state of giddy anticipation, knowing he and his young love were about to run away together. Or maybe the happy situation Jerry’s parents had described at home was all a lie.

      “What do you think?” Rachette asked, breaking Wolf from his thoughts. “Do we go talk to Bill Mulroy? See what he has to say?”

      Wolf looked at his watch. 9:34 a.m. Bill Mulroy would be manning the cash register at the Mackery gas station. “I think he might know something. Maybe Julie confides in her dad more than her mom. Let’s go.”

      Wolf fired up the Explorer and headed down the forested road toward town.
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      Wolf and Rachette rode without talking. They were just as comfortable in silence as in idle conversation, and it was one of the many reasons why Wolf liked having the young second-year deputy in the car with him.

      The warm sun streamed in through the windshield, and the windows were cracked open to let the chilled late-summer breeze in the cab, carrying the citrus-sweet scent of pinesap.

      Wolf eyed the clouds swelling behind the southwest peaks. They would billow high and mash into large thunderstorms within a few hours. Late summer was the time of year when the monsoonal flow brought moisture from Mexico, up through Arizona and New Mexico, and finally into the Colorado Rocky Mountains, unleashing huge torrents of rain all along the way.

      After the dry and smoky fire season, Rocky Points, and the rugged land surrounding it, was turning verdant once again. They had dodged a bullet this year, getting through the dry months without seeing any major fires nearby, and Wolf now welcomed the danger of the town going down with floods versus up in flames. Wolf knew that the day the gray and brittle beetle-kill pines that blanketed the valley caught fire, it would be hell unleashed.

      They passed aspens with pockets of gold among the green leaves, a sign that autumn was near at 8,500 feet, despite the steamy weather they were having.

      The radio crackled. “Calling all available deputies.” It was the voice of Tammy Granger, receptionist, dispatcher, and wearer of a thousand other hats at the sheriff’s office building in downtown Rocky Points. “We just got a call from a hiker. She’s seen a body on the lower Pine Cliffs Trail at the base of one of the cliffs. She says the victim wasn’t moving. The hiker will stay in the trailhead parking lot until we get there.”

      Wolf and Rachette eyed each other. Wolf flipped the lights, gunned the engine, and picked up the radio. “Wolf here. We’re on our way. We’re in town now—we’ll be there in a few minutes.” Wolf hung the radio back on the dash, knowing the other deputies would be lining up to chime in their positions and ETAs.

      Wolf also knew Tammy would be alerting the fire department, and Summit County Search and Rescue, telling them to stand by in case they needed the helicopter. Those actions were standard procedure, the responsibility for which fell on her, and Wolf had learned over the years that Tammy neither needed nor welcomed being reminded of her duties.

      “All right, everyone.” The radio almost vibrated off its clip. “I need all on-duty deputies on their way to the Pine Cliffs trailhead, right now,” Sergeant Derek Connell said.

      Rachette shook his head and pleaded silently to the ceiling of the cab.

      “Tammy,” Connell continued, sounding like he now had half the radio in his mouth, “you need to contact RPFD—that’s your job. Also, call Summit and get them pre-flighting the chopper. We may need an air extraction.”

      The radio fell silent. There was no response from Tammy. Rachette smiled wide, and Wolf couldn’t help curling his lips. He pictured saliva dotting Tammy’s desk as she hurled expletives at the radio.

      “Tammy. Do you copy?” Connell asked.

      “Sure thing,” she said.

      After a few seconds of desolate radio silence, it crackled back to life as four more deputies gave their positions and ETAs.

      Deputy Wilson, one of two rookies in the department, clicked on. “Deputy Wilson here. On my way. I’m near the trail now.”

      “Don’t let that woman leave, and wait for me to ask the questions,” Connell said.

      “…  Sir,” Wilson said, apparently pushing the radio button with poor timing or in a bad reception area.

      The radio went silent for a few seconds, and Wolf let out his breath, hoping Connell’s on-air tyranny was over. It wasn’t.

      “Do you copy, Officer Wilson?” Connell asked in a drill-sergeant tone.

      “Yes, sir. Understood.”

      And with that, the radio fell silent.

      “Jesus Christ,” Rachette said looking out the window. Although Deputy Rachette often uttered that particular expletive in the course of a normal workday, he rarely did so with such gusto.

      Wolf knew what Rachette was thinking. He knew what every single person on the radio was thinking. In one week’s time, a council of Rocky Points and Sluice County political officials was going to convene to carry out the task of selecting a new sheriff of the tiny sliver-like county located in the central Rocky Mountains of Colorado. While other counties chose their sheriffs through a vote of the citizenry, Sluice County was different. Sheriffs were appointed into office, not voted in, and since that was the way it had always been and the way it currently was, everyone listening to Sergeant Derek Connell’s radio rage knew there was a very good chance they were listening to the next sheriff of Sluice County. A tyrant with a badge who would be a nightmare in the highest office.

      Luckily for the rest of the department, another qualified candidate stood in Connell’s way: Deputy Sergeant David Wolf. Wolf, who was considered by all who had to work in the same county as Sergeant Derek Connell as better suited for the position, did not kid himself—Wolf wanted the job. There was no indifference about his future. Wolf hoped he himself would be the council’s appointee, and no one else. Wolf’s father had been sheriff many years ago, and since the day of his father’s death in the line of duty, Wolf had had the goal of becoming sheriff embedded within.

      The current sheriff, Harold “Hal” Burton, knew this. Burton was on his way out and had mentally checked out a year ago, and for that year he’d effectively given over the reins to Wolf. It was clear to the deputies in the department, and to the residents of the town of Rocky Points, that Wolf was being groomed to be the next sheriff of Sluice County.

      But Wolf wasn’t the kind of man to get overly confident about anything. His years as an army ranger had taught him that with harsh lessons. So, assuming he was guaranteed for the council appointment never crossed his mind. Assuming he was the best candidate? Well, that was just the truth. But that still didn’t mean he was a lock.

      Until recently, Sergeant Derek Connell had seemed resigned to that truth, taking it as fact that Wolf would be Sheriff Burton’s successor. In fact, on many occasions, Wolf thought he’d read relief in Connell’s demeanor when Wolf had taken on more and more responsibility over the last year.

      So why was Connell flexing his muscles of authority so hard now? It was like he’d been putting on an act for someone for the past two weeks. For whom? For the other deputies? Were the members of the county council listening right now on police scanners? Was Connell now suddenly interested in becoming sheriff? After a full year of showing no initiative?

      Whatever was happening, Wolf didn’t like it.

      They drove down Main Street with the lights flashing and no siren. What little traffic had existed on a summer Monday morning in a small ski-resort town had since died out, so Wolf didn’t bother blasting the town with noise.

      They drove to the north, past the Mackery gas station, and out of the town proper. After a mile or so of puddled cattle-fields, they took a right onto the rutted dirt road that led up into the surrounding mountains, and to the trailhead for Pine Cliffs Recreation Area.

      Rachette had been looking at Wolf with a worried expression for most of the drive, apparently sensing Wolf’s thoughts. “That guy can’t become—”

      The truck lurched and bounced with a deafening roar as they made their way up the rock-strewn road through the forest.

      “Yeah, I know. Let’s just concentrate on what we’ve got going on right now. When we get to the trailhead, let me handle Connell. Just don’t talk to him.”

      Rachette held his hands up. “Sounds like a good idea to me. In fact, that’s a major goal of mine every single day: Don’t talk to Sergeant Connell.”

      

      …

      

      Ten minutes later, Wolf slowed the SUV as they passed the road sign for the trailhead lot. At one time, it had read Pine Cliffs Trail and Recreation Area, but the writing had since been obscured by rusted bullet holes, and one had to infer its meaning.

      The lot was a small clearing in the dense forest off the side of the road, empty except for Deputy Wilson’s department-issue SUV parked next to a newer-model Nissan truck.

      Wilson was shuffling his feet and anxiously wiping his face, but visibly relaxed after realizing it was Wolf and Rachette, and not Connell, who would be joining him on scene first. The woman watched them approach with red, wide eyes.

      Wolf slowed almost to a stop, and then turned into the lot, rocking the Explorer back and forth as it passed through a deep puddle. Wolf recalled that it had been two days since the last rain. By the looks of the darkening sky, the puddle would be growing much larger in a few hours.

      Despite all the recent rain, the lot was dusty and Wolf and Rachette got out of the SUV and stepped into a swirling cloud they’d kicked up.

      Wolf resisted a sneeze and grabbed his buffalo felt Stetson from the back seat, but waited to put it on. He walked to the woman and held out a hand. “Hello, ma’am. I’m Sergeant Wolf.”

      The woman looked to be in her early sixties. Short in stature, thin, and fit looking. Her gray hair was cut short and tucked underneath a red nylon hat with an oversized bill that shaded her face.

      “Hi,” she said. “I’m Jennifer. Jennifer Branson. I was just telling the officer  ...  uh—”

      “Deputy Wilson, ma’am,” Wilson said.

      “Yes, Deputy Wilson, about the form I saw at the base of the cliff.”

      The form. That was an interesting way to put it, Wolf thought.

      “I know you’ve already called this in on the phone, Ms. Branson, and now you’ve told your story to Deputy Wilson. But I need to hear what you’ve seen. If you could start from the beginning, please?”

      “Yes, of course.” She turned and pointed to the trailhead sign at the edge of the parking lot. “I went on the lower Pine Cliffs Trail, there. About three miles up  ...  at least, I think it was about that far. I’m sorry, I’ve never been on this trail before today. I’m from Denver, and I’ve been up here on vacation for the past week. Staying in town.”

      “About three miles up?” Wolf asked, pulling her back to the important details.

      “Yes. About three. I–I think. I was looking up at the big cliffs on the left there, and then I saw a form at the base of one of them. It was, well, it was like a person lying there.” She whispered the last part and her eyes became unfocused.

      Wolf placed his hat on his head, and then gently placed his hand on her shoulder. “I know this must be difficult, ma’am. Can you tell us any more? Was the person moving?”

      She shook her head. “He wasn’t moving.”

      “He?”

      “It looked like a boy.”

      “Did you notice what  was wearing?”

      “It was a boy.” There was more conviction in her voice now. “And I could tell he was dead.” She looked up at Wolf with shining eyes. “He was wearing a blue vest and a yellow shirt underneath it. And jeans, I think. I remember the vest and shirt. I’m not sure about the jeans.”

      Jerry Wheatman. His parents had described his outfit as such when they’d visited headquarters earlier that morning.

      “I just stared up at him,” she continued. “He couldn’t have been more than fifty yards away. I don’t think I breathed that whole time. I just stared. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Then I realized I was looking at a dead body, and I just freaked out.” She shook her head again and looked at Wolf and Rachette with wild eyes. “I just freaked.”

      Wolf nodded. “It’s hard to see such a thing, ma’am.”

      He didn’t want to press her too much about the condition of Jerry Wheatman. She saw what she thought she saw, but they weren’t going to rely on the fifty-yard diagnosis of a witness to tell them Jerry Wheatman was dead. Wheatman could be clinging to life by a thread at the base of that cliff, waiting for rescue, and the Sluice County deputies would treat the situation accordingly.

      But Wolf silently suspected otherwise. The kid had been missing for two days. Now he was lying at the base of a cliff with the clothes he was reported as wearing when he’d gone missing. Short sleeves and a vest. It hadn’t rained in the past two days, but it had still been frosty cold the past few nights. They were now sitting at 9,200 feet, give or take a few hundred feet at Jerry’s location. If he were badly hurt, clinging to life, with massive external and internal trauma from a fall, the exposure would have been almost impossible to survive.

      They turned to look at the road as a cacophony of sirens and revving engines came into view. The lead SUV kicked up a huge plume of dust that obscured the other three flashing roofs behind it. One by one, the department vehicles shut off their sirens as they neared, keeping their strobes twinkling.

      The front vehicle, however, kept the piercing whine of the siren going up to the last. Only after it had barreled into the lot, almost scraping the bumper off and shooting muddy water out twenty feet to the side as it plowed through the puddle, did it fall silent. Connell.

      “Thank you, Ms. Branson,” Wolf said, turning back to the woman, ignoring the stampede. “I know you’re experiencing a lot more than you bargained for this morning. But we’re going to need to take your official statement as well.”

      She nodded. “I should have stayed in Denver this week.”

      Wolf looked toward the trail signs denoting the upper and lower routes of the Pine Cliffs Trail. The lower route was an eleven-mile loop circling the mountain. The upper route was much shorter, going straight up the mountain, offering three hundred and sixty-degree views of the valley and town below and the surrounding majestic peaks.

      The upper trail was a straight up-and-down path rather than a loop, and wasn’t for the faint of heart. The entire mountain was a bulge of granite, and the freezing and thawing of the rock over millions of years had carved off huge chunks, leaving numerous sheer cliffs on one side of the trail. Those with any fear of heights stayed on the Lower Loop, which didn’t necessarily keep them out of danger. Wolf recalled that two years ago a school bus-sized boulder had dislodged and tumbled down the mountain, crossing and blocking the lower trail below. Thankfully, it had happened in the middle of the night and no one had been hurt.

      Wolf turned back to the onslaught of vehicles just as a huge cloud of dust overtook them.

      The first truck slid next to Wolf’s SUV and Connell jumped out, rocking the vehicle, feet touching the ground just as the wheels skidded to a halt. He rounded the back bumper and materialized through the brown cloud like a wrestler emerging from the tunnel on the way to the ring.

      Connell’s heavily muscled arms swayed, outstretched from his sides due to the massive bulk of his chest. His huge legs wobbled then flexed into solid trunks as he stepped, threatening to split his uniform pants with each step.

      Wolf knew Connell spent a borderline psychotic amount of time in the gym for moments like these. Connell lived for the look of awe and fear that bent people’s faces as he approached. He lived to intimidate.

      Connell approached with such speed that he looked like he might tackle the woman.

      Jennifer Branson, along with Deputy Wilson, stepped back as Connell stopped on a dime in front of her and outstretched his hand. He loomed over her with intense glacial blue eyes. His small mouth was pursed with a serious expression.

      “Ma’am, my name is Sergeant Deputy Connell of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Office. Please tell me what you saw.”

      Wolf stepped away and motioned for Rachette to follow, and then made his way to the other deputies now milling outside their vehicles.

      “All right, everybody. We have a victim at approximately three miles along the Lower Loop, near the base of one of the cliffs. His description matches our missing person wearing a blue vest and yellow shirt.” Wolf motioned to Deputies Hilton and Walters. “You two get going now, double time. We’ll be on your tail.”

      The two deputies grabbed their first-aid bags out of the truck and bolted to the trailhead.

      “Hey, what the hell is going on?” Connell’s voice boomed, his back now to the woman.

      Hilton and Walters hesitated and looked back.

      “Get going!” Wolf said. “Now!”

      The two deputies exchanged a glance, turned, and left in a blur.

      Wolf ignored Connell’s huff of protest and turned back to the men. “Right, we’ll need an official statement from Ms. Branson here.” Wolf looked at Connell. “Sergeant Connell.” Then Wolf turned back to the wide-eyed group of deputies. Wolf could feel Connell’s icicle glare behind him, but he didn’t care. His patience was running short with Connell’s alpha-deputy demeanor, and time was running short.

      “Baine, Wilson, Rachette, stick with me,” Wolf continued. “I need someone else with Sergeant Connell to secure the parking lot, which is now the rescue staging area. I want everyone else on the Lower Loop.” Wolf pointed at the cave-black sky in the southwest. “As you can see, we need to move fast. Let’s go!”

      Five deputies broke off and ran to the trailhead, then took a right following the Lower Pine Cliffs Loop arrow. As expected, no one volunteered to stay behind with Connell.

      “Yates!” Wolf called. Deputy Yates stopped short of the trail sign and turned around like a man just picked out of a crowd to be executed. “You’re staying here.”

      Wolf could sense Connell’s presence next to him expanding with boiling hatred. Wolf turned to face him. “We’ll keep in touch. Who else is en route?”

      Connell didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped so close that his SCSD baseball cap slipped underneath the bill of Wolf’s Stetson.

      Wolf didn’t move or blink. Despite the muscles and aggressive body language, Wolf knew Connell for what he really was. Connell, along with all the other bullies he’d encountered in his life, was a coward.

      Connell’s cool gaze fractured for just a second, then he raised his lips.

      Wolf assumed Connell was trying to smile nonchalantly, but it was more a snarl, like a rabid dog baring its teeth. Wolf had seen the same look from Connell many times. It was classic Connell—trying to look composed as he seethed with hate and lusted for violence.

      Only Connell never acted on his impulses with Wolf. Not since the seventh grade, when Wolf had put Connell in his place. Ever since that day, Connell had kept his hatred for Wolf corked tightly, never again acting on it. Wolf wondered whether that cork was going to blow. If it did, Wolf was smart enough not to look forward to that day. Connell had spent a few thousand hours in the gym since seventh grade. Then again, Wolf had killed a lot of men since then. Many men, much more dangerous than Connell. And Wolf knew his relaxed glare at the moment told Connell exactly that.

      Enough time had been wasted. Wolf backed away and turned to Rachette and Baine. “Get the cameras. We’ll need casting material. Bring it all.” He turned toward the trail and began walking when a heavy hand thumped down on his shoulder. Wolf turned quickly, certain he would see Connell’s hurtling fist.

      “We’ll both go up top together,” Connell said with a strained smile. “Wilson, please get an official statement from this woman, and Baine, Rachette, you’re coming with us.”

      Connell swept past Wolf and took a left at the sign, following the Upper Loop. He lunged up the rocky trail with the ease of a large game animal. After thirty feet, he wheeled around. “You guys coming or what?”

      Wolf looked at Wilson and Yates, who were exchanging relieved looks. “Talk to you soon. Keep anyone else that shows up right here, unless I say otherwise. I want this trailhead closed off.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Yates.

      “Yes, sir,” said Wilson.

      They both looked like they’d just won the lottery.

      “Lighten up, you two,” Wolf said.

      Yates and Wilson exchanged puzzled looks.

      Wolf shook his head and started for the trail.
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      For a few minutes, they trudged up the trail, Connell setting a calf-cramping pace in the lead, leaving Wolf, Rachette, and Baine well behind. It was obvious that Connell had the destination in mind—the top—and he was treating the hike like a race he was going to win at any cost.

      The first quarter mile of the trail was steep, switching back and forth through the ponderosa pine trees, and Wolf’s lungs pumped hard to wring the oxygen out of the Rocky Mountain air. He’d grown up in the mountains, no more than a few miles away, and he was used to the depleted oxygen. But his lungs stung, and the back of his throat tasted like rust. Wolf’s relaxed attitude toward vigorous exercise for the past few months was catching up to him.

      During the six years of his life as an army ranger, Wolf had been in the kind of physical shape only achieved by the likes of top professional athletes or an Olympian. Army ranger school was designed to kill the spirit of men, and Wolf had endured it. And then, when it came to serving his country, to killing men and protecting his brethren, he did so in a way that stood out in his battalion. Exertion like this wouldn’t have even registered in his conscious mind back then.

      Today, Wolf still had a strong physique, as he’d had fifteen years ago, though it was a faint shadow of what it had once been. Once a bulky six-foot-three man pushing two hundred and thirty pounds of muscle, with the typical delta-shaped upper body of a ranger, now he was more thin and wiry, hovering around two hundred pounds. Now, rather than spending any time in the gym, he was hardened by spending more time outdoors than in, and by using his hands to fix, and haul, and bait, and shoot things.

      They reached a flattened part of the trail after the initial climb, and Wolf’s legs ached as he walked the flat ground. Rachette and Baine were close behind, panting through clenched teeth. They continued to an opening in the trees, where the trail cut through a small field of grass and wildflowers.

      Sergeant Connell stood grinning. “What’s the matter, guys? You need to hit the gym a little more with Uncle D and spend a little less time at the Sunnyside.”

      The Sunnyside Café was the best breakfast joint on Main Street, and Wolf thought the amount of time he spent there, at least three mornings a week, was just perfect. As far as spending more time at the gym went? Maybe Connell was right.

      Wolf stopped and turned. The field to the west meandered down a few yards and ended abruptly against the backdrop of a forested valley floor. It was like looking at the edge of an infinity pool. The grass just ended, and then there was nothing. It was the first of many cliffs, and Wolf knew he was looking at a sheer drop of at least twenty feet.

      “I already checked,” Connell said. “He’s not at the bottom of that one and not at the bottom of the next three, which you can see from up there. He must have fallen off the top.” He whistled. “Sure is a long drop from there. Shit.” There was more amusement than sympathy in Connell’s voice.

      Wolf turned back toward the way they’d come and then back toward the cliff.

      “Fine, take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me,” Connell said.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Wolf said, looking down at the ground of the trail.

      “Seriously, you guys gotta get in the gym more,” Connell said. “Jesus, your face is pasty white, Rachette. What have you—”

      “Check this out.” Wolf pointed at a line of deep shoe prints in semi-dry, flat mud. He felt one of the prints.

      Rachette and Baine came over, and Connell put his hands on his hips and stayed put.

      “It rained two days ago, right?” Wolf asked.

      Rachette and Baine nodded.

      “A couple of inches dropped in a few hours. At least, that’s how it was in town.”

      “I’d say this trail got about the same amount,” said Rachette, seeing Wolf’s line of logic.

      “What?” Connell walked over, bent down next to Wolf and hocked spit on one of the footprints. “Whatcha got, Columbo?”

      Wolf glared at Connell and stood. “There are three sets of footprints here. Made after the rainstorm, which was two days ago, which puts the placement of these footprints right at the time Jerry Wheatman went missing. Which means we’re probably looking at Jerry Wheatman’s tracks.”

      “And two people he was with,” Rachette said quietly.

      “What? How do you know that? Those could be anyone’s shoe prints. Could have been that Wheatman went up by himself and decided to see if he could fly. Then two other completely unrelated people come up for a hike, don’t see a thing, then just head back down.” Connell shook his head and started walking up the trail. “Good try. I’m heading up.”

      “Then where’s Wheatman’s car?” Wolf asked.

      Connell stopped and frowned. “What?”

      “Wheatman’s car would still be sitting in the parking lot down there if he’d come up by himself. Rachette, Baine, take casts of all three of these. If you come across any prints pointing the other way, cast those, too. Catch up to us.”

      Wolf started after Connell, and Connell turned and set an even faster pace up into the trees.
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      Another twenty-five minutes into the hike, Wolf came around a bend to find Connell sucking greedily on his water bottle at the base of a rocky incline.

      Wolf found it an odd place for Connell to stop, considering it was just below the top of the hike. Apparently Connell had abandoned his race to the top.

      Connell held out his water bottle to Wolf.

      Wolf frowned at him and shook his head with a small laugh. “No thanks. I’ve got my own. What’s going on? The top’s right there. Why’d you stop?”

      Connell shrugged as he took another long gulp. He finished and let out a long burp, pointing to the top. “After you, Sheriff.”

      Wolf gave Connell a long look and started up the incline. It was steeper than any part of the hike so far, and Wolf gripped the warm granite outcrops to keep his balance.

      “You’re not sheriff yet, you know,” Connell called from below.

      Wolf sighed and turned to Connell. “I know that, Connell. Believe me, I know that. Now should we keep going?”

      Connell didn’t say anything at first, just stared at Wolf. Finally, he smirked and repeated his earlier reply. “After you, Sheriff.”

      Wolf eyed him, and then scrambled up the rest of the trail, wondering what the hell that had been about, suddenly more aware of his surroundings.

      As Wolf summited the final incline, a wind bore into him, threatening to peel the Stetson off his head. He took it off and relished the short-lived breeze as it wicked the sweat off his closely cropped hair. He closed his eyes and let the warming sun and cooling breeze comfort him for a few seconds after the grueling exertion of the hike.

      The breeze stopped, and the air went quiet and still.

      Connell was still standing at the base of the incline below, still drinking from his water bottle. He was either sulking or contemplating something pretty hard. Wolf couldn’t tell which.

      Wolf took a deep breath and looked at the high plateau he was now on, which marked the end of the line for the trail. Ahead was a flat slab of rock, and to the left was a gradual rise into a dense pine forest, then the top of the mountain a hundred or so feet above that. And to the right was a sight that sent Wolf’s blood pressure up. A forty-foot drop straight down to a thin trail below.

      Wolf scanned his watch: 10:45. The hike had taken forty-five minutes. Their pace had been brisk, and the men below would be even faster. But the route was circuitous, and Wolf estimated they wouldn’t be in view below for at least another fifteen minutes.

      Wolf surveyed the area. The rock outcrop he stood on was large and expanded out in front of him. At some point in the past few thousand years, a mammoth chunk of rock had cleaved off and tumbled down to his right, leaving a near vertical cliff face and a field of boulders below. Wolf knew it was steep. The rock-climbing route up the face was given a grade of 5.11, considered difficult to all but the most skilled climbers.

      However one got to the top, whether climbing or hiking, the top offered a magnificent view to those who braved it. Bright flecks of light shimmered off the metal corrugated roofs and windows of tiny buildings on the distant valley floor like diamonds in the sun. The town of Rocky Points, Colorado: Sluice County’s biggest and most populated town, which wasn’t to say Rocky Points was a metropolis, by any means. Rather than suburbs of a city, surrounding the town below were seas of green meadows and darker green carpets of pine trees as far as the eye could see. Some of the rolling mountains jutted into the sky so high that there were no trees on them. Those that weren’t swallowed in storms at the moment gleamed with red, gray, and brown streaks of rock with the occasional white vein of snow that survived the summer.

      Two of these treeless peaks were jagged with rock spires looming over the town below. Underneath the peaks, a maze of grass- and flower-covered ski slopes were carved out of the dense trees. A web of steel ski lifts stitched the sides of the two mountains, and a network of condominiums and luxury mountain retreats pooled at the bottom of them.

      Wolf stepped forward onto the flat and took a deep breath. He wiped the bead of sweat sliding down his face and jammed his hat back onto his head, wishing the breeze would pick up again.

      The clouds to the south were dark green verging on black. Lightning flickered from within and the air shook with a constant rumble. It was only a matter of time before the skies would open up. Until then, it seemed it was going to be downright hot and humid.

      Something made Wolf look back toward the trees on the left. Something had caught the attention of his subconscious earlier—he was sure of it now.

      “What?” Connell yelled from below, seeing Wolf’s change of focus.

      “I think I found something,” Wolf said. He walked over to an oval discoloration in the rocky soil near the tree line. He bent down to inspect his find. It was a darker patch of soil covered with bright-green metallic flies. They burst into a buzzing cloud as he waved a hand.

      Wolf heard the shuffles and grunts of Connell below and immediately stood back up, stepped over the spot, turned back toward the cliff, and bent back down. There was no way he was going to leave his back turned to Connell with a forty-foot cliff a few paces away.

      Connell charged over the rise at a flying pace. “What? What the hell do you think you found now?” He sucked in air through his clenched teeth and spat off the cliff edge. “Fuckin’ Hardy boy.” There was a renewed rage in his voice.

      Wolf ignored him and eased a fingernail-sized piece of yellow spongy material from the confines of the slightly darker dirt, and then looked at Connell, who was gazing at the town in the distance.

      Wolf stood and listened. The ponderosa pines were still. Wolf was thankful there was no wind as he steeled himself for what he needed to do next.

      Focusing on his footing, and giving Sergeant Connell a wide berth, Wolf made his way to the ledge. Though the rock shelf was virtually flat, Wolf shuffled carefully forward, not risking a careless foot, a sudden lapse in basic foot–eye coordination that could end in a horrific death.

      Connell shook his head and chuckled. “After you.”

      Wolf looked to the cliff, and back at Connell. That’s when Wolf saw it—an unconscious widening of Connell’s eyes, and then the façade of a cool expression—a terrible poker face that Connell’s small brain had never been able to control in all the years Wolf had known him.

      Wolf’s pulse quickened as he looked up at Connell with narrowed eyes.

      “What?” Connell glanced at the trail below with a lazy expression. The officers were nowhere in sight.

      Connell walked toward Wolf slowly.

      Wolf studied the scene unfolding in front of him with a surreal interest, as if outside his body. Suddenly, Connell’s strange act at the base of the final climb made sense. Had Connell been thinking through this moment? Planning the unthinkable? Was Connell’s cork set to pop?

      “Well? Do you see him?” Connell was now a few feet away and steadily walking forward, his eyes focused behind Wolf.

      Wolf thought about the next few seconds of his life and then looked toward the cliff edge.

      Connell’s movement was lightning fast.

      Wolf hadn’t hesitated, though. As soon as Wolf turned away from Connell, he brought himself down into a crouch. The full force of Connell’s two-handed shove just missed sending Wolf over the edge. Instead, Connell’s palms bounced off the side of Wolf’s ducking head, ripping hair and sending Wolf’s hat flying over the precipice.

      As Wolf reached the low point of his squat, he lunged back toward the tree line, brushing past Connell’s legs as he ran the short distance to the trees.

      Wolf pulled his pistol, and before he could fully turn around, Connell was already on him, punching with bone-crushing force against his arm, sending Wolf’s pistol onto the ground a few feet away.

      Connell’s massive muscular frame lurched forward with outstretched arms, ducking into Wolf’s abdomen.

      Wolf had a slight height advantage, but Connell was a shorter and squatter rhino that would have no trouble tossing him ten feet in any direction, given the right leverage.

      Wolf sprawled his legs back and grabbed him in a headlock with all the strength he could muster, sending Connell face first into the dirt. Growling low, Connell flailed with animalistic force underneath Wolf’s body.

      Wolf kept his legs wide and stiff, pushing Connell down, and then dug into Connell’s belt holster, clawing at Connell’s service Glock. As soon as Wolf got hold of it, Connell went berserk. With a vicious twist, he swung his arm back, knocking the gun off the granite and into a nearby bush.

      Wolf let go of Connell’s head, pushed off his shoulders, stepped back into the trees.

      They both stood still and locked eyes for a moment.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Wolf’s voice was barely audible over the thumping of blood in his own ears.

      Connell ignored his question and stalked forward.

      Wolf scanned the ground for his own pistol. It was nowhere in sight. His eyes swept his surroundings for something he could use to gain the advantage. No fist-sized rocks, no sticks, no weapons of any kind. He cursed himself for leaving his Leatherman multi-tool in the center console of the truck.

      He looked back and saw a fallen tree—a thick branchless ponderosa pine log stretching horizontally like an oversized tripwire a few feet from the back of his legs.

      He turned to Connell, who was now approaching with steady small steps. Wolf shuffled backwards in retreat until he felt the wood against the back of his knees. Then he sat, flailing his arms and widening his eyes as he tipped on his rear-end in an uncontrolled-looking fall.

      Connell sensed his opportunity and charged like a linebacker, his hands outstretched, eyes focused on Wolf’s neck.

      Wolf laid back fast, grabbed underneath the log, and pulled himself under to the other side as Connell flew over.

      Connell landed with a grunt on the dirt and pine needles, and then turned to get back up.

      With all his might, Wolf lunged over the log at Connell’s rising form, and landed a head-butt against Connell’s nose with a wet crunch.

      Connell’s eyes became vacant, his thick arms stretched to his sides, and he flopped onto his back with a weak exhale.

      Wolf clambered onto Connell’s chest and slammed an elbow into his face. Then he punched him with a knuckle-crunching right. Then another elbow. Then another.

      

      …

      

      Wolf stood up, tilted his head back, and greedily sucked air through his bared teeth. His lungs fought for air, burning with each inhale. After what seemed like five minutes of panting, Wolf caught his breath and composed himself. He looked down and bent over, pressing his fingers on Connell’s thick neck, now slick with warm blood. Connell’s pulse was steady and strong.

      Sergeant Connell was going to be tough to move off the mountain. Or maybe he wouldn’t need to be moved. Maybe he’d come to and be able to walk himself down. Connell was alive, that’s all he knew. He would need facial reconstructive surgery; that was another thing he was pretty sure about. Wolf couldn’t remember how many blows he had landed, but he was glad he had stopped before killing the man. That would have …  complicated whatever the hell just happened.

      A long rumble of thunder echoed from the steadily growing darkness in the south, as if in reaction to his thoughts.

      Wolf exhaled loudly, looked down at Connell again, and then stepped away. A glint caught Wolf’s eye, and he stepped over to Connell’s Glock, almost stepping on his own in the process. Bending to pick up Connell’s pistol, he heard a voice in the distance.

      “You guys up there?” Rachette said. He followed with a loud whistle.

      “Yeah! Up here!” He picked up the gun, removed the magazine and pulled back the slide, ejecting the chambered round. Without thinking, he flung the clip off the cliff, and then tossed the pistol deep in the trees.

      The bugs ramped up their hissing. A bird flapped past him and coasted out over the expanse—over the immense drop that beckoned him once again.

      To Wolf, the air seemed hotter and more stagnant than before. Sweat trickled down his temples, down his neck and under his shirt collar. He tasted blood and spit, slapping a bright-red dollop on the rock.

      He walked back to the edge. His body was humming, his movements fuzzy, body saturated with adrenaline.

      Looking, he finally saw what he knew would be there—the splayed body of Jerry Wheatman forty feet below, crumpled against jagged boulders. The long drop and the unforgiving landing left little chance that the boy could have survived.

      Wolf let his mind run through the scenario. He pictured the teenager slipping up top, tumbling off the edge, deafening wind rushing by his ears, and then slamming into the scree field below.

      Wolf jerked away and looked back to Connell’s inert form. The man still hadn’t moved. Wolf shook his head and rubbed a split on the inside of his cheek with his tongue. He walked away from the potential crime scene and spat more blood into a bush.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Rachette scrambled up into view.

      “Found Jerry Wheatman,” Wolf answered, walking back to the ledge.

      “Yeah?”

      Wolf pointed to the edge with a somber look.

      “Oh, man.” Rachette’s voice trailed off as he looked over the cliff. “Jesus.” He pulled back from the edge.

      “I noticed this here,” Wolf said, pointing behind Rachette at the discoloration. “I think it’s vomit. You can see the chunks of partially digested food.”

      Rachette bent over and studied it. “Oh yeah. So what does that mean?”

      “What would you say is in that vomit?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Looks like a ham-and-egg breakfast to me. Yellow pieces of yolk from the egg, pink ham chunks, toast.” Wolf pointed.

      “Yeah, okay. Yeah, it does look like that. So, what does that mean?”

      “I don’t know. This person had recently eaten breakfast. Maybe in town. Maybe someone freaked out up here after seeing Wheatman fall off the edge. Puked his guts out and ran. Or maybe he puked his guts out after pushing Wheatman off the edge.”

      “You think he was pushed?” Rachette turned, expelling a hefty black dollop of tobacco spit in a bush.

      “I think it’s possible.” Wolf flicked a glance to the trees. Connell was still out. “It’s hard saying what happened. There are no footprints since it’s rock. No indication of struggle.”

      “There could be some evidence on Wheatman’s body,” Rachette said.

      Wolf nodded and looked down. Two deputies came around the corner and into view on the trail far below. “How about the shoe prints? Three pairs in all?”

      Rachette nodded. “There were definitely three pairs of shoes pointing up the trail, then two pointing down. Three came up, and two  ...  Jesus, what happened to you?” Rachette was looking Wolf up and down.

      Wolf looked down at his uniform; dust powdered the whole left side of his body. A scrape on his elbow drained blood down the length of his arm to his fingers, and his other elbow was covered in blood that Wolf knew was not his own. His jeans were scuffed with dirt, and a clump of burrs was velcroed to his leg.

      “Oh, yeah, that.” He slapped the dirt off his pants. “Give me your handkerchief, will ya?”

      Rachette gave him his ever-present handkerchief from his rear pocket.

      Wolf wiped the blood off his arm. “Sorry, I’ll buy you another one.”

      “What the hell happened?” Rachette suddenly went wide-eyed, then looked again over the ledge, then back to Wolf. “Where’s Connell?”

      Wolf huffed and nodded toward the trees.

      Rachette took a second to find Connell among the underbrush. “What the …” He swiveled his head back and forth. “Is that Connell’s blood?” He finally settled his eyes on Wolf’s forehead.

      Wolf wiped his head, putting another dark spot on the handkerchief.

      “Yeah. I think that’s from the head-butt to his nose. He’s going to need some medical attention, but I suspect he’ll be able to walk his own ass down the mountain when he comes to.”

      Rachette spat again at his feet and laughed. “Holy crap. I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “Hey, watch what you’re doing. Don’t spit anymore. Until we know differently, this is a crime scene. Connell and I already messed it up enough. No sense making it worse. And don’t worry about what happened here. He deserved it—that’s all you need to know for now.”

      Coming out with the truth was not an option. It was unbelievable what Connell had just tried, possibly in the literal sense to other people. Wolf might come out looking like the crazy one, spreading rumors about the son of an influential council member who happened to be Wolf’s opponent for the sheriff’s appointment. As much as Connell deserved to be in handcuffs, Wolf’s form of justice would have to do for now.

      Rachette stepped into the trees toward Connell.

      “Is Baine on his way up?”

      “Yep, he’s right behind me.” Rachette let out a long whistle as he looked down on Connell’s inert body. “Yeah, that’s a broken nose. Hey, Connell! Wow, he’s out.”

      Deputy Baine clambered up into view.

      Wolf stepped toward the ledge again. “All right, Rachette, you’re with me. We’re heading down. Baine, come here.”

      They all convened one last time on the cliff’s edge. Baine peeked over at the body below. “Good Lord. That him?” Baine turned away from the cliff and walked toward the pines.

      Wolf grabbed his radio. It was scoured and dusted with dirt, but it still worked.

      “All right,” Wolf announced, “we’ve found our victim. Appears DOA, but we’ve gotta move fast in case he still has vitals.” Wolf gave a sharp whistle and waved his hand to the deputies below.

      They waved back and doubled their pace.

      “Right here, at the base,” Wolf said somberly into the radio. “We also have one of ours in need of medical assistance on top of the cliff. Connell is unconscious, and may need to be evac’d off the mountain. We need to move fast. Hilton, Walters.” The two men below didn’t break stride. “Let me know.”

      A cacophony of affirmative radio calls barked through their receivers.

      Baine was milling about in the trees, staring dumbly at Connell and keeping his distance.

      Connell had woken up. His forearm was lying against his forehead, one knee propped in the air

      “Baine, when he’s up and around, help him down before those storms move in.”

      “Uh, okay,” Baine stammered as he eyed Wolf, then shifted his gaze back to Connell’s bloody face.

      “Rachette. Get a few pictures of the vomit spot here, and then bag it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Rachette said.

      “Then catch up to me.” Wolf held up his hand to Rachette.

      Rachette shook his head and tossed him his can of Copenhagen snuff. “I thought you quit this stuff.”

      Wolf took a pinch and put it in on the uninjured side of his mouth, tossed the can back, and turned to the trail. “Not today,” he said.
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      Wolf ended up reaching the parking lot before Rachette could catch up, so he helped coordinate what now had become an extraction of a dead body—Jerry Wheatman hadn’t survived the fall.

      As Wolf waited for Rachette, he directed two deputies to the top of the trail to help bring down Connell.

      “He twisted his ankle bad,” Wolf had said. “But bring the full first-aid kit. He might need stitches.”

      Wolf had ignored the puzzled looks his comments caused, but he was finding it hard to sidestep the questions about his own scrapes and bruises, so he decided to take refuge in his truck.

      Wolf climbed into the Explorer with a grunt, his body stiff, muscles stuffed with lactic acid. His adrenaline-injected body had been put through the wringer.

      He turned down the radio chatter to a murmur and sat back, settling in for a good rest. It wasn’t like him to dwell on the past, but right now he longed for his ten-year-ago physique and conditioning.

      “Jesus. I can’t believe you did that to Connell! I wish I would have seen it.” Rachette’s head was in the open passenger window. He stared at Wolf with a look wavering between reverence and disbelief. “Was that about next week or something?”

      Wolf fired up the engine. “Get in the damn car.” He waited for Rachette to jump in, then backed out of his parking spot, narrowly missing another SCSD truck.

      Rachette held up the bag of evidence he’d collected for Wolf to see, then turned and put it on the back seat. “Where we going?”

      “To tell Jerry’s parents their son is dead.”

      Rachette’s face dropped.

      Wolf couldn’t blame him. This was one responsibility anyone in their right mind would not relish. Wolf loathed the prospect of witnessing the last bits of hope fade from the parents’ eyes as he broke the news.

      “Can you please pour me some of that coffee?” Wolf nodded toward a dinged-up metal thermos and fished an old Styrofoam cup from the floor at his feet.

      Rachette stared at Wolf for a second and shook his head, picking up the thermos. “Dammit.” He patted at a dark splotch of coffee on his pants as they passed through the deep puddle at the mouth of the parking lot.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Wolf jabbed.

      “Psssshhh.”

      Wolf chuckled inwardly. He was in his late thirties, ten years in the department, and a candidate to be appointed to sheriff of Sluice County, but somehow he’d found the one person he really connected with to be this second-year twenty-three-year-old.

      For too many years, he had observed the disturbing shortfalls of many of the department’s deputies. Some didn’t step up when the going got tough. Some showed borderline psychotic behavior when given a badge and gun, like Connell. Most of them were good men, but would he trust his life in their hands? Not all of them. Sure as hell not with Connell.

      Rachette was different. In his eighteen months in the department, he’d shown Wolf that he was the one within the department that Wolf could count on. In Wolf’s estimation, Rachette was the full package—with the attitude, strength, coolness under pressure, reliability, confidence, intelligence, and drive Wolf liked to see in a deputy.

      Thinking about all this, while watching Rachette wipe coffee off his crotch, Wolf smiled as he turned his attention back to the winding road to town.

      

      …

      

      The road turned back to the west and dropped in elevation through the dense forest for a couple miles. Massive gleaming, copper-trimmed houses poked out of the trees on both sides of the road. They were well spread apart from one another, leaving vast swaths of dense forest between them; just the way the extremely well-to-do from all corners of the world liked their Rocky Mountain getaways.

      Wolf’s ears popped as he wound down further still, and finally out onto the dirt straightaway that slung out onto the vast valley floor. Barbed wire lined the road on either side, and cattle grazed in the bright-green fields smattered with wild flowers. They reached the T-junction of Highway 734 that ran north–south and took a left toward town.

      Rocky Points was a ski resort town first and foremost, but it hadn’t always been. In 1883, some hard-nosed easterners had come to Denver and kept walking uphill, past Black Hawk miners, past Central City miners, over the Continental Divide, and then a little south to try their luck. There they dug, sluiced, panned, found some gold, and set roots. They dubbed their new town Rocky Points, a fitting name referring to the two rocky pointed 12,000-foot peaks to the west of town that would later become the ski resort. Years later, the borders of Sluice County would be carved into the map, running a long sliver north–south, with Rocky Points right smack in the middle.

      It had been a rough beginning for Rocky Points, according to the history taught in town schools. There was a good amount of gold to be found at the start, but as word got out, and more and more men made their way into town, it became apparent that the gold wasn’t as plentiful as had once been thought. And as competition grew between hard men, things got dangerous. Fighting, murder, and lawlessness ruled for years. That was until a band of four men joined forces to bring law and order to the town. One of those men was Wolf’s great-great-great grandfather, the first sheriff of Rocky Points, and then of the larger territory of Sluice County created a short time later. Or so the story went.

      Wolf took comfort from knowing he was carrying on his family tradition. He knew that if his father were still alive, he would be proud. Probably more proud if I could figure out exactly what had happened to the Wheatman boy, Wolf thought. And probably prouder still if he were to become sheriff.

      “Might as well stop by the Mackery now,” said Wolf as they approached the northern tip of town. “Maybe Bill can shed some light on where his daughter is. I need to fill up anyway.”

      The Mackery gas station sat right on the north end of Main Street, past which each and every day-tripper from Denver drove on the way in and out of town. A perfect location for a gas station. However, Ruth Beal ran the Mackery, which handicapped the Mackery’s potential.

      Wolf pulled off the highway and docked the SUV next to a clean gas pump, the only part of the Mackery one could consider up to date.

      Before Wolf could shut off the engine, Ruth was out of the small shack of a convenience store, yelling at the top of her lungs.

      Ruth wore dirty jeans and a dirtier denim jacket to match. Her hair was twisted every which way like a nest, and she looked like she was just in the middle of eating, because there was a yellow dollop of mustard on her lip.

      “Did you find the bastards?” she yelled.

      Wolf opened his door and got out. “Hi Ruth. What are you talking about?”

      “The hippies who stole the gas!”

      Wolf looked at her with a blank expression. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “What? I called it in just now! A couple hippies just drove off without paying for fifty bucks worth of gas! Probably too high to remember to pay. Damn hippies—”

      “Did you get the license-plate number?” Wolf asked, swiping his credit card, and then inserting the gas hose into the tank.

      “No, I just went in the back when they pulled up, then I came back out and they were gone.”

      Rachette opened the door and leaned out with a concerned expression. “What kind of car was it?”

      “A gol-darn hippie mobile! One of those gol-darn mini-vans.” She was becoming red in the face.

      “You mean a bus? Like a Volkswagen bus-type van?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, I guess. If that’s what they call ’em.” She muttered to herself and looked into the distance, like she was spotting hippies in the trees.

      “Ruth, is Bill Mulroy here today?” Wolf asked.

      “Nope. He’s in Frasier  ...  I think.”

      Wolf met eyes with Rachette, and then turned back to Ruth. “Why’s that?”

      “Why? What do you mean, why?” She stared bug-eyed at Wolf.

      Wolf was confused. “Why is Bill Mulroy in Frasier? Why did he go there?”

      “Oh,” she said. “I don’t know why.” She scrunched her face, thinking about it.

      The gas pump clicked to a stop and Wolf pulled the hose out. As he did so, he noticed a sign hanging from the tank. “Ruth, what’s this sign all about?”

      All three stood frozen. Rachette got back in the car and shut the door.

      “Pre-pay?” Wolf asked. “Isn’t it impossible to fill up unless you turn on the tank after someone gives you money or they put in a credit card?” He pulled out his credit-card receipt and waved it before putting it in his pocket.

      Ruth stood with a sparsely toothed open mouth. “Huh. Oh mercy. What the hell am I thinking? I don’t know what happened then!” She burst into a cackle, which ended in a brief coughing fit that made Wolf hope he wasn’t going to have to perform CPR on her.

      “So, there weren’t any hippies who stole your gas?” Wolf opened the driver’s-side door.

      “No, I guess not. Sorry, I don’t know what the hell’s goin’ on …”

      Wolf smiled. “Talk to you later, Ruth. Stay out of trouble and try not to harass too many people coming into town, all right? They are good for your business,” he chided her.

      Wolf noticed that she looked slighter than usual, which was a usual twig-thin to begin with. He got in the truck and turned to Rachette. “Why don’t you run in and make sure Bill really isn’t here?”

      Rachette ran in past Ruth.

      Wolf waved Ruth over.

      She swayed over, concentrating hard on each step.

      “Are you doing all right, Ruth?” Wolf asked.

      She nodded and sighed. “Oh, you know. Ever since Ed died, I’m just countin’ the minutes.”

      Rachette came back out of the building. He ran over and jumped in, jostling the truck.

      Wolf looked at him, and Rachette shook his head. Bill was apparently in Frasier for the day.

      “You take care of yourself, okay?” Wolf said, reaching out the window and patting Ruth on her bony shoulder.

      Ruth nodded absently and returned to her shack.

      Wolf started the truck back up and turned onto Main Street.

      Rachette leaned toward the side-view mirror. “Jesus. She’s not looking too good.”

      “Yeah, we’ll need to keep an eye on her. And we need to keep up with Bill. To ask him about Julie when he gets back.”

      Rachette nodded. “So, what’s the plan? Off to be the bearer of shit news?”

      “Yeah, off to tell the Wheatmans.”

      “Fun stuff.”

      “Yep. Fun stuff.”
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      It took Wolf and Rachette two hours to get to the Wheatmans’ home, tell them the horrid news about their son, console them little to none, and return to the office building on Main.

      Wolf and Rachette stood in the vast doorway of the department squad vehicle garage and stared into the deafening deluge of rain. Lightning flashed and a crack of thunder followed immediately, but Wolf didn’t have the energy to flinch. He was whipped—physically and mentally. The day had thrown a lot at them. At him.

      Wolf knew there was going to be more to come. What kind of aftermath could he expect with Connell? What was Connell going to tell people when he got back from the hospital trip he was on now? What was Connell telling people right now? What should Wolf tell people about it? Wolf felt like he’d missed the boat on some right action he should have taken after the fight. But what that action was he couldn’t figure yet. He was trusting that he and Connell were in this thing together, and that they were going to deal with it like men. Maybe that was putting way too much trust in Connell.

      “Been quite a good day.” Rachette said taking a pinch of Copenhagen and throwing the can to Wolf.

      He caught it, relented to the urge, took a pinch and threw it back. The tobacco juice burned the cut inside his lip, which was now swelling, but the warming sensation of the nicotine was instant, a welcome feeling that counteracted the pain blossoming everywhere else in his body.

      I have to quit this stuff.

      The wind swirled inside the door and sprayed them with mist from the downpour.

      Rachette spat onto the frothing puddles. “Are you going to tell me what the hell happened up there or what?”

      “I’m really not sure what happened.” He was still running through options for how this was going to play out.

      “You are going to get the job next week, right? I mean, that’s pretty much a done deal, right? We can’t have that guy as sheriff.”

      “It’s not up to me,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah, but  ...  come on. That guy has been pretty much abusing the rest of the department for the last few months. I saw him slap Baine the other day.”

      He looked at Rachette and raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m serious,” Rachette said. “The guy is a crazy meathead.”

      “And you didn’t report this to Sheriff Burton? Baine didn’t?”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Of course they didn’t. It was an unwritten code of conduct for men in uniform worldwide—you didn’t rat out a fellow deputy.

      Wolf stretched his neck with a grimace and looked at his watch. 3:39 p.m. “I’m heading home early today.”

      “I don’t blame you. Go get some rest, and you might want to ice that cheek.”

      Wolf felt his bulging cheekbone. “Yeah, good idea. If Burton comes round looking tell him he can call me. And let me know what comes of the evidence, and especially let me know if Julie Mulroy shows up.”

      Rachette scoffed and held out his hands. “Of course. What am I, an idiot?”

      “Eh, no comment.” Wolf got in the Explorer, fired it up, and drove out into the pounding waterfall of a rainstorm.

      

      …

      

      The SUV’s wipers wrenched back and forth at the top setting, still not affording Wolf much of a view out of the windshield. Lightning spliced the sky in all directions; with thunder so close it shook the vehicle.

      This storm and his inability to see what was coming more than a few feet ahead seemed to parallel his life at the moment.

      Wolf mused on how there was a good chance he would run into Gary Connell when he got home. After all, Gary Connell had every right to visit his own ranch, and often did so unannounced. What would Wolf tell him? Hey, sorry, I just beat the crap out of your son because he tried to kill me.

      Wolf didn’t know if he had the heart to do that to Gary. Unlike his son, Derek, Gary Connell was one of the sweetest men Wolf had ever known. Following the death of Wolf’s father, and the family’s ensuing financial ruin, Gary Connell had stepped in to buy the ranch and rent it back to the Wolfs, for nothing.

      Wolf would still be living rent-free on the ranch if not for his pride. In the end, Gary had been a good enough man to realize he needed to respect Wolf’s wishes—that he had to take monthly rent payments from Wolf. Not that the great Gary Connell needed the money. That wasn’t the point. The Wolfs paid their own way. They always had, and always would.

      Something occurred to Wolf. Could Derek Connell have been willing to kill Wolf because of Wolf’s relationship with Gary? Was that it? Connell was jealous and had decided that terminating Wolf would set things right?

      The thought was jolting, and, for a split second, Wolf allowed a tiny vibration of sympathy for Derek Connell to enter his mind. Then Wolf thought of plunging off the cliff and, as quick as it came, the sympathy was gone.

      Well, if Gary Connell were at the ranch, Wolf would tell him they’d been in a fight, and leave it at that. Wolf didn’t have the heart to hurt the man by telling him his son was a monster.

      Wolf was out of the southern end of town now, so he hung a left on the unpaved county road to the ranch. He could feel the truck careen a little sideways in the mud as he rounded a bend, so he coasted to slow down.

      The rain was still heavy, but the sky was lightening ahead, and he even saw a patch of blue for a brief moment.

      It was the blue of Sarah’s eyes. Sarah. The thought of her made his heart skip. She was probably back in town at this point. What was Wolf going to see in those beautiful blue eyes this time? A brightness he hadn’t glimpsed in years? Would she have an interest in life again? Or would it be that same lazy, defiant look he’d seen take root over the past six years?

      He hoped it was the former. He hoped it so much for his son’s sake that he dreaded seeing Sarah. Wolf could barely remember being twelve years old, but he knew his life had been much easier than Jack’s must be right now—with a mother whose love for pills trumped her love for him. Life as a twelve-year-old that had him staying half the time with his grandparents, and the other half with his father.

      The air in the truck was muggy and suddenly stifling. He hit the air-conditioning button and turned the radio to the local bluegrass station, a welcome distraction.

      At least he wasn’t lying dead at the base of a cliff next to Jerry Wheatman. At least he could be grateful for that.
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      Sun streamed through the clouds and glared off the windshield as Wolf drove his way up the final stretch to the ranch. The truck bumped and sloshed through new potholes and small streams that dissected the muddy road. It had held up well through the storms of the past few weeks, but it would need a new grading before fall. That would be something to take up with Gary.

      Wolf crossed the cattle guard that marked the northern edge of the ranch property, and continued up the hill. Then he reached the top of a low plateau just above the meandering Chautauqua River and took in a majestic view that never ceased to inspire him.

      The three-hundred-acre property was part forest, part grassy meadow, and all rugged beauty. Once through the arched wooden gateway, the road continued straight ahead through a grass field a couple of hundred yards to a roundabout in front of two separate buildings: an understated one-story, three-bedroom house laid out in an L-shape with large windows to capture the panoramic views, and a small red barn that stood easy walking distance from the house. The multi-use barn gave Wolf adequate space to store outdoor equipment and camping supplies, garage his dirt bike and small John Deere tractor, and still have a decent space for a shop.

      It was a great property and a great home, though not nearly in the tip-top shape it had been when his father was alive. Shortly after his father’s death, Wolf’s mother, who had never fully embraced the Rocky Points lifestyle, moved to Denver to be near her sisters. Wolf’s brother had followed suit after high school, leaving for college and becoming a journalist, returning to Rocky Points only as an infrequent tourist.

      It was only Wolf, and Jack for half the week, who lived here now and had any real connection to it. And Wolf couldn’t shake the feeling that he was letting the place rot into the ground. There was always too much to be done for one man to keep on top of.

      If he did get the job as sheriff, there would be more money—money for repairs; money for bringing in a handyman for occasional help; and money for substantial payments toward owning the property outright.

      As he always did, Wolf grabbed his cell phone from the center console when the house was in sight, as driving up to the plateau on which the ranch was situated meant driving back into cell reception. With all the action that had happened during the day, he looked at the screen with anticipation.

      Four missed calls, one from Rachette, and three from his mother. One voice message. From his mother. Rachette could wait.

      Clearly his mother was itching to talk to him. He briefly considered not calling her, not wanting to add more drama to his day, but three attempts to reach him was a little out of the ordinary. What had her sister done to her this time?

      He dialed her phone number, not bothering with the voicemail. She answered after a half ring.

      “Oh, David. Where have you been?” She sniffed loudly into the phone. She was crying.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?”

      She breathed into the receiver for a few seconds with shaking sobs.

      “Mom? What happened?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Wolf slowed the truck to a stop, wondering if he’d lost phone reception. “Mom? Can you hear me? What happened? Hello?”

      “John’s dead,” she said in a tiny voice.

      Wolf’s skin flushed hot and his vision swirled. He took off his seatbelt and opened the door. He stepped out, and the truck lurched forward, slamming into the small of his back. He reached over and pushed the gear stick into park. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “He’s dead. He died this weekend.”

      Wolf stared in shock at nothing, not seeing the shining land moist with the passed rainfall, now bustling with birds. He let out a long breath.

      “I guess Friday night, they are saying,” she said.

      “Who is saying? What happened?”

      She sniffed and then let out another string of sobs.

      “Mom. What happened?”

      “He killed himself.”
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      Wolf stirred his fourth cup of strong coffee and glanced at his watch. Almost one in the morning. The computer screen was the only light in his darkened study besides the slivers of moonlight entering the open blinds.

      Wolf stretched his arms high, yawned, and re-read the email.

      Hey Bro, what’s happening? How are you doing man? How’s Points? How’s Jack doing?

      I just wanted to catch up. I know it’s been a long time since we’ve connected, but  ...  eh, you know how it is.

      Lately things have been going well. My blog is kicking ass, and I’ve finally got everything squared away with my third book—it was picked up by Nordberg Publishing, and they are going to release it in mid-October. It’s a great deal for me. They say it’s going to be in airports everywhere. Can you believe that shit?

      I was in New York a month ago meeting with them, and they are projecting some numbers that I don’t even want to talk about  ...  at least until I see it happen. No sense jinxing it. But I’m excited to say the least.

      Italy is going well. I’m finding the life here really pleasant and great for productivity, as I’ve been writing non-stop since I got here. I’ve been hanging out with the girl who lives right above me, and have met a few people around town. It’s fun, but I miss Colorado. I’ll definitely be coming back for a little while at the beginning of the year. Then, who knows?

      So how about you? I hear from Mom that you are a shoo-in for the sheriff job. Although I didn’t need to hear that from her to know that. Because you are. I can’t wait to come home and tell everybody my bro is the sheriff  ...  plus, I’ll pretty much be above the law. Maybe I’ll start growing some weed again, haha.

      We’ll have to have a serious talk about the ranch too. If this book deal goes like they are saying, well, again, I don’t want to jinx it. But I’d like to help out buying the property so it’s back in the family.

      Talk soon, brotha.

      John

      This doesn’t make any sense, Wolf thought for the thousandth time since the phone call he’d received from his mother.

      Wolf was hit by a wave of exhaustion as he stood up and looked at his watch. It was finally just after one, which would have been nine in the morning Italian time, the time he’d decided to make his call to maximize his chances of speaking to the right person—for said person to be on duty.

      He exhaled and picked up the phone, then thumbed the piece of paper with the number he’d gotten from his mother earlier. He dialed and then listened to a series of clicks, then a long one-tone dial sound that he remembered was typical of many foreign countries.

      “Carabinieri.” The voice sounded distant, like an old vinyl recording.

      “Hello, my name is Sergeant David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department in the United States. Do you speak English?”

      “David Wolf?” Dahveed Vowlf a young male voice pronounced it. “I am not very good with English, no. Un momento …”

      Before Wolf could respond, he heard the phone clunk, as if dropped on the top of a desk. For ten minutes, he heard the bustle and muffled voices of what sounded like an active police station a few thousand miles away.

      “Pronto? Carabinieri.” It was the same voice, this time slow with boredom.

      Wolf blinked. “This is Sergeant David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department in the United States. Who am I talking to?”

      “Yes, this is Tenente Tito, sir,” he said.

      “I need to speak to your superior officer right away,” Wolf said.

      “Yes,” Tito said, and the phone clunked again.

      Wolf used mind-relaxation techniques he’d learned in the army for withstanding torture as another five minutes passed.

      “Pronto?” Tito said again.

      Wolf sighed. “Tenent Tito—”

      “Tenente, sir.”

      Wolf clenched his jaw and spoke slowly. “I need to speak to your captain, to your colonel, to your sheriff, to your general. Do you have—”

      “Yes, sir. I will connect you now. Please hold un momento.”

      Wolf pulled the phone from his ear. Just as he was about to throw it against the wall as hard as he could, he heard another single dial tone through the earpiece.

      Wolf pushed his phone back against his ear.

      “Rossi,” a husky male voice answered.

      “Hello, my name is Sergeant David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Office in the United States. Do you speak English?”

      “Ah, yes. Sergeant Wolf. This is Maggiore Rossi.” His accent was thick but clearly understandable. “I am sorry we could not get in touch with you and your family sooner. It took some doing. I am very sorry for your loss.” There was warm concern in his voice.

      Wolf was silent for a beat. “Thank you, sir. So you are aware of my relation to the deceased.”

      “Yes,” Rossi exhaled. “Your mother told me about you. I’ve been expecting your call.”

      Wolf didn’t respond.

      “I found your brother,” Rossi continued. “I was one of the carabinieri first on the scene at his apartment.”

      “You told my mother he had committed suicide. That he had hanged himself. I need to know details, please.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said in an apologetic tone. “We were called by a person who lives at the apartamento … er, apartment, who suspected something was wrong ,  a young woman who was dating your brother. She called us, we came and went inside, and found him on the floor. It was clear he had hanged himself.”

      “He was on the floor?” Wolf paused. “But you say it was clear he hanged himself? That doesn’t make sense to me, Maggiore.”

      A car horn blared in Wolf’s ear, from somewhere near the man Wolf talked to five thousand miles away.

      “Yes. I understand. I am sorry, please, my English is …” Rossi paused. “It was a chandelier. He tied himself to it, and then hanged himself. He and the chandelier fell from the ceiling after he die and that was how we found him.”

      Wolf shook his head and leaned forward. “And what was the time of death?”

      “Friday night, declares the coroner. And there was ...” Rossi cleared his throat. “Sergeant Wolf, we also found drugs  ...  cocaine? How do you call—”

      “Cocaine?” Wolf stood up. “That doesn’t make sense.” His brother wasn’t the type to do hard drugs. Marijuana? On occasion he used to. But not often. That’s what made the reference to growing weed in his email a joke. John knew that Wolf knew he never did the stuff anymore. He’d watched his brother refuse it on many occasions for years. So to say he’d upped the ante and started snorting cocaine? It didn’t ring true.

      “Yes, sir. We found evidence of cocaine,” Rossi said into the silence.

      “I hadn’t heard about that. You didn’t tell my mother that.”

      “Ah, yes, sir. I apologize. I wanted to speak to you about it first. Your mother was so upset. Like I said, she told me you were a police officer, and I hadn’t told her about the drugs, so I just  ...  I just figured I would talk to you about it. There is no sense in making matters worse with this type of news.”

      Wolf paced back and forth. “Okay. Thank you for that, I guess. Was this cocaine found during the autopsy?”

      “No, sir. Actually the drugs were found at the scene, and residue was found on his nostrils,” Rossi said.

      “What did the tox screen in the autopsy show?” Wolf asked.

      “An autopsy was not called for—”

      “No autopsy?” Wolf almost yelled. The static on the phone hissed and popped.

      Rossi made a non-committal noise followed by a long breath into the phone.

      “I’ll be coming over on a flight tomorrow.”

      “I understand, Sergeant Wolf. You’ll want to bring your brother home.”

      I’ll want to investigate his death. “Yes. I’d appreciate any help your  ...  department can give me.” Wolf didn’t know what the regional department of the carabinieri was called. Didn’t know a thing about Italy other than it churned out good food and cars. Research into the operation of the carabinieri was tacked onto his to-do list for the night.

      “Of course, Sergeant Wolf.”

      Wolf talked with Rossi for another few minutes, arranging some specifics, and then hung up.

      He went to the kitchen and set his coffee cup in the sink, then stared out at the dark forest behind the house. Something about John’s death wasn’t right. Correction: everything about John’s death wasn’t right, and there was no way Wolf could learn anything useful about what had happened over a rickety phone connection from five thousand miles away.

      He imagined his mother staring sleeplessly at the ceiling of her bedroom, wondering where she had gone wrong and blaming herself for her son’s death. Thinking about her inability to instill the will to live, to persevere, in her baby son. After first losing her husband years ago, and now her son, perhaps she was even entertaining thoughts of ending it all herself.

      He took to pacing a groove into his carpet.

      The email.

      John had been too positive, too excited about the future. Plus, Wolf had known his brother, really known him. His kid brother was a fighter, mentally and physically. There wasn’t a single instance in his life where he could remember John giving up on something or backing down from a challenge. The man had been a lifelong systematic goal-achieving machine. He ate up challenges, no matter how big, and shit them out, leaving them behind for even bigger ones. Suicide just didn’t fit.

      And Wolf was going to Italy to prove it.
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      Wolf was wrenched awake by the alarm clock on his phone. He grabbed a cup of coffee and his fur-collared Sheriff’s Department jacket and went to the front porch. It had only been a few hours since he’d collapsed onto his bed and caught a couple hours of restless sleep, and his mind and body felt sluggish. Slow. Depressed. But determined nonetheless.

      The sky was a blue glow behind the eastern peaks, and his breath was smoke in the bitter cold early-morning air. Elk milled about in the field, and they all turned to look at him as the screen door slammed shut. Animal and man stared at one another for a few seconds, and then Wolf sat on his patio chair and thumbed on his cell phone.

      Despite the pre-sunrise hour, his mother answered after the first ring. “Hey,” she said in a hoarse voice. Probably worn out from crying.

      “Hey. I spoke with a carabiniere last night. A cop from Italy. He was first on scene to John’s apartment. He’s going to help us with getting John released and brought to Colorado.”

      She responded with an exhale.

      “You doing all right?” he asked, immediately regretting the question. “Never mind. Stupid question.” They sat in silence until Wolf spoke softly. “We are going to get through this.”

      Silence.

      “I’m going to go to Italy to get him.”

      “You are?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      More silence.

      “Listen, Mom. I’ll keep in touch, all right?”

      “You’d better.” She sniffed and hung up.

      Wolf got dressed and headed into town.

      

      …

      

      Sarah Muller’s parents lived in the pines a mile and a half west of town. The house was stoutly built with logs and wood beams. Large and well windowed, the home afforded its occupants spaciousness and a beautiful view of pine trees and meadows in the foreground, and majestic Rocky Mountain peaks in the background. The best a generous amount of money could buy.

      Wolf pulled up the dirt road and saw the house, lit inside and out in the dim early-morning hour. The Mullers had always been early risers.

      Venus gleamed just over the pines in the eastern sky. The sun would be following close behind, having to scale the eastern peaks first.

      He rang the doorbell and heard muffled conversation inside. Sarah’s face appeared in the ornately frosted window set in the hand-crafted wood door. She opened it a crack.

      “Hi David.”

      Her blond hair was askew, like she’d just woken up, but her sky-blue eyes were clear and bright-looking. Wolf couldn’t remember her looking so vital and beautiful. She wore sweatpants and a white T-shirt, both fitting snug to accentuate her perfect body, a rare place in the universe where time had always stood still.

      “Hi Sarah. How are you?”

      “Good,” She said.

      There was a mumbling behind the door, and she looked down and then tucked her head back inside.

      “Is that Jack?” Wolf craned his neck.

      She leaned back and turned sideways. “Uh, no. Jack! Your dad’s here!”

      He heard the faint yell reply from somewhere in the interior.

      “Who is that behind the door? Are your parents here?”

      “Umm, yeah, my parents are here.”

      “Oh,” Wolf said. Apparently they weren’t behind the door, though.

      In answer to Wolf’s curiosity, just then a man came behind Sarah and placed a hand on the small of her back. She looked down and stepped out of the way. He was dressed in sweat pants and a T-shirt as well.

      “Hi, how you doing? My name is Mark.” The man extended a long arm over Sarah. “Mark Wilson.”

      “Hey. Nice to meet you.” Wolf shook his hand.

      “Dad!” Jack burst out of the doorway.

      Mark stepped aside and ducked back in, as if to respect their distance. Wolf watched as Mark persuaded Sarah to shut the door to leave Wolf and his son alone.

      Wolf gave Jack a hug and ruffled his hair. “Hey, bud. What’s happening?”

      “Not much.” He stayed latched tight to Wolf. “Just watching toons and having breakfast.”

      “Cool. Hey, I’ve gotta leave town for a little bit, so—”

      “Where? Where you going?”

      Wolf paused. “I’m actually going to Italy.”

      “What? Are you serious? Are you going to see John?”

      “Yeah, I am buddy.” Wolf nodded.

      “Tell him he needs to call me. When is he coming back?”

      “Listen, buddy. We’ll talk more when I get back. I think I’ll be gone a week. Are grandma and grandpa here?”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah, you want to talk to them?”

      “No, don’t worry about it. Never mind.” Wolf relaxed a little bit, his worry about the strange man inside diminishing. Sarah’s father had guns, and a concern for his grandson matched by no one but Wolf. “So how’s your mom doing?”

      Jack nodded. “She’s actually doing well.”

      Wolf nodded, trying to ignore the hopeful expression on his son’s face. She had better be doing well. This kid deserved a good mother.

      “Listen, buddy,” Wolf said, “John’s not doing …”

      Jack frowned in confusion.

      Wolf didn’t have the heart to tell him what was going on. But he had no choice. It had to come from him. Right now. Otherwise, he would know from some other person in town before the morning was through. It was just how it worked in Rocky Points.

      “John died this weekend, buddy.”

      Jack’s face fell. He stared at Wolf with glassy eyes, and his lip started to quiver. “What?”

      Wolf nodded and hugged Jack. “Sorry, buddy. I have to go get him and bring him back home. That’s where I’m going.”

      Jack hugged Wolf again and shook softly with sobs.

      “I know, buddy.” It was all Wolf could think to say. “I know.” They hugged and cried, Wolf letting the emotional floodgates go. After what felt like an hour of wallowing in tears he pushed Jack back and knelt down. “All right, bud. Be good. Go back inside. Tell your mom I need to speak to her again real quick, all right?” Jack wiped his eyes and stared at the ground. Wolf wiped his own face and pulled Jack’s chin up. “Hey, buddy, I love you. You know that, right?”

      Jack nodded.

      “All right. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      Sarah opened the door. She looked at Jack wiping his tears and shot a questioning look at Wolf, which turned quickly to an accusing one.

      “Bye, Dad.” Jack turned and walked inside.

      Wolf stood straight. “So, how are you doing, Sarah?” This time Wolf put the full weight behind the question.

      “Fine, David. I’m doing just fine,” she said.

      Wolf had to admit, she looked fine. He felt a stab of jealousy for the new guy now skulking somewhere behind the door.

      She crossed her arms and watched Jack walk inside. “What was that all about?”

      “I have to go out of town. I’ll be gone all week, all right?”

      She shrugged her shoulders and looked down.

      Wolf saw the shadow in the door window. “Hey, Mark, come here for a second?”

      Sarah glared at Wolf.

      Mark stepped around Sarah, out onto the front porch.

      “Can I talk to you for just a second?”

      “Of course, David. Of course.” Mark nodded his head to Sarah, who stepped in and closed the door quietly.

      Wolf turned and walked a little way down the massive front deck, and Mark followed next to him. Wolf stopped and placed his hands on the railing, and then looked out into the pines, now brightening as the sun threatened to crest the peaks.

      “What do you do, Mark?”

      “I’m a builder. Custom homes,” he said blowing into his hands and rubbing them together. “Man, starting to get cold overnight already.”

      Wolf nodded. “And do you know what I do?”

      “Yep. Up for appointment to sheriff, from what I hear.”

      “And you’re shacking up with my ex-wife, who’s one day fresh out of rehab, at her parents’ house, where my son happens to live.”

      Mark shifted and scratched his head, smiled, then let it die. “Yeah, I guess that’s exactly what’s going on. Look, I met Sarah in rehab. I’m … I wasn’t in the rehab myself. Well, not this time around. I was before. I’m an addict, but I’m clean, and I have been for over six years. I spend a lot of time helping out at the center as a counselor. Sarah and I met, and we’ve become close.”

      “Okay,” said Wolf, feeling another jolt of jealousy. “How’s she doing? Did she kick it this time, or what?”

      Mark crossed his arms and shivered a little. “She’s doing very well, David. Now is a critical time of the process, but she made some serious breakthroughs, and I’m confident she has more than enough momentum to keep clean this time. For good.”

      Wolf nodded. “And this isn’t the beginning of a toxic relationship between you two, where one of you falls back into the drugs, and the other follows, and you end up huffing meth in a shack in the woods?”

      Mark’s hearty laugh echoed back from the forest. “No.” He looked at Wolf’s expression and sobered his own. “No, David. This isn’t one of those relationships. In fact, she wants to help out at the clinic for the foreseeable future. She has devoted parents to support her, her loving son …” he looked at Wolf and looked at the ground.

      “And she has you,” Wolf completed his sentence.

      Mark pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Look, I don’t want to threaten you with violence if you end up hurting her or my son, so I won’t. You seem like a good guy who’s smart enough to figure that out for himself.”

      Mark laughed again.

      Wolf couldn’t think of anything else to say, so he shook his hand.

      They walked back to the door and Sarah cracked it open and let Mark inside.

      “Sarah, can I talk to you?” Wolf asked.

      She stepped out and the door closed softly behind her.

      Wolf nodded at the tall shadow behind the door’s frosted glass. “He seems like a good guy.”

      Sarah nodded, avoiding eye contact. “Yeah, he really is a good man.”

      “Well, I just wanted to let you know  … John died.”

      “What?” Sarah’s eyes went wide and met Wolf’s.

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be going to Italy. I’m thinking for at least a week. I just wanted to let you know. You know, before you heard it from someone else.”

      Sarah nodded and opened and closed her mouth.

      “You guys will have to take Jack for the week. You have keys if you need to get into my house for anything of his.”

      She nodded, unable to disguise her shock.

      Wolf turned and stepped off the porch. The gravel under his boots scratched with each step until he reached the truck. As he got in, he glanced back to the front porch and couldn’t help but notice a tall man hugging a beautiful sobbing woman against his chest.
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      The sun had fully risen over the peaks of the Continental Divide, and was blasting a glare off his windshield as he headed east down the hill. When he reached the highway, he hung a right and headed into town.

      There were a few deputies already at headquarters, and a few who had been there all night, so the parking lot was almost half full.

      He pulled off Main Street, into the gravel lot of the building and parked his SUV. Leaving his travel bags in the back seat, he walked to the main entrance. The front doors of steel and glass were warm to the touch.

      Tammy, the receptionist, call operator, radio dispatcher, and general ass-kicking motherly figure of the department, sat still behind the reception desk looking down at an open file. She raised her eyebrows over her red plastic frames and smirked. “Sergeant Wolf. You have been a naughty boy, I hear.” She dropped her voice to a whisper and leaned forward. “About time that piece of shit got what was coming to him.” Then she sat down and resumed perusing the file in her hands.

      Wolf rolled his eyes and scanned his card to enter.

      The loud chatter in the Squad Room was snuffed to silence with the clack of the door shutting behind him. Every deputy in the room looked in his direction, then awkwardly to files, or computer screens, or a dirty fingernail.

      Wolf stood still and scanned the room. Somewhat with relief, he didn’t see Connell. With everything on his mind, he would be just fine if his short stop-in was without confrontation.

      He ignored the stares, and one hearty pat on the back, and walked over to Burton’s office. He gave the heavy wood door three solid knocks.

      “Come,” called Burton, barely audible from outside the door.

      Sheriff Burton didn’t look up as Wolf entered. He was filling out a 10-04-D form. The “D” was for disciplinary, Wolf knew, though he hadn’t filled one out before.

      Wolf kept his eyes averted from what was being written, or which deputy, or deputy sergeant, the form was for, and sat down. When Burton ignored his presence, Wolf stared out the window at a few birds chasing each other through the pine trees.

      Burton slapped his pen down and scraped the form into a manila folder, then creaked back in his chair. He spent a long few moments bouncing and swiveling, pondering Wolf with a disappointed grimace, then stood and looked out the window, leaving his chair spinning in a lazy half circle.

      “I don’t know what the hell happened between you two, yesterday,” Burton said, “but I know you. And I know Derek. And I know you probably won’t tell me that Derek started whatever the hell happened up there, so I won’t ask.” Burton turned and pointed at Wolf. “You have to keep yourself under control. You need to play nice with Derek if you see him this morning. In fact, you need to play nice for the rest of your career here.”

      Was that an admission that Wolf had the job as sheriff?

      Burton sat back in the seat with a heavy sigh.

      Wolf knew the sheriff’s old bones were ready to call it quits. He didn’t need any of this so late in the game. Wolf felt almost sorry for the old man.

      Sheriff Burton held out his hands. “Well?” he said, leaning forward on his elbows. “You wanna tell me what happened?”

      Wolf smiled and looked behind the sheriff again, this time focusing on the resort with its dormant ski lifts. Wolf considered it, then fixed his gaze on Burton and shook his head.

      Burton sat back, wheezed through his walrus mustache and crossed his legs. A faint satisfaction gleamed in his eyes. “All right, all right. But I hope this little scuffle doesn’t hurt your chances with the council.”

      “Me neither, sir.” Wolf said.

      “And now you have to go?”

      “I need to go over there to get John.”

      Burton put his elbows back on the desk and buried his face in his hands for a second. “I was so sorry to hear about your brother, son.” He had a look of deep sorrow. “Keep in touch. I don’t see how my old ass could help, but, if you need anything, just holler. I’ll try to keep you in good standing with the council while you’re gone, but  … it would be much easier if you were here.”

      “I know, sir. But something isn’t right over there. The John I knew wouldn’t consider suicide an option, much less the answer. If he truly did this, I need to be convinced, and that won’t happen if I stay here. I can’t take a half-way-around-the-world-stranger’s word on something this big.”

      Burton nodded and stood up. “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about the Wheatman case while you’re gone. You’ll have enough to worry about over there as it is.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “What do you mean, what do I mean?”

      “The Wheatman case? I don’t have to worry about it?”

      “You didn’t hear about Julie Mulroy and Chris Wakefield?”

      “No.”

      Burton’s chair squeaked as he sat back down. “I thought Deputy Rachette gave you a call yesterday to fill you in on the whole thing.”

      Wolf remembered the missed call from Rachette along with the three missed calls from his mother. “Well, yeah. I think he called, but I never did talk to him. He didn’t leave a message, and I forgot to call him back with all the—” Wolf interrupted himself and sat forward. “Just tell me what happened.”

      “Julie Mulroy and Chris Wakefield showed up yesterday. They were scared shitless, talking about how they were with Jerry Wheatman when he fell.”

      Wolf sat back. “Chris Wakefield? He was with Julie and Jerry?”

      Burton just nodded. They both knew Chris Wakefield well. He was the sixteen-year-old son of the mayor of Rocky Points. Whereas the mayor was a good man in every sense of the word, Chris was regarded as a bit of a rebel. He was the kind of kid that you would have avoided eye contact with if you passed him on the street. For a couple of years, he had dressed in all black, wearing headphones and shutting out communication with anyone. Save for a couple friends he had had in town, he spoke to no one. Not even Wolf.

      Recently, however, Chris Wakefield appeared to integrate himself back into society. Over the past year, he had changed his attire to “fit in,” and he seemed to lose some of his animosity toward the town and for life in general. Wolf had theorized that it was no coincidence the kid’s metamorphosis had coincided with his father’s run for mayor a year ago.

      “Okay,” Wolf said. “So according to Julie and Chris, Jerry fell. How? Why wait so long to report it? What angle are we taking on these two?”

      Burton stayed silent for a second and then blinked. “We’re not taking any angle.”

      “All right.”

      Burton sat motionless.

      “So what’s their explanation of what happened?” Wolf asked.

      Burton shrugged. “They say Jerry was dickin’ around up top and fell. End of story.”

      Wolf was unconvinced. “Details, Sheriff. Details.”

      Burton took a deep breath. “Apparently, Julie and Jerry go up top together. Alone. Jerry shows off to Julie on top of the cliff, messing around near the edge, and slips off. Julie watches him plummet to his death, freaks out, and freezes up on top. Now, she can either call the cops or her friend. She opts for the friend, thinking we’ll think she pushed Wheatman off. So she calls Wakefield. Wakefield drives out to the trailhead, walks to the top of the trail, and helps her down the mountain.

      “Wakefield says Julie was catatonic on top of the mountain. Puking everywhere. In bad shape. He tries to convince her to go to the cops, but she’s having none of it, freaking out, thinking we are going to lock her up and throw away the key. Wakefield takes her to his house, and finally succeeds in convincing her to come to us. So they showed up yesterday.” Burton held up his hands like he’d just finished tying a rope on a steer.

      “So they don’t check if Jerry is okay? They just leave him to die?” Wolf was incredulous.

      Burton held up a hand. “Chris says he ran down to the body. Checked Wheatman’s pulse, and he was dead.”

      Wolf stared for a few seconds, just shaking his head. “Julie drove to the trail.”

      Burton nodded. “Julie drove to the trail. And Wakefield drove to pick her up. Then they both drove back to Chris’s house.”

      “And Julie was okay to drive to Chris’s house, despite having just been catatonic. That’s quite a story.” Wolf got up and paced. “What about the mayor? Did you talk to him? What does he say about all this? He just lets his sixteen-year-old son bring home a girl to spend a couple of nights at the house?”

      Burton’s face went red—whether out of anger or embarrassment, Wolf couldn’t tell. “Of course I talked to the mayor,” he said in an even voice. “He says he didn’t suspect a thing out of the ordinary. He says Chris told him that Julie needed a place to stay on account of her drug-addict parents, and he believed his son. And, of course, I believe the mayor. As you should, too.”

      Wolf waved a hand. “Okay, okay. But this just doesn’t add up. These kids are hiding something, and you know it.”

      “Sit down,” Burton said. “Sit.”

      Wolf did.

      “We don’t have any evidence to contradict these kids’ stories. Nothin’ on Wheatman’s body, no defensive wounds, nothin’. What do you suppose we do? Accuse the girl of murder? That would make the mayor’s son an accomplice to murder, without any evidence to back it up. Personally, I’m real attached to the prospect of getting my pension. And I’m sure you’re real attached to the prospect of becoming sheriff next week.”

      “I understand,” Wolf said, standing. He didn’t need further explanation. Getting on the bad side of the mayor was professional suicide, but Wolf still didn’t like any of it. It would have to wait, though. There were more pressing issues that Wolf needed to take care of.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” Burton said.

      Rachette poked his head in and did a double take at the sight of Wolf. “Sirs. I was actually just going to let you know, Sheriff, that I’ll to be taking Sergeant Wolf to the airport this morning down in Denver.”

      Burton stood up and squeezed Wolf’s shoulder. “Son. Again, I’m sorry, and let me know if I can help in any way.”

      He shook Burton’s hand and walked out of the office with Rachette on his heels.
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      Wolf was jolted awake by the ping of the seatbelt sign and a loud voice in Italian over the Boeing 777’s intercom. He was in Milan. Milano. He looked out the window and saw green fields and countless red-roofed buildings. Anything tall enough to be hit by an aircraft was painted in a red-and-white candy-cane striping.

      While in the army, he’d been to Germany on many occasions, en route to the Middle East, and that was the extent of his experience in Europe. He was more familiar with countries further east of the Prime Meridian, or south—the Middle East, China, Vietnam, Laos, the Philippines, Central and South America.

      And when he was in another culture, it was usually on missions, taking in the sights from a helicopter at night or through the scope of a gun. Ever since his final day as an army ranger ten years ago, he hadn’t set foot outside the United States, so it was safe to say he had no clue what to expect in Italy.

      He’d seen the pictures on his brother’s blog, read a few of his posts about life there, but he really didn’t have a sense of what he was getting into at all. For him, the word Italy conjured up thoughts of pizza, spaghetti, meatballs, and calzones. Ferraris and Ducatis and Mario and Luigi.

      The plane came to a halt at the Lufthansa gate at Malpensa International Airport.

      “Ciao,” a pretty dark-haired flight attendant said to Wolf as he stepped off the plane. The air was warm and startlingly humid inside the jet bridge, and his Colorado-dried skin drank the moisture like a sponge.

      As he reached the main terminal, the air was still thick, and whatever was in the air, probably smog, tickled his throat. Looking out the terminal window, past the docked planes, revealed a flat landscape with a dense hazy sky. Any direction he looked seemed to present the same thick copse of deciduous trees beyond the airport. He knew the Alps were close by. He’d gotten a good look at the Matterhorn before the rough dive into Milan, but the Alps hid behind a veil at the moment. His mental compass was spinning. At home it was easy. Rocky Points had the Rocky Points to the west, and Denver had the towering mountains to the west. Gauging direction without landmarks was proving difficult, and his inability to get his bearings exacerbated his uneasiness.

      A sea of people chattered all around him in a language he had little experience with other than one semester class in high school before he changed to Spanish. Everyone was using the same voice intonations along with the same hand gestures. Grandiose was the word that came to his mind when he watched the people speaking around him.

      Passing through the customs line, the officer asked him why he was in the country.

      “Vacation,” he said. No sense causing any confusion.

      The customs officer said something else to him, looked at him expectantly, rolled his eyes, and then shooed him onward. Wolf walked on, into a vast terminal, coming up blank when he tried to figure out what had just been said. The language resembled Spanish in many ways, but was spoken in such a rapid staccato that he had no chance of picking out a single word.

      Signs throughout the airport were in Italian with English underneath. He concentrated on listening to the people around him, listening for other English speakers, and heard none. He thought back on the phone calls and how difficult it was to communicate with the few people he’d spoken to.

      What was he expecting here? Sure, he was getting John’s body and bringing it home, but he had much larger aspirations for this trip. How the hell was this going to go down?

      He set out to find the train.
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      The next two hours were an exercise of faith and following the poor directions from Maggiore Rossi of the carabinieri. Not once was he completely sure he was on the right train or going in the right direction. The train app he’d gotten for his iPhone was rendered useless the moment he’d stepped off the plane, as he didn’t have an Italian SIM card for his phone. The sky outside was a dull gray, no shadows. Coupled with the flat landscape and towering buildings everywhere, there was no way to get a bearing on direction.

      Two trains later, however, he was reasonably sure he was on the right route. Twice he caught a glimpse of the word Lecco on signs—the city where John lived, and where the carabinieri awaited Wolf’s arrival—and the Alps finally came into view amid the haze ahead, indicating he was at least heading north. The train stopped often, slowly weaving its way into the green hills. A large slow-moving river flitted into view on the left-hand side. There were boats pulled up along the shore on the dry riverbank, the waterline seemingly a few feet lower than it had been in the recent past. Still, the amount of water sliding by looked to be more than a few of the largest Colorado rivers combined.

      Brightly painted buildings of sorbet orange, sky blue, purple, lemon yellow, and other electric shades were everywhere—next to the river, halfway up the steep inclined hills, even directly on top of the mountain peaks. Nature was choked out by thousands of years of settlement, but the foliage was rampant at the same time. It was thick, dense, wiry, and thorny. Grass grew in feet, not inches.

      Vibrant shades of painted stucco gave way to a consistent powdery gray stone color as the train continued north. Each roof on the thousands of buildings of all shapes and sizes was topped with the same tangerine-hue clay tile.

      As the train slid steadily north, the gaping river widened into small lakes, then narrowed into a tighter bottleneck before ultimately opening up into a gigantic body of water.

      Towering steep mountains lined all sides of the blue expanse. They were densely green with deciduous trees, and there were chalk-white cliffs where the land had slid into the water at some point in time thousands of years ago, or last week, as far as he knew. Straight ahead, the lake continued until it faded out of sight in the muggy air.

      Thanks to his Google searches the night before, he recognized it as Lake Como. The lake was one of the deepest in Europe according to the internet, and, looking at the steep mountains that dove straight into the edges of the lake, it wasn’t hard to imagine the limestone slopes continuing for another thousand or so feet down under the water.

      The train arrived in the city of Lecco, where his brother had lived for the past five months. Wolf recalled that Lecco sat on the geographical lower right tip of the lake, which itself was in the shape of an enormous upside down Y. They were on the southeastern tip, and the northernmost end was somewhere far ahead.

      He was to get off at the train station and wait for his contact to find him. Wolf looked at the “No Service” indicator on his phone and hoped to God they held up their end of the bargain.

      After an uneventful debarkation of the train, he walked a short distance to the front of the train station and sat on a steel bench that was riddled with graffiti.

      For fifteen minutes he sat thinking about SIM cards for cell phones and with a cursory glance around the area came up with zero ideas as to where to get one. He would settle for an internet connection and Skype, but all he saw was a small hole-in-the-wall looking place that said “bar” above the door. A carabinieri officer would help, he assured himself.

      Thirty-five minutes later, he decided to begin walking, somewhere, when a uniformed officer approached him.

      “David Wolf?” The carabinieri had a phone pressed to his ear.

      “Yes.”

      The officer was no older than twenty-five, dressed in a dark-blue, sharp-looking uniform that had a red stripe down the leg, with a glossy white leather belt from which hung a Beretta pistol. He held a shiny-billed military-style hat in his left hand, and his cell phone in the right.

      “I am Tenente Langoria,” he said not offering a shake, since both hands were full. “You may call me Tito.” Tenente Tito put the phone back to his ear and waved Wolf to follow.

      Wolf thought back on the phone conversation he’d had with Tito when he was in Colorado and resisted the urge to drop kick him. Following dutifully, he studied the young man. Tito’s hair glistened in the sun as they stepped out of the station—hat still tucked under his arm. His sideburns were shaven to a precise point halfway down the sides of his face, and a pencil-thin goatee was etched on the skin around his mouth. It looked like it took him well over an hour to get ready in the morning.

      Wolf felt his own hair. It was a greasy mat that left his fingers slick. Then he pulled his hand over the sandpaper stubble on his face, and decided to take his mother’s advice and not pass judgment on others.

      Tito continued an animated conversation on the phone, bending to plead at the ground and standing straight to yell at the sky as he did so. It was a painfully slow march down the street, but they finally reached and stopped at his sleek Alfa Romeo carabinieri cruiser. It had a V-configuration of three cylindrical lights on top and was painted a shiny jet-black with a white stripe.

      They slowed at the vehicle and Tito fished in his pocket, pulled out some keys and then clicked open the locks, all the while talking incessantly. Wolf dropped his bag on the back seat and slid onto the warm leather passenger seat. The interior was nice, equipped with what looked to be a top-of-the-line dash computer mounted in the center between the bucket seats.

      Tito fired up the engine with a roar and pulled out of his parking spot with a jolt. A car screeched to a halt behind them, its driver leaning on the horn for a few seconds. Tito merely glanced in his rear-view mirror while he spoke and peeled down the street.

      The leather seat creaked under Wolf as he was pulled back from the acceleration. With reflex speed, he reached for the seatbelt and put it on.

      Ten minutes later, with three near collisions of which Tito seemed oblivious, and two pedestrians who were lucky to still be alive, they reached their destination. Tito, still talking to some lucky human on the other end of his phone call, clearly regarding unprofessional matters, pulled into a parking lot behind an old building and parked.

      The building stood on the eastern shore of the lake. It was square and gray, four floors high, reminding Wolf of any number of communist-era buildings he’d seen throughout the world.

      He stepped out of the car and pulled his bag from the back seat. A damp breeze came off the lake, smelling vaguely of fish, and the air was clearer than it had been just a few miles away, on the train. There was a line of crisscrossing sails in the distance moving at high speed—kite surfers and sailboarders.

      They walked the short distance to the back of the building and entered through a thick metal door set in worn marble.

      Wolf almost gagged as the spicy odor of human sweat filled his nose. He appeared to have just entered hell, or at least the waiting room for it.

      People were jam-packed in a room to the right and had spilled out into the lobby he’d just entered. People inside faced front in dense lines, waiting for something that didn’t seem to be coming nearly fast enough. Apparently the gatekeeper of that something was a uniformed man behind bulletproof glass who was stamping a stack of paper.

      The people looked to be immigrants from places south or east of Italy, if Wolf had to guess. Many leaned up against the cracked and dirty yellow walls of the lobby, fanning themselves with stacks of paper. Next to them hung black-and-white pictures of various buildings in rubble, as if after an earthquake or an aerial shelling. An infant’s muffled shriek was their soundtrack.

      Welcome to Italy.

      Across the vast room was another entrance with a metal detector. An armed carabinieri officer interrogated an Asian couple with a baby, while people streamed in behind them, tripping the alarm. No one of authority seemed to care about the blinking light and incessant beeping, so Wolf guessed he shouldn’t either.

      Directly above them was a vaulted ceiling, and, to the left, a spiral stone stairway corkscrewed to the upper levels. To his relief, Tito was already halfway up the first flight, wrapping up his phone conversation and waving to Wolf to follow.

      They climbed two flights of marble stairs and entered into a large light and airy room with numerous desks and people in uniform. The windows of the great room offered an unobstructed view of the lake, and were all propped ajar, letting in the pleasant breeze, which carried mouthwatering aromas Wolf couldn’t put his finger on.

      Tito stopped and looked to his right. He sucked in a deep breath and pulled down his uniform jacket with both hands, as if to steel himself for what he was to do next.

      Wolf followed his eyes. He was staring at a door with the words Colonnello Marino painted in black on the frosted glass. Someone inside the office was yelling, and the deep voice seemed to shake the door.

      Tito finally stepped to it and knocked gingerly.

      “Dai!” the voice boomed.

      Tito poked his head in and then entered, opening the door to let Wolf in behind him. The man who was apparently Colonnello Marino had a phone up to his ear and was staring toward the windows behind his desk. He waved his hand at two chairs against the wall without looking, then yelled in rapid Italian, slamming his fist into his leg.

      Tito sat and squirmed in his chair. His face was draining of blood, turning white as sweat beaded on his forehead and slid down his manicured hairline.

      Marino finished his conversation and twisted in his chair. Tito flinched, and Marino held up a finger, still not resting his eyes on his new visitors. He pushed his finger on the plunger of the phone, then dialed a number and twisted to the window again.

      Wolf watched Marino bounce his head, speak in pleasant tones, laugh heartily, hand gesture animatedly, and mumble niceties into the phone for another few minutes. He was beginning to wonder whether anyone spoke to one another without the aid of a telephone in this country. Wolf checked his watch, which showed 7 o’clock in the morning, Colorado time.

      Eight minutes later Marino swiveled back to the phone again. The colonnello brought his non-phone hand to the ancient rotary, pressed the switch again, then dialed another number and held up a finger as he swiveled slowly toward the window.

      “Excuse me,” Wolf said. “I’ve come a long way and would like to speak to you about my brother.”

      Marino pulled the handset from his ear and glared at Wolf. After a moment his face broke into a sympathetic smile. “Ah, yes. Mr. Wolf. I am sorry about your brother. And I am sorry about my English. It is terrible.” It was terrible; Wolf was having trouble making out the words.

      Marino gently hung up the phone, and then launched into a hurried monologue to Tito in Italian.

      In turn, Tito translated for Wolf.

      “He says he is waiting for final authorization to release your brother’s remains. It should be in the next two days. You will be allowed to transport his body at that time.”

      Marino folded his hands and leaned forward on his desk with a sympathetic expression.

      “Okay, thank you,” Wolf said. “I spoke with a Detective Rossi on the phone earlier in the week. As I told him, and as I’m sure you are aware, I am a sheriff’s deputy in the United States ... a police officer. I do not question the carabinieri’s resources or integrity. I hope you will understand my desire to learn all that I can during my short visit. I respectfully request permission to see my brother’s body, review the police report, and speak to the investigating officers. And, of course, I will need access to his apartment to retrieve personal items.”

      Tito conveyed Wolf’s request to Marino, using far fewer words and little emotional inflection.

      Nonetheless, Wolf nodded as Tito spoke, watching the colonnello’s reaction closely.

      When Tito was finished, the colonnello smiled and lit a cigarette in a practiced flourish. He pulled a deep drag and spoke on his exhale. “Mr. Wolf. I understand your concern with your brother’s death,” he said in nearly unrecognizable English.

      Marino placed his cigarette on the lip of his ashtray, and a smooth stream of smoke rose in front of him, undisturbed in the hot, still office.

      Wolf glanced at the large window and wondered why it was shut.

      “I can give you Tito for a day. He’ll go with you tomorrow to see your brother.” Marino nodded, picked up his rotary phone and dialed a number. He plucked his cigarette from the ashtray, swiveled to the window, and spoke into the receiver.

      Clearly relieved, Tito stood and opened the office door, where he turned and waited for Wolf.

      Wolf sat for a few seconds. Then he got up, walked to Colonnello Marino’s desk and pressed the phone switch.

      Marino looked at the handset as he processed what had just happened. Realizing Wolf had disconnected the call, Marino’s gaze rose to Wolf’s face, fell to Wolf’s finger, and then rose again.

      Wolf stood his ground, leaving his finger in place. “I need more than Tito for a day. I need to see my brother, I need to see the police report, my brother’s apartment, and to speak to the officers who discovered the body,” Wolf said.

      Marino’s face brightened to a glistening tomato red in a matter of seconds. “You don’t tell me what to do!” He then snapped a quick order to Tito, who relayed the message in a loud voice to the room outside.

      An instant later, two officers slammed into the office, each taking one of Wolf’s arms and wrenching them back. Then one of them kicked the back of his knees, landing him hard on the tile floor. A third showed up and wrapped Wolf in a chokehold, pulling him up to his feet. Wolf fought his instincts to free himself or fight back and stared at Marino.

      “You want to tell us how to investigate? American cowboy?”

      Wolf could hear a group gathering in the office doorway behind him, officers shuffling to get in on the action.

      “Sir,” Wolf coughed, struggling to breathe. “No, sir.”

      Marino motioned for the officer to release his chokehold.

      Wolf sucked in a breath. Though the chokehold on Wolf had been hesitant and weak by the officer behind him, Wolf made a show of how mentally and physically destroyed he was.

      “Colonnello Marino,” Wolf said, realizing he needed to shift tactics fast, “please help me. My mother and I need some answers about my brother’s death. We need to know what really happened. I’m not saying your department conducted the investigation poorly. I am saying there is no way you could have known my brother like I did, and I know he didn’t kill himself. I am only asking for some help from you and your department, and for permission to go over the case evidence.”

      Marino seemed to contemplate his words for a few seconds, and then he looked to the rest of the now crowded room with a grin. “Non capito niente!”

      The room exploded in laughter.

      A female voice interjected over the noise, speaking rapidly in Italian directly behind Wolf. He turned to find a young woman, a startlingly good-looking young woman, explaining something in reasonable tones, gesturing to Wolf as if he were a prisoner on display—a prisoner she looked to be arguing in defense of.

      When she’d finished, Marino squashed his cigarette and lit another, looking Wolf up and down. The room was silent, as if awaiting an emperor’s decree.

      Marino put his cigarette into the ashtray and stood directly in front of Wolf. “Okay.”

      Marino looked at the other officers and waved them out of the room. He barked a long order at the woman, who had now pushed her way to standing attention next to Wolf. Her flowery scent counteracted Marino’s blend of body odor and stale smoke.

      She listened intently without making a sound or moving, and finally answered in a curt affirmative when the colonnello was through.

      Marino turned to Wolf. “I will give you until Friday, the end of the week. We cannot spare much, uh … help, so I will give you Officer Parente. She will assist you. Then, you must leave here after this week. Take your brother home. Comfort your mother,” he said with a sympathetic look.

      “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your help.”

      “Vai, vai.” Marino swept them out of the room with a flail of his arms.

      Wolf picked up his backpack and watched the dark-haired officer disappear through the door. He left the office and looked around, not seeing her amid the crowd.

      Tito stood near and saw Wolf’s confused look, then pointed down a hallway behind him.

      Wolf saw a slender backside receding briskly with the gentle sway of a dancer. A tight brown-haired ponytail bobbed back and forth between firm shoulders.

      He nodded to Tito and walked after her. Before he could catch up, she turned an abrupt right and was out of sight again. He followed fast and almost slammed into her as she picked up her hat and coat from her desk, which was right around the corner.

      She huffed at Wolf’s chest, which was now blocking her path, pushed past him, and retraced her steps down the hallway.

      Wolf stood still, unsure what to do.

      “You coming?” she said over her shoulder.

      “Yep.” He strode after her.

      Wolf followed her down the steps, watching her take them one at a time with athletic grace, swerving between people at full speed, all the while pulling a few loose coffee-colored strands of hair behind her ear.

      Outside, they walked to a replica of Tito’s car, though parked in a different spot and much dirtier. She waved for him to get in, so he did, brushing aside a crumpled up napkin off the seat.

      It was warm inside and smelled of perfume.

      She got in and stared out of the windshield. Her eyes were aquamarine with long eyelashes. She bit her lower lip, revealing a perfect set of upper teeth. She seemed to be weighing a serious problem.

      “Hey, I don’t know what you said in there, but thanks,” he offered.

      “Yep.” She fired up the engine and gunned the Alfa Romeo out of the parking lot, directly in front of a fast-moving truck.

      Wolf fished for his seatbelt and put it on. “I’m David, by the way.”

      She kept her eyes forward. “Lia.”

      Wolf sighed in resignation as she ignored him, picked up her cell phone, and dialed.
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      Lia hung up after a short conversation and dropped the phone in front of the stick shift.

      “I have to admit, I’m glad your call was short. Tito was on the phone the entire way here from the train station,” he said. “I never did get a chance to even—”

      “Tito’s an idiot,” she said.

      “Yeah …” He looked at her expressionless stare out through the windshield. “Anyway, thanks.” Wolf turned to the window and studied the long procession of pedestrians walking along the lakeshore.

      Just then, she downshifted and accelerated into a traffic circle, threading in between two cars, then shot out the other side. A second later, she swerved into oncoming traffic, looked to her left at a convex mirror that was mounted on a stone wall, jammed the brakes and cranked the wheel in a sharp button-hook right turn.

      It took Wolf only a moment to realize he was riding shotgun with a gifted Formula One driver. He loosened his white-knuckle grip on the door. “Could you take me to my brother’s apartment?”

      “Yes. We have to meet a colleague, and then we’ll go to the apartment.”

      “Okay, thanks. I wasn’t sure. I really haven’t been able to communicate with people that well so far. It’s nice to know what’s going on.” Wolf sat in silence for a minute. “Your English is very good, hardly any accent.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a lazy blink of her eyes.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      

      …

      

      They parked in a cobblestone alley shadowed by ancient-looking buildings that were attached to one another, delineated with different shades of paint. Getting out, Wolf heard the thrum of people somewhere in the distance, and as they walked up a road and through an archway, Wolf saw why. They entered into a crowded football field-sized piazza. Water shot out of the ground a few feet away and small children screeched in delight as they splashed in it. Cafes with four or five rows of outdoor seating lined the entire length of the open amphitheater-like space, and old ornate-looking residential buildings were stacked five or six floors high on top of the eating establishments.

      Wolf’s mouth watered at the sights and aromas of crisp pizzas, forks heaped with pasta, and handfuls of French fries. He realized his stomach was empty, and he would need to be sitting down at one of these restaurants soon.

      Lia stopped and Wolf stopped alongside her, watching her eyes. She had spotted a male carabinieri officer across the piazza.

      The two met eyes and nodded, and Lia walked swiftly toward the man.

      Just then, a cacophony of noise stirred the piazza. Four kids on motorbikes came through, gunning their tinny engines. The bikes were all similar, two-stroke dirt bikes with street tires. The 50 cc engines were un-muffled and loud, and the boys were having a good time causing unrest with each flick of their throttles, bringing each and every conversation to a halt, and drawing the resenting glares of everyone within earshot.

      After a few seconds, three of them killed the motors and leaned their bikes up against a side-alley wall, while another circled back and revved hard in front of a group of people, scaring them into a frenzy of stumbles and shrieks. Wolf’s stomach sank when he realized it was a group of young disabled people.

      Lia slowed down and Wolf came up alongside her. She was watching the officer in the distance march with determination toward the four riders, who were now taking off their helmets and laughing. The fourth kid still sat on his bike, leaning against the wall with the engine shut off, peeling off his helmet.

      He didn’t see it coming.

      The officer walked up and slapped his bare head, a smack that was clearly audible over the noise of the piazza. Then he ripped the kid off the bike and pushed him up against the wall. He type-writered the boy in the chest and gave him a vigorous speech that, by the looks of the kid’s white expression, was one of the scariest things he’d ever heard in his life. Releasing the boy, he said something to the others, and they all pushed their bikes up the alley and out of sight. Done with that, the carabinieri officer straightened his pants, turned, and walked toward Wolf and Lia.

      “That’s good police work right there,” Wolf said.

      “Detective Valerio Rossi.” He shook Wolf’s hand. “We spoke on the phone. I’m sorry for your loss, Officer Wolf.” His English seemed better now that they were face to face.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it. Thank you for all your help so far.”

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah,” Wolf lied.

      “His apartment is right here. Just off the piazza. Let’s go.”

      Wolf followed Rossi and Lia, all the while watching them have a conversation in Italian. Lia seemed to be confiding something to him, and Rossi was shaking his head in disbelief, consoling her with a fatherly, or brotherly, pat on the back.

      Wolf turned his attention from the two officers’ relationship dynamic to the prospect of going to see where his brother had died. He felt more than a twinge of regret that he hadn’t kept in better touch with John, hadn’t made an effort to visit him more. Maybe they would have had a good time drinking a few beers in this piazza together.

      Wolf followed the two officers off the piazza and up a narrow road. It was hemmed-in by old buildings that towered above, some probably dating back five hundred years. Maybe even a thousand, for all he knew.

      Rossi and Lia walked to a large open courtyard and stopped. Security fencing surrounded the property—iron spikes filed to thin deadly points topping each tall iron bar. Rossi pushed the intercom button and spoke to the onsite property manager, who buzzed them in.

      A short man walked out of a door and into the courtyard to meet them. He was portly, and finishing a mouthful of food as he approached them. He wiped his hands on his denim pants and held out a hand to Wolf.

      “Buon giorno.” He had a sullen expression.

      “Hello, do you speak English?”

      “Uhhh, no.”

      “Okay.” Wolf glanced at Lia and Rossi. “Thank you for meeting us.”

      Lia stepped in and began translating.

      “You were the one who found my brother?”

      The man answered, and Lia translated.

      “He and the girl, Cristina, who lives above your brother found him. The property manager, here, called the carabinieri,” Lia said.

      Wolf nodded. “Okay. Let’s just head up.”
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      The manager took a set of keys out of his pocket and inserted the top key into the door of apartment twenty-two. He turned it four or five complete revolutions to the left, then put a smaller key in and turned it five more times before the door popped open a crack.

      The manager stepped back and let the door creak open. They all looked to Wolf, who stepped forward and entered the dim apartment.

      Wolf noticed the pungent smell of lemon disinfectant. Rossi walked around Wolf and went to the small balcony off the main room, sliding open floor-to-ceiling shutter doors. Bright sunlight poured in, revealing a spacious room with high ceilings.

      There was a dark wood table and four chairs, a recliner seat, television stand, small flat-screen television, two-person couch, and a couple of folding chairs along the wall. No coffee table or end tables. Black-and-white photographs hung on the walls. Frameless. They looked to be John’s work, perhaps blown up at a local supermarket, or photo shop, or whatever they had here that did that kind of stuff.

      “Apparently your brother went out Friday night with a friend, came home, and the girl living above heard a noise. She said she was concerned after not seeing him all day Saturday, or Saturday night. They were supposed to have a date on Saturday night. She became concerned midday Sunday and told the manager.

      “The manager came with keys and opened the door, which apparently was difficult because the keys were in the top lock from the inside. He somehow pushed them out and got it unlocked, then they found the body  ...  sorry, your brother.”

      “Did you talk to the person he was out with that night? What was his name?”

      “No, we did not. I do not know his name,” Rossi answered with a pained face.

      “You didn’t look into that?” Wolf asked.

      “No, Mr. Wolf. The keys were in the lock, locked from the inside, with only your brother inside.” Rossi held out his hands with an apologetic look.

      There was a small hole in the ceiling with a capped wire sticking out. He glanced at the floor and noticed a scratch on the wood veneer right below the hole in the ceiling. Wolf bent down and rubbed it. “This is where the chandelier fell and hit the floor?”

      “Yes,” Rossi said. “He was underneath it.”

      Wolf had heard the story over the phone. They walked in, found him underneath the chandelier, a leather belt around his neck still fastened to the chandelier. Drugs found at the scene.

      “Where did you find the cocaine?”

      “There was a small bag here on the table,” Rossi said, “and residue on his nose. We have the bag in evidence at the questura, the station, I believe you Americans would call it.”

      The manager said something and Lia translated. “He says he cleaned yesterday. He emptied the trash, got rid of some food, and cleaned up the debris in the main room here.”

      Wolf noted the shiny, clean table in the main room as he left to walk to the kitchen, which was a narrow galley with small appliances, a few small cupboards, and a little counter space. At the far end of the kitchen was a small balcony. Stove burners glistened and the countertops shined. It was perfectly clean. Classic John, Wolf thought. The manager probably hadn’t had to clean too hard. His little brother had always been anal-retentive when it came to keeping his space neat.

      Wolf pictured his little brother’s room growing up—how the bed was always made, everything hung in just such a way on the wall, and his clothes always tucked and hung in their places in the closet. Wolf allowed himself a small smile at his brother’s memory.

      He walked back to the main room and out to the balcony. They were high above the piazza, looking directly down on it from three floors up. A vast section of Lake Como was in view over the rooftops. Kite surfers and wind sailors still whipped back and forth over the white-crested water. The air was fresh and crisp. Not a bad place to live.

      Wolf walked inside and through the apartment to the bedroom in the back. It was dark like the main room had been when they came in. Wolf pulled the shutter doors open to another balcony, and sunlight blazed in, revealing a completely different breathtaking view. The opposite side of the apartment overlooked the rooftops of Lecco, jutting at all angles like frozen waves in a sea of orange-clay tiles.

      One of the clay-tiled roofs butting up against the balcony extended into the distance. It looked like one could step out onto the rooftops and walk all the way across the city, if one didn’t mind the thirty-plus degree slope of the first roof here. He studied it for a moment, then craned his head over and looked up to an identical balcony above.

      Ducking back in, he noted that the bedroom was as sparsely furnished as the rest of the apartment. A queen-sized mattress lay directly on the floor with no bedside tables. One reading lamp stood next to it, surrounded by a smattering of paperback books—mostly old-looking literary stuff Wolf wasn’t into. A flimsy-looking wood table was tucked in the corner with an open Mac computer perched atop it, a wireless router hooked into the wall.

      Wolf went to the computer, swiped his finger, and then pushed a few buttons. It was dead.

      The small closet was filled halfway with hanging clothes, separated into different color schemes.

      Wolf raised his voice. “The girl upstairs, what was her name? Cristina?”

      “Yes.” Rossi walked to the bedroom doorway.

      “I’d like to go talk to her.”

      “Let’s go.”

      They left John’s apartment and went upstairs, found the door for Cristina and knocked. There was no answer.

      “How about the apartment below his apartment? What did they say? Didn’t they hear anything? The chandelier hitting the floor?”

      “Nobody lives there.” Rossi shrugged.

      “Okay, this girl isn’t home. Do you guys know where she is? Where she works?”

      “I do not know,” Rossi said.

      Lia shook her head.

      “Did you question her on Sunday?” Wolf asked.

      “I talked to her,” said Rossi. “I asked if she heard anything. It was apparent that she was having a tough time, and she needed support. She was very upset. We called in a person, but she had disappeared before the  ...  person could arrive.”

      “A counselor?”

      “Yes, a counselor. But she left before the counselor arrived.”

      “Okay.” Wolf sighed heavily. “Did you ask her about the drugs?”

      They walked down the stairs to the outside of John’s door.

      “No. It really was not an interrogation. We were dealing with the delicate task of removing your brother’s body. Knowing what the evidence inside was presenting us, it was more a matter of comforting the girl.”

      “And this neighbor?” He pointed to the only other door that was on his brother’s level. Number twenty-one.

      The manager said a few sentences, and Rossi took the reins with translation. “They were gone, and have been for over a month. A lot of people go on vacation for August here, and they have been gone all of August, and all of September so far. They weren’t here.”

      “Okay.” Wolf suddenly felt a little lightheaded. He needed food, and he needed sleep. Two things he would have time for later.

      The manager said something to Rossi and Lia while pointing at Wolf. He held up the keys and shrugged his shoulders.

      Rossi waved his hands as if declining something, then looked questioningly at Lia, who then looked skeptically at Wolf.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked.

      “He is saying you can stay here if you like. The rent is paid for the month, and he can give you the keys,” Lia said.

      “Thanks, that would be perfect.” Wolf took the keys from the manager’s outstretched hand. “What is your name?”

      “Guiseppe.”

      “David. Thank you. Grazie.”

      The manager showed Wolf the different keys for the outside gate and door locks, then left. They all looked at their watches. It was 5:38 p.m. local time.

      “Is it too late to go see my brother?” Wolf asked, ignoring his urge to collapse on the mattress in his brother’s room.

      “I have to leave for other commitments,” Rossi said, looking at his watch.

      Lia nodded. “The morgue is open twenty-four hours. We can go right now.”
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      Wolf sat in silence on the way over to the morgue. Glancing at his watch, he did a quick calculation. He’d been up since midnight Colorado time when the plane landed at 8 a.m. in Italy, with just a few hours sleep before that on the plane. So what did that mean? It meant he was tired as hell.

      “I’m sorry I was so angry earlier,” Lia said, looking at Wolf. Her tanned olive skin coupled with her luminous eyes in the evening sunlight was startling to him, and he wasn’t easy to startle. He unconsciously rubbed his face, noting the long stubble—way past a five o’clock shadow.

      “No problem. I would have been pissed too,” he said.

      She shot him a suspicious look.

      “I couldn’t tell if your boss was just a terrible English speaker, or a terrible bigot. I take it he’s a terrible bigot. ‘We have important work to do and can’t spare anyone of importance, so I’ll give you Lia for two days,’ is, I believe, the gist of what he said. Yeah, that would piss me off too.”

      She gave him an unreadable look and resumed driving.

      “I know that what your boss thinks is important to you, and you think that he thinks he’s put you on an unimportant case. Maybe that pisses you off; I’d be pretty angry, too. But, the thing is, my brother didn’t kill himself. I’m one hundred percent sure of that. So that leaves only one explanation. He was murdered.”

      They drove in silence for a few minutes. In his peripheral vision, he could see Lia glancing at him.

      “I was really sweating being paired up with Tito there for a minute,” he said, breaking the silence. “So thanks again.”

      “Yeah, like I said, Tito’s a dumbass.” She laughed and smiled. “You would’ve been pretty screwed with him.”

      It was the first time he’d seen her smile. She was beautiful.

      

      …

      

      The morgue was another building that looked straight out of the Mussolini era—square, gray concrete, and non-descript. It was in sharp contrast with the rest of the city, which was full of statues, elegant curved lines, and natural stone. Lia pushed a button on a state-of-the-art electronic keypad next to the heavy steel door.

      “Si?” said a tinny male voice.

      “Noi siamo.”

      Buzz. Click.

      “Ciao,” a voice said from a doorway down the hall. A bald man, looking over pushed-down glasses, peeked his head out of a doorway and waved at them to come.

      They walked down the hall to where he was. The room was cold and smelled of formaldehyde, just like any other morgue room Wolf had been in. Two rows of four refrigeration units lined the far wall. The lower right-most one was pulled out, displaying a sheeted lump of a figure. His brother.

      His heart skipped and his breath caught as he looked down; then he turned to shake the hand of the pathologist.

      “Ciao. I am Vittorio.” The pathologist blinked rapidly behind thick glasses while stretching his neck muscles as if his collar was itchy.

      Vittorio and Lia had a brief exchange in Italian, Vittorio speaking quietly and rapidly with intelligent eyes that never looked in Wolf’s direction. Then the man left the room quickly, and Wolf turned to the pulled-out refrigeration unit.

      Suddenly, he was anxious to get everything over with, but he knew he should probably wait for the pathologist to return before looking at his brother. Besides, Wolf realized, he wasn’t in that much of a hurry to look at his brother’s face, a face he hadn’t seen in real life for over five months, other than in tiny pictures on a blog.

      Lia stood beside Wolf, put a hand on his shoulder, and gave a gentle squeeze.

      “Sorry.” Vittorio moved swiftly into the room. “I have the records all here now.” His accent was vaguely British. “Are you ready, Mr. Wolf?”

      He wasn’t. “Yeah, go ahead.”

      The sheet was pulled back in a well-executed, not-too-slow/not-too-fast technique, revealing his brother beneath.

      John’s skin was a bluish white, and he wore a peaceful sleeping expression on his face. His hair had been closely cropped, and a large straight-line bruise was on the right side of his head, angling from the top of the forehead to his ear. There was a deep black bruise lining the circumference of his neck, indicating where the belt had been wrapped around his throat.

      “Why was no autopsy ordered?” Wolf asked, keeping his eyes fixed on his brother’s lifeless face.

      “We determined the external evidence on the body to be consistent with suicide,” Vittorio said quietly. “And we normally do not perform an autopsy for a suicide, unless ordered by the coroner in collaboration with officers on the scene.”

      “How do you explain the bruise on his head?” Wolf asked.

      “We determined the bruise was ante mortem  ...  how you say?”

      “Sure, ante mortem.”

      “Bruising from the chandelier falling on his head,” Vittorio said.

      “Okay.” Wolf shook his head. “So how did he die? Are you saying he died from the hanging, then the chandelier fell on his head, causing a bruise?” Wolf looked skeptical. “Once the heart has stopped beating, isn’t it impossible to bruise?”

      “It is actually entirely possible to bruise shortly after death. If he died while hanging, then shortly thereafter the chandelier gave way and fell on him, it could have bruised his head. There was also pooling of blood on the left side of his body, as you can see by the bruising, consistent with the position he was found in underneath the chandelier.”

      “What was the evidence of drug use?”

      Vittorio produced some photos from the file. “Since we didn’t do an autopsy, we did not do a complete toxicology report. But I did an exterior exam, and found residue on his nose that was confirmed to be cocaine. I have some photos of your brother’s body at the scene.”

      Wolf took the photos and looked. There were close-ups of John from every angle. He was covered in small glittering slivers of glass, apparently from the chandelier.

      “You can see, there, a bar on the chandelier lines up with the bruise on his head.” Vittorio dug for another photo and pointed at the wooden chair that was tipped over, five feet from John’s dead form. “I am not completely sure, but I feel the chair was kicked out from under him with a spasm, which could have begun the process of the chandelier falling.” He flipped to another photo. “And here is a close-up of his right nostril, with cocaine residue.”

      Wolf smiled humorlessly. “You don’t think this is grounds for ordering an autopsy? At best, we have a manufactured manner of death, as if you made up the story first and then pieced together evidence to support it. What if the bruise was caused by someone else?”

      The pathologist looked at Wolf with a look that said it all. “It is not my decision, but, in my opinion, I think it could have gone either way, the decision for an autopsy, that is. But we have other pressures here, Mr. Wolf. Your brother was not a resident here, and the comune pays for the autopsy—”

      “The comune?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes, the municipality, I think you say?”

      “Okay, I get it. You guys looked at the whole scene with worry about money?” Wolf shook his head in disbelief, but also knew the same thing could happen in Rocky Points if a foreigner died from an apparent suicide.

      Vittorio offered a solemn expression in response.

      Wolf took a deep breath and silently studied the pictures. John was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved button-up shirt. The jeans had small stains on each leg. Like oval mud stains.

      “Do you have the clothing he was wearing?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes, I do. I will go get his belongings.”

      Vittorio gently placed the sheet back over John’s face, again with a well-executed touch, and left the room. Wolf stood up and paced in thought.

      Lia stood in silence.

      Vittorio returned with a sealed large plastic bag and put it on a steel table against the wall, motioning to Wolf to go ahead and look. He took the bag and began laying the contents out on the table. Vittorio and Lia had a quiet conversation in Italian, walking to the other side of the room.

      Wolf dug in the bag for John’s jeans first. Pulling them out, he looked at the knees. There were two large, faint circles, as if he’d been kneeling in wet, muddy grass. Next he pulled out a pair of black Puma low-top canvas shoes. The bottom sole pattern held a bit of mud, and the canvas was streaked light gray with the same.

      Two belts were in the bag—one would have been used for the hanging and John would have been wearing the other one, Wolf guessed. He took another look at a picture and saw that the black belt was the one John had been wearing, and the light-brown leather belt had been around his neck. Wolf took the light-brown belt over to John’s body, and motioned for Vittorio to pull back the sheet again. Wolf ignored Vittorio’s show of being insulted. The belt was the same width as the marks on John’s neck. Wolf felt a faint shudder as he realized he was holding a murder weapon.

      He returned to the table and rifled through his brother’s pants pockets. Nothing, but he took his brother’s wallet out and looked through it, pulling out the driver’s license and finding a dated receipt from a pub tucked in the main pocket; it puzzled him for a second, until he realized the different way Europeans wrote dates—day, month, year. It was from Friday night. The last night his brother was alive.

      His iPhone was in the bag as well, but the battery was dead.

      Wolf stood straight and felt lightheaded. With a crash, he stumbled into the table and bent over, breathing deeply a few times to stop himself passing out.

      Lia and Vittorio rushed over and patted his back.

      “Should we go? You need to rest after such a long day,” Lia said.

      “Sure. Can I take these belongings with me?” Wolf asked.

      “They must be released with your brother’s body as soon as the paperwork is finished.” Vittorio scooped his brother’s cell phone off the table and placed it in the clear bag.

      After a few more minutes, Wolf and Lia thanked the pathologist and they left.

      “They don’t do many autopsies here in Italy?” Wolf stared out the car window at the tall mountains surrounding the city, now black against the glowing orange sky.

      “If determined it is needed, then they will order the autopsy.”

      “Do you think there should have been an autopsy?”

      She fidgeted uncomfortably, then shifted the car. “I don’t know. It looks pretty cut and dry. Italians don’t do well with complications. If the shoe fits, they put it,” she said. They poot eet.

      “Wear it. And it’s cut and dried.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments as she drove.

      “Look, I guess I’ll go sleep. I am dying here.” Wolf pressed his hand against his eyes. “Are you still with me tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I will help you until the end of the week.”

      He looked at his watch. It was 6:54 p.m., Wednesday night. That gave him two days. No pressure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Wolf dug into his backpack, filled the inside of his lip with a pinch of snuff, fetched a plastic cup spittoon from his brother’s kitchen, and plopped down on the couch with a grunt. He pulled off his shoes. His entire body ached from a long, long day, and then ached some more from the cliff-top fight with Connell. When had that been?

      Shit. His mom. She would be worried sick, and he still didn’t have a SIM card for his phone. He thought of the laptop in John’s room and walked to get it. Thankfully it was already hooked to an electrical adaptor for Italian plugs, something that hadn’t crossed his mind until that moment.

      He plugged it in, switched on the computer and rubbed his eyes when he was presented with a login screen.

      He typed in B-e-r-n-i-e. The name of their first dog. Nothing.

      That was the extent of his hacking skills, especially in his current state of mind. He left the computer to recharge and returned to the main room, feeling thoroughly dejected.

      He burrowed deep into the couch, settling his gaze on the hole in the ceiling, then to the second chandelier that was still hanging in the room. He put down the spittoon and pulled a chair underneath it. Reaching high up the center of the brass chandelier trunk, he grabbed it and pulled down with his right arm. Then harder when nothing happened. Then harder still.

      Finally, he straightened his arm and sagged down, putting the entirety of his weight on it. With a crack, it jolted free from the ceiling, sending him in a sudden free fall. The chair sputtered sideways from underneath his feet, and he landed hard on his side, instinctually pointing his shins and forearms upward to block himself from a plummeting light fixture of yet undetermined weight. When nothing hit him, he rolled on the ground to get out from under it. Only then did he finally steal a look upward.

      The light fixture swayed violently from side to side, hanging by two wires. A fleck of white plaster landed on the floor.

      Just then he heard a soft knock on the door. He took stock of his injuries as he struggled to his feet. He’d have some bruises in the morning, but otherwise there was no damage.

      He opened the front door, which revealed the second strikingly beautiful young woman of the day. She stood outside with wide, timid, chocolate eyes and a puzzled expression. She had brownish blond hair, chiseled facial features, and a slender athletic body. Her scent was flowery, all femininity, and she was dressed in a skimpy white T-shirt, flannel pants and slippers. She asked something unintelligible, and Wolf gave a confused stare in response.

      “Who are you?” she tried in English.

      “I’m David Wolf. Who are you?”

      “I’m Cristina. I live upstairs.”

      “Oh, I came to your apartment today  ...  you weren’t there. I’m John’s brother. I was hoping to talk to you.”

      “Are you okay? I just heard a loud noise.” She was excited, looking behind Wolf at the still rocking chandelier.

      She didn’t speak English in an Italian accent. She spoke well, but not like Lia. It sounded Eastern European.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Wolf said. “Listen, will you come in? I’d really like to speak to you.”

      She backed up a few feet with a look of horror.

      “Uhh, sorry. Here, I’ll show you my passport.” He hurried to his backpack leaning up against the wall, pulled out his passport, and brought it back to her.

      “No, I can see that you’re John’s brother. You look just like him. I just don’t want to come in there. You can come up and talk if you want.” She turned and padded up the stairs.

      “Okay, I’ll be right up.”

      

      …

      

      Her apartment was in stark contrast with John’s. While he went with the interior design of a minimalist, six-month stay, one stop at Ikea, whatever you can pack in a suitcase look, she was all about decoration and permanence. Every square inch on the wall was meticulously decorated in a way that took a lot of thought and creativity—pictures of her, her family, and landscapes from exotic forests in countries he’d never seen; flowers on shelves; hanging dried flowers; rows of bookshelves; and a myriad of other collectibles. The volume of knickknacks reminded him of the pub in Rocky Points, though nothing could match the pub’s gaudy interior-of-a-ski-bar décor.

      Ambient jazz was playing softly in the background, and he recognized it as Pat Metheny. A few candles were lit, filling the apartment with a flowery aroma.

      She offered him a seat on a comfortable chair, and bent down to close what looked to be a journal she’d been writing in.

      He sat, eyeing the patterned blanket draped on the back of the chair. It was reminiscent of Navajo designs he’d seen countless times in his grandmother’s house, but with more vibrant colors and flowers lining the edges.

      She saw him looking at it. “It’s a traditional weaving from my home. I am from Romania.”

      “Oh, okay.” He struggled to picture where exactly that was.

      “It’s directly east of here. You travel to Venice and keep going east, through Slovenia, Hungary, and into Romania,” she said, apparently reading his mind.

      “Ah, I see.” A deep silence fell between them. “Were you dating my brother?”

      She stared at her hands folded in her lap and began to shake. The beginning throes of a good cry, he recognized from recent experience.

      “Y-yes. We have been seeing each other for a few months.” Her hair drooped across her eyes. “Had been seeing …” she corrected herself. She lifted her chin and her face brightened with a smile. “We met on our balconies. He was sitting there on the computer, and I accidentally threw a cigarette on him because of the wind.” She burst into laughter.

      Wolf couldn’t help but laugh with her.

      “I heard him shuffling and grunting, and he poked his head out to yell at me. Then he forced me to go out with him as payment for ruining one of his shirts. It was a piece of crap T-shirt.” She smiled and laughed, then broke into another fit of crying.

      He looked away and steeled his gaze on nothing in particular. They sat in heavy silence for a few seconds as the music changed tracks.

      “I have a few questions,” he said finally. “Firstly, do you think he killed himself?”

      “You don’t think he did?” She looked at him with wet, wide eyes.

      “No, I don’t. I just don’t think he was that type of person, and  ...  there’s just something going on.”

      “I have been thinking all along there is no way that he would do that. But then I kept thinking maybe I didn’t know him that well anyway, so then I wasn’t sure. I’ve been so confused.” She looked back at her hands.

      “Well, I don’t think he did,” he said. “Do you do drugs, Cristina? Did you and John do drugs together? Just tell me. I don’t care either way. I just need to know.”

      “No,” she said quickly. “We don’t do drugs  ...  didn’t do drugs. Not even pot. We talked about how it made us both paranoid, so that’s why we didn’t like it. Why are you asking?”

      He studied her reaction, her eyes. He believed her. A woman trying to hide her drug use was something he was intimately familiar with, something he’d learned to read on a woman’s face just as plainly as a track in fresh mud.

      “Because there was cocaine found on the table in the living room, and in his nose.”

      She looked genuinely surprised. “I never knew him to take drugs. He and I never did. We would drink wine, and he would maybe have a cigarette with me every once and a while  ...  but that’s it.”

      “Do you know anything about the night he died? That Friday night? What was he doing? Who was he with?”

      “He was supposed to go out with a friend,” she said. “His astronomer friend, who works at an observatory.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Matthew. Matthew Rosenwald.”

      “Okay,” Wolf said leaning forward, feeling a jolt of energy. “Where is that observatory? What’s it called?”

      “It’s in a town just south of here. In Merate. It’s just called the Merate Observatory, I think, or the Osservatorio di Merate, I guess it would be named in Italian.”

      “Do you have Matthew’s phone number?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

      “Have you heard from him at all?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. How about what he was doing with Matthew that night, do you know that? Did he tell you about it?”

      “He said they were just going out for a few drinks. They usually went out about once a week together. Matthew’s from Australia, and they met through a friend of mine. They kind of hit it off because they could speak English together, and they both like to drink beer.” She laughed.

      He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket. “Do you know this bar?”

      She looked at the receipt for the Albastru Pub. “Yes. It is actually a Romanian bar.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “Once with John.” She sucked in a breath. “And, actually, Matthew was there too.”

      Wolf’s thoughts were burning through the fog of jet lag, and he felt excited to have a good direction to take the next day.

      He put the receipt back in his pocket. “The carabinieri said you heard something downstairs that Friday night.”

      “I did. I heard a crash and went downstairs and knocked on his door. But it was dark underneath his door, and it was locked. I just started to think I probably heard something else, outside, or from across the hall, or something. I just went back upstairs and went to sleep.” She seemed to be staring back in time, shaking her head at the horrific thought.

      “When was that?” Wolf asked gently.

      “It was 1:15 in the morning. I remember looking at the clock when I heard the crash.”

      “There’s nothing you could have done,” he whispered.

      She nodded her head, staring at her hands again.

      “So you talked to the carabinieri the next day?”

      “Ummm  ...  no. I talked to them on Sunday. When he didn’t call me, or respond to my texts, or answer his door all day Saturday, I started getting worried.”

      “Oh, yeah, okay. Sunday.” He rubbed his temples. His mind was struggling to keep details straight. His body demanded sleep. “What did you tell the carabinieri?”

      She looked to the ceiling. “Not that much. One guy was just asking if I saw or heard anything that night. I just told him what I heard, and how I came down and knocked. I told them how he didn’t answer my calls, or my knocking, and how he stood me up for our date, and that’s why I was concerned. Then  ...  well, that was pretty much it. A couple of officers were just waiting outside my door. They said they had a special counselor coming for me to talk to. I didn’t want to wait around to speak to some government worker who doesn’t know me, or didn’t know John. I just walked out.”

      “Yeah, I understand. I don’t blame you,” he said. “Did they ask about drugs?”

      She looked confused. “No, not at all. I didn’t know about the drugs until just now.”

      A warm blanket of exhaustion wrapped around Wolf again. He’d had enough. His body needed rest. There was no use fighting it anymore.

      “Are you going to be around in the next couple of days?”

      “I have to work during the daytimes, but I am usually home at night.”

      “All right. I may need some help with some things over the next two days, and maybe this weekend.” He thought once again about the Friday deadline Marino had given for Lia’s assistance.

      “Let me know. I’ll be glad to help.”

      “Thanks.”

      He let himself out and walked back down the marble stairs to his brother’s silent apartment, trying not to think about the ghost of his brother as he went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      Wolf picked up his backpack and went into his brother’s room, ready to finally succumb to the exhaustion. Putting down the bag, he pulled the comforter back, surprised to see there were no sheets on the bed. He found a set on a shelf in the bathroom closet, but there were no pillowcases.

      Looking in John’s bedroom closet bore no fruit. Wolf stood, shaking his head and marveling at the anal-retentive organization. The assortment of clothing was meticulously separated into dark and light segments, coats in a separate section still. John had set out six pairs of shoes in a straight line along the closet wall floor, ordered from darkest to lightest. A cheap, hanging plastic rack housed belts and ties along the right side, and a robe hung from a hook on the other side. But no pillowcases, so he decided he would live without one.

      As he spread out the clean bottom sheet over the mattress, Wolf stopped with a jolt. He went back to the closet and pulled the clothes over to get an unobstructed view of the belt and tie rack.

      There were four belts, an empty space, and then four ties. A perfect spot to put the belt John had been wearing the night he’d died. So where was the space for the belt he’d hanged himself with?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Wolf had been up for four hours when Lia picked him up at 8 a.m. Despite his exhaustion the night before, his jet-lagged body had rebelled against sleep in the early-morning.

      They met outside the apartment-building gate and headed into the piazza, where Lia said she had parked.

      She shot a couple of appraising glances at Wolf as they walked. “You look better this morning.”

      He had shaved, showered, shampooed the grease mat that was his thick dark-brown hair, and put on some fresh clothes. He felt better. Wolf looked at her and smiled. “Thanks.”

      He’d always been confident in his good looks. The old adage, or whatever it was, of tall, dark, and handsome applied to him. He was six-foot-three, taller than most men he came into contact with, had spiky dark-brown hair, a complexion that tanned if the light bulbs were too bright, dark walnut eyes, thick eyebrows, and a mole on his upper right cheek that women in his life had often referred to as a beauty mark  ...  not that he considered himself a heart throb, but he wasn’t an idiot either.

      He stole a glance at Lia. She was walking fast with her chin up, chest out, and slender athletic body bouncing lightly on her feet. She wore the same tight ponytail, swaying underneath the back of her carabinieri cap. She looked the same as she ever had to Wolf.

      “You look nice this morning too,” he said, meaning to sound nonchalant. It was impossible to do so with such an understatement. He caught a whiff of her lavender scent and cleared his throat, snapping to his senses. “I talked to John’s girlfriend last night; she was home.”

      “And?”

      “She had the name of the guy he was with the night before. I’d like to go talk to him. His name is Matthew Rosenwald and he works at the Merate Observatory. Do you know where that is?”

      “Yes, I do. I’ve been there a few times. For high school  ...  I was in Liceo Scientifico.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In Italy, you choose your vocation early in life, and go to school for it. Or you choose the  ...  how would you call it  ...  the track.”

      “The major? Like in college?”

      “Well,” she said, “it’s much earlier. It starts in high school. But I guess it is kind of like a major for college. Anyway, I was Scientifico. We studied natural sciences and I went there a couple of times for astronomy.”

      “Great,” he said. “But we also have to go back to the morgue. And I want to do that first.”

      She gave him a puzzled look as they climbed in the Alfa Romeo cruiser. “Why?”

      “I have to see the belt he hanged himself with again.”

      He explained what he’d seen in the closet the night before.

      “Okay,” Lia said. “Definitely sounds interesting. Do you want to get a coffee before we go over?”

      “Yes. I’ve been thinking about coffee since I woke up four hours ago.”

      They pulled up to a bustling “Bar,” as it was called on the sign, and Wolf followed Lia inside. A herd of people were standing up against a long elbow-height counter, packed three-people deep, barking fast orders to the two men behind the counter. Lia expertly wove her way to the front of the crowd and made eye contact with one of the baristas.

      “What do you want?” Lia yelled back at Wolf.

      “Just a  ...  I’ll have what you’re having.”

      She whipped her head toward the barista. “Due caffè e due brioche marmallatta.”

      A few seconds later, a thimble of coffee and a jam-filled croissant were pushed in front of him. He took a large bite of the croissant and a small sip of the coffee.

      “Bouna?” She nodded at Wolf.

      “Uh, si.”

      He felt the glares of people waiting behind him for the countertop real estate he and Lia were occupying. He shoved the rest of the croissant in his mouth and downed the coffee with two hearty sips. She followed his actions, slapped down her cup, went to the unoccupied cash register, laid down some coins and threaded her way out the door. He followed her, wondering what the hell had just happened.

      “Good Lord. Felt like my first time all over again,” he mumbled to himself.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      They continued walking for another few seconds.

      She turned with squinted eyes. “Are you saying that was like your first time having sex?”

      “What? Uh … yeah. That’s what I meant.”

      She looked down and resumed walking. “So, your first time was that crowded? I don’t understand.”

      “No, more like standing, uncomfortable, and over before I knew what had happened.” He looked into the distance at nothing in particular. “Never mind. I … regret what I just said now.”

      She burst into a high-pitched natural laugh that magnified his caffeine buzz.

      

      Lia drove at speed through the tight streets and swirling traffic circles, keeping both hands on the wheel when she wasn’t expertly shifting.

      “So, how the heck do you speak such perfect English?” Wolf asked, trying once again to sound nonchalant as she swerved into the oncoming traffic lane and blew past a long truck.

      She laughed. “My mother is from New York. She spoke only English to me and my brothers when we were kids. It just comes second nature to me. And I went for two years of college in North Carolina  ...  Wake Forest.”

      “Aha. Okay, that explains it … And you and Valerio?” He braced himself as she dove full speed into another traffic circle. “You seem like close friends.”

      “Yes. Valerio is kind of like a brother to me. Our families have always been close. I have three older brothers, and he has a brother, and they were all friends growing up.”

      “Wow. Three brothers? Older brothers? That must have been rough.”

      “You could say that,” she said with a smirk. Then her expression turned serious. “I had to fight for independence from my brothers. Two of them were overly protective of me. I hated it. I didn’t need the protection.”

      She paused, glanced to the right, and then cranked the wheel left. This caused Wolf to look to his left so hard it was more a convulsion, before realizing she was using another convex mirror.

      She looked at him and laughed softly. “I fought and gained the respect I deserved from my brothers.”

      They rode in silence for a minute.

      “So, you feel this job  ...  the colonnello  ...  you aren’t getting the respect or the chances you deserve?”

      She glared out the windshield. “Yeah. Something like that. Valerio was a friend of the family. He grew up with us. He knows I can handle myself. He knows I’m better than what they think. And I know it’s also a matter of paying your dues. But the dues are much more expensive for a woman in Italy.”

      Wolf nodded and looked out the window as they drove along the lakeshore. Waves glistened in the sun like crystals.

      “What do your brothers do? They cops too?”

      “Ehh,” she exhaled. “Let’s see, one is a lawyer in Roma, one is a carabiniere in Bergamo, and one is Guardia di Finanza.”

      “What’s Guardia di Finanza? Finance guards?”

      “Yes. They are part of the military, kind of like the carabinieri. They patrol the territorial waters of Italy. Working against smuggling, illegal immigration, that type of thing. Among a lot of other duties. Valerio’s little brother is also in the Guardia.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Luca,” she said with a fond smile.

      “What’s that?”

      “Sorry. Luca is my brother in the Guardia. I am most close to him.” She blushed and looked at Wolf, a tinge of regret in her eyes, as if she had just realized she was flaunting a toy that he didn’t have.

      She was, but he knew she didn’t mean anything by it. They drove on in silence.
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      Wolf and Lia were buzzed into the morgue, this time by a female voice. He met the morning pathologist on duty, Bianca. Lia explained the situation, and Bianca left briefly, returning with the bag from the night before.

      Wolf brought the bag into the room where his brother lay, and set it down on the steel table. Lia followed close behind, intrigued. He removed both belts and laid them side-by-side on the table. The brown belt that had been found around John’s neck was noticeably longer. The holes still lined up, but the wear marks were at least five inches apart.

      “This brown belt isn’t John’s. It’s from someone with a waist band that is at least five inches bigger.”

      “Yeah, but couldn’t the belt have stretched from him hanging on it?”

      Wolf looked closely at the leather. “It’s not stretched at all,” he said. “There’s a thread pattern on the edges that would be broken with significant stretching. There’s not one broken thread.”

      “Okay, so what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that my brother was found on the floor of his apartment. Not hanging from the ceiling. The chandelier couldn’t hold his weight—there was irrefutable evidence of that. So you tell me which is more likely.

      “One, he borrowed someone else’s belt, or stole it for the purpose of killing himself, did some cocaine, then hanged himself with the belt. He hangs there until he is almost dead, kicks the chair out during a convulsion, which sets off a slow drop of the chandelier. But a perfectly timed drop, mind you, because the hanging has to kill him. Otherwise he would have just gotten up later with a bad bruise on his head. So, the chandelier stays hanging, just until he dies. Then it falls within a time frame brief enough that he’s still bruised after death. Because, like the pathologist said last night, bruising can occur for only a short period after death.

      “Or, scenario two, someone strangles him with the belt, probably in a fit of rage. In an effort to cover it up, he strings him up, or, rather, they string him up to the chandelier.”

      “They?” Lia asked.

      “There’s no way one man could hold a another’s dead weight and string the belt from the chandelier at the same time. There had to have been two people. So, they are trying to cover up the murder with a hanging. They string him up, and all goes wrong when the chandelier won’t hold him. He drops. The chandelier drops. It makes a loud noise, and they freak out. They lock the door and turn out the lights. Cristina said she went downstairs and saw that the lights were off underneath the door. John wouldn’t have hanged himself in the dark. That wouldn’t have made sense.” Wolf saw everything lining up in front of him. “And the door was locked from the inside, keys still in the top lock. So whoever killed my brother had to have still been in there. They probably freaked out after the loud crash  ...  probably didn’t want to go out the front door in case the neighbors came knocking to see what had happened. So they turned off the lights and sat quiet. Then they heard the knock at the door. They knew they had to leave some other way, like out John’s balcony and along the rooftop next door. They couldn’t have left from the front door because, like you guys said, the door was locked, and his keys were pushed out of the door by the manager when you guys went in.”

      Lia was staring at him with raised eyebrows.

      He caught her expression and stopped talking.

      She looked down at the floor, then back up at Wolf. “I think that there was another man’s belt found around his neck.” Her voice was soft and controlled. “I believe that.”

      “Good,” Wolf said. “And how do you explain it? How does he have a heavier man’s belt around his neck?”

      She looked at him. “I don’t know.”

      Wolf stared wide-eyed at the floor, envisioning the night with perfect clarity. Doubt stabbed his mind, and the story he’d constructed began to waver and swirl apart. “We need to go talk to an astronomer.” He walked out of the room.

      

      …

      

      Lia kept silent for the twenty-minute journey south, allowing Wolf to shuffle the thoughts in his brain.

      He stared out the window with an unblinking gaze. In his mind he was there the night of John’s death, one minute seeing exactly how he was killed, the next not so sure. What had really happened? Was it conceivable that John had killed himself? Had he given up on life? He waits to become a mega successful blogger and author, only to end it all after snorting a bit of cocaine?

      What if he actually had given up on life? Maybe his apparent successes to the outsider’s point of view were actually a hollow reminder to John of something he didn’t have in his life. What the hell that could have been, Wolf had no idea.

      Wolf thought about a bitter Colorado mountain winter day in middle school when the school bully, Billy Tranchen, and his three buddies stole John’s winter hat. John had slogged all the way home on foot that day, come into the house, grabbed a hat, gone to Billy’s, knocked on the door, asked for Billy, and beaten the crap out of him right there in front of his own mother. Then he’d taken back the hat and left.

      Wolf had marveled at that story in the years to come, and had never spoken about it with John, but for one time. John told him, “The guy had it coming.” And that was that. John Wolf was a tough, stubborn, hard-nosed son of a bitch, just like himself, and just like their dad.

      “Look, David,” Lia said, “I am sorry. I know it must be so difficult. I can’t imagine having to go through this with one of my brothers. If you say he didn’t kill himself and didn’t do drugs, and he was murdered  ...  then I believe you. But, we must have some indisputable evidence to change the minds of those who have already opened and shut this case.”

      He nodded. “Let’s just go talk to this Matthew guy and see what we can find out.”
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      The Merate Observatory was three buildings and two telescope domes sitting on a small hill. Tall spindly pines and an iron fence topped with Roman spearheads lined the entire perimeter, which looked to be about five or six acres in area. Dense foliage of all types filled in the property surrounding the structures within.

      The European Union and Italian flags hung limply from the pole next to the wrought-iron gate. Lia jerked off the main road in front of a slowly approaching truck and leaned out the window to push the button in one move. A small sign read “Osservatorio Astronomico di Merate — European Astronomical Society.”

      “Pronto?” A male voice crackled through the speaker.

      “Carabinieri, possono parlare per un minuto con il dirretore di l’osservatorio?”

      “Si, ehh, parla inglese?”

      “Yes, I do,” Lia answered.

      “Please pull up to the guest parking lot, and I will meet you outside,” said the metallic sounding voice in a well-mannered English accent.

      Two lights flashed yellow as the gate swung jerkily open to the inside. Lia waited patiently, then shot through with precise timing to miss the side-view mirrors with an inch to spare.

      They parked and got out. Wolf had been studying the foliage of the area, and could only come to the conclusion that nature looked confused. There were palm trees, pine trees with long drooping limbs, stiff spiked trees with red flowers that looked like fruit, large-leaved prehistoric looking bushes, pine trees you might see in Colorado, and a variety of exotic-looking foliage he’d never seen. The lawn was lush green, full of grasses and thick-stemmed wild flowers with tiny yellow and blue blossoms, and at least a foot tall. One thing was certain—this area got a lot of rain.

      The surrounding area seemed densely populated—cornfields lined with dense pockets of apartment buildings and villas of all sizes, much like the part of northern Italy he’d seen so far. Definitely not the best location for observing stars.

      A tall, lanky man with thick glasses approached with clicking shoes. He was disheveled looking—pants too tight, too high, and one side of his collared golf shirt tucked in. It looked like he’d just finished using the bathroom and re-dressed in haste.

      Wolf hoped that wasn’t the case as they shook hands.

      “Hello, I’m Stephen Wembly,” he said with precise Queen’s English and a squint-eyed smile. “I’m the director of the observatory. What may I have the honor of helping you with today?”

      Lia stepped forward and offered her hand. “Hello. We are looking for an astronomer, Matthew Rosenwald, who we understand works here.”

      “Oh, yes. Well, he isn’t here. I haven’t seen him all week.”

      “Do you mean he hasn’t been to work all week?” Wolf asked. “Or that you just work at different times?”

      “I mean he hasn’t been in at all.” Deep lines formed on Wembly’s forehead. “Quite frankly, I was wondering if something dreadful had occurred  ...  has something  ...  dreadful occurred? Oh my. Is that why you’re here?”

      “We just want to talk with him,” Lia said.

      “Well, we can go inside and I could get his phone number for you if you like?” Wembly said. “He hasn’t been answering for me.”

      

      …

      

      “This is the Zeiss one-meter telescope, installed in 1926.” They entered the large dome-ceilinged room. “Light pollution for this area is considerable nowadays, but the telescope is still used for University of Milan students on clear nights. Otherwise the observatory complex is now a leader in X-ray optics development, and ground-based gamma-ray astronomy.”

      The telescope was painted off white and lime green, the paint scheme of a 1950s Colorado house.

      Wembly stood beaming at the telescope for a few seconds, then seemed to snap out of his tour-guide mode. “Ah, yes, sorry. This way please. I need to get my mobile from my office.”

      They followed closely behind Wembly. Outside of the main telescope dome room, the rest of the building was not large by any means. Wolf counted five offices through the hall, some with open doors, and all with nametags that read like an international phone book. Chang. Izhutin. Rosenwald. Egger. Vlad. Wembly had an office at the end of the hall and around a corner. Wolf looked over his shoulder as they walked onward. There looked to be a similar wing in the opposite direction.

      Lia got the number from Wembly and called Matthew Rosenwald.

      “Dr. Rosenwald is our one and only representative from the southern hemisphere here at the observatory,” Wembly told Wolf, rocking on his heels.

      Wolf heard movement from the Vlad office and glanced in that direction. The scientist was kicking the rubber doorstop with his heel, trying to shut his door.

      Lia pointed to her phone with the universal No luck happening with this call facial expression, and Wembly read it.

      “Vlad! These two are looking for Dr. Rosenwald. I was telling them about how he hasn’t shown up in the last few days.” Wembly turned to Wolf. “This is Dr. Vlad. He knows Dr. Rosenwald on a more personal basis.”

      “Uhh, yes, I do not know where he is.” Vlad’s voice was raspy, like he hadn’t used it in a day or two. He cleared his throat for a few seconds.

      Vlad was a short, large, and sweaty individual. His jet-black facial hair was sporadic, denser on the neck, and he had not shaved recently. Whether or not he had showered within the last week was a toss-up. His dark-gray shirt had darker still finger-sized grease stains, the result of eating potato chips from the bag splayed open on his desk. Four haphazardly placed and partially crushed Coke Lite cans cluttered the desktop. He wore dirty jeans and flip-flops. A hand wasn’t offered as introduction, and Wolf thanked Jesus for that.

      “Have you talked to him this week at all?” Wolf asked.

      “No, I have not,” he said as he shook his head.

      His accent was Eastern European, sounding similar to Cristina’s, John’s girlfriend he’d met the night before.

      Vlad’s shifty eyes darted between Wolf’s clothing, the wall behind him, and Director Wembly. “I have not spoken to him all week.” His glance rested on Wolf’s eyes for a split second before jumping to the wall behind him again.

      “So, you know Dr. Rosenwald on a personal basis? Do you guys spend a lot of time with each other?”

      “We have gone to have a beer or two after work a few times before,” said Vlad.

      “Have you met my brother before? His name is John Wolf.”

      “Oh yes, I have.” Vlad’s voice was suddenly quiet.

      “How did you meet him?”

      “I believe he has, eh, come out with Matthew with us for a beer after work a time or two.” Vlad’s forehead was glistening with sweat. “Why do you ask?”

      “I’m asking because my brother was killed this weekend, and I’m looking to Matthew for some answers.”

      Vlad’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, that’s terrible. I …”

      Wolf waited. “You what?”

      “I, I  ...  that’s terrible. What happened?” He looked Wolf in the eye, then wiped his forehead with the palm of his hand.

      “He was killed in his apartment, and someone is trying to make it look like suicide.”

      “Oh, wow …” Vlad looked down, shaking his head. “That’s terrible. And you think Matthew has something to do with it?”

      “That’s what we’re checking. Was there a particular bar you guys went to for beers?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, well, no,” his face flushed red and his eyebrows rose for a split second.

      “Did you guys ever used to go to …” he fished the receipt out of his pocket, “the Albastru Pub?”

      Out the corner of his eye, Wolf saw Lia turn and look at him.

      “Uh, yeah. We’ve been there before,” Vlad said.

      “What were you doing Friday night?” Wolf put the receipt back in his jeans pocket.

      “I was working in the office, actually. I was here quite late on Friday night.”

      “You weren’t with them at the pub, getting a beer that night?”

      “What? No.” He was excited now. “I was at work all night.”

      Wolf paused for a few seconds and stared at the scientist. “Okay. Thanks, Dr. Vlad. And you didn’t see Matthew or my brother at all last weekend?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I haven’t.”

      “So what do you do here? Are you an astronomer as well?”

      “Me? I, uh, I work for the EAS. I am overseeing the refurbishment of the Zeiss telescope.”

      “Vlad is an important man in the world of astronomical equipment, Mr. Wolf,” Wembly said. “In any given month, a lot of equipment is exchanged between countries and continents, and Dr. Vlad has become the top man for the EAS to oversee its logistics. We are lucky to have him here.” Wembly wore a proud expression.

      Vlad nodded with closed eyes and held up his hand—as if he was a movie star and Wembly a raving fan.

      Wolf nodded back to Vlad. “Where are you from?”

      “I’m from Romania.”

      “What part?”

      “Cluj.”

      “And what about Dr. Rosenwald? What does he do here?”

      “He works on our gamma-ray astronomy team,” Wembly answered behind them, “with Dr. Chang there.” He pointed toward the center of the building.

      “Okay. Mr. Wembly—”

      “Doctor Wembly  ...  never mind, sorry, it doesn’t matter.” He shook his head and squinted his eyes in apology.

      “Dr. Wembly,” Wolf said, “how did he get to work? By car?”

      “Yes, he drove a car.”

      “And what is the make, model, and color of it?”

      “It’s a, um  ...  oh, you know better than I, Dr. Vlad. What did he drive?” Wembly asked.

      Vlad was pulled from deep thought. “He drives a blue Fiat Panda.”

      Wolf looked back to Dr. Wembly. “Do you mind if we question Dr. Chang? And can we please have Dr. Rosenwald’s address? Do you have that on file?”

      “Yes, I believe I do. Let me fetch it for you.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Vlad. We’ll be in touch if we need anything else.”

      Vlad stuck out his hand to shake, and Wolf walked out the door.

      

      …

      

      Dr. Chang was three doors down the hall in his office, cradling a teacup with both hands, looking intently at his computer screen.

      “Dr. Chang?” Wolf knocked on the open door.

      “Yes?” Dr. Chang looked up through steamy glasses.

      “You work with Matthew Rosenwald, correct?”

      “Yes.” He put down his cup and turned to them.

      “Have you seen him or heard from him in the last few days?” Lia asked.

      “No, I have not.”

      “Is that usual?” Wolf asked. “Not to hear from him for days?”

      Chang furrowed his brow and stood, crossing his arms. He wore a white lab coat unbuttoned and draped over his blue T-shirt and tight jeans. He wore large Buddy Holly-style glasses that looked way too big for his face, and had tall spiky hair. “No, it is not usual. We usually keep in touch, and he missed some important milestones for our work earlier this week, in fact.”

      “And what is that work exactly?” Wolf asked.

      “We were, uh …” he hesitated.

      Wolf didn’t blink. “What’s the matter?”

      “Well, I don’t know how to explain it, other than in a way that won’t make sense to you, I’m sure.”

      “Try me.”

      “We  ...  we were shaping X-ray beams via deformable mirrors. We have been analytically computing the required mirror profile for a series of telescopes.”

      Wolf looked blankly at Dr. Chang. “Do you have a relationship with Dr. Rosenwald outside the work place?”

      “No. Not at all, actually,” he said pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose, as if realizing it for the first time.

      “Were you with him at the bar this weekend getting beers? Or did you see him this weekend?”

      “No. Like I said, I didn’t ever socialize with Dr. Rosenwald outside of work.” He looked to Lia and Dr. Wembly. “What’s this all about?”

      “Never mind. Thanks for your time, Dr. Chang. If you hear from him, can you please call this number?” Wolf looked to Lia, and she gave him a phone number.

      They said goodbye to Dr. Wembly and left mid-morning with Dr. Rosenwald’s address in hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      “What was that all about with Dr. Chang?” She revved the RPMs to pass two trucks. “Why were you pressing him about his work?”

      “I wanted to ask him that question before asking him about Dr. Rosenwald  ...  to see his reactions. He wasn’t hiding anything. Not like Dr. Vlad was. That guy was a comical liar. I’m surprised he didn’t start dry-heaving right in front of us.”

      “Yeah. He was acting strange.” She eyed him. “And, where did you get that receipt?”

      “I picked it up at the morgue.”

      She turned to him with a wide-eyed glare. “You took that when you pretended to almost pass out!”

      “I wasn’t pretending. I almost passed out.”

      

      …

      

      M. Rosenwald and a number were written on a call box that hung outside the wrought-iron gate. Lia pushed the button and waited.

      “No answer.” Wolf smacked a mosquito on his neck.

      The apartment building was a short drive north of the observatory, along the same wide river that dumped out of Lake Como—which meant it was brutally muggy. Thick foliage covered every nook and cranny of the surrounding area, all the way to the water. The building seemed to pop up from underneath the greenery. It was large, containing thirty or more apartments.

      “I don’t think he is home,” Lia said.

      Wolf bent forward. “Is there a building-manager button?” He waged war on two more mosquitoes hovering around his ears.

      “I don’t see one.” She shrugged.

      “Okay, you do the talking.” Wolf pushed five buttons in quick succession.

      She put her hands on her slender hips and gave Wolf a dirty look.

      “Pronto?”

      “Pronto?” Two people answered almost simultaneously.

      “Buon giorno. Siamo i carabinieri. Lasciateci entrare?”

      The gate buzzed and clicked open, then buzzed again.

      “Okay, now let’s go get a closer look.” Wolf pushed through the gate.

      “Is this how they do it in Colorado?”

      “Nope. We don’t have fences like this where I come from.”

      They walked through the courtyard, up a series of steps outside, and pulled open a large door into the apartment building. The air was steamy inside, and smelled of simmering tomato sauce and searing meat. Wolf swallowed so he wouldn’t drool.

      They climbed the stairs to Dr. Rosenwald’s floor and ran into a concerned-looking old woman poking her head out the door.

      She and Lia had a brief conversation.

      “What did she say?”

      “She hasn’t seen him.”

      They continued down the hall and stopped at Rosenwald’s apartment. Wolf knocked four times against the thick wood door. The sound echoed through the marble-encased hallway they were standing in. There was no response from inside, no sounds at all.

      “Would you object to me picking this lock?” Wolf raised an eyebrow.

      “I  ...  could you do that?”

      “I could. They don’t teach that here in your military?”

      “I don’t remember learning that skill, no.” She smirked. “Well, in Italy, we do not need a warrant for drugs to search a person’s property. Since your brother had drugs in his system on the night of his death, and he was with this person on the night of his death  ...  then I don’t see any problem with us entering this apartment on suspicion of drugs.”

      “Okay, good. I’m going to need some things. I need something that’s long and thin and made of metal, and I haven’t seen a lock like this in my life. I say let’s go to the old lady’s apartment and see what we can get there.” He turned to walk down the hallway.

      Lia reached down and turned the doorknob. With a soft click the door creaked open to the inside.

      She swept her hand at the door. “They don’t teach that skill in the American military?”

      “Huh. No I don’t remember learning that.” He stepped in.

      The apartment was dimly lit. A corridor hallway inside the entrance was lined with a body-length mirror and a framed painting that looked to be Australian aboriginal art.

      Two doors were closed on the right-hand side and a brightly lit bigger room was at the end of the narrow hallway.

      “Hello?” Wolf called into the apartment.

      Lia flipped a switch and the hall flooded with yellow light. She shut the door, suffocating any outside noise.

      He smelled her sweet breath as she turned toward him, and then the lavender scent of her hair. The apartment was completely silent save the gentle rustle of her clothing.

      Wolf was aware that he’d passed beyond the act of looking to staring at Lia, so he sprang into action. “I’ll check in here.” He turned and opened the nearest door, revealing Rosenwald’s bedroom. A queen-sized bed was unmade with two shirts strewn across it. A wicker dirty-clothes basket was full to the brim, giving the room a musty body-odor smell. The screenless window was open a crack, and Wolf felt another tiny sting and slapped his forearm.

      Distant thunder rumbled outside, shaking the building deeply. Light dimmed by the second.

      “Pretty nice place!” Lia said from somewhere else in the apartment. He left the room and followed her voice down the hall and into a large living room with vaulted ceilings. There were two massive windows set in an exposed brick wall that looked out onto the river, filling the room with subdued natural light.

      The opposite wall was painted Italian-flag green. From it hung a medium-sized flat-screen television. Australian landscape photography and paintings adorned the rest of the wall space. It was thoughtfully and tastefully designed, with attention to detail. There was a leather couch, dark wood end tables, and a kitchenette with a table where Lia was digging in a backpack.

      “Notice the coffee table over there?” She nodded her head toward it.

      Wolf looked and saw a small pile of euro coins, a few pieces of paper, and a tiny white bag. It looked like a bag of cocaine. He picked it up and studied it closely, then opened it. It looked and smelled like it at least.

      “So, Matthew here is also using cocaine,” she said.

      “I don’t think my brother was using cocaine.”

      “Sorry.” She gave him a sideways glance. “So ... how do you explain the coroner’s report?”

      “It said there was residue on his nose. There weren’t any blood tests done.”

      “True.”

      He closed and pocketed the tiny bag and they began a thorough search of the apartment. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary for a single male from Australia living his life as a gamma-ray astronomer in a foreign country. Other than the bag of coke, that is.

      Receipts were piled on the kitchen counter against the tile backsplash, all of them looking like they were for gas or groceries.

      “There’s no phone. That reminds me, can we look at phone records for my brother and this guy? There may be some clues there. We should have the cell-phone company ping his phone as well to see where it’s at, if there’s any charge left in it. Did it go straight to voice mail when you called it earlier?”

      “Yes, it did.”

      “Okay, that says something. He’s not charging his cell. Maybe he knows someone could trace his phone if he charged it. Maybe he took out the battery. Maybe he’s running. I don’t see his car keys anywhere. What about his passport?”

      Lia twisted and raised her hands. “Let’s look for it.”

      They split up, Wolf returning to his bedroom and Lia staying in the living room and kitchen. Wolf got up close with the contents of every drawer and nook in the room and came up empty.

      “Nothing,” Lia said when Wolf returned.

      “Nothing in there, either. So he has his passport on him. Can we trace his movement with it?”

      “Probably not. At least, it’s not easy. Schengen rules allow free travel between most European countries. Most countries don’t even have electronic passport control of any kind. There will be a guard, and he will look at the passport, and done.” She swiped her hands together as if wiping off crumbs. “We can check, of course, but we shouldn’t expect anything. Credit cards and the cell phone are a better bet.”

      “You have a person in the carabinieri that does all this stuff?”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “There is a guy who does all this stuff. He is the technical genius of the office.”

      Nearby thunder rumbled for a long time outside, and a deluge of raindrops began hitting the roof and windows.

      “We’ll have him check on Dr. Rosenwald’s car as well,” she said. “He can get the registration.”

      “I wonder if he could hack into my brother’s computer at the same time.”

      “If it can be done, he will be able to do it.”

      “I’d also like to take a thorough look at the police report, or whatever you call it here,” he said. “All after we go to the Albastru Pub.”

      “Is that all?” She looked at him facetiously.

      “No.”

      A white flash of lightning lit the interior of the apartment, followed by a deafening boom that rolled into the distance.

      “Whoa. We’d better get to the car.” They walked down the hall and out of the apartment. “So what else do you have planned for us, Mr. Wolf?”

      “Food.” Wolf said. “Food.”
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      Lia cut a chunk off her margherita pizza and stuffed it in her mouth. “So, what’s it like in Colorado?”

      “It’s a beautiful place. There aren’t nearly as many people as here, at least where I come from in the mountains. Some days you’ll see more animals than other people. I love it.”

      They sat inside a crowded pizzeria along the river while it poured with rain outside. They ordered pizza, water, and Cokes, a meal Wolf liked anywhere in the world, but he was looking forward to tasting the authentic thing. Wolf dug into the savory pizza and he wasn’t disappointed.

      “Have you been there your whole life?”

      “Most of it. I was in the military for a number of years right out of high school, then I returned. Otherwise, yeah. Born and raised.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Really? Where did you serve?”

      “I was stationed in Washington.”

      “Where did you go?”

      He laughed at her intense interest. “Middle East. Pacific Rim, mostly Asia and Australia.”

      “Oh, wow. That must have been amazing.” She shook her head and sipped her Coke. “Did you see any action?”

      “Nah, not much,” he lied. “I saw some in the Middle East, but otherwise, it was more a nice tour of the world.”

      She stared at nothing for a beat, then shook her head. “What is your position on the police force there?”

      “I’m a  ...  deputy sergeant, in the Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Is that a bad subject or something?” she asked, studying Wolf’s face.

      “Well, it’s an interesting time for my career at the moment. There’s a possibility I’ll be appointed to sheriff on Monday.”

      She paused. “Really? Monday? Wow, congratulations.”

      “Yeah, no congratulations yet.” They sat in silence as he swilled another small glass of water. “That’s if a few things go right.”

      “What do you mean? Do you not have the job already?”

      “No, I don’t. I have to be appointed by a council of the top political officials in our county. I have to have the majority vote of all the members.”

      “And …?”

      “Well, I hurt a guy pretty bad before I left, and his father happens to be on said council.”

      “Uh oh.” She leaned forward on her elbows. “And you are a bit worried?”

      “Well, yeah. They could be persuaded to vote for another person as sheriff instead. Because of what I did.”

      “Oh, okay. So, is there another candidate for the job?”

      “Yes,” he said. “The guy I hurt pretty bad before I left.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Ah, I get it,” she said. “He may try to convince the others to vote for his son, especially since you just beat the crap out of him. Also, of course, there is the matter of your brother here, which you want to make sure is taken care of before you go home.”

      They both resumed eating.

      She paused. “So, you think that the council member would have voted for you before you hurt his son? Wouldn’t he have pushed the council to vote for his own son anyway? I’m confused.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, it’s confusing as all hell. But, no, he wouldn’t have, I don’t think. He probably would have voted for me over his own son. In fact, that’s probably the reason his son and I got into it the other day.”

      She nodded her head as if all was crystal clear, and then she finished her last bite and wiped her mouth. “All right. So let’s figure this whole mess out soon so you can take your brother home and go win your job.”

      He liked this girl more and more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Lia parked the Alfa Romeo right in front of the Albastru Pub, which sat in a piazza in the heart of Lecco that looked otherwise restricted to vehicle traffic.

      The pub had a large dark wooden sign with hand-carved lettering above the front door, and a blue, yellow, and red square flag hanging from a pole above it. A single deciduous tree grew thickly from a small square of brick in front.

      “Romanian.” Lia pointed at the flag as they got out, answering Wolf’s forthcoming question.

      They entered the pub, and Wolf noted the nautical-looking clock on the wall that said 2:10 p.m. It looked like the bottom-rung customers were there at the moment—a few older men slumping over a yellow beer or a brown opaque liquor in their glasses. Punk-rock music Wolf didn’t recognize buzzed out of the large wall-mounted speakers. Two muted televisions showed the same soccer highlights.

      No one was behind the dark wooded bar, nor was there any indicator bell on the door or anything to telegraph their entrance.

      Lia took off her hat and brushed the stray strands of her dark hair from her forehead. “Buon giorno!” she called toward the rear of the bar.

      A thin face with buggy cobalt eyes peeked from around the corner at a surprisingly tall height.

      Almost imperceptibly, the man’s eyes widened, then a stringy arm appeared, holding up a finger. “Buon giorno! Un momento, per favore.” The second half of the sentence retreated away from them behind the wall. There was a fast clipped conversation just audible over the music somewhere in the back, a door closing, and then the man returned.

      The bartender was tall. What Wolf thought to be a man standing on a step stool and peeking around a corner was in fact a man that stood well above Wolf’s own six-foot-three frame. His head was shaved on the sides all the way to the skin, with a spiked hairdo on top that shone with copious amounts of gel, making the man look even taller than the already circus-height he was. His ears protruded from the side of his head like two open car doors. He had a large nose, and a tight small mouth with spittle built up on the corners. A gold necklace jostled around his neck, well displayed on his bared chest above his mostly unbuttoned white silk shirt.

      He hurried over and extended a huge hand across the bar to Wolf. “Ciao, sono Cezar.”

      Wolf shook his hand, eying a pattern of five dots in between the man’s right forefinger and thumb, like a five on a dice. He’d seen the tattoo countless times around the world. Always on bad people. It seemed that each culture, or country, or region, had different meanings for the universal mark. Some men in the Far East would get the tattoo in prison; some would get it to signify that they’d killed another man. Wolf assumed Cezar’s mark represented something similar, and didn’t represent his prowess for dice games.

      “Do you speak English?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes, I speak English. Why?” The faint sound of a car engine fired up toward the back of the building, revved, and gradually faded.

      “Because I don’t speak Italian. My name’s Wolf.”

      “Wolf! What is that, German?”

      “No, actually it’s not,” he said. “Do you mind answering a few questions for us?”

      “Of course I do not mind! I’m Cezar.” He slumped down on his elbows giving Wolf his undivided attention. “How can I help you?”

      Cezar blinked long and hard while turning his mouth downward, ending the move with a hard sniff. Reaching in his pocket, he pulled out a pack of Marlboros in a black box, a type Wolf didn’t recall ever having seen. He pointed the box in Wolf’s direction. “Would you like one?”

      “No thanks.” He held up his brother’s driver’s license, which he had also pocketed from John’s belongings at the morgue. “Have you ever seen this man before?”

      Lia cleared her throat.

      Cezar looked at the license with an unreadable face. “Yes! I know this guy. He and his friend come in sometimes.”

      Cezar pulled out his cell phone, apparently all his undivided attention used up on the one question.

      “You own this place?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, it’s mine, all mine.” He raised his arms out, showing off his pterodactyl wingspan.

      Lia stepped forward and put her elbow on the bar. “Did you happen to see him this weekend? On Friday night?”

      Cezar paused for a few seconds, swiping his finger on his phone.

      “Cezar?” Lia reached across and put her hand over his phone screen.

      Cezar inhaled a sharp breath and glared at Lia, a dark side showing itself for a brief moment. With a forced smile, he said, “Friday? I don’t think so, I normally remember everyone who comes in, and I don’t remember seeing him that night.”

      Wolf pulled out the receipt and laid it on the bar counter.

      Cezar glanced at it, then back at his phone. “He might have been in here, I don’t know. It was pretty busy that night.”

      “This is my brother’s receipt from that night—”

      “Yeah, I get it. Look, I didn’t see him that night, okay? Sorry to disappoint you.” He stared with a sad look on his face, head tilted to the side. A shrug was added for good measure.

      “Yeah. Okay.” Wolf stared icily. “Hey, you have a bathroom in that back room I can use?” He looked over Cezar’s shoulder to the back hallway.

      His eyelids drooped lazily as he pointed to the far wall. “The toilet is over there.”

      Wolf stood still, glaring at Cezar.

      Cezar held up his arms in a defensive gesture, a vaudeville look of fear twisting his face, then laughed through his tiny spit-ringed smile.

      

      …

      

      “He knows something,” Wolf said as they got into the car.

      “That guy is creepy.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      Lia’s phone trilled. She picked it up and talked for a minute.

      “Valerio is going to meet us at the station with the police report. Let’s go pick up your brother’s computer and head down there.”
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      Wolf followed Lia into the carabinieri station. She darted up the stairs to the left without a glance at the chaos below, which Wolf saw had escalated to biblical status.

      Upstairs was light and smelled refreshing after the midday rains. The lake in the distance was white capped once again, and more aquatic boarders rode the winds back and forth across the vast expanse. He shook his head, looking back at the stairway, like it was a wormhole into another universe.

      The room bustled with activity—officers on phones, paperwork being shuffled from desk to desk. A few unanchored sheets fluttered to the floor on the breeze coming in the windows. Colonnello Marino’s room to the right was closed, and once again his booming voice rumbled from within. Detective Rossi stood up from behind a desk in the distance and waved them over.

      “How are things coming along, David?” Rossi folded his arms.

      “There have been some developments for sure.” He looked to Lia, who sat comfortably on the edge of Rossi’s desk. “We found that the belt around my brother’s neck was not his own.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Wolf explained the length of the belt and how it couldn’t have been stretched, and therefore couldn’t have been his brother’s belt.

      “That is interesting, indeed. About your brother,” Rossi said. “I am working on getting all this paperwork done to release him and his belongings as fast as possible. And did you find this friend he was out with the night before?”

      “No, we just went to his place of work and his apartment, and no luck at either place. It looks like he’s been missing since John died. Or, at least he hasn’t shown up for work all week.”

      “Interesting again.” Rossi raised an eyebrow. He waved them to the chairs in front of his desk and sat back down. Wolf sat gratefully and stole another glance out to the shimmering water behind Rossi.

      Rossi handed a manila folder to Wolf. “Here is a copy of the police report. If you would please not let Marino know that I gave you that, it would be much appreciated.”

      “All right.” Wolf took the folder and put it on his lap. He looked around the room, noticing the piles of paper on each desk. It seemed mountainous compared to what he was used to. Every single person at a desk was dealing with paperwork, or holding a piece of paperwork while on the phone, or handing a stack of paperwork to someone else.

      Rossi seemed to sense his curiosity. “What?”

      “Oh, I was just noting the vast amounts of paperwork on everyone’s desk. I thought we had it bad in Colorado.”

      Rossi and Lia giggled. “Really? This is a lot of paperwork?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yes. This is a lot of paperwork.”

      They laughed like school children, Rossi slapping his hand on the desk. “Paperwork is in the DNA of all Italians. We cannot get out of our mothers’ wombs unless we have the proper paperwork.”

      Rossi leaned forward and frowned, as if remembering the sober reality of Wolf’s visit. “David, all that paperwork is the reason it can take a lot of time. But I’ve been keeping on top of your brother’s release papers. They are sitting on Marino’s desk now for final approval. In the meantime, I see you have your brother’s computer?”

      “Yeah.” Wolf nodded. “I can’t get into it. I was hoping to get your guy to help me.”

      “Good, give it to Paulo. He will be able to help you. If he can help me with this pig,” he slapped the side of his dirty cream-colored desktop monitor, “then he can help you with a brand-new computer like that!”

      “I hope,” Wolf said.
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      “Porco miseria.” Lia plucked a slip of paper off her desk. “I have to go see Marino. Let me get you started with Paulo.”

      “Ciao!” Paulo stood up from behind two giant flat-screen monitors on his desk.

      Wolf estimated his age at about fifteen years old, but then again he wasn’t good at estimating ages past twelve years old, Jack’s current age.

      Paulo was dressed in plain clothes, wearing a black T-shirt that had two 1950s-style American hot rods smashing into each other. His jeans were faded, baggy in the mid-section and skin tight in the legs, a popular look Wolf had noticed propagating through the youth of Italy. He wore thick red plastic-framed glasses and had a spiky hairdo. Silver rings on three fingers and a bright-red plastic watch adorned his arm, which extended to shake Wolf’s hand. It was a firm handshake, and he held Wolf’s gaze as they shook.

      “Piacere,” Paulo said.

      “Hello. Uh, do you speak English?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes, yes! I am not very good,” he said with an impressive American accent. “But, I learned in university.”

      “Great.” Wolf wondered if college for Paulo was done pre or post puberty.

      “Well, what’s up?” Paulo pointed at the computer bag slung on his shoulder.

      “I would like to get into this computer, but I don’t have my brother’s password.” Wolf wore a pained expression as he pulled out the thin Mac laptop.

      “Pfffffffft, okay.”

      “Do you think you can do it?”

      “Yes, no problem.”

      Lia looked satisfied. “Paulo can do anything with computers— programming, the internet, and all things that confuse the rest of us.”

      Paulo was blushing ferociously but also tilting his head back proudly. He opened the computer and pushed a few buttons simultaneously, all the while his attention unwavering from Lia.

      “He’ll take care of you,” she said, slapping Paulo’s back. “I have to go talk to Marino. I will be back, hopefully soon.”

      Wolf looked around. “Okay, sounds good. I’ll be here.”

      Lia walked away back across the room and down the hall. Wolf caught himself staring and turned back to Paulo, who was now standing at his desk watching Lia leave the room.

      “Mmmmmadonna.” Paulo breathed, turning to Wolf with a conspiratorial look. “She is beautiful, eh?”

      “Yes, she is,” Wolf agreed with a resigned smile. “Okay, what’s happening?”

      “Oh, yes, you can pull up that chair there. I am going to create another administrator account on the computer. It takes a few seconds. Then I can go in and access all the files.”

      “Okay, sounds good.”

      Wolf waited and watched Paulo work his magic with the computer. The screen looked to be displaying lines of code, a sight Wolf was completely unfamiliar with. He felt proficient enough with a computer, but he was watching a master mechanic rip the hood off of a car and dig into the engine. A tweak here, a command there, and soon they were inside with a normal view that Wolf was more accustomed to.

      “Okay, I’ve created a new admin account, and changed the password to your brother’s account, allowing me to log in as him. I’m going to fire up a few of his programs. Otherwise, what would you like to do?”

      “I’d like to look at his documents, I guess. His emails, the latest activity. Try to find some clue as to what was going on before last Friday.”

      Paulo tapped the keys for a few minutes, opening windows and programs. “Well, wait a minute, this is interesting.” Paulo was looking in Skype.

      “Why?”

      “Well, you haven’t logged in on this computer at all since you got here? Obviously not  ...  never mind.”

      “No, I haven’t. It was closed when I found it in John’s room. I tried a couple passwords to hack in. No luck. So I gave up and just left it to charge.”

      “Okay, okay. Well, there are messages on Skype from another person to your brother on Tuesday. Two days ago.”

      “Okay,” Wolf said expectantly, “and what does that mean?”

      “Well, okay. Look here.” He pointed toward the little logo on the bottom of the screen. “If there was someone who was trying to get hold of your brother with some messaging on Skype, say, on Tuesday, then I would have just logged into his account and a bubble would have shown up on the icon telling me how many messages he had missed since he last logged in.”

      “Okay.”

      “But there was no bubble that popped up on the icon.” Paolo was tilting his head with wide eyes. “But, if I go into his account and look at his recent conversations here on the left, look what someone is saying to him.”

      –Hey man, you there? 9:12 p.m.

      –What’s happening? Are we doing this interview or what? Let me know  ... 9:53 p.m.

      –You okay? You there? 10:09 p.m.

      Wolf shook his head, not getting it yet.

      “So, the most important part is here,” Paulo pointed. “Look at the date these messages were sent. This was Tuesday, September 18th, three days after your brother’s death, at 9:12 p.m. local time  ...  or, how many hours behind is Colorado?”

      “Eight.”

      “Okay,” Paulo looked at the ceiling for a second, “so that means between one and two in the afternoon, your time, on Tuesday, someone was trying to get hold of him, looks like for an interview. But he wasn’t answering. However, Skype is telling us these messages have already been looked at, because there was no indication on the icon that there were unread messages!”

      Wolf nodded. “Which means someone was on the computer looking at these messages at some point before we just looked at them, otherwise there would have been unread messages.” Wolf was finally getting the significance. He sat back hard in his chair, putting his hands on his head.

      “Exactly,” Paulo said. “Someone has opened this computer and looked at Skype in the past few days, after your brother’s death. So, what do you think they were looking for on this computer?”

      “I honestly have no clue,” Wolf said. “Can you somehow tell? Can you see what they did on it?”

      “No, not unless I had pre-loaded key-stroke recognition software on his computer. But, we can infer some things, like we did just now.”

      “They probably got on the computer to erase something, right?” Wolf asked.

      Paulo raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Okay, let me check. It’s actually more difficult than people think to erase all evidence of a file off a computer. We’ll see if this hacker knew more than just the log-on trick, which is actually quite basic.” He rolled his eyes as he dove back onto the keyboard in a flurry.

      Entering commands on the screen, Paulo’s fingers were a blur. Wolf marveled at the strange sequence of letters, numbers, and punctuation this wunderkind was commanding at Mach speed.

      “Ahhhh.” Paulo had a pained expression. “Well, either they cleaned it completely, or they simply didn’t erase anything. There’s no trace of any files that were recently erased. It’s more likely they didn’t erase anything.”

      Lia came around the corner and walked to the desk. She looked pained, avoiding eye contact with Wolf. “So, any luck?”

      Wolf gestured to the laptop. “We’re in, and we’ve seen that someone else has been looking at the computer in the last couple of days.”

      “Really?” She leaned forward, pressing her firm stomach against Wolf’s shoulder.

      “Yeah. According to Paulo, these Skype messages tell us that someone was on the computer sometime Tuesday night or later.”

      “Ma-donna. What else?”

      “Well,” Paulo said, looking down at the way Lia leaned on Wolf, “we can’t find any indication that anyone erased anything. We have to get online and do some work. Your brother was what, a blogger?”

      “Yes,” Wolf answered.

      “Okay, he probably did things more online than off. What’s his email address? A Gmail account?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Good. Give me a few things, and I’ll do some work. I want your email address, his email address, his blog name, your Facebook account login  ...  you do have a Facebook account, right?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He squirmed. “I don’t remember how I log in, though.”

      Lia smiled at his obvious discomfort.

      Paulo shook his head. “Just give me the blog name.” And with that, Paulo shooed them away.

      Wolf and Lia walked away. “How was your talk with Marino?” Wolf asked.

      She avoided eye contact. “It was fine.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. It’s fine.”

      “Okay,” he said. She was preoccupied with something.

      Wolf left her to her thoughts and went to the window. He opened the manila folder containing the police report and his stomach sank. It was all in Italian. Of course. He would need a lot of translating done for him. And things were always lost in translation.

      “Twitter! Haha!” Paulo blurted.

      Wolf looked to Paulo, who was holding up his arms in triumph.

      Wolf shoved the papers back in the folder and joined Lia at Paulo’s desk.

      “I went into your brother’s Gmail account and checked the activity. Looks like someone erased a few messages on Tuesday night at 11:37 p.m. So, the question is, what was erased? So I went onto your brother’s blog, thinking there might be a hint there. Nothing. It looks like he hasn’t done a blog post in a couple weeks. He has a different contact email address on his blog. He runs it through Gmail as well, so I checked that email account. Nothing there either. They could have erased some stuff there. I could probably hack into his blog, but  ...  well, let me move on.

      “I checked his Facebook account through his blog. It looks like there wasn’t any activity on there. But, that could have been erased also. The login and password information was, again, stored in the browser—”

      “Paulo.” Lia smacked him on the shoulder.

      “Sorry, yes. But, Twitter!” His eyes lit up. “It looks like he tweets a lot. A lot. Your brother was a pretty big deal online, I take it. He has 172,839 followers on his account and he’s following 320 people.”

      Wolf shrugged.

      “It’ means he’s popular. So, anyway, I logged into his Twitter account, and it looks like someone removed some of his tweets.

      “But you can’t just erase tweets from the web. Especially if you have 172,000 followers. People are constantly retweeting his stuff, or replying to it. All traceable, and never erasable. And on the night of your brother’s death …” He punched a couple keys and a tweet was displayed from someone who was apparently a cat wearing a hollowed watermelon on its head.

      “It’s a response to your brother’s tweet. It looks like he posted a picture, but it’s been erased from his account. But it was a picture of Jupiter by the description he gives and the responses, and he says he was at the Merate Observatory.”

      “You can’t show the pictures?” Wolf asked.

      Paulo shook his head. “Can’t. They’ve been erased.”

      “But he was there at the observatory that night,” Wolf whispered.

      “At 11:17 p.m., according to the original tweet,” Paulo added.

      Wolf stared at the screen and shook his head. “How about phone records? Can we get access to both John’s and Matthew Rosenwald’s phone records to see what they said that night? Or earlier in the week as well? We’ll also need to find Rosenwald’s car.”

      Paulo sat back and looked at them. “Yes, I’ll call the phone companies to get the records next, and I’ll see if I can get a triangulation of where his phone is at. I’ll check credit-card activity for both of them as well. I’ll look up the car registration too. These things could take the rest of the day. I’ll get started.”

      “Give me a call when you have more information.” Lia walked to the front of his desk and leaned both hands on it.

      Paulo lit up. “Of course I will, mi amore!” He added a quick sentence in Italian that caused Lia to roll her eyes.

      “Shall we go?” she asked Wolf.

      “Sure. I think we need to go back to the observatory.”

      Lia bit her lip and looked at her watch. “It’s just after 5:00 p.m. What are the chances he’s still there?”

      “Vlad seems to be a late worker. I’d say pretty good.”
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      As they exited the main room to the stairway to hell, a voice called from across the room, “Lia, David!” Rossi put his phone to his ear, said a quick goodbye to someone, and waved them over. “What are you guys doing?”

      They explained the situation to Rossi as quickly as possible. He stopped them numerous times, asking them to expand on points, and go over others again before egging them on for more details. Finally, he looked to Wolf with folded arms and a furrowed brow. “Okay, so what are you going to do at the observatory?”

      Wolf was taken aback by the question. “Well, we’re going to get the real story from this son of a bitch, Vlad. He’s hiding something from us about Friday night.”

      “What did you and Marino just talk about, Lia?”

      “Uh, he was wondering about what was happening.” She glanced at Wolf, then the desk.

      “And?” Rossi asked.

      “He said  ...  he said that David’s brother would be released tomorrow, and he wanted him out of the picture.” She pointed at Wolf.

      Wolf stood still, not reacting.

      “David,” Rossi glanced at Marino’s closed door, “we have to be careful about your next moves. Your brother’s remains are released tomorrow. That means you can get the belt with the belongings, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Wolf said. “When will the body be released?”

      “Marino said first thing in the morning,” Lia said. “Then he wants to talk to you after that, to try and persuade you to go home  ...  cooperatively.”

      “I’ll go home cooperatively when I find out who killed my brother. And it’s looking like Vlad had a hand in this whole thing.”

      “David, let me finish.” Rossi put his hand on Wolf’s shoulder and stepped closer. “Marino has pressure from higher-ranking officials to make this situation go away. They don’t like that a police force from another country is coming in and helping with a closed investigation. I know that is not what is happening,” he said quickly. “I’m just telling you what Marino must be thinking about right now behind that door.

      “It is important that we do this right. Right now, you have the testimony from a worker at an observatory that he didn’t see your brother the night of his death. That’s it. He could be telling the truth—he could have been locked in his office the entire night, never seeing a single soul. However, if you had the belt, and we could show that it was Vlad’s somehow, then we actually have a piece of evidence. Or we need to find Matthew, which Paulo is working on right now, like you said. But at this moment, you are risking some sort of ugly international incident if you go over there right now.”

      Wolf took a deep breath. “So what do you propose I do instead?”

      “Eat,” Rossi said with zero hesitation.

      “What?”

      Rossi touched both of them on the arm. “You and Lia come to my house, this second, and have an excellent meal with my family. We will talk this out, on full stomachs!”

      Wolf stared at Rossi’s motionless bug eyes and broke a smile. He looked to Lia, who seemed all on board with the idea, then nodded. “All right. That sounds good, I guess.”

      “Oh-kay!” Rossi pulled his coat off his desk chair. “Now let’s get the hell out of here before Marino’s office door opens.” He marched between them, out of the room, and disappeared down the stairway.
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      Two miles into the tunnel, Wolf’s back pressed into the seat, letting him know they were gaining altitude at a good rate. He leaned discreetly, keeping a white-knuckle grip on the Jesus-bar, to catch a glimpse of Lia’s dashboard gauges.

      No more than five car lengths behind Rossi, she was doing one hundred sixty kilometers per hour, a straight one hundred miles per hour. He held his breath when the car rocked from side to side as they blew past another train of cars traveling the other way.

      They slowed to a breathable speed as a series of flashing signs indicated a sharp turn, which turned out to be the end of the tunnel. The view was stunning, looking down on Lecco from what was at least a thousand feet up the steep Alpine mountain. They continued onward and upward for another few minutes, switching back and forth along a tight-cornered road gouged into the side of a steep green slope lined with tall pine trees of a kind Wolf had never seen.

      Wolf craned his head to see the distant valley floor through the trees. “This seems to be far from town, and a really nice area.”

      “Yes, they moved here a few years ago, when Valerio’s father died. He and his family were left an inheritance, and they didn’t hesitate to move to this nicer area. You’ll see his house. It’s quite beautiful.”

      Wolf couldn’t help but think for a moment about his own father’s death, and how it had caused quite the opposite effect on his own family.

      Rossi finally slowed as they pulled up to a bush-lined property. They waited as gate lights flashed yellow, and an ornate weave of wrought iron slowly swung inwards.

      A dog pranced with wagging tail in front of Rossi’s Alfa Romeo, and Wolf sucked in a breath as Rossi pulled in, pushing it aside with the bumper of his car.

      Lia stopped and they stepped out onto the cobblestone driveway. The air was crisp and clean, smelled of pinesap, and was noticeably cooler than it had been on the distant valley floor. As they followed Rossi along the side of the house to the entrance, they had a fantastic view of the city below. Lecco sprawled like a model city on a gleaming Lake Como. It was so steep that Wolf imagined he could run, jump, and land smack in the middle of the lake below.

      The yard of the house was perfectly manicured, and surprisingly flat for how steep the surrounding area looked. The stucco concrete house was one story in front, with a walkout lower level on to a stone patio, where two boys were playing soccer below.

      “Ciao ragazzi!” Rossi bent over the railing, then yanked open the door to the side entrance.

      “Ciao!”

      “Ciao, Daddy!”

      Inside, a male Italian singer was belting out high vibrato notes from an unseen speaker system. Smells of cooking Italian food saturated the moist air inside. A slightly disheveled-looking woman wiped her hands and kissed Valerio quickly, then gave a loud welcome to Lia as they kissed each other’s cheeks.

      “Ciao, sono Maria.” She extended a hand to Wolf.

      “Ciao,” he said. “I’m David.”

      “Nize-a to meet you,” she said, laughing. “I am terrible Eenglish.” She pointed to herself with a red-faced smile.

      “Not as bad as my Italian,” Wolf replied.

      The first order of business for Wolf was to use a computer with internet access. His mother would be distraught at Wolf’s lack of contact. Wolf explained as much to Rossi, and Rossi immediately pulled him through the house to remedy the situation.

      Rossi’s home office had dark-green ceramic tiles on the floor and color photos of vineyards adorning the bright-yellow stucco walls. Rossi turned on the tall floor lamp and ripped open the shades, revealing the incredible view below. The sky outside was now bright orange behind white-stoned peaks, and the city below speckled with lights. Rossi plopped down at the dark wood desk, fired up his computer, signed into Skype, and plugged in some headphones with a microphone.

      Rossi opened the door to leave, letting in the loud music from the rest of the house. “Take your time. We’ll be having aperitivo.”

      Wolf picked up the headset and took a seat. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      

      …

      

      “Hello?” His mother answered her cell phone after the first ring.

      “Hi, Mom, it’s me.”

      “Oh, thank God. Where have you been?”

      “Sorry. I’ve been having phone trouble. I’m just taking care of everything. Getting John on a plane home.”

      She paused. “So?”

      “Well, I really haven’t got any news yet, Mom.” He debated whether to say anything until he had definitive proof, but then she sniffed, and it was clear her nose had been running. That she had been sobbing for who knew how many hours before he’d called. He said, “I don’t think he killed himself, Mom.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Mom? You there?”

      “Yes. I’m here.” Her sobbing echoed in the headphones.

      “In fact, I’m sure of it.”

      “Good. Good,” she whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen him.”

      A rustling sound filled the headset. “How did he look?”

      “He looked …” Dead. “He looked fine, Mom. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m doing all right. I think I’m going to go up to Rocky Points tomorrow.”

      “Good, Mom. Go see Jack.”

      “Of course. I hear Sarah is back,” she said.

      Wolf sighed. “Yeah, she is back. Look, I have to go now. I’m sorry for the short call. I’m at another person’s house, on their computer. I’ll try and get back in touch tomorrow. Keep your phone on.”

      She sniffed. “Okay. Catch the bastard that did this, David.”

      “That’s the plan,” Wolf said.

      They said their goodbyes and hung up.

      Next Wolf called Jack and didn’t get an answer, so he left a message. He was a little disappointed, but thankful his son wasn’t answering his “emergency cell phone” when he was supposed to be in class.

      He dialed another number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Wolf.”

      “Hey,” Rachette said. “I was wondering what this random phone number was. I hoped it was you. How’s it going over there? You find anything out?”

      “Well, maybe. It’s taking some time. There’s definitely something going on that doesn’t look right.”

      “Jesus, really? What’s happening?”

      “A lot. Too much to explain,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah, I under—” Rachette’s voice cut out.

      Wolf turned up the volume a little on the keyboard. “You there?”

      “I’m here. Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah. Listen, anything new going on?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes. A lot.” Rachette’s voice was excited now.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you know a girl named Lisa Hardwick?” Rachette asked.

      “No. Why? Should I?”

      “Apparently not. No one really knows her at HQ. She’s a sixteen-year-old junior at Rocky Points High, new in town this year. Her family moved in at the beginning of the summer.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay, yeah. I think I’ve heard of the Hardwicks. The father works at the golf course.”

      “Exactly,” Rachette said. “He’s the new head pro at Pine Meadows. Moved up from somewhere in Denver.”

      “Okay.”

      “Lisa came in and talked to us yesterday,” Rachette continued. “She claims to have spent a lot of time recently with Jerry Wheatman.”

      Wolf frowned and swiveled in the chair to look outside. The orange glow behind the Italian Alps was dying.

      “That’s interesting,” said Wolf.

      “Yeah. And it gets more interesting.” Rachette spoke fast. “She said she thinks Julie killed Wheatman. She says she’s sure of it.”

      Wolf turned back to the computer screen. “And why does she say that?”

      “She says Julie was furious about her and Jerry spending time together. She says Jerry talked about breaking up with Julie.”

      “To be with this new girl, Lisa?”

      “Yeah.”

      Wolf stayed silent.

      “So?” Rachette asked.

      “So what?”

      Rachette blew into the receiver. “So we have motive for Julie Mulroy killing Jerry Wheatman, that’s what. And something else.”

      Wolf stayed silent.

      “Lisa told us Chris Wakefield is madly in love with Julie Mulroy, that it’s common knowledge around school that he always has been.”

      “Okay,” Wolf said. “So you think Wakefield was in on the whole thing. How?”

      Rachette sighed. “Well, it fits now why we found both of their footprints coming down the mountain. We have motive for these two to commit murder. Julie does it for revenge against Jerry, and Chris helps so he can please Julie and be with her after all is said and done.”

      Wolf thought a moment. “And what does Burton think?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

      “He doesn’t seem too impressed by the whole thing. But I think they did it. They killed Jerry Wheatman. Had to.”

      “Well, if anyone could come in off the street accusing someone of murder, and law enforcement acted on those accusations without proof, we’d live in a pretty messed-up country.” Wolf was suddenly famished.

      Silence filled Wolf’s headphones. He could sense Rachette’s disappointment from halfway around the globe.

      “But that’s not to say I don’t appreciate the heads-up,” Wolf added. “I think something’s not right about Julie and Wakefield’s story, the way they tell it now, that’s for sure. But the bottom line is, we need clear proof of any wrongdoing, or our hands are tied.”

      Rachette sighed. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      “So get some proof.”

      “How do you think I should do that?” Rachette asked.

      “Carefully.”

      Rachette sighed again.

      “I have to go,” Wolf said. “Thanks for the update. I’m going to give Burton a quick call. Maybe he can shed some light on some next steps.”

      “There’s another thing,” Rachette said hesitantly.

      “Yeah? And what’s that?” Wolf didn’t like Rachette’s tone.

      “It’s Connell. He’s been telling people you jumped him the other day.”

      Wolf clenched his fists. He should have filed an official report. He should have said something to someone. Hell, he should have been quicker, gotten to his gun and shot him dead before any of this happened.

      “Wolf?” Rachette asked.

      “Yeah. All right. Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “You want me to patch you through to Burton?”

      “Uh, yeah. Good idea. You know how to do that?”

      “What? You think I’m an idiot?” Rachette asked, and before Wolf could answer, a ringing filled Wolf’s ears.

      “Sluice County Sheriff’s Department.”

      Wolf didn’t recognize the voice behind the garbled connection. Apparently Rachette didn’t know how to patch him through.

      “I was trying to reach Sheriff Burton,” Wolf said. “Can you please patch me through?”

      There was a long drawn-out pause. “Who’s calling?” Who’s callink. The reception cleared, and Wolf realized it was Connell, sounding like he had a nose plugged with gauze.

      Wolf gritted his teeth. “Patch me through to Burton.”

      “This is Burton. Well, at least you’ve reached his office.” Connell used the tone of a jovial secretary. “Can I help you with something?”

      “What the hell you doing in his office?” Wolf asked.

      “Just covering for him for a bit. We’re a bit short handed with deputies skipping town and whatnot.”

      Wolf paused. “You telling people I jumped you, Connell?”

      “I’m just telling people what happened, Sergeant Wolf,” he said. “Doesn’t look too good what you did to me, then skipping town right before the appointment. Not too good for you, at least.”

      Wolf’s face went hot.

      Connell chuckled. “Damn good timing for brother John to kick the bucket over in Italia,” he said. “Aaaaaaanyways, have fun over there. I hope you enjoy your vacation.”

      With a sploosh sound, the Skype session ended. Wolf stared at the screen and ripped off the headset.

      

      …

      

      The dinner turned out to be a much-needed distraction. Pasta, crispy bread, meat sauce, and savory red wine. It was some of the best food he’d tasted in his life. Valerio and Maria Rossi’s two boys seemed like good kids, despite Wolf not understanding a word they said.

      He was happy to sit and watch, not feeling in the mood to have to speak after the Skype call, and found it fascinating to observe the spoken Italian language and animated gestures. They would all laugh, and Lia would stop to translate, and then he would smile, well after the magic of the moment was gone. Nonetheless, he appreciated the effort from her and he enjoyed the company.

      “Lia used to try to be one of the boys,” Rossi explained. “Growing up, we would be playing soccer as you Americans call it, or calcio as we call it, and she would insist to play all the time.”

      Lia was concentrating on her meal with a quickly ripening face.

      “She, of course, was better than everyone,” he said. “Except me!”

      Lia kept her gaze on her food.

      “No, she really was. All the boys were so confused by her. Here is this beautiful young girl who wanted desperately to kick their butts at every chance she could get.”

      Lia jutted her head forward. “I didn’t want to kick anyone’s butts. I just wanted to be treated like anyone else with good skills.”

      “It is the same today. She is one of the best soldiers we have in the carabinieri.” He held his hands up. “And the boys are confused by her once again.”

      “They are not confused. They are all …” She looked back at her meal and resumed eating. Tension fell on the table, and everyone ate in silence until Rossi spoke.

      “They are confused.” Rossi used a quiet tone. “They don’t know what to do with such a talented, beautiful, strong, and vicious young woman. You have already been recognized for your talents. We have a saying in Italy,” Rossi looked to Wolf, “‘Il tempo viene per chi sa aspettare’—which means ‘All things come to those who wait.’ Isn’t that right, David?”

      Wolf took a sip of wine. “In a perfect world, I guess.”

      Rossi studied his expression. “What is your job at home? Are you an officer? A captain? How do you say?”

      “I’m a deputy sergeant for the Sheriff’s Department. We’re a small department, in a small county in the state of Colorado.”

      “Deputy sergeant.” Rossi emphasized each syllable, scrutinizing the words. “I’m not familiar with your ranking system. Who’s your immediate superior?”

      “The sheriff. We’re a little unconventional with our simplistic ranks. We have deputies, sergeant deputies, who act as undersheriffs, and then the sheriff.”

      Rossi nodded and took another bite. “Do you wish to be sheriff some day?” he asked.

      “My father was the sheriff when he was killed in the line of duty.” Wolf took a deep breath and rolled some spaghetti. “I would very much like to be sheriff.”

      The table went quiet again. All concentrated on their plates, except for Rossi, who stared at Wolf.

      “I, too, lost my father,” Rossi whispered. “A few years ago. It was his time. He had a long life. Your father was taken from you at a younger age. It must have been difficult.”

      Wolf nodded. “I’m sorry about your father,” he deflected. “I heard about it from Lia on the way up here.” He stopped himself, suddenly self-conscious of his conversation with Lia on the way up. Like they had gone behind Rossi’s back in some way.

      “Yes. My father was a good, hardworking man. At least, that’s the way I remember him. He and my mother split when I was a child. He helped my brother’s family and my family tremendously after his death. He was never around, really. We had no idea he had amassed such wealth. He never taught us about how to invest or save the way he did. He just quietly did it himself. It was a surprise for the entire family to get such a large inheritance.” He raised his hands and looked around. “It gave us this. And gave my brother a place to call his own in Liguria, as well.”

      Rossi’s eyes glistened as he pushed his pasta in an aimless circle on the plate. Maria rubbed his back and gently set her head on his shoulder.

      Lia reached to Wolf’s leg under the table and gave it a soft squeeze, looking at him. She pulled her hand away, rolled her eyes and resumed rolling her spaghetti on her fork. She looked up suddenly. “I’m not vicious!”

      Hearty laughter evaporated the tension. Rossi’s two boys joined in, giggling and staring wide-eyed at Lia.

      When they had finished dinner, Wolf tried unsuccessfully to help Maria clear the dishes and clean up. Rossi pulled him to the back porch instead, where they sat on the patio overlooking the lights of Lecco, sipping a local grappa served by Rossi’s wife. Wolf was so tired he felt like he was observing reality from another dimension.

      When Maria walked back into the house Wolf threw the tiny bag of white powder from Matthew Rosenwald’s apartment on the table in front of Rossi.

      Rossi picked it up and thumbed it in the dim light. “It looks just like the one that I found in your brother’s apartment. The same size and look of the bag.”

      “I don’t know what to make of the whole cocaine thing,” Wolf said. “I’m not sure if this is even cocaine. You’ll need to test it. But I don’t think my brother did drugs. He may have experimented in the past, but he never really did drugs. I know what people act like when they do drugs, and my brother didn’t. I need to find this Matthew guy. And something’s off about that Cezar guy at the pub, and Vlad at the observatory. They are both holding something back. Something’s off about those two.”

      Rossi took a sip and furrowed his brow. “What if Matthew was supplying your brother with these drugs?”

      “I guess it looks that way. But looks can be deceiving. Then there is the belt. That wasn’t my brother’s belt that was found around his neck. There are only two things that can mean—either he stole a belt and hanged himself with it, or someone strung him up with it  ...  or more accurately, smacked him on the head and strangled him, then tried to make it look like a suicide, and did a poor job of it, because the chandelier couldn’t hold his body weight.” Wolf glared into the dark. “That’s what happened, and I’m sure of it. And it would take at least two people to string up John from that chandelier. There’s no way one person could have done it.” He stood and went to the patio railing, gazing at the city below.

      Valerio sipped his grappa and kept his seat. “I think there needs to be more evidence. And until then, I don’t see what we can do. There is no nametag on that belt. There’s no way to find out whose it is, other than finding fingerprints, which we’ll check. But it’s been handled by more than a few people by now.

      “Secondly, we cannot bring in this Vlad character for questioning because he was sweating profusely as you spoke to him. We cannot arrest the bar owner for being rude to the carabinieri and a foreigner coming into his pub to question him.” He sighed heavily. “I do think that it is strange that this Matthew fellow left town immediately after your brother’s death, though. So, I think we need to find him. Paulo is working on it. He will look at the phone records and find Rosenwald’s phone, and who knows what else he can uncover. That boy is marvelously talented.”

      Wolf yawned uncontrollably once again and nodded his head.

      Lia stood up. “You need to get some sleep, David.”

      “Yes, you need sleep,” Rossi declared, standing up. “We will know more tomorrow.”

      “We need to go over the police report,” Wolf said, sitting back down. “And I don’t know how the hell to read Italian, so I’m going to need your help.” An unstoppable yawn stretched his face again.

      Lia stood in front of Wolf and placed her hand gently on his. “You need sleep.”

      Rossi looked down at Wolf. “David. Please. It doesn’t do you any good not to rest. We still have all day tomorrow.”

      Wolf sat forward. “And if I need your help Saturday? What if I need more time?”

      “Then you will have our help on Saturday as well,” Rossi answered.

      Wolf sat back on the metal chair. They were right. If they went over the police report now, he probably wouldn’t remember it in the morning. Every cell in his body screamed for sleep. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      They said goodbye to the Rossis and climbed in the Alfa Romeo.

      “Sleep now,” she said in a motherly tone. She turned the key and pulled out of the gate with less speed than Wolf was accustomed to in her passenger seat.

      “What do you think? Do you really think my brother killed himself?”

      “I think  ...  I think we will find out. I think you need sleep. Go to sleep.”

      He tilted the seat back and lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      A light brushing on his cheek pulled him from a dreamless sleep.

      “Yep?” He popped his eyes wide open.

      “We are here.” Lia’s face filled his view. She was close, tilting her head sideways to the same angle as his, her hair dangling across her face.

      Wolf lay still. Without thinking he reached up and brushed her hair behind her ear.

      She narrowed her eyes slowly with a short-lived smile that turned to a hard gaze. Her lips parted and she exhaled loudly. Her warm breath caressed his face.

      He reached and pulled her head close. There was zero resistance. Zero hesitation.

      Lia’s mouth gently connected with his, her tongue diving with eager swirls that tasted of sweet saliva and red wine. Her breaths now came hard out of her nose, vividly audible over the soft Italian music that played on the radio. She reached between them and yanked hard on the emergency brake with a loud crank, then groped at his crotch hungrily with the same hand as she moved closer.

      He reached his right hand between her thighs and shifted closer to her.

      Then she ripped free and pushed his hand away.

      “No, sorry. Sorry, I  ...  we cannot do this,” she said, straightening and putting her hands on the steering wheel. “Sorry.” She sat, looking forward out the windshield.

      Wolf looked at her. “Okay, uh  ...  okay.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I will pick you up first thing tomorrow, okay?” She looked at him with pleading eyes.

      “Yeah, sure.” He shifted himself upright, and then struggled with the seat-reclining lever. “See you tomorrow at eight?”

      “Okay then.”

      “Bye.”

      He got out and stood up, suddenly lightheaded, with absolutely no clue where he was. He looked forward and craned back his neck to see the strange building in front of him. He couldn’t remember ever seeing it before. Turning quickly, he reached to knock on the window to stop her, to tell her she’d dropped him off at the wrong place, but she had already peeled off up the road. She turned a corner and the rev of the engine faded into the quiet night. Then he saw his brother’s apartment building across the street.

      Jesus. Goodnight.
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      Wolf’s watch showed 10:25 p.m. when he entered his brother’s apartment.

      He stepped out on the balcony and took a look below at the piazza. It was filled with chatter, billowing smoke, rising food aromas, and clusters of young people. Thursday night.

      “Hi.” A voice startled him from above. Cristina was looking down, exhaling smoke from a cigarette.

      “Hi,” he said. “Do you mind if I come up and have one of those?” Surprisingly, or not surprisingly after the wake-up call he’d just gotten, he felt wide-awake.

      “Sure, come on up.”

      He went upstairs and knocked.

      “Come in!”

      She was still on the balcony, and she motioned for Wolf to join her outside. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she stood in sweat pants and a T-shirt. Her eyes were swollen with dark circles underneath. “Here you go,” she said, handing him a Marlboro.

      The cigarette was lighter and a little bit thicker in his fingers than he remembered. He brought it up to his mouth, catching a brief scent of Lia on his hand, and lit it.

      The second drag hit him with a harder buzz than he was expecting, so he reached for the balcony railing and looked over the edge. Fighting through the lightheadedness, he enjoyed half of the first cigarette he’d had in years, then had a sudden overwhelming urge to put it out, so he mashed it into her overflowing ashtray.

      She leaned on the railing next to him and smiled. “Didn’t want a cigarette, after all?”

      Wolf laughed. “It’s been a long time. It was a little stronger than I expected.”

      They stood in silence for a moment, observing the bustle of the piazza below.

      “So did you find anything out today?” she asked.

      “Maybe. We went to the pub my brother was at on Saturday night, the Albastru Pub. You ever been there? It’s Romanian.”

      “Yes, I’ve been there.” She shifted upright. “John used to go there a lot. I went once. I do not like the place.”

      “Why?”

      “The guys that work there. I know their type from home. A few of them have tattoos that are the symbol of gangs from where I come from.” She looked at Wolf then took a drag. “Bad gangs.”

      Wolf thought of the ink on the freakishly tall man’s hand. “Yeah, I saw tattoos. What kind of gangs? What do they do?”

      “They would go around town, beating people that owned small shops, and make them pay not to be beaten in the future. They would sell drugs. Sometimes they would kill people. I think even policemen were scared of them. I learned to stay away from those types of men. There were many disappearances of girls my age growing up. Not where I lived, but close by, in the city. They were made to be prostitutes and often shipped off to other countries.” She took a long drag. “I told John that he needed to be careful there, and not to mess with anyone there. He laughed and said he wouldn’t, but I told him I was serious. That they weren’t the types of guys you wanted to mess with.” She took another drag. “He said he liked the beer.”

      “Did you ever meet the Romanian guy from the observatory that Matthew works with? His name is Vlad. That’s his last name.”

      She shook her head. “No, I haven’t met anyone but Matthew from the observatory.”

      “Did John ever say anything about the bar? Like he suspected anything else going on there? Like any crime? Drugs?”

      She looked at him. “No, not that I can remember. Why? You think they killed him?”

      Wolf just shrugged. They stood quietly for another few seconds, then he looked at her. “You holding up all right?”

      She exhaled and her bottom lip quivered. A tear ran down her cheek and she wiped it quickly.

      He gave her a hug and let his emotions run free for a few seconds, staring out at the orange rooftops with blurring vision.

      Somewhere out in those tight streets, a man, or men, were going about their lives, thinking they’d gotten away with framing his brother for suicide. They had something coming to them. They had someone coming for them. He pulled away and wiped his eyes. “Can I use your scooter?”

      She laughed. “Well, I kind of need it to get to work. Do you need a ride somewhere tomorrow?”

      “No, I mean, right now.”

      “Oh.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve and dried her eyes. “I guess, yes. What are you going to do?”

      “I have to go check on something.”
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      The 50 cc engine Italian scooter screamed underneath him as he rounded a dark corner on the two-lane road. The tiny light bobbed and bounced, illuminating rows of corn on either side of the street and clouds of swirling insects. Thankfully, there was little traffic at this late hour in the countryside near the Merate Observatory.

      As Wolf passed the gate they’d entered before, he cut the engine. The sudden silence was deafening after listening to the strain of the tiny engine for more than twenty minutes. He turned and coasted onto a dirt road that lined the south side of the property and pushed the scooter to a dark pocket underneath a tree next to the fence.

      The engine ticked and hissed as he propped it on the center kickstand with such ease that it was like manhandling a child’s bicycle. He was ridiculously large for the thing, but it had gotten him here.

      The observatory hunkered in the dark, with the telescope dome peeking over the top of a pine tree in the near distance. From Wolf’s view through the wrought-iron security fence, he saw a bright light from within the back of the property shining up on the damp air and surrounding trees.

      There was no movement or sound, save the scooter’s cooling engine and the millions of crickets singing in the cornfields behind him.

      He reached in the pack and dug out two leather jackets, a heavy hooded sweatshirt, a pair of pants, and a pair of jeans he had borrowed from John’s closet. He folded one of the leather jackets like an accordion, then hauled up and draped it length-wise across the spikes on the fence, pulling it down hard on each individual spike to seat it. He repeated the process with each article of clothing.

      He pulled, sagging down with extended arms, then propelled himself over with one silent fluid move. A squish pierced the air as he landed on the damp interior lawn on the other side.

      Running low and fast, he reached the edge of the southernmost building, crept to the rear, and took refuge behind a broad-leaved bush. He peeked around the corner and saw vivid white light pouring out onto the rear lawn from above two doors that were propped open.

      Wolf now clearly heard voices. A heated argument was ensuing between two men, in a language that wasn’t Italian. It was more Germanic, harsh sounding.

      The first man was tall and lanky, with a spiked hairdo. Cezar. His face was in and out of deep shadow, but the body was unmistakable. The second man was unmistakable as well. Vlad. They were quarreling in Romanian.

      Suddenly, a loud slap pierced the silence, and Wolf raised his eyebrows. Vlad was pleading in a crouch, and Cezar was shuffling toward him with a raised hand.

      Wolf’s pulse accelerated at the unmistakable sight of a pistol in Cezar’s hand, pointed straight at Vlad’s head. Wolf was unarmed, and he decided at that moment that confrontation was out of the question. Avoiding detection had just become a high priority.

      Wolf watched the action unfold. Both men were momentarily frozen in their theatrical poses. Then Cezar shuffled his feet closer, apparently seriously considering the repercussions of shooting Vlad or not shooting Vlad. Vlad hunched down further, apparently hoping the few inches of distance would save him from certain death.

      Cezar abruptly relaxed his posture, put the pistol in the back of his pants, and turned and walked away. He stopped a few feet away and stooped over.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. He hadn’t noticed until now that a box-shaped moving truck was parked, rear facing and wide open. The interior was pitch black due to the angle of the lights.

      Cezar was rummaging through things inside of it, speaking in a nonchalant tone. A few seconds later, they both walked swiftly into the building. Then there were two loud clacks and the doors slowly swung shut.

      The lights went off, plunging the property into total darkness. Wolf hunched down with the sudden change. Past experience told him it would be about thirty minutes for his night vision to fully develop after exposing his eyes to that much light. However, waiting was not an option.

      There was no noise coming from within the observatory. No conversation. Wolf realized that Vlad and Cezar had entered the building to take care of something—something that would take long enough to justify shutting off the light, but not so long that they would risk leaving the truck open. There wasn’t going to be a better opportunity. Now or never, he thought.

      He sprinted to the side of the truck, stopping with his back pressed to the aluminum exterior, then peeked around the corner. Blood pumped hard in his ears, his breath fast, yet controlled. A fresh taste of the earlier cigarette pumped out of his lungs.

      The truck interior was dark. Very dark.

      One of the first things he’d learned about night tracking, first from his father, and later in the army, was to use peripheral vision in low-light situations. Looking straight at something utilized the cone cells on the retina, which were rendered worthless if too dark. Scanning with the peripheral used the rod cells, which were distributed more evenly throughout the back of the retina.

      He swept his vision, taking in the truck interior with an unfocused gaze, and groped with his hands.

      It was filled with computers, laptop computers, of all sizes and colors. They were stacked five or ten deep along the floor of the truck, all along the back and left side. And there was something else. Wolf counted six large cardboard boxes with flipped-open tops, also filled with laptops. None of them were new, Wolf realized, as he reached in and felt a few of them. They were scratched on the corners, and some had stickers on them—A.C. Milan, Vespa, Hello Kitty. Hello Kitty? Wolf pressed his face close to the sticker and felt it. It was on a laptop with a soft pink plastic covering.

      Wolf remembered the conversation inside the observatory from the day before. Vlad worked for the EAS, overseeing the logistics of moving astronomical equipment between observatories throughout the European Union.

      A clear mental picture was forming in Wolf’s mind as to the true nature of Vlad’s activities. As of now it looked like, along with astronomical equipment, Vlad was trafficking stolen electronics. All of them supplied by a gang of thugs led by Cezar.

      Small light-colored boxes caught his attention, stacked underneath the open boxes of electronics. Wolf pushed back one on top, unveiling a stark white cardboard one about a foot cubed in size. A dark-blue logo was faintly visible on the side. He bent closer and ran his finger across it. It was the letters EAS with what looked to be stars or planets. He lifted the box. It was packed dense and heavy, and shaking didn’t produce any movement or sound inside.

      He straightened and turned an ear toward the doors, stilling his breath. He heard nothing.

      The best he had in way of a blade was the tiny scooter key in his pocket. He pushed the small key into the tape, sliced it down the crease, and pulled up the cardboard. Inside was a square plastic bag packed tight, like a clear sack filled with flour. Cocaine, he thought. Cocaine was found at his brother’s apartment, and a white bag was found at Rosenwald’s. There was, of course, no way of knowing for sure, but if the shoe fits …

      A shock jolted through Wolf’s body as he heard a jostling inside the two closed doors of the observatory. He shut the flap and replaced the box underneath the larger one in a quick move. He darted around the side of the truck as the outside light went on with a blinding flash. Wolf looked down. His feet were bathed in light. He took one large stride, aligning his feet with the tire, which put them in shadow, and hopefully unseen from the other side.

      A door to the observatory swung open and hit the exterior wall with a thud. Vlad and Cezar were in mid-conversation, and one of them walked briskly to the truck.

      The truck sagged down with body weight, and rummaging sounds came from the other side of the thin metal sidewall behind Wolf’s back. Wolf looked to the front of the truck. He squinted and bore his vision into the darkness to see just where the truck was going to drive. It was parked on grass, with smooth black pavement just in front of the front tires.

      His eyes followed the jet-black void cutting through the dark lawn. It went on about ten yards then veered. Wolf swung his body as his eyes traveled down the road, following it all the way to a gate. The road then veered to the right and  lowered below the level of the property as it descended downwards along the perimeter.

      A secondary punch of adrenaline hit him when he realized that the road was the same perimeter road his scooter was parked on, right out in plain sight, with a stack of coats on the fence directly above it.

      He turned back to the rear of the truck again. He tensed as fingers came into view, gripping the back corner of the truck.

      Just then, Vlad stepped into view from the back of the truck, illuminated from the floodlight. He turned and looked directly in the direction of Wolf. Looked right at him. “Eh?” He turned his head to the back of the truck. Vlad shot an uncomprehending glare to the mumbling voice Wolf heard within the truck and disappeared back out of sight. The truck slumped downwards again. Further downwards. They were both in the truck.

      Wolf moved to the front of the truck, eyeing the open gate to the perimeter road. If he ran out to the gate, he could do it without detection, but getting the scooter as well? Not unless they stayed inside the truck long enough for him to slip past the fifty-foot section of road that was illuminated through the iron fence.

      If they spotted him, would they recognize him? Wolf thought of Cezar’s pistol, and then the man wielding it. Was he a shoot-first-and-ask-questions-later kind of guy?

      Vlad and Cezar launched into a loud argument, which sounded like it was right next to his ear. They were deep into the back of the truck.

      Shaking his head, he clenched his teeth, cursing his options. He shuffled to the rear of the truck and peered around the back corner. Wolf saw the faint flashlight glow and heard them talking, probably eight feet in. It sounded like both men were rummaging through materials.

      He eyed the dangling rope above, and the locking latch on the truck’s roll-up door.

      Wolf sucked in a breath and lunged, gripping it with both extended arms, and pulled down with the full force of his body weight. The door slammed all the way shut faster than he’d expected, bouncing up from the floor a good three feet as he stumbled backwards onto his backside. He landed hard on his tailbone, then rose instantly and pulled down hard again on the handle this time, catching a glimpse of shoes inside. The door began to rise, and Wolf knew that the leverage two men had trying to raise the door from the standing position was much more than he had holding it down with his arm. It inched higher.

      The locking latch was right there in front of his face, but the door needed to be completely closed. Putting both of his hands on the exterior handle, he pulled down with the force of his two-hundred-pound body lifted off the ground. It slammed shut, and at the same instant he flipped the latch.

      Instinct told him he was already too late. He lay back and rolled just as loud reports from inside pealed open holes next to the door handle. Bullets smacked the asphalt next to him and whirred into the night.

      He got up and sprinted back the way he’d come in, more muffled gunshots ringing out behind him. Huffing loudly, he reached the fence and vaulted it in a single bound, barely touching his left hand to the top with the adrenaline coursing through his body.

      Wolf was suddenly flying ten feet over the scooter toward the rapidly approaching dirt road. Wind filled his ears as he fell motionless, and then he landed hard on his heels, rolling and smashing his hipbone into the ground. A split instant later, his elbow connected hard with a teeth-clamping jolt. He gasped, stumbled to his feet, and gripped his elbow to contain the pain.

      He heard a diesel engine roar to life from within the property fence and he saw the swinging lights of the truck on the trees inside. There was a yell, then the deep gurgling engine accelerating hard.

      “Shit.” He rammed the scooter key into the ignition and sat on the seat, rolling the scooter off the kickstand. He started it and cranked the throttle, producing more of an ear-splitting whine than any forward movement. He jumped off and pushed, sending a fresh jolt of pain into his hip.

      When he couldn’t run any faster, he jumped on, and acceleration gently took over as he was propelled down to the main road. To the right was the direction of John’s apartment, but it was an uphill climb for a hundred yards or so past the front of the observatory property. The street slanted downhill to the left, which would give him more acceleration from the small engine.

      He went left, shooting out onto the black pavement in a deep lean, just keeping his balance as both the front and back wheels skidded sideways.

      The tiny vibrating handlebar mirrors showed the bright lights of the truck passing where his scooter had just been parked seconds before.

      Wolf looked back toward the front barely in time to see a sharp turn to the right. He handbraked hard and leaned deep again. As he turned, the rear tire slid before grabbing purchase with a jolt, kicking the scooter hard right, leaning him into a sharp involuntary turn to the left. Like a rodeo cowboy, he kept his balance, but the move had caused him to lose all speed.

      A straightaway stretched for a hundred yards in front of him. Cornfields lined the right and left, and it ended in a dimly lit township, where there would be small alleys and tight spaces to lose his pursuers. He cranked the throttle wide open and leaned down, the scooter inching forward with maddeningly slow acceleration. He checked the mirrors again. The hairpin turn was illuminated with bouncing light behind him.

      They would run him down on the straightaway. There was no doubt. A two-tire dirt road materialized on the right, and he jammed on the brakes and leaned, launching himself toward it. He bounced onto one of the tire troughs, then cranked the handlebars, crashing into the cornfield.

      Broad, cool leaves slapped and sliced his face as he rolled and bounced between thick stalks. He ended up lying in a row, staring up at the sky. He quickly crawled to the screaming scooter, which lay on its side, still running with the powerful light pointing to the sky, and turned it off. Then he reached up, steadied two cornstalks, and waited.

      Wolf calmed his heaving breaths and listened carefully, hoping to God they hadn’t seen any part of his crash, or they weren’t looking at a telltale dust cloud on the side of the road in their headlights.

      Wolf relaxed a little as he realized they hadn’t yet completed the hairpin turn. He heard the diesel slow, and then he saw headlights through the corn as the truck swung out onto the straight portion of road. It coasted slowly and quietly at low RPMs.

      Braking to a halt, the truck paused motionless for a few seconds, then turned onto the narrow dirt road Wolf had just crashed into. Light swept across him through the stalks as the truck crunched onto the turnout.

      Wolf’s heart thumped. Chances were good he could outrun Cezar. Cezar was a smoker, and Wolf would be a hard target in the corn. Of course, Cezar would have quite a stride on him, being so tall, and who knew what kind of shot he was.

      The truck squeaked to a stop. It was no more than fifteen feet and five rows of corn from Wolf. From Wolf and his white scooter.

      He could see inside the truck clearly. Cezar was in the driver’s seat, looking to his left out the glass, but more down the road than into the corn directly in front of him. Wolf stayed frozen, muscles tensed for action.

      Cezar lit a cigarette, momentarily lighting the interior of the cab, and rolled down the window.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and kept an eye on the cab for any sign of a pistol. Light-blue writing on the outside of the white truck momentarily distracted him. It was the same light-blue writing as on the wooden Albastru Pub sign. In fact, it said “Albastru” on the side. However, underneath he could make out “International Shipping Co.”

      Wolf darted his eyes back to the cab as the truck rocked slightly on its wheels. The rear lit up and a continuous beep filled the air. The truck slowly backed up, pulled onto the road, and went back the way it had come.
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      Drool ran up Wolf’s face as he watched Connell, laughing maniacally and sharpening a stick with a camping axe. Chop-chop-chop-chop. Wolf dangled by his ankles, which were tied together with a heavy boat rope that had been slung over a tall tree branch.

      He pleaded, but couldn’t produce any intelligible words. He tried to move, tried to reach his feet, but could only struggle against the pull of gravity, which was way too strong for his beaten body to handle. Chop-chop-chop-chop.

      Wolf woke with a start.

      Knock-knock-knock-knock.

      He looked at his watch. It was 8:15. When—p.m.? Had he slept through the whole day? He got out of bed, and stared at his watch again. He looked around the room. He knew where he was; he just couldn’t put a name to it.

      Knock-knock-knock-knock.

      He moved toward the sound of the knocking, wincing at the hot stabbing in his left hip as he walked through the hallway. He turned the knob and pulled. It was Lia, wide-eyed on the other side of the door. Wolf came to the present moment in a sudden instant. He looked down at himself and straightened his twisted boxer shorts.

      “Oh shit.” Wolf looked again at his watch. “Sorry. I don’t know what happened. I forgot to set the alarm last night, I guess. Come in.” He stepped aside.

      Lia’s stiff expression melted to a slight smirk as she walked in.

      “They say it takes one day per one-hour time difference to get over jet lag,” she said from the hallway as he quickly put his clothes on.

      “Yeah, I’m definitely still feeling the effects.” Visions from the night before came to him like distant childhood memories.

      Lia looked at his bare torso, her eyes stopping at the long scar on the front of his shoulder. “They have all the paperwork done to release your brother from the morgue.”

      “Okay.” Wolf walked to the bedroom and put on some clothes.

      “Let’s go for coffee in the piazza before we leave,” she called.

      He felt as if he’d taken a handful of sleeping pills after just running a marathon. “Heck of an idea there.”

      Wolf freshened up as fast as he could and joined her in the main room.

      They went downstairs and outside.

      The piazza was warm and bright, bustling once again. Wolf decided that John had been onto something, coming over here for inspiration. Too many people for Wolf’s taste. But, had he been here for any other reason than his current situation, he could see himself enjoying the atmosphere. Throngs of people milled around, double the amount he’d seen before, and the space felt more festive than ever. There were large groups of old men arguing, young kids chatting and pushing each other playfully. It was Friday, Wolf realized. No matter where you went, people lived more on Fridays.

      They reached a bar, which was bustling no less than the piazza, and stepped inside. People were lined up two-deep against the counter. Baristas yelled and paced behind the bar—clacking, smacking, twisting, and frothing.

      “Two,” Wolf said holding up his fingers to Lia.

      “You want a double?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It was a difficult night.”

      Wolf looked in the mirror behind the shuffling baristas and saw Lia’s face turn red.

      They had a croissant, or a brioche as the Italians call it, and slammed their coffee without eye contact or a word said.

      Walking out, Wolf said, “Look, about last night. I didn’t mean it was a difficult night because of you  ...  or because of us.”

      “I’m sorry about that—”

      “No, I don’t care. I mean, don’t worry about it.” He shook his head. “Look, there’s more to last night. I went to the observatory, and I found out something big.”

      As they drove to the morgue, Wolf detailed the night before for Lia. He told her about the load of stolen computers and bags of white substance in the Albastru International Shipping Co. truck, how Cezar had shot at him, and the ensuing chase. He left out the part where he sat motionless in the cornfield for an hour after Cezar had left the scene, only to get hopelessly lost on the way back to his brother’s apartment, finally shoving the keys to Cristina’s scooter under her door and climbing into bed at two-thirty.

      “Okay,” she said, “that connects the Romanian bar owner and Vlad to the cocaine. I’m not sure what that means. Was Matthew dealing the drugs for them? Why were the baggies found at your brother’s and Matthew’s apartments?”

      “I don’t know. But Cezar was really roughing up Vlad last night. He was furious about something Vlad had done. I had a little time to think last night.” Wolf ran his hand over a scratch on his arm from the cornstalks. “I would bet money that if we found out where these two were from in Romania, the places would be one and the same.

      “What did Dr. Wembly at the observatory say about Vlad? He was kind of kissing his ass, like he was surprised that Dr. Vlad had chosen to work there. He said something to the effect of, ‘He’s gracing us by working here.’ Of all the places in Europe, he chooses that outdated observatory in northern Italy to set up shop. Why? I think it’s because he wanted to be close to Cezar. Or maybe he didn’t have a choice. Cezar might have something on him, might be forcing him to help. From the little I saw last night, their relationship looked that way—a bully and the bullied.

      “Anyway, it’s obvious that Cezar is running some sort of electronics fencing and drug operation, and Vlad’s complete reign over a respectable European agency’s shipping and logistics operation is a perfect means to transport the stuff wherever they want. The Albastru International Shipping Co. and the European Astronomical Society—it’s a perfect marriage.”

      “So how does your brother fit in? And Matthew Rosenwald?”

      They saw something they shouldn’t have. Wolf stared at the passing cars parked inches from each other on the side of the road. “I think it might be best if I go about this alone from now on.”

      She laughed, and looked over at Wolf, then turned back to the road. “I will help you.”

      “I don’t want you getting in trouble, Lia. I plan on getting to the truth today. No matter what it takes. I don’t have any time left.”

      

      …

      

      John’s remains were packed in a heavy-duty plywood box with metal latches and handles. Large gray and black stenciling read “Handle With Extreme Care” diagonally on each side in English.

      An air tray. He’d seen plenty in the army. All of them had stabbed his heart, but none like the sight of this one. He gave it a quick shove with his palms to check the quality of construction, an unconscious maneuver that told him nothing.

      The agent pointed to where Wolf needed to sign, and he signed. He took his brother’s bag of belongings, and the agents wheeled the box to a waiting truck. Wasting no time. That was good. John was on his way home. Wolf had accomplished half of what he had come to do.

      Wolf and Lia left the morgue and drove to the carabinieri station. The underbelly ground floor was devoid of people, though the odor of sweat hung thick in the stagnant air. Apparently this floor was closed on Fridays.

      “What is this place anyway?”

      Lia looked over her shoulder as she climbed the stairs. “Immigration office.”

      Wolf nodded and followed her up.

      Lia turned the corner at the top of the stairs and almost slammed into an officer jogging out of Colonnello Marino’s office. “Che cazzo!” she said, coming to a stop.

      The officer paused, then apologized and moved on.

      A silence had fallen over the room, and everyone was stealing glances at them.

      “What the hell’s happening?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know. Let’s go talk to Paulo.”

      They walked on and everyone resumed talking, looking toward Wolf and Lia. Lia led the way to the computer genius in the back room.

      “What the hell is happening, Paulo?” she demanded.

      “Oh, good morning.” He didn’t smile. “I couldn’t trace Dr. Rosenwald’s phone. I found that his latest credit-card transactions were normal enough. Local groceries, and then a payment to the Albastru Pub on Friday night at 10:43 p.m. His car is missing at his apartment building. We are looking for it.”

      Wolf and Lia looked at each other.

      Paulo shifted uncomfortably, now speaking at a million miles an hour. “His passport had no activity on it. Rosenwald doesn’t seem to spend much time online. Anyway, we don’t need to worry about it anymore.”

      Lia frowned. “And why is that?”

      “Because they just found him.”

      Wolf’s eyes widened. “Where?”

      “Near the lago by the Osservatorio di Merate. Lying in some weeds.”
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      Lago Sartirana was a large lake in Wolf’s eyes, even though Lia described it as a retention pond. It was surrounded by dense vegetation and hills on the north side, where a bright-yellow villa reflected the morning sun. A trail circumnavigated the oval lake, the main access point being at a straight outflow canal at one end.

      Wolf and Lia parked there and got out. To the left of the straight canal stood a few locals—some curious onlookers, some uncurious fishermen throwing in their fishing lines. To the right, local Poliziotti stood smoking cigarettes in front of a couple of portable barriers. Lia and Wolf walked by them without receiving a single glance.

      Wolf noted the strange non-interaction. “They didn’t say a thing to you.”

      “That was my ex-boyfriend from high school. He’s an asshole, and he knows it.”

      Wolf resisted a laugh and glanced over his shoulder at the officers, now staring them down as they walked along the lake. One of the officers looked to be sick to his stomach, or love sick, Wolf thought, as the others taunted him with slaps on the back.

      “Poor guy,” Wolf said. “He still loves you.”

      Lia scoffed and said nothing.

      The path was well worn. Fishermen’s trash was strewn about—hooks, weights, old brightly colored lures, brittle knotted line, and lots of cigarette butts.

      The lakeshore itself didn’t look much cleaner. Plastic and glass bottles bobbed above the water line. A thick film of algae had blown up against the rocks and mud, piling on itself in small folds of bright green. The smell was that of stagnant lake water with frequent whiffs of raw sewage. It wasn’t a lake for swimming in.

      After a quarter mile, they came around a bend and the trail forked. The main trail went to the right, away from shoreline, and to the left was a narrow trail into wilder, dense marshland. There, the carabinieri were milling about.

      Wolf followed Lia onto the path into the thick brush. They stepped on roots and rocks to keep out of the mud and puddles that had accumulated after the recent rain.

      Rossi came into view off to the left, bent over a short distance away. He saw them and walked over.

      “Ciao.”

      “Ciao.”

      Wolf looked behind Rossi. “Hi. What’s the situation?”

      “We have found our elusive Dr. Rosenwald. A few hours ago, an anonymous tip was called in.”

      A handful of carabinieri officers stood about smoking cigarettes. Wolf and Lia stepped under the perimeter tape toward an officer in heavy-duty rubber overalls who was bending over and taking pictures of something on the ground.

      The body was well hidden. Whoever had found it couldn’t have been on the narrow trail into the marsh the officers had just come in on. That person, or persons, would have had to have come all the way into the underbrush to see the body. Maybe chasing a dog. Or looking for a secluded spot to make out. Or maybe a million other reasons.

      The first piece of the body Wolf saw was a Converse Chuck Taylor poking out from the dense foliage. It was light gray with mud, the original dark-blue hue of the shoe barely discernible underneath.

      From the shoe, Wolf moved his eyes upward. Jeans, button-up white shirt strewn with dried mud and blood. He looked back at the knees. They were darker, with a circular mud pattern similar to how his brother’s jeans had been.

      Wolf tracked his eyes all the way to the face. He knew he would remember this for the rest of his life, as each dead body he encountered was a new mind-branding image he could never un-see.

      The left side of Dr. Rosenwald’s head had caved in. It was a blow much at the same angle as his brother’s bruise, but delivered with lethal force. He figured Rosenwald had received at least two blows. He narrowed his eyes. Three or more blows were more likely. The first hit had probably opened a wound that gushed with blood. The second, third and other blows had occurred in the same spot, leaving some spattering on the clothing.

      The channel in the skull was deep. There was serious aggression behind the blows, pounding the same spot over and over again. Wolf could see gray folds of brain within the wound.

      “How many people have been walking in here?”

      “Ricardo and I have been taking care of forensics for the last hour. The anonymous caller must have been in here, and who knows how many people he was with. We’ve had no officers come in here, on my order. But there are footprints everywhere.”

      Wolf agreed. Surveying the immediate vicinity, he saw little yellow A-framed plastic evidence indicators strewn about in an illogical display—a bent twig here, a footprint there, a cigarette butt too old to be relevant.

      But no matter what Wolf thought, he had to admit that this was a difficult, if not impossible, scene to read. The heavy rainstorm they’d encountered yesterday while they ate pizza had hit this area hard as well and had drenched the body. It was sopping wet underfoot. The deluge could have washed away numerous pieces of evidence. Still, a few things caught Wolf’s eye—the most definitive being two cattail reeds at Rosenwald’s hip.

      They’d been bent twice, which was completely unnatural—physically impossible without the help of human intention—once when the body had fallen on them, and again when the killer bent them back up, probably to ensure better concealment of the body.

      Which indicated that Rosenwald could have been dumped here after he’d been killed. Which meant maybe he hadn’t been killed here. Which told Wolf there may be a crime scene still out there to be looked at.

      “Estimated time of death?” he asked.

      Rossi looked at Wolf with tired, bloodshot eyes. “Looks like three, maybe four, days. Nothing definite. But Ricardo says most likely over the weekend. Could have been sometime Friday night.”

      “Underneath? What’s it look like?” Wolf pointed and bent down.

      Rossi barked to the forensics officer to come over. They rolled the body to the side and looked underneath. Lia put her hand on Wolf’s shoulder and got down to look with them. Rossi put on gloves, and pulled the body to the side with the forensic specialist.

      Underneath, a mat of leaves, grass, and branches were stuck to the back of Rosenwald’s head.

      A fresh waft of death and decay filled Wolf’s nostrils with the movement of the body.

      Dark-brown dried bloodstains covered the back of Rosenwald’s neck, shirt, and the underlying vegetation.

      “Blood on the vegetation underneath. The blood coagulated around the grass, sticks, and leaves behind his head. Looks like he was dumped soon after he was killed. The blood was still flowing down his neck, not yet coagulated.”

      “Yes,” Rossi said. “That’s what I was thinking as well. So we swept the scene, couldn’t find a weapon.”

      Wolf was looking in the distance through the thick brush. Just past the group of officers, now smoking and pantomiming soccer plays, the silver reflection from the observatory dome winked at them through the trees. No more than a few hundred yards away.

      “There,” Wolf said, pointing. “Is there a path from here to the observatory?”

      “Wolf,” Rossi said, pulling off a glove and touching his shoulder, “let me finish, my friend. We have been here for over three hours surveying the scene. I have found out much. We couldn’t find a murder weapon here but, yes, we followed the trail to the observatory.” He walked back toward the narrow trail. “Come.”

      

      …

      

      They followed Rossi down the narrow trail, to a small path that joined from the right. An officer stood guard at the narrower-still pathway, staring at the screen of his phone. Rossi grunted an order at the officer, and he looked up from his phone with a red face, then pocketed it quickly.

      Pieces of orange ribbon were tied in small bows in various spots on the limbs. Rossi stopped at one and pointed to it, then moved to another and pointed. There were rust-colored bloodstains, not washed off by any recent rainstorms, sheltered by the dense foliage above.

      They hiked up a small rise, slapping mosquitoes and pushing aside branches, and broke through to a farm road that led toward the observatory in the distance. Tall cornstalks with fat cobs lined both sides of the road.

      Another couple of officers with two German shepherds were fifty yards ahead, talking on the top of the rise.

      When they reached them, Rossi stopped and turned to Wolf and Lia.

      “The dogs found a weapon here.” Rossi gestured toward the side of the dirt road. Both dogs growled; one of them barked with teeth bared, slobber flinging from its lips. The dog yelped as the officer ripped it back, following with a sharp smack on the top of its head.

      Rossi yelled at the two men, who pulled the now crouching dogs away to the observatory. He bent down and pointed closely at a tubular groove in the mud.

      “The dogs found a copper pipe here on the ground. It had large amounts of blood on it still, on the underside, and fingerprints. I’ve had it taken for identification. We should know shortly whose they are,” he said.

      “Good,” said Wolf. “About time we come up with some useful evidence. So, otherwise, the dogs didn’t pick up any other scent here?”

      “No, but they picked up a scent on the grounds of the observatory, even after the rains.” Rossi raised his eyebrows and exhaled. “It looks to be where Rosenwald was killed. Then it looks like he was dragged down here, the weapon ditched in the corn here, then the body dropped down where we found him.” He pointed back to the lake.

      The lawn of the observatory was even more unruly than Wolf remembered, with foot and a half long grasses, weeds, and wildflowers making it difficult for him to walk without lifting his feet high with each step. It was damp, too, squishing with each step, holding moisture from yesterday’s downpour or an over-zealous lawn watering, or both.

      Other than the unkempt lawn, it was a meticulously manicured yard space. There were rounded bushes of all kinds in all sorts of smooth shapes. Vines clung to the rear of the entire building and the exterior of the rounded dome by design—touches that Wolf hadn’t paused to admire the night before.

      Rossi led them past a familiar spot. Wolf saw two wide skid marks in the lawn. He looked at Lia and at the marks as they walked by.

      She followed his eyes and nodded.

      Rossi continued, unaware of Wolf and Lia’s exchange, toward a large circle of crime-scene tape. “Here is the spot.” Rossi pointed as he came to a stop. “The dogs located a lot of blood in the lawn here. It seems to be where he was killed with the pipe.”

      Yellow evidence A-frames were everywhere inside the perimeter, numbered all the way to thirty-five.

      Wolf grabbed the tape and ducked halfway under. “Can we go in?”

      Rossi looked hesitant, then nodded and ducked under the tape. “It’s wet. Good choice of shoes you brought to Italy.” He looked at Wolf’s old leather work boots. “Keep close to me.”

      Wolf followed, and stole a glance toward the area of the perimeter fence he’d hopped last night. The clothing he’d used to aid his climb over was gone.

      Rossi led the way through the soggy lawn, their feet sucking and sloshing with each step. Mud patches were visible at the roots of the lawn. Wolf bent down next to a small yellow plastic A-frame evidence indicator. It was almost impossible to discern any difference between the spot and the surrounding area, all except for a tiny shard of white. Another nearby A-frame tent marked a larger piece, this time with skin and hair on it.

      “The dogs were going nuts in this spot. The forensics team found a lot of skull fragments. The largest concentration is there,” Rossi said, pointing at the number-one plastic indicator. “That is a large concentration area of blood.”

      Wolf stepped to the area and crouched down, looking intently. He imagined the A-frame evidence tent to be Dr. Rosenwald’s head, then imagined his body lying on the ground. He swept his gaze in a tight spiral around the marker, working his way out.

      Five feet from the evidence marker at two o’clock, a pair of indentations captured his eye. Wolf stepped over and felt the ground. There were two holes, just about the size of knees. He could see it clearly in his mind’s eye. Dr. Rosenwald had knelt down right here and received the first blow to the side of his head.

      He’d probably been hit once, fallen to his side, and was then finished off with numerous blows to the head, right at the number-one evidence marker. Wolf knew there would be chunks of skull, brain matter, and blood strewn everywhere. Probably under the soles of his boots.

      He stood up and shuffled to the side, feeling another slight depression under his foot. Massaging the ground with his hands, he found two more depressions a few feet from the others. Realization sent a jolt of electricity up his spine. The mud circles on John’s jeans now made perfect sense. His eyes closed slowly as he felt the knee depressions where his brother had taken his last conscious breath.

      Rossi’s phone beeped in the tone of a police siren from within his pocket. He pulled it out and opened it. “Pronto?”

      Rossi held up a finger to them and meandered his way back toward the crime-scene tape.

      Lia knelt down next to Wolf. “What are you doing?”

      “Remember those circles on the knees of my brother’s jeans?”

      “Yes?”

      “There were similar circles on Rosenwald’s jeans, but less noticeable. Probably from being out in the rain.” Wolf lifted his hands and pointed down. “There are four indentations right here on the ground. Two for each man who knelt down.”

      Lia let out a gasp and bent down to see for herself. “Ma-donna.”

      “Have you spoken to anyone at the observatory yet?” Wolf stood up, turning to Rossi.

      Rossi was twenty yards away with his phone to the ear, looking at Wolf with wide eyes and propping an index finger. He looked to the trees and asked some sharp questions, then closed the phone, keeping his head bowed for a few seconds. He pocketed the phone and looked to Wolf with a pained expression.

      “What?”

      “That was forensics at the station. They have the fingerprints match on the pipe.”

      “Let me guess. A Romanian national.”

      “No, Sergeant Wolf,” he said with a deep breath. “They are your brother’s fingerprints.”
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      “What?” Wolf’s head spun as a splash of molten lead hit his stomach.

      “They are your brother’s fingerprints.” Rossi folded his arms and looked to his feet.

      Lia put her hand on Wolf’s shoulder.

      Wolf and Lia walked to Rossi, looked back at the evidence tents strewn about, then ducked underneath the crime tape.

      Wolf walked slowly away to the observatory gate, turning his head to look at the skid marks as he passed. He continued on through the gate and out onto the dirt road, turning back toward the lake, toward the way they’d just come.

      Rossi and Lia followed in silence, keeping their distance from Wolf.

      Wolf continued until he reached the groove in the mud where the pipe was found and swiveled around. “This is too perfect.”

      Rossi and Lia stopped and looked at him with neutral expressions. Silence enveloped them as Wolf bent to study the impression in the mud.

      Finally, Wolf stood and faced them. “My brother’s being framed for the murder.”

      Rossi blinked and looked to the ground at his feet. Lia shifted uncomfortably and lowered her gaze, too.

      As Wolf watched them avert their eyes, his impatience mounted. “So let me get this straight. He beats his friend to death, then drags him down here along the road, leaving the copper pipe right here for anyone to find. Why not throw it out in the cornfield at least? Or a better idea  ...  toss it in the lake a few feet away from where he supposedly dumped the body.”

      Lia pointed toward the lake. “David—”

      “No, I’m not buying it,” he said, shaking his head. “There are just too many questions that don’t add up to anything. You just felt those indents in the ground, Lia. And you saw the marks on his jeans. My brother was kneeling down next to Rosenwald and got hit by this same pipe.” Wolf pointed to the ground and glared at them.

      “Okay, let’s completely ignore that fact, and say my brother beat Rosenwald to death. Why lug the body all the way down there to the lake when he’s just going to  go kill himself at home?” Wolf looked up to the sky. “Here’s a good question  ...  How did my brother get home? There’s no way he walked. His girlfriend said she heard the crash at one fifteen that morning. There’s no way he went home on foot; he wouldn’t have made it in time. I’ll tell you how he got home. His body was removed from this lawn, by someone else, and taken to his apartment to be strung up from a chandelier, that’s how.”

      “He could have taken Rosenwald’s car,” Lia offered.

      Rossi stared at Wolf.

      Wolf turned his back and kicked a small rock into the cornstalks. “Okay, yeah. We need to account for the car.” He closed his eyes and tilted his head into the warm sun, listening to the insects hiss all around them.

      Wolf turned. “We need to go talk to Vlad in the observatory. He said the reason he wasn’t at the bar with them that night was because he was at work. So, let’s ask him what he saw. If he was here, then he can tell us what happened. You don’t just miss a blowout argument between two guys that ends in a murder in the back yard, do you? It’s beyond suspicious.”

      Rossi raised an eyebrow and nodded his head, looking to Lia.

      “And you don’t know everything yet, Rossi,” Wolf said, pushing past him. “This guy, Vlad, is involved in cocaine and electronics smuggling with the owner of a Romanian pub in Lecco named Cezar. His pub is called the Albastru Pub. You heard of it?”

      Rossi looked stunned. “Well, yeah. I have. Wait—”

      “I was here last night. I saw the truck they were packing with stolen computers and drugs. A truck that said Albastru International Shipping Co. on it. I actually looked in the back of the truck and saw what had to be a hundred or more stolen computers. I ripped open a white cardboard box and saw what looked to be cocaine. There were at least ten of those boxes. It was dark. There could have been many more.”

      “When were you going to tell me all of this?” Rossi held out his hands.

      Wolf blinked and shrugged. “There hasn’t exactly been a good time this morning.”

      Rossi shot Lia a questioning look.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “What?”

      “Last night, I was shot at and chased by this guy, Cezar. The way I see it happening that night is, my brother and Rosenwald have a few drinks at the Albastru Pub and head here to the observatory, to take a look in the telescope. At Jupiter, apparently. We have proof of that on Twitter. Things go sour at some point, sour because of Cezar and Vlad. Maybe my brother and Rosenwald saw exactly what I saw last night—them packing drugs and stolen computers in a truck. Whatever the exact situation, they somehow see something they shouldn’t have, and Vlad and Cezar know they can’t un-see it. Now that my brother and Matthew are a liability, Cezar deals with them the only way he knows how.

      “They take them out back, force them to kneel down. But gunshots could raise some alarm from the neighbors, so they get a pipe. Some words are said, and Cezar flies off the handle, beating Rosenwald’s head in.

      “Maybe Vlad injects some calm, scientific reasoning into the situation. They know that getting rid of the two bodies is going to be hard, so they leverage a little deception. They decide to frame my brother for the murder. My brother is hit on the head with the same pipe, and then strangled with one of their belts. It wouldn’t have been Cezar’s belt—he’s too skinny. Vlad,” he said pointing toward the dome with a steely expression. “Ferka Vlad is a man with an ample belly.”

      “Okay. Then they take your brother back to his apartment and string him up?” Rossi asked with a tilted head. “How do they bring the dead body into the apartment building?”

      “On a Friday night? They carry him in,” Wolf said, shrugging. “Anyone watching thinks John’s drunk and his buddies are bringing him in. They could have pulled right up to the gate in a car, brought him in, and strung him up. Then they make sure Rosenwald’s body can be found in due time, and the weapon is left here in plain sight, with my brother’s fingerprints on it. They probably figured my brother would be out of the country in a box before too long anyway, making the case even more complicated to figure out for you guys.”

      “How did they get your brother back to his apartment?” asked Lia. “That would have been a tough situation. How do they know where he lives?”

      Wolf continued walking in front of them. “Maybe Vlad knew my brother better than we thought. Maybe he’d been there before.” Wolf thought of Cristina, John’s girlfriend. A Romanian too. Was there a connection?

      “It seems to fit, but there is still no evidence. We just have your word of what you saw last night, and …” Rossi shrugged with an apologetic smile. “We have to have something solid, David.”

      “Well, then let’s go talk to Vlad and get something solid.”
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      Vlad sagged in the desk chair, sipping on a Coke Lite, when he saw them approach the office doorway. A puzzled, startled expression briefly contorted his face, and he coughed a mist of Coke into the air.

      “Vlad, how are you doing today?” Wolf said as he entered Vlad’s office.

      “David, please.” Rossi grabbed Wolf’s shoulder from behind and eased past him. “Let me handle this. We need to keep this official.”

      Rossi reached out and took the Coke can from Vlad’s quivering hand, clanked it on the desk, and swiveled Vlad’s chair so the two men were face to face.

      Vlad looked into Rossi’s eyes with horrid fascination as Rossi placed his hand on Vlad’s chest. Vlad looked at Wolf and then at Lia with a pleading expression.

      With a violent movement and the sound of ripping fabric, Rossi twisted Vlad’s shirt, pulled him out of the chair, and pushed him against the window. The aluminum blinds clanged and bent, letting in haphazard rays of sun.

      “You were here on Friday night. And yet you told these two that you did not see anything at all.”

      Vlad looked confused, then nodded his head quickly. “Y-yes, sir. I didn’t see anything! I was working all night Friday in my office—”

      “I don’t believe you!” He wadded the shirt underneath Vlad’s chin, exposing his jiggling belly.

      “You didn’t hear anyone come into the building? They didn’t simply come down the hall and see you working here with the light on? They didn’t say hi to you? What is that, twenty feet away?” He jerked his head toward the observatory room down the hall.

      “No, they didn’t. I-I-I … I heard them down the hall, and I shut my door to block out the sound. I had a lot of work to do. I was talking on the phone and had important conversations. They didn’t speak to me. Then they just left. I didn’t see them at all. It was only a couple minutes!”

      “Why did you lie to us earlier?” Wolf asked. “You said you didn’t see my brother or Dr. Rosenwald Friday night.”

      “You asked if I went out to have beers with them! I did not.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “I did not ever see them,” Vlad continued. “When they showed up here on Friday night, I heard them from here. I was on the phone, and I could hear  ...  someone. But I never saw them,” Vlad’s expression hardened. “I’m sorry. I was in here working. I saw no one.”

      Rossi let him go and stepped back with wild eyes.

      Vlad pulled his shirt down and heaved with labored breaths.

      “What were you doing last night, Vlad?” Wolf asked.

      Vlad paused. “Last night? I was home last night. Why do you ask?”

      Rossi held up an index finger. “I’d like to see a list of shipments you have been overseeing for the past twenty-four hours.”

      Vlad looked at Rossi with an imploring expression. “Why would you want to see that?”

      “Let me see them. Now. Pull them up on your computer screen there.”

      Vlad pushed a few buttons. A jumbled mass of numbers filled the screen in different-colored columns.

      Vlad held his hands toward the screen and pushed his chair back.

      Rossi gripped the back of the chair and slammed him into the desk with a crash. Papers dropped to the floor and the can of Coke Lite tipped on its side, spilling its remaining ounce onto the desk. “Show us the shipments for the past twenty-four hours. Now.”

      Vlad pulled his hand from below the desk and grabbed the mouse while Lia and Wolf approached to look.

      Wolf pointed at the screen. “Click on that shipment there.”

      The shipment had an address from Merate, Italy, to Cluj, Romania. There were blue links lined up underneath the shipment title and description.

      “Click on the commercial invoice and bill of lading,” Wolf said.

      Vlad clicked and an official-looking invoice sheet displayed on the screen. The list of contents included technical components with numbers, dashes, and letters.

      “And the Bill of lading.”

      The document took a while to build from top to bottom on the screen—a scanned copy of an original document. As it appeared slowly in front of them, Wolf tried to read the pertinent information, written in Italian. Two words materialized on the screen.

      “Albastru Shipping,” Wolf said. “The same name as the Albastru Pub.”

      “Yes,” Vlad looked at Wolf. “The owner of the shipping company also owns that pub.”

      “You guys have some serious ties to the Albastru brand, it looks like,” Wolf said. “Beers after work and now the shipping company?”

      “Well, that’s how I learned about the pub. The owner of the shipping company approached me, and he told me about his pub. We are both Romanian …” Vlad finished his sentence with a shrug.

      “You Romanians all stick together, huh?” Rossi glared.

      Vlad stayed silent.

      “All right. I’m going to need the truck information for this shipment here.” Rossi tapped the screen.

      Vlad looked at Rossi with another strange expression, as if it were an impossibly unreasonable request.

      “Now!”

      “All right, all right.” Vlad pressed some buttons and a printer whirred in the corner.

      A piece of paper shot out of the laser printer into the collection tray. Rossi picked it up and studied the page, pulling it close to his face with a squint.

      “Ah,” he said, pointing to the piece of paper. “Thank you, Mr. Vlad. We will find this truck en route and search its contents. We have come across some anonymous information that you may be helping with the smuggling of stolen electronics. And drugs. If we find anything suspicious in any truck you are involved with, you’ll be spending some hard time in San Vittore.”

      Vlad sat still without any expression.

      Rossi turned. “Have a nice day.” He looked to Wolf and nodded. “Anything else?”

      Wolf stared at Vlad for a few seconds. “I guess that will do for now.”

      

      …

      

      Wolf and Lia followed Rossi out to the rear of the building.

      “I’ll call this in right now. It shouldn’t be any trouble to find this truck and search its contents at any of the few eastern borders. There are only three or so routes it could have taken, and only one reasonable one.” Rossi tapped the sheet of paper. “According to this manifest, shipment delivery date is Monday in Cluj. They would leave for that delivery date today. There are truck restrictions on Saturdays in Italy. So with two days’ travel time, they would have to leave today.” Rossi looked seriously at Wolf. “But if it left last night, well, then it could be out of the country by now. Wolf, you are sure about what you saw last night? I’m putting myself on the line here, making this call.”

      “I swear on my life. There were stolen computers and boxes packed with kilos of cocaine in the truck that made these marks,” he said, pointing at the lawn. “The owner of the Albastru Pub was driving the truck. The side of the truck said ‘Albastru International Shipping Co.’ and Vlad was with him.”

      “And you just happened to be on a night-time walk last night, seeing all this?” Rossi smirked, sweeping his arm out toward the surrounding land.

      “Yeah, I took a wrong turn on a scooter ride.”

      “Madonna. You looked like a zombie after last night’s dinner. You are crazy.”

      “I got a second wind,” Wolf said.

      “A second  ...  wind?” Rossi looked puzzled.

      “Never mind. Just make the calls. I swear I saw what I saw.”

      Rossi pulled out his phone and began dialing.

      They walked down the country road back to the lake.

      Dr. Rosenwald’s body had been removed by the time they returned. They continued past the taped scene to the wider pathway surrounding the lake.

      Rossi put his phone back in his pocket. “Okay, I have every border crossing into Slovenia and Austria looking for the truck. It will be stopped, I will be notified, and it will be searched thoroughly. I’ve also sent out a, how do you say in English, notification for all law enforcement agencies for the entire northeast of Italy to look out for this truck.”

      “We call that an APB in the United States. All-points bulletin.”

      “Yes, now I remember that from the television shows,” he said. “I just hope our friend Vlad doesn’t decide to call the driver and turn him around before he gets to the border. If that happens, the truck is going to be difficult to find.”

      Wolf nodded. “I get it. Don’t get my hopes up.”
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      Wolf’s stomach growled as they approached the car. So loud that Lia heard it.

      She looked up at him and leaned back. “I guess you are hungry?”

      “I thought you’d never ask. I would kill for another pizza.”

      She looked at her watch. “It’s a little early, but I know just the place.” She turned to Rossi. “You coming?”

      Rossi was concentrating on something, eyes glued to the dirt path. “What?”

      “Do you want to go have pizza with us for lunch?”

      “Uh, no thanks. I have to go take care of some things at the station. I’ll catch up with you guys afterwards.”

      “See you then. Keep Marino happy for me, please. I’m supposed to talk to him this afternoon.”

      “I promise nothing!” Rossi called out as he climbed into his car.

      

      …

      

      The uncut pizza spilled off the edges of the plate. Steam moistened Wolf’s face as the waiter pushed the food under his nose, edging aside two cans of Coca-Cola.

      Half a pizza and a full Coke later, Wolf asked, “What does Colonnello Marino need to talk to you about this afternoon?”

      Lia shifted in her chair and wiped her mouth. “I have a  ...  deadline.”

      “A deadline?”

      She looked at her plate. “To wrap up this case. To make you happy that all of your questions have been answered.”

      “I have a plane ticket for Sunday,” he said, “and John is already on the way home.”

      “I know.”

      They ate in silence for a few bites.

      “It’s my job to make sure you are on that plane on Sunday.”

      “Believe me, it’s in my best interest to be on that plane. It’s in a lot of people’s best interests for me to be on that plane,” he said.

      “I know. I’m just telling you what he is telling me.” She forked a piece of pizza. “I think you have convinced Valerio about your brother’s death, about him being murdered.”

      “Yeah? And what about you?”

      “I believe the evidence is clear your brother was murdered. But you don’t need me to be convinced.” She leaned forward. “I’m just saying, if you have to go home without this situation being resolved, it would be good to have Valerio on your side. There are a lot of unseen forces at work here. Your brother’s situation has come at an interesting time in our station.”

      Wolf frowned. “What does that mean?”

      She leaned forward. “Colonnello Marino is looking to be promoted out of the current position he is in. The generali above him are choosing their next  ...  successors, and he is well known to be on the top of that list. Only the top colonnelli will be considered, and those top colonnelli won’t have Americans coming in to question their investigations. If this gets out that you are here and somehow contributing to change the outcome of an already closed investigation, then that wouldn’t be good for him.”

      “This case was going to be complicated anyway with the discovery of Rosenwald’s body.”

      She nodded and took another bite.

      “I know, I know. I’m just saying that everything is even more complicated now. The evidence points directly to your brother being responsible for the death of Dr. Rosenwald, and him committing suicide. The fact that Valerio has just stuck his neck out for you, as you Americans say, is very big. He is risking a lot by searching for this truck you saw last night.” She raised her eyebrows. “Because he is next in line for the position of colonnello.”

      “And right now it’s all tied up in a nice bow.”

      “Exactly. Everything makes perfect sense. Your brother’s fingerprints are on the pipe, and it will look like a perfect explanation to Marino.” She swiped her hands against each other, another done-and-dusted gesture.

      “I don’t care about Marino’s career if it’s at the expense of my brother’s memory.”

      “Yes, I know. I am on your side. I am just telling you what I know he is going to talk to me about this afternoon. Marino has been angry and uptight the last month, and it gets worse every day.” She forked another piece of pizza. “I know he’ll not like the way we are reading the evidence presented to us.”

      They ate in silence for a minute.

      “What is it, election time or something for you guys?”

      “Something like that, yes. Everyone is trying to keep their positions, or move up in the coming weeks and months. I do not know the exact time everything will happen, but change is in the air and everyone is well aware of it. It happens like this every year or two. Men and their power struggles …”

      “Yeah,” he said. “And how about you?”

      “How about me what?”

      “How’s this big shake-up going to play out for you?”

      She scoffed and put her head down, forking another chunk of pizza into her mouth.

      “What? You aren’t expecting to be moved up?” he asked. “You don’t have your sights set higher?”

      She rolled her eyes and shrugged. “I do. We’ll see how things play out.”

      “What position does Valerio hold?”

      She pointed her fork at Wolf, then touched her nose with her index finger. “He is a maggiore. A major. If Valerio moves up to colonnello, it will likely shift a lot of others up in rank, opening a spot for an officer. But I am young, and I am a woman. I don’t think I have a realistic chance.” She looked at the table, her eyes unfocused. “But I am by far the best candidate in the entire station.”

      “Good luck,” he said. “I hope you can beat out Tito.”

      She paused mid-fork and glared at Wolf.

      Wolf smiled and held up his hands.

      They ate in silence for the rest of the meal, and he thought of home. He had to get Sheriff Burton on the phone. Not being there in the days following the fight with Connell, and Connell spreading lies, was proving to be a PR nightmare.

      Entrusting his future to the Derek-Connell-influenced minds of others was killing Wolf inside, especially since he’d lived his entire life not caring what others thought. Now, his whole future hinged on what others thought.

      “Thinking about home? Seems like you have much the same situation going on,” Lia said.

      He sat back in the chair and wiped his mouth. “Yeah, it’s a bit more complicated, but essentially the same thing.”

      “More complicated?” She scoffed. “I don’t believe it. Nothing is more complicated than Italian bureaucracy. Nothing.”

      He set his napkin on the plate and sat forward, putting his elbows on the table. She matched the move, leaning forward conspiratorially.

      “Let’s say you and Tito were up for the same job promotion.”

      She shrugged. “That’s not a stretch. He probably is up for the same promotion. His father is a very powerful man.”

      “Okay, okay. But how about if you knew a secret about him.”

      “A secret?” She scrunched her face. “Like, what?”

      “A secret only you knew about him. One you couldn’t prove but you knew to be true. One that would quash his promotion if it were known.”

      “I do know a secret about Tito. He is an idiot. It would be very bad for him to be promoted.”

      He leaned back and squiggled his right hand in the air to the waiter.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry. What do you mean? A secret? I don’t get it.”

      He leaned forward onto his elbows again. “What if you knew he was a murderer?”

      “A murderer?” She leaned back and laughed out loud at the ceiling, a high-pitched natural lilt that drew the longing eye of every single man in the room. She looked again at Wolf.

      Wolf hadn’t moved.

      “Okay,” she said. “And how would I know that?”

      “What if he’d tried to kill you? What if he’d attacked you, and tried with all his might to kill you, but you’d got away?”

      “Then, yes, that would be very bad,” she said, confused.

      She looked at the plate in front of her, then started with realization. “Oh my God. This man you got in a fight with, he tried to kill you?”

      Wolf took a sip of his second Coke and nodded.

      “And you haven’t told anyone?”

      Wolf shrugged. “The opportunity never presented itself.”

      “Madonna,” she whispered.

      “Why is everything about Madonna with you Italians? You guys don’t like taking the Lord’s name in vain?”

      She looked straight at Wolf. “You have to tell someone. It must be eating you up inside.”

      “Can we have a look at that police report now?” Wolf leaned back, letting the waiter clear the plates and drop the check.

      Lia pulled it from her bag. It was a thick red paper folder with a half-inch of neatly stacked papers inside. She exhaled, swiped a smattering of crumbs on the floor and opened it up. The top of the first page had an ornate swords-and-shield letterhead. Underneath the logo was a series of cells with boxes, some checked.

      The police report was foreign in every aspect to Wolf. He recognized his brother’s name, Johnathan Dennis Wolf. Apart from that, he may as well have been looking at a schematic for a nuclear bomb.

      She turned the first page over and looked at the second, then turned back to the first page again. “I will translate.”

      “Who wrote this? Was this Rossi?”

      “No, a different officer.”

      They spent the next twenty minutes going through the written report sentence by sentence. It was mundane, and it was biased. Biased, Wolf thought, because it was written from the point of view of a group of cops called in to investigate a suicide of an unknown foreigner.

      The report was written with conviction and little skepticism about the cause of death. An American had been found on the ground, strangled by hanging. The superintendent had called it in on Sunday on the advice of the woman who lived above, who was a troubled young woman.

      She was self-described as dating the man, and was concerned that he hadn’t return her calls or shown up for a date on Saturday night. She reported hearing a crash on early Saturday morning, which was most likely the chandelier dropping to the floor. She then knocked and tried to enter the apartment; there was no answer and it was locked from the inside. This, coupled with observations by the coroner on scene, determined the time of death to be early Saturday morning, just after one o’clock. The woman reported neither hearing nor seeing anyone else in the apartment with John that early morning, or leaving the apartment. Drugs were found on the scene, and close examination of the nostrils indicated the victim had used drugs.

      And that was that.

      Nothing jumped out at Wolf as any different from what he had heard from Rossi, Lia, the superintendent, or Cristina.

      Wolf spent another ten minutes clarifying the wording Lia used, not wanting anything lost in translation. The clarification process didn’t tell him anything. Nonetheless, something was nagging him. A subliminal whisper was telling him something he couldn’t yet understand.

      Lia looked at her watch and got up.

      “We have to go. Marino awaits.”

      They went out to the street and got in the Alfa Romeo.

      “I’ll need to be in on that conversation,” he said as he looked at his watch. Two o’clock. “I’m at the end of my rope.”
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      Marino sat on his leather throne inside his office, shouting loudly into the phone. There was a roiling stream of cigarette smoke rising from the ashtray, adding to the choking haze in the hot and bright room. As his skin and throat itched from the humid stench of sweat and tobacco, Wolf wondered once again why the window was closed.

      Marino twisted, raised an eyebrow and a finger, motioned to the two chairs against the wall, then finished his conversation. He gently lowered the phone and then  rocked back.

      “Mr. Wolf, Officer Parente,” he said, extinguishing his cigarette. Almost. It sat smoldering. “I am sorry to hear about all of the developments of your brother’s case, Mr. Wolf.”

      He tented his fingers against the bottom of his nose. “I was shocked, to say the least,” he said. “I … I do not know how to, uh  ...  what to say? I know it must be difficult to hear these things about your brother. Especially being a police officer.” He gestured to Wolf.

      Wolf shifted forward, tilting his head, and took a breath to speak.

      “But I don’t like what you did this morning, Mr. Wolf.” Marino’s voice raised in volume. “You put one of my best in a bad situation. He trusted you.” He stood up and walked halfway around his desk, sitting one buttock on top.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, sir,” Wolf said.

      “You don’t?” Marino folded his hands on his leg and stared motionless.

      Wolf waited.

      Marino glanced at Lia, then back to Wolf.

      “We’ve had some interesting developments in the last couple hours. We almost had all of north Italia going on a wild turkey chase looking for this white truck of yours. A hunch from an American  ...  consulente.”

      “That wasn’t a hunch, I saw—”

      “We found the truck.” Marino spoke loudly, holding up his index finger again. “Without having to call a national search, Mr. Wolf. National search orders have to come from me.” He pecked his chest with his finger. “So Officer Rossi took every action he could to keep me out of this cowboy show. I am in debt to him for that. And do you know why that is, Mr. Wolf?”

      Sergeant. “No.”

      “They stopped the truck in question at the Trieste border within the last hour.” He held up a piece of paper between his thumb and index finger. “The truck was searched thoroughly, by human and by dog, just like many of the shipments that go through that border. There was nothing but the parts listed on the manifest prepared by the employee my officers harassed this morning at the Osservatorio di Merate!”

      “It was the wrong truck then, or they moved the goods off the truck.” Wolf said. “I know what I saw, and I saw a truck loaded with cocaine and stolen electronics.”

      Marino chuckled, yanked a cigarette from the pack sitting on the desk, lit it, and dismounted in a highhanded pirouette.

      “Ah, yes! The brilliant piece of detective work you did last night. I hear you broke into the osservatorio and saw some interesting things.”

      “Yes,” Wolf said. “I did see some interesting things.”

      “Did you? Well, let me tell you a few interesting things. You were trespassing. Trespassing illegally in a foreign country. As my guest in this country,” he gestured wide with his arms, “you cannot come strutting into Italy, and doing as you please. If you would have been caught, you would be in jail right now and there would be nothing I could do to get you out.”

      “If I would have been caught I’d be dead like my brother right now. Because I was shot at. How can you turn a blind eye to this? You’ve got a pub fronting as a legitimate business, going around murdering people, smuggling stolen electronics and drugs! If you don’t care about that, then what the hell do you care about?”

      Marino snapped his head toward Wolf and gave him a dangerous smile.

      “Don’t test me, Mr. Wolf. I am warning you.”

      Wolf took a deep breath. “I know what I did was  ...  unorthodox, and I could have put you in a compromising position.” Wolf clenched his teeth. “I apologize. I was acting on a hunch. A hunch I should have talked to you guys about first, I admit. But I swear I saw what I saw.”

      “And I will take your observations under consideration and proceed accordingly, Mr. Wolf. But just because you have a flight to catch back home doesn’t mean we can cut corners and ignore laws in this country. So, you are going to have to make a decision right now, Mr. Wolf. You have to trust me, and trust Detective Rossi, and trust Officer Parente and the rest of the carabinieri to follow up with this case. The proper way.”

      Wolf exhaled and put his elbows on his knees.

      Marino’s expression melted to sympathy, and he flopped down in the chair with a grunt. “Look at this from-a my point of view. I have hard evidence that a man used a pipe to beat another man’s head, killing him with much anger. I have fingerprints, in blood, on the weapon. I have evidence that both men were taking drugs. We all know what drugs can do to men. It can bring out otherwise hidden rages in a person.

      “I have evidence that a man hanged himself from his ceiling. I have evidence he died of strangulation. Putting those two pieces of evidence together tells me that I have evidence this man killed himself. There was no one else in the apartment at the time. We have a testimony from the upstairs neighbor that she did not hear anything at all. If there were men inside, she would have heard, would she not? The door to your brother’s apartment was locked from the inside, keys still in the door. All of the evidence points to no one being in the apartment that night.

      “And then,” he gestured to Wolf, “we have a brother who doesn’t want to believe the evidence that is staring him in the face.”

      Wolf didn’t move. “You guys dismissed this case from the beginning. You haven’t given it enough attention. There’s more to it. You didn’t even perform an autopsy, which probably would have told you that the bruise on his head was not after death, but before death. You would have found out that my brother doesn’t take drugs. There wouldn’t have been any drugs in his system.”

      A tinge of doubt crept into Wolf’s mind with the last statement—doubt that had stuck him like a barbed thorn, burrowing deeper with time—but he kept his poker face. “If you had followed up on the receipt in my brother’s pocket, you would have seen that he was at a pub the night he died. A pub owned by some shady individuals who are either current or former gang members. The kind of guys you want to look into further. Guys that I now know are smuggling drugs. It’s not a stretch to figure out where the cocaine found at John’s and at Dr. Rosenwald’s came from.

      “There wasn’t even an investigation into the night of his death. Who was he with? What exactly was he doing? Where were the people he was with? These questions didn’t come up for your investigators?”

      Marino inhaled deeply on his cigarette, and let the question hang.

      “Mr. Wolf, it looked like a suicide.” He swiped his hands together and held them up, a gesture Wolf was becoming intimately familiar with.

      “Not to me.”

      Marino took another drag and swiveled in his chair. Smoke seeped from his nostrils as he sat for a few seconds, and then he stood up. “I will have my men look into it further. Parente will help,” he said. “You have my word. Now, I need you to go home and let us do our job.”

      Wolf shook his head and looked to the dirty tile floor.

      Marino sat on the edge of his desk. “You will let us do our job. I do not want to have to take you into custody, Mr. Wolf. But I will not have you going around breaking into property and conducting an investigation by yourself. How would you like it if this happened in your town? How would you deal with it?”

      Wolf looked at Lia, who gave him a sympathetic sideways glance. He narrowed his eyes and stared back at the floor, coming to a lucid conclusion. “All right. I have your word you will look further into the pub owner and the observatory employee?” He stood up.

      Marino put his cigarette in his mouth and stood, hands out to his sides.

      “You have my word.”

      Wolf exhaled, looking to the ceiling, a resigned look on his face. “Okay. I’ll take the next day and get my brother’s things in order. Then I’ll be leaving on Sunday morning.” He looked back down to Lia, who sat obediently. “Is it possible to get a ride to the airport on Sunday morning from Officer Parente? Rather than take the train again?”

      “If it is her day off. You will have to arrange that with her.”

      “I’m on duty Sunday, sir,” she said.

      “Then Lia will take you to the airport in the morning. You two can arrange it. Now if you will excuse Officer Parente and myself, we need to speak about something.”

      Wolf shook Marino’s hand and opened the door.

      “Deputy Wolf,” Marino called.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m so sorry. Good luck to you and your family.”

      Wolf nodded and closed the door.

      In the room outside a few officers pecked at their cream-colored keyboards. The air was stagnant, hot and damp, and all the windows were shut for reasons Wolf could not fathom.

      Rossi looked up from his desk and hurried over. “David, I’m so sorry. Did you hear about the truck?”

      “Hi, Rossi. Yes, I did. They must have been spooked and changed their plans.”

      Rossi shook his head. “I’m sorry. I was going to let you guys know about it, but I was just inside Marino’s office myself. I didn’t have a chance to call. Then I saw you enter his office just now.”

      “No problem. Don’t worry about it.”

      Lia came out of Marino’s office, almost running into Wolf.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about the truck, Valerio?” she hissed, closing the door.

      “I was just telling David, I didn’t know about it until just now, then I had to talk to Marino. I didn’t get a chance to talk to you when you came in here.”

      She shook her head in disgust, looking back at Marino’s office.

      “Anyway, thank you, Valerio, for everything.” Wolf held out his hand and stood tall.

      Rossi straightened and shook it. “You are welcome, Sergeant Wolf. I wish you and your family the best of luck.”

      “I would really appreciate it if you looked into this further after I leave.”

      “David, I am going to look into this personally. I’ve already spoken to Marino about it. If they are running a smuggling operation, I will get the evidence needed to bring them in. Then we can find out if they are behind your brother’s murder, once and for all.”

      Wolf fetched his brother’s computer from Paulo, said his goodbyes, and made his way to the stairs, giving one final wave to Valerio, who was dialing his desk phone. Valerio stopped and put the receiver to his chest. “Goodbye, David. Do not worry.” Rossi narrowed his eyes.

      Wolf nodded. He wasn’t worried at all.

      

      …

      

      Lia glanced at Wolf for the twentieth time of the car ride. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “I’m thinking I let my brother down.” He looked at the hordes of Friday-afternoon lakeshore walkers whizzing by.

      “We will …” She let her sentence die.

      Wolf glanced in the side mirror as they swept around a traffic circle. Another carabinieri Alfa Romeo cruiser trailed them.

      He looked at her and nodded. “I appreciate it. I really do.”

      They pulled up to the courtyard of his brother’s apartment building. He unbuckled his belt and climbed out.

      “What are you going to do for the next couple of days?” She leaned over the seat, looking up at him with those vivid eyes.

      “I’ll probably get some rest tonight and just pack up my brother’s things. Then, I have no clue,” he said. “How about tomorrow night you pick me up and I take you out for a pizza?”

      She smiled wide and laughed. “There’s more to Italian cuisine than pizza! I will take you for Risotto Milanese.”

      He shrugged. “I have no clue what you just said. Sounds good to me.” He closed the door and slapped the roof.

      “Eight o’clock!” She rolled up the window and peeled away.
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      The room was dark as a cave, the only light coming from the screen of his cell phone, which was chiming incessantly on the floor next to him. He shut off the alarm he’d set, ripped off the sheets, and stood with forced enthusiasm.

      A bright flash flickered through the shutter slats and the building rumbled. He walked to the bedroom balcony and opened up the shutters, revealing a bright-orange sunset sky with jet-black storm clouds stacked up against the mountains. A long ground strike of lightning flickered for a two count halfway up the mountain, followed by a deafening boom that shook the windows near to the point of breaking. The thunder rolled for what seemed like a minute, the sound waves sloshing back and forth between the mountains of the lake valley.

      It jolted him into action. He put on his pants, socks, and shoes and ran up the stairs to Cristina’s.

      He knocked and she cracked the door, showing her milk-chocolate eyes. She smiled pleasantly and pulled it open. The apartment was filled with the sounds of modern electric jazz and an aroma that made his mouth water.

      “How are you?”

      The three-hour nap had energized him. “I’m doing well. How are you?”

      “One second. Come in!” she said shuffling to the stereo. She wore a pair of black tights without shoes, a long gray sweater and black leather belt that cinched to show her slender waist. Her sandy blonde hair was pulled up in a quick ponytail, which draped over her face as she bent to turn down the volume.

      “Please,” she beckoned again. “Come in.”

      He realized he was just staring dumbly. She looked a lot better than he remembered, and she didn’t seem to be trying too hard. Maybe it was her chipper mood and the spring in her step. Or the perfect body, face, hair, and eyes.

      “Who was that?” He pointed to the stereo and shut the door behind him.

      “Oh, it’s a group from New York. Incognito.”

      “Okay. Yeah, I know them.”

      She looked skeptical. “Really? You? Country boy from the Colorado mountains?”

      He smiled. “I swear. I like them, actually. I’ve got some of their stuff, but I’ve never heard this CD.”

      “It’s their newest. It’s great,” she said. She turned it a little louder. “I would think you listened to country music.”

      “I do,” he said, shrugging.

      She laughed, walking to the kitchen. “So what’s happening?” She lifted a pan lid revealing a simmering tomato sauce.

      “I was hoping you could give me a ride somewhere tonight.”

      “Right now? I’m about to eat. Are you hungry? I have plenty of food. Besides, it’s about to pour!”

      He looked out the window at the black skies, then at the spread of bread, cheeses, meats, and olives, and was suddenly not in such a hurry. “Yes, I am hungry now that I think of it. Thank you.”

      

      …

      

      They ate pasta and listened to jazz while the rain outside drummed the dining-room window in sheets.

      Swapping stories about John put them in a good mood, and it was a much-needed respite from the sorrow of the last few days for both of them.

      “Cristina.” He looked at her with a serious expression.

      “Yes?”

      “I need to know about these guys who own this pub. The Albastru Pub that John was always going to.”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you know the guys from home? From before you came here?”

      “No, I don’t. Why? Because we are both Romanian?”

      Wolf wiped his mouth and looked out the window. The rain was letting up gradually. “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. How about this guy, Ferka Vlad, from the observatory? Did you know him from before?”

      “I’ve met him before, that one time I went to the pub. But it was just the one time. There really are a lot of people from Romania in Italy. But I don’t know many. I know that they are often looked at as criminals here, though. There is a lot of crime in northern Italy. There is more money in northern Italy than the south, so there’s a lot of theft and people’s houses getting robbed. The finger is often pointed at the Romanian.” She shook her head. “There are bad Italians just like there are bad Romanians. But I do know that those guys at the Albastru Pub look bad. I would bet a lot of money they are criminals.”

      “So would I.” Wolf looked out the window. There was nothing in her voice or mannerisms that said she was lying.

      “Why? What’s going on? What have you found out?”

      “I’m pretty sure that the owner of that pub and this guy, Vlad, killed my brother. But they’ve covered all their bases, and I can’t prove it. They’re smart. Or one of them is smart.” He set down his fork. “Or, they’re getting lucky.”

      He looked around the kitchen, then got up and walked over to the knife set on the counter. He pulled four smaller knives from the bottom row, then checked the larger blades on the top. “You know my brother doesn’t have a single knife in his apartment other than four butter knives? Didn’t he ever cook?”

      She laughed, then stopped, watching him put back all but two blades. He picked them up in one hand and brought them back to the table.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need these.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked. “You have to be careful with those guys from the pub. I’m serious. They are probably killers.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      She shook her head with glistening eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      “It will come to me.” He picked up the plates and put them in the sink. “They beat my brother over the head and strangled him to death. And they beat Matthew Rosenwald’s head in. Making it look like my brother did the whole thing.”

      He fetched the blades from the table, walked back to the counter, and put them back in the wooden housing.

      “I’m just going to bring this down to my brother’s apartment, okay? I’m sorry, you’re going to have to get another set. If anything happens, I don’t want anything tied to you. And, come to think of it, it really would be better if I could borrow the scooter tonight.”
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      Faint ambient light from the city beyond the piazza streamed into his brother’s otherwise pitch-dark bedroom. Wolf was certain he was being watched, so he’d made a show of walking around in his underwear, turning off the lights in the entire apartment, as if he’d been going to sleep early.

      Now he dressed quickly, putting on the darkest clothes he had, without overtly looking like a cat burglar. The two most important things he wore were tucked into his socks—two kitchen knives, the blades loosely covered with folded paper towel sheathes to protect his skin.

      He patted the knives, twisting his ankles to test the tuck-job, adjusted his socks, and went to the balcony. The piazza was ninety degrees to his right and out of sight, on the other side of the A-ridged roof. The roof extended straight out at least fifty yards. He could hear the murmur of a bustling Friday-night crowd and see bright lights streaming upward against the humid air, thick with swarming insects.

      There was no moonlight shining on the ceramic roof. It was dark, difficult to get a sense of the exact angle of pitch. He knew it wasn’t too steep to navigate, no more than thirty degrees, but steep enough to keep his heart rate racing, and wet enough to quicken his pulse even more. If it was a ski slope, it would have certainly been labeled black diamond, he knew that.

      The roof butted right up against the balcony to his lower right. Ceramic tiles could be brittle, and he had no idea how old and brittle these were. He also knew that old ceramic tiles that were wet after a rainstorm were probably slick with a thin film of clay.

      He looked over the edge to his left, away from the roof to the narrow walking alleyway below. It was far—three vaulted-ceilinged floors up from the hard cobblestone ground. He stared for a full minute, not seeing a single soul.

      He gritted his teeth, gave a sharp exhale, and stepped over the railing. He put his left foot on the roof and gradually placed more and more weight on it while still straddling the balcony. There was a creak. He placed more weight still and tested the traction of his left foot.

      Satisfied, he stepped his other foot over, and made the entire transition to the roof, lying forward in a low push-up position, on his hands and tiptoes.

      Wolf thought briefly of slipping over the edge, hearing the gradual rush of air become so loud as to be deafening right before he hit the ground with unfathomable pain. He shook his head with a humorless chuckle and began climbing up.

      Small scrapes and creaks accompanied every movement up the kiln-hardened tiles, though none moved more than a fraction of an inch under his weight. He shuffled quickly up toward the ridge of the roof that was a straight line of shadow against the bright light of the piazza beyond. He stopped just before the top, not wanting to risk being seen from the other side. He got to the soles of his feet, stooping, his right hand in contact with the tiles, and made his way parallel to the ridgeline.

      Step by step, foot by foot, the tiles held up beneath him as he carefully crept along.

      Impatience overwhelmed him, so he stood up with bent knees, arms out for balance. He looked to his right, unable to see the other side of the roof, so he knew no one could see him from below. He began walking faster toward the dark void that was still twenty yards ahead.

      No more than three paces into his light-footed trot, his left foot gave way, sweeping violently down to the left with a ceramic crack. His right foot shuffled forward in mid-stride and caught on a tile as his body weight plummeted toward the roof. His right knee bent, smashed into his chest, bounced him up to the left and into an uncontrollable fall.

      He hit the roof with a hollow thud on his left side. For a moment, he stalled, planking parallel to the roof ridgeline, shifting slowly, unstoppably into a roll toward the roof edge. He extended his right leg out and up to stop it, but it was no use.

      Without thinking, he kicked up with his left leg, extended his right arm straight above his head, and twisted hard to his right, toward the drop. A two-hundred-and-seventy-degree turn later, he split his legs and arms into a wide X, toes and hands digging for purchase, belly against the wet roof. He landed in a cacophony of cleaving tiles, which tumbled like the sound of plates sliding off a waiter tray into the darkness, now just a foot to his left.

      Panting now, every muscle in his body straining, he forced himself to take a deep breath, then heard a few distant splatters of tiles hitting the cobblestones below, giving him yet another shot of adrenaline.

      Ten seconds later, he managed to get back to a position perpendicular to the crest of the roof. This time, he went all the way to the peak, willing to trade being seen from within the piazza for living to see another day. Straddling the crest, he walked, low and quick, the remainder of the distance to the end of the roof.

      As he approached the black void, growing discouragement gave way to instant relief as his eyes adjusted, revealing a one-meter drop onto a flat-topped black roof below. He could see puddles reflecting the city-lit clouds. The roof extended twenty feet, and then there was a steel rectangular structure at the edge.

      He slunk over the edge and made his way there.

      It was a fire escape. Steps zigzagged all the way down to the ground, or so he assumed. He wasn’t about to test the strength of the railing by leaning over to see.

      It wobbled and creaked with each step, but he was on the ground safely within moments.

      His body tingled with adrenaline as his feet hit the ground. Turning to look back up at the stairway, he shook his head with wide eyes, cold-blooded conviction pounding in his veins. Now he knew. This is exactly how the murderers got out of John’s apartment that night.

      The piazza was just around the corner. He walked the opposite way, through a narrow gap, and to where Cristina had told him to go earlier. The familiar white scooter was parked right where she said it would be. He cranked the key, fired up the kazoo-sounding engine, and took off down the side street.
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      He rode the scooter as fast as it could take him to the Merate Observatory. The gate in the rear of the property was wide open, just like every other time he’d seen it, so he planted the scooter in the corn and walked in. Checking the back door with a tug, he was surprised as bright light poured out, opening without any resistance.

      Walking in like a stalker would have drawn unwanted attention. So he walked into the building like he belonged.

      Opening the door, he strode across the brightly lit telescope-room floor while looking down at his hooded sweatshirt zipper, making a mild show of struggling to unzip it. A man at a computer terminal looked to him over a pushed-down set of reading glasses.

      Wolf nodded and gave a quick wave as the man looked toward him. Wolf didn’t break stride, walking through the big room and into the hallway beyond.

      “Ciao,” the man said distractedly, already turning his head back to the computer screen.

      Wolf veered to the right, down the hallway toward Vlad’s office, and allowed himself a quick look over his shoulder. No one was in sight along the hall that extended in the opposite direction, but a few lights were on. He glanced at his watch. 8:44 p.m. For a Friday night, it seemed positively bustling. But, then again, it was an observatory, where work was done at night.

      He walked past an occupied office on the left. Inside, a man sat with his face to a computer screen. There was an Asian man looking over his shoulder—Dr. Chang. Wolf passed unobserved and continued down the hallway. Blinds were drawn tight over Vlad’s hall windows, lights on inside, and his door was shut. Wembly’s office was dark, looking locked for the night.

      Wolf stopped, swiveled another look down the hall, and pressed his ear lightly against Vlad’s office door. There was no sound.

      He twisted the handle and entered fast.

      Before he’d finished shutting the door, he already knew he was in big trouble.
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      Nothing inside the office moved but the swirling digital lines on the computer screen. Nothing. Including Vlad.

      Vlad sprawled motionless, directly face down. His head was tilted back, face balanced on his nose and gaping jaw, which was mashed into the terrazzo floor.

      What bothered Wolf was not Vlad’s lifeless body, but what was wrapped around his neck—a shiny black leather belt. A shiny black belt of a design he might have remembered seeing in his brother’s closet earlier in the week.

      His mind raced.

      He looked at the computer screen. The lines had just disappeared, blanking out to a black sleep-mode screen. He snapped his head to Vlad and bent down, feeling his cheek with the back of his hand. The body was still warm.

      Wolf stood up with a jolt and turned toward the door. He pulled it open with his sweatshirt-pocket-covered hand and scrubbed clean the exterior knob. Suddenly, he heard a faint two-tone siren somewhere in the distance. Turning to the exterior window, his breath quickened when the flicker of red and blue flashed through the closed blinds, and the siren became louder.

      Wolf sprinted down the hall, past the Asian scientist, who was now taking a long swill of soda in his office doorway.

      “Hey!” Chang’s voice called as Wolf blew past him.

      Wolf ran hard through the telescope room and out the door. He stopped outside with a skid and lunged back to the handle, wiping both inside and outside knobs quickly with his sweatshirt before turning and sprinting as fast as he could out the gate.

      Red and blue pulses lit the cornrows in front of him as he ran. They were shining from behind him, on top of a quickly accelerating vehicle. He dove straight left into the cornfield, this time not touching a single stalk as he plunged onto the ground.

      The siren was now muted, but he heard the fast crunch of tires, and the brightening strobe of red and blue told him the vehicle was getting closer by the second.

      Wolf inched to the edge of the corn and stole a glance just in time to see a carabinieri Alfa Romeo Gazelle whipping into the rear property of the observatory. He waited for the next car, which never came. He held his breath and listened. A faintly familiar clack of the observatory door told him the officer had entered the building.

      The body wasn’t even cold yet, not even discovered by his fellow employees milling about, and the carabinieri were racing to the scene? Wolf instinctually twisted and looked behind him, half expecting to see whoever had killed Vlad sneaking up on him, but there was nothing but corn.

      He stepped out and craned his neck to look over the corn at the building, seeing only flashing blue and red against the trees. Static and beeps, clipped Italian conversations, the sound of radio noise echoed in the still air.

      He ran down the road to the scooter and pulled it out of the corn. Then he paused, looking and listening again. Nothing had changed. He pushed it up the dirt road, away from the observatory grounds, until he reached the crest of the rise where the pipe had been found. With a quick look back, he jumped on and coasted toward the lake—toward the narrow trail they’d navigated earlier in the day. Toward the crime scene.

      That thought made him jam the brakes, skidding to a stop. Whether or not the crime scene would be manned was a toss-up. He knew there was a farm road to the left and to the right at the bottom of the small hill ahead, right where the narrow trail began. He had no choice but to risk it.

      The narrow path at the bottom had yellow tape across the entrance, but no officer in sight. He fired up the scooter and gave it a small rev, sounding like a handful of pebbles in a tin can. He chose the road to the left, toward the road he’d taken here. It was also the road the carabinieri had just screamed in on, but it was the only way he knew to get back to Lecco.
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      Wolf got off the ticking scooter and eyed the Albastru Pub across the piazza. It was lively, chock-full of patrons, with laughter gushing from the pub doorway as it opened and closed with coming and going patrons.

      He walked to the front of the pub and studied inside the large windows. A thick and solid bartender worked behind the counter. His huge arms were heavily inked, pulling taps and pushing mugs to people crowded around the bar. A young waitress with a face that sparkled with piercings weaved in and out of standing customers, expertly balancing an impossible number of drinks on a tray.

      A group of young men wearing soccer jerseys charged out with cigarettes in their mouths and sloshing mugs of beer in their hands. They were raucously arguing, probably about the soccer match on the televisions inside.

      He dug in his pocket and pulled out a cigarette from the pack he’d borrowed from Cristina. In his experience, a box of cigarettes was a prop with many uses. Never mind the toll his lungs would pay. “Excuse me, do you have a light?” He flicked his thumb, ignoring the lighter in his pocket, which he’d borrowed as well.

      Two of the bigger guys turned toughly, eyeing him up and down. “Yes, I have one!” Another guy stepped forward with a friendly smile and extended a lighter. “Where are you from?”

      Through the window Wolf saw Cezar’s tall head bobbing behind the bar, high above the other patrons. Wolf took the lighter and turned his back to the building.

      “Tijuana.” Wolf lit his cigarette, tossed the lighter back without looking, and walked away.

      “Che cazzo?” the man asked.

      Wolf hung a left, walked thirty yards and took another left onto a cobblestone road, and then took the next left into a dark rain-soaked alley that looked like it led to the rear of the pub.

      He made his way through a slot canyon of thousand-year-old buildings. They were seamlessly connected, each with unique, and dark, arching stone doorways.

      Ahead was a blind curve. Beyond it, a bright glow that reflected off the wet ground. He tossed the cigarette in a puddle and walked ahead, stopping when he saw two men standing in a brightly lit garage doorway, sucking on cigarettes of their own.

      The two men were wiry, much like Cezar, as if they didn’t eat much or had the metabolism of ferrets. They didn’t look particularly dangerous, being neither tall nor muscular, but they’d likely been raised on the streets of a country he had no knowledge of. Whether from Italy or Romania, he didn’t know the skills these guys brought to the table. They were heavily tattooed, and his gut told him they weren’t just a couple of dishwashers out for a smoke break.

      The shorter of the two guys was telling an animated story while the other one stood still, chuckling silently, looking self-consciously at the cigarette in his hand. Neither looked to have weapons.

      They finished their cigarettes, tossed them onto the wet street, and stayed there, like they were going to wait for something. Then, after a minute, they walked inside the garage.

      Wolf put another cigarette in his mouth and walked toward the bright garage.

      As he got closer, he heard two men jabbering in Romanian.

      He walked into the light blazing out of the door and squinted a look inside. The bright interior of the garage was large enough for one American SUV, or two Italian cars. Boxes were stacked along the walls of either side. It looked to be used as a loading dock for food and supplies. Here they would be offloaded from a truck, stacked, and brought into the restaurant, through a door on the back-left corner wall that probably went to a kitchen, judging from the clanking sounds that came from within.

      The two men were hard at work, pulling full boxes from a haphazard area in the middle of the garage, taping them shut, and stacking them along the walls.

      The boxes were brown, of the same dimension he’d seen in the back of Cezar’s truck the night before, and, just like the night before, they were filled to the brim with what looked to be stolen electronics.

      One of the guys did a double take when he saw Wolf, who was now standing in the garage doorway with a cigarette in his mouth, digging in his pocket with a frustrated look.

      They both stood with wide eyes and walked to Wolf, chests out, heads leaned way back and to the side.

      “Excuse me,” Wolf said. “Do you have a lighter?” He flicked his thumb.

      The shorter guy on the right took the lead, skipping in front of the other guy. “No, no, no, no.” He wagged his finger as he approached Wolf.

      Wolf took his left hand out of his pocket and pulled the cigarette out of his mouth with his right. Then he splayed both hands out in a defenseless gesture. “No, sorry, I’m just looking for a lighter!” He pointed wildly to his cigarette.

      The small guy put his right hand on Wolf’s chest and pushed gently.

      Wolf kept his hands up and shuffled backwards out into the center of the alley, a look of horror now displayed on his face.

      The short guy laughed and patted Wolf’s chest a few times, pushing him back further with each smack. The guy looked him up and down, like he was creepily sizing up a woman, then launched into an amused conversation, looking over his shoulder to speak to the man behind him.

      Wolf snapped his left hand forward in a blur, landing a knuckle punch to the man’s temple, and followed with a right elbow to the middle of the man’s face a fraction of a second later. The first punch had been enough, knocking the man out instantly. The elbow was just to make sure the man wouldn’t be getting back up, and to serve as a lifelong reminder to be warier of men bigger than he was.

      The taller guy spat out his cigarette with wide eyes, ripping his hands from his pockets.

      Wolf stepped over the crumpling body , watching the other man weigh fight against flight. Flight won out, but not nearly fast enough.

      Wolf, in full stride, easily closed the distance between them, put his shoulder down, and tackled him from behind, just underneath the waist, landing on him hard, driving the man’s chest and face into the smooth concrete floor with a slap. He bounced up onto his knees, grabbed two fistfuls of the man’s greasy hair, and slammed his head down. The man went limp beneath him.

      Turning back to the alley, the first man lay motionless with twisted legs.

      Wolf got up and pulled the man he was on top of out into the dark, leaving a long red smear on the smooth concrete floor. He flipped him over onto his back to remedy the situation, feeling a slight twinge of pity for the man as Wolf studied the damage he’d done to his face.

      Within a minute, he had both guys stowed up against a dark doorway in the alley.

      He hurried back into the open garage and began rummaging. Boxes—some open, some shut—were filled with electronics. A stack of the white EAS logoed boxes was piled along the right wall. He lifted one. They felt the same as the night before, heavy and densely packed.

      Clipboards hung on the wall. He pulled down the first board and studied the papers clipped to it. It was an original bill of lading from an Italian shipping company. The dark print was all in Italian, making it illegible to Wolf, except one line that said Genoa, Liguria, Italia. Wolf recognized it as the port city of Genova on the west coast of Italy. The line before it read Tenes, Algeria.

      A shipment from Algeria? North Africa?

      Sheet after sheet was the same. Genoa, Liguria, Italia and Tenes, Algeria. Another line item on the paper stood out, being that it was the same on each and every sheet. Fratelli Importatori.

      A loud clang of a pot or pan from inside the door jolted him into quick action. He set the clipboards back on their hooks and ran out of the garage, careful to step over the darkening blood streak on his way out.

      As he turned the corner, he heard the door inside the garage open with a squeak.

      He ran quietly down the road and around the bend.
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      Wolf ran down the alley, to the right, to the right again, and up to the front of the pub. He walked inside, nodding to the man he had bummed a light from earlier.

      The man nodded with a resentful eye as he sucked on his cigarette.

      The pub thumped with dance music, too loud for anyone to speak over. The televisions were all on the same channel, playing a soccer match that drew the eye of every male in the room. It was hot and steamy and smelled like he was wading in a soup of cologne and sweat.

      Wolf looked for Cezar, but didn’t see his head towering above the crowd anywhere.

      Wolf weaved his way to the counter and found the stocky guy with the tattoos alone behind the bar.

      He nodded and leaned an ear to Wolf, looking with beady pollution-brown eyes.

      “Stella Artois!” Wolf screamed over the music.

      The man twisted to the glasses and swiftly poured him a beer from the tap.

      Wolf took a sip, paid the behemoth, and sauntered behind a line of standing patrons to the right side of the bar, which gave him the best view into the back hallway.

      The hallway ended in a kitchen where two employees were pacing back and forth. Beyond them was a brightly lit doorway, wide open to the rear garage.

      Wolf watched as Cezar appeared in the open doorway and then stepped into the kitchen. He slammed the door and leaned against it, then turned and marched through the kitchen toward the bar. He was gritting his teeth and flexing both fists as he glided forward on his long legs.

      Wolf grabbed his beer and threaded through the standing patrons, wincing at the various cheap colognes and bodily emissions as he made his way through the room. There was an open small table next to the front window, so he took it.

      The waitress was quick to arrive. She had a half-circle piercing dangling from the center of her nose, a couple lip rings, and three neck tattoos. Her blue spiky hair was shaved on the sides with stripes exposing the white scalp underneath, much like a 1980s NFL football player, Wolf thought.

      She asked something he didn’t understand, then looked at the dumb expression on his face and smiled. “Would you like a menu?”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” he said.

      She looked him all the way down and up, then left with a mischievous smile.

      He watched her shapely body go for a second, and then took a sip of his beer. Tipping the mug back, he watched Cezar, who was now behind the bar and bending in toward the thick-necked guy’s ear. He was yelling over the music, snapping his head sharply as he did so.

      The bartender nodded toward the front window, just to Wolf’s left. Cezar stood up straight and looked, eyes hardening. Wolf froze, the beer pouring down his throat slowly. He stopped drinking, letting the beer rest up against his closed mouth, and breathed through his nose, hoping the mug of beer was concealing his face from recognition. Then he realized they were looking at the front door as a warm, smoky breeze hit his face and a fully clad carabiniere walked in.

      Wolf set the beer down on the table and bent down to his boot. He fondled his laces as if tying them and looked sidelong toward the red stripe of the carabinieri uniform pants. The officer was poised right inside the door for a few seconds, then turned and stepped away from him.

      Wolf straightened in his seat and strained to see through the throng of people. He spied Cezar, who was wide-eyed and looked to be turning pale. His Adam’s apple was bobbing up and down fast as he swallowed, like he desperately needed a drink of water.

      Cezar seemed to be shitting himself, and he should have been, Wolf thought, with the stuff he had sitting a few feet away in his garage.

      Wolf stood and shuffled through the crowd to get a better look, his curiosity piqued. Had the carabinieri begun their investigation into the shady dealings of the Albastru Pub?

      The waitress with the piercings cut him off. “You not going to eat after all?” Her bottom lip was out with a pouty look.

      “Uh, yeah, sorry. I think I’m just going to go up to the bar.” He pointed past her, and then stopped abruptly, accidentally juking the waitress into bumping straight into him.

      She laughed excitedly, placing her tiny hand on the small of his back. “Oh, sorry!” she giggled, pressing into him a little too hard.

      He ignored her, because he was still looking at Cezar, who had made a subtle move that didn’t make sense. Cezar had just nodded his head toward the far end of the bar.

      Wolf looked to the carabinieri officer, who changed the direction of his approach, following the nod.

      It was an odd interaction. It was like Cezar was calling the location of the conversation, which he was, or else he wouldn’t have nodded his head. It was too familiar a gesture, as if they were friends.

      The officer reached the end of the bar, plopped his hat down and leaned over onto his elbows.

      Cezar reached him and leaned down, launching into a conversation in the officer’s left ear. The carabinieri officer turned his head to his right, revealing the unmistakable profile of Detective Valerio Rossi. Cezar gestured behind himself with a thumb, and then also sat his elbows on the counter.

      Cezar was looking at Rossi with raised eyebrows, looking like he was waiting for some kind of an answer from the carabiniere.

      Rossi stood slowly and stared at his hat on the counter, contemplating something. Then he looked around, down the length of the bar, then at the mass of people.

      Wolf’s heart skipped. Something wasn’t right.

      He looked down at the waitress, who was pulling her hand back and moving on with her life. As she shuffled past, Wolf twisted away from the bar to follow her, then gently pulled on her arm.

      She turned back with a puppy-dog look of curiosity.

      He bent and kissed her, and she returned the gesture eagerly, clicking her tongue piercing against his teeth. Wolf opened his eyes and searched the reflection in the front window while they kissed. Rossi was walking straight toward him.

      He stopped kissing her and breathed in her ear. “Sorry, no. I won’t be eating tonight after all.”

      “That’s too bad.” Her breath was hot, her lips flicking his earlobe. “Well, we could always eat together later.”

      “What’s that?” he said, pointing at his ear, keeping his head down. She repeated herself as Rossi pushed past Wolf’s right shoulder, brushing right up against him, and out the front door.

      Wolf stood and watched Rossi leave. Rossi walked out in a fast march, took a left down the road, and went out of sight.

      Looking in the window reflection again, Wolf saw Cezar turn the corner back into the rear of the pub.

      Wolf pushed past the waitress and walked to the door.

      “Fucking American piece of sh—” the waitress’s voice was snuffed out by the door as it shut.

      “Goodbye, asshole.” The soccer fan with a lighter raised his beer to Wolf as he walked past.
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      Wolf drove the scooter back to Cristina’s parking spot and headed into the piazza. He threaded his way into the crowd, all the while keeping an eye on his brother’s apartment three floors up. The lights were blazing inside, and a plain-clothes officer stood on the balcony looking into the thrumming Friday night crowd below.

      Wolf stopped and watched. The officer looked to the northwest corner of the piazza, then, raising a radio to his mouth, turned to look directly at him.

      Wolf flinched as static erupted just a few feet away, and a tinny voice spoke through a radio.

      Without looking at who it was carrying the radio, he slalomed through the crowd and made his way to the side shops, then ducked into a narrow street. He lit a cigarette and puffed, surveying the piazza from behind the thin smokescreen.

      Scanning the crowd, he shuffled the events of the past week in his mind.

      Rossi was everything. And Wolf needed to be careful, or surely he’d be spending the rest of his life in an Italian prison for the murder of Ferka Vlad. Either that, or going home in a box right behind his brother.

      Wolf dropped the cigarette and walked downhill along a side street, working his way right, then right again, into a pulsing artery of people that flowed back into the light of the piazza.

      Wolf centered himself within the flow of people and shuffled forward, surveying ahead. He saw the familiar face of Tito, just inside the entrance to the piazza along the left side, talking conspiratorially on his cell phone. Wolf made his way toward him.

      A few moments later he made his way to the edge of the river of humanity and stood near a wall watching Tito. Waiting.

      As the young officer finally ended his phone call and was pulling out a cigarette, Wolf approached him. “Can I get one of those, Officer?”

      Tito’s eyes widened as he froze.

      Wolf nodded and stepped close. “How’s it going? You looking for me?”

      Tito’s mouth sagged open, dropping the unlit cigarette from his mouth. “What are you …” Tito stopped talking when Wolf walked around him and applied pressure sharply to the small of his back. Wolf waited patiently for Tito to fumble with his empty holster, look down, and finally realize that his own Beretta was being held on him.

      “Don’t you dare make a move or a sound,” Wolf said in Tito’s ear. “I’ve got nothing to lose here. If I have to kill you to get away, that’s no problem with me.”

      People streamed by, each person pushed forward by the current of humans behind them, none seeing the situation for what it was.

      Wolf jabbed the barrel up into the back of his ribs. “Give me your phone.”

      Tito pulled it out, and Wolf took it. Capitano Rossi was displayed on the screen as the last call made.

      “What was Rossi telling you?”

      Tito arched his back at the gun’s pressure and winced.

      “Relax, Tito.” Wolf stepped in front of him and removed the radio from Tito’s chest clip. “Just relax. You stay right here as if all is fine.” Wolf put the radio and phone in one of his sweatshirt pockets, and pointed the gun at Tito’s belly through the fabric of the other. “Otherwise, I’m going to shoot you.”

      Tito’s face paled and his arms went limp by his sides.

      “Good. Now tell me. What did Rossi just say?”

      “He wanted to know if I had seen you yet.”

      “Yeah? And what did you tell him?”

      “I said I had not.”

      “Okay, and what did he say?”

      “He was angry, and said to call him when I saw you.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why? He did not say why, just to call him.”

      Wolf eyed him. “Remember what I said. I’ll be watching you, so stay here.” Wolf smiled. “We’ll have a laugh about this someday, I promise.”
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      Wolf walked briskly away from the piazza against the flow of traffic, sure that Tito was already running for help. Wolf took one random turn after another, making his way downhill.

      He searched the phone contacts and dialed a number. The long tone rang against his ear as he walked.

      “Pronto?” Paulo’s voice was distant sounding.

      “You in front of a computer?”

      “Tito? What? Who ees thees?”

      Wolf stopped walking. “It’s David Wolf. I’m here with Lia and Tito. But, listen, we have a few favors to ask, well, Lia has a couple favors.”

      He proceeded with one of the best acting jobs of his life, and hung up with a spark of hope.

      Wolf continued walking and scrolled through the phone contacts, and finally found Lia’s phone number under Tenente Parente.

      The phone rang unanswered, and then cut out with a rapid beeping noise.

      Wolf cursed and looked at the phone. The reception bars were gone, a dashed line in their place.

      “Shit.” He backtracked his route, keeping his eyes on the reception bars and the people around him. As he turned a corner, the reception came back.

      He dialed again, and pressed the phone to his ear, listening to it ring for a full thirty seconds. His stomach sank. He hadn’t thought of the simple fact that Lia would probably screen Tito’s calls at all costs.

      Wolf ended the call and exhaled. He stared up, pleading to a higher power for another idea. A swarm of huge insects clouded around the lights along the tall walls of the surrounding buildings.

      Shit. There was no other plan.

      The phone vibrated in his hand. Wolf looked at the phone, the illuminated screen displayed Tenente Parente. “Hello?”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “Lia? Is that you?”

      “Yes, who is this?”

      “It’s David. I’m on Tito’s phone.”

      There was silence on the other end, then a group of 50 cc motorcycles revving loudly into the phone. A split second later, Wolf heard the same sound in his free ear, though much fainter, coming from the direction of the piazza.

      “How’s the surveillance coming?” Wolf asked.

      There was silence for a second. Wolf looked back at the phone reception. “Where are you, David?” she asked.

      “I’m near.”

      She stayed silent.

      “I didn’t do it,” he said.

      “Didn’t do what?”

      “You know what I’m talking about. Vlad. I didn’t kill him.”

      She exhaled into the receiver.

      “Look, I need to meet with you,” he said. “I’ve figured everything out. I need to meet with you and Rossi. Get hold of him, and you two meet me at John’s apartment in one hour. Okay?”

      She paused a beat. “What’s going on, David?”

      “I’ll tell you when you show up, all right? All I ask is that you make sure you answer each and every phone call you get tonight. All right? It’s important.”

      He hung up and headed back down the street and around the corner. There he stood and smoked another cigarette in a dark alleyway, for no other reason than he was getting used to the vile things once again, and he needed to kill time.

      After watching the thin stream of people walk by for ten minutes, he walked out of the alley and headed downhill again. He went a block and took a right at the next corner, and straight into a pistol pointed in his face.
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      Behind the sound-suppressed pistol was the now familiar tiny smiling mouth of Cezar. “Don’t move.”

      Wolf didn’t move.

      The pistol didn’t waver, and Cezar’s knuckle was white with tension on the trigger. He wondered just how fast Cezar was. If there would be any hesitation in shooting him. The sound-suppresser said no.

      “I said, don’t move,” Cezar repeated, reading Wolf’s thoughts.

      Wolf slowly raised his hands out to his sides. Just then a shuffling came up behind him, and hands dug into his waistband, pulling out the Beretta tucked into the back of his jeans.

      “Ciao,” Rossi’s husky voice said behind him. “Let’s go.” He shoved Wolf on the back.

      They walked for three or four minutes to the soundtrack of Cezar’s long stride and his energetic throat clearing, and Rossi’s shorter stride and heavy mouth-breathing.

      Down and down they continued along twisting and turning narrow streets, through pockets of open-sewage smell. Of the few people they saw this far from the piazza, only a few noticed what was happening as they passed. Those that did let out hushed whispers and turned with interest to watch the strange procession.

      They came around a slight bend to Rossi’s parked carabinieri Alfa Romeo.

      They reached the door and Rossi turned to Wolf. “Put your hands behind your back.”

      Wolf stopped and looked around, putting his hands on his hips.

      Rossi raised his hand in a fluid motion, pointing his own suppressed Beretta at the side of Wolf’s face. “I said, put your hands behind your back.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “It was you who killed my brother.”

      Two gargantuan hands gripped his wrists and shoved him up against the side of the car. Steel handcuffs clamped hard and tight.

      Wolf lashed his right heel up and back with as much strength as he could muster, connecting hard with the tall man behind him. Wolf looked over his shoulder to check the damage.

      Cezar was doubled over on the ground, grabbing at his crotch with both hands.

      Wolf smiled, and then all went black.
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      Cold water slammed into Wolf’s face, forced itself underneath his eyelids. He sat up straight, sucking in a hard breath, blinking and wincing in pain.

      “Ancora!”

      Another cold explosion hit his face, knocking his head back and shocking him into a wide-mouthed inhale. He shook the water away and opened his eyes, then shut them against the blinding onslaught of light.

      A bright halogen light on a pole stood in front of him, shining directly in his face. He tilted his head down and squinted. The first thing he saw was a man sitting cross-legged against a wall to his right.

      The guy had a bloody towel pressed against his nose. He lowered it, revealing a rueful grin.

      Wolf nodded a greeting. It was the guy he had tackled in the garage earlier.

      Next to the man were clipboards hanging on the wall, and a door. Wolf realized he was back in the Albastru Pub’s garage.

      The light shifted upwards toward the ceiling, and Wolf turned to look straight ahead.

      Rossi was lounging in a chair with his foot on his knee, smoking a cigarette.

      Wolf coughed lightly, lungs itching from the smoke. “Jesus, everyone’s always smoking in this country.”

      Rossi took a long drag and smiled, but it was a different smile than Wolf was accustomed to seeing on the man. His face had changed. His eyes had changed. A cold stare replaced his usual friendly squint.

      “You should have stayed home, Officer Wolf.” He didn’t blink.

      Wolf did a double take to his left. A dead body, a man, lay on a sprawled-out piece of clear plastic. Nose to chest, he was caked with dark maroon blood. There was a neat hole in his head, and he lay in a large pool of brighter red blood. A pool that, upon closer study, was still spreading slowly. Wolf recognized the man, but couldn’t recall from where.

      Wolf’s head ached. He looked back at Rossi, a movement that sent a pulse of pain bouncing through his skull. “It’s Sergeant Wolf, dickhead.”

      Rossi’s eyes widened with amusement. “Oh, I am sorry.” He pointed to the body on the floor. “The man you murdered tonight.”

      Wolf looked again at the body, then back to Rossi.

      “The man who also murdered you, I’m sorry to say.” He took another drag of his cigarette. “You two shot each other.”

      Wolf leaned forward to sit up, to shake the cobwebs. He went dizzy and fell forward. Subconsciously, Wolf had assumed he was somehow fastened to the chair, but there was just a pair of steel cuffs on his wrists behind his back, so he kept plummeting forward.

      Rossi caught him and pushed him upright again. “Whoa, attento, Deputy Wolf! I guess I should not have hit you so hard. You are not doing so well.”

      Wolf remembered the pistol in his face. The side street. Being escorted out at gunpoint by Cezar. The walk. Kicking Cezar in the balls. The phone calls. Wolf smiled at the memory of Cezar buckled over on his side on the damp alley street.

      Rossi sat back and returned the smile with a tilt of his head. “What is it  ...  Sergeant Wolf?”

      Wolf’s smile vanished and he glared into Rossi’s eyes. “I’m going to kill you, Rossi. You were the one who killed my brother, and I’m going to kill you for that.”

      Rossi inhaled sharply and sat back, launching into a lazy overhead stretch with his arms. “I don’t think so, Mr. Wolf. Just a few more minutes now, and you’ll be dead.” He smacked his lips and crossed his arms.

      Bouncing light filled the space beyond Rossi, and Wolf realized that the door to the garage was wide open behind him.

      Rossi got up slowly, turned around and poked his head out the garage. “Ah, here is your ride right now.”

      A white truck emblazoned with a blue Albastru International Shipping Co. logo slowed at the door then rumbled past. Reverse lights lit the rear of the truck and a loud continuous beep split the air.

      Rossi slapped the back of the truck. It stopped, and he lifted the rear door.

      Wolf noticed the metal patchwork on the door of the truck, covering the bullet holes from the night before.

      Cezar stepped into view from the driver’s side of the truck, and the thick-necked rhino of a guy stepped into view from the other side.

      Wolf watched as Rossi launched into a speech, gesturing to the guy on the floor, Wolf, and the other man sitting against the wall. Cezar and Thick-Neck-Tattooed-Bartender nodded their heads, and then sprang into action. They set down a fresh sheet of plastic, moved the dead guy onto it, and then wrapped him up like a burrito. Then they carefully picked up the old blood-soaked sheet of plastic from each corner and folded it without spilling a drop.

      Cezar and the bartender moved the body and plastic into the back of the open truck, and then unfurled a fresh piece. Rossi leaned against the wall and lit another cigarette, watching with a hint of a smile on his lips.

      Wolf flexed his feet up and down. Blood was circulating poorly in his legs. Through the numb tingling, he could still feel the pressure of the knives tucked into his socks.

      Wolf eyed the plastic sheet with indifference. “So, do you want to know why you’re killing me too late, Rossi?”

      Rossi took the cigarette out of his mouth and narrowed his eyes at Wolf.

      Wolf had his attention. “I know about your dad.”

      Rossi rolled his eyes and tilted his head back. “Please, Mr. Wolf. Die with dignity, why don’t you? Your brother did, you know. He died with dignity. Of course, he was unconscious when I strangled him, but—”

      “In fact, I’ve already told other people about your dad,” Wolf said. “People in the carabinieri. Your days are numbered. Hell, your hours are numbered.”

      Panic flickered for a tiny moment in Rossi’s face, and Wolf knew he’d hit home.

      Cezar saw it too, because the tall man paused in the middle of cutting the sheet of plastic and stared imploringly at Rossi.

      Rossi gave him a sideways glance and glared at Wolf. “What exactly are you talking about, Mr. Wolf? What do you think you know?”

      “It’s over, Rossi. It’s just a matter of time before they tie you and your brother with the activities going on here. A good forensic accountant will find you out in no time.”

      Rossi stared hard and then shook his head, laughing. “You don’t know what you are talking about, Mr. Wolf.”

      “You’re laughing, but you’re going down, and you know it. It’s over. Your life is over. I know that your father didn’t leave you an inheritance three years ago. And now other people, your fellow carabinieri officers, do too. Tomorrow your job won’t be waiting for you, Rossi. But a jail cell will be.”

      Rossi nodded. “And a coffin is waiting for you, Mr. Wolf. Goodbye.” And with that, Detective Rossi turned and walked out of the garage.
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      Cezar and the bartender followed Rossi out the door and out of sight into the alley.

      Wolf looked to his right. The guy whose face Wolf had smashed into the floor earlier was just a few feet away, still slumped against the wall. He sat looking eagerly toward the garage door, gently patting the bloodied towel against his face.

      Wolf leaned forward, slid off the chair, twisted one hundred and eighty degrees, and rolled along his back to his shoulders, all the while wondering what was happening to that man leaning against the wall. Was he not in any better position than Wolf right now? Was he going to be shot in the head like his buddy in the plastic wrapping?

      Wolf brought the handcuffs over his feet in a swift soundless move.

      The man stared as Wolf rolled back to his feet, twisted, and stood.

      The guy dropped his towel and stared at the three-inch kitchen blades Wolf held in each hand. Then he looked up at Wolf and closed his gaping mouth.

      Wolf nodded, then kicked the man in the temple with a steel-toed boot.

      The guy slumped over, out cold.

      Wolf snuck to the open garage door, sticking to the wall to minimize his shadow outside. He listened as two men spoke in the guttural tones of Eastern Europe, not the staccato of Italian. Rossi had apparently left.

      He wanted Rossi. That was the only objective he cared about. There was no sense flicking the ear of fate with two very big guys. The carabinieri, the real ones, could bust this place wide open later.

      But fate had other plans.

      Just as he began making his way to the door to the kitchen, it swung inward. The nose-ringed waitress stuck her head out, asking a loud question in her native tongue. She was looking straight ahead to a blank spot on the garage wall, as if consciously averting her eyes to any goings-on outside.

      Wolf froze.

      When no one answered her, she turned and saw him. She looked at the unconscious figure on the floor, then back to Wolf, who stood with his two knives pointing at her.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Ciao.”

      “Cezar?” She panicked. “Cezar!”

      Wolf turned away from her, rushed to the edge of the garage and put his back to the wall. He tensed and listened for footsteps.

      The bartender came into the garage first, flying past Wolf with animal athleticism. Wolf jumped out an instant later with arms chest high, blades sticking out from the pinky side of his fists, thumbs hooked on each knife handle. Cezar didn’t have time to stop or put his hands up as Wolf planted his feet and drove his arms forward. Both blades pierced Cezar’s chest plate with a thump, and Wolf knew the right blade had hit the heart directly.

      Two hundred pounds of dead weight smashed into Wolf, along with a warm spray of blood, pushing him back into an uncontrolled fall. Wolf pulled the blades out and twisted, bracing for impact. As he fell, he caught a glimpse of the bartender pulling a pistol from his waistband. Wolf hit the floor hard and frantically tried to get under the falling body for protection. A warm gush from Cezar’s chest relentlessly pulsed on his face. The last thing he saw was the bartender bending toward him with his pistol extended. There were three pops of gunfire, and then he went still.

      

      …

      

      There was no pain, just the warm flow of blood soaking his neck and face. Suddenly, the weight of Cezar’s body was lifted off him. He sat up as fast as he could, shaking his head and blowing air out his nose to expel the blood that had flowed into it. He wiped his face with his arm and held the knives in front of him, trying to see through the red liquid.

      “David, it’s me!” It was a female voice. “It’s me!”

      “Lia?”

      “Yes, it’s me! Put down the knives!”

      He dropped the knives and wiped his face with his hands properly. He pointed at the door in the back of the garage.

      “Be careful—that girl in the door. Where did she go?”

      Lia stood and turned. As his eyes finally refocused, he saw she wasn’t in her carabinieri uniform. She was in civilian clothes—jeans and a sweatshirt. Her gun was still smoking and the bartender was motionless on the ground, a pool of blood growing underneath him.

      She walked low with her pistol aimed at the door.

      “Wait a second,” he said. “Unlock me here.”

      Lia took out her handcuffs key and unlocked him.

      Wolf pulled the pistol from the bartender’s stubby hands. It was an Eastern European-manufactured CZ-99 ready to go, safety off and round in the chamber.

      He went to the door and turned the knob, opened it a fraction, then gently let go, careful not to let it slide closed. Then he kicked and aimed his gun.

      The door opened, banging against the inner wall and revealing a vacant hallway.

      He pushed aside the rebounding door and Lia followed right on his heels. The  lights inside the kitchen were turned low, the space shut down for the night.

      Commotion and mayhem resonated from down the hallway. The bar was going nuts—people screaming, glasses breaking, wood chairs bouncing off hard floors.

      Wolf continued onward, cautiously looked around the corner, and then lowered his gun and walked out.

      There were no employees, only customers now clumped at the door, pushing hard against one another to get out. A woman looked at Wolf and screamed. The sudden appearance of a man with a gun, drenched in blood, with a gun-toting woman behind him, sent the crowd into a heightened frenzy, desperately groping for escape.

      Wolf went to the stereo on the wall and turned down the music.

      The pub door slammed shut, and they were now in relative silence. Wolf watched the commotion retreat outside, then took a look at himself in the mirror behind the bar. His face and chest below were bathed in bright red.

      He put his gun down, grabbed a wet bleach towel from the back bar sink and wiped his face, digging into the crevices of his eyes, blowing his nose. He threw the towel in the sink and got another one, repeating the process.

      “Lascia! Lascia!” a voice boomed from a few feet away.

      Wolf turned just as a pistol clanked on the floor next to his foot.

      Lia stood frozen, staring at a Beretta pointed at her from the other side of the bar. She had her hands up in a simultaneous defenseless and what-the-hell gesture.

      “What are you two doing here?” Rossi said, shifting the Beretta to Wolf. “You’re wanted for murder, Mr. Wolf. Tenente Parente, what are you doing? Are you helping him right now? What is going on?”

      Wolf shook his head. “You going to play that angle, Rossi?”

      “Get your hands in the air and come out here!” Rossi waved the gun at Wolf. “Now!”

      “I know the truth about your father,” Lia said quietly.

      Rossi gave a quick dismissive look to Lia. “Come out, Sergeant Wolf. Now.”

      Wolf looked over at Lia. Her eyes were wet and her lower lip was quivering.

      Rossi thrust his gun at her and shouted in Italian.

      She shook her head. “He never left you an inheritance,” she continued in English for Wolf’s benefit. “Paulo just told me your dad was killed twenty-five years ago in Sicily. He checked thoroughly. You’ve been lying this whole time?”

      Rossi shouted in Italian again; this time, spittle flew out his mouth.

      “Rossi, you don’t want to do this,” Wolf said quietly. “It’s over. We know about you and your brother smuggling drugs in from Africa. We know your brother didn’t get a big inheritance either. You and your brother are in business together. You two have been leveraging his position in the Guardia di Finanza—in Genoa. Lia told me your brother works there, and how the Guardia di Finanza ultimately oversees port activity.”

      Rossi shifted his aim toward Wolf. His whole body twitched while he stared through Wolf. He was thinking—calculating. He seemed to come to a conclusion, and looked at Lia.

      Wolf watched Rossi’s gun, trained loosely in Wolf’s direction, waver for the first time.

      “Killing us both won’t change anything,” Wolf said quickly. “Paulo knows everything. I told him everything I know on the phone earlier. He checked out your father, and now it’s just a simple task of looking into you and your brother’s finances to prove what you’ve been up to.” Wolf shook his head. “It’s all over. It’s all out in the open. There’s nothing you can do to cover it up now. Killing us both won’t help.”

      Rossi looked at Wolf with hatred, and then tracked his gun to Lia. His face shook, and sweat dripped from his hairline. He was pale as milk. With a suddenness that made Lia gasp, he stepped back, dropped his arm to his side, and looked down at the floor.

      Wolf and Lia glanced at each other briefly, and then Wolf took the brief opportunity to search the back counter of the bar.

      The CZ-99 lay too far away to grab, hopelessly beyond his arm’s reach. Wolf stepped forward, narrowing the distance some, and then stopped as Rossi’s head jerked up.

      “Is that what you were doing with these guys here in the pub, Valerio?” Lia asked, seeing what Wolf was trying to do. “Did you kill John Wolf? Did you kill David’s brother?”

      Rossi sniffed hard and went perfectly still as he looked at Lia. A quick smile quivered across his face, then disappeared.

      “Did you?” She was pleading.

      “Yes, he did,” Wolf said. “He was there that night at the observatory. With Vlad. He killed Matthew Rosenwald and John.”

      Rossi turned his unblinking eyes to Wolf. He stood motionless, arms still hanging at his side, finger still tense on the pistol’s trigger.

      “They saw something they shouldn’t have. And you killed them. You killed them both. Isn’t that right?”

      Rossi’s lip curled into a snarl.

      “Then you couldn’t trust Vlad anymore,” Wolf said. “After I saw you in the pub here, I realized some things about the past few days. Like, you weren’t roughing up Vlad the other day for my benefit. You were warning him, goading him into saying what you wanted him to in front of Lia and me. You were telling him to cover up the shipment. But you must not have liked the way he was acting.” Wolf turned his head to Lia, keeping his eyes trained on Rossi. “So he killed Vlad, earlier tonight in a way that would implicate me. But even that wasn’t enough. I was getting too close. After he and Cezar found me, they knew I knew too much and must be killed.”

      Rossi looked at Lia with dead eyes.

      Wolf stole a glance back to the CZ-99. With a full stretch, it was now in reach of his left arm. But it lay on its left side, pointing forward. It would be an awkward move, picking it up, repositioning it, pointing it, and firing. Even if he’d been left-handed. Which he wasn’t.

      Rossi’s face twisted in agony, his mouth moving silently and rapidly as if saying a well-practiced prayer. Then he slowly, steadily lifted his gun.

      Wolf reached out to Lia with his right hand, gripped her sweatshirt, and flung her behind him to the floor. At the same time, he reached for the CZ-99 with his other hand.

      Rossi’s eyes were shut tight. “Non avevo scelta! Prenditi cura di loro per me!”

      Wolf transferred the gun to his right hand, slapped it into his palm, and threaded his finger through the trigger guard. He aimed true with as much speed as he could muster.

      One deafening pop reverberated as two muzzle flashes lit the barroom, Rossi’s and Wolf’s rounds discharging simultaneously. Rossi’s head exploded into a red twist of expanding skull and hair. For a moment, what was left flopped sideways, dangling from his still standing body, and then he teetered and crumpled to the hard barroom floor.

      Wolf set the smoking CZ-99 down and looked to a wide-eyed Lia sprawled on her back. He raised his eyebrows, and she nodded. Satisfied she was okay, he walked through the open bar gap to Rossi’s lifeless body. He stepped directly into the expanding crimson, bent close, and spat.
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      The Saturday lunch crowd in the piazza was the largest he’d seen yet. Day-trippers from Milan, Lia had told him, flocked to the lake when it was good weather. And it was great weather. The air was warm, and the gentle breeze carrying the scent of pizza and espresso kept the humidity at bay.

      Wolf took a bite of one of said pizzas and shook his head in disbelief. “How the heck were you there last night at the pub?”

      “The whole thing was lucky,” Lia said, taking a bite of her own. “I saw Cezar in the piazza just a few minutes before we talked on the phone, and thought it odd to spot him there, so I was watching him the whole time. He kept stopping and looking around, like he was searching for someone. Then he got a phone call and left the piazza in a flash, and I watched him go out of sight down an alley.”

      “And you followed him?”

      “No. After he left I got the call from you, then I got a call from Paulo no more than a minute later. He told me Valerio’s dad wasn’t buried in Lecco, so I couldn’t send flowers. And that I had the time of his death completely wrong. I was puzzled, to say the least. I didn’t even know what he was talking about. Then he said that Valerio’s dad had been killed twenty-five years ago in Sicily, something to do with the mafiosi.

      “I asked him what the hell he was talking about, and he said that you called saying that I was the one requesting the information. I hung up, and remembered what you’d said on the phone, and figured you were trying to tell me something about Valerio.

      “From that second on, all I could think about was Cezar in the piazza. And I realized he had been looking up at your apartment also. I wondered if maybe he was looking for you. Since he ran off, and I realized you must have been near the piazza, I decided to follow his trail.”

      “They caught me shortly after our phone call,” Wolf said with creased brow. “I was pretty far away from the piazza. How did you find us?”

      She shrugged. “I went down and down, and wound my way toward the lake. Then I saw Valerio and Cezar loading you in the back of Valerio’s Gazella. You were out cold, which was shocking to see. Then, of course, there was no call on the radio from Valerio that he’d caught you, so I was suspicious. So I ran to my car and went to the only place I could think they’d be taking you, the Albastru Pub.” She gave another shrug and dove back into her pizza.

      He stared at her.

      She smiled and took a sip of Coke.

      “Thanks. Have I thanked you yet for saving my life?”

      “Yes,” she said laughing. “You have. Last night.” She took another sip. “So my question for you. How did you get the idea to have Paulo look into Valerio’s father’s death?”

      “Everything came to a head when I saw Vlad’s dead body. I knew someone was trying to set me up, and doing a damn good job of it. And there were only a few people who could have been doing it—you, Rossi, or Cezar.” He shrugged. “That’s basically everyone I know in this country. Well, there’s Cristina, the girl who was dating my brother, but I was with her just before Vlad had been killed. And Colonnello Marino or Tito?” Wolf shook his head. “No. Those guys have issues, but they aren’t murderers.

      “Then I saw a few things, and then I saw Rossi inside the pub,” he continued, “and, well, I realized it had to have been Rossi. I saw some shipping documents last night, and couldn’t read anything but the ports. The destination port was Genoa, Liguria, Italy, and the source port Tenes, Algeria. The only other thing I could gather from them was the shipping company name, which was Fratello Importing, or something like that.

      “What caught my eye was Liguria. I remembered that as the place Valerio said his brother lives, and you said his brother worked for the Guardia di Finanza. Just like your brother. Remember he said that his brother bought a nice house in Liguria with the inheritance money their father had left?”

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “That’s where he lives. Liguria is the region. Genoa is the capital, where the port is. In fact, his brother lives minutes from Genoa.” She shook her head. “And it was called Fratelli Importers?”

      “Yeah. I think so.”

      She looked at him expectantly.

      “What?”

      “Fratelli means brothers in Italian.”

      “Huh. That would have been nice to know at the time.” He stared for a beat at the ground, then snapped out of it. “But it was seeing Rossi talking to Cezar in the pub that clicked everything into place.

      “And, I thought, that could be a great cover story for a pair of brothers who were involved in smuggling drugs and actually wanted to enjoy spending the money they earned. ‘Our father died. It was an inheritance.’ Who’s going to call them out on such a sensitive subject? Nobody.

      “Then I remembered Rossi saying that his father was never around, but suddenly gave him and his brother an inheritance. So I started wondering what their father’s true history was. I suspected Rossi and his brother had to have been exploiting that, and I was hoping they’d made up the whole dying three years ago thing.” Wolf shrugged. “And I was right.”

      Lia stared through her pizza. “Our family always assumed that the parents were divorced that their father just lived in Sicily, and that’s why he was never around. It never came up that he was dead. They never talked about their father. It was like a taboo subject.”

      “It probably was. Maybe he died in a disgraceful way back then, and, growing up, no one liked to talk about it.” Wolf took a few more bites and stopped. “Rossi’s wife,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You’ll have to check on her. See if she was in on all this, or if she was duped into thinking Rossi’s father had left the inheritance.”

      Lia took a deep breath and shook her head. “I think they don’t know. He was ashamed at being exposed so much that he shot himself. I don’t think his wife would have known. She’s not the criminal type.” She looked at Wolf. “I hope for the kids’ sake she wasn’t in on it.”

      They ate silently for a while, meditating on that sober thought.

      After a few minutes she looked at him with a wry smile. “How did you get Paulo to do that for you?”

      “Simple. He didn’t do it for me. I just pretended like I was calling in the favor for you, like you were too busy to talk at the moment, and we didn’t want to bring it up to Valerio. You know, because it was a touchy subject. He seemed pretty reluctant, or suspicious, but I sealed the deal when I told him to just call you directly with where to send the flowers.”

      She blushed and forked her pizza.

      Wolf gave a shrug. “Any excuse to talk to you works for Paulo. The guy is smitten.” Wolf turned serious. “I wish I could say I’m sorry Rossi’s dead. I know he was a lifelong friend. A friend of the family …” He let his sentence trail off.

      “No. It’s okay. I know now he was just a shell of a person. A phony. It’s strange to say, but the person I was a friend with probably died a few years ago and maybe a long time before that. He was just using me for reasons I can’t even imagine.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said.

      As they finished eating, Wolf thought of Rossi’s death again. The images replayed in his mind like a GIF file. He would never know which bullet had arrived first, Wolf’s or Rossi’s. Which had penetrated that part of Rossi’s brain that ultimately ended his life. In the end, all that mattered was that John’s honor was restored, and those responsible for his death were dead. All of them.
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      Wolf and Lia spent the rest of their Saturday in Marino’s office, recounting the week’s events leading up to the harrowing demise of Detective Rossi.

      Relief flooded Wolf that evening in a crashing wave, allowing him a much-needed release of grievous emotion. He called his mother, told her the real story of her son’s death, and joined in her emotional outpouring as well.

      To his surprise, his later date with Lia was the most enjoyable night with a woman he’d had in years.

      They both slept at John’s, and Wolf found out that Lia Parente was a liar. She was vicious. And he told her so facetiously as they lay in bed next to each other, completely spent.

      The next morning, she took him to the airport, and they hugged, and gave each other a soft kiss, knowing it was a long shot that they would ever see each other again.

      “Goodbye Sergeant Wolf.”

      “Goodbye.”

      “Will you think of me?” she asked.

      He smiled, and then he nodded. “Eating pizza will never be the same.”

      With a back of the hand wave, she rolled up her window, the wheels of her Alfa Romeo chirping as she drove away at Italian speed.

      

      …

      

      Wolf’s back pressed deep into his coach window seat as the 777 Lufthansa flight lifted from the Tarmac of the runway. He stared at the receding clay-tile buildings below, looking forward to seeing the mountains of Colorado once again.

      The plane climbed to cruising altitude, and Wolf requested a coffee from the flight attendant pushing the drink cart. As he sat back sipping the watery confection, the thought of home raised his pulse. The past six days had colluded to mercilessly change his life, bringing him to a wholly foreign land, and now back home with a dead brother.

      He had the sense that he’d missed so much at home, and at such a critical time. Connell and his lies, slandering Wolf while he was a half-world away, undoubtedly hurting his chances for an appointment.

      Then there was Sarah and her new sober life, with a new man to share it with. A suspicious death in Rocky Points on Wolf’s watch, one that he wasn’t around for to help the other deputies investigate.

      Though he was going home, he felt control slipping away with the ground underneath him.

      “Sir.” A flight attendant with a bored expression and a thick accent snapped him out of his thoughts. She held out a steaming tray of food. “Would you like some breakfast?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      “And for you, sir?”

      “No!” The man next to Wolf blurted, lifting up his glass of liquid. “I have my ginger ale. That will be enough.”

      The man leaned back into his seat and closed his eyes tight as the flight attendant moved away. Then he dug into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pill without looking at it, put it in his mouth, and swallowed it down with a sip of ginger ale.

      Wolf peeled the cellophane off his steaming food tray.

      “Dramamine,” the man said with a deep breath.

      Wolf turned to see that the man was looking at him through the corner of his eyes.

      “Ah,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah. I get terrible airsickness. Same with boats, cars, you name it. Any sort of motion. I’ll be fine, though. Just as long as I don’t try eating one of those ham-and-cheese omelets, that is. Otherwise, we’ll be sopping up ham-and-egg chunks in less than an hour.”

      Wolf closed the lid on his meal and pushed it forward. He could eat when he reached Denver. He sat back and closed his eyes, trying to keep his mind off the gag reflex of the man next to him.

      A few moments later, he snapped his eyes open and stared at the food in front of him. Then he looked at the man next to him. And then he smiled.

      The man apparently sensed someone staring at him, because he cracked an eye and turned to Wolf. “What?”

      Wolf shook his head, still smiling. “Nothing. You just gave me an idea, that’s all.”

      The man peered at Wolf suspiciously for a few seconds and then faced forward and shut his eyes.

      Wolf sat back and looked out the window. He was suddenly more anxious than ever to get home.
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      It was mid-afternoon Sunday by the time Wolf and Rachette drove into Rocky Points.

      The weather was dry and warm, but they had driven through rain on the way up from Denver, and there was a thunderstorm looming behind the peaks.

      At Wolf’s insistence, they didn’t drive directly to HQ, where Wolf’s truck had been parked for the past week. Instead, they passed by, continued a few blocks, and pulled into the Sunnyside Café parking lot.

      “Okay.” Rachette put the truck in park and looked at Wolf. “You going to tell me what you’re thinking?”

      Wolf unbuckled his seatbelt. “I’m going in to ask a question. I’ll be right back.”

      Wolf only needed five minutes inside the Sunnyside to get what he needed. He came outside with a sliver of white paper in his hand and sat back in the SUV.

      Rachette eyed it as Wolf settled in. “So?”

      “Do you remember when we were talking to Vicky Mulroy on her porch the other day, and she got all angry when we talked about how the Wheatmans were worried about their son, and she took it as us implying she didn’t care about her daughter?”

      Rachette frowned and looked out the windshield. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “She said something about how Julie had been spending a lot of time there.”

      Rachette shook his head. “Yeah, okay. So what?”

      “Then she said, That family of fairies turned my daughter vegetarian. Remember that?”

      Rachette looked at Wolf. “Yeah. I do. I didn’t really think anything of it.”

      “Me neither. Not until the plane ride over. Let’s go to the mayor’s.”

      Rachette didn’t move. “The mayor’s? To talk to Chris Wakefield? Why?”

      Wolf sighed and sat back in the seat. “You take the car ride up there to figure it out. I don’t feel like explaining this twice today.” Wolf yawned. “I’m too jet-lagged.”

      Rachette headed out of the parking lot and east on Highway 8, where they passed the small residences and businesses backed by narrow dirt alleys, headed out of town through a cattle field, and finally up into the forest.

      Soon they were passing large homes with thick log trusses, natural wood siding, copper trim, horse barns, vast tracts of land, and other amenities a lot of money could buy. Before long, they came upon their destination—Greg Wakefield’s residence, the mayor of Rocky Points, Colorado.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Rachette asked, slowing the SUV to a stop without driving into the property. “You know, with the sheriff appointment vote tomorrow? We could postpone ...” Rachette looked at Wolf and let his sentence die.

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned the past week, it’s that hesitation kills.”

      Rachette eyed him, then sighed and looked out the window at the big house. It was a large and modern home with a magnificent view of the valley behind it.

      Wolf opened the door and got out.

      Rachette turned off the truck and followed him down the dirt driveway.

      The front door, a stained-glass mountain scene framed with dark wood, stood open. Inside was the mayor with a puzzled look on his face.

      “Sergeant Wolf,” the mayor said. “What can I do for you?”

      “Hello, sir,” Wolf said, walking toward him. “How are you doing today?”

      “I’m fine. I  ...  I hear you’ve been in Italy.”

      “Yes, sir. In fact, I just got back into town.”

      “And you came here?”

      Mayor Greg Wakefield was dressed in his Sunday casual attire—jeans and a T-shirt with a mountaineering equipment logo on it. The latter was tight-fitting, accentuating his athletic build. At fifty-two years of age, the mayor was a perfect specimen of health. His skin was tanned from spending time outdoors, his hair sandy-brown without a speck of gray, and his face was handsome with an engaging smile.

      Good looks aside, Wolf had always considered Greg Wakefield a good man. And when he’d become mayor of Rocky Points a year ago, as far as Wolf could tell, he’d stayed the same man, not letting whatever power he’d acquired cloud his judgment in any way.

      All this factored into coming to his house to question his son. Wolf saw Wakefield as a man of principle, a man who did the right thing. Wolf knew that if Wakefield’s son had done something unlawful, he’d want to know about it. Wakefield wasn’t the type who would surround his kid with a bunch of lawyers to shield him from consequences of his actions.

      At least, that was the idea.

      The mayor stepped out the door and shook Wolf’s hand. “I heard about John. I’m so sorry.”

      Wolf nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

      The mayor shrugged and put his hands in his pockets. “So, what’s going on?”

      “I need to talk to your son, sir. It’s about the death of Jerry Wheatman.”

      The mayor’s face fell. “Again? Haven’t you guys already gotten what you need from my son? There’s no sense upsetting him anymore. Look, he made a mistake not telling you guys about it right away, but he was just protecting that girl, Julie.” He looked at Rachette, then back to Wolf. “But they came in. They did the right thing. Come on, guys. Seriously. Let’s let these kids grieve.”

      Wolf stared a beat at the mayor. “Greg, you know I wouldn’t be doing this without a good reason. I need to ask your son one question. Just one. Then we’ll be on our way. I promise.”

      The mayor stared at Wolf for a long time. He was probably wondering what could have possibly been so important, at the final hour before the sheriff appointment, which was set to happen the next morning. He was probably thinking there was no way Wolf would harass his son with so much on the line. After all, the mayor’s vote would be counted tomorrow, too.

      Mayor Wakefield sighed and waved his hand. “Come in. I’ll get him.”

      They followed the mayor into the vaulted entrance of his house.

      “Just a second,” Mayor Wakefield said, and he disappeared around the corner.

      Rachette whistled softly. “Wow.”

      Ahead of them was a tall room filled with leather couches and wood furniture. Windows dominated the far wall, framing the valley below and a perfect view of the ski resort in the far distance. It was a million-dollar view, and with it, the house probably cost five times as much.

      “Chris!” the mayor belted from somewhere inside the house. “Chris!”

      “What?” A distant reply sounded deep in the house.

      After a minute of silence, they both came around the corner.

      Chris Wakefield was dressed in sweat pants and a T-shirt, and looked like he had not showered all weekend, which probably was normal for a sixteen-year-old. But he looked tired. His eyes were bloodshot, with half-moons under his eyes so dark it looked like he’d been punched a couple times.

      Wolf stepped forward. “Chris. How are you? I’m Sergeant Deputy Wolf. This is Deputy Rachette.”

      Chris nodded and pulled his shirt down, like he needed something to do with his hands. “Yeah, I know you guys.”

      “We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Wolf said.

      “You said one question,” the mayor warned. Then he rolled his eyes and led everyone into the great room. He pointed at them to sit on the thick couches, sat down next to his son, and leaned forward with an expectant look.

      “Chris,” Wolf said, “I need to know why you’re covering for Julie Mulroy.”

      Chris’s chest heaved as he sucked in a breath. Wolf watched as panic flashed and disappeared within an instant on the boy’s face.

      He glared at Wolf. “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Chris,” The mayor frowned at his son. “You’re talking to a sheriff’s deputy right now.”

      There was a tense moment of silence as father and son stared icily at one another.

      “Show some respect, please,” the mayor said.

      Chris stared at his hands and picked at a fingernail.

      “Where’s Julie now?” Wolf asked.

      “I thought you said one question,” Wakefield said, turning his scathing look to Wolf.

      They stared at one another for a few seconds, and then Wakefield gave a resigned sigh.

      “Where’s Julie?” Wolf asked again.

      “Home.” Chris shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Chris,” Wolf continued, “I know Julie Mulroy killed Jerry Wheatman.”

      Chris kept his eyes on his busy hands.

      The mayor shook his head and sat straight. “What?”

      Wolf kept his eyes on Chris, who sat unmoving, still fiddling with his fingers.

      “You said Julie called you that morning, the morning Jerry died, and you went to help her down the mountain.” Wolf’s voice was quiet. “You said she was catatonic. You even said that she was vomiting on top of the mountain. She was frozen, and you had to help her down.”

      Chris looked up at Wolf. “Yeah. That’s what I said.”

      Wolf stared at him for a few quiet seconds. “If Julie killed Jerry Wheatman, and you’re helping her cover it up, you know that makes you an accessory to murder, right? You’ve probably seen enough cop shows to know that.”

      The mayor put up a hand between them. “Okay, Wolf. My son says he did what he did, and that’s that. Do I need to call my lawyer and—”

      The mayor went quiet when he saw Wolf holding up a slip of paper.

      Wolf thumbed the receipt he’d gotten from the Sunnyside Café and made a show of studying it.

      “Okay, what’s that?” the mayor said.

      “This is a credit-card statement from the Sunnyside Café, signed by you, Chris, on the morning of last Friday. The morning that Jerry Wheatman was found forensically to have died.”

      Chris clamped his eyes together and shook his head. “So?”

      The mayor stared expectantly at Wolf.

      “It’s an itemized receipt, showing you paid for a ham-and-egg omelet, some toast, and orange juice. I also checked who you were eating with. They said you ate alone that morning.” Wolf paused for effect. “When we went up to the top of the cliff where Jerry fell off, we found some vomit. It contained, ham, eggs, orange juice, and toast.”

      Wolf watched Chris’s chest heave up and down again. His blood pressure was clearly skyrocketing.

      “That was Julie’s vomit,” Chris said, still staring at his hands.

      Wolf didn’t blink. “That’s what you told us when you and Julie came to the station, yes. But I checked, and Julie and Jerry didn’t eat there that morning. They ate somewhere else.”

      Wolf cleared his throat. “Did you know that Julie Mulroy has recently become a vegetarian? Her mom told us the Wheatmans converted her. Did you know that Julie had had breakfast at the Wheatmans’ that morning?”

      Wolf kept his eyes on Chris and watched the question sink in.

      The leather of the couch squeaked as Rachette squirmed next to Wolf.

      A tear slid down Chris’s cheek. “No, I didn’t know she was a vegetarian,” he whispered.

      The mayor smothered his face with his hands and then looked at his son. “Did you two kill Jerry Wheatman, son?”

      Chris looked wide-eyed at his father. “No, dad. I swear. I didn’t do anything. I just …”

      “You just what? Tell us!” The mayor’s voice echoed through the house.

      Chris’s tears flowed freely now, but he stayed silent.

      “You went up there because she asked you to,” Wolf said, “and when you got there, you freaked out. Right? You were the one who vomited, not her. Because you couldn’t believe what you were looking at, and you had just found out that Julie had pushed him.”

      Chris wiped his nose and glared out the window with wet eyes. After a few seconds, he started speaking as if he were watching the events unfold in front of him. “I didn’t know she pushed him, I swear. I got the call from her right after I was at the Sunnyside. She said that Jerry had fallen. I didn’t know what she was talking about. I told her to call 911, didn’t know why the hell she was calling me. Then she freaked out and said she couldn’t do that. She said you guys would think it was her who did it. She asked if I would come up and help her down. She said she was totally freaked—”

      “I still don’t see why you did that, Chris. That was so irresponsible. A boy had died.”

      Chris broke down crying. “I told her to call 911!”

      Wolf held his hand up to the mayor and leaned forward. “Just tell us what happened, Chris. The truth is the only way out of this thing.”

      Chris nodded his head and sniffed. “Like I said, she called me, so I went up. I hiked up as fast as I could. When I got up there, she was hysterical. She was blabbering about how Jerry was messing around near the edge of the cliff, and just fell off.” He shook his head and stared at Wolf. “That’s when I looked over the edge and  ...  then I puked.”

      Wolf nodded to keep him going.

      “That was the story she told me. I believed her, and I told her everyone would totally believe her, and we needed to talk to the police. But then she started talking about how we needed to hike all the way down and hide his body. Then I was kind of like, what the hell? You know? Like, why was she wanting to hide the body if it was an accident?”

      “Did you ask her that?” Rachette asked.

      Chris hung his head. “No. I just tried to calm her down and told her we needed to leave. I was going to bring her to you guys. To the Sheriff’s Department. I figured she was just hysterical or something, like she didn’t know what she was saying and she would snap out of it sooner or later. But she kind of, like, went crazy. She was begging me, and begging me.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “And kissing me, and begging me not to go to the police. To the sheriff.”

      Wolf took a deep breath and put his elbows on his knees. “You like Julie Mulroy, right? You’ve always kind of had a crush on her?”

      Chris huffed. “Yeah. I guess. But I still was like, no, we have to go to the cops. So we hiked down, and I said I would take her to the sheriff, but she wanted to drive her car, so I said I would follow her there. But she drove straight here, to this house.” Chris shook his head. “So I just followed her, and then …  I just wanted to keep her happy until we went to talk to you, until she got the guts to tell you guys.”

      “Why didn’t you just leave her and come to us?” Wolf asked.

      Chris looked down with a blush. “She was being  ... nice.” He looked at Wolf and flicked a glance at his father. “She and I …”

      Wolf and the mayor gave each other knowing looks.

      “She kept you occupied? As in, sexually?” Wolf offered.

      Chris nodded. “Yeah.”

      “So then what?” Wolf asked.

      “My dad came home and said it was okay for her to stay here for the weekend. I lied and said she was having trouble at home. Everyone knows about her parents.”

      Mayor Wakefield shook his head in disgust.

      “All weekend, I was telling her we needed to go to the cops, and it was, like, getting worse with every day. Told her the more she didn’t go, the more it looked like she had pushed him off. Like she was hiding something. Finally, on Monday we heard about the search going on, and I told her I was going to the cops whether she liked it or not. So she finally agreed to come with.”

      Wolf frowned. “Okay, then what? Why did you lie about the vomit?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I was trying to like, make her look more  ...  vulnerable or something. Like I was trying to help out her story. I just wanted you guys to believe her, and let her get on with her life.” Chris took a deep breath and his lip started quivering. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. But I think I really screwed up doing that, though.”

      Wolf nodded. “Yes. You—”

      “No, you don’t understand.” Chris’s eyes were wild. “I screwed up because she did it. I know she did it. She told me.”

      Wolf blinked. “When?”

      Chris stared at the coffee table in front of him. “Right after we left the sheriff’s office. I followed her home. I was hugging her goodbye in front of her house, and she called me ‘her hero.’ She whispered it in my ear, then said, ‘You were great in there. You made it all sound so believable.’ I was like, what? And she just, like, smiled at me, and walked off. So I grabbed her and asked her, made her tell me. She said, ‘Yeah, I pushed him. And now he’s gone.’ She had this, like, really evil look in her eyes.”

      Wolf took a deep breath and peered out the window. The pines were swaying back and forth now, the room darkening as the clouds rolled in.

      “I swear. I didn’t know she did it until after I talked to you guys.”

      Wolf looked back at him with disappointment. “And then you didn’t come back to us to correct yourself, or to let us know what she said.”

      Chris sat back and stared again at his hands.

      “Chris. We’ll need you to come down and do that right now. We need an amended official statement from you as soon as possible.”

      The mayor turned to Wolf and nodded. “I’ll bring him in, is that okay?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yes.”
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      Rachette eyed Wolf as he drove them back into town. “You had no clue about what Jerry and Julie ate that morning.”

      Wolf shrugged. “I knew that was Chris’s vomit. No doubt after I went and checked in the Sunnyside. Frankly, I’m a little disappointed you didn’t put that together while I was gone.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Rachette drove in silence for a minute. “Risky.”

      Wolf stared out the window at the approaching storm.

      “So, how we going to get Julie to confess?” Rachette asked.

      “She’s not going to confess. I have a feeling that family is poisoned. No consciences. She probably already convinced herself she didn’t do it. We’ll try, but in the end, it’s not going to be up to us now. It’s he-said-she-said, and it’ll be figured out in court.”

      Wolf closed his eyes and leaned back to dismiss further conversation. Wolf was dead tired, dead tired of shitty people doing shitty things, and dead tired of thinking about it.

      Rachette apparently got the hint and kept silent for the rest of the drive back to HQ.

      Wolf stepped out of the SUV into the headquarters’ dirt lot and swiveled on his heels. He looked at the peaks and sucked in the scent of pine and approaching rain. It was good to be home.

      The air shook with a continuous rumble, and Wolf could feel the hair on his arms rising as the sky darkened above.

      Rachette pulled Wolf’s backpack out of the SUV and set it at Wolf’s feet. “It’s been raining every day since you left. That looks like a mean one, though.”

      Wolf nodded and slung the backpack over his shoulder. “Thanks for the ride again. I’m going home.”

      “You aren’t going to stick around for Wakefield’s statement? And what about Julie Mulroy?”

      “You guys can handle it. I have a lot of sleep to catch up on. Kind of a big day tomorrow.” Wolf started walking to the open garage where he’d left his SUV.

      “Hey, Sarge?” Rachette hadn’t moved from the side of the truck.

      Wolf stopped and turned. “Yeah.”

      Rachette looked over both shoulders and toward the garage, then stepped close. “You going to stick around if you don’t get the sheriff’s appointment?”

      Wolf gave a half smile as the air around them lit up with a bright flash. Thunder crashed almost immediately, and a large dollop of rain smacked the bill of Wolf’s hat, but they both stood unmoved.

      There was a funeral for his brother to be arranged, his mother to comfort, and, yes, either he or Deputy Sergeant Derek Connell was going to be appointed to sheriff within the next twenty-four hours—something Wolf couldn’t stop thinking about, especially hanging around this second-year deputy.

      Rachette stared unblinking, shifting his weight from side to side.

      Wolf turned and walked to the garage as the sky opened in a downpour. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      Monday Morning—9:08 a.m.

      

      Wolf sat motionless in the stiff wooden chair as a trickle of sweat rolled from his armpit, down his torso, and against his tucked uniform shirt. The council meeting was progressing at a no-nonsense pace, and what started out for Wolf as a case of sweaty palms had quickly escalated to an all-out body drenching.

      The smell of glazed doughnuts and burnt coffee filled the air, and a bright beam of sunlight shone through the distorted window, illuminating a swimming cloud of dust particles.

      The deafening collective murmur faded as a wave of hushes swept across the packed, standing-room-only town hall.

      Wolf kept still as the county council members and the mayor passed their votes toward the chairman at the end of the table on stage.

      Gary Connell collected all eight votes, seven for the council sitting at the front of the room, representing the collective political clout and wisdom of the entirety of Sluice County, and one for the mayor of Rocky Points, and stacked them in a neat pile.

      Five votes. That’s what Wolf needed; the majority vote of the eight people on stage to become the next sheriff of Sluice County. One of them had a son Wolf had beaten to a pulp seven days ago, and another had a son they’d been questioning all night about Jerry Wheatman’s death.

      Wolf knew these two men alone had influence over the other five votes on that stage. Margaret Hitchens was unflappable, and would undoubtedly vote for Wolf. But the other five? Their votes were easily persuaded, and now their votes were etched in pen on those tiny sheets of paper.

      Wolf flinched as hot breath moistened his left ear. “You got this. You got this.” Rachette patted his shoulder from behind with one loud slap, which attracted a few glances their way, then sat back in his chair a row behind.

      “Yeah, you got this.” Nate Watson, his long-time teammate on the football field growing up, and now lifelong friend, sat next to him. The veins were bulging from his forearms, and he bent the Styrofoam cup in his hand to the point just before breaking.

      Nate used to be his hard-nosed running back, always there to block even the largest of guys for Wolf in the backfield. Now he had that same intense look Wolf had seen a million times, like he needed to protect Wolf, but he couldn’t find who to bash his shoulder pads into.

      Wolf gave him a quick slap on the knee.

      Nate flicked him an annoyed glance and glared forward again.

      Wolf’s mother was to his right, leaning forward and bouncing her leg, with eyes glued to the front of the room as well.

      They were sitting in the middle rows of the large room with a lot of bodies between him and the small stage in front, but Wolf had a clear enough view of the back of Derek Connell’s head.

      When they had entered the building twenty minutes earlier, Connell had already been sitting there. Since then, his head hadn’t turned more than ten degrees.

      A good-looking man Wolf had never seen was sitting to Connell’s immediate right. He wore a denim shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots, and he lounged back with his cowboy hat on his chest. His facial hair was just past a five o’clock shadow by design, shaved neatly around his neck. His medium-length surfer-blond hair was deeply grooved and shiny, like he’d dunked his head in a bucket of gel and then combed it.

      Wolf didn’t understand the man’s presence, so he didn’t like it one bit.

      Gary palmed the microphone and it squealed, and then he leaned back to speak to the mayor in a hushed whisper. They nodded their heads, and then the chairman leaned forward. “Okay, all the votes are in. Derek Connell. Eight votes to none.”

      Wolf blinked and his face flushed as the room’s collective gasp echoed off the hundred-year-old walls.

      “Awwwwww!” Rachette’s voice was loud in Wolf’s ear, snapping him out of his stunned state.

      “Mr. Connell, do you accept this appointment by the convened county council as the new sheriff of Sluice County, Colorado?” Gary continued.

      Derek Connell stood up. “I do, Chairman.”

      “Mr. Connell. This job is to not be taken lightly. Please stand before the council and raise your right hand. Do you swear to …”

      “Ssssssssscrew this.” Rachette shoved his head in between Wolf and Nate. His pupils were pinpoints, eyes fixated on the muscle-bound frame of Derek Connell, Sheriff Derek Connell, who was now speaking with his right arm raised at the front of the room.

      “Are you kidding me?” Nate Watson looked around the room, and then stood up. “Are you kidding me?”

      The room went silent for a moment at Nate’s outburst, and then Gary continued swearing in his only son as the new sheriff of Sluice County.

      Wolf looked down the line of council members. They were all, including Margaret Hitchens and the mayor, reading memos or shuffling papers, or whispering to their neighbor behind a hand—anything but making eye contact with anyone in the rest of the room.

      The mystery man that Connell had been sitting next to was turned sideways in his chair, staring at the townspeople with a glimmer of amusement in his eye. The man caught Wolf’s gaze and held it for a second before turning forward.

      Standing with clenched fists, Wolf’s mom stomped down the row of chairs and pushed her way to the back of the room.

      In mid-sentence of the official swearing-in ceremony, Gary locked eyes with Wolf and flicked his head to the back doors.

      “This guy is our boss now?” Rachette shook his head and walked away.

      Wolf put his hat on and stood up.

      At the front of the room the father spouted his lines, his voice loud and unwavering. Before the father, his son stood tall and rigid, his hand raised, nodding as though he’d rehearsed this moment long before.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, disgusted at the sight. “This guy is our boss now.”

      

      THE END
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      Sergeant David Wolf leaned against the bumper of his Sluice County Sheriff’s Department-issue Ford Explorer and watched a few angry people stream out of the town hall building.

      It was warm already for a September morning and getting hotter by the second, and Wolf was sweating under his khaki uniform shirt.

      “Oh my God,” Deputy Tom Rachette pleaded to the cloudless sky. His hands gripped his head and his mouth was wide in horror. “This isn’t happening.”

      “Something’s going on.” Nate Watson, Wolf’s long-time teammate on the football field growing up and lifelong friend ever since, stood shaking his head. “Eight votes to none? For that guy? This is BS.”

      “This is unacceptable.” Wolf’s mother was shaking, tears in her eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      Wolf stood still, eyeing his mother.

      “Your father would be horrified. I don’t understand. After all our family has given to this county over the years … after all we’ve just been through—”

      “Don’t worry, Mom,” Wolf said, because that’s all he could think to say. Because since Derek Connell had been announced as the new appointed sheriff of Sluice County, Wolf had been speechless.

      A steady stream of citizens of Rocky Points and other far-flung regions of Sluice County were pouring out of the town hall building now, and many of them looked at Wolf with shakes of their heads and shrugs of their shoulders.

      Wolf put on his poker face and waited. Gary Connell, the county council chairman and Derek Connell’s father, had signaled Wolf to wait and talk to him, and Wolf intended to do just that. The meeting had left a foul taste in Wolf’s mouth.

      A few seconds later, Derek Connell came out of the building. His thumbs were hooked on his belt, his pectorals were out, and he moved with a heel–toe sheriff’s strut.

      Wolf hadn’t seen Derek Connell’s ugly face since a week ago today—not since their altercation on top of the cliff, when Derek had tried to push him and Wolf had gotten lucky and seen it coming.

      Wolf still hadn’t told a single soul about what had happened that day, but now it was apparent that Connell had been filling the ears of the council with a story of his own. One that Wolf hadn’t been around to defend himself against. By the looks of Connell, he probably didn’t have to work very hard to garner any sympathy.

      Connell’s face was a mess. Both eye sockets were deeply bruised; a mix of blue, purple, yellow, and green puffy flesh. His nose was larger than normal, split on the bridge with a red horizontal slice, and a large bump in the middle that hadn’t been there a week ago. His lips looked like they were in the middle of a particularly nasty herpes outbreak, and a line of stitches above his right eyebrow gave the illusion of one brow longer than the other.

      Wolf marveled at the damage, vaguely remembering the repeated elbows he’d given Connell once he’d finally gotten him on the ground. He honestly couldn’t begin to guess how many times he’d hit Connell in the face. Apparently it was more than just a few.

      Connell’s beady blue eyes found Wolf and narrowed. He wiped his nose gingerly and walked over.

      “Mrs. Wolf, so nice to see you. Glad you could make it today.” Connell opened his muscular arms for a hug.

      She turned around and got into Wolf’s SUV without saying a word.

      “Huh. Okay.” He held out a hand to Wolf. “Sorry, man. Better luck next time.”

      Wolf didn’t move.

      “Aren’t you going to congratulate me?” Connell shrugged and thrust his hand towards Rachette.

      Rachette hesitated and then shook it. “Congratulations, Derek.” He winced as his skin went white under Connell’s grip.

      Connell shook for a few seconds too many, his blue eyes boring into Rachette’s. He finally let go and walked towards his own SUV.

      “Aren’t you going to shake my hand there, tough guy?” Nate flexed his chest and squared off to Connell’s back.

      Connell kept walking and held up his index finger. “Meeting in the sit room at ten. Be there or be sorry.”

      The SUV rocked as he jumped in and slammed the door. The mystery blond man that had been sitting next to Derek in the town hall meeting was in the passenger seat, staring at them with no particular expression.

      The SUV backed up fast, skidding to a halt, then spit rocks at them as it left.

      Rachette shook his hand as the SUV turned onto Main Street with a squeal. “Oh good.” He squinted and coughed on the dust. “This is going to be good.”

      Wolf walked back toward the hall building.

      “Wolf!” Nate ran up next to him. “I’m heading up to Laramie for the week.”

      Nate’s tenacity on the football field had never been enough to make up for his lack of size, so he never did play college ball after high school. Instead, he steered his determination toward academia, double majoring in geology and business at the Colorado School of Mines. Now he owned Watson Geological Services, a thriving enterprise that employed forty-one geologists in Wyoming, Colorado, and Utah. Wolf knew he’d be going up to Laramie to help some big oil and gas company for a substantial amount of money.

      “All right. Have a good week.”

      “I will.” Nate pulled Wolf to a stop, and then patted him on the shoulder. “I know how much this meant to you. I’m sorry. You going to talk to Gary?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Give him hell. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      “Hey. I’ll take Brian fishing with me and Jack this week,” Wolf said.

      Nate nodded. “Thanks. I owe ya.”
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      Margaret Hitchens stood just inside the door speaking to Gary Connell in a hushed voice.

      Turning to leave, she almost ran into Wolf and looked up with a start. “Oh, hi, David.”

      He grasped and shook her outstretched hand.

      Margaret’s family had always been close to Wolf’s growing up, and she had known his father personally. As far as Wolf had been able to figure out, there had been a love affair that hadn’t lasted between Margaret and his father. Maybe when they were ten years old. He didn’t know. All he knew is it was before his mother was in the picture.

      Despite Margaret’s obvious past longing for Wolf’s dad, she had always been a good friend to the entire family, Wolf’s mother included. Wolf thought her a good person with a sharp wit. She was fun to talk to, and everyone in town considered her the real-estate expert.

      “Hi, Margaret.” He nodded and moved to step past her.

      To his surprise, she held on to his hand and squeezed. “Good luck with everything, David. The job sounds great.” Then she let go and left the room.

      He paused, and then twisted on his heel, but he didn’t have a chance to ask her what she meant. She was already out the door.

      Gary stood speaking softly, cupping an old man’s hands with both of his own.

      The old man stood with the reverence of a devout Catholic praising a beloved priest after mass. Three people waited in line behind.

      Mayor Wakefield was scooping up his leather bag from a chair and putting it over his shoulder. He noticed Wolf and walked towards him with an exhausted expression.

      “We didn’t see you last night at the station,” Wakefield said.

      Wolf nodded. “I needed to get home and take care of some things.”

      “I hear Julie Mulroy is denying everything Chris told you.”

      Wolf nodded. Yesterday the mayor’s son had shed some light on the suspicious death of a teenaged boy named Jerry Wheatman, implicating a girl in town, Julie Mulroy, as the killer.

      “I’m not sure justice will come for what happened. But Chris will be okay. He did the right thing in the end.”

      Mayor Wakefield gave Wolf an unreadable look, then nodded. “I hope you enjoy your new job. You’re going to be missed. I hope you know that.”

      “New job?” Wolf asked.

      The mayor paused, stared at Wolf, then laughed and shook his head as he walked out the door.

      More than a little confused, Wolf walked to the now vacant wood seats in the room and sat down.

      Five minutes later the doors closed, muffling the outside crackle of tires on gravel.

      The old boarded floor squeaked as Gary walked up behind Wolf.

      He cleared his throat. “How you doing, David?”

      Wolf stood up and walked to the window without saying anything.

      People were still milling about in the parking lot, talking in pairs or small groups. Arms were flailing, pointing to the hall, anger creasing their foreheads.

      Gary joined him and sighed. “They’ll get over it.” He folded his muscular arms and leaned against the window.

      Wolf gave him a sideways glance. Gary stood looking out with a mischievous half smile.

      “Eight votes to none?” Wolf asked.

      Gary rubbed his face and looked over his shoulder to the closed door. “I convinced everyone on the council to vote for Derek.”

      The floor seemed to drop an inch under Wolf’s feet. He looked at Gary and felt his face warm.

      Gary had just admitted to sabotaging a moment that Wolf had been working towards for years. A moment that Gary Connell knew the full weight of.

      Wolf forced himself to look back outside. He could hardly contain the anger.

      Gary seemed to read Wolf’s expression and shut his eyes. Holding up both hands he said, “Just listen. I know you wanted to be sheriff. But I convinced everyone because I’ve got something much better for you. Please, don’t fret about it.” Gary glared at Wolf and put a gentle hand on his arm. “Just keep your cool and come over tonight to my place for dinner. Have I ever let you down in the past?”

      Wolf looked at Gary but said nothing.

      “I’ll explain everything tonight. Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.” Gary patted his shoulder and walked out.
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      Wolf put his arm around his mother and pulled her close as they looked at the gaping hole in the ground.

      The headstone read, Here Lies Johnathon Wolf. A Beloved Son and Brother. Next to that, Here lies Daniel Wolf. A Beloved Husband and Father.

      Staring at the hole made Wolf feel something resembling seasickness, knowing that his father lay mere inches beyond in his coffin, and that his brother would be lying there in a few days.

      He leaned his head back and sucked in a breath of crisp air, looking to the cloudless blue sky, and then to the golden aspen trees on a distant mountain.

      His breath caught as a memory flashed in his mind. He was standing in nearly the same spot, watching his father being lowered into the earth. It had smelled just like today.

      His mother sniffed. “I hate this place.”

      Wolf scanned the view. It was an endless expanse of pines and changing aspens, spanning a thinly inhabited valley overlooked by thirteen-thousand-foot peaks. Crows cawed nearby as they soared on the wind. Grass and wildflowers swayed at their feet, caressing their shins.

      He knew what she meant. “Me too.”

      He dug in the pocket of his Levi’s, fished out the ring, and then held it up in the late-morning sun. Silver with a bright orange coral inlay around the entire circumference, the ring was just as magnificent as the day he had found it lying on his father’s armoire, two days after he’d been fatally shot in the line of duty. Since then it had been a personal symbol for Wolf, a reminder of the man his father had been, and who he would forever strive to be.

      He twisted it in the light to reveal the engraving inside.

      Ayóó' ánííníshní — 7/21/1985.

      Wolf had long ago figured out what the words meant. It was Navajo for I Love You. The date afterwards was still a mystery to him.

      “That thing again?” His mom reached up and took the ring from his hand and looked at it closely. “I don’t know where your father got that. I never did see him wear it.”

      He’d heard her say that before, and he could never remember his father wearing it either. But it didn’t really matter to him. It filled a perfect role in Wolf’s life: a reminder of his father, and their distant Navajo heritage. And he wasn’t about to dilute the significance of what it had become for him by nitpicking over how much he wore it.

      With a flourish, he grabbed it in mock anger and put it on his pinky, the only finger it would fit on.

      She laughed. “It looks great on you though.”

      He laughed quietly and nodded.

      A soft throat-clear came from behind them.

      Harold Smyser stood a respectful distance away with hands folded and head slightly down. Wolf wondered whether he practiced that stance in the mirror.

      “What do you think?” Smyser asked in a gentle tone.

      Wolf nodded. “It looks good. Thank you, Harold.”

      “Yes, thank you, Harold,” Wolf’s mother said. “What else do we have to do?”

      “There really isn’t much to worry about, Kathy. We’ve taken care of everything. We’ll just see you here on Saturday morning. We will have everything ready to go. If it’s poor weather, then we will just move inside.” He pointed his hand at the small gray brick chapel up against the mountain. After that, the funeral director bowed his head and walked away quietly.

      Wolf turned to his mother. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go back to Denver. I’ve been here a few days, and I already can’t stand it again.” She looked disgusted. “Are you going to get your job back from that … Derek Connell?”

      He lifted his head, shut his eyes, and soaked in the sunlight through his eyelids. “I’ll get a guy from the station to drive you.”

      “No, don’t worry. I’ve already arranged a ride. Some friends drove up here and are in town. I just need to go meet them. They’ll take me back. And don’t worry about driving me back up here for Saturday. I have a friend who is going to bring me.”

      Wolf turned with a raised eyebrow.

      She looked appalled, stealing a guilty looking glance at his father’s grave. “A girl. A friend from the center.”

      He shrugged. “Okay.”

      She jabbed him in the ribs and they left.
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      Wolf pulled into the station parking lot and squeezed his SUV into a tight spot between two department-issue trucks. A quick count told him there were ten department vehicles including his, which was the entire fleet. That meant every deputy was there, including those who had just completed a night shift.

      He sighed and walked toward the main entrance. Connell.

      When he entered the building, Tammy was gone from reception, so he had to use his key to get into the squad room, which sat empty. He walked to the closed door of the briefing room and put his ear to it.

      Silence.

      He pulled his head back, and then heard a small cough from within. Pushing the door open, he froze at the sight before him.

      The large rectangular table at the center of the room was packed, all chairs occupied, and the head of every man in the department turned toward him in unison with tired-looking eyes. A few straightened up from their slumped positions against the wall, and a gently snoring deputy next to the door snorted awake and wiped his chin.

      No one spoke.

      Connell jumped up from a seat at the front of the room. “Aha! Okay, here we all are now. We can get started. Thank you for making it to the ten o’clock meeting, Sergeant Wolf.”

      Wolf looked at his watch. It was 11:44. “What are you talking about?”

      Connell pointed towards the wall. “At attention, please.”

      Wolf glared. “Are you telling me you’ve kept these deputies waiting for me for an hour and forty-five minutes?”

      “No, Sergeant Wolf. You’ve kept these deputies waiting for you for an hour and forty-five minutes. And each second you talk is another second they are waiting for your inconsideration to finish. So let’s get started.” Connell turned to the white board and wrote Sgt. Warren Vickers.

      Wolf let the door click shut and took a spot along the wall.

      Connell turned around and clapped his hands.

      “As you all are well aware, I am the new sheriff in town.” He laughed at his own joke, ignoring the looks of scathing contempt around the table. “I’ve hired a new deputy sergeant who will be working with me closely to get things going the way I want them. Plus, he is a good man who will be a valuable addition to the department. Without further ado, it’s my pleasure to introduce Deputy Sergeant Vickers. Welcome.” Connell gave him a nod.

      The blond mystery man that had been sitting next to Connell in the town hall earlier stood up. He wore a short-sleeve khaki SCSD uniform shirt, jeans, and a duty belt with a department-issue Glock.

      Sergeant Deputy Warren Vickers turned to the men, looking at no one in particular. “How we doin’? Glad to be here.” He turned and sat down slowly.

      Connell spent the next twenty minutes talking about teamwork, and protecting not just the people of Rocky Points but the entire citizenry of Sluice County at any cost, and then going over standard procedures that had been in place for the past ten years. Then he opened his arms and stared the room down. “Any questions?”

      No one moved a facial muscle.

      “All right then. Let’s get back to keeping this town safe. Sergeant Wolf, stay here and talk to me, please.”

      Rachette gave a nod to Wolf on the way out.

      “Rachette!” Connell’s voice shook the room. “You’ve got PT. Get on it. Vickers will check your quota at the end of the day.” Rachette looked at Connell, dumbfounded, then shot a pleading glance to Wolf as he left the room.

      Wolf offered no reaction to Rachette. He patiently stared at Connell and waited for the room to clear.

      Vickers sat studying his fingernails, clearly sticking around for whatever this was. The clock on the wall ticked, and Wolf looked to the closed windows. The room was stifling, and the smell of eleven sweating deputies hung in the still air.

      Connell nodded his head as the door shut. “See how it is? You cross me, and you are crossing the entire department. Got that?”

      Wolf stepped to the front of the room, and Connell squared off to meet him.

      Wolf looked to Vickers and held out his hand. “We haven’t met.”

      Vickers’s hand was callused and bone dry, suggesting an outdoorsman, which seemed in stark contrast to the five ounces of hair gel and precise grooming of his facial hair.

      Wolf’s nostrils burned as he stepped into a cloud of Vickers’s designer cologne mixed with Connell’s Drakkar Noir.

      “Nice to meet you, Sergeant Wolf,” he said with a southern drawl. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Wolf smiled and looked to Connell, whose face went from contortion to nonchalance in an instant, Wolf undoubtedly catching him in the throes of some psychotic fantasy.

      “I’m sure you have,” Wolf said. “I’m sure you have.” He looked back to Vickers, then to Connell. “Is that all?”

      Connell sneered, furrowing his eyebrows for an instant before relaxing them with a sharp breath. Wolf knew that Connell would be having pain with the stitches above his eye if the cut hadn’t yet fully healed.

      Wolf thought about the cliff ledge again and glared at Connell.

      “You’d better watch your back with this guy, Vickers.” Wolf turned to leave.

      “Hey, Wolf,” Connell said. “No, that’s not all. Go ahead and join Rachette today on parking-ticket duty. I know you guys like to be together so much. Vickers will check your quota at the end of the day. Don’t be short.”

      Wolf walked out of the room.
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      Wolf was driving ten miles north of town on the main highway, where the pines thinned out and a vast sage-scrub-covered valley floor began. Cirrus clouds glowed orange with the day’s final rays of light, and the fragrant air jetting through the open windows was cooling rapidly.

      The radio was loud so he could hear it over the rush of air.

      … Next I’ll put on a little David Grisman to help you get through the final leg of your Monday. You’re listening to K-B-U-D, eighty-eight point one. Your kindest place on the radio.

      Wolf shook his head. Besides the tasteless marijuana puns, the station always played what he considered to be quality, real music. He turned the fast-picking bluegrass even louder and thought about the situation he was driving into.

      What did Gary Connell have to tell him? To offer him?

      Today Derek Connell had been appointed sheriff, Wolf had okayed the hole his brother was going to be buried in on the weekend, and he’d been assigned parking-ticket duty with Rachette—a task actively discouraged by former Sheriff Burton, unless there was an event of some sort that would warrant keeping a close eye on parking violations. Wolf figured that whatever Gary had, it couldn’t be any worse than anything today had tossed his way.

      He slowed, lowered the volume on the radio, and turned onto the gravel in front of the elaborate gate of the 2Shoe Ranch, otherwise known as the Connell family compound.

      The right and left pillars that held the thick wooden-beamed crossbar were made of red flagstone imported from the Boulder area. On each monolith was mounted one large sterling-silver horseshoe. A dozen multi-pointed antler racks were mounted on the crossbeam connecting them, and in the middle was a sterling-silver rectangle with a deep engraving that read 2Shoe Ranch.

      Wolf wondered how much money had gone into the gate alone as he clicked the music off and rolled to a stop next to an intercom box on a pole. The dash clock said 6:57 and, as was always the case when visiting Gary’s estate, the large wrought-iron gate opened swiftly without him having to speak or move a muscle.

      He drove fast along the dusty road beyond the gate, winding up a rise that stretched a mile and a half long. The washboard dirt road vibrated the car as he climbed a gradual blind hill covered in sage.

      As he came up to the top of that hill, a sight was revealed below that few mortals without large amounts of political or industrial clout had seen.

      The main lodge, as Gary Connell called it, was a fifty-thousand square-foot log home that was two stories tall in most places, covering a long footprint of at least one hundred yards from right to left. The entire length of the house was well windowed, reflecting the bright orange of the western sky behind him. Wolf knew from experience that the windows were high tech, darkening and blocking out one hundred percent of the sun’s rays with the push of a button, if wanted. Probably bomb-proof, too.

      Directly behind the property lay a brightly lit pine valley floor that climbed up in between two peaks in excess of thirteen thousand feet, which were part of a vast chain of mountains that extended north and south.

      A red cattle barn stood on the right, detached from the southern tip of the house. In between the barn and the house were two smaller red structures. One was filled with farming and ranching equipment, and the other Wolf knew to be filled with mechanical toys—from boats to motorcycles to four wheelers to off-road go-karts.

      Further beyond to the south stood a complex of horse stables and a large log house, so impressive in themselves that the rookie visitor might mistake them for yet another wealthy person’s property who lived nearby. Wolf, however, knew it to be the palatial guesthouse area of the property.

      Wolf drove to the circular drive in front of the main lodge and parked underneath the A-frame-roofed porte cochere. He got out and looked up at the elk-horn chandelier hanging from a thick chain.

      Gary opened the front door. “You like it?”

      Wolf nodded. “Nice addition.”

      Wolf walked towards Gary and pointed at his tanned face, then shook his hand. “Looks like you got some sun today.”

      The interior entryway of the house was a towering ceiling with another large elk-horn chandelier.

      “Yeah. Out on the horse all day today. How was your day?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Another day on the job.”

      Gary looked at him for a second and then beckoned with a wave, taking off at a fast paced walk along the front windows of the house.

      At sixty-one years old, Gary Connell was a fit man. Though not quite as muscular as his hulking son Derek, Gary was still in impressive physical shape from religious workout routines, and spending more time outdoors than inside. Hunting, ranching, riding horses, fishing, and God knew what else, Gary was an avid outdoorsman through and through. He embraced his accelerating male-patterned-baldness and clipped the remaining hair to the scalp.

      They passed more antlers on the walls. More than Wolf remembered since his last visit. It seemed that every square inch of the place had a rack of deer antlers here, a gargantuan set of elk antlers there. The interior of the house was painted with animal keratin.

      Wolf looked outside at the fading light, knowing just where they were going. Gary didn’t like to do business in any other place of the house.

      Gary skidded to a stop and turned to Wolf with closed eyes. “I’m an idiot.” He shook his head and sighed. “David, I never got a chance to tell you. I was so sorry … I am so sorry about your brother.”

      He placed his hand gently on Wolf’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. Wolf always mused at how Derek Connell could have such beady eyes, thinly veiling the contempt for the world around him, while his father could have such wide, gentle eyes, filled with an understanding and empathy that could disarm anyone.

      Wolf nodded and they resumed their walk in silence. Wolf knew that the man was being sincere, but he also knew that Gary Connell was making sure all emotional debts were paid, their relationship all square, before springing whatever it was he had on his agenda.

      With Gary Connell, there was always an agenda.

      The trophy room, as Gary called it, was designed to be an overwhelming display of money and power to the first-time comer. Or so Wolf assumed.

      A green pool table stood in the center of the auditorium-sized space, illuminated by yet another antler light fixture above it, hanging from an impossibly long chain. Huge brown suede leather couches were placed in various intimate configurations around it, lit softly by colorful Tiffany stained-glass lamps on dark wood tables.

      A fireplace ringed with comfortable leather seats and tables of all shapes and sizes dominated one side of the room, and a dark wood crescent-shaped bar, backed with over a hundred bottles of only the finest liquor, dominated the other.

      Mounted heads of big game animals from all seven continents hung from the three wood-paneled walls high above, and the final side of the huge cubed room was a two-story window displaying the dark silhouettes of the western peaks outside. Classical music played softly through speakers somewhere, everywhere. The room smelled of leather, pine, and fine tobacco.

      Wolf made no show of taking any of it in, which seemed to disappoint Gary a little.

      Wolf had seen the room before. He hadn’t, however, seen the man behind the bar before.

      “David Wolf, this is Henry Young, my head of security operations for Connell-Brack Mining Corp.”

      “Hi.” Wolf nodded and extended a shake.

      Wolf’s hand swam in the massive grip of the much taller man, who looked to be almost seven feet tall, and though he wore a long-sleeved sweater, Wolf could tell from the clear lines of the muscles in his neck and slim face that the man was in top physical shape. Wolf fought the part of his brain that wanted to openly gawk at the man’s physical form.

      Young stared with calm bark-colored eyes, one of which had a two-inch vertical scar underneath. It looked like it had been a particularly bad knife wound that had received little or no medical attention. His closely cropped brown hair and overall physical presence gave off the air of special forces rather than circus freak.

      “Young here was a SEAL.”

      Gary paused and looked between them, waiting for a reaction that wasn’t coming. He cleared his throat and held up a finger to Young. “Can you pour us three glasses from that Macallan 1939?” Gary pointed to a bottle in the front row.

      Young turned to fetch the bottle and dug out three glasses from behind the bar.

      “Come here.” Gary walked to a frosted glass door along the wall and pressed a button.

      Wolf followed.

      The glass opened like a Star Trek bay door, they walked through, and it closed soundlessly behind them a few seconds later. Inside, the music played at the same ambient volume.

      “Take your pick.” He waved his hand at rows of neatly stacked cigars, some in their own state-of-the-art humidor cases.

      Wolf shrugged. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      Gary picked two, clipped them with expert speed and handed one to Wolf. “Davidoff. This one will go great with the Macallan.”

      “Thanks.”

      They left the room, walked back to the waiting scotches, and sat down on the hand-carved barstools.

      Young stood behind the bar, eyeing Wolf without expression.

      Gary picked up his scotch. “Cheers.”

      Wolf chimed his glass against the other two and set it back down without taking a sip.

      Gary smacked his lips. “What, you’re not going to drink that? It’s an eleven-thousand-dollar bottle of scotch. Do you want something else?”

      “I want to know what you want.”

      Gary stood and walked to the other side of the bar. He pulled out a box of wooden matches and lit his cigar, twirling and licking and pulling until he was satisfied with the look of the ember, then set the box down in front of Wolf.

      Wolf ignored it.

      Gary glared and pointed the smoldering tip of the cigar at him. “I want you to come work for me.”

      Wolf shook his head. “What?”

      “The reason I asked the rest of the council to appoint my son sheriff is because I want you to come work for me.”

      “No.” Wolf said.

      “Listen. Hear me out. Like I said, have I ever let you down before? When your father died, who stepped in and bought your ranch and let you and your family stay on it?” He pointed the cigar again. “Payment-free for years, and then interest-free when you insisted on paying me.”

      Wolf sat back against the stool, took a deep breath, and looked at two polar-bear heads on the wall. “All right,” he said. “What do you have?”

      “You would be working closely here with Henry. Now that we’ve opened our sixth mine, we need more security. But I need competent guys to head it up. You’d be surprised at the kind of shit that goes on in our world. We don’t just need uniformed guards at every entrance. I’m talking about clandestine stuff. Real spy versus spy, and I need people with brains leading the effort to keep CBM safe against the competition.”

      Wolf leaned forward thumbing the ring on his pinky finger. The coral inlay reflected a tight beam of light that shone down from the ceiling.

      “I know exactly what you are making right now at the department. Forty-one thousand dollars. Before taxes. With a twelve-year-old child. Living on a piece of land you don’t own.” Gary sipped his scotch and set down the glass. “How much is the assisted living your mother is staying at in Denver? Jesus. How are you living? How are you eating?” He took a big puff of the cigar and looked at him with squinted eyes. Gary put on an embarrassed face. Embarrassed for prying so rudely into Wolf’s intimate, personal life, and then he held up a hand. “And now you have that godforsaken incident with your brother in Italy. How much is that funeral going to set you back?”

      Wolf looked at Young. He could have sworn he saw a thinly concealed smile.

      “Come work for me,” Gary said. “You want the sheriff job? Why? So what? So you can start at sixty-one-K and then finally have enough to live hand to mouth? I’ll start you at two hundred fifty thousand dollars. Within two years you’ll be making more.

      “You’ll work from just outside town at our headquarters, and travel a few times a month, just to our other mines, which are in Colorado and California. And when you do travel, you’ll be in the lap of luxury.” He took a loud sip of the scotch and kept his ice-blue eyes locked on Wolf’s. “You’ll be able to buy that ranch back from me. You think I like owning that thing? You’ll be able to pay for whatever college your son wants to go to.”

      Wolf stared at the glass in front of him, lifted it, and took a sip. The peaty liquid slid down his throat with a gentle burn. It was the smoothest scotch he’d ever tasted in his life.

      Gary laughed and stood tall with his arms out. “David, this is a big deal, a big opportunity, and I would be honored if you would come work for our company. Give that piece of shit job to Derek, and come work for me.”

      Wolf picked up and twisted the glass, looking at the distorted magnification of his father’s silver ring through the scotch.

      “There are a few problems.”

      The silence of the room was deafening. The music was in between overtures, or movements, or songs.

      “Firstly, I really wanted that sheriff job. And I still do.” He glanced at Young. The man’s lip was curled into a smile.

      “I don’t know why this guy got out,” Wolf said, “but I left the army because I wanted to come here to spend more time with my son. I wanted to show him what a good man was. It’s not about the money. It’s about what I’ve always wanted, ever since my dad was killed in the line of duty. To be a lawman. To be like him, and to make my son proud.”

      “David, this is a lawman position. You’ll be doing something—”

      “There’s also one more thing. Something more important than anything else. I don’t know what your son told you about what I did to his face. But he got what he deserved that day. If I had let him have his way, I’d be getting buried right next to my brother this week.”

      Gary stood straight and inhaled through his nose.

      “Your son can’t be sheriff of Sluice County, Gary.”

      The music started up again.

      Gary’s eyes were glazed, thinking hard about something. Then they focused on Wolf and went mean. “So let me get this straight. Your story is that my son tried to kill you?”

      Wolf side-stepped off the barstool and rested his eyes on a snarling boar’s head hanging above Young’s now smiling face.

      Gary said, “What my son told me about what happened between you two was obviously a little one-sided. I understand that, David. I know you didn’t jump him on the mountain that day. Probably didn’t club him with a stick while his back was turned, like he said you did. That’s why we never considered raising charges against you, and I told my son to drop it. But what you are accusing my son of goes well beyond what exaggerations he may,” he raised his eyebrows, “or may not have come up with.”

      Wolf slapped the bar top and turned away. “Sorry, Gary. I appreciate the offer, but I can’t take it.”

      Gary chuffed. “So that’s it?”

      Wolf waved a hand and walked out of the room.

      Gary’s soft footsteps followed Wolf as he marched down the hall, through rising and falling classical music seeping out of log support pillars, through mouth-watering aromas of seasoned and seared prime rib and potatoes, and out the front door.

      “Wolf!” Gary yelled from the front doorway. “We’re going to have to talk about that ranch of mine you’re staying on. I think it’s high time I start charging market value for rent, or I’m going to have to sell it. If you can’t afford it, maybe you can find somewhere else to live. Good luck.”

      And with that, he slammed the door shut.

      Wolf turned back to his truck and got in. As he turned the ignition, the headlights illuminated a man smoking a cigarette on the edge of the circled drive. It was Buck, one of the ranch hands, staring into the headlights with squinted eyes. Or was it Earl? He could never remember which was which.

      Wolf spat gravel from his rear tires on the way out.
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      Gary Connell chomped through the tip of his cigar, then mashed it into the ashtray, sending a shower of sparks onto the bar counter.

      His father had been right again, and he’d be hearing about it in a few seconds. Or minutes. Or whenever he finished shuffling his ass down the hall. The rattling cough Gary had heard two minutes ago told him he was on his way.

      On cue, the old man scraped his walker around the corner and into the trophy room.

      A wide, condescending smile lit up his face. “That went well.” He laughed, instantly breaking into another coughing fit. “Put that thing out.”

      Gary held up his hands, looked to the smoldering ashtray, and walked towards his father. “Why don’t you stay in bed, old man?”

      Wallace Connell’s eyes were pure fury. “Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass?”

      “Right.” Gary walked back to the bar. “You can walk yourself.”

      Gary sat down and pointed at his glass.

      Young stared at it, unmoving.

      Gary raised his eyebrows. “Please.”

      After a few seconds of motionless contemplation, Young picked up the bottle and poured a few inches of scotch, all the while gazing into Gary’s eyes.

      An involuntary shiver ran up Gary’s spine as the huge man flawlessly grabbed the bottle, took off the lid, and poured without even looking at what he was doing.

      He was surrounded by assholes.

      Gary sat motionless, watching out of the corner of his eye as his father arrived and steadied himself on a barstool, twisting and tipping it, sending his cane skidding across the wood floor. With a grunt and what Gary hoped was a fart, and nothing else, his father got control and perched himself on the stool next to him.

      Young sprang into action, pulling out a fresh glass, setting it in front of the old man and pouring him two fingers of Macallan.

      “Thanks, Henry.”

      Young leaned back and stared at Gary.

      Assholes.

      Gary cleared his throat. “All right. I’m on board. Let’s do it.”

      His father blew scotch out of his mouth and all over the bar. “You think? Jesus Christ, boy. You don’t have to tell us. He was wearing the damn thing on his hand!” His father shook, like he always did now, like he was sitting on a vibrating bed every second of his life. “We are runnin’ on borrowed time, boys. Make no mistake about it. We’ve got to act. Tonight. They’re getting close down there.” He pointed out of the darkened window.

      Gary took a sip, and suddenly the five-hundred-dollar pool of liquid in his glass tasted bitter. “I know. I just wanted to keep him—”

      “I know what you were trying to do. You’ve been dickin’ around with that boy for sixteen years now. Ever since you made this goddam mess. You’re well beyond being able to do the right thing here.” He paused and turned to Gary. “It’s decision time.”

      Decision time.

      Gary had heard that phrase countless times from his father’s mouth during his lifelong tenure with the family business. Decision time was code. Code for time to stop being a pussy and man up. Man up and step over that line you think you’ve established as a boundary you won’t cross—to step off that moral high ground you think you stand on.

      Decision time. Them or us.

      His father slapped a hand on the bar. “If he’s around when they hit that cave, we are done. This?” He waved his jittery hands to the four corners of the room. “This is all gone, son.” His voice lowered. “Decision time.”

      Gary eyed Young, who was concentrating on the glass that looked like a thimble in his mammoth hand.

      His father sucked down the scotch in one gulp. “All right. Are we all on the same page now?” He stared at Gary.

      Gary’s gaze dropped and he nodded.

      “Call Stephanie. I’m going back to bed.”

      Stephanie appeared instantly, pushing his plush-top-seated wheelchair around the corner. She had clearly been listening from the hallway just outside the vast room, but Gary didn’t care. Her bionic ears had heard worse things over the years, and she was paid handsomely enough to hear everything she was supposed to, and to forget everything she was supposed to.

      Stephanie moved in quick, picked up the frail eighty-eight-year-old man from the barstool and set him down gently, gathered the cane, and then wheeled him away in brisk silence.

      Gary watched them leave the room, longing for the day he’d see his father’s body sunk in the ground, and then turned back to Young.

      “Buck, Earl, and I will take care of the construction site.” He pointed a finger at the huge man. “You be careful. More careful than you think you need to be with him. He’s competent, and he knows these woods, this land.” Gary took a sip and narrowed his eyes. “Almost as well as I do. So be vigilant.”

      Young blew a puff of air through his lips.

      Gary stared at him for a beat, and then continued. “When you’re done, bring that damn ring to me, and nothing else. No suspicion. No traces back to us.”

      Young nodded once, put his glass down, and left the room.

      Gary twisted to watch the behemoth of a man leave, wondering just what he would do to take care of the job. He didn’t want to know. Regret slammed like a lead weight in his stomach. He closed his eyes and took a deep, transforming breath.

      When he opened his eyes, he was Gary Connell once again, a man with more power in his little finger than any god these backwoods Rocky Points hicks prayed to.
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      Wolf pulled into the gravel driveway and parked behind a giant new model diesel Ford truck. Wilson Construction Corp was scrawled alongside the door. It was Mark’s truck, the ex-addict construction-firm owner who had latched onto his wife in rehab over the past six weeks. Or had she latched onto him?

      Wolf rang the doorbell, reminding himself he was here to see his son. There was much worse he had endured around the world for the same reward.

      Sarah’s mother, Angela, answered the door. “Oh my! David! Come in, come in.” She pulled the door open.

      Wolf scrunched his face. “Hi, Angela. I really can’t. Is Jack around? I just wanted to—”

      “What? Nonsense. Come in here and say hi to us.” Her voice was gentle. She pulled him inside, closed the door behind him and held both his arms. “David, how are you doing?” She looked up at him with the same sky-blue eyes as her daughter’s. Tears filled her lower eyelids. “I’m so sorry about your brother.”

      Wolf nodded. “Thank you, Angela.”

      Jack thumped down the hall and launched into Wolf’s side.

      “Hey, buddy. How’s it going?”

      “Good to see you, Dad.”

      “Good to see you.” He hugged tighter, almost breaking into tears as an unexpected wave of gratitude hit him. Just a couple days ago he was halfway around the world, unsure whether he’d ever see his son again, and the promise of this moment, Wolf knew, was the reason he was still alive.

      “Hi, David.” Sarah padded down the hall in her socks, wearing faded jeans and a white tee shirt that showed off her figure. She leaned against the wall and brushed her blonde hair behind her ear.

      “Hi, Sarah. I’m just here to see Jack real quick. How are you doing?”

      She nodded and smiled warmly. “I’m doing well, thanks. You?”

      Wolf nodded noncommittally as he studied Sarah’s face. Her skin was tanned and smooth-looking, and her eyes were the blue of a midday Colorado sky. The whites of her eyes were like cream. She looked full of life. She looked good.

      Loud conversation between men bellowed from the kitchen, and Sarah glanced over her shoulder, smiling sheepishly at what sounded like a good-natured argument between her father and Mark.

      Her mother ignored Wolf’s protests and grabbed his arm, pulling him past Sarah, down the hall, and into the large kitchen.

      Wolf’s mouth gushed with saliva at the sight and smell of open pizza boxes on the counter. It had been before noon since he’d eaten last.

      “Hi, David. Good to see you.” Dennis stood from the kitchen table and shook his hand warmly. “How you holding up?”

      Wolf smiled. “I’m doing all right, thanks.”

      Dennis held his grip with a sincere look. “I’m sorry about your brother.”

      Wolf nodded and looked to Mark, who was sitting in awkward silence.

      He stood and shook Wolf’s hand. “Hi, David. Good to see you again.”

      “Hi, Mark.”

      “Sit down and eat. I can see you’re hungry.” Angela dug a plate out of the cupboard and gave it to him.

      He looked at the thick slices of meat-covered pizza in the box. “Uh. Yeah, okay, thanks.”

      Sarah sat down next to Mark, looking slightly mortified.

      “This stuff is probably a lot different than you had in Italy, huh?” Angela said.

      “Yeah, it is, but I’m sure glad to be eating it again.”

      They ate in silence for a bit. Then Wolf fielded their questions about Italy, telling vague snippets of the story, keeping Jack’s sensitive ears in mind.

      Sensing Wolf’s desire to change the subject, Dennis and Angela took over being the center of attention, recounting their harrowing adventures with luggage in Rome, the best wine they’d ever tasted in their lives in Tuscany, and a few other mild tales of intrigue from their voyage to Italy so many years ago.

      Wolf had heard the stories before, but still laughed in all the right places as if it were the first time.

      Wolf ate his pizza with his eyes down, remembering how he and Sarah had had this entire house to themselves for those few weeks, making love in every single room. Back when they were young and their love burned white-hot.

      He looked up at Sarah, and found she was looking at him, undoubtedly thinking of the same thing.

      Wolf swore he saw a hint of a smile, which she quickly smothered against her glass of soda.

      She looked good.

      Snapping out of it, whatever it was, he turned to Mark. “So, Mark, what are you working on now? Building houses? Or …”

      Mark flicked a glance at Sarah and cleared his throat. “No. I actually have a highway construction company, and then we also do commercial. I used to do houses,” he waved his hand towards Dennis, “but not anymore.”

      Dennis snorted. “Yeah, now he sucks money from the government. Can’t blame him. They pay well.”

      Mark shook his head and smiled.

      “Are you working on the highway expansion in Cave Creek Canyon?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes, I am actually.”

      Wolf was familiar with the project. Everyone was. Cave Creek Canyon was north of town, beginning just past the Connell compound entrance. The steep-walled winding canyon created a traffic bottleneck for the Denver weekend warriors coming and going during ski season. The project was widening the road to two lanes in both directions, and generally straightening it, removing the two blind turns where numerous accidents had occurred over the years.

      “And how’s it going?”

      He shrugged. “It’s going a little slower than anticipated. But we’ll get it done before this upcoming ski season, that’s for sure.”

      Wolf nodded. The table went silent for a few moments, so he pressed on. “Why so slow?”

      “It’s tricky country. Tricky ground. It’s called Cave Creek for a reason. We’ve run into a lot of caves and pockets, bringing the ground above them tumbling down, making even more work. Or sometimes we’ll brace what we do find so that they won’t collapse, which takes time. Some of the caves have already collapsed, leaving scree piles high up the side of the mountain, which we have to clear, then build walls against the new slide area it creates.” He shrugged and shook his head, then put his elbows on the table. “It’s a lot of work.”

      “And I’ll stick with houses, thank you,” Dennis said.

      Mark laughed. “Yeah, yeah.” His face turned serious again. “It’s just tough to predict what exactly it’s going to take to finish it until you get digging. But I’m pretty confident we’re close.”

      Wolf thought of how he’d explored some of the caves there with Nate over the years. Then he thought about the location of the construction site, just about a quarter-mile past the Connells’ 2Shoe Ranch.

      Wolf’s thoughts spiraled further inward as Dennis and Mark talked about the intricacies of rates on construction loans, appreciation, or something else Wolf had no interest in. He looked to Jack, and thought of the two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar-a-year job he’d just turned down. Over twenty thousand dollars a month.

      His stomach churned as he wondered yet again if he’d made a mistake. Then he thought about how a thousand tiny hairs had been ripped from his scalp as Connell’s hands had bounced off the top of his head. Then he remembered the sight of his hat flying over the edge of the cliff.

      “David?”

      Wolf’s eyes rose to meet everyone staring at him. “Yes?”

      Sarah was staring halfway between him and her plate, and the rest were staring at him with wide expectant glares.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      Dennis cleared his throat. “I was just saying I was talking to Margaret Hitchens today, giving her hell for the whole sheriff appointment thing, and she said that you were taking another job.”

      Wolf set the crust of his pizza on his plate. “Uh, no. I didn’t end up taking that job.”

      “Oh.” Dennis looked confused.

      The table plummeted into a deep silence, and everyone’s eyes studied their plates. Everyone’s but Jack’s, that is, who was staring at Wolf with wide-eyed concern.

      Wolf winked and gave a small nod, which instantly relaxed Jack, who smiled and shoved half a piece of pizza into his mouth.

      Wolf shook his head as his son’s mouth bulged like a balloon. “Thank you so much for dinner, Angela.” He placed his napkin on his plate and stood up. “And Dennis, and Sarah, and Mark, and weirdo.”

      Jack laughed through his stuffed mouth and so did the rest of the table.

      Dennis and Mark stood up, scooting their chairs back on the wood floor.

      “That new sheriff’s an idiot and an asshole.” Dennis poked the table with his index finger.

      “Dennis!” Angela pointed to Jack with a horrified expression. “Where the heck did that come from? And watch your mouth.”

      They all laughed again as Dennis gave Angela a defiant sideways glance.

      “I’m serious.”

      Wolf stopped. “Any particular reason you are telling me this, Dennis?”

      He squinted. “Well, no. I just … I can’t believe he’s sheriff now, and you’re not. Goddamn, it’s about time we start electing a sheriff, like the rest of the free world. It’s ludicrous. It’s a goddamn—”

      “Dad, calm down.” Sarah put her hand out towards her father. “I’m sure Dave has a plan to get his job back. Just … please, stop swearing.”

      Dennis shook his head and concentrated on his plate.

      “Thanks, guys.” Wolf smiled. “I’m glad to have you on my side.”

      After they cleared the table, Wolf approached Sarah and touched her on the shoulder. “Sarah, could I talk to you a minute?”

      “Sure.”

      Mark stood with an awkward expression, perhaps reeling from the family-esque moment that had just passed, and then he smiled. “Bye, Dave.”

      Wolf nodded and gave Jack a hug. “You want to go fishing tomorrow afternoon? After school?”

      “Yeah. Can Brian come?”

      “Yep. That’s what I was thinking. His dad’s in Laramie for the week, so I figured he’d want to come. Probably around three or four.”

      “Okay.”

      “Later,” Wolf said. “I love you.”

      “Bye. Love you too.”

      Wolf ruffled his son’s hair and walked with Sarah down the hall to the front door.

      She lowered her voice. “What’s up?”

      “You know John’s funeral is on Saturday at ten in the morning, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Can you put together a list of friends you think we need to contact? I’m doing the same, but I just don’t want to forget anyone.”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course.”

      He nodded, looking down at her. “Thanks.”

      She tilted her head sideways and some hair swung in front of her eyes. As she tucked it behind her ear, she crossed her legs and put her hands in the rear pockets.

      Wolf couldn’t help but glance at her chest. The scent of her flowery perfume, that same brand she always wore, sent a rush of hormones through his body. He turned away and looked out into the night through the door window. “You look really good, Sarah. Really healthy. Happy.” He reached for the door.

      She stood unmoving, watching him, then lowered her eyes as footsteps approached.

      Mark walked down the hallway and put an arm around her.

      “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” He looked at Sarah. “I’ll be picking up Jack tomorrow afternoon. He can spend the night at the ranch if he wants. I’ll take him to school the next morning.”

      She nodded, staring at his feet.

      Wolf held out his hand. “Good to see you, Mark.”

      Mark lifted his arm off Sarah and gave his hand a quick pump. “Good to see you, David.”

      Wolf left, closing the door behind himself.
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      Deputy Rachette’s Volkswagen Golf sputtered into the station lot. Whether the engine shut down as a result of his twisting the key or just stalled out with good timing was up for debate.

      He got out, set his bag of lunch trash on the roof, and glared at the back window. He opened the rear door and shimmied the glass up with both hands, then shut the door while mashing his hand against the window. By a rare miracle, the window stayed up.

      Satisfied, he lifted the front door handle and closed it gently. The rear window dropped back down an inch.

      “Ah!” He shook his fists at the sky, grabbed the trash and walked away, kicking the rear tire with his work boot.

      The pessimism was getting too much to handle. Just a week ago he’d looked at that twenty-one-year-old piece of junk as a rite of passage, a vehicle that he’d surely get rid of when his career moved further along the great path it was on. One day he was going to look back on the memory of the car and laugh, telling stories at Thanksgiving dinners back home of the windows falling down, and the fuel line that froze if you chewed a piece of peppermint gum and breathed on it, and the change bin lid that wouldn’t close, and the countless other quirks he had to live with while driving this thing.

      But right about now, he wondered if that day would ever come.

      He sucked at the iceless Coke until it gurgled empty and then looked at it with a shake of his head. His future was this empty Coke cup, his career prospects the wadded-up bag of burger-and-fries debris. And the piece of crap car … well, that was his car.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was Wolf.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?” The voice sounded distant in the earpiece.

      Rachette meandered back to the piece of crap. “Just getting back from PT duty. Day number-two of a full week of PT fun.”

      Wolf was silent for a few seconds. “That sucks.”

      “Ha. Yeah, you could say that. I can’t handle working for this asshole.” He stopped and looked to the sky, scratching his head, and then shot a look to the garage door of the station, which was thankfully empty. He lowered his voice. “Correction. These assholes, plural. I’m starting to think about going back to Nebraska at this point. I don’t want to go back to that Podunk town, but it’s sure as hell better than this.”

      Wolf’s breath was a loud crackle, or it was a gust of wind. Rachette couldn’t tell. He set down the trash again and looked towards the pine trees. “What are you up to today? Never did see you this morning.”

      “Yeah, I’m keeping away from the station for a while.”

      Rachette tucked the phone under his chin and put a chew in his lip. “I don’t know, Wolf. What do you think? I used to feel like part of this team here, you know? And I knew someday I’d be promoted. And I knew someday I would be able to get rid of this piece-of-shit car.” He kicked his rear tire, which sent the window sliding down another inch. “But now, it’s like there’s no future here, you know? At least not for me, that’s for sure. Connell made that clear this morning when he assigned me to PT all week.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “You there?”

      “Yeah,” Wolf said. “Look, I’m not sure what to say at this moment. I guess I recommend sucking it up.” Wolf’s voice was loud in the earpiece.

      Rachette felt the blood rush to his face as he waited for something more, which apparently wasn’t coming. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll suck it up. I just … yeah, okay.” He raised his watch and didn’t really look at it. “All right, I’ve gotta get back in the station.”

      “Listen. Are you going back out onto PT this afternoon?”

      “No. I finished my quota this morning.”

      “Just keep me posted if you guys need any help.”

      “Okay.”

      “We’ll talk later,” Wolf said, and hung up.

      Rachette stared at the phone and noticed his hand was shaking. Wolf’s words had been like a palm to the nose. Putting the phone back in his pocket he shuffled across the lot to the open garage, shoved his food bag in the trash, and walked inside.

      The man was right, of course. Wolf always seemed to take the right angle on a situation. Rachette was complaining, and that never got anyone anything worthwhile. Time to suck it up.

      As he turned the corner a hand thumped against his chest, pushing the breath from his lungs. Before he could react, his shirt was wrenched from his waistband and he was launched headfirst into the concrete wall. His head connected with a dull thud and a sharp pain exploded in his tongue as he bit through the tip.

      He was twisted around and only then did he realize it was Connell.

      The new sheriff’s thick hand clamped on Rachette’s throat and pinned him to the wall.

      Rachette tried to suck a breath in, but his windpipe was shut tight.

      Connell’s face bent close. “You talking to your mommy there, Rachette?” He shot a glance to the doorway.

      Rachette’s eyes darted around the fleet garage. Only a couple silent SUVs. They were alone.

      “I’m going to tell you this once.” Connell’s breath was hot on Rachette’s nose. “Wolf’s future in this department is non-existent. You either step in line and stop talking to him,” he lifted up on Rachette’s neck, “and talking smack about me, and your superiors, or you are going to be out of a job, going back to Shitville, Nebraska, or wherever the hell it is you come from.” Connell’s grip was relentless.

      Stars flashed at the edges of Rachette’s vision. He wasn’t sure if he was dying or simply passing out, but in that instant he started to panic. Connell was a good four or five inches taller than he was, and a hell of a lot bigger in every other way, but Rachette knew he could lay a good walloping on him if it came down to it. Rachette had been in his fair share of scuffles growing up, and he rarely came out of them without doing some serious damage to the other guy. Then again, Connell was a whole new level of beast.

      Connell narrowed his eyes and let go, then jumped back a few feet, apparently sensing that Rachette might attack.

      Rachette collapsed onto the cool concrete and sucked in a breath with a long whistle that came from his throat. He clawed at his neck, willing his esophagus to open back up.

      Connell bent down. “You got that, punk?”

      Rachette stared at Connell’s dusty work boots through the swirling stars.

      “I said, you got that? You’d better start showing me some respect, right now!”

      Rachette nodded his head.

      “I can’t hear you.”

      “Yes, sir,” he croaked.

      Connell turned and walked away. “Good. Don’t you forget who’s in charge here. Don’t you forget it for one second.” He walked inside, and the door slammed behind him.

      Rachette sat on the floor against the wall, sucking in breaths with greedy desperation, knowing in that instant that he would do anything to help Wolf get the sheriff job back from this asshole. Even if it meant he had to murder the son of a bitch himself.
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      Henry Young’s training in Coronado all those years ago had beaten the weak, tall basketball-player-turned-tough-guy that he was into less than nothing. Down into a sniveling pile of too-long bones, with a halfwit brain and no confidence. And then it had built him back up, molecule by molecule, into a clever, resourceful machine.

      Becoming a navy SEAL had instilled in him a sense of pride and purpose. He’d become a member of one of the most dangerous and feared elite forces on the planet. So when, for the first time in his life, he felt arrogance begin to creep into his consciousness, he was less than surprised. It was the hardest team on Earth to become a member of and he’d done it. He was confident he could kick anyone’s ass on the planet and it was a good feeling.

      But nothing had prepared him for the killing.

      No one had told him about that. No one could. It wasn’t something you could describe to someone else until it happened, though many fellow SEALs tried.

      He still remembered the first—a nameless gook holding a machete at the wrong angle, at the wrong time. The feeling he had after putting two bullets through that man’s heart was much better than any drug or vicious sexual escapade could ever match. That rush of excitement stood as the best moment of his life for a short time, until he killed his first man with his blade.

      The feeling of the second kill eclipsed the first by ten-fold. He remembered the Asian man’s blood gurgling in his throat as he sliced his blade. The splash of warm blood on his own hand. The convulsions of the man’s light body in his other arm as he died.

      It had been nothing less than life-changing.

      Mission after mission, he’d hoped for that feeling once again, and when he killed, he’d gotten it. Unlike the junkie reaching for that elusive first-high feeling, never to reach it again, every time Young killed, it felt better. And better.

      It didn’t take long to realize that killing needed to be a very integral part of his life. Like water, or food, or three-hour daily workouts.

      Of course, missions never guaranteed he would get a chance to kill, so he began making chances. Time off, no matter where he was in the world, became time well spent.

      Of course, SEALS were smart. Smart as they come. So when they began to suspect, they had to let him go. It was fine with him. He didn’t fight for his job, or try to explain himself. In the end, he just slipped quietly away with an honorable discharge.

      Since then, he’d gotten smarter—or, rather, more refined—at finding new victims, and he never stayed in one place for too long. Young’s job at Connell-Brack Mining was his fourth job as a security specialist in the past seven years. Each job, on paper, was better than the last, making it look like he was just stepping up the career ladder. In reality, when he was working at a firm, he was killing. And when the pile of bodies got too big to manage, to grow any more without bringing suspicion, he moved on.

      What Gary Connell didn’t know was that Young already had another job lined up with a competing mining company, and it was about time to climb another rung. There were too many bodies piling in Gary’s derelict mine shafts. His instincts were telling him to move on.

      But luckily for Gary, things were finally becoming interesting on the job itself. So he’d decided to stick around for a while.

      Of course, Young was taking measures to cover himself. The Connells were one fucked-up bunch.

      So the first measure was to make sure this kill was anonymous. He had to make it look like an accident.

      Which was boring.

      Feeling the final breath choked out of a young prostitute underneath his hand, her pulse on his skin pounding, then fading to nothing? A slow stab of his six-inch blade into the abdomen of a naked body tied to a bed, and the invigorating smell that accompanied it? That was real excitement.

      Not that there wasn’t potential for this situation. There were some interesting people surrounding this Wolf character. Namely his ex-wife. If Young was careful about things, and he always was, he thought he might be able to get some quality time with her; then he could move on, knowing he’d gotten every bit of enjoyment possible out of this rung on the ladder.

      Young adjusted his crotch, his arousal quickly fading as he concentrated on the task at hand.

      He stood in front of the house, keeping inside the pine trees, which swayed and whistled in the strong wind. He studied the layout for a few minutes, and then walked to the covered carport. It was heavily tracked with fresh tire marks and footprints in the blowing dirt, and obviously the kitchen door near it was the most heavily used entrance to the house.

      He picked the lock in three seconds, and then stepped in. He closed the door, muffling the sounds of the violent wind outside, and stood still. The house creaked and there was the gentle hum of the refrigerator, but was otherwise dead quiet.

      The kitchen was neat, cleaned to a perfect shine on all surfaces. It smelled of cleaning agents and spices.

      Just then, a gust of wind pushed the door open, hitting him in the elbow and letting in a cool blast of air. He turned and closed it harder until the latch clicked.

      He held on to the doorknob and looked around the kitchen again, formulating a plan.

      He let go of the knob and looked out the window. Swirls of dust kicked up on the dirt driveway. The cross gate where the driveway disappeared over the edge swayed in the wind. He’d just watched Wolf leave, so odds were he was not going to return anytime soon. If he did, he’d easily slip out the back door.

      He set his backpack on the floor and took out the stick-on flash weather stripping. Unsheathing his knife, he cut a precise length and applied it to the bottom of the door, flush with the linoleum floor.

      He took out the small rectangular piece of tin foil and curled it into a tiny canoe-shaped vessel. He went to the faucet and filled it with just over an ounce of water, then placed it gingerly against the weather stripping of the exterior door he’d just entered through. His movements were fluid, his hands steady, careful to not spill a single drop.

      He bent down and looked toward the light coming in from the window, making triply sure that there were no water droplets on the floor.

      He removed the vial of metallic powder and spread a thick line of it four inches from the teetering canoe of water.

      The thought of blowing up squirrel corpses with M80s when he was a kid brought a small smile to his lips. He had graduated.

      With a spring in his step, he walked to the oven and opened it. A cautious person had extinguished the pilot light already. He cranked the gas and heard the tiny hiss, and then waited for the smell of propane to fill his nostrils. Though he couldn’t see it, he pictured it cascading like a slow waterfall out of the oven, billowing off the floor before spreading into a thin pool that would grow deeper by the minute.

      He exited the kitchen and into the living room of the house, then pulled the door to the kitchen shut. Then he filled the cracks of the door perimeter with spray foam, which billowed outward before hardening to an airtight seal.

      Boards underneath the carpet creaked as his two-hundred-and-ninety-five-pound frame glided through the living room. He unlocked the front door and stepped out, locked the bottom lock, and closed it behind him.

      Passionless.
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      The wind whipped across the dirt road, rocking Wolf’s old Toyota Tacoma. A barrage of dust flew into the truck, and he winced as rocks pelted the windshield. A tiny crack now would be four feet of spider webbed glass by winter. At least he’d had the foresight to stop driving his department-issue SUV. With Connell at the helm of things, Wolf would surely have to pay for any damage to the vehicle driven off-duty out of his own pocket. With money he didn’t have.

      The wind was usually a daily fact of life at this time of year, and it had been so windy that it made fishing with Jack more of a hassle than fun. They had caught bush branches and tree leaves all afternoon, and just one fish between them.

      Wolf was the lucky one. Jack and Brian didn’t seem to mind the conditions much, which turned out to be more suitable for throwing rocks into the river.

      “You guys got the gear?” Wolf pulled up to the front of the house, shut off the engine and rubbed his eyes.

      He had taken a sick day from work and spent almost the entire day outside on a hike, and then he’d picked up the boys and taken them fishing. He had needed the time alone to think, and now he was in desperate need of a nap.

      He got out, stretched, and waddled on tight legs towards the barn. One board of the old building was loose and slapping against the side of it in the wind. He needed to replace some of the wood and add a few nails. And while he was at it, it needed a fresh red paint job.

      He knew his father would smack him on the back of the head if he were standing next to him now, looking at the abysmal shape of the structure, but he’d been busy for the past few years.

      It sure wasn’t going to get any TLC from Wolf now; Gary could worry about the state of the barn.

      Brian and Jack slammed the tailgate and followed Wolf, pushing each other and laughing.

      Wolf squinted as the wind swirled and battered his face with stinging sand. He sheltered his face with an arm and jogged the rest of the way to the barn.

      He unlocked the door and stepped in. The air inside was stagnant and hot, so Wolf lifted a window, letting in a cool wisp of air and whipping up a cloud of dust from the warped windowsill.

      Wolf looked at the vacant spot on the pegboard above the workbench. “Jack, go get the fish knife, will you? I think it’s in the kitchen. Look in the drawer.”

      Jack set the fish in the porcelain sink, leaned the rods against the wall, and ran out with Brian close on his heels.

      Wolf picked up the clamped fillet board; the fish knife clanked to the floor. He sighed, picked it up, and walked outside.

      “Hey!” He held it up in his hand and twisted it.

      Jack and Brian were pressed against the kitchen door, wrestling. They looked at Wolf, and Jack took his hand off the kitchen doorknob, and then pushed Brian back towards the barn. Brian sprinted, jumping the corner of the truck, with Jack mimicking close behind. Jack slipped and landed shoulder first in the dirt.

      Wolf shook his head. “Hey, the kitchen door isn’t closed. It’s going to blow open. Go—”

      Wolf watched as the door swung open on the breeze. Just then he saw a bright flash from inside it, followed instantaneously by a thundering boom as a yellow glow within the kitchen bowed out the walls, shattering the entire end of the house into an exploding sphere of wood and glass.

      Wolf lifted his arms in front of his face just as the shockwave hit him, slamming a searing blast of needle-like debris into his shins, forearms and head. Just before he went to the ground, his mind registered the flailing bodies of the two boys.

      

      Wolf came to with his face resting on the dry grass, his ears ringing a single high-pitched tone. Panic hit him like a bucket of ice water, and he jumped up and ran towards the two boys.

      “Jack! Brian!”

      Jack lay in a huddled ball, covering his head with his arms.

      “Jack, you okay?” Wolf knelt down and shook him.

      The kitchen, or what was left of it, was roiling in flames and giving off intense heat. He squinted and looked towards the house, hoping the act didn’t melt his eyelids shut.

      Jack unfurled from his ball and looked up with bloodshot eyes.

      “You all right?”

      Jack nodded.

      Wolf gave silent thanks and went to Brian. “Brian! You all right?”

      Wolf did a double take, seeing the propane tank still intact at the rear of where the kitchen used to be. It was engulfed in flames and the side of it was charred black.

      Brian’s eyes were closed and he didn’t move.

      Wolf picked him up, slung him over his shoulder and turned to Jack. “Run! Run! Run!”

      Jack responded instantly, running at full speed.

      Wolf ran as fast as he could, yelling at Jack’s heels the whole time. When he estimated they were at least a hundred yards into the woods, he told Jack to stop.

      Wolf set Brian down and checked his breathing and pulse. Both were steady and strong, but a gash had opened up on his head, and he was bleeding. Wolf started when he noticed that it wasn’t only a gash, but a piece of debris lodged in Brian’s skull.

      “You all right?” Wolf looked to Jack, who was staring at Brian. “Jack!”

      “Yeah. Yeah. I’m fine.”

      A bright flash, almost imperceptible, pulsed against the surrounding trees, followed a split second later by another explosion.

      “What was that?” Jack’s eyes were wide.

      “The propane tank.” Wolf called 9-1-1 and shook Brian gently. “Brian.”

      Brian stirred, and his eyes fluttered. He brought up his arm and let out a whine, and that was when Wolf noticed that the boy’s arm was bent at an awkward angle at the forearm.

      Wolf talked to the dispatcher and hung up, then told Jack to help Brian keep his mind off his broken arm and bleeding head. Satisfied that the boys were doing all right, he stood and turned full circle, squinting into the surrounding trees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Half of the house smoldered in a wet pile of black cinders, and the other half stood looking unscathed by the time the RPFD was done dousing it with water. Despite the outer appearance, the interior of the standing half was all but destroyed. The walls were charred black, carpets sopping wet, and the furniture a combination of both.

      The land behind the house was also charred black and smoking, because the trees behind had caught fire immediately with the fierce wind, spreading the flames up the hill fast and burning over a hundred acres of pine forest.

      Thankfully it had been a late-coming monsoon season in the mountains of Colorado, the moisture-laden wood slowing the fire. And now, at sunset, the air had calmed, and the fire crew just about had the flames under control.

      A red-and-white helicopter thumped above the ranch to the top of the hill, where it bombed the smoking forest with water.

      Wolf watched Rachette weave his way through the fire trucks and emergency vehicles swarming the property. He caught Wolf’s eye, nodded, and jogged over.

      As way of a greeting, Wolf pointed at Rachette’s neck, which was red, almost bruised, like he’d gotten a row of three or four hickies. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Nothing. You all right?” Rachette asked.

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah. Brian was with us. He’s pretty beat up, but he’ll be all right.” Wolf couldn’t stop staring at Rachette’s neck. “Seriously. What happened?”

      Rachette looked up at the hillside. “Nothing.”

      Wolf stared at him for a few seconds, then turned his attention to the damage. “This was Connell. This was the Connells.”

      Rachette looked at Wolf with a raised eyebrow. “What?”

      They both glanced towards Connell, who was in the process of yelling at a deputy standing by the emergency crew trucks.

      Connell had shown up with the first responders and kept his distance, not speaking a word to Wolf as of yet.

      A fireman clad in yellow gear walked towards Wolf and Rachette, shaking his head.

      “Hey, Dan. What’s it look like?”

      “Hey, Dave.” Dan stopped and exhaled. “Preliminary investigation isn’t telling me much. Hell, you know it was the oven leaking the propane, and that’s about the only definitive thing I’ve got so far. I’ll need some more time, and I’ve got another investigator coming in from Frisco tomorrow morning who’s going to help.”

      Wolf looked to Connell, now standing with a hodgepodge group of uniformed men. “I think it was arson, Dan. I saw a white flash just inside the door, right when it exploded. I was looking right at it. Flash powder, I think. Did you find anything there?”

      He shrugged. “There was a lot of heat released in the two blasts, and the way the wind fed the flames afterward, there’s really not much left that’s recognizable. Like I said, I’ll need a little more time. But we’ll take a look at that.”

      “Okay. Thanks. Keep me posted.” Wolf stared at the ground, and then saw the two boys flipping through the air again.

      Wolf looked up and scanned for Connell again.

      Connell was on his cell phone, and staring right at him. Right at Wolf. It was only for the briefest instant.

      Now Connell walked away with the phone against his ear. Then he peered over his shoulder and looked at Wolf again.

      “What the fuck,” Wolf breathed. “That son of a bitch knows something.” He marched towards Connell, and then, before he knew it, he was in a full run.

      Connell turned with eyes wide at the sound of Wolf’s approach, and then mumbled something into the phone, hung up, and shoved it in his pants pocket.

      Wolf skidded to a stop inches from him. “Give me that phone.”

      “No.” Connell stood his ground, his hulking chest expanded. “What the hell you doing, Sergeant? Stand down. Now!”

      Wolf dug his hand into the front pocket of Connell’s pants.

      Connell pushed against Wolf’s neck with his right hand. “What are you doing?”

      Wolf brought his left arm up, knocking Connell’s arm away, gripped the back of his head, then dug the fingertips of his right hand into the notch at the base of his throat and pulled down.

      With a high squeal, Connell fell straight to the ground, and Wolf landed hard on top of him. Wolf reached into Connell’s pocket again, extracted his phone, and popped up in one fluid movement.

      Wolf checked the phone. The last call showed Dad.

      “Put that phone down now!” Connell shouted from behind him.

      The surrounding men stepped away, raising their arms, and at that point Wolf knew Connell had his gun drawn. Probably pointed straight at his back.

      Wolf continued walking away, dialed the number, and put the phone to his ear.

      “Yeah,” the voice said.

      Wolf watched the frantic eyes of a nearby deputy, and then heard the thump of a foot and rustle of fabric behind him. He ducked just in time.

      Connell’s fist grazed his ear with a whoosh.

      Wolf dropped the phone and lunged low at Connell’s legs, bringing him hard onto his back with a two-leg takedown.

      Connell landed with a grunt and bounced up as if he’d landed on a mattress, then grabbed Wolf’s head in a left-arm vise headlock and wrenched with superhuman strength.

      Wolf’s ears folded down and mashed against his head, cutting off all sound.

      Then Wolf’s body was airborne as he was pulled up and away by a cluster of men grabbing the lower half of his body. For an agonizing few seconds he felt as if his skull was going to crack like a watermelon, or be clean removed from his shoulders.

      Connell’s grip finally let up, and Wolf’s head slipped free, his ears filling with a cacophony of loud yells, grunts, and the scraping of boots.

      They both stood up like wild beasts, struggling against the men, who were now running and diving into the mayhem from every direction.

      Wolf sucked in deep breaths and fought the web of arms laced around him.

      He wanted to kill Connell. There was no other thought in his mind. Connell needed to be put down. He thought of the boys tumbling through the air again, and the memory sent another shot of adrenaline into his blood. He wrenched himself free for a second, gaining a foot of distance before the men pulled him back.

      “Whooaaa, whoa!” the collective mass yelled.

      Wolf snapped out of it and stopped himself. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then stood still and calm.

      Connell pumped his tree-trunk arms against those who gripped him. Among them was the now red-faced Rachette, holding onto the arm that had been death-clamping Wolf’s head a few seconds earlier.

      “Get. Off. Me!” Connell bounced everyone off, glared at Rachette and then at Wolf.

      No one spoke. The men stood in a loose circle, wheezing and coughing. All were wide-eyed with anticipation.

      Vickers stepped in between them, looked to the ground, and held both hands out. “Walk away, gentlemen.”

      “You’re fucking …” Connell pointed with a clinched jaw. A line of fresh blood dripped down the side of his face from the stitches above his eye.

      “Gentlemen.” Vickers’s voice was calm and assertive. “Walk away. Let it go.”

      Wolf stared unblinking until Connell turned and walked away.

      “Where’s my phone?” Connell demanded, pushing Deputy Yates aside and looking at the ground.

      A firefighter picked up the phone and held it up in the air, seemed to think better of the idea and passed it to Vickers, who walked it to Connell.

      Rachette put his hand on Wolf’s shoulder. “You all right?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah.” He pointed to his own head, then to Connell’s back. “Thanks.”

      Rachette nodded.

      Connell turned on his heels and walked backwards, this time glaring at Rachette. Connell raised his eyebrows and nodded his head, then he turned back and continued walking.

      Wolf noticed Rachette’s hand unconsciously come up to his neck.

      They stood quietly for a minute while Wolf steadied his breathing.

      Rachette dug in his pocket and held out his can of Copenhagen.

      “Quit being such an enabler.” Wolf snatched it from his hand and took a pinch.

      Rachette smiled and gave a sideways glance to the men milling about nearby. He kept his voice low. “What the hell was that? What’s going on?”

      Wolf nodded to the surrounding men and two women medics who looked just as pumped full of adrenaline as he was. They all paused their conversations, as if waiting for a speech or something.

      He knew that the deputies of the SCSD must have been hungry for leadership they were lacking at the moment. The other uniformed men and women gathered in Wolf’s front yard were shaken up. This was not normal operating procedure, not by a long shot.

      It had been a foregone conclusion in the minds of ninety percent of the deputies, and all other county employees that Deputy Sergeant Wolf would be the next sheriff of Sluice County. For the past two years, Wolf had been in charge of the SCSD in every sense except his official rank. Burton had checked out years ago, effectively handing the reins to Wolf. But now Connell had snatched them away, and he was already steering the department like an inept child. Things were not just going south; they were already there.

      Wolf didn’t know what to say. “All right, guys, let’s just get back to work.”

      Wolf watched people scatter with subdued nods and incredulous glances to one another. “Connell was behind this.” Wolf rubbed the side of his neck. “Or the Connells. I don’t need to wait for the fire investigation to know that this was arson. I don’t leave that propane tank on when I leave. Ever. And I saw that flash just inside the door. The tank was turned on, and set to explode. Plain and simple. First they didn’t want me to be sheriff of this county, and now they’re willing to kill me to get me out of the picture.”

      “Wait, what?” Rachette frowned.

      Wolf told him about the night before—the job offer from Gary, the big navy SEAL, and Gary and Wolf’s falling out after he’d told him about Connell’s actions on top of the cliff, and then his refusal of the job.

      Rachette shook his head. “Okay, listen to me. Its time you tell me what the hell happened on top of that cliff. You bullshitted me before, and then went to Italy, and I just dropped it. I figured it wasn’t any of my business. I figured you didn’t want to rat out Connell. I get that. But now I wanna know. I need to know. I think I’m entitled to a little explanation, and don’t just tell me to suck it up again.” Rachette’s veins were popping out at his temples. “You gotta externalize this shit. Don’t keep it bottled up.”

      Wolf couldn’t stop himself from smiling.

      Rachette stood with his chin high and chest out.

      “All right. Fine. You’re right.” Wolf took a deep breath and looked up at the charred mountain. “Connell tried to push me off the cliff that day.”

      Rachette whiplashed his head back. “What? Wait … what? What do you mean, he tried to push you off the cliff?”

      “I mean he tried to push me off the cliff. I ducked. He missed.”

      “Holy shit.” Rachette turned and looked toward Connell’s truck as it sped away.

      Wolf nodded and began walking.

      “What happened? I need details here!”

      Wolf shook his head. “I barely remember. I ducked, he missed, so I lured him into the trees, and luckily I got the best of him.”

      Rachette strode alongside Wolf. “I don’t want to be in the same room as that guy again.”

      Wolf stopped and looked at him. “I don’t think you should be.”

      “Yeah, you don’t know the half of it,” Rachette mumbled.

      “Is that where the mark on your neck came from? Connell? Is that why you’re talking like you have a wad of gauze in your mouth?”

      Rachette rolled his eyes and walked slow. “He overheard me talking to you on the phone this afternoon, and jumped me in the garage.” He flexed his muscles and made two fists. “He shoved me up against the wall and ...” Rachette pointed at his neck and looked into the distance. “I really thought he was going to choke me to death for a second. Then he just let go and walked away.”

      Wolf stepped back, conviction filling him now more than ever.

      “What are we going to do?” Rachette asked.

      “There’s something going on here, and we’ve got to figure out what it is. And obviously we’ve both gotta watch our asses.” Wolf walked along the line of emergency vehicles.

      “We’ve got to get Connell out of the sheriff’s office,” Rachette said. “That’s what we have to do. And put him in jail.” Rachette’s voice went low. “Or kill him.”

      Wolf turned with a raised eyebrow.

      Rachette held up his hands. “I’m just kidding. Well. No I’m not. You say the word and I’ll kill the bastard.” His face was deadpan. “I know what’s going on here. The Connells are power-hungry bastards and want to keep themselves at the top. Simple as that.”

      “I don’t know. But if this was the Connells, it’s clear they want me out of the picture. Maybe that was why Gary offered me that job, and maybe, since I turned it down, now they want me dead.”

      Rachette looked at Wolf. “Yeah, but they tried to kill you last week. You just said Connell tried to kill you by pushing you off the cliff. Why would Gary offer you a job after they tried to kill you? Why not just skip that little formality and go straight to trying to kill you again?”

      “Maybe Connell and Gary aren’t acting together.”

      Rachette nodded and stopped. “Yeah. Connell’s always been jealous of you. I mean, let’s face it, everyone knows Gary looks to you as the son he never had, and he looks to Derek Connell like the—well, like the dumbass Connell is. Gary’s pretty much taken you under his wing ever since your dad died, right?”

      Wolf stopped and turned.

      Rachette raised his chin high again, looking Wolf in the eye.

      “Yeah, he did,” Wolf admitted, looking back up at the scorched earth behind the damp remains of the house, then to the orange sky in the opposite direction.

      Rachette continued. “So maybe it’s just Connell acting alone. He’s trying to finish what he started last week.”

      “I’m not so sure Connell could pull this explosion off. Plus, I’d be willing to bet Connell was at the station all day, or he has some other perfect alibi. I think it was Gary’s security guy. The large ex-navy SEAL I met last night.”

      Rachette kept silent for a moment. “The guy was big, huh?”

      Wolf nodded. “Listen, just watch your ass tonight. I mean, really watch it. No going out drinking.”

      Rachette closed his eyes and turned to the sun. “Oh, I’ll watch it. I sleep with my Glock under my pillow at all times.”

      Wolf gave him a sidelong glance. “That’s … psychotic. But good.”
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      Gary Connell sat on the pebbly soil in between two sage bushes and dug his boot heels into the ground. He propped his elbows on his knees and looked through the Pentax hunting binoculars towards the construction site. The details of the commotion were fuzzy, as it was over a mile away, but he knew exactly what he was looking at. It was the unmistakable shape of another huge excavator sitting on the trailer of an eighteen-wheeler.

      Most of the workers were scurrying to their trucks and driving away. They were paying the mechanical beast no attention, maybe leaving it for the night shift to unload, or waiting to unload it the next day. Either way, it was bad news.

      “Well, they’ve got themselves a new horse.” He pulled down the binoculars and stood with a grunt.

      Earl sat unmoving on his four-wheeler, and Buck was a few feet away, taking a leak against a bush.

      Gary put the binoculars away and waited with hands on his hips.

      Buck returned in silence, his bushy white mustache twitching underneath unblinking eyes. He spat a dollop of black chew-spit on the ground and sat down on his ATV.

      “Get ready for another late night, boys,” Gary said. “Looks like they’re back in business. We’ll head out after dinner.”

      Gary’s cell phone vibrated in his Carhartt pants. He pulled it out and answered.

      “Yeah.”

      “You heard, I take it,” the crackling voice said.

      “Yeah. Come over for dinner tonight. We’ll talk about it.”

      A laugh was barely audible through the earpiece. “We’re not talking about anything—I’ve got a lot to do. Did you see the latest piece of equipment they have?”

      “Yes, I did.” Gary narrowed his eyes and looked around. Where was he? “Come on over for dinner, and we’ll talk about it.”

      Silence. Gary looked at his phone. The call was still connected.

      “Hello? Listen! Come over for dinner tonight, and we’ll talk about it. I’m not going to ask you again.”

      Was that a chuckle?

      “Hello?” He looked at the phone. “Damn it.”

      Buck leaned over and spat again. “What was that?”

      Gary was shaking. He wasn’t so sure about Plan B. Or C. Or whatever they were calling the godforsaken idea now. Things were getting way out of control, and he knew his head of security was enjoying it. Did Young screw up on purpose? Gary’s pulse doubled at the thought.

      “Nothing. Like I said, we’ve got another late night. Let’s go.” Gary fired up the four-wheeler’s thumping engine, cranked the bars and thumbed the throttle to the limit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The day’s light had completely faded, replaced by the rising moonlight, when Wolf pulled into the driveway of Sarah’s parents’ house.

      Mark’s truck was conspicuously gone. Wolf had begun to wonder if the man had moved in.

      Dennis answered the door and waved him inside. “You all right? What happened over there?”

      “Where’s Jack?”

      Angela came down the hall and gave him a hug. “He’s eating dinner. Get in here and have some too.”

      Jack and Sarah looked up from the kitchen table. Jack’s forehead had a long scrape on top of a slight bruise. Otherwise, he looked freshly showered and overall in perfect health.

      “How are you?”

      Jack closed his eyes and nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “How’s Brian doing?”

      “He’s okay, I guess. He’s got a cast on his arm, and he had to get five stitches in his head. They said he had a piece of wood stuck in his skull.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows and looked to Sarah.

      Her eyes watered as she turned to rub Jack’s brown hair, and then she pulled him close and kissed him.

      Angela set a plate of chicken and rice down and motioned for them to sit.

      “Thanks.” Wolf dug in, inhaling his plate and sucking down the tall glass of water with ease. Angela was quick to bring him a second helping, which he gratefully ate as well.

      When Wolf was done, he looked up and noticed the scared look on everyone’s face.

      “Do you think this was arson?” Dennis asked.

      “I’m going to find out tomorrow. We have a couple of investigators going through the scene.”

      Sarah was staring at him. Her sapphire eyes sparkled as tears welled up. One rolled down her cheek, and she made no effort to wipe it away.

      Wolf’s breath caught. He didn’t know whether it was from seeing her in such a state of concern, or because of her heart-crushing beauty.

      “If you don’t mind,” he said, “I’d like to stay the night here if I could.” He looked at Dennis and Angela.

      “Of course. Of course, son.” Dennis placed his hand on his shoulder. “You stay here as long as you need. And in case you’re wondering, yes, I have plenty of ammunition.”

      “I’m going to call Nate and see if you can stay in his place in Durango.”

      Dennis narrowed his eyes. “Do you think we need to?”

      Wolf took a sip of his drink, scanning the scared faces around the table, and stopped at Jack’s worshipping stare. He thought back on the flash inside the door. “Yes.” He looked them all in the eye. “But we’ll be fine here tonight.”

      Wolf would just have to make sure of that.

      

      Wolf put his phone in his pocket and came inside from the front deck, rubbing the cold out of his hands.

      Dennis and Sarah sat on the long couch with their socked feet on the coffee table, staring at a muted nature show on the television.

      It had been dark for a few hours, and Angela and Jack were already in bed upstairs. Dennis bent forward, picked up a cold Newcastle from the table, and pointed it at him.

      “Thanks.” Wolf took a seat next to Sarah and gave cheers to her dad. His body ached, and his mind was fuzzy; both were in need of a good rest. He took a long pull of the beer, and decided the warm massage of the alcohol would do for now.

      “What did Nate say? How’s Brian doing?” Sarah asked, pulling her hair behind her ear.

      “He’s doing okay. Broken arm, mild concussion, a few stitches, but he’s all right.” Wolf took another sip and glanced at Sarah, and did a double take when he noticed she was looking straight into his eyes.

      She turned away and readjusted her leg so it rested lightly against Wolf’s.

      At that moment, he was completely aware of her breath, the fragrant scent of her shampoo. Looking at her leg as it pressed lightly against his, he couldn’t help but feel aroused at the sight of her taut thigh muscles underneath her white sweatpants.

      “Hey.” Dennis was leaning forward, glaring at Wolf.

      Wolf froze and looked at Dennis. “Yes?”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you this for a while now.” He shifted forward on the couch. “Do you know a guy named Bill Chester? Or William Chester?”

      “No. I don’t think I do. Never heard of him. Why?”

      Dennis shook his head with a gasp and took a sip of his beer. “He’s got that property on—”

      “Jeez, Dad, don’t you ever think about anything else?” Sarah raised her hands.

      He paused, not taking his eyes off Wolf. “Anyway. He has that huge property on the east side of Cave Creek, on the side of the low mountain, kind of at the base of Winslow Peak. A thousand-plus acres.”

      Wolf nodded. He’d seen the property many times. Anyone who was driving into town from the north had.

      Dennis looked disappointed. “You don’t know him?”

      “No, I’ve never heard of the guy. Why?”

      Dennis leaned back and shrugged. “I want to buy it from him, but I can’t find him. He bought it back in the late nineties, and then he just let the land sit there. He has the same house sitting on it, an old piece of junk, completely falling over. It’s just strange. I guess I was just wondering if you had an inside story, being in the department and all.”

      Wolf shrugged. “I have no clue. But, you know, I wasn’t here much during the late nineties.”

      Sarah’s leg moved away from his.

      “I’m telling you, though, that guy bought the land for 1.2 million dollars. And he just leaves it? Never goes in there? It’s just strange.” He pointed the remote at the television. “I want that property. There’s a really good opportunity there, and he’s wasting it.”

      Wolf was in the camp that letting a thousand acres sit and grow pine trees was a fine use for land.

      “Can’t you just look up the contact details on public record?” Wolf leaned up, stealing a glance at Sarah, who was now glaring at the television as if it were an old enemy.

      “You would think. But he’s got a paper trail that just disappears.” Dennis yawned, slugged the rest of his beer, and stood up. “All right.” He looked at Sarah, who was blank-staring at the TV, and then to Wolf. “Well, if you ever hear anything about that guy, let me know.” He nodded at Wolf and kissed his daughter. “Try to get some sleep now.”

      Wolf nodded, watching him leave up the stairs; they both knew sleep wasn’t on the schedule for him tonight.

      The room fell into a deep silence. Sarah sat motionless.

      “Sarah.”

      She rolled her eyes a little and looked at him. “What?”

      He shifted on the couch to look straight at her. “What’s going on? Everything okay?”

      “What do you mean?” She kept her eyes on the muted TV.

      Wolf reached for the remote and shut it off. “I mean, I really need to start getting answers from you about some things.”

      Her face soured. “Answers about what?”

      “All right, how about this? You’re sober now, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you feel like you’ve kicked the pills for good?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked up at the full moon in the window above her. “Then can you tell me what happened all those years ago? Why you started using? Is there a reason? Was it something I did?”

      She stared at her hands, picking her nails for a while, and then her lip started quivering. A tear trickled down her cheek.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes.

      “I-I’m really scared to tell you, David.”

      This was new. “Scared? About what?” He rested his hand on her shoulder, then thought better of it and pulled it away gently. He didn’t want to stop the first real attempt at communication he’d had with her in over ten years.

      “I-ah” Her voice cracked. “When you left, after your dad died.”

      He nodded, encouraging her to go on. “When I went into the army.”

      She nodded, looking up at nothing and a tear slipped off her chin, landing on her shirt.

      “What about it?”

      “I did something really bad.” She looked at him with glistening eyes.

      “Okay.” He raised his eyebrows.

      His phone erupted into a vibrating conga drum ring.

      With a silent scream, he dug in his pocket and hit the button to kill the call. “Sorry.” He blinked. “Okay. Go ahead.”

      She rolled her eyes and leaned forward. “David, we have to talk about this. But—”

      His phone rang again. This time he pulled it out and looked at the screen. Rachette.

      “What’s up?” His voice was a little hotter than he meant it to be.

      “There’s been a stabbing,” Rachette said.

      Wolf stood up. “Where?” He walked out of the room and down the hallway to the front door. “Who?”

      “At Beer Goggles. Baine just called me. I’m heading out now to go down. He’s there with Connell and Vickers. It happened over an hour ago.”

      And Connell had successfully kept them out of the loop for over an hour. “All right. So they have it covered. Why are you going over there? What happened?”

      “I think the victim is a guy you know. The guy Sarah is seeing. Isn’t his name Mark? Mark Wilson?”

      Wolf’s pulse jumped. “Yeah. Yeah it is.”
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      Beer Goggles Bar squatted in the trees just above a sharp bend in the Chautauqua River. It was a one-story log structure with an outdoor patio that overlooked the rippling water. The locally brewed beer, quality bar food, live music, and ambience of the back patio typically attracted consistent crowds of locals and tourists.

      Wolf parked his SUV on the shoulder of the dirt road leading to the lot, behind Rachette’s silver Volkswagen. Apparently he’d lost his department vehicle privileges while gaining his PT duty.

      Rachette stepped out in full uniform. When he shut the door, his rear window dropped down five inches. “Shit.” He grabbed the window and yanked up on it, slamming his fingers on the top. “Dammit!” He turned to Wolf. “Hey. How are you?”

      “You’ve been waiting for me?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah.” Rachette shrugged. “I just got here.”

      Their feet crunched on the dirt road, towards the beeping and scratching of police radios emanating from otherwise silent SCSD vehicles, which were packed into every nook and cranny of the lot. Wolf counted at least fifteen civilian vehicles that wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

      Deputies milled about next to a few of them with billowing breath that glowed blue and red from the flashing turret lights.

      Wolf scanned the men for Connell and found him on the left side, outside his open vehicle door, talking on his phone while a group of four deputies huddled near. There was a man with a large head of hair in the bright interior of his vehicle, slumped against the back window.

      Wolf led Rachette to the right, towards the pub’s front entrance.

      Before Wolf could reach the door, Rachette walked fast ahead of him, brushing against Wolf with his chin up and chest out as he did so.

      Wolf slowed a bit and watched as Rachette ripped open the door and stepped in. The door bounced off the exterior wall with a loud clang and ricocheted back shut in front of Wolf.

      Wolf opened the door and walked into the stuffy barroom, thick with the smell of fried food and beer. Rachette shot him a glance that contained no apology, and then turned away to scan the crowd inside. The many patrons inside were huddled in bunches, subdued in their movements, but wide-eyed and whispering with one another in excited clips.

      Wolf looked through the mass of people, catching the gaze of Deputy Baine, who had his notebook out, interviewing a girl with a serving bib on.

      She turned her head at the sound of the door and her eyes widened. She swiveled her bar stool towards them, squinted her eyes, and broke into a small whimper.

      Wolf watched as Rachette narrowed his eyes, as if the bar was filled with smoke, then strode over and paused next to Baine. “I got this. Thanks, Deputy Baine,” he said as he placed his muscular arm around the waitress’s shoulders and pulled her into a deep embrace.

      Her head dove into Rachette’s chest as he ducked his mouth close to her ear, whispering something that triggered her to shake and grip his uniform in a death clutch.

      Baine stood back with arms raised and looked at Wolf.

      “Sir.” Baine approached Wolf.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked. “Who’s that guy out in Connell’s car?”

      Baine stepped close and looked at his notebook. “At 8:53 p.m. we received a distress call from”—he turned to the young woman, who was now smiling at Rachette, tears still streaming down her face— "that young lady. She was taking out the trash and found a man lying on the ground out back. She noticed blood, and another man lying a few feet away. The second man was her boss, and looked to be unconscious. He was unconscious, and had a knife in his hand. A knife covered with blood.” Baine raised his eyebrows and waved Wolf to a door behind the bar. “Want to see the scene?”

      Wolf nodded and followed Baine.

      Out the back door of the kitchen was a dirt clearing that stretched behind the building to the left. Straight ahead the clearing dropped off a few feet into the river, and to the right was the windowless exterior wall of the kitchen; the edge of the outdoor patio beyond it.

      Crime tape circled the scene.

      A darkened spot sat conspicuously in the center of the taped zone, along with three bags of trash. Two of the plastic sacks were on the ground near the waste bins along the wall, and one was nearer the door.

      Wolf nodded his head at the two deputies who stood just outside. “Mackey, Tyler.”

      “Sir.”

      “Sir.”

      Footprints smattered the dirt everywhere, inside the tape and out.

      Wolf pulled the flashlight from his duty belt and walked the perimeter, looking at the ground. “All right. Give me what you’ve got.”

      Baine cleared his throat. “The victim, one Mark Wilson, stabbed once in the stomach. Apparently a very bad wound. More of a slice than a stab. He showed vitals when the paramedics took him, but it didn’t look good. He bled out a lot here.”

      Wolf shined his light on the dark circle in the dirt. “How’s he doing now?”

      Baine shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. I haven’t heard anything further.”

      Wolf swept his flashlight beam across the footprints, identifying where the girl had stopped, dropped the trash bag, and scurried back inside. Boot prints of the EMTs and cops were everywhere. Wolf could see scrapes and impressions from the EMTs picking up Mark, and another flurry of prints where they probably picked up the guy that now sat in Connell’s vehicle. Then there were dozens of other unreadable signs. A mess.

      Rachette came flying out of the back door. “Hey, what’s happening?”

      Wolf stopped and looked at him with raised eyebrows.

      “What?” Rachette looked to Wolf, then at the ground inside the tape.

      Wolf walked near the rear of the building and studied the dirt. There was a set of deep tire marks that began at the crime tape and stretched into the darkness out of sight.

      Wolf pointed down. “What are these tracks? Whose are these?”

      Baine came over and studied his notebook, flipping some pages. “I don’t know.”

      “The EMT footprints go right over them,” Wolf said. “It’s an SUV or truck, pulled up before the EMTs showed up.”

      The truck looked to have backed in to the spot and then pulled out forward. Wolf could see the front-wheel marks, how the vehicle had twisted and changed direction as it left.

      He pointed the beam of light to the left tire marks, illuminating a deep boot print where a person, clearly a large man, had gotten out of the driver’s seat. The prints were deep in the pale dirt, and the stride was long. The footprints led to where the back of the vehicle would have been, and then towards the pool of blood, where they disappeared in the cloud of more recent activity.

      A returning set of prints led straight to the door, where the man had climbed in and left.

      Wolf looked at the print next to his own size-thirteen work boots. The one in the dirt was larger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      “Nice of you two to show up,” Connell said, leaning against the passenger door of his SUV in the parking lot. A group of deputies were huddled around him, and they all turned to look at Wolf and Rachette as they approached.

      Wolf nodded past Connell to the truck’s interior. “Who do you have in there?”

      Connell gazed with half-closed eyelids and waved his hand behind him.

      Upon closer inspection, Wolf saw that inside was Jerry Blackman, the owner of the Beer Goggles Bar. He was slumped unconscious with his shaggy long brown hair pressed flat against the window.

      “What happened?” Wolf asked.

      Connell sneered. “Looks like Blackman here did you a favor. Took the competition for your ex-wife’s affection out of the picture for you. You should thank him when he wakes up.”

      The surrounding deputies dropped their gazes, clearly wanting nothing to do with Connell’s attempt at humor.

      Wolf asked, “Why is he unconscious?”

      Connell shrugged. “He was like that when we found him. Holding this knife, covered in blood.” Connell reached into the Explorer and pulled out an evidence bag with a six-inch, wood-handled, thin-bladed fillet knife covered in blood.

      Wolf did a double take at the evidence bag. The fish knife was the same make and model as his own. Then again, he thought, it was a cheap model sold at most sporting-goods stores in the western US. Half the fishermen in town probably had one.

      Blackman stirred inside the car, pulling his head away from the window. He was smacking his lips and cracking his eyelids.

      Wolf stepped to the rear door. “May I?”

      “Have at it,” Connell said.

      Wolf opened the door, and Blackman jerked his head up and fell back across the seat.

      “Whoa!” Connell laughed and walked a few steps away, slapping his leg.

      “Hey, Jerry.” Wolf pulled him gently upright by his jean jacket. “It’s Dave Wolf. Can you hear me?”

      “Dave?” Jerry squinted and turned to Wolf.

      Wolf pulled some of the hair out of Blackman’s eyes and hooked it behind one of his ears. Then he did the same to the other side.

      “Can I get some water?” Blackman smacked his lips again. His beard was caked with dirt.

      “Someone get a bottle of water here,” Wolf said.

      “No! Do not get a bottle of water here.” Connell stepped in, pointing at the cluster of men.

      Wolf ducked back into the vehicle. “What happened, Jerry?”

      Blackman looked around. His eyes widened. “What the hell? Where am I?” He struggled against the handcuffs behind his back.

      “Jerry,” Wolf said, “listen to me. You’re in the back of one of our vehicles. We found you behind the pub. Do you remember what you were doing behind the pub? What happened?”

      “What are you doing, Wolf?” Connell bent down.

      “What happened, Jerry?”

      Blackman furrowed his brow. “I don’t know. I was just taking out the trash from the kitchen and …” He shook his head. “I don’t remember a single thing.”

      “Get out of there, Wolf,” Connell said. “He’s waking up, we’ll read him his rights and take him into custody, and then we’ll question him.”

      Wolf ignored the order. “Nothing at all? Do you remember—”

      “Sergeant Wolf!” A hand slapped on Wolf’s back, grabbing a fist full of shirt.

      Wolf sensed an attack, and turned around and shoved as hard as he could, sending Sergeant Vickers into a sideways stumble so that he collided with Deputy Baine, who caught him and propped him back up.

      Vickers stood up and looked defiantly at Wolf’s chest for a second, then met his gaze.

      “Don’t touch me again, Sergeant Vickers.” Wolf thought it had been Connell and already felt bad for the man as he watched Vickers adjust his belt, his face flushing red.

      “You’re skating on real thin ice, Wolf.” Connell’s voice was menacing as he stepped forward.

      Wolf stared, flicking a glance down to Connell’s hand, which was white-knuckled on the handle of his Glock.

      Connell let go of the grip and dropped his arm, a move that was clearly observed by many of the deputies.

      “Let’s relax, guys.” Rachette stepped forward and put his hand on Wolf’s shoulder.

      Wolf walked away with Rachette close on his heels.

      Rachette caught up next to him. “What did Blackman say?”

      Wolf stopped at his SUV and opened the door. “Not much. But I know he didn’t do it.”

      “How?”

      “Blackman was drugged, and then the knife was placed in his hand to make it look like he did it.”

      “How do you know?”

      Wolf looked at his watch. “Look, I’ve gotta go. There’s some strange stuff going down, and I need to keep watch at Sarah’s parents’.” He climbed in and fired up the engine. “Remember, watch your ass. And meet me in the lot at eight a.m. Stay out of Connell’s sights. You and I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

      Wolf slammed the door, jammed it into drive, and mashed the gas all the way down.
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      Young peered toward the quiet house from his perfect vantage point at the edge of the meadow. The moon was behind the thick pines, engulfing him in shadow, and for good measure he wore jet black, head to toe.

      His body was exhausted after a long day of hormonal saturation. The earlier action behind the bar had been satisfying, even though he hadn’t gotten a chance to kill the man completely, and the sight of Wolf and his family leaving the house in a panic was downright exhilarating.

      And then there was Wolf’s ex-wife. She had been a surprise. At the sight of her, it had taken every ounce of his self-control to not run and tackle her right then and there in front of Wolf and the whole family. He vowed to himself that he would have her.

      His face twisted into a snarl as he thought about the explosion. It had failed, and now things were complicated. He had to admit, though, that a large part of him was glad it had failed. That meant a lot more action for him.

      His crotch swelled as he fondled the panties in his pocket—a souvenir he’d retrieved from inside the house that would have to tide him over for now.

      He turned towards the moon and flared his nostrils, then bared his teeth and stuck out his tongue with eyes wide. Making the fearsome face was something he’d learned by watching the Maori warriors in New Zealand. He didn’t remember the actual significance of the act, other than to freak out anyone looking at it. For Young, it was something he did to get in touch with that primal part of himself. He was a wild animal now, who no one could tame.

      With a hard exhale he turned and jogged back into the forest.
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      Wolf drove north with Rachette along Highway 734 with the rising sun blazing into the cab of the SUV. Wadding up an egg-sandwich wrapper, he threw it onto the passenger side floorboards.

      “How was last night over at the in-laws?” Rachette yanked down the visor and turned it against the sun with a squint.

      “I didn’t see anything. But I told Dennis and Angela I wanted them and Jack out of town today.”

      “And?”

      Wolf sipped his coffee and turned down the radio. “They’re packing now, leaving this morning. Going to Nate’s place in Durango until we figure this out.”

      “Good idea.” Rachette took a pinch of snuff and gave Wolf a sideways glance. “And Sarah?”

      Wolf exhaled loud and held out his hand for the can of snuff. “She’s been sitting at the hospital all night, and she’s still there. Mark’s in critical condition. Apparently it’s not looking too good.”

      They rode in silence for a few minutes.

      Wolf thought about the night before, and what Sarah had been about to tell him before he’d gotten the call from Rachette. Had she cheated on him all those years ago? Last night she had started talking about something that had happened when he went into the army, which was strange. As far as he knew, she hadn’t started using drugs until years later, when Jack was born. Or a few years later than that, when he’d gotten out of the army and come home.

      He’d always assumed it was his life in the military, leaving her home alone with their only son for six years, with only a few weeks here and there for visit time, that drove her to take painkillers and alcohol.

      Or he’d assumed it was when he’d come back. He’d been so ashamed of the way he’d acted when he got home that he’d scarcely allowed himself to think about those few months. The bad dreams, the way he’d woken up screaming, scaring his family witless. That would be enough to drive any wife to popping pills. But she was talking about something that had happened before that part of their life. She was talking about when he went into the army. Before any of the soul-altering stuff had happened to him.

      “Wolf?” Rachette was looking at him expectantly.

      “Huh?”

      “I asked why you think Blackman was drugged. And last night you said he didn’t do it.”

      Wolf shifted in his seat, adjusting the rearview. “Did you see the way he was acting when he came to? Looked like barbiturates. Sedatives. There’s only one way to administer fast-acting, long-lasting sedatives—by needle. When I was brushing his hair out of his face last night, I saw a needle mark on his neck, plain as day. Whatever it was will be in the blood-test results.”

      Rachette scratched his chin and looked into the distance. “Blanche said that Blackman went to take the trash out and never came back. She said she was going to check on him and take out some more trash, and then she found him.”

      “Yeah. Blackman never got a chance to put that trash in the bins. Remember those two bags sitting on the ground next to them? He must have been drugged right then.”

      They drove in silence for a few seconds.

      Wolf stared at Rachette. “Blanche?”

      Rachette raised an eyebrow and looked at Wolf. “Yeah. She’s my lady.”

      Wolf drove for a minute and looked at Rachette. “Your lady?”

      Rachette put the visor up, closed his eyes, and turned his face to the sun. “Yeah.”

      Wolf nodded to himself. “How come you haven’t told me about her before?”

      Rachette looked at Wolf. “So, where are we going? The Connell compound?”

      Wolf sipped his coffee. “There were Sasquatch-sized footprints coming out of the truck that made those tire marks up behind the bar. The only guy that could have made those footprints is that guy, Young, our new navy SEAL friend in town.

      “I’d say Young abducted Mark from somewhere else,” Wolf continued, “then to that spot at the back of the building. Then he set it up to look like Mark was stabbed there by Blackman.”

      Rachette thought silently for a few seconds. “But why?”

      “With how much Mark bled out in the back of the pub, he must have been stabbed right there. Otherwise, he would have been found dead, and there would have been less blood. Which means he was probably knocked out and kept in the back of Young’s truck until it was time to set it up. They’re going to find the same stuff in Mark’s blood as was in Jerry Blackman’s.”

      “But why set up Jerry Blackman? Why stab Mark in the first place?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Young could have been parked on the blind side of that bar for a while, looking for the perfect person to set up. Or just any person to set up. He sees Blackman come out with the trash, hits him with the needle, sets up the whole thing in a few seconds.”

      Rachette shook his head. “Why would Young try to kill Mark? What does Mark have to do with any of this?”

      Wolf shrugged. “I don’t think we’re going to get any answers from Mark, either. If he isn’t dead already, he’s going to be nearly there for at least a few days.”

      Rachette shifted uncomfortably in his seat and shielded the sun with his hand as they approached the gateway to the Connells’ 2Shoe Ranch.

      “I—Do you think … Shouldn’t we go over our plan here? You know, before we storm the Connell castle?”

      Wolf passed the gate at sixty-five miles per hour. “We’re going to the Cave Creek construction site.”

      Rachette whipped his head, and then turned back to Wolf. “Why?”

      “Mark’s been working the project all summer, and was working there all day yesterday.”

      Rachette relaxed against his seat. “Good idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Wolf parked the Explorer outside the chain-link fence next to a Ford F-350 painted with the same construction company logo Mark Wilson had on his truck door.

      Wolf pushed down his buffalo felt Stetson, zipped his jacket high, and shoved his hands in his pockets. Frost crunched under their boots as they walked through the wide-open chain-link gate.

      The sun was fully up over the peaks and the western slopes of the steep hills were warming in the sun. However, the construction site was still in shadow, and had yet to defrost from the overnight freezing temperatures.

      A few men were huddling in a circle, sipping coffee and smoking cigarettes. Why they weren’t in the sun by the trucks was a mystery.

      “Howdy, officers.” One of them tipped his head while the others shuffled their feet.

      Wolf extended a hand. “I’m Sergeant Wolf. This is Deputy Rachette.”

      The head-tipper stepped forward. “I’m Jesse. Glad to see you guys. We thought you weren’t going to come after all.”

      Wolf and Rachette exchanged a glance. “What do you mean?”

      Jesse tilted his head to the side. “The vandalism?”

      Wolf shook his head. “You’re going to have to elaborate.”

      “We called you guys about some vandalism yesterday. A few times. And you guys never showed up.”

      Jesse looked between Wolf and Rachette and narrowed his eyes. “You guys have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “No, sorry. We don’t. Why don’t you show us what you mean,” Wolf said.

      Jesse broke away from the group and started walking, and Wolf and Rachette followed, leaving the other men behind.

      The valley was tight, with steep hills on either side, the rushing Chautauqua river cutting through the middle. The dirt they walked on was graded flat, where the old highway had been completely removed. The expansion and straightening process was well underway, with a straight gouge cut into the rock and dirt slope.

      Jesse led them to a yellow excavator. The main operator house sat on top of a continuous track that reminded Wolf of tank tread. He stopped and pointed at the large boom arm. It was peaked at an angle, with its toothed bucket stabbing halfway into the ground near a sheer rock wall.

      On the boom, spray painted in runny black paint, was a penis. Suck my balls was scrawled on the side of the operator’s cab in the same black print.

      Wolf nodded. “Aha.”

      “Yeah. And it’s the same on the other side, and the other two machines have the same thing on them.” Jesse raised his eyebrows. “And there’s some serious damage to them.”

      “You mean, besides the … uh …”

      Jesse waved a hand and hopped onto the track with a grunt. Rachette and Wolf followed him up.

      There was a gash in the metal tubing that housed the hydraulic piston of the boom.

      Wolf bent down to examine it.

      “Can you believe that?” Jesse asked, bending down next to him.

      The hydraulic piston housing had a gash in it, as if cut open like an aluminum can. But it was thick industrial-strength steel, meant to withstand thousands of pounds per square inch of pressure inside it.

      Wolf thumbed the gash. “These kids had some seriously high-powered equipment, I’d say.”

      “Like I said: some serious damage,” Jesse said. “If they would have just cut the hydraulic lines, which they also did, by the way, we would have been up and running yesterday. But this is going to need some serious repair. Welding, new parts, a lot of hard labor. There’s no way an axe would go through that. They must have had some hydraulics of their own.”

      Wolf nodded. “I agree. Nothing less than a hydraulic cutting tool could do that kind of damage.” Wolf stood up and looked around. There was another excavator parked nearby with the same paint job. Even from a distance, he could see the similar gash in the hydraulic cylinder.

      “The other side piston has the same damage. All the other machines are the same.”

      They jumped down.

      Wolf looked to Jesse. “Please excuse the question, since you’ve already told us, but, when did this happen?”

      “Two nights ago. Monday night. We came into work yesterday morning, and it was like this.”

      “You have anyone who would want to do this? Any, I don’t know, enemies? Jealous rival firms?”

      Jesse laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think so. But you’d have to ask Mark when he gets here.”

      Wolf pushed back his hat and cleared his throat. “That’s actually what we came to talk to you guys about. Mark’s been stabbed.”

      Wolf watched the genuine reaction of surprise on his face. “What? When?”

      “Last night,” Wolf said.

      Jesse stared at the ground, then back to Wolf. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s in critical condition. He’s at the County General Hospital, about forty miles south of here.”

      Slowly, Jesse took off his hard hat and shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Was he stabbed here?” He craned his neck and looked at the men in the distance.

      “Why do you ask? Do you know what Mark was doing last night? After work?” Rachette asked.

      “We all left at sundown. We just got the new excavator in, and we’d been doing manual stuff all day waiting for it.” He twisted and pointed to the large white excavator—the only one without any vandalism done to it. It was parked near what looked to be a rockslide. “Mark was going to run it for a few hours on his own. He told us all to go home.” He held out his hands. “So we did.”

      Wolf tilted his hat against the sun finally peeking over the hill and looked at the excavator. Walking over to it, he asked, “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Well, we’re expanding the highway—”

      “No, I mean here. With the excavator. What have you guys been specifically working on?”

      “We were taking away that scree pile. We started that last week. Then they came and did this on Monday night, and we’ve been sittin’ on our hands ever since.” He pointed at the side of the hill. “It looks like Mark didn’t get much done here last night.”

      Wolf noticed two gaping holes in a sheer cliff face forty or so yards down the road.

      Jesse saw Wolf looking toward the caves. “Cave Creek. They don’t call it that for nothing. This section of the valley has a lot of corridors carved out by water millions of years ago. Some of them have caved in.” He pointed back up at the rocks. “A lot of erosion happening here over the years. This was a big rockslide fifteen or so years ago. We’re just pulling away the rock from the bottom until it’s gone, then putting up a permanent wall to stop it from happening again.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Are environmentalists pissed off about this expansion?” Rachette asked.

      Jesse shrugged. “They’re always pissed off at everything we do. But we’ve never had any issues with them before. They didn’t really make any noise with this particular project either.”

      They turned to the sound of gravel popping under tires outside the fence.

      A department Ford Explorer bounced to a skidding stop next to Wolf’s, and Connell got out of the driver’s side while Vickers stepped out opposite.

      “Howdy, gentlemen.” Connell tipped his cowboy hat as he strode through the fence gate. Vickers was close behind, nodding to the men.

      Wolf, Rachette, and Jesse walked towards them.

      Connell’s eyes quickly swept the scene, then locked on Rachette. “Deputy Rachette, what are you doing here? I remember assigning you to PT for the rest of the week.” He smiled to himself and then glared at the circle of men. “Who’s in charge here?”

      Jesse looked from Wolf to Connell. “Hello … uh, Officer.” He stepped forward with an extended arm.

      Connell tapped his badge. “Sheriff.”

      “Sorry, Sheriff. Nice to meet you.”

      Connell shifted his expression to somber. “I take it you boys have heard about your boss?”

      “I was just getting done telling Jesse here about it, Sheriff.” Wolf gestured to the other men. “We haven’t had a chance to tell everyone else.”

      Connell glared at Wolf, then looked to the group of men. “Your boss was stabbed in town last night.”

      Wolf motioned to Rachette, tipped his hat to Jesse and the men, and walked away quietly while they talked.

      Rachette shuffled up next to him. His voice was low. “We’re just gonna leave them with Connell?”

      “Yeah. Why, you wanna stick around?”

      “Sergeant Wolf, Deputy Rachette!” Vickers jogged up from behind.

      Rachette stopped and turned around and Wolf kept walking.

      “Sergeant Wolf.”

      “What is it, Vickers?” Wolf slowed and turned around.

      “Look, I didn’t mean to start any beef with you last night, all right?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “I’m just trying to follow procedure. I don’t want anybody in trouble. I was looking out for everybody.”

      Wolf walked to his door and opened it. “Is that it?”

      Vickers hooked his thumbs on his belt and stepped forward. “I don’t know where you were yesterday, and I guess it’s fine, with all you got going on lately and all, but we’ve got a meeting at the station at ten a.m. Lots to cover after last night.”

      Wolf got in and shut the door, fired up the engine, and rolled down the window. Rachette scurried around the bumper and got in.

      “We’re not going to be at the station today, Vickers. I can think of a thousand better things for us to be doing with our time than listening to that guy pretend like he’s leading this department. And Rachette’s not going to be bringing you any parking tickets later.”

      Vickers stepped back and glared as Wolf backed up and sped away.
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      Gary sat high on the hill in the shade of the pine trees. He twirled the black, shiny piece of tubing in his right hand, made of an inner rubber hose, sheathed with a metallic braiding. In his left was a heavy-duty twist-on cap—two pieces taken from the new excavator before dawn, rendering it useless, or so Buck had insisted.

      Buck and Earl stood silent behind him as they all watched the final truck leave to the south in a cloud of dust.

      The construction crew hadn’t even tried to start the thing up. And why would they? The owner of the company was in the hospital on his deathbed. They had to pay their respects, and they would be wondering if they even had a job.

      But they might be back.

      And watching Wolf snoop around with that little shit—Rachette was his name—had made him uneasy. Wolf had looked long, right at the spot.

      Then Derek had shown up. Seeing him only added to the acid build-up in his gut. In fact, the sight of Derek crippled him with what he could only describe as panic. It was something he’d never felt, and hoped to never feel again. He was glad Buck and Earl were well behind him as they perched on the hillside.

      In the end, he’d fought back the foreign bodily reaction with a steeled mind. Just like he’d done in Africa, facing down that charging lion—facing certain doom, shouldering his rifle, aiming, and making the perfect shot. Just like that, he would execute the plan laid forth, tying up all the pesky loose ends of his life in one fell swoop.

      Decision time.

      “I just hope the state don’t bring in another crew and start workin’,” Buck said.

      Gary laughed and looked down at the construction site, now littered with derelict machines. “You’re worried about the government coming in with a crack team of workers to finish the job? That, boys, is not one of our worries.”

      He stood up and bounced the parts in his hands. “No, I think we’ve just cleared out this here construction site for at least a week. That crew’s not coming back. Their jobs are hanging in the balance down at County General. And if Young completes his task tonight,” Gary turned away and swallowed, “there’s going to be a hell of a lot of distraction, and we’ll have the time to get this godforsaken mess over and done with.”
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      Wolf squinted to see through the windshield into the night outside. Slowing to a stop, he pulled the SUV off the dirt road. A few miles back he’d killed the headlights, and his eyes were now well adjusted, allowing him to squeeze into a jet-black copse of trees without scratching paint.

      He switched off the cab light, got out, shut the door softly, and listened. There was no sound, save the faint tick and hiss of his SUV’s oil pan and a few crickets.

      His feet scraped softly on the smooth dirt road as he walked in the pale light of the waxing almost-full moon. As he passed a dimly lit property on the left, his pulse jumped at a faint rustling. A deer brought its head up and stared at him, snorting and twisting one ear before resuming its evening stroll.

      Wolf lowered his Glock, only then realizing he’d pulled it. He slotted it in the less bulky belt-holster—a piece of equipment he’d gotten earlier from home, along with the dark outfit he wore now.

      He took a deep breath and continued up the road. It had been a long day on top of a long week and sleep deprivation was beginning to dull his reactions.

      Earlier that afternoon, the arson investigator from Frisco had confirmed his suspicions, finding traces of spray-in insulation on the interior door and flash powder at the entrance. Wolf had known what he’d seen, but hearing it officially declared arson felt like validation for insisting so harshly that Sarah’s parents take Jack out of town.

      Wolf had then made the drive to see Mark at County General, where Sarah stayed glued to his bedside, unable or unwilling to speak much to Wolf.

      The doctors seemed hopeful for the man’s recovery, as his steady decline had ceased. More than Mark’s health, Wolf was concerned for Sarah. Just to make sure she was safe, he’d called in a deputy and made sure that security kept an eye out for any abnormally tall muscular men, and then moved on with his day.

      Now he walked along the dark deserted road through the dense forest—in need of some answers, and ready to do whatever it took to get them.

      He traveled a further quarter-mile along the quiet road and reached another property. Once there, he stopped, turned a slow circle, and ducked into the woods.

      Wolf knelt on one knee at the edge of a manicured lush green backyard lawn surrounded by dense pines and shoulder-height underbrush. Derek Connell’s home squatted completely dark in the otherwise bright night. He turned his head slowly, looking and listening for movement. Through a bare gap in the trees, Wolf could see a sliver of twinkling yellow and blue lights of the town below.

      He shifted his weight and pine needles crackled under his boot, barely audible over the symphony of crickets. He touched the back of his hand to a tree trunk, coming away with a dollop of sap on his skin. Wiping it on the leg of his cargo pants, he moved closer toward the darkened house.
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      Young waited.

      The second he saw, the second he knew what he was seeing, a wash of endorphins flooded his entire body. The movement was subtle, but once he saw it, the unmistakable shape took form.

      He opened his mouth in an O and took a slow, deep breath.

      It had just been so long, and the past two nights had given him some serious action, and here was more coming.

      He looked down at the motionless form on the floor and tongued the split on the inside of his lip. The taste of blood injected another batch of hormones into his veins.

      The stabbing last night had given him such a thrill, then seeing her. And now tonight. This was going to be infinitely more fun. He could hardly contain himself. He wanted to scream. His body zinged with anticipation.

      He blanked his face, wiping any emotion from his mind, and then he darted into action.
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      Wolf waited motionless next to a tree at the edge of the lawn for twenty minutes. His vision was finally fully adapted to the dark, but no matter how long he stared, he saw no movement within Connell’s house. Connell’s SUV was parked at the side of the property. Maybe he was out with a friend who had come to pick him up, like Vickers, or a woman. Wolf couldn’t picture, and decided he didn’t want to picture, the type of woman who would date a man like Connell.

      Then, finally, a light went on at the far right end of the house, then a fainter light just to the left, and then yet another light.

      Wolf felt like he was grasping at straws with the simplicity of his plan, which was to get Connell on record saying something; but then again, Connell was just the type of person who would say something incriminating in a fit of rage. If anything had been proven about Derek Connell over the years, it was that he acted in the heat of the moment, always letting quick emotional reactions win out over better judgment.

      Wolf swiveled one hundred eighty degrees to face the dense forest behind Connell’s property, and took out his cell phone. He hunched low to block any visible light emission that might be coming off the screen and scrolled through the menus. After a little navigation, he started the recording function on the smartphone. The timer in the corner began ticking. He locked the phone and shoved it in the breast pocket of his Carhartt jacket, and zipped it shut.

      Now he needed some luck.

      Wolf turned back and focused on the windows at the rear of the house. A few of them were obscured by now glowing drapes, and one single bay window was unobstructed, giving the only clear view inside. He needed to get closer.

      He slid to his left a few yards inside the tree line, keeping an eye on the windows for any movement, then crept through the manicured lawn to the back wall of the house.

      He reached the rear of the building and leaned his ear against the cool siding. He heard the soft creak of footfalls inside, what sounded like a cupboard being closed, and then a prolonged silence.

      He glided slowly along the back wall, making his way closer to the bay window with each step. As he moved forward, more and more of the interior came into view.

      He saw the kitchen first. There was a bright overhead light on and an open cupboard.

      Wolf paused, letting a full minute pass. There was still no movement. Nobody in the kitchen.

      Wolf palmed the handle of his Glock and stepped further, seeing more of the inside. He viewed the living room on the other side of the glass. Nobody seemed to be there, the chairs and couches empty, though a lamp was dimly lit in the corner.

      He sucked in a breath as realization hit him like a rock in the face.

      What he’d assumed was a dark-colored area rug in the lower part of his peripheral vision was Connell, lying face down on the floor.

      Adrenaline exploded in his veins as he jerked himself back.

      “Gotcha.” The deep voice was so close that he felt the scratch of facial hair and warm breath on his earlobe. His gun arm felt like it was ripped out of its socket as his head was wrenched forward in a painful contortion.

      Something stung his neck, and then warm invisible pillows crushed inward through his entire body. His vision darkened and swirled, and then all went black.
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      Wolf lay in the warm sun. He moved his hands, feeling the smooth, wet sand in between his fingers. Soothing sunlight heated his cheek and the back of his neck.

      The mission had gone terribly wrong. There had been so much unanticipated blood, and then there was what he’d had to do. Who he’d had to shoot dead to save the others. The kid couldn’t have been more than eight years old. Not much older than his son at home.

      But it didn’t matter now. The gentle kiss of the breeze on his cheek sent him deeper into thoughtless relaxation. The past was gone. His sins were forgotten again.

      Then a cold wave crashed over his head, shocking him onto his elbows. Water streamed off his face and out of his nostrils. He coughed, struggling to take an unobstructed breath of air.

      Then another freezing wave hit him. Water plunged into his ear, all the way to the eardrum. He shook his head to clear it and blinked his eyes.

      His fingers dug into the warm, wet carpet. Carpet? Wolf looked at his left hand. It was glistening.

      The fresh coppery scent filled his nostrils. He stared at his arm resting in a red pool, and put concepts together.

      It was warm. It was blood.

      He shook his head, and then stared at his hand for a while.

      Another cold splash hit him in the right side of his face.

      “Wake up.”

      Wolf coughed, blinked hard and turned to see a giant black boot standing next to him, just outside the puddle.

      “What the—” A loud slap jarred the back of his head.

      “Wake up! You’ve only got a few minutes.” The boots stepped away, opened the door, and left.

      Wolf stared at the closed door. His head swam in confusion. Where was he? Who was that? He decided he was too tired to care, so he put his head back on the carpet.

      His face squashed into the wet carpet once again, which sent a jolt of electricity through his body. He jumped to his hands and knees and took a sharp breath.

      Then he saw Connell, who lay on his back in a huge puddle of blood, with arms and legs splayed out in a starfish position. His eyes were wide, staring up into oblivion.

      There were two neat holes in his forehead, and what looked to be at least three in his chest. Blood had splattered against the wall above him.

      The heavy feeling of Wolf’s body was almost too much to bear. Pins and needles jabbed into every muscle he moved, but coherent thoughts were finally beginning to surface.

      There was his gun sitting on the floor. He picked it up, sat back on his heels, and removed the magazine with bloody half-numb fingers. Five shots had been fired.

      He stood up, and then stumbled back, realizing that his left boot was standing in the glistening puddle. It left a clear red boot print on the otherwise immaculate cream-colored rug. But actually, he realized, his boot prints were everywhere.

      There were also shell casings. He saw three in plain sight, strewn about on the floor. That meant there were at least two more unaccounted for.

      His breast pocket began vibrating and making a strange conga drum noise. He ignored it and kept concentrating on piecing things together. This puzzle was important, he thought.

      He opened his right hand and twisted it. There were no marks, but it smelled faintly of gunpowder. Somehow he knew he’d fired the gun that had put Connell in a dead heap.

      The man who just left.

      Wolf set down the gun, unzipped his breast pocket and looked at his phone. There were two missed calls from Rachette displayed on the screen.

      He unlocked it, fumbled through the menus with his clean hand and called him.

      “Wolf!”

      “Hey.” His mouth felt full of chalk. He cleared his throat and walked to the kitchen sink, leaving a boot print every other step along the hardwood floor.

      “What’s going on? You still asleep? I’ve been calling you for the past few minutes.”

      Wolf drank long from the faucet.

      “Wolf?”

      “Yeah, sorry. What’s going on?” He felt the nourishing water travel through his body, bringing cold alertness to his brain. “What’s up?”

      “There’s been a report of shots fired at Connell’s.”

      Wake up. You’ve only got a few minutes.

      His heart was racing, his breathing accelerating even harder. His sluggish mind put the pieces all together once again, and once again another shot of adrenaline coursed through his system.

      “Wolf?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. All right. I’ll see you there.”

      “Okay. First responders are on their way. I’m leaving now. How far out are you? Do you want to pick me up on the way?”

      “Uh, no. I’ll have to just see you there.”

      Wolf turned the water to hot and scrubbed his hand clean, then raced back to his gun, holstered it, and left using the back sliding glass door off the kitchen.

      He stepped off the deck into thin air and fell hard onto his shoulder, stabbing more pins and needles through his muscles. As he struggled to get up, he heard a faint cop siren, growing louder by the second.

      He crashed through the underbrush perimeter of the back yard, through the dark pine trees, and burst out onto the dirt road with a skid, almost twisting his ankle. Without thinking, following some deep instinct, he gritted his teeth and ran.

      His bouncing vision focused on the dirt road as he sprinted as fast as he could, and the only sound he could hear now was his rapid breath, wheezing in and out of his mouth. There was a part of his brain that was screaming for him to calm down, but another part was winning out, pushing him to run and not look back.

      About a quarter-mile down the road the trees began flickering red and blue, and then a set of headlights burst on the horizon.

      Wolf turned and stumbled off the road. He cried out as he crashed into a low hanging branch and flopped onto his back. Ignoring the now burning pain across his chest, he rolled onto his hands and knees and shuffled behind a tree trunk just in time.

      A low roar of tires and ear-splitting sirens approached fast, and then dropped in pitch as two speeding SCSD SUVs passed by.

      Wolf squinted and put his mouth on his sleeve as the air whipped into a dusty vortex. He wasted no time sprinting back onto the road, taking advantage of the smokescreen.

      He ran down the road as fast as he could, not daring to look back to see whether brake lights were blooming or not. He finally reached his car and collapsed onto his knees next to the driver’s side door. His stomach twisted and convulsed, and just as he wretched, another SCSD vehicle whipped by.

      Wolf stood up, missing the door handle once with his hand before getting the door open and climbing inside his SUV.

      Brief panic hit him as he dug in the wrong pocket for his keys. Then found them in the other. He fired up the SUV, backed out, and drove fast towards town. Back to the highway. He decided he needed to get home to regroup.

      For a few yards he considered going without lights, but then decided that would be conspicuous and unsafe. There would be more department vehicles driving to the scene.

      And how about an SCSD vehicle driving away from the scene? How was that going to look?

      Wolf shook his head, took a deep breath, turned on the lights and stepped on it.

      “Sheriff Connell is down. I repeat, the sheriff has been shot multiple times.”

      Wolf turned the radio down and leaned toward the windshield. “Dead on arrival …” he heard before turning it down. He needed to think.

      Another set of flashers came around the upcoming bend. He jammed the brakes, swerving and sliding before finally slowing down to a crawl, and pulled to the side of the road.

      The approaching department SUV barely slowed in time, but came to a stop at the sight of Wolf’s own department SUV going the opposite way.

      Wolf was unsure why he stopped, his mind was still fuzzy and slow. But he did know that driving in the opposite direction was going to bring immediate suspicion on him. He needed to buy himself some time.

      It stopped next to Wolf’s vehicle and lowered its window. Wolf fumbled for the window button and did the same.

      Deputy Baine was behind the wheel of the other vehicle, staring wide-eyed and wide-mouthed.

      Rachette was next to him with a similar adrenaline-pumped expression. “What’s going on?”

      Wolf was careful to raise his clean right arm as he pointed back. “Get up there now! Now! I’ll be right there!” Wolf drove away fast, checking in the side view mirror.

      Baine’s brake lights depressed after a few seconds and they drove away into the distance around the bend.

      Wolf shook his head and rubbed his face, which felt strangely dry and cracked. He flipped on the cab light and looked in the rearview mirror. The entire left side of his face was painted red with blood, from chin to eyebrow.

      “Shit!” He slapped the wheel and turned off the light.
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      Wolf drove at speed the entire way to his ranch, taking side roads through town to avoid further detection. It seemed to be a good move, as he didn’t see another department vehicle.

      He skidded to a stop in front of the ranch house. He got out and left the headlights on, illuminating the pile of dark rubble that had once been his kitchen, and stumbled through the front door. Inside, he gathered his gear, washed his face in his bedroom bathroom, drinking as much water as he could.

      Then he ran to the barn, where he shoved food packets and his camp stove into his backpack. Next, he holstered his Glock into a paddle holster, tucked it into his waist, pocketed some ammo and his Leatherman multi-tool, and uncovered his dirt bike.

      Wolf rolled the Yamaha WR450F out through the sliding barn door and leaned it on the kickstand. As it tipped, the gas tank sloshed. He unscrewed the cap and saw that there was a little under a half tank.

      He cursed himself for not buying gas as he picked up the empty can on the floor. Then he tossed it and rummaged through the debris field on the workbench to make sure he had all he needed.

      He stepped outside and listened to the night. There was a faint hum of a semi downshifting miles away, a few nearby crickets, and a jet flying above.

      As he was pulling his helmet on, he heard another faint noise. He yanked it off and held his breath. The sirens had started again, undoubtedly on their way to him.

      He put on his helmet and gloves, got on the bike, kicked up the stand, flipped the kick lever out, and prayed.

      His prayers were answered as the bike thumped to life on the second kick. Just then, a pair of headlights rose into view, coming up over the ridge through the Bull Horn gate.

      Wolf cranked the throttle once, leaned left, almost falling over with a wave of dizziness, and peeled away into the woods.
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      Connell was dead.

      Rachette wasn’t afraid to admit that he was relieved. Almost happy even. Who was he kidding? He was happy. There was no other way to put it. But worry was starting to take hold over him.

      That had been blood all over Wolf’s face. There was no mistaking what he and Baine had seen.

      The SUV went into a shuddering four-wheel slide around a corner and the back right tire dipped down, then bounced up hard.

      “Slow it down, Baine!”

      “Shit. Sorry.” Baine slowed the pace and looked to Rachette. “You saw his face.”

      Rachette kept his gaze out through the windshield, half waiting to see a family of deer standing in the middle of the darkened road any second.

      “I think we need to call this in.” Baine was shooting glances to the road and Rachette like he was watching a tennis match.

      “We aren’t calling this in. I think Wolf may be in trouble, and we need to go see what’s going on. I’m not going to say it again.” He glared at Baine. “If you touch your radio, I’ll shoot you.”

      Baine threw back his head. “Jesus, man. If he just killed Connell, who knows what kind of condition he’s in?” They drove in silence for a little. “You’d better know what you’re doing.”

      “I know Wolf. He’s …”

      Baine looked at him. “He’s what?”

      Rachette spit into his empty Red Bull can and glared out the window. “Just drive.”

      They rode in silence, following the meandering road next to the Chautauqua, until Wolf’s ranch head gate came into view.

      The front of the SUV dropped as they drove up to Wolf’s property, and the ranch rose into view.

      “There he is!” Baine leaned forward, reaching for the radio console.

      Rachette grabbed his arm and glared. “Wait a minute. Let’s talk to him. Trust me.”

      Baine ripped his arm back and drove on.

      Wolf was fifty yards ahead, a shadow against a beam of light pouring from his barn door. His SUV was parked in the dirt circle driveway, in front of the demolished kitchen.

      Rachette squinted and saw that Wolf was sitting on his dirt bike. Wolf kicked twice and a puff of smoke came out the back. Then he jerked his head up and swayed it a little from side to side. It was as if Wolf’s helmet was too heavy for his body, or like he was drunk.

      Very drunk.

      “Stop!” Rachette yelled.

      Baine stopped and they got out.

      The motorcycle jerked forward with the low sound of a four-stroke engine, and then tipped to the side. Wolf had planted a foot just in time, barely keeping the bike up as it wobbled and lurched forward, all the while the headlight swinging between the side of the house and the trees beyond. Then he spat dirt out from the back tire, rounded the right side of the house, and zipped into the trees out of sight.

      They walked to the hood of the Explorer and watched the halogen light flicker through the trees, then come to a dead stop, followed quickly by a loud crack, and then complete silence.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      Rachette pointed back. “Turn off the engine. Turn it off!”

      Baine ran back and shut it off.

      They watched quietly as the halogen on Wolf’s bike, now halfway up the hill behind Wolf’s house, pointed straight up the trunk of a pine tree. The still night carried Wolf’s shuffling and grunting from over a hundred yards away, and the bike light righted itself once again. Then the bike roared to life, and zoomed away at psychotic speed, Wolf ripping through the first three gears in a few seconds.

      The red taillight bounced out of sight, and the thumping engine finally faded behind the sound of crickets.

      “I’m calling.” Baine looked to Rachette, ducked in the vehicle, and grabbed the radio.

      Rachette didn’t protest. The truth was, Rachette didn’t know what to think.
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      Baine was wide-eyed and spilling it all to Sergeant Vickers.

      “Deputy Rachette and I witnessed Sergeant Wolf proceeding in his vehicle in the opposite direction from Sheriff Connell’s. We noticed what looked to be a lot of blood on the side of Sergeant Wolf’s face, and he was acting suspicious. So we decided we would follow him to his house. Then we saw—”

      Vickers held up a hand and leaned towards Baine. “Blood on the side of Sergeant Wolf’s face, son? And you decided to pursue an obvious suspect at that point in complete radio silence? Not calling this in to your fellow deputies, who would be obviously interested in a tidbit of information like this on the night their sheriff had just been shot five times? Murdered? You didn’t call this in?”

      Rachette stepped forward. “Sir, it was my idea to pursue Sergeant Wolf without calling it in.”

      “I’m not talkin’ to you, son.” Vickers spoke slowly, holding up a hand in Rachette’s direction.

      “I’m not your son, sir.” Rachette couldn’t help it. The slick hair, each mark of the comb grooved into his head, the perfect five o’clock shadow, the unisex cologne slathered on his skin, the silky condescending voice that commanded ultimate respect, not one iota of it deserved, the way he entered a room and asked, How we doing? We? He couldn’t stand Sergeant Vickers. Or was it Sheriff Vickers now?

      Vickers turned and looked at Rachette, holding his expressionless gaze for what seemed like a full minute, and then turned back to Baine.

      Rachette walked away through the group of lurking deputies and approached what looked to be Wilson’s vehicle driving up the road.

      Deputy Wilson teetered out of his SUV and walked over, adjusting his pants like he always did, apparently not liking the tight fit on his ample frame. His partner, Hayburn, wasn’t far behind, out the passenger door.

      “What the heck’s going on?” Wilson was a fellow second year. His pupils were wide open, and he didn’t blink. It was the second time in two days that the full roster of deputies had convened on Wolf’s property, and just like the first time, everyone was jacked up.

      “I don’t know.” Rachette wasn’t going to speculate. There was no denying it, though. It wasn’t looking too good. Wolf’s blood had been found on the accelerator, brake pedal, and floor mat of his SUV. Boot prints were found trudging through Connell’s blood at the murder scene. There were five shell casings found at the scene. It would be a simple matter to match any fingerprints on the casings to Wolf’s.

      He didn’t like it one bit. But Wolf could still be innocent. Or if he was guilty, he would have had a good reason to do what he did.

      Shit. There wasn’t a good reason for murder like that.

      Everyone turned toward the gate as a roaring diesel engine and pair of headlights rose into view.

      Rachette perked up as Vickers stopped talking to Baine and walked towards the approaching lights. He was straightening his shirt and adjusting his belt, waiting with a solemn expression.

      As the large Ford diesel truck thundered closer, Rachette could see the double-horseshoe symbol painted on the door.

      Gary Connell cut the engine and stepped out of the truck, or more like fell out of it, stumbling onto his knees, then got up and marched to Vickers. “Where the fuck is he?”

      Vickers took off his hat and said some low words that Rachette couldn’t hear, pointed towards the barn, then the hills beyond the half-charred house.

      Gary Connell was a mess. His eyes were bloodshot and streaming, and his upper lip was shiny with snot. He wiped both on the long sleeve of his flannel pajama top and walked alongside Vickers.

      Rachette noticed that Gary Connell still had slippers on and he felt a twang of pity for the man. Rachette had not had many interactions with Gary Connell over the couple years he had been in town. In fact, Gary hadn’t said a single word to Rachette other than Nice to meet you as they shook hands at some point during the previous summer.

      The man’s attitude emanated a power and confidence he hadn’t seen in anyone else but Wolf. And for sixty or so years old, he was in impressive physical shape. Put it all together—the man, the money, and the power—and he was an imposing figure, to say the least. So when Gary locked his wide eyes on Rachette’s, pointed, and marched straight towards him, Rachette’s pulse raised a few BPMs.

      “You’re Rachette?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Why didn’t you call this in earlier?”

      Rachette sucked in a breath and set his feet, wondering whether he was about to get strangled for the second time in less than eight hours. This time by Dad.

      “Sir. We—I didn’t think that—”

      Gary waved a hand. “We don’t have any time to listen to your bullshit answer.” His voice quivered as his eyes bore into Rachette’s. “I know who you are, and how you’d do anything to protect Wolf.” He stepped close and finger-pecked Rachette’s chest. “Just know this, Rachette, if anything else goes wrong from now on, you’re out of a job. I’ll see to it personally.”

      Rachette nodded and noticed Wilson shuffling into the quiet obscurity of the rest of the men.

      To Rachette’s relief, Gary turned and walked on, raising his voice to address the group.

      “Sergeant David Wolf killed my only son tonight. Shot him five times.” His head dropped and his body shook, sobbing. “Where did he go?”

      Gary stared at the ground for a few seconds, then looked sideways and lifted his head. “That was a question! Where did he go?”

      Rachette cleared his throat. “Sir, he was on his—”

      “Not you.” Gary’s voice was ice as he pointed a shaking finger at Rachette.

      Baine spoke up. “Sir, when we arrived, we witnessed him get on his motorcycle. He had a backpack on, and was dressed in black. He went up the hill around the back of the house. He looked intoxicated, I think. We witnessed him crash the motorcycle into a tree, then he picked up the bike and continued around the mountain on that trail.” Baine pointed. “That trail up there.”

      Gary narrowed his eyes, looking to the moonlit mountain covered with burned, skeletal trees. “This is a dangerous man, Deputies. Five shots, two to the head, three to the body.” His voice was steady as he stared into nothing. “That’s what he did to my son.”

      He paced in front of the deputies, looking at the ground, then stopped. “I just want to remind you men that David Wolf is an ex-army ranger. A trained killing machine. Don’t be fooled for one second. The man you have gotten to know over the past few years is gone. The smiling face, the friendship you may have garnered with him over the years.” He looked pointedly to Rachette. “That is long gone. You saw what he did to my son last week, and now he’s finished the job.” He shook his head. “He’s snapped.”

      The men surrounding Rachette glanced at one another. They were shaking their heads, looking like they disbelieved how far one of their own had fallen.

      What he did to my son last week? Were they really believing this?

      Gary looked to Vickers and nodded.

      Vickers took the silent cue and stepped forward. “There’s more, guys. We’ve got a positive match on fingerprints taken from the knife found at the stabbing last night. They’re Wolf’s.”

      Rachette’s stomach twisted.

      “Deputy Rachette, can you tell us all who Mark Wilson is?” Vickers asked.

      “Uh … excuse me?”

      “I asked you, can you please tell us who Mark Wilson is, Deputy Rachette?”

      “I’ve … I’ve never met him, sir.”

      “I didn’t ask that. Can you tell us who he is, please?”

      Gary was glaring at Rachette with a snarl on his face.

      Vickers held his determined stare.

      “Mark Wilson is now lying in a critical condition in County General,” Vickers said. “And who do you think is there to comfort him as he sits on the brink of death? His girlfriend, Sarah Muller. Formerly known as Sarah Wolf.” Vickers let his glare linger on Rachette for a few more seconds, and then turned to the others.

      “We have a killer on the loose. He’s stabbed his ex-wife’s boyfriend, and now he’s killed our sheriff. We need to stop this man before he kills again.

      “I have K-9 units on the way from Summit County, and we’ll have a chopper at our disposal tomorrow morning. Right now, I want every deputy down at the station in fifteen for a briefing.”

      “If I may say something here, Sergeant Vickers.” Gary sniffed and wiped his eyes, stepping forward.

      “Of course, sir.”

      “I think he may be coming after me. He called me yesterday, after this happened,” he pointed to the charred remains of the ranch-house kitchen, “on Derek’s phone. I don’t know, you guys might have seen it. He seemed pretty angry. Then I heard that fight break out from over the phone.” He breathed a heavy sigh. “I don’t know why, but I just think it may be a good idea to check the trails that lead north to my ranch. Or any of the trails behind the ranch as well. He’s out for blood. And I have a feeling his sights are on me.”

      Rachette studied Gary. Was Gary behind the explosion yesterday? Was Wolf right? Rachette looked at the tinted windows of Gary’s Ford truck. Was that big ex-navy SEAL that Wolf was talking about in there?

      “Thank you, sir.” Vickers finger-combed his stiff hair and bowed his head. “We’ll find him, sir. Words cannot express how sorry we are for your loss.”

      Gary sniffed, looked to the stars as a tear streamed down his cheek, and then walked to his truck.

      “All right! Let’s get going!” Vickers twirled his hand above his head and the men scrambled to their vehicles.

      The front of Wolf’s property exploded into the sound of engines firing, lights bathing the grass and surrounding trees. Over it all, Rachette heard Gary’s diesel roar to life as it reversed into the field. For a moment, its headlights stopped on Rachette.

      Rachette stood still, squinting into the blinding beams.

      “Rachette, let’s go!” Baine’s voice was barely audible over the erupting engines.

      Rachette stood unmoved.

      The diesel rolled slowly forward for a few feet, like a bull beginning a charge. Then the front wheels turned and it thundered down the way it had come.
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      Gary watched Buck scale the side of the large excavator and shove his head into the open compartment that exposed the inner workings of the machine. Slivers of light escaped from the engine housing as he dug around with his flashlight. Then he jumped down and went to the rear, opened another compartment, and put on the screw cap.

      When he was done, Buck climbed into the cab and fired it up.

      The excavator jumped from the torque of the roaring engine and spewed a cloud of smoke from the exhaust.

      And right there was the reason he kept Buck around.

      Earl was high on the hill keeping watch—a less impressive, but just as vital role.

      The boom raised, the stick extended, and the bucket dug in high on the scree pile and then pulled down. He lifted a pile of the big rocks, twisted the cab, and dropped them to the ground with a thud that Gary could feel in his feet.

      Gary took a Cohiba Behike out of his pocket, cut it, and lit it with a wooden match. He only ever smoked the ultra-expensive brand of cigar on occasions when he’d accomplished a major feat, completed tasks that had particularly drained him such as a successful bear kill with a bow, a lucrative land deal, or a profitable merger. Whatever the occasion, in order to smoke one of these, it had to be an incredibly difficult task that took all his skills and pushed him to the limits of his will power and determination.

      He puffed gently, walking away from the deafening diesel, rolling the soft cylinder between his fingers, knowing he’d earned every molecule of the fragrant smoke that streamed out of his nostrils.

      Gary sucked in the delicious vapor and narrowed his eyes, watching Buck shovel rocks in the distance.

      Sure, Young had pulled the trigger and done the dirty work, but Gary’s acting job in front of the men of the sheriff’s department had been a thing of beauty to top it all off. And that was putting it mildly. That performance was a final act of an entire life’s work. Looking at it that way, he deserved more than this four-hundred-and-fifty-dollar rolled-up piece of junk for what he had just endured.

      And what he had just endured was playing a part for the past twenty-five years. Jesus. Had it been twenty-five years since he had learned that that muscle-bound weak excuse for a human being was not even his own son?

      His wife had paid immediately for the lie. And ever since her untimely death, he had been paying for it a thousand fold.

      For twenty-five years he’d been putting on the act of his life, pretending to care about that worthless sack of muscles in order to deflect any suspicion of his involvement in Derek’s mother’s death. Well, he was finally done paying. It was like selling off a toxic asset. No more pretending.

      He relaxed his grip on the Cohiba and puffed it gently again.

      A husky voice warmed his ear. “Gotcha.”

      Gary turned, flipping the cigar out of his mouth and onto the ground in a shower of sparks. “Jesus Christ! Don’t do that!”

      Young stood back and stared towards the excavator.

      Gary was beginning to think there was something supernatural about this guy. “Did you drive here? Where’s your car?”

      “It’s down the road.”

      Gary eyed him as Earl’s voice scratched through the radio. “You okay, boss?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Gary put the radio back on his belt, picked up the cigar with a quick brush and lit it again. Young was smiling at him. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Young was studying him with a slight look of … was it respect? “I just didn’t think you’d be so … normal. You know, after your son was so brutally murdered tonight and all.”

      “He wasn’t my son.” Gary’s voice was almost inaudible. He puffed a few times and flipped ash onto the ground.

      Young raised his eyebrows.

      They stood in silence, watching Buck work the machinery.

      “So?” Gary gave him a sideways glance and held out his hand.

      “So what?”

      He turned to Young. “What do you mean, so what? Where is it?”

      Young smiled again. “Relax. He didn’t have it on him. It’s probably at his house. I obviously couldn’t get it last night.” His eyes bore into Gary’s. “I’ll get it.”

      “Shit.” Gary put the cigar in his mouth. “What about Wolf?”

      Young’s eyes were half closed. “He’s headed towards us, just like we thought. He stopped about halfway, probably to pass out for the night. I’m heading to your house now to get some rest, then I’ll get him in the morning.”

      Gary glared at Young. “I’m telling you, this guy isn’t a pushover. You’ll have to watch your ass with him now. He knows you’re coming.”

      Young’s face didn’t move a millimeter. Did he even breathe?

      “Pretty slow going,” Young finally said, nodding towards the excavator.

      “Well, good thing you have plenty else to worry about besides what goes on here.”

      Young stared at Gary. “Oh, I’m not worried about what happens here one bit.”

      A chill crawled up Gary’s spine as he thought about that. “If this doesn’t work out, you’ll be out of a job, for one.”

      “And that’s all I’ll be. Out of a job.” Young slapped Gary on the shoulder, hard, then turned to walk through the gate.
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      Wolf crouched in a hole on a bare mountainside high above treeline. At over twelve thousand feet, it was still well below freezing in the shaded southwestern slope. Just a few feet away, the eastern side of the mountain was bathed in the warmth of the rising sun. But he didn’t want to risk any reflections so he kept inside the shadow.

      He tucked his chin underneath the neck of his frosty jacket, and with as little movement as possible scanned the terrain below through his high-powered binoculars.

      It had been an hour since the first rays of light had risen over the eastern peaks, and Wolf could now see shimmering pinpoint reflections off windows and rooftops in town far below to the west.

      There didn’t seem to be any action out of the ordinary in town—not that he could see much from such a distance—but he knew the manhunt would be well underway by now.

      Wolf sat up a little as he heard a faint rumble of a four-stroke engine. It sounded like a motorcycle—like his Yamaha or an ATV. It grew louder below, and finally he could sense it was coming from the right.

      He pointed the binoculars as a four-wheeler slowly came over the hill and stopped. Its engine at an idle was almost inaudible from the four-hundred-yard distance.

      The image of Young on a parked ATV bounced gently in Wolf’s binoculars. The big guy was digging for something in a pack on his lap, looking down. Then he unshouldered his rifle and pointed it towards the group of bushes where Wolf had ditched the motorcycle.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes.

      Young seemed to think better of taking the shot, and shouldered his rifle, then accelerated fast down the hill.

      Wolf followed with the lenses.

      A few seconds later the sound waves of the thumping engine hit—a long sustained acceleration that ended in scraping tires.

      Young jumped off and walked to the lone clump of foliage on an otherwise desolate-looking high-mountain landscape.

      There was no way he could have seen the bike from the top of the hill, or could see it at all now. Wolf had made sure of that the night before.

      Wolf had ridden hard for over three hours, leaving scent decoys, doubling back on his trail numerous times, ultimately ending up in a place that was as nondescript as any.

      He was nowhere near Gary’s 2Shoe ranch, miles away in fact, and he’d hidden the bike completely. Nonetheless, here was Young. And Young walked straight to it, bent down, and threw back the limbs Wolf had placed over it without a second’s hesitation.

      Soon it made sense. Young dug around for a few seconds, as if looking for something on the bike, or underneath it. When he stood up, he had a small white object in his hand. He pulled another item from his pocket and looked at them both, then walked to his four-wheeler and dug in the pack on the back of his seat.

      He had retrieved a GPS tracking device.

      Wolf began taking mental stock of all the gear he’d taken from his house the previous night, all the while keeping the big man in the bobbing view of his binoculars. Wolf was reasonably confident that there were no more devices on him. More likely, Young had attached them to Wolf’s vehicles, keeping track of him all last night, and then getting an early start this morning.

      Wolf swung the binoculars back to the crest of the hill where Young had come from. There was nobody else. Certainly not any cops. Wolf cursed himself for not bringing a rifle.

      Young was obviously out for blood, and at this point he would be praised as a hero if he came back with Wolf’s head in a duffle bag. He was alone, so he could say it was self-defense if he killed Wolf. Or maybe there were strict shoot-to-kill orders for Wolf right now straight from Vickers, the acting sheriff.

      Wolf shivered. Not because he was still covered with overnight frost, but at the thought that Gary Connell had murdered his only son. Why? To create this chance to kill Wolf?

      Or had he? Maybe this Young guy was working alone with his own agenda. If so, why?

      Wolf swept the binoculars back downhill.

      His stomach lurched as the distant image filled his view. Young was standing dead still, pointing his rifle straight at him.

      Wolf held his breath and didn’t blink. Every muscle on his body tensed, ready to duck at the first sign of a muzzle flash, knowing that the bullet could reach him faster than the sound of the shot.

      After a few agonizing moments, Young slowly swung his rifle to the shadowed slope to Wolf’s right, then back and forth a few times.

      Wolf stayed still, taking slow breaths into the neck of his coat, hoping his breath was invisible at such a distance.

      With a lightning-quick movement, Young put the rifle on his shoulder, then crouched down, feeling the ground with his hand.

      In just a few seconds, Young found Wolf’s tracks and followed them.

      Wolf relaxed as Young walked in the opposite direction, following the misdirection Wolf had laid down. His tracks went on for hundreds of yards and would end on a flat granite formation in the distance. Even so, Wolf had continued for another hundred yards, leaving telltale scrapes in lichen and overturned pebbles before doubling back and finally resting in his current spot.

      After twenty yards, Young stood straight, turned around, marched back towards his four-wheeler, and fired it up.

      Wolf watched for twenty minutes as Young crept up the open expanse, following Wolf’s tracks, leaning off the edge of his seat.

      At the summit of the gentle rise, Young paused, scanning in front of him, then disappeared over the hill. The droning engine faded to nothing a few seconds later.

      

      Wolf pulled out his cell phone. It had no service, and the battery was almost dead. He pulled out his Leatherman multi-tool, wrenched off the SIM cardholder, and removed the card.

      He pressed the power button, then, with a sharp breath, remembered the attempted audio recording from last night, and switched the phone back on.

      Dammit. The drug hangover slowed his mind, and was beginning to get on his nerves.

      He opened the voice-memo application and looked at the latest file. It was thirty-seven minutes long, dated the night before. He pushed play.

      Wolf stretched his legs, scanned the horizon of where Young had just gone, and listened.

      “Gotcha.” It was the whisper in his ear. On his ear. It seemed a lot louder on the recording than he remembered. It was more of a loud declaration by Young than the whisper Wolf remembered. Then there was a full five minutes of shuffling, scraping, grunting, and inaudible noises from Young.

      Then five blasts.

      And a lot of laughing.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and listened to the phone—another few minutes of shuffling, all the while with the same incessant laughing. Wolf turned up the volume as loud as it would go.

      Young’s voice was muffled and sounded distant. “Oh, you’re dead now. You’re dead now. You’re dead now.” Then there was a long pause. “You dead?”

      Wolf put the speaker to his ear.

      It sounded like Young was hyperventilating. Then came a series of maniacal giggles, each one rising in pitch as if asking a question.

      Wolf looked at the phone, a chill snaking up his body.

      The guy was a nut-job. He’d seen men in the army who seemed to enjoy killing too much. But this was taking it to a whole new level.

      Maybe Young was acting alone.

      Wolf put the speaker back to his ear. There was dead silence.

      He pressed his finger on the forward button, stopping at a sound. He reversed and played it.

      It sounded like Young was making a phone call, with a lot of back-and-forth talking in a calm manner.

      The call ended, and there were several minutes of silence again.

      Wolf pressed his finger on the forward button, waiting for another sign of sounds.

      He stopped and reversed again near the end. It was Young trying to wake him up, throwing water and smacking him.

      “Hi, I just heard shots fired at Derek Connell’s place. There were a lot of them. Please come quick … Wake up, you’ve only got a few minutes.”

      Then there was the sound of Wolf missing two calls, him slowly snapping out of his unconscious state, and his drunken words with Rachette.

      Wolf stopped the recording, shut off the phone completely, and took a deep breath.

      There was no reason for Young to have let Wolf go, to have warned him that the cops were coming, unless Young had wanted him to run—to be in the situation he found himself in now.

      And right now? Wolf was a dangerous man who had just shot the sheriff five times, and then fled into the woods. He was a hunted man.

      Shoot to kill. Wolf knew with a sinking feeling that those would be the orders.

      Wolf stood up on legs that ached from a long night’s ride, chock full of uncirculated lactic acid from sitting still for hours on end in the freezing temperature.

      He looked again to the horizon and listened to the chirps of marmots scurrying above him, squinted into the warmth of the rising sun, found the rocky formation he was looking for, took two quick breaths, and began jogging.
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      Young drove slowly over the gentle rise, and then accelerated hard downhill for fifty yards. He slammed the brakes, skidding the ATV to a ninety-degree stop, and killed the engine at the same time. Before it came to rest, he jumped off on the downhill side and landed, his feet already moving as fast as they could.

      Young sprinted downhill, reaching the tree line, then hopped over a fallen tree at breakneck speed, landed on the knife-edge of a boulder, stepped onto a flat rock, and jumped.

      Thirty feet later he landed on a steep dirt chute in a feet-first baseball slide. Just before careening into a car-sized rock, he dug in his boots and jumped, hand-slap-vaulting over it with ease. He ran to his left and jumped onto a steep scree pile.

      The wind rushed through his closely cropped hair as he took giant, bouncing strides straight down the loose rock. He gained even more speed, covering huge distances with each step, until he turned at just the right moment, executing a long hockey stop.

      In a fluid move, he stepped onto a narrow dirt trail, and looked up with a lazy expression. He’d covered the hundreds of vertical feet in seconds. Maybe he’d take up extreme skiing this upcoming winter.

      He squinted and saw the gleam of the red four-wheeler on the slope above. If someone saw it, they saw it. It didn’t matter. He’d left no trace of himself on it. He never did.

      He began jogging.

      His lips curled into a small smile as he thought about Wolf, sitting on the side of the hill, then he frowned. Wolf’s mistake was almost disappointing. But the whole interaction had made it interesting at least.

      Does he see me? Is he gonna shoot?

      He allowed a small laugh, then blanked his face and upped the pace.
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      Wolf pushed hard up the side of the mountain, cursing the cigarettes he’d allowed himself the past two weeks as a searing pain developed in the center of his lungs. His legs weren’t in the kind of shape he would have liked either—his calves were knots, his thighs sluggish, and a strain had opened up in the right side of his groin. His mind, however, pushed him forward without mercy.

      He didn’t know whether he was being paranoid, but the more Wolf had thought about Young, staring at him through the rifle scope, the faster Wolf had run, until finally Wolf had been in an all-out sprint for ten minutes—fighting for the high ground he scaled towards now.

      When he reached the top of the rise, he stopped, keeping a rock outcropping to the west, towards the way he’d just come from. He huffed through his teeth for a minute, then finally closed his mouth, fighting the coughing reflex the best he could. Damn cigarettes.

      Wolf’s thumping heart was loud in his ears as he leaned against the rock and peered over the side.

      Not thirty seconds later he heard a noise.

      Young came into view from behind a rock outcropping far below and to the left. His feet pounded on the dusty trail in a fast perfect rhythm. His huge strides propelled his body forward with the ferocity of a charging grizzly bear. His face, however, was dead calm, as if watching a boring TV show.

      He covered fifty yards with the speed of a NFL wide receiver, then slowed to a dead stop just below Wolf with an agility that didn’t seem natural for such a large man.

      He looked up the slope opposite Wolf and pumped his lungs with big heaves of his chest. After a full minute of standing still and catching his breath, he turned in a slow circle. Listening.

      Wolf’s lungs itched and rattled, demanding he expel the cigarette tar with a violent cough. He smothered his face in his sleeve and breathed slow.

      Young did a full circle and then looked down. He was scanning the dusty trail for prints.

      Wolf had crossed the trail no more than fifty feet beyond where Young was. If it came down to it, and Young came up after him, Wolf would be able to sit tight and pick him off from his higher ground. Of course, Young would know that. Picking Young off now would take out any uncertainty, but he was too far to hit with his Glock.

      Finally, it looked like Young had come to a decision, snapping his head up the slope to the west.

      Wolf watched the big man climb with ease, gaining altitude fast, all the while following parallel with Wolf’s tracks.

      Thankfully Young kept meandering his way left, away from the tracks, and finally climbed out of view, undoubtedly to ambush Wolf where he had sat fifteen minutes ago.

      Wolf inhaled and muffled a hard cough into his sleeve, clearing his lungs in one push. There was no telling how long it would take Young to realize that Wolf was gone, and then to figure out just where to. Wolf was counting on Young thinking he’d gone north and west, towards the two peaks—towards the backside of Connell’s ranch.

      If Young was an experienced tracker, however, he might see what little ground sign Wolf had left, leading him back down the way he’d come, and hot on Wolf’s trail to the east.

      He’d bought some time. But how much?

      He turned to the northeast and picked out the dark-brown cone of rock. It was miles away on the other side of the vast forested valley floor. The journey would provide good cover, the prize at the end hopefully being help. Maybe even a rifle.

      But it had been a long time. Would the old guy recognize him? Was he even alive? Would he shoot Wolf?

      There was no better option.
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      Rachette crunched his way over the dried pine needles and stepped over a log, scratching his ankle on a jagged branch. “Shit.”

      Vickers stopped, shooting him a glare over his shoulder. He’d been watching Rachette like a hawk since they left Wolf’s property at first light. Vickers was obviously certain that Rachette was going to be in touch with Wolf at some point, and Vickers was determined to catch him in the act.

      It was getting old.

      “Not talking to Wolf.” Rachette raised his hands.

      Vickers stared at him a beat, then turned around and kept walking.

      After a few minutes, a deputy led by a hulking German shepherd came scrambling into view straight ahead of them. “It’s another scent decoy.” The K-9 unit deputy from Summit County held up a dirty sock stuffed with rocks towards Vickers.

      Rachette suppressed a smile.

      “This is getting ridiculous. Do we even have the general direction he went in?” Vickers took off his cowboy hat, wiped his forehead, and looked into the distance.

      They had been moving north with the dogs, which had been following Wolf’s scent for the past hour. Before that, they’d headed southeast for an hour and a half. The net effect on their location was somewhere straight east of Wolf’s ranch, on the sunbaked side of a thinly treed mountain.

      It was hot, Rachette’s body was aching, and he was desperate for sleep. Then Rachette thought of Wolf. With the misdirection the search teams were encountering, he doubted Wolf had had any sleep the night before.

      Rachette pulled his phone from his pocket and gave it a quick look again. There was no sign of a message from Wolf.

      Vickers saw him do it, and Rachette didn’t care.

      The helicopter thumped over the ridge into view again, drowning out any sounds.

      Vickers watched the helicopter leave and fade into the distance as he walked over. He took off his backpack and set it on the ground, took a sip of his water, and held it out to Rachette.

      Rachette shook his head.

      “What do you think?” Vickers wafted his shirt. The smell of cologne and sweat billowed out in an invisible noxious cloud.

      “What do you mean?”

      Vickers looked at Rachette. “You know Wolf. Tell me what you’re thinking. You keep checking that phone.”

      Rachette narrowed his eyes. It was the first time Vickers had given him a sincere look in the eye since they had met. Like they were suddenly equals. “I think he didn’t do any of this.”

      Vickers gave a high-pitched laugh, closing his eyes to the sky. “Come on. Seriously?”

      Rachette said nothing.

      Vickers held up a hand. “Okay, fine. But you’ve gotta convince me here. You think your man didn’t do this. Why? Tell me.”

      Rachette held the man’s gaze. “Who the hell are you?”

      Vickers blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “You heard me. You come waltzing in here, and take Wolf’s position while Connell takes sheriff?”

      “I was hired by Sluice County, just like you.”

      Rachette shook his head and gave a laugh of his own. “Nah. Not just like me. You had a straight line into the Sheriff’s Department through the Connells. I came in here and interviewed for the job with the sheriff, just like everyone else in this department. I never saw you set foot in the station until the day you started. How’d you pull that off?”

      Vickers glared. “I was recruited by Mr. Connell, hired by the county council.” His voice turned icy. “And that’s that.”

      Rachette shook his head and looked down the slope.

      Vickers took another sip of water. “Look, I’m serious here. I want to know how you think Wolf could not be responsible for murder. If not him, then who?”

      Rachette wondered just what angle Vickers was taking. Was he reporting back to Gary?

      “Fine. Keep quiet.” Vickers put his bottle in his backpack, shouldered it, and walked away. After a few feet, he came to a halt. “I keep hearing about how great this guy Wolf is. The truth is, I’d sure like to believe the great stories, and I’d sure like to work with a guy like that if I’m going to live out my career in the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department, which I plan on doing. I, for one, like it here. Just like I know you do.” He kept walking.

      “Sergeant Vickers.”

      Vickers stopped and turned his head halfway.

      Rachette took a sip of his water and decided it couldn’t hurt to talk. “Tuesday night at the Beer Goggles Bar, Wolf was sure he saw a needle mark on Jerry Blackman’s neck. Was there? Were there drugs in his system?”

      Vickers turned around and nodded. “We found some sedatives in his system.”

      “Why would Wolf do that to the guy? Secondly, Wolf pointed that out to me. Why would he point out the needle mark on Blackman’s neck? And Wolf also found some large footprints and tire tread marks that led to the back of the bar. It looked like someone, a very large someone, had backed a truck up and unloaded Mark Wilson’s body.”

      “Why didn’t Wolf mention any of this to us?” Vickers asked.

      “I don’t know, maybe because earlier that day his house had exploded. Almost killing his son in the process. And he had all the reason in the world to believe Connell was behind that. He saw a flash inside the door, and he was suspecting arson, which was confirmed by the fire investigators, by the way. So why would he go telling his theories to Connell? And who’s to say you didn’t know about the explosion, too?”

      Vickers stared for a few long seconds and raised his eyebrows. “Did you know that Gary was going to raise the rent on Wolf’s property?”

      Rachette frowned at the sudden shift in topics. And, no, he hadn’t known about that.

      Vickers softened his expression. “From what I’ve gathered from Gary, Wolf was pretty furious about not getting the sheriff job and threatened Gary after he tried to offer Wolf a job. Gary reacted a little harshly, telling him he was going to have to raise the rent, which he says he had no intention of doing.” Vickers shrugged. “So, the question is, what if Wolf rigged the house to blow? Out of revenge or spite.” Vickers stepped closer and cocked his head. “Didn’t Wolf’s father build that house? And now he was getting run out by Gary?”

      Rachette shook his head. “No. Listen.” Rachette looked vacantly at the approaching helicopter. “What about the big ex-navy SEAL guy Gary is hanging out with? The chief of security for the mining company, or whatever he is. Young, that’s his name. Those were Young’s boot prints at the stabbing. Young drugged Mark Wilson and Jerry Blackman out back of the Beer Goggles Bar, and then planted the knife on Blackman.”

      Vickers dropped his gaze and scraped the dirt with his boot. He looked up and shrugged. “Who’s Young?”

      Rachette looked away as he felt his face flush. Rachette realized he’d never actually seen the ex-navy SEAL in question.

      Vickers nodded. “I know it must be hard to see your mentor unraveling in front of your eyes.” He held up his hands quickly. “Or maybe he just didn’t do any of this, like you said. But let’s look at what the facts are telling us. He just came back from a harrowing experience, bringing his dead brother back from overseas. His ex-wife just gets out of rehab, and she’s dating some other guy instead of him. And to top it off, he doesn’t get appointed to sheriff, a job he wanted more than anything in the world. A job his father used to have before he was killed in the line of duty. Hell,” Vickers ripped off his hat, slapped it on his leg, and squinted into the sun, “I’d snap if I was him, too. Sure as shit I’d snap.”

      Rachette’s mind swirled as he looked into the trees below. Connell. He’d seen the murderous intent in Connell’s eyes as he’d strangled Rachette against the garage wall.

      Rachette nodded and stepped forward. “All right. We’ll see.”

      Vickers put a firm hand on his shoulder. “We’ll shoot first, and then we’ll see.” His eyebrows were raised high. “I’m in charge now, and that’s an order. I’m not going to jeopardize more lives on your defiant hunch. You got that, Deputy Rachette?”

      Rachette ducked his shoulder and walked away.
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      Sweat slid down the side of Wolf’s cheek as he walked on the fine rocky soil of the valley floor. He stopped in the trees near the edge of a clearing, wiped his forehead with his bare forearm and pulled his wet camo tee shirt away from his skin.

      It was humid, and dark clouds were popping straight up into tall towers in the southwest.

      The cone of rock he’d known as Pyramid Peak—a steep geological formation hundreds of feet high, with no trees, and millions of years old—was close now, looming high above the pines just to the north.

      He took off his backpack and crammed a nutrition bar in his mouth, then took a quick gulp of water and stood still in the freshening breeze. Wolf could smell the strange aftershave-like scent again, this time closer.

      He stood dead still. “It’s David Wolf. I’m here to see you.”

      There was no sound except the wind breathing through the tops of the trees, and the long chattering of a treetop squirrel.

      Wolf set down the water and held out both his arms, palms out.

      The voice came from behind him. “Turn around slow.”

      Wolf did.

      The first thing he saw was the muzzle of a rifle. The wood stock of it was tucked into the armpit of a dirty brown tee shirt, like how a little kid would hold a toy rifle. But the man holding the gun wasn’t playing. The hammer was cocked, his finger was white on the trigger, and the muzzle was still.

      Wolf spoke quickly. “Sir, it’s David Wolf. Do you remember me? I’ve been here a couple times with my father, Daniel Wolf.”

      The old man’s eyes narrowed and he looked Wolf up and down. “David Wolf?”

      A waft of breeze hit them, bringing with it the faint thumping sound of the helicopter circling the sky to the southwest.

      The pulsing of the rotor grew louder and the man tilted his head and gave it a glance.

      Wolf didn’t move. He didn’t need to look. From the sound, he knew it was searching near the ditched motorcycle, miles away. Instead, he studied the familiar man before him.

      It had been seventeen years since he last saw Martin Running Warrior. The old man’s skin was rougher now, looking like deeply tanned, well-worn leather. His eyes were dark coffee, wide and alert. Straight silver hair, wet with sweat around his ears, peeked out from underneath a dusty gray cowboy hat that had a band of turquoise beads around the crown.

      Wolf remembered the rifle from seventeen years ago—a Winchester with engraved silver plating where the shoulder stock met the barrel. It looked well cleaned and oiled.

      Martin flicked a glance towards the helicopter as the sound faded, then tilted his head again. “What’s my Navajo name?”

      “I don’t remember.” Wolf watched him narrow his eyes. “I just remember what it means. Running Warrior.”

      The man relaxed and lowered his rifle, then uncocked the hammer, shaking his head. “It’s Hashké Dilwo'ii” He leaned forward, emphasizing the syllables.

      Wolf nodded.

      Martin scoffed and glared at him. “There is nothing worse than forgetting who you are.” He turned and began walking toward Pyramid Peak. “I take it you aren’t here for a refresher course.” He gestured in the direction of the faint drone of the helicopter. “I take it you are looking for a place to hide.”

      Wolf followed close. “I need help, and I need to use your phone. I’m in a bit of trouble.”

      Martin stopped and looked him up and down for a second. “You look just like your father.”

      Wolf nodded, unsure how to respond.

      

      Martin’s house was a large shoebox design made from decaying wood. The corrugated metal roof was pieced together from smaller scraps of all shapes, sizes, and rust hues. No perimeter fencing or landscaping surrounded the house, but heaps of old tools, machines, and bones seemed to clearly mark where Martin had decided his property ended and nature began.

      Behind the house was a tall outcropping of granite and, beyond that, the towering Pyramid Peak cinder cone.

      There were no roads entering the property, and Martin looked like he still didn’t have a car, but there was an ATV under a tree, covered by a tarp.

      Wolf wondered how many visitors Martin had on his property per year. Probably countable on one hand.

      Martin led him inside the small building, sat him in a chair, and slapped down a steaming plastic plate of dark-brown meat stew piled on top of potatoes.

      Wolf sat motionless at the tiny kitchen table, his mouth watering at the aroma of the food in front of him. He hesitated, eyeing Martin’s empty hands.

      “Eat. I’ve got plenty more.” Martin opened a small refrigerator that sat on a flaking linoleum floor, pulled out one of many Tupperware containers, and poured some of the contents into a pot on the gas stove. “I was making lunch when I heard you coming.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow and dug into the stew, wondering how the man could have been cooking inside his cabin and yet heard his approach. Wolf recognized the gamey taste of elk as he chewed. The broth was filled with spices, the potatoes soft. It was heaven in a spoon.

      Martin turned on the stove and stirred the contents of the pot.

      The rectangular space of the room was adorned with various Navajo works of art. The obvious attention to interior decoration lay in stark contrast to the utilitarian junk-pile look of the exterior. A cast-iron wood stove was the centerpiece of the tiny house. A cot topped with folded blankets of Navajo design squatted in one corner, and a bookshelf adorned with stacks of books stood in another. It looked to be filled exclusively with survival and Native American publications.

      Wolf felt self-conscious in the presence of the man. Other than knowing that he himself was one-eighth Navajo—Wolf’s great-grandfather being full-blooded—his knowledge of the Navajo Nation was limited. Years ago his father had brought him to Martin a few times for that very reason: to teach him about his heritage.

      Since then, he’d forgotten most of what he’d learned. He realized that there was another reason for wearing the ring he’d found on his father’s armoire. Guilt. Wearing the ring felt like he was keeping the connection. But, he knew, wearing the ring was an action that didn’t take any real commitment on his part.

      Wolf’s stomach sank as he thumbed his left pinky, realizing his father’s ring was gone.

      He tried to think back to when he’d had it on last. He must have pulled it off when he removed his gloves one of the many times last night. Which meant it could have been anywhere in the hundreds of square miles of forest to the south.

      “What’s wrong?” Martin sat down and took a spoon-full from his bowl.

      Wolf rubbed his finger. “I uh … lost my father’s ring.” He picked up his spoon and took a bite.

      “Important to you, was it?” Martin asked.

      Wolf nodded. “It was actually a Navajo design.”

      “Really? Silver, was it?”

      “Yeah. It was.” Wolf glanced at him. “Why?”

      “It was probably made by the Atsidii.” He pointed through the wall to the north, waited, and then rolled his eyes. “The Silversmith.”

      Wolf shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      Martin got up and went to his bookshelf, then returned with a bracelet. He held it in front of Wolf’s face. “Did it have this marking?” He pointed to a square engraving on the inside of the bracelet. “This was his mark.”

      Wolf reached out and rubbed the mark. “Yes. It did have that. And it had another engraving.”

      “What did it say?”

      Wolf squirmed in his chair. “I don’t remember the Navajo words. But I know it meant ‘I Love You.’ Then there was a year—1985.”

      Martin stared at him a beat. “Ayóó' ánííníshní. That is what the engraving said, if it said I love you.”

      Wolf kept eating. “You said, was the Silversmith’s mark. Is the Silversmith dead?”

      Martin swallowed a mouthful of food, then raised a lip like he was a snarling dog. “No. The Silversmith lived here many years ago, then sold his land and left with his family.” He said it with such contempt that it looked like he might spit on the table.

      Wolf straightened. “You seem upset about it.”

      Martin ate a few bites, breathing heavily through his nose. “He sold the land to the mining company, so they could rape it.” He glared at Wolf.

      “The Connell-Brack Mine to the north?” Wolf raised his eyebrows. “He owned all that land?”

      Martin shook his head. “Not that land. He sold his land. To the south.”

      “Are you talking about the land just east of the highway? East of Cave Creek Canyon, with the old run-down house on it?” He thought about his conversation with Dennis Muller.

      Martin continued eating. “Yes. That is the land.”

      “But there are no tailings. No mine entrances, no pits. That land is untouched except for that old house.”

      Martin pointed with his fork. “You don’t see it, but they are raping the land from underneath. I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire mountainside collapsed today.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and took another bite.

      Martin continued eating with his head down. “They will come after me next with an offer, and when they do, I will make them a counter offer with my rifle.” He chuffed through his nostrils and kept eating.

      The sound of the helicopter outside grew louder for a few moments and then faded. Wolf was suddenly a little claustrophobic. He looked out the window, wanting to be outside, surveying the surroundings. He thought about Young’s long, animalistic strides as he barreled down that trail.

      Martin looked at him and nodded his head towards the wall. “Take my rifle. My cell phone is on the counter. You’ll have to climb the rocks behind the house for reception. I’ll be there when I’m done.”

      

      From the rock outcropping behind the house, Wolf could see three hundred and sixty degrees. To the southwest were the two tall peaks. In between him and the peaks were a few lower rocky hills and the miles of dense forest that he’d just traveled through.

      On the other side of the peaks were the 2Shoe Ranch and a jet-black sky that flickered with lightning within. The helicopter was gone, probably grounded because of the storm.

      To the west was the highway. Wolf could see a few silent cars in the distance weaving their way north into Cave Creek Canyon.

      Wolf squinted and studied the expanse of forest below. He couldn’t see any movement, but that didn’t mean no one was there.

      He swiveled north and gazed at the countless layers of blue mountains in between him and the furthest point he could see, which was probably a mountain in Wyoming. The highway strung its way through the low valleys into the distance, straight past the Clover Mine—Connell-Brack Mining Corp’s flagship gold mine opened over fifty years ago by Wallace Connell, Gary’s father—one of six they owned in the western United States.

      Streams of dust rose from the trees, which must have been mining trucks driving the maze of dirt roads inside the forest. Tailings piles poked up into view every now and again. The sprawl of activity was immense.

      Wolf knew that Clover Mine’s operations were strictly underground—not surface mined with an open pit like the Cresson Mine he’d seen outside of Cripple Creek to the south.

      From here, the old run-down house that Martin and Dennis had now both mentioned was out of sight, just on the other side of the slope to the north. One thing was for sure, though—there was a heck of a lot of distance between the mining operations and where the old house was. If the Clover Mine had extended that far, it covered at least two miles underground.

      Wolf sat down facing south, keeping some rocks between him and the forest below just in case Young was taking aim at that very second. He took out the cell phone and called Rachette.

      “Hello?” The voice sounded very faint, but Wolf could hear the urgency in Rachette’s voice just the same.

      “Hey. It’s me.”

      Silence. “Hi, Mom. Look, I’m kind of busy right now.” A pause. “What? Hold on just a second.”

      Wolf could hear his ragged breathing and footsteps crunching in his earpiece.

      “What’s going on? You all right?” Rachette mumbled.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Just let me know where you guys are.”

      “I don’t know.” His voice was louder than it needed to be. “Fine, Mom. Fine.” Another pause, then his voice lowered. “I’m with Vickers, we found your motorcycle, and we found an ATV.”

      “It’s Young’s. He’s after me.”

      Rachette sounded like he was trying not to move his lips. “Where are you right now?”

      “I’d rather not say, just in case. Where are you guys going?”

      “Uh-huh. Yes.” There was a full ten seconds of rustling and wind rushing into the phone. “Sorry. We’re basically going to set up a perimeter around Gary’s ranch. They think you’re coming after him. Gary came and gave us a big speech last night. Vickers is heading the search up, and he keeps telling everyone to shoot first. Talking about how dangerous you are.”

      Wolf nodded, thinking.

      Rachette’s voice was loud. “All right, Mom! Easy!” Another pause. “Hey.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You didn’t kill Connell, did you?” Rachette’s voice was almost inaudible.

      “No. It was Young. And Gary. They set me up.”

      “It was your knife found at the scene of Mark Wilson’s stabbing,” came out of Rachette’s mouth in a whispered tumble. “All right! Bye, Mom. I love you too. I have to go. Okay. I know. Bye.”

      Wolf stared at the phone, then glared into the forest below. “Damn.” He pecked out a text message on the ancient phone.

      “You get bad reception?” Martin was standing behind him.

      “No, it was fine. Just … other problems.” He held up the phone to Martin, who took it and pushed a few buttons, then eyed the screen. “Construction site? What’s so important about the construction site?”

      Wolf turned to the north. “Can you take me to the Silversmith property?”

      “Sure. Now?”

      “Now. And we’ll need rifles.”
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      Rachette pocketed the phone and looked at the ominous clouds to the south. The dark-green curtain of rain flickered within, and then a finger of lightning lunged out of the clouds, striking just at the base of the mountain, followed a few seconds later by a deafening crack of thunder.

      If there was one thing Rachette didn’t like, it was lightning. If he’d had his way, they’d have been off this exposed peak the second the helicopter was grounded, which was a good fifteen minutes ago.

      Apparently Vickers had finally got the hint, or felt one of his few un-gelled hairs lift, because he was barking through the radio for everyone to get down the mountain and seek shelter.

      Those people who were on the east end of the mountain went east, those on the west, west. Rachette was in between. Vickers was west, so he turned and jogged east.

      “Rachette.” The radio crackled.

      Rachette rolled his eyes and turned with his hands up. “Yeah!”

      Vickers craned his finger.

      Rachette ran to Vickers, who waved him past with a whirling hand.

      “Give me the phone.” Vickers voice bounced behind Rachette.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Give it now.”

      Rachette cursed himself, dug in his pocket and pitched the phone back.

      The sky flashed bright and the air shook with ear-splitting thunder.

      “Jesus! Jeez.” Rachette corrected himself in the face of imminent death. “We’ve gotta get down, Sarge.”

      Vickers caught the phone and slowed to a stop, looking at the screen.

      Rachette turned and walked back up the trail to him. “Sir, we’ve gotta get down, now.”

      Vickers took out his own phone and pressed a number. “Sergeant Vickers here. I need someone to triangulate the following cell phone number as soon as possible.” He paused. “Because Wolf just called from that number.”

      He relayed the number, hung up, and flung the phone at Rachette as he ran past and down the trail.

      Rachette caught the phone as a cold drop of rain smacked him on the cheek. The screen was illuminated with an incoming message scrawled across it. He furrowed his brow and looked down the trail. Vickers was out of sight.

      Another bolt of lightning struck close with a boom of thunder.

      Rachette winced as he unlocked the phone, erased the message, pocketed it, and ran as fast as he could.
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      Wolf and Martin came out of the trees into a bare, flat patch of forest where the old house stood. It faced north, and the view was immense. The mining operations were in the distance, and beyond that the unending waves of mountains.

      The siding of the house had long been stripped of its paint, leaving the boards a bleached ash color. Every board in the structure was warped, ejecting most of the nails, causing the entire house to lean slightly downhill; and every window was punched out with just a few hanging shards of glass remaining or none at all.

      The air smelled like old bones, and the continuous buzz of insects was deafening.

      Wolf slapped a hand on a hot board on the back of the house, half expecting the structure to tip forward. He walked the perimeter to a vacant window and peeked inside.

      The floors were gray, with warped boards covered with dirt, rocks and twigs. A workbench stood against one wall with two vises affixed. Underneath it was a wad of sticks and grasses, like a family of raccoons had built a den. A kitchen counter drooped off the wall, looking like it would fall at the same time the house tipped forward. There was no sink in the counter, and no furniture anywhere.

      “When did they leave?”

      “They left in 1996.” Martin’s voice was muffled on the other side of the house.

      The year Dad died.

      Wolf walked around to the front, wiping a spider web strand off his face.

      The sun went behind the clouds and a low distant rumble shook the air.

      Wolf stopped, remembering his conversation with Dennis. “Bill Chester.”

      Martin came around the house and met him in front. “What?”

      “That’s the guy who bought the house. Do you know who that is? Bill Chester.”

      Martin shook his head.

      Wolf looked up at the dark clouds, seeing a thin strand of lightning over the hill they’d just come down. “I don’t get it. How do you know they sold it? Were you friends with the Silversmith? Did you talk to him about the sale?”

      Martin tilted up his hat. “I was friends with him and his wife. They had a daughter, about ten years old. One day I came down here and they were gone.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. I remember the day. There had been a big storm the night before, and I wanted to see how they were, to talk about it with someone. It was a lot of rain and wind.” He shrugged. “I came here, and they were just gone.”

      Wolf nodded. “And? How did you find out they had sold the place?”

      “A week later I asked one of my sources in town about it. She said they had sold the place for a lot of money to a man. Over one million dollars.” He glanced at Wolf, and gave a nod of his head, as if that had cleared everything up.

      “Keep going. You said they sold it to the mine. Like I said, I heard it was a guy named Bill Chester who bought it.”

      Martin narrowed his eyes and held up a finger. “I watched this property for months. There was never a soul who set foot on this property. Not a single person who claimed their prize. I often hunt these woods, just like I did back then. I go all the way to the boundary of the mine. And back then I would make it a point to come here every time, to see if there was something new. One day, I walked from below, up to the house, and that was the first time I heard an angry rumble underneath the ground. And then I knew. They had sold the property to the mine.

      “Over the years, they’ve hollowed out the ground underneath our feet. I’m sure of it. Look over there.” He pointed to the east. “See where there is a clearing in the forest? That’s a hole. The forest fell straight into the ground where they were digging underneath.”

      Wolf saw the spot. The ground wasn’t visible, but there was an area of missing trees.

      A warm spray of liquid hit Wolf on the right side of his face. He brought his hand up with a flinch, just as he saw Martin crumple forward in a twisting motion. An instant later he heard the rolling boom of a high-powered rifle.

      Wolf lunged forward and caught Martin before he hit the ground and pulled him back. Just then the air sounded like it had been ripped, and the ground exploded into a spray of dust. A bullet ricocheted into the distance with a loud whine, and then there was another rifle report.

      Wolf turned with Martin under his arm and stumbled to the front of the house and around the corner, to the opposite side of where the shots were coming from.

      He set Martin down and looked at his wound. A ragged-looking exit wound bled profusely from underneath the collarbone, and there was a neat entry-wound at the top of his shoulder. Wolf took off his backpack, pulled out a shirt and began applying pressure to the bleeding hole.

      “Martin. Can you hear me?”

      Martin didn’t respond.

      Wolf checked his pulse. It seemed weak.

      The boards exploded above him as four consecutive shots rang out.

      No doubt it was Young.

      Martin was bleeding but Wolf had seen worse in the field, and seen those soldiers survive in the end. Judging from the amount of blood, it looked like the bullet had missed arteries, but being so close to the heart there was no telling what damage had been done.

      He dug in Martin’s pocket and took out his cell phone. There was no reception.

      Another three shots tore through the boards, and a blast of stinging splinters hit Wolf in the back of his head and neck. He winced and lay down flat.

      Again, the image of Young, running on the trail at full speed with a calm face, flashed through Wolf’s mind.
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      Young stood motionless, staring through the scope.

      He was getting impatient, so he fired another three rounds into the house, trying to miss high.

      His ears rang, and the smell of gunpowder filled his nose. He flexed his shoulder against the butt of the rifle and smiled. He felt alive.

      He couldn’t help himself with the old man. It was just too perfect an opportunity to pass up—a perfect way to instill a little fear into Wolf, to get everyone’s juices pumping.

      He estimated twelve to twenty minutes. That was when he’d be finished pulling the life out of David Wolf’s body, and the old guy would be before or after. He didn’t care. He couldn’t tell whether his first shot had hit high or just right. Either way, the old guy wasn’t going to be moving far.

      He glanced at his watch and added twenty minutes to the big hand, setting the deadline. It may well have been a prophecy carved in stone and given to him by the hand of God.

      His body vibrated with anticipation.

      And it would have to be close. Hand to hand.

      The side of the house bounced in the scope as he stifled a laugh.

      He’d always been an overachiever, putting unrealistic demands on himself, but they were demands he always met.

      A few seconds later Wolf flew into view, sprinting full speed away from the house.

      He popped one round behind him and watched.

      Wolf ran straight away from the old house, straight for a ridgeline in the distance, and then he did the unexpected. Instead of going over it and out of sight, he turned left and started slogging up the side. He kept himself behind cover, sheltered behind the ridge most of the time, save for a glimpse of the top of his head every few feet.

      Young pulled the rifle away and strapped it across his back, keeping a sharp eye on Wolf’s pathetically slow movement up the side of the hill.

      He looked at the hypotenuse leg he’d have to cover to beat Wolf to his destination, then back to Wolf, who was resolute in his dumb tactic.

      Wolf was the first kill. The old guy would be second.

      Young sucked a breath in and took off at full speed.
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      Wolf’s lungs sucked hard for air as he trundled up the slope. His vision tunneled as his brain groped for oxygen that just wasn’t coming. His leg muscles were slow and unresponsive as he neared the top of the ridgeline, but he dug deep and somehow kept his pace steady.

      Wolf knew that Young would have to cover at least double the distance Wolf had, with a steep incline of his own to negotiate. Wolf thought of Young on the trail again, and a shot of adrenaline coursed through his body.

      As he reached the final ten feet of the slope, crawling on his hands and feet, muscles twitching involuntarily, he knew he probably wouldn’t have a second to rest when he got to the top.

      With agonizing strain on every fiber in his body, he reached the top, pulled his Glock, turned left in a squat and scanned for Young.

      The ridge below was heavily treed, sloping down into a saddle, then back up to where the shots had come from. He wheezed loud as he scanned the woods from left to right.

      Just then, a hard blow hit him on the back of the head, toppling him forward. His face hit the ground first, ripping his lip down while pebbles scraped against his teeth. His Glock was wrenched from his hand, and then a huge hand gripped his shirt, lifted him up, yanked the rifle off his shoulder, and dropped him.

      Then there was nothing.

      Wolf huffed, coughing dirt, rocks, and needle fragments from his throat, then got on all fours and shook his head. His vision and thoughts cleared at the same time, and he jumped to his feet and turned around, ready to defend himself.

      Young sat on a rock ten feet away with an amused grin. He looked at his watch, a sporty diver’s watch that looked like a dainty children’s model on his enormous wrist. “Take your time. Catch your breath.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, still sucking air. He eyed Young and brushed debris from his face and arms.

      Young breathed heavily also, but in a way that didn’t contort his face at all. He was staring at Wolf, studying his every move. Next to him were two rifles propped against a rock with Wolf’s pistol next to them.

      Young had on a skintight black shirt that revealed every nook and cranny of his heavily muscled frame. Wolf estimated him at three hundred pounds of pure muscle, and as he’d proven on two occasions now, it was muscle that was strong enough to move itself with the agility of a cat.

      There was zero-percent chance that Wolf could best the man in a hand-to-hand fight. He wasn’t being pessimistic—it was just a fact that needed to be taken into account.

      Wolf took off his backpack and threw it down on the ground, eyeing Young’s waist. A SEAL knife housed in a black Kydex sheath was strapped to his belt on his right, and it didn’t look like he had a pistol.

      “Oh, you’re looking at this thing?” Young took out the knife, extended his arm, and dropped it ceremoniously next to Wolf’s pistol. Then he looked at his watch again.

      “You late for an appointment?” Wolf moved his right leg a little, feeling the lump of steel in the right front pocket of his Carhartt pants.

      Young smiled and shook his head. “Not yet. I still have a few minutes.”

      Wolf’s entire body flinched backwards as Young stood up, revealing his full, disturbing height.

      Young laughed. “You’re the big man around here, huh? Big army ranger.” He smiled, shook his head and widened his eyes. “I can’t wait to get me some ranger pussy.”

      Wolf took a deep breath and whimpered.

      A flash lit the darkened forest, followed immediately by deafening thunder, and Wolf cowered, squinting towards the rapidly approaching storm.
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      Young stopped and tilted his head.

      His face dropped, and his body sank with a disappointment that felt like the blood had been sucked through his feet. Then a rage welled up that he knew he wouldn’t be able to contain, and it made him even more livid. His teeth mashed together so hard that he almost cracked a molar.

      This was the man Gary had said he needed to watch out for?

      The sniveling wimp was acting like a little girl. This guy wasn’t a former ranger, or if he had been, it’d screwed him up bad.

      This guy was facing a fight to the death, one that would ultimately determine the honor in which one man would die. And he was worried about lightning? There was no way this man had what it took to become a ranger. He was a fraud.

      Young took a step forward, watching the coward raise his hands and lower his eyes in a defeated posture. It was one of the most revolting things he had ever seen. At that moment he decided to let his rage go on this one.

      “Give a dying man a final request?” The little pussy talked fast.

      Young stopped. Just barely. “What’s that?” he managed with a shaking voice.

      “Let me have the knife?” He held out his hands and looked up with pleading eyes. “You know I don’t have a chance without it.”

      Young stared at him for a few seconds. Then he smiled. Then he chuckled. Then his entire body flooded with endorphins as he shook with laughter until his eyes teared. Or maybe it was the cool rain that was steadily increasing. He opened his mouth to the sky and caught a few drops, then snapped his head down into a toothy grin, his eyes landing smack-dab on Wolf’s.

      “You almost had me going there.” He pointed his finger. “I don’t care how old, fat, and slow you are, that would be a dumb move on my part.”

      The cop’s pathetic look didn’t waver. In fact, it got worse, and his breathing increased, like he was having a panic attack or something.

      Young turned around, picked up the knife, and flipped it to him on a low arc. The cop caught it with his left hand.

      “Then again, I am that good.” Young blanked his face. “And I very much want this to be interesting.”

      Young didn’t kid himself. He knew the danger he’d just put himself in, giving a knife to a former ranger. He reached up and stroked the scar underneath his eye with a wide smile. But he’d been in his share of knife fights without a blade himself, with far more competent opponents. He tempered his confidence, knowing he’d probably just been baited. It would make the victory all the more satisfying.

      Yeah. It was definitely interesting now.

      Young smiled at the audacity of the man in front of him, then checked his watch one last time. One minute left until his personal deadline. Plenty of time.

      He crept forward in a low stance.

      Wolf crouched as well, keeping the knife in his left hand.

      A lefty? But his gun had been on his right hip. He’d have to be wary of a hand switch. Wolf held the blade forward, not even using a reverse grip. But that could change in the blink of an eye.

      Wolf was baiting him again and again, keeping Young guessing.

      Young stepped in fast, quickly getting slashed on the back of his wrist, missing a counter-attack as Wolf shuffled away, and then behind a tree.

      He hopped back and sucked the blood mixed with rain, then bared his teeth. The adrenaline surged through his veins. Every muscle in his body screamed for the kill.

      “Get some!”

      Wolf came out on the offensive from behind the tree, faking high with a flurry of motion, then came in low with a sweeping upward strike. But Young was ready, bashing both his fists on the forearm with all the strength he could muster in such a short reaction, which was more than most bones on any man could handle.

      Young connected, and as Wolf’s forearm rebounded backwards, the knife tumbled out of his hand, flipped through the rain and bounced down the slope a good twenty feet; it slid out of sight, pushed by the deluge of rain.

      “Ahh!” Wolf screamed like a woman and turned away, then fell to his stomach and writhed on the ground in pain.

      “Get up!” A surge of disgust swept through Young again. The pussy hadn’t lasted three seconds before giving up. Young stood over Wolf, who was on his knees with his ass in the air, turning his head, looking for Young over both shoulders.

      Young gritted his teeth and thumped his hands on Wolf’s back with unmerciful force. He dug his fingers into the skin as he wrenched Wolf sideways, then rolled him to face the most horrific death that no man could imagine in their worst nightmares.

      Wolf turned onto his back and straightened his legs, keeping his arms tucked into his sides.

      Young collapsed his weight onto Wolf’s upper body the second his back touched the rain-soaked earth, then straddled his chest, crunching Wolf’s arms to his sides with his massive legs.

      Rain dripped off Young’s nose as he bent down close and howled like a savage demon in Wolf’s face. Young popped his eyes wide, bared his teeth and stuck out his tongue. Slobber strung out, and he exhaled hard from his nostrils, letting mucus fly, just to add to the effect.

      Wolf stared back with a defiant expression.

      Young grabbed hold of his neck with his gigantic hand and watched the expression change to determination.

      In the end, it was always an expression of alarm—a realization that death was imminent, and that they were not ready. Like they had just remembered they’d forgotten the most important homework assignment of their life, forgotten to put their pants on before the big presentation.

      Young slowly strengthened his grip, savoring the moment.

      Then something went very wrong.

      Wolf jolted, his knees bucking hard into Young’s ass. Then he jolted again. Then Wolf was thrashing in a flurry of movement underneath him.

      Deep apprehension suddenly filled Young. There was no pain, none at all, but there was a numb, pulling sensation that sent a wave of nausea from his intestines upwards. His instincts were screaming for him to get up. Now.

      He rolled off Wolf and stood fast, and then the agony attacked his brain like a swarm of angry bees.

      He had no control over the high-pitched squeal that came out of his throat as he opened his twitching legs and felt underneath. He raised a hand and watched in horror as the rain washed warm crimson globs up his forearm.

      The cop had stabbed him in the ass, and now warm blood was gushing down each leg inside his pants. Pain multiplied with each second. His stomach twisted in agony and seemed to drop inside of him. It was beyond a foreign feeling. It was ridiculous. It was not happening.

      Then a blow pounded him underneath the jaw with a violence he’d never felt before, and all went black.
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      Wolf twisted the blade deep under Young’s jaw, watching the big man’s eyes un-focus as he collapsed straight forward into a lifeless heap. Keeping a close eye on Young’s back for signs of movement, Wolf rolled the Leatherman multi-tool in his fingers, allowing the cool rain to wash off the blood and excrement.

      He scrubbed his hands in mud, then wiped them on his pants, which were now soaked to the skin from the deluge of rain.

      Folding the knife blade back into its housing, Wolf stopped short of kissing the Leatherman, deciding it would need a good boiling before he showed his trusty multi-tool the love it deserved, and shoved it back into his front pocket.

      He quickly patted down Young, finding a cell phone in his pants pocket. He took the phone and continued his search.

      Lightning struck nearby, followed immediately by a clap of thunder, and then the rain intensified even more. Wolf stood still, staring at Young’s cargo pocket he’d just squeezed.

      He reached inside and pulled out his father’s ring.

      Another lightning bolt jolted him out of his daze. He put the ring on, gathered his backpack and Glock, then got underneath an overhang in the rocks. He wiped his face and looked at the ring again, then he dug into the pack and pulled out Martin’s cell phone. There were two bars of reception.

      He dialed the station. Tammy Granger answered the call after one ring, and Wolf gave a detailed description of Martin’s wounds and whereabouts, shouting over the sound of the rain.

      “Wolf? Is that you?” the tinny voice screamed into the phone.

      Wolf hung up.

      Rain came in sheets, spraying him with a fine mist, and his wet tee shirt was sucking the heat from his body fast. He took it off and put on his jacket, which had remained relatively dry in the pack.

      The rain was coming in at an angle from the southwest. He hoped Martin was keeping dry on the north side of the old house he’d just left him at.

      Wolf stared at Young’s hulking body slumped in the mud, looking like a dead rhinoceros.

      If Young had been acting alone, then why had he been busy the last couple of days implicating Wolf as much as trying to eliminate him? Why plant Wolf’s knife at the stabbing of Mark Wilson? Why frame Wolf for Connell’s murder? Gary had to be behind it all.

      Wolf stared into the rain and thought about all that had happened, and the motivations of everyone involved.

      The answer was beginning to come into focus, and, if Wolf was right, it meant the past sixteen years of his life would have to be completely rethought.

      After a few minutes, the rain let up to a drizzle and the sun burned bright through the clouds in the west.

      He stood and loosened his painfully tight muscles and heard the faint whir of sirens. The highway below was hidden behind the receding white veil of rain, but the sirens were down there and getting closer. To the south, the air thumped as the helicopter took back to the skies and neared.

      Wolf took out Martin’s and Young’s cellphones, and tossed Martin’s far down the slope he’d climbed up earlier.

      He thought about the text he’d sent to Rachette, and hoped he’d gotten his point across. Then he held up Young’s cell phone to check the reception and battery, and knew there was one more message he needed to send. But he needed to get closer to that construction site first.

      Wolf turned and squinted into the steamy woods below, then took off down the slope as fast as his sore muscles could take him.
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      Gary looked at his phone and swiveled to squint at the blazing sunset over the western valley from in front of the Connell estate’s equipment shed.

      It was from Young.

      He stared at the screen and responded to the text message, then shoved the phone in his jeans pocket and closed his eyes to the warm light. His chest rose as he inhaled the sweet scent of wet sage; then it fell as he exhaled sixteen years of pent-up tension.

      But it wasn’t over. Not yet. He wasn’t lighting another Behike yet.

      Gary turned to Buck and Earl, who both leaned against the flatbed tow truck. Buck wiped a dollop of dark spit from his chin and went back to his stoic stillness.

      “I just got word from Young. It’s done.” Gary thought Earl may have raised an eyebrow. “He’s on his way here. We’ll set everything up, and keep the cops preoccupied well into the morning hours. In the meantime, get over there and finish it now.”

      Buck’s eyes narrowed and he pushed up the bill of his mesh trucker hat. “What if someone sees us workin’?”

      Gary waved his hand. “So what? Nobody knows who you are. They’ll think you’re the night crew. In fact, if anyone asks, that’s exactly what you are. But who’s gonna ask? The cops? They’ll be busy scraping Wolf’s corpse out of the forest over here. They’ll have plenty of other shit to worry about than checking into the legitimacy of a construction crew. Now get the hell out of here.”

      Earl and Buck moved fast for the doors of the hulking flatbed.

      “Remember.” They stopped and listened. “I want that ring.”

      They said nothing and got in.

      Gary watched the diesel gurgle to life and speed away through the red mud. He needed his rifle, and he had some time to kill as he waited for Young and the corpse of the man he’d tried to help, but who just wouldn’t listen.

      Another wave of guilt lapped his mind. A scotch and cigar would help.

      

      Gary almost barreled square into his father as he entered the trophy room.

      “Jesus! What are you doing up?”

      The old fart stared at him with that look of disappointment he’d grown so accustomed to seeing his whole life.

      “What? What is it this time, Dad? What are you upset about now?” Gary put a hand to his ear and leaned close.

      His father’s glare was ice. “What’s going on?”

      They stared at each other in silence. Gary wanted to tell him the good news, but, then again, he didn’t like the assumption in his dad’s look or his tone. It was all too familiar.

      His dad never thought he could do it. It never mattered what it was. It was always the same story. He was always guilty until proven innocent. Weak until proven strong. Gary was finished proving anything.

      His dad’s face curled in a humorless smile, thick with disgust. “You’ve done it, haven’t you?”

      “I’ve done what, Dad?”

      “Well, son …” He used the condescending tone Gary had grown to love. “You’ve single-handedly ruined us.”

      Gary stared at him coolly.

      His father glared. His chin quivered harder as he wheezed. Then he shook his head, this time on purpose.

      “Stephanie!” Gary yelled.

      Silence echoed in the vast house.

      His father’s eyes widened. “And what will be left when all is said and done?” His father’s face went still for the first time in years. “Nothing.”

      Gary controlled his breathing as he watched his father’s lips rise to a snarl.

      “Nothing will be left. There’s not going to be a legacy, or anyone to leave it to. Not even your son. Oh,” he laughed in Gary’s face, “wait, that wasn’t even your son. You’re a goddam disapp—”

      Gary reached his hand out and clutched his father’s throat.

      His father gurgled, and his hands came up, groping feebly at Gary’s grip.

      Gary squinted and looked out at the fleeting blaze of orange in the western windows. He struggled to keep his hand clenched on his father’s warm, wrinkly neck as it collapsed under his fingers, so he let go, turned him around and grabbed him in a full-strength headlock. Then he picked up the walker in his other hand, and moved down the hall.

      He slowed a little at the next window pane and squinted, put down the walker for a second, cleared a smudge with the side of his palm, then continued onward, with the gentle scrape of slippered feet trailing behind.

      The kicking had stopped by the time he reached the end of the long hall. He opened a bedroom, hauled back and threw in his motionless father like a sack of leaves, chucked in the walker for good measure, and closed the door.
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      Rachette shoved his hands deep in his jacket and looked at the bullet exit holes on the north side of the old house. It was easy enough to see where the shots had come from by squinting and looking through the hole towards the mountainside. Up near that very spot, two deputies were waving flashlight beams in the dusk.

      Vickers looked into the woods towards the fading orange sunset.

      “So?” Rachette stood next to Vickers.

      “So what?”

      “I talked to Tammy,” Rachette said. “She says it was definitely Wolf who called in the location of the old man.”

      Vickers nodded, eyes unblinking.

      “Why would Wolf do that? I’m telling you, it was this guy Young. That was his ATV way back there on the mountain behind Connell’s ranch, and it was Young who shot this old guy.” Rachette pointed up the hill towards the beams of light on the hillside. “From up there. Then Wolf probably dragged the old man out of danger.” He pointed to the side of the house. “And Young blasted away at them.”

      Looking at the ground revealed nothing, however. It was a blank canvas, wiped clean of any evidence during the earlier deluge of rain.

      Vickers pointed to the deputies up on the hill. “Thanks to your little phone call with Wolf, the triangulation pointed in that direction. At the old man’s house. Wolf could have barged in on the old man, and maybe the old man fled. Maybe the old man ran here to get away from him, and Wolf picked him off from up there.”

      Rachette snorted. “Yeah, then the old man found a shirt on the ground here to press against the wound before he went into a coma. Come on. It was a third person who shot him. It was Young. And Wolf helped the guy and called it in.”

      Vickers got on the radio. “Wilson, what do you guys have up there?”

      The radio scratched. “Nothing yet, sir.”

      Vickers studied the hillside, then the bullet holes again. “You’ve gotta go higher. Let me know the second you guys find anything. Where the hell are the K-9 units?”

      A few seconds passed and then the radio hissed again. “They are on their way, sir. Within the hour,” said a voice Rachette didn’t recognize.

      Vickers turned and walked away.

      

      A state trooper van showed up twenty minutes later, full of boxed food and refreshments.

      Night had fully set in and only the faintest light was still visible over the western peaks. Two vehicles’ halogen lights shone a bright swath over the area. The men who weren’t stuck on the side of the hill ate and laughed heartily, seeming to enjoy the adventure of the situation.

      “The way Wolf hit that tree with his motorcycle, holy shit! I couldn’t believe he got up, huh, Rachette?” Baine’s voice was loud as he sat cross-legged among the other uniformed men, barking out his story to anyone who would listen.

      Rachette turned his back and walked into the darkness. He took the final bite of his turkey sandwich, sucked down the last of his bottle of water, and watched Vickers.

      Vickers was sitting near the edge of the lit area, staring at the ground, like he’d been doing for the past fifteen minutes.

      Young existed. Rachette was sure of it now. He knew Vickers was wrestling with the same thoughts.

      Suddenly Vickers jolted to attention and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. Walking into the darkness, he put the cell to his ear.

      Rachette stepped nearer, trying to hear the conversation.

      Vickers nodded and pocketed the phone, and then he walked toward a deputy who sat smoking on the hood of an SUV, barked an order, and held out his hand.

      The deputy fished in his pocket, produced some keys, and handed them over. Vickers opened the door and the deputy slid off the hood and walked away.

      “Sergeant Vickers!” Rachette yelled.

      Vickers propped a leg inside the truck and turned.

      “Where you going?”

      Vickers shook his head. “I’ve got some business to attend to. You’ve got your orders, deputy.” He got in, fired up the engine, and drove away down the dirt road.

      Rachette looked to the deputy who’d just given up his vehicle. “Where did he say he was going?”

      The guy squinted and blew out a drag. “Didn’t. Just said to get going once the K-9s get here. Said it would be any minute.” He shrugged.

      Rachette stared at the brake lights as they disappeared into the trees below, then sprinted over to Baine.
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      Wolf could hear the chaos from over a half-mile away, but now that he was much closer, right against the security fence of the construction site, the diesel engine of the excavator and the boom of rock against steel that echoed up and down Cave Creek Canyon was deafening.

      He was squatting next to a boulder against the north perimeter fence, opposite where he’d parked with Rachette the morning before.

      There weren’t any bright halogen lights glowing from within, like one would expect from a legitimate night-time construction operation. But his eyes had fully adjusted to the night, and he could see clearly enough.

      He zipped up his coat and yanked his black winter hat down. It was cold, at least ten degrees colder at the bottom of the canyon, and just ten feet above the rushing river.

      Wolf ducked behind the boulder and pulled out the binoculars from his backpack, then peeked over and pressed the frigid eyepieces to his face.

      Thirty feet to the rear of the excavator stood a man carrying a rifle and a flashlight pointed at the mountain.

      Wolf scanned the rest of the area, finding no one. It was a two-man show, and he recognized the silhouette behind the excavator as one of Gary’s two ranch hands. He assumed the other was driving the rig.

      He ducked behind the boulder again and pulled out Young’s phone. There were no messages. Gary would still be at the ranch, waiting patiently for Young to show up with Wolf’s dead body. But the clock was ticking. Gary was an impatient man, and smart. Sooner or later he would find out that Young was not coming, and when he did, Wolf wanted to be done here.

      Wolf pocketed the phone, then shuffled out and brought the binoculars back to the excavator.

      The machine’s engine dropped to an idle, then shut off, plunging the night into relative silence.

      The excavator sat still, bucket on the ground. A figure jumped down from the operator cab and walked towards the side of the mountain.

      The rush of the river muted an animated conversation between the two men, but Wolf got the gist of it. The rear man pointed his light and walked fast toward the mountainside while the other followed closely behind. They had uncovered what they came to uncover.

      Wolf looked up at the fence. It was topped with a spiral of razor wire, extending straight ahead to the river, then strung along the river to the other end of the construction site, where the gate stood wide open—a good hundred yards away.

      The silhouettes of the two men seemed to disappear straight into the mountain.

      Wolf wasted no time, sprinting along the fence to the edge and dropping to his belly to take a look. It was ten feet of steep incline, then a row of rocks along the river. He swiveled and slid feet first, then hopped along the boulders in a fast jog.

      At the end of the fence line, Wolf crawled to the top of the slope and peeked over.

      A haphazard group of rock piles surrounded the steaming excavator. The site looked like a bomb had gone off somewhere high above, sending down tons of rubble.

      Wolf realized it was the scree field the construction crew had been busy removing earlier, completely shoveled away from the side of the mountain and now strewn about on the ground. Where it used to be, now yawned a tall cave, flickering yellow from the light within.

      Wolf sprinted through the gate, his steps crunching louder to his own ears as he moved further from the river. The cave bobbled in his vision as he stepped fast, finally reaching a pile of rubble just as a beam pointed out of the hole. He crouched, pulled his Glock, and looked over the rocks.

      One of the men jangled a set of keys in his hand and jogged by.

      Wolf ducked down, just barely keeping undetected.

      A few seconds later, a diesel engine, this time a truck outside the fence-line, fired up, and then tires munched nearer.

      Wolf stayed down as headlights streamed shadows across the gouged mountain. The lights turned away towards the river, then the truck backed into position with a beep that echoed through the canyon.

      The engine went silent, a door slammed shut, and the keys jangled as the man stepped back towards the cave.

      Wolf scurried to the edge of the rock pile and looked.

      A black flatbed tow truck shone in the moonlight, looking brand new. Probably the best money could buy. Probably bought just for the occasion.

      A series of metallic clacks pierced the air, then a motor whirred as the tilt tray slid back, angling until the rear scraped against the ground. Then there was a high-pitched whine and a gleaming cable with a thick metal hook on the end bobbled down the ramp.

      After a few seconds, one of them, Buck, or Earl, stopped the winch and pulled the cable out of sight into the cave.

      Wolf walked silently around the pile, then straight to the opening.

      “Stop what you’re doing and put your hands up.” He trained the Glock on the guy without the cable.

      The two men turned with wide eyes and put their arms up, which sent the beams of their flashlights pointing up to the ceiling.

      The sudden change in lighting gave all three of them the same idea at once, and when the two men shot lightning-quick glances at each other, Wolf dove forward.

      Wolf was only halfway to the nearest man when they both turned off their flashlights, sending the cave into pitch-black. Wolf groped through empty air, brushing up against the back of one of the men’s cowboy hats.

      He clamped his left arm around the guy’s head and sat down to bring him to the ground. The man buckled, and when Wolf felt his butt hit the floor, he yanked the man backwards so that they both lay flat, with the man on top of him acting as a shield.

      A few feet away, the cave lit up with a massive cone of flame from the other man’s pistol.

      Wolf shot four times in a tight circle around where the blast had been, then slammed the butt of his Glock into the head of the man he held, hoping he’d connected with the temple.

      The man on top of Wolf struggled with a strength he wasn’t expecting, kicking and bucking back, his shoulders digging into Wolf’s chest. Before Wolf could react, a slicing pain seared through his right thigh.

      Wolf went berserk, rolling the man to the left and clubbing him in the head with repeated blows until he went limp.

      Wolf pulled his arm out from under the man and blinked fast. His vision swam with fuzzy circles, and a tone whined in his ears. He slid his hand along the ground, and his finger glanced off a hard metal cylinder. It was the flashlight.

      He picked it up with his left hand and extended his arm up to the side.

      He pointed the dark flashlight carefully, then pointed the gun. He took a deep breath and clicked the flashlight on.

      A thunderous bang flashed to his front and right as the air above his left wrist rippled painfully against his skin.

      He aimed the beam and fired twice into the other man’s head.
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      Buck sat dead, two holes in his head, still holding the .45 revolver in a loose grip against the dirt.

      It was Buck. He was the one with the thick gray mustache, Wolf remembered.

      Wolf swung the flashlight beam through the thick smoke towards Earl, who lay on top of Wolf’s leg, still unmoving and bleeding steadily above his eye. Wolf checked his pulse, which was strong.

      The stench of gunpowder was thick in the closed space, stinging Wolf’s eyes and obscuring the view within the cave.

      He grunted, pulled his leg out from under Earl, and stood, his entire body shaking with adrenaline.

      His black Carhartt pants were sliced on the right thigh. He unbuckled his belt and pulled them down for a look. The cut was a few inches long, but shallow and would clot soon.

      Buck’s flashlight had tumbled next to his feet, so Wolf picked it up and clicked it on too, then propped it against Buck’s leg to point upward. He stripped the men of their weapons, tied Earl’s hands behind his back with his belt and turned to the cave, finally registering what lay inside.

      An old green Colorado license plate hung on one screw from a dirty rear bumper of a 1980s Chevy Suburban. The entire thing was so caked with dust that it was almost invisible against the surrounding brown rock walls and roof of the cavern.

      Wolf swept his hand on the tailgate, revealing a cream-colored paint job below, then walked along the passenger side of the truck, stopping at the rear passenger window.

      Despite the adrenaline pumping through his veins, and despite half expecting it, his heart sped faster as he swept the dust off the rear window with his palm, revealing a dark-brown tuft of hair matted against the glass. It was unmistakably human.

      He raked the forearm of his jacket across the window, bringing the entire head into view. Red fabric with a dark-green triangular pattern was visible below the hairline. Underneath the clothing was emaciated gray skin, sucked deep against adolescent-sized vertebrae. Wolf’s heart ached as he swept the beam forward, revealing a black-haired doll lying face down on the bone-thin pair of gray legs.

      Wolf took a deep breath and moved to the front passenger window. He rubbed his sleeve again and peered in. Shining the flashlight beam inside the car revealed the wide-open mouth of what he could only assume was the Silversmith’s dead wife. Her lips were shriveled, her gums gone, making the teeth look unnaturally large. The bottom jaw hung too low for the living, and her shoulder-length hair was a wispy gray mess that looked very brittle. Around her neck hung a necklace of blue turquoise circles set in silver disks.

      Wolf pushed his thumb on the door handle and pulled. The door clunked and swung open, and a thin avalanche of dirt cascaded from the roof.

      He let the cloud settle, then shone the beam inside, revealing the dead body of the Silversmith in the driver’s seat. He wore a denim jacket with turquoise beaded tassels on his breast pockets. Black hair spiked out underneath a gray cowboy hat, reminding Wolf of Martin’s hat of similar design. The man’s lips sagged low, revealing the front bottom teeth, and his eyelids were sunk deep into his sockets.

      Wolf pointed the light back to the woman. He took a deep breath, blocking out the faint beef-jerky smell, and leaned in. He reached down with his thumb and forefinger and lifted the dead woman’s left wrist. With the sound of tiny twigs breaking, the arm rose, almost weightless in Wolf’s grip. He twisted the back of the hand clockwise, revealing all of the fingers.

      A silver ring, inlayed with a bright red-orange coral stripe, identical to the one on Wolf’s pinkie finger now, gleamed in the light.
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      Wolf stepped out of the cave, sucked in the cool fishy air of the river, and bent over and coughed, clearing the stale oxygen from his lungs. Just then a pair of headlights came into view through the construction-site gates.

      He stood tall and squinted, seeing the dark, unmistakable shape of turret lights on a Ford Explorer.

      A flashlight clicked on a few yards away, and a beam lanced Wolf’s vision. “There’s your cavalry,” said a loud voice behind the light. It was Gary.

      Wolf grabbed his holstered Glock.

      “Drop it. Now,” Gary said.

      Wolf paused a beat and tossed the Glock a few feet to the side, knowing Gary would have a gun trained on him, held by a steady hand with true aim.

      The SUV rocked to a stop in the parking lot and the door opened with a squeak. The two peaks and a circle of the SCSD logo were painted on the side.

      “Hi Gary,” Wolf said, watching Vickers step out of the SUV.

      Gary lowered the flashlight and approached Wolf.

      “Over here!” Gary yelled, waving the beam towards Vickers.

      Vickers stood next to the vehicle, peering through the gates for a few moments, and then walked towards them.

      “Your good man on the inside. Sergeant Vickers,” Wolf said.

      Gary stepped near, revealing a black leather-gloved hand pointing a .45 revolver with a long barrel, much like the one Buck had had inside the cave. Gary’s expressionless, cleanly shaven mouth was the only visible part of his face underneath his leather hat.

      He moved closer and pushed up the brim, revealing his ice-blue eyes in the moonlight. He walked to the Glock and pulled it back with his boot. Then he tucked the flashlight under his arm and bent to pick it up, all the while keeping the barrel of his revolver locked on Wolf’s chest.

      “What’s going on?” Vickers was twenty yards away, approaching cautiously with his own pistol drawn.

      “Look what I found.” Gary holstered his revolver and beckoned Vickers with Wolf’s Glock.

      Vickers was wide-eyed, aiming his own gun at the ground in front of Wolf’s feet, walking slow and deliberate. He flicked an imploring look towards Gary.

      Gary ignored Vickers, aimed the Glock at Wolf, and stepped backwards to his original position, putting them in a triangle formation.

      “Gary, don’t shoot.” Vickers held up a hand. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret. We’ll take him in and do this right. I know you’re upset about Derek, but we’ve gotta do this right, sir.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and looked at Vickers. The dynamic between the two was different than he expected. “Vickers,” Wolf said, “listen to me. Point your gun at Gary.”

      Vickers looked at Wolf and then did a double take of the cave entrance. He looked over his shoulder as if noticing the piles of rubble for the first time. Then he glared at Gary and put his other hand underneath the butt of his pistol.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Wolf spread his fingers. “I’ve just figured out Gary’s secret. That’s what’s going on.”

      “You see, Sergeant Vickers,” Gary interjected in a loud voice, “sixteen years ago, a landslide covered this hole, along with a car.” He pointed the flashlight to the cave entrance and lowered his voice. “In that car was a family.”

      Vickers furrowed his brow and looked towards the cave.

      “Sergeant Wolf here just shot my men inside as they were trying to pull out the vehicle. That’s why I called you, to let you know what we found. Then Wolf here showed up.”

      Wolf snorted. “Jesus, Vickers. Listen. Sixteen years ago, Gary buried this vehicle with a family he murdered inside of it. He forced them to sell him their land, then killed them to keep it secret, and buried them here. I have proof. But you need to disarm Gary now, and I’ll explain everything. Point your gun at him.”

      “Don’t listen to him, son,” Gary’s voice boomed.

      “Shut up! Both of you.”  Vickers looked pained as he volleyed glances between them.

      “Sergeant Vickers.” Gary’s voice was barely audible over the rushing river.

      Vickers lifted his gun and pointed it at Gary. “What the hell were your men doing uncovering this hole?”

      “Sergeant Vickers, I’m going to ask you to do something, and then I want you to do it.” Gary’s voice was smooth and confident. “Please take a look inside that hole. You’ll see that this man killed my two men in cold blood. It will all make sense soon, son. I promise you.”

      Vickers inhaled fast, looking at the cave entrance, then to Gary again.

      Wolf turned his palms out. “Sergeant Vickers, don’t listen to—”

      “Shut up!” Vickers pointed his pistol at Wolf.

      Wolf flinched as a loud explosion lit the night.

      Vickers’s head jerked back, and then with an involuntary muscle twitch his gun went off with a deafening blast of its own.

      Wolf dropped flat to his belly as the air above his head hissed, a bullet passing just inches from his skull.

      Vickers tipped backwards with both hands still clutching the smoking pistol. Then his knees buckled, and his lifeless body flopped sideways into an unnatural-looking contortion.

      Gary’s gun steamed in the moonlight. His eyes were wide and he was grinning. “Holy shit!” Gary bent at the hip and scanned Wolf with mock concern. “That was close! I should have just shot him when he walked up here.”

      Wolf shook his head and pushed up on his hands and knees. “What are you doing, Gary?”

      Gary turned to Wolf. “What am I doing? The question is, what are you doing?” He glanced to the sky in mock thought. “Let’s see. You shot the man who took your job as sheriff, stabbed your ex-wife’s boyfriend, took out an old man in the woods, killed three of my men, and now you’ve put a bullet in the guy who was next in line for your job.” He shook his head. “You’ve gone crazy.”

      Wolf’s eyes narrowed. “I only killed two of your men, Gary. That’s the first kink in your story that you’ll want to get straight. Earl’s unconscious in there, but he’ll be fine. Or, I don’t know, maybe you want to go in there and finish him off, just to get another kill under your belt.” Wolf shook his head, looking over at Vickers. “You have quite a mess on your hands. What were Buck and Earl doing just now? Towing that Suburban with the dead family in it to one of your mines? Going to bury it a mile deep? How are you going to finish that job now? By yourself?”

      Gary shrugged. “Exactly. That is, after I set it up to look like you killed Vickers.” He kept the Glock aimed at Wolf, walked to Vickers, and pried the other department-issue Glock from his hand.

      Gary faced Wolf and looked at the two nearly identical guns. He pointed the one in his right hand, raised an eyebrow, and then pulled it back. Then he pointed the one in his left, then lowered them both with a grin. The grin vanished as he dropped the right pistol on the ground, sending it skidding to a halt at least five yards from Wolf, and then stepped towards Wolf.

      Wolf caught a flicker of movement in his peripheral vision behind Gary.

      Gary stepped close. “You’re still wearing that goddamn ring. If you would have just left that ring alone,” he sighed, “you wouldn’t be taking your last breaths right now.”

      Wolf snorted. “It’s not my fault you’re a low-life murderer.”

      Gary sneered and raised the pistol.

      “Did you kill my father, Gary? Tell me that. You owe me that much.” Wolf glared. “Or were you a coward, hiring out that piece of dirty work? Or maybe your dad did it for you?”

      Gary hesitated and lowered the gun. His eyebrows peaked for an instant, and then his gaze steeled. “I’m so sorry, son. I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” He raised the gun again.

      “So you did,” Wolf said. “I can’t believe it.”

      Gary’s hand shook and he lowered the gun a few degrees. “Your father knew too much about this, and now you do, too. I’m sorry.” Gary aimed straight at Wolf’s chest.

      “Hey! Hey! Hey!” A screaming voice came from the direction of the river.

      Wolf dropped and rolled to his right as four pops echoed through the canyon. Wolf finished his roll, scrambled forward, and dove for his Glock.

      With as much concentration as he could muster, Wolf plucked it from the dirt and raised it up, but before he could aim, Gary landed next to him, his face bouncing off the ground. His eyes locked on Wolf’s for a brief instant, and then the light within went out, and Gary was still.

      Wolf braced Gary’s arm and pried the gun out of his hand. “Took you long enough!” he yelled.

      Rachette stepped away from the excavator into the moonlight. “You know me, my aim sucks. I had to get close.”
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      “Are you kidding me?” Rachette stared at Wolf, pointing his yolk-covered fork at the cell phone pressed against his ear. “Okay. Yeah, I’m with him now.” Rachette rolled his eyes. “I don’t know. You guys have it covered? Okay, talk to you soon.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow and shoveled another bite of eggs and hash browns into his mouth. Then he surveyed the dining room of the Sunnyside Café, looking for the new girl again to get a third order of eggs and bacon started.

      Rachette slapped the phone on the table, sipped his coffee, and sat back. “They found Gary’s father dead this morning.”

      The new girl came to the table. “You guys doing okay?”

      Rachette squinted, raised his eyebrows, and leaned forward without a smile. “I’m doing just fine,” he said in a throaty voice.

      “Okay.” She nodded and stared blankly at Rachette for a beat. Then she shook her head and turned to Wolf with a smile. “And how about you?”

      “I’ll take another order of bacon and eggs, thanks.”

      “Jeez, that’s quite an appetite you have there.” She topped off their coffees.

      He finished the rest of his plate in two bites and scooted it toward her.

      “Another order coming right up.” She sang the words and swayed her slender hips towards the kitchen.

      Rachette turned his head and watched her go, then turned to Wolf with raised eyebrows. “She is into you.”

      Wolf stared at Rachette expectantly.

      Rachette leaned forward on his elbows. “Oh, yeah. So that was Baine. They found Gary’s father this morning.”

      “And?”

      “Apparently he was heaped on the floor with a broken neck, his walker upside down next to him. Strangled. Gary’s fingerprints on his neck.”

      Wolf shook his head and gazed out the window.

      The sun flashed and dimmed behind low clouds skating across the sky above town. The window next to the booth shook with a low rumble, and outside pines bowed back and forth with bouncing limbs. A fierce wind of a fall cold front was tormenting the valley, and Wolf hoped it was decent enough weather for his brother’s funeral tomorrow, though it wasn’t looking good. Given the nature of the occasion, he guessed it really didn’t matter. It would be a shitty day any way you cut it.

      Wolf thumbed the empty spot on his pinkie finger and stared out the window.

      Rachette cleared his throat. “The Connells killed your father, didn’t they?”

      Wolf nodded slowly. “For sixteen years I thought that ring I was wearing was a connection to my Navajo heritage, not a dead man’s matching wedding band.” He stared at the swaying trees. “The Connells must have freaked out the first time they saw me wearing it.”

      “I’ve never heard the official story,” Rachette said. “How did your father die all those years ago?”

      “It was unsolved. A shooting with no evidence to go on. Just a traffic stop that went horribly wrong. There were no official suspects. No knowledge of the vehicle he pulled over. Nothing. Two .22s were lodged in his head, no bullet casings found at the scene, and that’s it.

      “He was shot the day after the Connells buried the car in Cave Creek Canyon. He must have been investigating that slide … maybe even found the ring there. Or who knows. The point is, he got too close. And the Connells killed him to keep their secret safe.”

      “What about Burton? You think he was in on it the whole time? And that’s how he became sheriff all those years ago? By having a hand in your dad’s death?”

      Wolf shook his head. “I don’t think he’s that type of man. I’ve seen him do too many good things in my day.” He took another sip of coffee. “But I’ll be checking.”

      Rachette squirmed, propped his elbows on the table, and buried his face in his hands.

      “What?”

      “You have no clue how close I was to not coming down to the construction site. I had no idea what was going on. I was beginning to think that Young didn’t exist. I really thought you’d gone off the deep end for a while there.” He stared Wolf in the eye. “I’m sorry.”

      Wolf laughed and shook his head. “You’re forgiven.”

      The waitress came with another plate and swiveled it in front of Wolf.

      He sat up straight and thanked her with a smile, then watched her blush as she tucked her hair behind her ear and walked away.

      “I told you,” Rachette whispered.

      Wolf dug into his plate. “Drink your coffee.”

      He inhaled half of the food, then set down his fork, now thinking he might have made a mistake ordering the third plate.

      Rachette sat back. “So the Connells tried to buy the property from the Navajo family all those years ago. And?” He rolled his hand towards Wolf.

      “Maybe they tried to buy it. Maybe they just walked into their house, put a gun to their heads and made them sign. Who knows?

      “But they got the property and covered their bases, leaving a convoluted paper trail so no one would find out it was the mining company behind the purchase. And they made the price high enough that it would be believable that the family just up and disappeared. With over a million bucks, a lot of people would just up and leave to go start a new life.”

      Rachette narrowed his eyes. “Then they shoot the family, and bury them into the side of the mountain?”

      Wolf stared into nothing, remembering his conversation with Martin. “There was a big storm with a lot of rain that day they disappeared. The Connells shot them, then put the family in one of those caves, then set a blast, making it look like the storm set off a big landslide. The landslide was a huge deal, I remember now. It was right around my dad’s death. When he died, I had scoured the papers on the day of his death for any clues … anything about the man who’d shot him. I remember that landslide being in the papers. But the news of it had taken a back seat to my father’s death.” Wolf stared out the window.

      “Why wouldn’t they put them in the mine? Get rid of the bodies there?” Rachette shook his head.

      Wolf shrugged. “Not sure. There must have been some deterrent.”

      “So your father had to have known the truth about that slide, and the Connells killed him because of it.”

      Wolf nodded. “And that kept them in the clear for sixteen years, until the Cave Creek Canyon highway-expansion project sprang up. They knew the bodies would be uncovered, and I would be right there pulling them out—right there seeing that identical ring to the one I would be wearing on my finger.”

      “And you’d put it all together soon after.” Rachette scrunched his face. “But why didn’t they just kill you? What was with that whole offering you a job thing?”

      Wolf shook his head and thought about the pained look on Gary’s face before Rachette shot him. “I think Gary really did think of me as the son he never had. And he probably felt guilt over killing my father or something. Probably trying to pay some karmic debt with me.” Wolf shrugged. “I don’t know. He let me stay on that ranch for years without me paying a cent.

      “Offering me that job, he probably figured he could kill two birds with one stone—pay me massive amounts of money to feel better about himself, and get me out of the picture at the same time.”

      Rachette gazed out the window, which was now vibrating with the wind. “And put Sheriff Derek Connell in office, with his new right-hand man, Vickers.”

      Wolf caught the waitress’s eye and waved for the check.

      She came over, dropped the check and pulled the plate away.

      Wolf smiled, avoiding eye contact as she left. “Thanks.” It didn’t matter that a beautiful woman was coming on to him; he couldn’t stop thinking about Sarah.

      Rachette seemed to read his mind. “How’s Mark doing?”

      “He’s conscious. He’ll make a full recovery.”

      Rachette nodded and palmed the table. “And finally.”

      Wolf raised his eyes.

      “You going to be sheriff of this frickin’ town or what?” Rachette slid out of the booth sideways.
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      Wolf was grateful for the wind and rain outside on the day of his brother’s funeral. He didn’t need the visual of his brother being lowered next to his father anyway.

      Instead the service had been held inside, and now that the sad affair was finally over, Wolf and his mother stood next to the chapel door giving hugs and gratitude to a dwindling line of family and friends. An icy breeze fluttered against them as another guest left and headed out into the fall storm.

      Sarah lingered at the back of the line with folded arms, nodding for people to cut in front of her. Jack stood at his mother’s side staring at Wolf with sad eyes, and Wolf winked with a reassuring smile.

      Margaret Hitchens was next in line. Gripping Wolf’s arms she said, “I’m so grateful you’re okay, David. And I’m so sorry for what I allowed to happen with the council vote.” She stared hard into his eyes, then nodded quickly. “We’ll be appointing the right man for sheriff on Monday.”

      She reached up, kissed him on the cheek, and left.

      With agonizing slowness, the line oozed out the door and Wolf was finally face to face with Sarah and Jack.

      Sarah took a hug from his mother and accepted the barrage of compliments about her appearance, then turned to Wolf. “Can we talk?”

      “Sure.”

      “Jack, give us a few minutes, okay?” Sarah said, grabbing Wolf’s arm and tucking herself close as they passed through the door into the driving drizzle.

      Looking back, Wolf caught Jack raising his eyebrows, a hopeful expression on his face that wrenched Wolf’s gut.

      They walked down the chapel steps towards the whipping blue tarp that covered his brother’s grave.

      “How is Mark doing?” He gave her a sidelong glance, trying to sound sincere.

      She nodded, keeping her eyes on the ground. “He’s doing great. He’s sleeping a lot, but I’ve also been talking to him. He wakes up for a couple hours each day now.”

      “That’s good, Sarah.” Wolf gripped the umbrella with two hands as another gust hit.

      Sarah squeezed the inside of his arm and shivered.

      After a few more seconds of silence he asked, “What’s going on, Sarah?”

      She stared forward and took a deep breath, like she was psyching herself up. “I want to tell you about what happened. About how … things fell apart. About everything. It can’t wait any longer. And I’m so sorry I’m telling you today, on this day.” She looked towards the graves of his brother and father, and her lips quivered as tears streamed down her face. She stopped and let go of his arm, and wiped her cheeks with both hands.

      He stopped and turned to block the wind. “Just tell me.”

      She exhaled, then looked up at him with her sky-blue eyes. “When you went into the army, after your dad died, I was pregnant.”

      Wolf stared at her dumbly. “What? I don’t understan—”

      “Just let me talk, okay?”

      Wolf nodded, “Okay.”

      She steeled her expression and spoke methodically. “And I had a miscarriage.”

      Wolf nodded again, and waited for her to continue speaking. With every moment she didn’t continue speaking, Wolf felt his skin flush hotter and hotter.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “I ... why didn’t you tell me? This was why you became hooked on drugs? Why we broke up? I don’t understand.”

      “No, David, you don’t understand,” she looked at Wolf with a pleading expression.

      “Then tell me.” Wolf regretted his harsh tone immediately.

      Her expression turned hard for an instant, then softened as she took another deep breath. “You came home two days after it happened. You came home from a mission. It was around my birthday. Do you remember? I was sick that week, and I didn’t want to … you know, get intimate.”

      Wolf did remember. “Yes. You were sick,” he said quietly. “I had no idea.”

      “I hadn’t yet told you about how I was pregnant. I hadn’t even told my mom, and I was going to surprise you. I was going to surprise you when you came home.” Her face stretched into a pained smile.

      Wolf stepped forward to hold her, to comfort her.

      She held up her hands. “Please, no. David, we have to talk about all of this. I have to get everything out.”

      He stopped and nodded dumbly.

      “That week was when it all started. I had been so stressed out and just … freaked out about being pregnant, but I didn’t want to talk to you about it over the phone, from thousands of miles away. I didn’t want to distract you from the danger you were facing every day. I knew you were coming home, and so I waited. And then it happened, just before you ...” She broke into new tears. “I thought I had caused it. I thought I had caused it because I was so stressed out, because I hadn’t told you.” The words were tumbling out of her now. “I should have told you. I caused it. It’s my fault.”

      Wolf stepped forward and hugged her. “No you didn’t. These things happen, Sarah. They happen to a lot of couples. It wasn’t your fault. It happens.”

      She buried her face into his jacket and cried.

      Wolf stroked her shoulder and stared into the sideways drizzle. Then he closed his eyes and relished the feeling of having Sarah close to him, of her finally opening up and letting her feelings show, for giving him a chance to comfort her, and giving him a chance to understand. There was such a rush of endorphins flowing through him that he was suddenly gripped with shame. He had just heard the most terrible news of his life, and yet he hadn’t felt this … good in years. This alive. This relieved.

      She pulled back and wiped her eyes.

      Wolf watched her as she pulled out a tissue and gently blew her nose, turning away to hide the act, and he thought that only she could make expelling mucus look cute.

      “I was hooked on the painkillers after that week for over six months. Then I just stopped. Totally quit, cold-turkey. And then, three years later, we got married, and I got pregnant with Jack. And then something snapped inside after we had him.” She sniffed. “I just … kept thinking about the first baby, and how I had screwed it all up.”

      Wolf started for her again, and stopped when she held up her hands.

      “And I think there was partly some post-partum depression, but I started taking the painkillers again. And then I started drinking. Then I took more painkillers, and drank more. I don’t even remember most of that time. Don’t remember being a mother.” She shook her head. “I was a terrible mother. And one day, I was living with my parents, and they were taking care of Jack. And you were gone.”

      Wolf felt another wave of shame for being gone so much.

      “And I was just so depressed. So I …” She shrugged and flipped her hand. “Just kept going. Then my parents took over completely with Jack, and tried to help me, but at that point I’d gone overboard, as you know.”

      Wolf took a deep breath. He did know. He remembered the physical and mental transformation she’d gone through while he was in the army. It was startling to come home to a completely different person, one that was the complete opposite of the one he’d loved. It was one of the reasons, the many complicated reasons, he’d gotten out and started a new life at home in the department.

      She stared at the ground for a while, then raised her head to Wolf with a determined look. “I’m through punishing myself.” Her voice was resolute through clenched teeth. “I’m through punishing myself, and I’m through punishing everybody.”

      Wolf smiled gently and nodded. A gust of wind battered the umbrella and an icy spray of rain sucked the back of his suit pants to his legs.

      Sarah stood silently, shifting her weight, like she had something else to say. She turned her head at the approach of pattering footfalls; it was Jack running toward them.

      Sarah turned to Wolf. “David, Mark has asked me to move in with him.” She looked up at him and crossed her arms against the cold.

      Wolf raised his brow. “Ah.” It was all he could think to say.

      “And I’ve said yes.”

      Wolf felt the entire planet spin underneath him. “What?”

      The thumping footfalls were on them now, and Jack slammed against Wolf’s side, clutching him in a hug. “Jeez, it’s freezing!” He kept his latch tight, burrowing the side of his face into Wolf’s chest.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Jack asked, looking between them.

      Wolf watched Sarah look into the drizzle behind them.

      “He-llo,” Jack said. “What? Were you guys talking about me?”

      Wolf pulled his arm out from Jack’s clutches and patted his back.

      “What were you guys talking about?” Jack asked again.

      “Nothing.” Wolf said, the chill of his voice matching the blustery air. “We were just saying good bye.” He forced a smile and rubbed his son’s head. “Good bye. I’ll see you later.”

      “Okay. Later.”

      Sarah silently beckoned their son, turned, and walked away.
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      Wolf walked out of the half-standing ranch house at the sound of approaching tires. A spotless black Audi, shining in the morning sun, rolled to a stop. Margaret Hitchens climbed out and walked fast around the rear bumper. She held a packet of fluttering papers in her hand between thumb and forefinger.

      “Whatcha doing?” She looked to be suppressing a smile.

      Wolf walked to his SUV and threw a duffle bag in the back seat. “Hi, Margaret. How are you?”

      Her smile shone through. Putting the papers behind her back, she loped forward with long strides. “Where were you this morning?”

      He shrugged. “Sleeping. I had a lot to catch up on.”

      She scoffed. “Well? Have you heard?”

      “No,” he lied. He’d already gotten a few harassing phone calls. “Heard what?”

      “Congratulations.” She thrust out her hand. “Sheriff Wolf.”

      He smiled without any teeth and shook her hand. “Thanks, Margaret.”

      She smirked. “You have already heard.” She looked around, making a sour face at the pile of charred rubble that used to be the kitchen, then at the duffle bag on the seat. “Again, David, whatcha doing?”

      He shut the SUV door. “Moving out. Actually, I’m going to need your help finding some place to rent.”

      “Yeah. That’s kind of why I’m here. I want you to see something.” She pulled the packet of paper in front of her and held it out.

      Wolf took it.

      A hyphenated-name of a law firm was printed in the top left of the front page, and the heading said, Revocable Transfer on Death Deed.

      Wolf gave it back and walked towards the barn. “Just tell me. I’d rather save myself the embarrassment.”

      She slapped the papers on her leg and walked after him. “It shows the property we are standing on right now as transferrable to one David Wolf in the event of Gary Connell’s death.”

      Wolf stopped and turned.

      She held out the papers again.

      Wolf walked slowly back and snatched the packet from her hand. It looked legitimate enough.

      He gave her a sly squint. “How did you get this?”

      She shrugged and sniffed. “What can I say? I have my sources.”

      “Huh.”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      Wolf’s face scrunched and he looked again. “This just doesn’t make any sense.”

      Or maybe it did.

      Wolf flipped again through the pages while Margaret watched in silence.

      Was Gary so fraught with regret about what he’d done sixteen years ago that he’d left Wolf the ranch in his will?

      Or had Gary left Wolf the ranch as a ruse? An insurance policy, to make it seem like he’d cared about Wolf more than he had when Wolf was dead and gone?

      It didn’t matter.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Free and clear?”

      She nodded.

      “The whole property? All three hundred acres?”

      She raised her eyebrows and nodded again.

      He sucked in the crisp fall air and looked at the golden aspens, then the green field beyond the driveway that terminated in the dense pine forest, then up to the snow-dusted thirteen-thousand-foot peaks in the west, and finally at the charred remains of the ailing house his father had built twenty-five years ago.

      Then he nodded once. “Fuckin-A.”

      She laughed. “That’s what I said.”

      

      THE END
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      “My dad and I used to hike up there a lot. I love it up there ...”

      And there was number four.

      Wolf went back to blocking out the drone of the greasy-headed underachiever in front of him and stared up at a spider web in the corner of the ceiling. It was high up, gently swaying on the breeze of the air-conditioner vent. Too high to stretch up and swipe it away, even with Wolf’s six-foot-three reach.

      At least Wolf liked that about his new office. The politics? The fact that he had to be interviewing this candidate? Those were things he didn’t like about his new position, which had put him in this new office. But the ceilings? He loved the airy and light feel of the tall space.

      He could probably scoot a chair underneath it and get at it. Wolf blew a puff of air out of his nose as he realized how much thought he was putting into the whole thing.

      “Sheriff Wolf?”

      Wolf snapped back to attention and looked at the interviewee.

      He was smiling at Wolf, like he wanted in on the joke. He looked to the corner of the ceiling. “Whoa, got a doozy of a web up there. Don’t they clean this place?” He laughed too loud and sat back with one arm hooked to the back of the chair. Then he wiped his nose with a sniff and crossed his leg, displaying a smudge of dirt on the knee of his jeans. The sudden movement pushed another wave of body odor across Wolf’s desk.

      Nineteen-year-old Kevin Ash, son of the new chairman of the Sluice County Council, Charlie Ash, was a shoo-out, and Wolf had just about heard and seen enough.

      The only points Wolf could give the kid on self-presentation were for the collared shirt. Unfortunately, it looked like he’d been storing the shirt in a tennis-ball can for the past year, and demerits for ill-fitting jeans and beyond-broken-in muddy hiking boots negated said points.

      Kevin winked conspiratorially. “I’ll tell my dad they need to get someone on that.”

      Then there were the shameless mentions of his father in order to help his chances of getting hired. That was the fifth. And that was enough.

      Wolf stood up and held out his hand. “Thanks, Kevin. I’ve got your résumé, and I’ll be in touch.”

      A confident smile stretched across Kevin’s face as he stood.

      Wolf shook his hand, walked around his desk, and pushed him gently toward the door. He opened it, and pushed him a little harder into the hall.

      “Uh, I guess I’ll check in with my father, or whatever, or I’ll just wait and see—”

      “Yeah, don’t worry. I’ll be telling your father what I think. I’ll definitely be in touch with him.”

      Relief replaced worry on Kevin’s face and he strutted his way through the squad room in front of Wolf. Kevin nodded and slapped his hand on the corner of Deputy Baine’s desk on the way by.

      Baine raised an eyebrow and looked up from his paperwork.

      Wolf walked Kevin Ash through the door into and through reception, and then propped open the outside door with one hand. He waved Kevin out, sending him into the cool early June morning, and out of his life.

      “Thank you so much Sheriff W—”

      The door clicked shut and Wolf walked to the glass-enclosed reception desk where Tammy Granger sat glaring.

      “Tammy, if you let another—”

      Tammy coughed, pointing a discreet finger toward the seating area behind him.

      Wolf glanced behind him and saw a woman in her early twenties sitting stiffly, gaze fixed straight ahead out the window. Wolf noticed that her feet weren’t touching the ground, and estimated her at no more than five-foot two-inches tall. Unlike Kevin Ash, she wore business casual, dressed in dark slacks and jacket.

      She turned to him and smiled with a curt nod, a gesture that portrayed confidence and poise, and then went back to staring outside, looking like she was doing a particularly tough calculation in her head, and solving it.

      Wolf turned back to Tammy and gave another glance over his shoulder, intrigued by the interaction.

      He caught Tammy’s scowl and felt his face flush. He shouldn’t have kicked Kevin Ash out of the building like he had. But the process of hiring a new deputy was getting to him, and the presence of Ash’s son was a flick in the ear he hadn’t needed from the council chairman. It was one thing that they were pushing him with an unreasonable deadline to choose a new deputy to hire; it was quite another to force him to look at candidates like Kevin Ash—complete wastes of his time.

      Wolf leaned a forearm on the reception counter and raised an eyebrow.

      Tammy kept a blank face and scooted a manila folder across.

      He ignored it and kept staring at her, failing to read any tells on her face.

      Tammy Granger was the forebrain of the department, manning the phones and any walk-ins, and she was also a motherly presence. She looked out for all the deputies, keeping abreast of their personal lives, as if to make sure they were living right. If a deputy came in hungover, she’d know about it, and browbeat said deputy into promising better behavior in the future. If a deputy had wronged a spouse, or a town member, they would have Tammy to answer to when she heard about it through the grapevine.

      At two hundred pounds, she was built like a mountain woman who’d spent as much time cooking as chopping wood to heat the fires she cooked with. She was imposing, but smart, and also compassionate. In Wolf’s estimation, it was a combination that made her one of the best employees in the entire department. He likened her to a worthy assistant football coach.

      And since Wolf was the head coach now, having been sheriff for a little over eight months, he valued his assistant coach’s opinion. Wolf knew she had an opinion about the candidate sitting behind him. Tammy had studied the applications harder than he had, and the all-important first-impression rating was in the books, no doubt supporting what she had gleaned from the résumé.

      True to classic Tammy Granger-form, however, she wasn’t letting on anything. Maybe Tammy was too disappointed in the entire process to play the game. They both knew that the woman sitting in the lobby was Wolf’s final interview, and then time was up.

      He needed to choose a new deputy by Thursday, in two days, or the money would not be coming from the state of Colorado. The Sluice County Council had made it clear to Wolf—they needed that money. Either he made a choice, or they would make it for him.

      As the days of Gary Connell, the deceased former council chairman, and his bottomless pockets, receded in the rearview mirror, the council’s money-grubbing was beginning to take on the personality of a hungry bear. They were ripping through the county, and the town of Rocky Points, upturning every opportunity to get any sort of funding, every cent from every source.

      First they had concocted the idea of the Rocky Points Music Festival, which was taking place this weekend, kicking off Friday, and now there was the new hire.

      It was clear to everyone that Wolf and his deputies were being proactive, and were ready for the upcoming music festival. But as far as the new hire went, the council thought Wolf was dragging his feet. He wasn’t. He just wasn’t going to hire some lackey to fill a quota. And he wasn’t going to hire Kevin Ash, the new council chairman’s moronic son, just to fill the position and to score some political points.

      However, and what Tammy knew just as well as Wolf, the seven candidates he’d seen so far had fallen woefully short. And, now, here was the final contender. She was also a “recommendation” by a council member, Margaret Hitchens.

      Chairman Ash’s nepotistic hopes were certainly going to be denied by Wolf. If he had to disappoint two council members—well, that was probably going to make things sticky for his future.

      Wolf took a breath and slapped the manila folder on his leg, and then turned with a smile. “Heather Patterson?”

      She scooted forward until her feet were flat on the ground, and then stood up and faced Wolf. “Yes, sir.”

      Wolf was startled by her short stature, and he knew he was showing it.

      Her glacial pool-blue eyes were unwavering as she stepped forward with an outstretched hand. Her shoulder-length dark-brown hair had a tint of auburn in it, and it was pulled back on one side, fastened with a series of silver hair clips.

      Her handshake grip was small, firm, and confident, like the rest of her seemed to be.

      “Nice to meet you,” Wolf said.

      “Likewise, sir.”

      Wolf waved a hand toward the door. “This way.”

      She stepped past Wolf, wafting a soft, flowery aroma into his nostrils. The smell of Kevin Ash was finally a memory.

      The door clicked and they entered the squad room.
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      Every deputy in the room stopped what they were doing and stared like dogs. Wolf cringed and barely stopped himself from screaming at the top of his lungs for them to get back to work. Instead, he ignored them and walked, and she did the same, bouncing fast alongside him. Her hair swayed side to side as her legs did double time to keep up. She held her chin high and ignored the persistent glares burning into her.

      “This way.” Wolf led her down the hall and into his office. “Take a seat.”

      She sat down and eyed the sparse contents on Wolf’s shelves, and then the framed CSU football pictures hanging on the wall.

      Wolf followed her eyes and slapped the manila folder on the empty desktop. “Heather, thanks for coming in today.”

      She looked him in the eye and sat still and straight. “Thank you for having me, sir.”

      He pulled the manila folder closer and opened it. “I’ve taken a good look at your application and résumé. Tell me why you want this job.”

      Her confident look wavered for an instant, and she furrowed her eyebrows. “You mean why do I want this particular job? Or why do I want to be a cop?”

      “Let’s start with why you want to be a cop,” Wolf said.

      She didn’t blink. “I come from a long line of lawyers. My grandfather was a lawyer. My father is a lawyer. My mother and my two older brothers are lawyers. To say I’ve been raised with an intimate familiarity of the law would be an understatement. I’ve always been fascinated by it. My father is a corporate lawyer in Aspen, works in entertainment, but my grandfather was a public prosecutor. And he used to tell me county court horror stories, as he liked to call them, about how this guy got off for murder, or this guy got off for raping a woman … all because of technicalities that lawyers exploited to get their clients off scot-free.” She narrowed her eyes and shrugged. “Usually things that were done wrong during the investigation. Preventable stuff.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Anyway, I realized early on that the way to combat this was to make sure that the investigations were done more thoroughly, and intelligently. Then one wouldn’t have such holes in cases to be exploited by some scumba"—she widened her eyes and straightened—“by a lawyer who was out to bolster their reputation and willing to do anything to win a case, no matter whether justice was served or not.

      “Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve just known I wanted to be a cop. An investigator. I’ve always been fascinated with forensic science, and putting together the pieces of the puzzle. And it’s a lot more exciting than being a lawyer, in my opinion.”

      Wolf nodded and smiled nonchalantly, but the truth was that he hadn’t interviewed a candidate yet who had sparked his interest like this young woman had. Her passion was as infectious as her confidence.

      He tilted her résumé and gave it a glance. “Tell me about your qualifications.”

      “I graduated third in my class at Aspen High School”—she rolled her eyes when she said third—“and then went on to the University of Colorado at Boulder, where I trained in criminology—DNA analysis, fingerprinting, and the like—getting my Bachelor’s degree in forensic science with a specialty in investigation.

      “In Boulder, I interned with the Boulder County Police Department under the tutelage of the CSI department’s Sergeant Jim Duclon. I gained a ton of experience in the field and in the lab. The whole internship exceeded my expectations. By the end, I had zero doubt that I was headed in the right direction.”

      Wolf had talked to Sergeant Duclon on the phone the previous Friday. The words the man had used were “Pattie kicked ass. She’s as smart as they come. If you don’t hire her, you’re an idiot. I don’t know why she doesn’t want to work here.” Duclon had seemed genuinely upset about the whole situation. Couldn’t shut up about her.

      Wolf flipped to her fitness-test page. Despite her physical stature, her score was outstanding—ninety-fifth percentile across the board. Her run time, pushups, sit-ups, and pull-ups could beat out pretty much anyone in the department he had now. Her broad jump would have been remarkable for a man a foot and a half taller than she. And then there was her bench press. She had the relative strength of an ant, able to lift well over her body weight.

      She narrowed her eyes and shifted in her chair. “I … know I’m not the largest woman on the planet, but my fitness-test score is satisfactory, as you can see. I’m a black belt in karate, and I’m more than capable of defending myself.”

      Wolf had noticed that. Most of his men were well versed in self-defense and hand-to-hand combat, but not many had taken it to the level she had.

      That, however, wasn’t what was most exciting about the firecracker sitting across the desk. It was her forensic-lab experience that distanced her from the other candidates. For years, any time the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department had needed specialized lab work done, they had had to farm it out to the Summit County crime lab. Heather Patterson had the experience to change that.

      Wolf also noted that Heather Patterson had not mentioned her relation to Margaret Hitchens, a prominent member of the Rocky Points town council and Sluice county council. And, unlike many of the other council members, Wolf liked Margaret Hitchens. Heather Patterson would have known that coming in here, yet she was relying on her own merits to get her through the interview.

      So far. She hadn’t heard the next question.

      “All right. Now tell me why you want this job. Why Rocky Points?” he asked. “We aren’t big. We don’t have the high crime rates of a city like Boulder. So, why here?”

      “As you know, I grew up in Aspen, and I absolutely love the mountains, and Colorado. I’ve actually spent some time here in Rocky Points with my family over the years. We have relatives here in Rocky Points, and we used to ski here. I really love the town and the ski resort.” Her eyes glazed over as she chuckled. “I still remember when I was young how we used to come here during Christmas time. We loved the festival, and my oldest brother, who’s a really good skier, used to do the horse-drawn skier race.”

      Wolf smiled and nodded. “The Ski-Joring race.”

      Every year the town gathered to watch the fastest horses in town sprint down Main Street with skiers on ropes behind them. He and his brother had raced it many times. Wolf had broken a pinky finger one year doing it. He’d also won it, twice.

      “Yeah, the Joring!” she said. “Anyway, I have great family memories here, and when I saw there was a job opening for the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department, I knew you guys were headquartered in Rocky Points … and then when I got the call to interview I was very …” She snapped back to the present moment and regained her job-seeker composure. “I was excited for the opportunity to interview for the job. I realize this may not be a high-crime area, but I also know I have a lot to learn.”

      Wolf smiled.

      There were three knocks on the door.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said.

      The door opened a crack and Deputy Tom Rachette poked his head in. He did a double take and his eyes popped wide at the sight of Heather Patterson. “Hey, uh, sorry, I’ll come back.”

      Wolf waved him in. “Heather, this is Deputy Tom Rachette. Rachette, this is Heather Patterson.”

      She stood up and held out a hand. “Hi, nice to meet you.”

      Rachette stood tall, stretching his stocky build as much as he could without getting on his toes. He took off his Sluice County Sheriff’s Department baseball cap and ruffled his closely cropped blond hair underneath, sending something that looked like a  piece of dried leaf onto the floor. He looked her up and down, narrowing his eyes to unseeing slits, and then pursed his lips.

      “Hey,” Rachette breathed more than said, as he gently grasped her hand.

      She furrowed her brow. “Hi.”

      Wolf flushed watching the exchange. He wanted to meet the guy who had taught Rachette how to talk to women and give him a punch in the nose.

      “You’re not from here, are you?” Rachette asked.

      Heather Patterson gave a small snort, and then mimicked his tone. “No.”

      Rachette gave a warm smile and placed his other hand on top of hers. “Well, good luck. It was great to meet y—”

      Rachette squinted and gritted his teeth. He sucked in a breath and pulled on his hand, which was now white in Heather Patterson’s grip.

      After a few tense seconds, his hand slipped free and whipped back with a thump against his stomach.

      “It was great to meet you, too.” She turned to Wolf with raised eyebrows, and Wolf gestured for her to sit back down.

      Rachette’s face was brick red and trending toward purple. He stuck out his lower jaw and glared down at her. “You’ve got a lot—”

      “What is it, Deputy Rachette?” Wolf asked.

      Rachette looked at Wolf with genuine confusion.

      Wolf sighed. “Why did you come here to my office?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Rachette put his hat back on and flexed his hand. “I just wanted to talk about the team assignments today up at the festival grounds. It can wait until after your interview.” He backtracked to the door.

      “Stick around,” Wolf said, then looked at Heather Patterson. “Ms. Patterson, you’re hired if you want the job.”

      She smiled wide and stood, thrusting a hand at Wolf. “Yes! Thank you.”

      Wolf hesitated for a second after seeing what she’d just done to Rachette, and then smiled and took her hand. “You’ll be a great addition to the department, Deputy Patterson.”

      It was her turn to blush now. “Thank you, Sheriff Wolf,” she said.

      Wolf nodded. “As you probably know, we have the first annual Rocky Points Music Festival coming up this weekend. Putting on such a big event is stretching us to the limit, to the point where we’re bringing help in from Vail PD, Glenwood Springs, and deputies from Summit County to help out. In other words, we need boots on the ground. So, I hope you understand when I ask, can you start today?”

      “I … yes, I could.” Her eyes sparkled and she took in a shaky breath.

      “Yeah, okay. Easy,” Rachette said.

      She flicked a glance at Rachette, and then raised her chin.

      Wolf smiled. “You’re sleeping at Margaret’s, right? So you have a place to stay until you find a place of your own?”

      Her face went red again, and then she nodded. “I didn’t know you knew I was related to Margaret.”

      “Lesson one, sister,” Rachette said. “Sheriff Wolf knows everything.”

      “If you need to take a few days,” Wolf continued, “and go back to Aspen to get a few things, I understand. But we’re really going to need your help later this week, and it would be nice to get you up to speed for the next few days, then have you working the festival this weekend.”

      She shook her head. “I’m packed for weeks if need be. Consider me on the job right now.”

      “Great. Rachette, send Baine with Wilson for the rest of the week. You’re with Patterson.”

      Rachette went wide-eyed and pale. “Uh, yeah, okay.” He cleared his throat. “Are you still going up to Grimm Lake with Jack?”

      Wolf pushed in his chair and walked around his desk. “Yep. In fact, I’m outta here now. I’ll see you guys tomorrow afternoon.”

      Rachette turned to Patterson. “Jack’s his son. They’re going camping today.”

      Patterson gave a large nod. “Aha.”

      Wolf opened the door and ushered them out. The squad room was completely empty except for Deputy Baine, who squinted at his computer screen, pecking at his keyboard with his index fingers.

      Patterson smiled at the sight of Baine, and so did Wolf. It was rare in this day and age to see such a display of computer ineptitude. Even Wolf could type circles around Baine, who was a couple of years younger than Wolf.

      “Hey, Bill Gates,” Rachette said, “you’re with Wilson today.”

      Baine looked up. “Wilson already left with Hughes.”

      “I guess we need to call him back then.”

      Baine gave Patterson a quick nod, and looked up at Wolf.

      “This is our new deputy, Heather Patterson,” Wolf said, and Baine stood and shook her hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” Patterson said. “That your son?” She pointed down at a few pictures on Baine’s desk.

      “Yep. That’s my little man,” Baine said.

      Rachette sniffed. “You want to call Wilson? Or me to?”

      “I’ll call him. He’s on the parking team. We’re on traffic. Which team are Wilson and I gonna be on now? Which team are you guys?”

      They all looked at Wolf. Wolf slapped Rachette and Patterson on the back and walked away. “You guys have this covered. See you tomorrow night.”
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      Wolf scraped his boots along the gravel of the department lot, kicking small stones in front of him. Crunching tires rumbled behind him, and he turned to see the glaring sun reflecting off Chairman Ash’s black Range Rover. Ash slowed, and then sped past him and parked in a vacant spot, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

      He sighed inwardly and walked to meet Ash as he stepped out of his truck.

      “Sheriff,” Ash said with a sly smile.

      “Chairman Ash.”

      “I just spoke with Kevin. He said the interview went”—Ash pushed up his gold-rimmed glasses and looked to the doors of the station—“very well.” Ash smiled gratefully and held out a hand.

      Wolf shook his hand and gave a nod, and then walked away toward his SUV.

      “Hey, I came to talk to you,” Ash said.

      Wolf turned around. “Oh? What about?”

      “Well, about Kevin.”

      “What about Kevin?”

      Ash frowned like Wolf’s question was ridiculous. “What did you think? When’s he starting?”

      Wolf looked into the trees for a moment, picked the right words, and then looked back at Ash. “I didn’t hire Kevin.”

      Ash’s face went blank. He shrugged, straightened his suit jacket, and passed one hand over his pink tie to smooth wrinkles that weren’t there. After a few more seconds of contemplative thought while grooming himself, he said, “That’s disappointing.”

      “The interview was disappointing, yes,” Wolf said. “I’m sorry. I’ve found a better candidate, and I hired her.”

      Ash tilted his head back and scoffed. “So you hired Margaret’s niece?”

      Wolf took a deep breath and walked away. “I hired the best candidate for the job, Chairman. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve gotta get going.”

      Ash stepped up and pulled on Wolf’s shoulder.

      Wolf stopped dead and looked down at Ash’s hand.

      The chairman removed his hand like he’d rested it on a hot stove burner, and then took up position in front of Wolf.

      “You know it’s just a matter of time before Sluice County changes, right? Pretty soon we’re all going to have to join the twenty-first century and county officials are going to be voted into office. The state’s fed up with our antiquated appointment system. That’s why we had to jump through hoops and this hire happened in the first place so we could get our money. The next step is a complete overhaul of our county government structure, and you know that means law enforcement, too. They’re even talking about merging us with Summit or Park Counties.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors.”

      Ash scoffed. “Rumors? These are plans being considered, not rumors. You have any friends in Park or Summit? I mean, besides those lowlifes you know from your high-school football days, digging ditches by day and swigging beer by night.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “I do.” Ash stretched his mouth in a self-satisfied grin. “I know quite a few people in Park and Summit. People in high places.”

      “What are you saying, Chairman? That I should compromise my integrity to ensure I’m keeping you happy, so I can keep my job in the future? You trying to corrupt me?”

      Ash stared with ripening cheeks, and then pleaded to the sky. “I’m just saying, you’re going to need friends to keep your career on track when that day comes. And it’s coming.” He lifted his glasses to his forehead and continued, “You shouldn’t forget that.”

      Wolf turned and walked away. “Goodbye, Chairman.” Ash’s car door slammed and his tires sawed into the gravel on the way out.
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      Jack looked up and stopped in his tracks as he and Wolf heard the loud thump. Wolf stepped around him to see what the commotion was.

      “Whoa, oh my God,” Jack snickered quietly, just like any twelve-year-old boy would do when a man face-plants somewhere nearby.

      Wolf could hardly blame his son for laughing, the unexpectedness of the whole scene was startling. It was the first sign of seeing another human being since they’d began their hike at the high-alpine parking lot an hour ago. Walking through the trees, up the remote mountain valley, a few elk and soaring hawks overhead had been their only companions. Now, out in the clearing along a trail cutting through the expanse of knee-high grass and high alpine flowers, a man struggled on the ground under an upside-down backpack. He was shoulders-down, the top of his head on the ground and the rest of his body twisted like a pretzel, trying to right himself without any luck.

      “Is he okay?” Jack asked.

      Good question, Wolf thought. He stepped forward, his concern growing for the man by the second. “Hey, you all right?”

      “Ah! Fuck! Goddammit!”

      Wolf’s blood pressure jumped as the man’s outburst echoed down the valley behind them.

      “Stay behind me,” he said to Jack.

      The man couldn’t get up, as if an industrial-strength magnet in the top of his pack had latched onto a car buried underneath the trail. He squirmed for a few seconds, and then finally rolled out of the straps and got up, swiping the dust from his green shell jacket and camouflage canvas pants. He took off his baseball cap and slapped the backpack, and then rose up with a start at the sight of Wolf and Jack.

      The man’s eyes sprung open and he set his feet wide, as if he’d just woken up on a set of railroad tracks, staring at a diesel engine speeding right at him.

      Then the guy relaxed and jerked his head around to look behind him. He stood still like that for a moment, and then turned to Wolf and Jack, and bent down and pushed his backpack over.

      In the still mountain air, Jack and Wolf heard the contents of the bag scrape and clunk, and listened to the man grunt like he was wrestling with a backpack full of bricks.

      The man’s camo pants and lace-up boots looked military to Wolf, standard army combat uniform, ACU, but the green parka was a light ski jacket, a combination of civilian and military attire.

      “He ate it hard,” Jack whispered behind Wolf.

      Wolf held up a hand for Jack to be quiet.

      The man squatted and hung the pack on his shoulders, then teetered to a standing position, his teeth baring as he did so. He pulled his baseball cap low, and wobbled fast toward them. His breathing was hard and loud, like he was on the verge of hyperventilating. In the first twenty yards, he looked over his shoulder three times, which sent his body into a slight twist that threatened to topple him again.

      The more Wolf watched, his unease grew. Not only were the guy’s actions puzzling, so was his presence at all. For one, it was a Tuesday afternoon, in such a remote area of National Forest that even mid-summer weekends rarely saw hikers. Second, when they had started their hike at the trailhead parking lot, Wolf hadn’t seen any other vehicles. Third, that parking lot sat atop an unforgiving road. Wolf and Jack had spent over an hour bouncing and scraping their way up Grimm Lake Road at a snail’s pace. The skid-plate underneath Wolf’s old Toyota pickup had slammed, scraped, and pinged against rocks as they inched their way over huge washout gullies dug into the steep incline. Most people turned back after the first two switchbacks.

      So where did this guy come from? Was he on a long trek from the other side of the mountains? If so, why such a large pack, with so much weight?

      Wolf’s pulse accelerated as he watched the guy scramble toward them with out-of-control speed. When he saw what was dangling on the guy’s backpack strap—a wood-handled .357 revolver in a leather holster—his body tensed for action.

      Wolf had a gun, too, as was his habit after spending so much time rubbing elbows with the seedier population of the world. Only, while backpacking he always carried his paddle holster in the side pocket of his pack rather than on his hip.

      Wolf turned and glared at Jack. “Stay behind me.”

      Jack nodded, now with wide eyes.

      “Hey, you all right?” Wolf called out as he unbuckled his hip belt. He put both his thumbs underneath his pack straps and slid them an inch outward, envisioning exactly how he’d remove his pistol in the fastest move possible.

      The guy ignored Wolf and kept walking toward them. His head was down, face obscured by his Boston Red Sox cap, and he was digging in the collar of his jacket for something. After a few steps, he fingered out a dark-blue handkerchief with a pattern of white logos on it, and then pulled it up over his face.

      An instant later, he tripped again on a jagged rock in the trail, and went down hard. This time he twisted before being tackled by the crushing weight on his back. The man landed on his side and the backpack clanked like a huge sack of ingots.

      Wolf shook his head and stepped forward. “Hey, whoa! What’s—”

      “Fuck!” The man’s scream shook the air.

      Wolf flipped his pack straps off his shoulders, turned around, and unzipped the side pocket of his pack the instant it hit the ground. With a quick move he pulled his personal pistol, a Glock 17 identical to his department-issue piece, and turned around, stopping short of pointing it at the guy. Wolf put his finger on the trigger and held it at his side. “Hey.”

      The man grunted and struggled to his knees, then planted one foot.

      “Hey!” Wolf said. “What the hell is going on? Are you running from something? You’d better start talking.”

      The guy got to his feet and started walking again.

      Now, from only ten yards away, Wolf could see a streak of blood oozing from underneath the man’s cap. It was dried where it ran underneath the neckline of his jacket, like it was a wound from hours ago.

      “Are you hurt?” Wolf asked.

      The man kept coming, like Wolf and Jack were ghosts.

      Wolf racked the slide of his gun, stepped in front of the man, and raised it for effect, keeping his aim to the woods in the distance. “Start talking. Now!”

      The man stopped at the unmistakable sound of the gun and lifted his head, revealing wide brown eyes, dilated from excitement. He wore a medium-length brown beard, which was thinner on one side. Wolf realized one side of the man’s face had been burned. One of his ears was smaller than the other, wilted into scar tissue, like Wolf had seen on severely burned veterans in the past.

      The man raised his hands. “Whoa! What the hell?”

      Wolf stared. “Good question. What the hell is going on? Are you hurt? Are you running from something? Start talking, now.”

      The man opened his mouth, and then his eyes narrowed to slits and he made a face like he’d just smelled the worst thing in the world. “Whoa, man, I’ve got rights. You can’t just pull a gun on someone in this country. I’ve got rights.” He pecked himself in the chest, then pointed at Wolf, and then at Jack. “You’ve got rights, little man—”

      “Don’t talk to my son,” Wolf said. “Fuck your rights. What’s going on?”

      The guy stared at Wolf and swallowed.

      The man was crazy. And probably a little drunk, maybe a lot drunk, though Wolf couldn’t smell anything. Or maybe he’d been eating magic mushrooms.

      Wolf shook his head and lowered his gun. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to know why you’re running. Are you running from something? Because it looks like you are. Do my son and I need to be worried?”

      The man swung slowly under the huge weight, and looked back up the trail.

      Wolf tightened his grip on his pistol and kept his eyes on the man’s hands.

      After a beat, the man turned back with a strained smile. It could have been the man’s facial injuries that gave the illusion of strain, but Wolf didn’t think so. The man was scared.

      “No man, I’m not runnin’. Just enjoying the day, like you two.”

      “I didn’t see your vehicle down at the Grimm Lake trailhead lot. Where’re you coming from?” Wolf asked.

      “What, you a game warden or something? I’m not hunting.”

      “No, but I’m the sheriff of Sluice County,” Wolf said. “Where are you coming from?”

      “Just up there, camping. I parked at the other lot.” He pointed past them, down the trail and to the west. “I came from Aspen, past Ruedi Reservoir, then on up a hairy road. The trailhead is a couple of hours down. You have to know where to look for the cut-off.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds. Wolf didn’t know about the other trail, and he had been coming here for years.

      The man stood still and shrugged, a gesture that failed to move his heavy pack a millimeter. “Well, have a good day.”

      Wolf nodded and gave him a sour smile. “Yeah. Have a good day.” What could Wolf do? He couldn’t exactly arrest the man for lack of social skills.

      The guy nodded to both of them and walked away at his same frenetic pace.

      As he left, Wolf caught a glimpse of a tattoo on the side of his neck—a bomb pointing straight down with crossed lightning bolts through it. Underneath the bolts were curled-up branches, resembling the shape of a handlebar mustache from a distance. Wolf had seen it many times before and recognized it as the Army Explosives Ordnance Disposal badge.

      Now Wolf’s pulse jumped again at the thought of the metallic clank from the man’s backpack as he’d slammed against the ground. Was this guy trudging through the high alpine Rockies with a backpack full of heavy bomb parts? Freaked out because they were about to blow up on his back?

      Wolf didn’t dare blink as he watched the man waddle down the path, welcoming the distance opening up between them.

      Jack kept quiet, shooting glances up at Wolf. When the guy finally bobbed out of sight for good, Jack looked up at Wolf. “What the heck?”

      Wolf looked down at him and forced a smile. “Who knows? What a weirdo.”

      Jack’s worried look melted away. “Seriously. Oh my God, did you see that first fall? He face-planted so hard.”

      Wolf shook his head and smiled. “Yeah, I did. Okay, enough standing around. We’re losing time. Let’s get going.” Wolf nudged Jack and let him go first. His nerves were zapping from the encounter and he didn’t want Jack out of his sights for a second. Wolf tucked his paddle holster on the hip strap of his pack and followed close.
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      “What position did you play?”

      “Center field. Hey, one more time,” Wolf said.

      Jack stopped and turned around.

      Wolf did too, scanning the trail behind them. They now stood almost at the top of a steep south-facing mountain slope. The path they’d climbed switched back and forth down an open scree field, and then flattened on a long valley that stretched out south for miles ahead before turning to the east and out of sight. He looked up past Jack. Ahead a short distance, the trail wound up and out of sight, and onto the cirque valley where their destination waited—Grimm Lake.

      Wolf slowed his breath and listened. The tips of the pine trees swayed and howled in the breeze below, and a marmot barked in the rocks somewhere nearby. The sky was clear, except for some saucer-shaped clouds created by the winds flowing over the snow-covered peaks. Two crows cawed as they circled above the valley in front of them. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Wolf raised a hand to block the late-afternoon sun and a freshening wind cooled the sweat on his neck and armpit. He squinted and methodically followed the trail with his eyes until it turned out of sight. There was no movement or glints of metal in the sun.

      “Is it much further?” Jack asked.

      Wolf looked up. “One, two … looks like four more switchbacks, then we’re there.”

      Jack smiled. “Cool. It’s just over the ridge, then?”

      “Yep. Let’s go.”

      Ten minutes later they crested the mountain slope.

      Grimm Lake was a frigid pool of melt-water three quarters of the way up a peak that was a thirteener, as Coloradans would call it—not quite a fourteen-thousand-foot peak, but formidable nonetheless. Steep mountain walls surrounded the water on three sides, which were strewn with slushy veins of snow, reflecting the orange light of the fading day.

      Wolf loved this spot. The place was always deserted—the burly condition of the road at the trailhead made sure of that. He could count on one hand the times he’d seen another human being in this part of the mountains, despite its relatively close proximity to the large populations of Vail to the north, and Glenwood Springs and Aspen to the west.

      The camping was exceptional. Since the lake sat below timberline, it was lined on the west side by pines that twisted and leaned toward the mouth of the valley, bent by the relentless wind over time. They were thick in a few places, creating a few nooks to camp in.

      Then there was the water. The shallow edge of Grimm Lake was almost as clear as the mountain air, allowing one to see the rocks, logs, and swimming fish, and the deeper interior of the lake glowed an emerald green.

      But Wolf’s biggest reason for loving the area was the memories of him and his father camping here every year for as long as Wolf could remember. Even the year his father had died, they’d come here earlier that summer and fished for two days. It had always been just the two of them; not even his little brother had come along. It had been their private spot, and now Wolf was continuing the legacy.

      “Wow!” Jack’s smile glowed in the orange light. “This is wet.” He bounced his way down the trail toward the water.

      Wolf looked at the lake and heard the trickle of the groundwater sliding from the slopes into the lake. “Yeah, I guess it is. Lots of melting this time of year,” he said with a shrug.

      Jack stopped and turned around. “No. Like, you know, dude, that’s wet.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, like, it’s awesome up here.” Jack rolled his eyes and kept walking.

      Wolf sighed and followed. Good God.

      Jack ran all the way to the edge of the lake, looked down the shoreline, and darted to a place with a ring of rocks blackened by fire.

      “We should camp here!” Jack yelled.

      Wolf’s smile widened. “Yeah, sounds good to me.” It was the same spot Wolf had camped at every time he’d come here with his father. Probably every single person that had come here had camped there. It was naturally inviting, with a clump of pines surrounding a fire pit, blocking the winds that frequented these altitudes of the Rocky Mountains.

      “All right, let’s set up our tents,” Wolf said as they reached the spot. “Make it quick. Then we’ll get some grub cooked up.”

      Wolf and Jack set down their bags and got started unpacking the tents.

      A few seconds later, Wolf froze as the boom of a rifle rolled up the valley, and twisted into the distance.

      “What?” Jack said, seeing Wolf’s alarm.

      Wolf held out a hand and looked to the blue layers of mountains out the mouth of the cirque valley.

      Another shot rang out, this time a little louder, perhaps riding a different pocket of wind. It was definitely a rifle and not a pistol or a shotgun.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

      Wolf shook his head and waited for the next shot. It never came.

      “Nothing. Just a hunter.” Wolf flipped his backpack and unzipped the main pocket.

      “It’s not hunting season for months, right?” Jack asked.

      No, it wasn’t. Hunting season for any sort of game, big or small, wasn’t for at least two months.

      Wolf shrugged. “Probably just practicing. All right, let’s get set up.”

      “You wanna do a tent-setup race? I bet I beat you.” Jack was dead serious.

      “Pfffft. You don’t have a chance.” Wolf ripped into his backpack and pulled out his tent, setting off the latest in a line of increasingly frequent father-son competitions.

      Wolf feigned interest, all the while thinking about the shots. He would have bet his life that those reports had come from a rifle shooting supersonic rounds. The sound had that extra punch that echoed far and long through the terrain. What really bothered him was that the frantic man wrestling his backpack they’d passed hadn’t been carrying a rifle.

      Wolf’s stomach churned as he pictured the scarred, bearded man, trapped under the crushing weight of his overstuffed backpack, taking his final breaths as he bled out somewhere far below.

      Wolf inhaled deeply and calmed himself down. The fact was, those shots were close—at least closer than the man they’d passed would have been. If that man had continued at his same frantic pace, he would have been miles down the trail, near Wolf’s parked truck by now, around at least two bends in the valley.

      No, Wolf and Jack wouldn’t have been able to hear the shots with such clarity had that man just been shot at. Unless he had turned around and headed back toward us.

      Was Wolf’s imagination redlining? Or had whatever, or whoever, that man was running from finally caught up to him? And what did that mean for Jack and Wolf?
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      A half-moon hung just above the eastern wall of the amphitheater valley, bathing the western shoreline of the lake with a soft glow, casting ink shadows of all shapes and sizes across their campground. There were no clouds above, only the stars, planets, galaxies, star clusters, and other relics of the recent and ancient past gleaming in every nook and cranny of the sky.

      The flickering flames of the fire licked straight up in the calm night.

      “I definitely want to play football again this year.” Jack stabbed yet another hot dog on his pointed stick and stuck it in the fire.

      Wolf groaned inwardly. “Yeah?” He got up from his chair and crouched next to his camping stove, giving it another pump on the gas tank.

      “Yep.”

      “We’ll see,” Wolf said, hating the words coming out of his mouth as he spoke them.

      Jack turned to him with arched eyebrows.

      Wolf patted him on the back. “Don’t worry. We’ll talk about it in the fall.”

      “So I don’t get to play? Is this because of Mom?”

      Wolf shook his head and turned up the hissing flame of his camp stove underneath the simmering pot of water. “No, no. It’s just that you’re kind of in a transition period. Right now, the kids are getting a little too big, and you haven’t hit your growth spurt yet. Your Mom and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      Jack studied his twirling hotdog.

      Wolf’s stomach sank, feeling like he’d just whipped his son with a leather belt.

      Jack was almost thirteen, and despite his smaller size compared to some of the other kids, he was a hell of a player. Wolf had been an all-state quarterback in his day, earning himself a full-ride to Colorado State before deciding to go into the army. But Jack had his own set of strengths on the football field, seemingly opposite his father’s. He was fast, caught nearly everything thrown his way, and moved through the defense like a rabbit. But the fact was that right now he was also five-foot-nothing and weighed less than half of many of the boys out on the field.

      Wolf thought back to the previous fall season, and a kid on one of the Denver teams they’d played against. The kid had been taller and heavier than Wolf—a twelve-year-old behemoth whom Wolf had sworn he’d seen eyeing mothers on the sidelines in between plays.

      Wolf had cringed that day for an hour and a half, watching Jack catch the ball repeatedly, just avoiding the man-child, who bowled over less fortunate kids like empty beer cans, leaving them whimpering in his wake wherever he went.

      The reality was, there were kids like that all over the state now. They were sprouting feet over night, gaining pounds, a bushel of body hair, a deep voice, and a shot of untamed testosterone that made them love smothering little grunts like Jack into the turf all the more. The scary part to Wolf and Sarah was that Jack seemed to enjoy it all too much. Although Wolf was secretly proud of Jack for being such a daredevil, he also felt like he was playing Russian roulette with his son’s safety.

      What was the world coming to when an ex-collegiate-level football player was telling his son he didn’t want him playing because it was too dangerous?

      Wolf shook the thoughts out of his head and looked up at the stars.

      For a few minutes, they crouched next the fire in silence. Jack’s aromatic hotdog sizzled, dripping hissing juices into the fire while Wolf’s gas stove blasted, struggling mightily to boil water in the oxygen-starved environment.

      “I guess waiting until I get bigger is no big deal,” Jack said, seeming to be completely over the argument.

      Wolf studied Jack for a few seconds. “You know, you don’t have to play football just because I did. If you don’t want to play, then don’t.”

      Jack looked into the fire for a moment, then up at Wolf. “I just want to be like you, you know? Nate says you were an awesome quarterback. Everybody says I’m a wet receiver. I bet I could play college like you did.”

      Wolf rubbed his eye with his palm. “Buddy, you have to stop using that word. You guys just go around using that as an adjective now?”

      Jack looked embarrassed, like he realized he wasn’t getting a joke that everyone else was laughing at.

      Wolf couldn’t suppress his smile any more. “Eat your hot dog—it’s getting black.”

      “I like ’em charred.” Jack made a psychotic face as he twirled the hot dog, and then he laughed.

      Wolf laughed too, feeling a wave of pride for his twelve-year-old son. With his brown hair, grown out to the typical unkempt flop style of youth, and his wide pine-green eyes, he was a good-looking kid, too. Wolf had always marveled at how his own brown eyes and Sarah’s sapphire blue could create such a striking color in Jack’s.

      Jack looked at Wolf. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Wolf turned up his stove a little more.

      Wolf tensed and froze when he heard the next sound. A snake wriggled in his gut when he realized that the sound was the creak of straps and fiberglass rods stressing under the weight of someone sitting in his camping chair.
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      “Ahhh,” the man sighed as he leaned back in Wolf’s Coleman chair. “Hello.”

      There was a revolver in the man’s right hand, shining liquid in the firelight. Then there was a soft metallic click of the man pulling back the hammer. It was barely audible over the rushing blood in Wolf’s ears, but the sound was a clear enough signal to them. Stay put.

      In the man’s other hand was the barrel of a rifle, pointed to the sky, propped with the matte-black stock in the dirt. Affixed to the top of the rifle was a night-vision scope.

      With a sinking feeling, Wolf recognized the revolver. It looked like the one carried earlier by the man from the trail. Only this certainly wasn’t the same guy.

      Wolf shuffled to his left to shield Jack.

      “Don’t move,” the man said. His voice cracked and he cleared his throat.

      “Who are you?” Jack said defiantly.

      Wolf winced and put his hand up. “Quiet, Jack.”

      “Hey there, fella,” the man said. He scooted forward on the camp chair with a grunt, and his face came into the light of the fire.

      The man’s eye color was indistinguishable, points of reflecting fire light surrounded by shadow. Three dark moles sat underneath his mouth, black voids in an otherwise ghostly pale skin. He didn’t blink, and his light colored, almost invisible, eyebrows were bridged with concern. His upper lip was pushed down, like a child about to cry.

      Wolf couldn’t tell whether the man was mocking them or was actually sad. Or maybe he was even crazier than the guy they’d seen on the trail earlier.

      Wolf took in the rest of the man at a glance. He was dressed lethally, wearing a black wool cap, black coat, black pants, and black leather boots. There was only one thing that outfit was for—sneaking up on people at night. The man had done a good job of that.

      Wolf cursed himself for not noticing. “What do you want?” he asked.

      The man stared unmoving, then slowly leaned the rifle up against the chair armrest behind him. Then he took a deep breath and exhaled, scratching his face while looking at them. He reached into his coat pocket and produced a radio. Twisting the knob, two staccato beeps pierced the silence.

      “I’m here,” he said into it.

      The radio crackled. “So?”

      “Just some guy and his kid.” He kept his finger pressed on the button and sighed. “Just some guy and his kid.”

      “He isn’t just some guy, mister.” Jack’s voice was defiant. “He’s the sheriff of—”

      “Keep quiet,” Wolf said, keeping his eyes on their intruder.

      Jack did.

      The man looked at Wolf like he’d just run into an ex-girlfriend. “I guess this guy is a sheriff.” He clicked off the button and pressed the radio to his forehead. “Where you sheriff of?” he asked Wolf.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “I asked you a question. What the hell do you—”

      The radio scratched. “Well,” the voice hesitated, “doesn’t matter. You know what you have to do.” The man on the other end used an unmistakable tone. It was the tone of a father telling his son he had to take the dog out back and shoot it.

      The man sat up a bit and looked at Wolf. He seemed to turn even paler. “No, I can’t. You know that.”

      There was a long pause, and Wolf watched the man in the chair fight his thoughts.

      “We’ll be down. Keep them there.”

      Wolf had heard enough. He twisted and grabbed the wire handle of his nearly boiling water pot and stood. Like a collegiate softball pitcher, he threw the pot underhand, and then charged behind it with as much ferocity as he could muster.

      The man was caught completely off guard. He screamed and crossed his arms in front of his face, dropping the radio and pointing the revolver at the moon as the water exploded against him in a puff of steam.

      Wolf dove, landing an elbow in the man’s face and clutching the guy’s wrist at the same time. As Wolf landed on the man’s upper body, the chair tipped back. The man tensed under Wolf with surprisingly strong muscles, and pulled Wolf over the top of him. After what seemed like minutes, Wolf finally landed, still with a tenuous grasp on the wrist of the hand that held the gun. He pulled himself onto the man in an instant. Then Wolf’s teeth clicked together and his whole head thumped as the man connected with an uppercut punch out of nowhere. He rolled sideways, and Wolf’s grip slipped.

      Wolf exploded into frenzied action, twisting to get on top, seeking the revolver with his hands before it went off.

      But the man was bigger and stronger than Wolf had anticipated, and turned on top of Wolf, mashing him into the ground under his pressing weight. Wolf found the man’s wrist again, clamped both hands around it, and pointed the gun toward the lake.

      “Get him, Dad!” came Jack’s frantic voice from somewhere. “Get him!”

      Now inches from Wolf’s face, the man sprayed warm spittle through clenched teeth, his eyes wide with murderous intent.

      The gun went off, and the recoil jolted Wolf’s arms. Hot gas from the muzzle stung his hands and forehead, and his hearing cut out to a single screaming tone.

      The bullet had sailed somewhere toward the lake. Harmless. This time.

      Wolf dug his thumb into the pressure point on the man’s wrist, so hard that he felt warm blood trickle down his nail. The revolver dropped out of the man’s hand, and he screamed in agony. Wolf punched the man’s forearm, and it cracked with the sound of an exploding ember in a campfire.

      Wolf felt the guy go slack, and he took full advantage. He smashed him in the face with another punch and pushed him off, then picked up the gun in a lightning move, aimed, and pulled the trigger.

      The .357 Magnum flashed and the air shook with a deafening boom.

      Though he couldn’t see through the blue floaters in his vision, Wolf had pressed the barrel so close that there was no doubt he’d hit his target. Any concern over whether he’d missed evaporated as acrid smoke filled his nostrils, mixed with the metallic smell of blood.

      Wolf stood straight and was startled by Jack, standing no more than three feet away.

      Jack stared down with wide eyes and a gaping mouth, holding a jagged rock the size of a cantaloupe.

      Wolf realized what had happened. Jack had slammed the guy against the side of the head. That’s why the man had abruptly gone slack.

      “Good job,” Wolf said. His own voice sounded like it was muffled with pillows.

      Jack kept his eyes down. His mouth was gaping and shiny with saliva.

      Wolf followed his gaze. Dark liquid pooled underneath the man’s head, and a tendril of smoke curled its way out through the back of his wool cap. It looked like the man’s face was half buried in the ground, but in fact the front of his was gone. Wolf knew that a .357 Magnum exit wound would do that.

      Wolf put his hand on Jack’s shoulder and shook gently. “Hey, buddy. Look at me, not at that. You okay?”

      Jack stared at Wolf.

      “You saved me,” Wolf said.

      Jack closed his mouth and said nothing.

      Once again, Wolf felt overwhelming pride for his son. Then he looked back down at the man and felt shame grip his heart. Why? He’d had no choice. He hadn’t wanted to kill the man, but he had been forced to. It was kill or be killed. Kill or have this bastard kill his son.

      But he’d hoped, countless times in his life before this moment, that Jack would never have to see such things. And now he’d killed a man no more than three feet from him. In the most violent way Wolf could have imagined.

      “Jack.”

      Jack was staring at the body again. “Yeah?”

      “You okay?” Wolf gently turned Jack’s face away from the bloody mess.

      “Yeah.” Jack dropped the rock and swallowed, then turned to the bushes and heaved.

      The radio crackled, and a tinny voice came through it. Wolf picked it up and put it to his ringing ear.

      “… on? You there? What’s going on?” The voice was excited.

      Wolf stared at the radio for a few seconds.

      There was a blast of static. And then silence.

      Wolf put a finger to his lips and made eye contact with Jack. Wolf cleared his throat and pushed the button of the radio. “It’s done.”

      Wolf cringed at the voice he’d used. It was all wrong, the wrong pitch.

      Five agonizing seconds of silence passed. Wolf twisted the radio. Had he pushed the right button? Yes, he had.

      They had to know it wasn’t their man talking.

      The radio crackled. “We’ll be right up,” the voice said.

      Wolf stared at the radio, then turned to look up the slopes of the surrounding cirque valley.
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      Wolf picked up the man’s rifle from the ground and inspected it. It was a lightweight, black Steyr Scout with a ten-round high-capacity magazine. Mounted on top was a night-vision scope.

      He turned to the west. The steep mountain slope above was awash with moonlight. To the naked eye, details of the terrain were muddled and faint. He stared for a moment, looking for movement in his periphery. There was none.

      He flipped the power switch on the night-vision scope and pressed the rubber eyepiece to his eye. The area was transformed into a bright black-and-white image, like an ultrahigh-definition monochrome computer monitor with the contrast cranked high.

      The scope was a white phosphor display, rather than the green he had experience with in his army years. Wolf twisted the magnification knob and his vision was pulled closer into the terrain.

      All the cracks and depressions of the mountain were revealed in the scope. Still nothing moved.

      He scanned back and forth, high to low. Then he started from the bottom and scanned back to the top. He didn’t worry about the sheer cliffs to the right and left, just the navigable slopes. He scanned all the terrain surrounding them on three sides and saw no movement.

      He lowered the rifle and crouched to study the ground. He flipped on his headlamp and looked for shoe prints, hoping if he could figure out the direction the man had come in from, maybe it would give him a definitive clue as to where the other men were.

      Jack watched on in silence as Wolf studied the dirt, brittle grass, and rocks around the camp. It was no use. The tracks led to the woods, straight toward the steep slope to the west. But that proved nothing. The man could have come from the mouth of the cirque, to the south, and circled around them, and Wolf didn’t have the time to look.

      Wolf turned his attention to the man himself for clues. The guy had a top-of-the-line rifle that was just as effective in combat as big-game hunting, with a quality, expensive night-vision scope and a high-capacity magazine. What did that say about the man? He could have been military, but he was dressed and equipped more like a well-to-do hunter, with Cabela’s and Carhartt labels on his clothing. No military-issue knife, boots, or camo either. No military-issue anything, really.

      “What are we going to do?” Jack asked.

      Wolf looked through the night-vision display once again and scanned the low saddle on top of the pass to the west. Nothing.

      The cirque entrance, where they’d entered on the trail, was devoid of movement, too.

      Nobody.

      Wolf had to make a call, and the stakes had never been higher. Fear for his son raced through his veins with a stomach-quivering intensity. He wasn’t used to feeling such emotion, any emotion, in battle. And he wasn’t kidding himself for a second—he was deep in the battle of his life at the moment. Clenching his jaw, Wolf let his fear morph into a calm hatred for the men threatening his son. In this spot of all spots.

      He shouldered the rifle and bent down over the dead body one last time. He dug his fingers underneath the man’s coat collar and pulled it down, looking on the pale skin of his neck. Then he looked on the other side, swiping away the warm blood to see the skin underneath. No tattoos like the man they’d encountered on the trail earlier. Wolf wiped his hand on the man’s jacket and stood.

      “We’re going to leave our stuff here and get down to our truck. Then we’re going to go home.”

      Jack wiped his mouth and nodded absently.

      Wolf grabbed his shoulders and glared at him. “Did you hear me? We are going to get to the truck and go home.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes and nodded faster.

      “Get your headlamp. Put on your gloves, hat, and your heavy coat.”

      Jack breathed heavily as he did as Wolf told him.

      Wolf put the Glock on his belt, and looked down at the man’s .357 revolver lying on the ground. He picked it up, tucked it in the rear of his pants, took off the Glock, and then walked to Jack.

      Jack swayed and stutter-stepped as Wolf tucked the paddle holster into Jack’s belt line.

      “You’ve shot this before.”

      Jack swallowed and nodded.

      “Remember, there’s no safety.” He stepped close to Jack and hugged him tight. “Don’t worry, bud. I’m not going to let you get hurt.” Wolf pushed him back and looked him in the eye. “If someone attacks us”—he glanced down at the Glock on Jack’s hip—“use that gun. Don’t think about using it. Use it.”

      Jack nodded with a look that was somewhere between horrified and excited.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do. They’re coming down from up there.” Wolf nodded to the surrounding slopes.

      Jack shook his head. “But the guy on the radio just said they’d be right up. I heard it.”

      Wolf nodded. “I know. But before, they said they’d be right down. They were lying the second time. They knew it was someone else besides that guy. I think they were trying to trick us. They’re trying to flush us toward the mountain slopes, where we’re slow and vulnerable. So we’re going to go back down. Fast.”

      Jack looked around, then nodded.

      Wolf looked back toward the trail, and then up at the steep walls surrounding them. “But I could be wrong. We’re going to have to be ready if we’re running straight into an ambush. So take the pistol out of the holster.”

      Now Jack looked positively horrified.

      “Remember. No safety. Shoot, then think about it later.”

      Jack nodded and pulled out the Glock. He stared down at it and then held it at his side.

      Wolf pulled out the smooth wood-handled .357 from his waist. “Let’s go.”
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      “Shit. Do you think he’s dead?” the first man whispered. “He’s just lying there. I think he’s dead.”

      The second man ripped the night-vision binoculars from his companion’s hands and pressed them against his eyes.

      The bright display clearly showed the man and his son talking next to a sprawled, motionless body. “Looks pretty dead.” Just then the man below turned toward them and raised a rifle. “Keep still. He’s lookin’ toward us through the night scope.”

      They sat motionless, the second man studied the two milling figures below. The guy sure was proactive. They’d been ready to head down the slope when they’d heard the shots, which had blasted no more than a few seconds after the radio conversation.

      “Okay, he turned around. These two have just become our only remaining obstacle. And I don’t like the looks of this guy. A sheriff? And he’s gotta be ex-military. Ryan was no pushover.”

      The first man shuffled next to him, scraping rocks, which sounded like a xylophone in the still silence.

      “Careful!” he hissed. “Be quiet.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      The first man settled into a firing position. He flipped the night-vision scope on top of the rifle and exhaled. “Goddamn. I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      The second man felt a pang of guilt, but the sensation passed like a mild gas cramp. “You got this shot?”

      The first man blew out a cloud of air in response.

      “Seriously. You got this?”

      “Yeah. They’re at four-hundred and twenty-one yards now, and as soon as they get out of the trees, they’ll be at least fifty yards closer, and pretty much coming right at us.”

      The second man looked down at the valley and concurred. He and his colleague were at the top of the slope, halfway between the edge of the cirque valley below and the campsite—a perfect spot from which to intercept the two figures, who would pass right underneath and into a zone where they’d make for easy pickings.

      “And if they go up the other side? Up the mountain?”

      “Yeah, right. They’d be crawling up, slow as turtles, and I’d pick them off. They won’t do that.”

      “They’re on the move,” the first man said. “Headed straight toward us, through the trees.”

      The second man eyed the campground below through the night-vision display, seeing the bright pinpoint of the campfire and their other man lying motionless on the ground.

      He tracked his lenses down and to the right, and caught the movement of the two walking. They were creeping slowly through the trees, taking refuge behind trunks. The man was putting the rifle to his shoulder, and then giving signals to his kid. Then they would move to the next set of trees. But they were quickly running out of cover.

      “No more trees,” the first man said in a sing-song voice.

      “As soon as they—”

      The second man stopped his sentence as he watched the two figures scatter below. He tracked his lenses up and down. The two had split up, and were zigzagging across the meadow in a full sprint.

      “Shit. Go. Shoot!”

      The night lit up as the first man’s rifle exploded. Then he fired again. And again.
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      As Wolf crept to the edge of the trees, he caught a glimpse of something so subtle it almost didn’t register. It was the blink of a plane at the top of the mountain. But it wasn’t moving. And then it was a solid red light, faint, and Wolf realized exactly what he was looking at.

      “Run!” Wolf broke from the trees first, determined to draw fire his way.

      A shot blasted and echoed for a long few seconds. There was no sign of the bullet hitting near Wolf. Jack. He almost fainted instantly at the thought.

      Just then, Jack thumped past Wolf at full speed, then veered left and then right, then back left, making himself a hard target, just as they had discussed when they’d crept away from the camp.

      Wolf blinked and carved a hard right turn. A bullet smacked into the ground, just where he would have been if he’d kept his course, and a rifle report rolled through the valley.

      “Shit,” he breathed, and upped his pace. There was no sense in slowing down, gawking at Jack, and getting shot in the process. He needed to stay alive to keep his son alive.

      He ran as fast as he could, swerving between imaginary defenders on a football field.

      And he prayed.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d prayed. The last time had undoubtedly been for his son then, too. And now he repeated a mantra through his bouncing breath as Jack flew through the meadow ahead of Wolf. “Please, God, protect my son. Please, God, protect my son. Please …”

      A flurry of shots rained down as they ran. Then Wolf heard two shots fire almost simultaneously. It was a subtle difference, but he was sure of it—there were two rifles now.

      A clump of grass behind Jack’s heel erupted into brown dust as the reports filled the air, drowning out the sound of Wolf’s footsteps below him.

      Jack kept on, still zigzagging, still at full speed.

      Please, God. Wolf repeated the chant and reminded himself to stop watching Jack, and get his own ass to the edge of the meadow and down the trail.

      Wolf’s vision blurred and bounced as he pushed himself as hard as he could. The sound of his breath and rustling clothing filled his ears, and then there was another thump nearby in the ground, then another bang.

      Jack was twenty yards ahead of Wolf now, almost to where the trail dove over the edge. As he neared the end, he veered right, then juked left, and dove over the hill and out of sight.

      As Jack was in the air, Wolf thought he saw him twist in a strange move.

      An instant later, the air shook with a final burst from a rifle high above, and Wolf dove over the edge after his son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      “You idiot!” The second man grunted and put his smoking thirty aught six on his shoulder, then stepped close to the first man. He thrust his hand in front of the night-vision scope.

      The first man looked at the second man’s hand, now with a dancing faint red dot on it.

      “Get out of my face.” He slapped the hand away and switched off the infrared illuminator on his scope.

      “That guy saw it and bolted.”

      They faced one another and stared for a few seconds. It was a defiant gesture, one they’d made to one another many times over the years.

      In unison, they broke their staring war and looked down the slope in front of them.

      “Shit,” the second man said.

      Their situation had just become dire, and they both knew it.

      “They saw Jeffries,” the first man said.

      “And now Ryan,” the second man said, finishing the thought.

      “That’s enough to figure everything out. And this guy’s a sheriff. Obviously has a brain. They have to die.”

      “Yeah, they do.”

      They both turned on their headlamps.

      “All right,” the second man said. “You go after them. You’re a better shot, anyway.” He bent down and fumbled for a shell casing wedged in between two rocks. “I’ll catch up!” he yelled to his already-gone companion.

      The second man searched every slot and crack between the rocks, pocketing the brass shells in his jacket zip pocket. He kicked over the little rock tripod the first man had made and scanned the area one more time for any sign of them having been there.

      Satisfied the area was clean, he looked over the edge and saw his companion bouncing down far below in a cloud of moonlit dust. He clenched his teeth, cursed their luck, and launched himself down the hill after him.
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      Wolf’s lungs stung when he dove over the edge of the hill, but the pain of struggling for oxygen was quickly forgotten as he landed hard on his left shoulder. A pain he hadn’t felt in a long time radiated down his arm and up to the side of his neck, and at that moment he knew he’d been shot.

      As he righted himself and slid ten feet down a dirt embankment, he blocked out the pain and focused on finding Jack.

      Jack was lying face down, twenty feet from Wolf. His back was heaving as he sucked for breath.

      “Jack!”

      Jack lifted his head and turned to Wolf.

      Wolf was flooded with relief. “Are you all right?”

      Jack nodded with wide eyes. “Yeah. I almost got hit when I dove over the edge. I heard it go right past my head.”

      “Thank God you didn’t.” He felt a rivulet of blood reach his middle finger, dripping off at a fast tempo. He couldn’t for the life of him remember getting hit.

      He raised his hand and looked, feeling the warm stream now travel up his arm.

      “Jack, I need you to tie my T-shirt around my wound.”

      Jack slipped and slid across the steep hill to Wolf.

      Wolf pulled his arm out of his coat sleeve, and held up the fabric of his T-shirt. A steady stream of blood poured down his arm from a two-inch-long wound in his bicep. The left side of his shirt was already blotched with warm blood and stuck against his abdomen.

      Wolf winced as he pulled the sleeve down over his wound. “Ah, shoot.” Every move, every flex, sent a wrecking ball of pain through his arm.

      Jack shook his head. “Forget it. Stop.” He ripped off his own coat and shirt in a quick move, then put his coat back on over his bare torso.

      Wolf nodded and leaned forward, hanging his arm out to the side. His lower arm throbbed, like it was being pulled by a tractor. “Okay, wrap it directly over the gash and tie it tight.”

      Jack threaded the shirt beneath his arm and wrapped it over the wound.

      Wolf winced, and Jack hesitated.

      “Just do it. Don’t worry. It’s fine.”

      Jack nodded. He made a knot, tightening it after he’d ensured the shirt covered the wound.

      Wolf turned away and blew out of his clenched teeth, spraying saliva across his chin. The pain was enough to bring stars to the edges of his vision, but he knew Jack was being too delicate.

      “Jack, you have to pull it as hard as you can, then double-knot it.”

      Jack didn’t hesitate. He pulled much harder than Wolf had thought him capable of, bringing much more pain than Wolf was ready for. He clamped his eyes and jaw.

      “Okay, all done.” Jack’s voice and jaw were shaking. Mild shock was setting in.

      Wolf ignored the deep pain as he pushed his arm back through the coat sleeve and pulled up the zipper. He looked at Jack with steel eyes. It was time to get down, and to do so without freaking his son out any further.

      “All right. We run as fast as we can all the way down. Ready?” Wolf looked down the valley. It was lit brightly by the half-moon directly overhead, but not brightly enough to be safe at a full sprint down the mountain.

      He reached up and felt his headlamp. “Headlamps on. We’re gonna have to go fast. They’ll be coming after us.”

      Jack rolled his eyes and took a deep breath.

      Wolf had seen that look before; it was the look of someone giving up in the face of extreme adversity. It was a look he’d seen on a few soldiers. And most of those soldiers were now dead. “Hey. Listen to me. We’re going to get through this.” Wolf gave him a firm slap on the cheek. “You hear me?”

      Jack sniffed and wiped his eyes. And then he nodded. “Yeah.”

      Wolf looked up the hill. There was a rhythmic sound coming from over their heads, like a steam engine.

      He flipped his headlamp off and peeked over the edge. He waved a hand at Jack, who was scraping up behind him. “Stop.”

      Wolf realized the sound he was hearing was footfalls crashing down the scree covered mountain side. He watched a headlamp bouncing down the slope on the left side of the cirque, and at a speed that suggested a man with great athleticism.

      Wolf raised the rifle with his right arm only and looked through the night-vision scope. The image wobbled and swayed, loosely following the man as he descended.

      Wolf lowered the rifle and brought it to his left hand. Then he gripped it with all his might and raised it with both arms, aiming better this time. His left arm felt like it was getting punched by a heavyweight boxer at the rate of his heartbeat.

      The man avalanched down the hill in Wolf’s scope. Wolf led him with his aim, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger.

      The recoil of the rifle jolted his upper body, sending a fresh explosion of pain through his arm. Wolf steadied the rifle, caught the man back in his scope, and fired again.

      The man tumbled. Wolf watched as he somersaulted further and further down the hill. Just when Wolf was sure the man had been hit, he sprang to his feet and ran faster still down the mountain.

      Wolf took another shot, and this time kept the rifle steadier; he saw a puff of dust in the white phosphor display mushroom up behind the man.

      Their pursuer disappeared behind the tops of the trees, and a moment later the sound of his footsteps stopped.

      Wolf slid down the hill toward Jack. Just then a gunshot rang out, echoing for seconds through the long valley in front of them.

      “Let’s go!”

      Jack and Wolf stepped across the steep hill until they reached the trail; then they ran as fast as they could.
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      They’d just passed the point where they’d had the run-in with the crazy man, and Wolf estimated they were now thirty minutes away from the truck. He could feel his body growing weaker as the warm slick continued to ooze down his arm. His wound still hadn’t clotted, and surely the tourniquet had loosened, but there was no way they were going to stop to tighten it.

      Wolf hoped the speed they were going would be fast enough. Then he hoped he’d stay conscious. If all that went well, he hoped a perfectly functioning truck would be waiting for them in the parking lot below.

      Their pursuers hadn’t made their presence known yet, and it had been over thirty minutes of running downhill. At the beginning, when Wolf and Jack had reached the valley floor, he’d seen one of the men come over the lip of the cirque high above. Wolf had opted not to stop and shoot at the distant light; the other man might have been lying in wait, aiming, waiting for a still target.

      Since then, there’d been no radio activity, so Wolf was reasonably certain that there wasn’t some other person waiting for them below.

      “We’re almost … there,” Wolf said in two breaths. He jogged behind Jack, holding the .357 in his right hand, the rifle strapped on his shoulder. His arm was numb now, and he felt weak, like he was suffering from a blood-sugar crash. The blood loss was taking its toll, getting worse with all the exertion and pumping of his heart.

      “Any reception?” Wolf asked.

      Jack looked down at his glowing cell phone. “No.”

      They continued on for the next twenty minutes. When they finally reached the truck, all hell broke loose.

      
        
        …

      

      

      They came through the final stretch of forest, and to an opening ahead, where Wolf’s old Toyota truck shone in the moonlight.

      Wolf now had the .357 in his belt line; his car keys were in his right hand, and for the past few minutes he’d been mentally rehearsing inserting them into his door lock, starting the engine, and driving away.

      When they reached the truck, Jack went to the passenger door on the right, and Wolf to the driver’s on the left.

      Just then the rear window of his pickup shattered and dropped in a million pieces into the truck bed. Then a second bullet zipped past him, and bark from the side of a pine tree exploded. A third bullet, accompanied by another loud report, closer this time, hit the side-view mirror right next to Wolf’s shoulder.

      For several agonizing seconds, he pushed the key toward the driver’s side keyhole, missing each time.

      “Quick!” Jack said from the other side of the truck. “They’re right there! Dad!”

      Wolf’s vision was tunneling down. He tried again with the key, this time feeling the smooth insertion into the lock.

      Another bullet hit the truck with an earsplitting slap, just as Wolf lifted the handle. He reached in and pushed the automatic lock on the inside of his door, and jumped in.

      The other door didn’t open; Jack wasn’t on the other side of the truck anymore.

      Wolf turned just in time to see Jack near the rear of the truck, pointing the pistol, which was kicking and spitting fire in his hands. He fired four times, and then opened the door and got in.

      “Jack, what are you doing? Get down!”

      “I got one of them!” Jack slammed the door and jumped onto his knees on the seat, looking through the back window and using the headrest as a shield.

      Wolf started the truck, and was relieved when it roared like it had countless times before in its one hundred fifty-thousand-mile lifetime. He pushed the clutch and crammed it into reverse, then grabbed Jack’s shoulder.

      “Get on the floor.”

      Jack slumped down.

      Wolf backed up and cranked the wheel to the left with his right arm to exit the lot, a move that put Jack’s door directly in the line of fire. He held his breath as he lurched the truck back, pushed the clutch again, put it in first, and sped away.

      The truck jumped over rocks and ruts and barreled out of the lot, sending Wolf’s head into the ceiling, and Jack against the underside of the dashboard. Ten seconds later they were around a bend and into thick virgin forest.

      Jack climbed back onto the seat and buckled his seatbelt.

      Wolf drove with one hand, feeling revived with every second that passed. He pushed the limits of the truck’s suspension for the drive down the perilous road, covering the distance that had taken them over an hour to ascend in under fifteen minutes.

      “Holy shit,” Jack said, as they finally reached cruising speed on the dark highway far below.

      Wolf turned to Jack and looked him up and down. His son was completely fine. “Yeah,” he said. Holy shit.
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      Deputy Tom Rachette pushed his foot to the floor. The department-issue Explorer lurched as it downshifted, then caught and sucked them back into their seats.

      “Can you please slow down?” Heather Patterson squirmed in the passenger seat, gripping her tiny hand on the ceiling handle.

      Rachette ignored her.

      The siren screamed and the engine revved so high he thought it might explode, but it shifted back up a couple gears and mellowed out as they reached a downhill straight section of road, the odometer dial passing the one hundred ten miles per hour mark.

      The drive from Rocky Points to County Hospital was just over a half-hour’s drive south on a normal day. Rachette aimed to make it in half the time this morning. Simple math: double the speed, half the time.

      He moved into the left lane and passed a semi-truck and a car that didn’t have enough reaction time to move to the right shoulder at the speed they were going.

      “Please, Deputy Rachette.” Patterson’s eyes were clenched tight, and her teeth were bared, like she expected her life to end at any moment.

      “He’s in trouble.”

      Patterson wouldn’t quit. “He’s fine for Christ’s sake! They said he’s fine. Slow down!”

      She just didn’t get it. After one afternoon on the job, without even spending time with Wolf, there was no way she could understand how much the man meant to him, to the whole department, to the town. Now this new chick was telling him he needed to chill out? To not worry about the only man he’d ever looked up to in his whole life? To take his time while his mentor sat in a hospital bed with a gunshot wound, with tubes sticking out of him, and machines beeping, and God knew what else? Screw that.

      They climbed a hill at the end of the straightaway and he let off the gas. At the apex, a caution sign with a right arrow and 45 mph written underneath rose into view.

      He mashed the brakes, sending him and Patterson forward in their seats against the restraints. The whole vehicle shuddered. The tires squealed and the barrier cage behind their heads rattled with the vibration. Another vehicle was halfway through the turn ahead, coming the other way, so he had to crank the wheel to keep in his own lane, or risk a head-on collision.

      He clenched his teeth and held his breath as the left wheels screeched and the right wheels lifted. With just the right combination of physical force applied at just the right time, they missed the other car. The instant the blur of paint was out of his peripheral vision, he compensated, steering to the left to avoid rolling, sending all wheels back to the pavement and the Explorer drifting into the other lane.

      With pulse pounding, he let the SUV coast as he jerked back into the right lane, and watched the speedometer needle dip below ninety, eighty, then sixty-five. He let out a deep breath and felt himself go nova in the face.

      At the same rate that his pulse abated, Patterson’s presence seemed to grow next to him. It was probably the veins popping from the thin muscles of her forearm as she gripped the center console, or the death clench on the ceiling handle, exposing her rock-hard arm muscles.

      When she kept silent for another few seconds, he stole a quick glance at her to make sure she was still conscious.

      Her face was pale, and her lower lip jutted out. She stared out the windshield with cold, solid-ice eyes, and then, with a slow, deliberate movement, she swiveled her head and glared at him.

      “Sorry,” he said, thoroughly creeped out by the near collision, and now the deadly vibe he was getting from Patterson.

      With a sudden move, she let go of the handle, sending it smacking against the ceiling on its springs. She leaned back, crossed her legs, and stared out the passenger window without blinking or moving another muscle.

      Rachette swallowed, and slowed to the sixty-mile-an-hour speed limit. He kept that pace for the remainder of the trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Wolf can hardly imagine a less habitable environment than the heat of a Sri Lankan jungle before a breaking monsoon.

      He looks at the line of people shuffling forward onto the CH-47 Chinook, and is at least grateful for their mission objective—to get in, get the embassy employees, and get the hell out. If it weren’t for the twin rotor wash of the giant helicopter, he’s certain he would have melted out of his ACU by now.

      Sweat is pouring out of his helmet as he gazes into the thick jungle at the edge of the embassy lawn. He knows there is real danger out there. That’s why they were called here. They’re only called to places with real danger.

      “South, check,” a voice calls in his earpiece.

      “West, check,” he responds.

      “North, check.”

      “East, check.”

      Wolf continues to scan the edge of the thick lush growth. There are leaves hanging off trees that probably weigh as much as him, full of gallons of water. He looks to the sky, which is a muddy haze, ready to dump warm buckets of rain any second.

      The line of people is getting smaller back at the Chinook, only … seven more to load. Seven more people waiting to escape the latest flame-up of violence from the local faction of Tamil Tigers. Then they’ll be on their way, and into an air-conditioned building on the Indian mainland. Then, if the rumors were right, a week in Diego Garcia for his team, a tropical paradise Naval Support Facility nine hundred miles south. And some much needed R & R.

      A movement catches Wolf’s attention to his right, against the line of vegetation, between the helicopter and him.

      “I have movement on the west jungle wall.” Wolf narrows his eyes, and confusion overtakes him for a moment. It’s a child, no older than eight. “It’s a kid. Stand by.”

      Wolf moves toward the child in long, fast strides through a patch of hip-high grass.

      The child is barefoot, wearing a brightly colored backpack, and approaching the helicopter with a fast walk. It’s a boy. He’s holding something in front of his face, in his hand, like a popsicle or something, and he wants to show the people on the helicopter what he has.

      Then Wolf freezes, and the blood drains from his face. As the little boy gets nearer the helicopter, he looks over his shoulder to the jungle, toward the trees with wide eyes, like he’s searching for approval, like a kid in a soccer game looking over to the sidelines for encouragement from his parents, and Wolf takes in the truth of the situation in an instant.

      The popsicle in the child’s hand is a bomb-detonation device, a black rod with a thumb poised over a red switch, and the kid is wearing a backpack, filled with explosives. He’s looking over his shoulder at men who have just ducked down and scurried away into the jungle, leaving swaying leaves in their wake.

      Wolf shoulders his Colt M4 carbine just as a grasshopper lands on his face. Ignoring the clawing of the insect’s legs on his cheek, he takes aim and fires without hesitation. The boy’s head wrenches back and he falls at an awkward angle, dead before he hits the ground.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Wolf opened his eyes and sucked in a breath through his mouth.

      After a few seconds of disorientation, he realized he was slumped in a hospital bed, staring at a cot next to him where Jack lay. His son was snoring softly under a gray blanket, a stream of drool coming out of his mouth.

      Wolf released an exhale and panted trying to catch his breath. His heart was still racing, and a trickle of sweat fell down the side of his cheek. He reached up to wipe it off, and it felt like a nail had been hammered into his left arm.

      He winced and looked down, saw the bandage and sling, and memories flooded back to him. More recent memories.

      They were in one of the rooms of County Hospital. Sluice County Hospital, with Rocky Points just over the pass to the north.

      How? He didn’t remember driving; nothing past reaching the main highway. Did Jack take over? Did Wolf lose consciousness? Did he get in an accident?

      Memory fragments flashed like a strobe light inside his mind. Jack had driven. Wolf had walked inside the emergency room, propped up by Jack, practically carried inside by his son. Or was it a cop? Did a cop carry him? An IV. Blood bags. His arm being stitched. And then sleep. Fitful sleep.

      Wolf checked his watch. It was 7:32 a.m. He remembered speaking to a couple of cops last night, though he couldn’t remember who they were or what was said.

      There was a soft knock on the door. Wolf turned to see a man in a green uniform on the other side of the rectangle of glass.

      Wolf nodded and scooted off the bed. He planted his feet on the cold floor, picked up his jeans, which sat folded on a plastic seat, and awkwardly pulled them on with one arm. He kept the hospital gown on top, as his T-shirt was nowhere to be found.

      He glanced at Jack, who hadn’t moved a muscle, and stepped out into the hallway.

      “Sheriff Wolf?” A uniformed deputy Wolf vaguely recognized stood in front of him with an extended hand. “Deputy Sergeant McCall, Garfield County Sheriff’s Department.”

      McCall stood a few inches below Wolf, looking up with pine-green eyes, almost the same shade as Jack’s, Wolf thought. His hair was closely cut and light brown, and he had a solid beard of matching color and trim. He was muscular, though not bulky.

      “Hi,” Wolf said. “Did I talk to you last night?”

      “No, sir. That was a state patrolman and another one of ours.”

      “You come all the way from Glenwood Springs?”

      “I did. Yes, sir. Our deputy was at the county line last night, heard the 911 dispatch request for an intercept.”

      “Intercept?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes. Your son called 911. Told the dispatcher his age, and the dispatcher called out for the nearest law enforcement. Our deputy and the state patrolman were nearest. My deputy caught up with you guys first, and then ended up driving you guys to the hospital.”

      “Oh.” Wolf shook his head. “I don’t remember that at all.” He didn’t know what else to say. It must have been quite the adventure for Jack.

      “You were pretty out of it last night, with the loss of blood and fluids. Your son told us what happened, and we took an official statement when we figured out it had taken place in our county. Up at Grimm Lake, your son said.”

      Wolf nodded.

      McCall held up a pen and paper. “And here’s where I come in. I’d like to get your statement, now. If you don’t mind.”

      Wolf nodded. “No problem. I could use some coffee.”

      “Good idea,” McCall said, and they walked down the hall to a coffee machine. McCall appraised Wolf’s bandage and shook his head. “As if you guys don’t have enough going on in Rocky Points this week.”

      Wolf looked at him. “The music festival? Yeah, this isn’t going to help.”

      “I’d actually been pushing my boss to let me volunteer for that. But we’ve already got three other deputies going over. Maybe next time.”

      “Really? I would think having to come to Rocky Points to run security for a couple of nights would be a crap assignment.”

      McCall shrugged. “I like Rocky Points, and I was thinking I could use a change of scenery.”

      “Your boss Sheriff Greene?” Wolf asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I’d put a word in for you, but you’d probably be fired shortly thereafter.”

      McCall chuckled and raised an eyebrow. “You two don’t get along?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Then I guess I should let you know he’ll be coming here in the next few minutes, and he’d like to speak to you as well.”

      “Oh, good.”

      McCall chuckled again.

      They grabbed a styrofoam cup of coffee and walked back to a group of chairs outside the room.

      Wolf checked through the window to make sure Jack was still asleep and sat down.

      McCall was an attentive listener as Wolf rehashed the adventure from the night before. The Garfield County deputy contorted his face and made noises of exasperation as he took notes.

      When Wolf ended the story with Jack shooting one of the men, and their narrow escape, McCall sat back and shook his head. “Good lord. We gotta get these two guys.” He widened his eyes and looked down the hall. “We have deputies up on the trail now. They’re saying there weren’t any vehicles in the lot, and they haven’t seen anyone. We’ve also checked every hospital in the surrounding four counties. Nobody had a man come in with a gunshot wound last night.”

      They turned at the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Sheriff Wolf,” bellowed a deep voice.

      Wolf winced as he bumped his injured arm against the chair and stood up. “Sheriff Greene. Good to see you again.”

      Sheriff Greene stopped on thick trunks for legs and held out a flesh-pillow hand. “Yeah, right.”

      Wolf had no clue what that response meant. Going on thirteen years now, Greene had never liked Wolf, and found it necessary to pretend that Wolf didn’t like him back. Why, exactly, was a mystery Wolf had never solved.

      Greene wheezed as his cold hand shook Wolf’s with the vigor of a dead squid. “Sounds like you got into some trouble last night, boy.”

      Wolf nodded. “You could say that.”

      Greene was worse looking than Wolf had seen him last. Redder and larger, were two words that came to mind.

      “Didn’t think I’d see you down here,” Wolf said.

      “Why’s that?”

      Wolf shrugged. He knew that Greene, due to retire within the year, had already mentally checked out, just like Hal Burton had prior to Wolf’s stepping in as sheriff. On top of that, Sheriff Greene had always been a delegator, preferring the warmth of his office to the world outside.

      “I’ve just gotten word that we have a double attempted murder and a possible homicide in my county. Why the hell wouldn’t I be down here?”

      “I stand corrected,” Wolf said. “Thanks for coming down. I appreciate it.”

      Greene glared at Wolf and heaved his barrel chest.

      “I had just finished telling Deputy Sergeant McCall about what happened last night.”

      Greene nodded. “I’ll read the report. Spare you telling it again.”

      Wolf nodded, taken aback by the small kindness. “Thanks.”

      “Coffee,” Greene declared, turning around and walking down the hall.

      He watched Greene’s ample frame teeter from side to side and wondered what had been wedged between himself and that man over the years. It wasn’t like they’d seen each other more than once or twice a year, but when they had, Greene had always been on the defensive. Wolf suspected it was something his father had done, years ago, and Wolf had inherited Greene’s hatred.

      Wolf went to the room door and looked in the window again. Jack still slept, now sprawled face down on the cot.

      “My son saw one of them”—Wolf turned to McCall, remembering another snippet of time from the night before—“and says he can give a decent description.”

      McCall nodded. “That’s what I hear. We have a sketch artist we use in town.”

      “Good, because we don’t.”

      McCall nodded. “I’ll get you a number.” He fished for his phone in his pocket.

      “What’s that?” Sheriff Greene had returned.

      “I was just telling Sheriff Wolf that we have a good sketch artist we commission. Glenn Meyer? I was getting the number.” McCall held up his phone.

      Greene eyed Wolf as he sipped from his cup. “You don’t have a sketch artist in your employ?”

      “Afraid not,” Wolf said.

      “So, we’ll just send ours over.”

      Wolf nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Add that to the two other deputies we’re sending over to help you guys out this week. For that music festival.”

      Wolf blinked. “Thanks.”

      “Your son was shooting a Glock 17 at the man when he saw him?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “In the dark.”

      “I had my reverse lights on. He says he got a good look at him, right before he shot him in the arm.”

      Greene nodded with a skeptical smirk.

      “We, uh”—McCall cleared his throat—“also have the description you gave last night of the man you saw on the trail. I’ll notify the Glenwood Springs FBI field office. With an EOD neck tattoo like that? We’re checking the NCIC database, but it would be good to get FBI eyes on it too. They can also check with the Department of Defense for any hits.”

      Wolf nodded. “Good call.”

      “I’ll be heading up to the trail myself, as soon as we’re done here.”

      “And I’ll be going with you,” Wolf said.

      McCall nodded. “Where do you want your pickup? Your facilities or ours?”

      Greene grunted. “That’ll be going to us as well. They don’t have the forensics department to handle that. They outsource it.”

      “He’s right,” Wolf said. “So, I’ll probably need a ride back to Rocky Points when all is said and done as well.”

      McCall didn’t skip a beat. “No problem. I’ll give you a lift.”

      They all turned at the sound of more footfalls coming down the hallway. It was Rachette marching fast with Patterson jogging to keep up in the rear.

      Rachette held up his hands. “Sorry, we got here as fast as we could. Stupid mix up. I didn’t know about this until an hour ago. You all right?”

      Wolf looked down at his arm hanging in the sling. “Fine,” he said.

      Patterson stood dutifully behind Rachette. She wore a Sluice County Sheriff’s Department uniform that looked two sizes too big, with sleeves and pant legs rolled up.

      Wolf nodded to her. “How you holding up? Is he showing you the ropes?”

      She flicked a glance at Rachette, and then nodded her head. “Yes, sir.”

      Rachette turned his head a fraction, and Wolf thought he saw a hint of red in his cheeks. Rachette turned to Sheriff Greene and held out a hand.

      “Sir, I’m Deputy Tom Rachette. This is Deputy Patterson.”

      Introductions went all around.

      “How’s Jack?” Rachette asked.

      “He’s fine. Tired. Sleeping now.”

      Rachette nodded. “So, when are we going up?”

      Wolf excused himself from Greene and McCall, and motioned for Patterson and Rachette to follow him down the hall.

      “I need you two to take Jack to Rocky Points.”

      Rachette stopped. “Patterson can take him back. I’m going up to the trail with you. We’ve gotta chase those bastards. They could still be up there.”

      “Listen to me,” Wolf said. “It’s more important that you stay with Jack. He could be in danger. When we escaped, he got a look at one of the two guys shooting at us. He says he shot one of them in the arm.”

      Rachette frowned. “You think they know who you guys are?”

      Wolf looked toward the rotating glass doors of the front entrance. “I think it wouldn’t take much to figure it out. Jack spouted off that I was a sheriff to the guy I killed at the campsite. That man relayed it on the radio to the other men that were there. They could be close now, checking us out here, for all we know. Jack is the only one who would recognize the man.” He looked at Rachette, then at Patterson. “I need you two to stay with Jack.”

      They nodded.

      “And Sarah?” Rachette asked.

      Wolf stretched his neck and exhaled. “She’s on her way now, probably not far behind you.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Not more than ten minutes later, Sarah burst through the doors of the hospital, spotted Wolf, and ran toward him.

      Her sky-blue eyes were wide and her eyebrows were pulled together in concern. She wore a maroon sweat suit and padded across the floor on slippered feet.

      “What’s going on? Is Jack all right?” she asked with shaking lips.

      “He’s fine, Sarah. He’s just down the hall, sleeping in a room.”

      She looked past him and started walking. “Where?”

      Wolf followed her. “Sarah, wait. I’ll take you.” Wolf walked to the door and cracked it open.

      Sarah blew past him inside. Jack twisted in the bed and looked up at her with half-closed eyes. “Mom?”

      Wolf slipped inside and waited patiently as Sarah hugged and kissed her son, running through a long list of questions making sure Jack was okay.

      She stood up and turned to Wolf. “What the hell happened?” There was an accusatory note in the way she asked it, but then her face softened. “I’m sorry, I … what happened?”

      “Some men were shooting at us on the mountain. We don’t know why.”

      “Dad killed one of them, and I shot one in the arm.” Jack looked up with wide eyes.

      Sarah’s face turned white, and she looked down at Jack. Then she sat down on the bed. She gripped her face for a second, and then looked up at Wolf.

      “Did you … so what—”

      “I want Jack to stay with Deputies Rachette and Patterson until I can figure out what happened up there, okay?” Wolf said.

      Sarah looked at Jack and rubbed his face with both hands, as if feeling him for cracks. Then she looked back up at Wolf.

      “Do you think they’re coming after Jack? What are you saying? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Wolf hesitated. “I don’t know, Sarah. But I don’t want to take any chances.”

      “So where are you going? What are you doing?”

      “I have to go find them. Investigate.” Wolf sat down next to her and reached across his injured shoulder to caress her arm. “Sarah, please. You can be with Jack as much as you want, but I want cops—with guns—with you two, all right?”

      Sarah nodded and wiped her eyes. “What happened to you?” She looked at Wolf’s shoulder.

      “I was shot by one of them.”

      She held a hand over her mouth. “You’ve gotta get these guys.”

      Wolf nodded and looked her in the eye. “That’s the idea.”

      There was a soft knock on the door, and then it cracked open. A tall man Wolf recognized as Mark Wilson, Sarah’s current boyfriend, poked his head inside. “Sarah?”

      “Come in, Mark,” she said. “Come in.”

      Wolf stood up and offered his hand to the man who’d claimed Sarah since her last stint in rehab—a counselor turned lover. Wolf suddenly felt out of place.

      Mark gripped Wolf’s hand and eyed his shoulder with genuine concern. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll live,” Wolf said, stepping aside.

      “You doing all right, Jack?” Mark asked.

      Jack nodded.

      Mark looked at Wolf again. “Okay, sorry. I just wanted to check in. I’ll be out in the hallway, getting some coffee.” He disappeared before anyone could protest.

      Wolf watched the door click shut. Every interaction Wolf had with Mark Wilson left him wanting to simultaneously like and hate the man. But Wolf failed to find it in himself to do either.

      “David?”

      Wolf snapped out of his thoughts and turned back to Sarah. “Yes?”

      “I asked if you’re coming back to town tonight.”

      “Yes, I’ll come back. If I’m not coming, I’ll call you.”

      She walked to Wolf and gave him a gentle hug. Wolf wrapped his arm around Sarah and looked at Jack, and then released her when he saw their son was staring at them with something that resembled hope.

      “Rachette and Patterson will follow you guys home. I’ll see you later.” Wolf walked out of the room.
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      McCall drove with expert off-road skills up the road to the Grimm Lake trail, swerving left and right, keeping a steady speed that was five miles an hour faster than Wolf had taken it the day before.

      Wolf gripped the ceiling bar as hard as he could, trying to keep the movement of his upper body to a minimum. Each bump and sway of the SUV sent a throb of pain into his arm, but he insisted that McCall continue at the impressive pace.

      Two Garfield County Sheriff’s Department Ford Explorer SUVs waited in the lot at the top, and there was a deputy milling around, focusing on the ground near the trailhead.

      Wolf and McCall parked and got out into the thin air. There was a flicker of a breeze that was cool on the skin, counteracting the midday sun blazing in a cloudless sky.

      They approached the uniformed man. “This is Deputy Allison,” McCall said.

      Wolf shook his hand.  “You finding anything?”

      Deputy Allison was a strong-looking man with a mustache that curled downward at the edges of his mouth. “I saw some shell casings in the parking lot.” He gestured to Wolf. “I’m assuming they were discharged from your weapon. Four casings, nine-millimeter.”

      Wolf nodded. “And here?”

      They were standing in the spot that could have been where Jack had shot one of the men.

      “Our dog detected blood scent here.” He pointed at the rocky ground. “Just taking final samples. We’ve got a bunch of samples from the trail, too. Probably drops of blood from your arm, from what I heard about your wound. But we’ll see after testing.”

      McCall nodded. “Okay, I’ll sign off on those samples when we’re done.” He pointed up the trail. “Who’s up there?”

      “Greibel and Bishop.”

      McCall gestured Wolf ahead and they walked up the trail.

      
        
        …

      

      

      An hour later they reached the high meadow where Wolf and Jack had seen the tattooed man on the trail.

      Wolf stopped and turned to McCall. “You ever been up here?”

      “I can’t remember being here before.” He twisted and studied the surrounding peaks.

      Wolf nodded. “We saw the guy with the overloaded backpack and the tattoo right here. I asked him why we hadn’t seen his car. He said he’d taken a different route to get here, but I’ve been coming here for years, and I’ve never seen another trail merging with this one.”

      McCall continued to survey the area, breathing through bared teeth. He took off his backpack and took a long swig from his canteen. Standing with his hands on his hips, he closed his eyes toward the sun. “I’d have to look at a map,” he said finally. “Meantime, let’s keep an eye out.” The man looked as exhausted as Wolf felt.

      They trudged ahead for another hour, all the way up to Grimm Lake. There they found two deputies wearing rubber gloves, kneeling on the ground, putting dirt in plastic containers, taking pictures, and rummaging in bags.

      A bear-sized German shepherd sat with stoic stillness, eyeing them as they approached.

      “Bishop, Greibel, this is Sheriff Wolf,” McCall announced.

      The two men greeted Wolf and gave empathetic nods toward his injured arm.

      Wolf frowned and looked around the campsite. His orange Kelty pack and Jack’s black North Face were still leaning against the rock where they’d left them. Wolf’s camping stove sat knocked over, and Wolf could see Jack’s hotdog roasting stick lying at the edge of the fire pit.

      He walked to his tent and put his hands on his hips, studying the empty ground where he’d shot and killed the man the night before.

      “No body?” he asked.

      “Nope,” Deputy Bishop said. “Nothin’. But Sheila went crazy right here. Blood scent everywhere, right here.” He pointed at the ground. “And you can see that the dirt has been pretty well disturbed. It looks like someone came and moved the guy you shot, and then tried to hide the blood evidence by kicking it over with dirt.”

      Deputy Greibel held up a plastic container. “We’ll see what the soil samples say.” He knelt down and put the container back in his bag.

      Wolf turned away and looked up the mountain at the western ridgeline.

      He lifted his arm an inch to relieve the stress from the sling, and since it already throbbed with each beat of his heart, the movement sent a cascade of pain from his bicep to fingertips and back again.

      McCall walked up next to him and looked up. “That where they shot from?”

      Wolf nodded.

      McCall looked up at Wolf with raised eyebrows.

      Wolf sighed and started walking toward the slope. McCall followed close behind.
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      Forty-five minutes later they stood atop the mountain, nearest as Wolf could estimate to the spot where he’d seen the red dot of the infrared illuminator the night before.

      This time they both huffed through clenched teeth and breathed in steady sighs. They sat down on the loose rock, and Wolf’s arm pulsed with more pain than ever. At least it took his mind off his aching calf muscles, hamstrings, and lungs.

      After five minutes of catching their breath in the rarified air, they ate a snack bar and chugged water, and only then stood up.

      A frigid wind blew steadily from the west at the top of the mountain, and it made conversation difficult.

      They decided to split up, Wolf going north along the ridge and McCall south.

      Wolf tucked his chin under the neck of his jacket and walked carefully over the rocky terrain near the edge that overlooked the area below. He studied the ground, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

      He reached a point where he knew he was too far, and turned around. The wind pressed the right half of his clothing against his body.

      In the distance McCall bent down and fished a finger in the rocks.

      “You got something?” Wolf yelled over the howling wind.

      McCall ignored him. He was too far, Wolf realized. He continued toward the deputy, stepping on rocks that teetered and scraped beneath his boots.

      McCall turned, and then raised something in his hand.

      Wolf upturned a hand in a questioning gesture.

      McCall nodded and held up a spent rifle shell glinting gold in the sun.

      When Wolf finally reached him McCall said, “Got a case. .308 Winchester.” He dropped it in a zip-lock bag and handed it to Wolf.

      Wolf looked at the brass casing in the fluttering bag. The .308 was the most popular hunting cartridge in the world and was also used by snipers, police and military. In other words, it told him nothing in itself. “Any others?”

      McCall shook his head. “I can’t see any. Maybe they cleaned up, because there aren’t any others. Must have forgotten one. We’ll check it for prints.”

      Wolf nodded and gave it back to McCall.

      He looked down at his watch. It was 2:38 p.m., and he was feeling the effects of the chase last night, getting just a few hours of sleep, and two long hikes in the span of twenty-four hours. He looked down at the cirque valley below, longing to be back down.

      A single figure was walking in from the open end of the valley, toward the two men at the campsite.

      “Head down?” McCall yelled over the wind.

      Wolf nodded gratefully.

      As they stepped over the edge, the air went still and quiet. Warmth from the overhead sun radiated from the loose scree under their feet—a welcome contrast to the elements on the ridge.

      As they descended, Wolf only took risks with his footing on his right side, putting his right hand down when he needed to keep his balance. In between spots that required his concentration, he stole glances at the approaching person below.

      It was a woman with a shiny head of brown hair, pulled back in a ponytail. She wore dark pants and a black jacket with FBI in yellow on the back, both fitting snug against her athletic-looking figure. She walked briskly with sure feet and jumped over obstacles without breaking stride.

      Wolf watched her for a few moments, and waved when she turned to look up at them through sunglasses. She gave a quick wave back and continued toward the campsite.

      Wolf watched the men stand at attention, greet her, and begin showing her what they’d found.

      He reached the meadow at the bottom of the slope a few seconds behind McCall and followed him to the camp.

      Wolf watched the agent and McCall shake hands as he approached. His earlier assessment was correct. She had a slender and athletic body, but what he hadn’t seen from such a distance earlier was how good-looking she was.

      She approached Wolf with an outstretched hand. “Sheriff Wolf?”

      Her hand was slim and warm with a strong grip.

      She pulled up her sunglasses, revealing cinnamon eyes that were slightly upturned. She blinked, and her long lashes brushed the top of her cheeks, reminding Wolf of the plumage of a tropical bird.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I’m Special Agent Kristen Luke, Glenwood Springs field office.” She turned back to McCall. “You were the one who called this morning?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” McCall said.

      Special Agent Luke took center stage, and all eight of the men’s eyes surrounding her were glued.

      “Did you two find anything up there?” She looked at Wolf and nodded toward the peak.

      Wolf nodded to McCall.

      “A single shell casing,” McCall said. “A .308 Winchester.”

      She creased her eyebrows and studied the bag McCall held up. Her forehead skin crinkled with the smooth elasticity of a sixteen-year-old, but her demeanor was that of a much older woman with a lot of experience. She nodded, and then unzipped her jacket and wafted it open, revealing a tight black T-shirt that accentuated her small breasts.

      The men fell quiet.

      Wolf left them and walked to his tent. He bent down and yanked a rain-fly stake and threw it on the ground, then moved to the next one.

      “What are you doing?” Luke asked behind him.

      Wolf wadded the rain fly in his hand and flipped it over the tent to the other side. “I’m packing up my stuff.”

      She turned to Bishop and Greibel. “You guys good with that?”

      They looked at each other and shrugged.

      “I don’t think they came back and took a nap in our tents after they chased us down the mountain. They had a lot of work to do, and it looks like they got it done.” Wolf walked around and pulled out the remaining stakes. “You’ll find blood, hair, and plenty of other fluids with DNA in them in the soil sample they took over there. And we’ll find blood in the soil Deputy Allison picked up at the trailhead.”

      Luke tilted her head and shrugged, then grabbed the rain fly off the ground and wrapped it in a ball.

      The other three men got started on Jack’s tent, and before long they had the entire camp pulled down and packed in the two backpacks he and Jack had left.

      A few minutes later, Bishop and Greibel were done packing their bags with the numerous samples and camera equipment, and they were ready to go.

      Wolf insisted on carrying his Kelty pack on his good shoulder, and let McCall take Jack’s North Face.

      “Let me take that,” Luke said to Wolf ten minutes into the hike.

      The Kelty pack teetered on Wolf’s one shoulder, and Wolf had to walk at an angle to keep it from slipping, which it still did every ten steps.

      “This is stupid. You’re hurt. I’m strong. Give me the pack,” she said.

      “I got it, thanks,” said Wolf.

      A few steps later the pack lightened, and was pulled off his shoulder. He twisted to grab at it, but she’d already yanked it out of his reach.

      Before he could protest, Luke had it on both of her shoulders and was jerking down the straps.

      He watched her get situated under the heavy load and then smile up at him, revealing a perfect set of white teeth.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “You’re welcome. You can take your daypack.” She nodded at the ground.

      He picked it up, put the five-pound weight on his good shoulder, and began walking.

      Thirty minutes later they had navigated down the steep switchbacks at the top of the hike and were walking along the flat valley.

      “So can you tell me more about this guy you saw on the trail?” Luke asked from a few steps behind Wolf.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Like what?”

      “Well, I heard about the tattoo, and I heard you said it was in the shape of the EOD badge.”

      “I said it was the EOD badge,” Wolf said.

      She walked quietly for a second. “And you have experience with Explosives Ordnance Disposal units enough to know that for sure?”

      Wolf took a few more steps. “Yes.”

      “Okay, so the tat was EOD. What about the guy? Like, how was he acting?”

      “Like he was running from something. But when I asked if something was wrong, he completely ignored us. Like we weren’t there. He was spooked, and since I was with my son, it spooked me.” Wolf looked down the trail. McCall and the other two men were well ahead and out of sight.

      “Yeah? And?”

      “So I pulled my gun, and stopped him.”

      She whistled. “Really?”

      “Yeah, well. Something was way off. And I was right, wasn’t I?”

      They were in a dense patch of forest now and a woodpecker knocked somewhere nearby. A breeze followed them down the path, bringing a whiff of Special Agent Luke to Wolf’s nostrils. She smelled like shampoo.

      “Yeah, I guess you were,” she said. “So you let the guy go, saw his tattoo … and then you heard shots later?”

      “Yeah. My son and I were setting up camp, right at sundown, and we heard two rifle shots.”

      “You sure they were rifle shots? Not shotgun? Pistol?”

      “Yeah, they were rifle shots. Supersonic rounds.”

      Another silence from Luke.

      “I guess a ranger would know the difference,” she said.

      “Or any hunter,” Wolf said, ignoring the hint that she’d not only been looking into his story, but he himself before coming up this trail.

      “Okay,” she said, “and the guy at the fire. Tell me about him.”

      “He had a Steyr scout rifle with a white-phosphorous night-vision scope attached. The whole getup—the gun, his outfit, everything—seemed brand new. He had Cabela’s boots on, Carhartt pants, and a Carhartt jacket. All black.”

      “Okay.” She walked a few steps in silence. “So what do you think that means?”

      Wolf thought about his struggle with the man. The man had been sloppy. He’d landed a lucky punch, but other than that he’d been a strong guy who didn’t know how to leverage his strength against an opponent. “He wasn’t military.”

      She said nothing for a few moments. “What else? Anything else about his appearance? Hair color?”

      “I think red hair,” Wolf said.

      “Red?” She sounded almost skeptical.

      Wolf turned and looked at her. She kept her eyes on the ground.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said, “or light blond. He had pale skin with three moles under his mouth. I remember the moles.”

      She didn’t respond. Her questions had apparently run out, so Wolf concentrated on the hypnotic thump of his steps, thinking about a hot meal and a few hours of sleep in a soft bed.

      For the next twenty minutes they walked without speaking, descending the mountain, all the while Wolf periodically catching the scent of Luke on the trailing breeze.

      They finally reached the parking lot, where the three deputies were waiting in a huddle. Their two vehicles were all packed up and running, and McCall walked to his hatchback and pulled it up.

      Wolf walked straight to it and set his daypack next to Jack’s backpack, which was already inside lying next to a plastic bin full of evidence bags and containers.

      “How about I give you a ride,” said Luke. She nodded at McCall. “Do you mind?”

      McCall shrugged and looked at Wolf.

      “It’s just that I need to ask you a few more questions,” she said. “It’s important.”

      “Okay.” He shrugged. “Fine with me.”
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      Wolf and McCall followed her to her black Chevy Tahoe with tinted windows.

      She clicked a button in her pocket and the lights blinked, and then she swung up the rear door. With ease she lifted Wolf’s heavy pack off her shoulders and laid it gently in the back, took Jack’s pack from McCall and did the same, threw Wolf’s daypack inside, and shut the door. Her movements were elegant, like a dancer’s, and showed her body to be flexible and strong.

      “What?” she asked, and only then did Wolf realize they were staring dumbly at her every move.

      They said goodbye to McCall, Bishop, and Greibel and climbed in the hulking SUV.

      It must have been the latest model because the dashboard had more glass than knobs, and it still had that new-car smell inside. He brought the seatbelt across his chest and buckled it underneath his slung forearm—a move that was surprisingly painless.

      He’d noticed that he felt his wound less and less as he moved more and more, but he knew the real healing was starting, and the pain would come back. It would probably return by the end of the car ride, and by tomorrow morning it would be a bitch.

      “Jesus,” she said.

      Wolf looked at her.

      She was staring at his shoulder. “You’ve gotta clean and redress that thing.”

      He looked down. There was a shiny pancake-sized blood spot seeping through the black sleeve of his jacket. He looked inside and saw that the bandage was sopping. “Oh, yeah.”

      She fired up the engine and the inside of the SUV exploded in a deep rumble of bass with a funk drum beat over it. She pressed the button on the radio with lightning speed, sending the cab back into silence.

      Wolf twisted a finger in his ear and looked at her.

      She blushed and backed up the SUV.

      She drove cautiously down the road at a steady pace, and with a look of such intense concentration that Wolf opted not to speak for the thirty-five minutes it took to reach the highway. They headed north toward Rocky Points, through a wide treeless valley surrounded by towering white-veined mountains on either side.

      She stepped on the gas and got up to a quick seventy miles an hour, then swerved to the oncoming lane and passed a gas truck.

      “So, what do you think?” Wolf finally asked. “Where we at on this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Wolf watched her check her rearview mirror, and then fumble with the side-mirror setting for a second.

      “I mean we’ve just collected some evidence,” he said. “But how about the database? You think we can get somewhere with this tattooed guy? EOD? Tattoo on his neck? Can’t be too many men with that combination.”

      “Yeah,” she looked at Wolf and raised her eyebrows. “Great minds.”

      “What?”

      She shook her head and pointed through the windshield. “Look, I’m really hungry. Do you want to stop and eat? We can talk there.”

      “Yes,” he said. “God, yes.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      They pulled into a low one-story log building with a wooden sign that said Merritt’s in yellow letters.

      Wolf stepped out onto the gravel parking lot and into a stiff wind. It was late afternoon on a cloudless early June day and the air had a cool bite to it.

      He shut the door and waited as Luke got out, opened the rear door on her side, and then disappeared for a moment.

      A few seconds later, she stood up, shut the door, and walked around the bumper with a manila folder in her hand.

      A string of bells clanked as they entered the almost empty restaurant. A waitress held up a finger in their direction as she finished pouring a glass of water for an old man wearing a flannel jacket.

      “Go ahead and seat yourself. I’ll be right there,” she said.

      The old man stared at Luke, and so did the cook from the kitchen window.

      Then Wolf stared at Luke as she led the way to a corner booth and sat down.

      Wolf slid in opposite her, finding himself facing the wall.

      Horseshoes, spurs, old farming equipment hammered from iron, black-and-white photos, and other western knickknacks that hung in ninety percent of other small restaurants in the mountains of Colorado hung everywhere.

      The waitress came over, holding two plastic cups with her fingers inside each of the vessels. She dropped them at the edge of the table and sloshed some ice water inside, then grabbed two menus from her apron and tossed them in the center of the table.

      “Can I get you a drink?” She looked at Luke.

      “Coke, please.”

      “Coke,” Wolf said.

      The waitress left without a response.

      Luke’s eyes narrowed. “She seems happy.”

      Wolf took his glass of water and drank the whole thing in one breath.

      Luke looked at him with wide eyes and pushed her glass in front of him.

      Wolf pushed it back. “No thanks. I’ll wait for her to come back around. You take it.”

      She pushed it toward him. “No, please. Take it. I can’t stop thinking about what was on those fingers of hers anyway, and apparently you have no problem with it.”

      Wolf pulled the cup toward him. “What makes you think the Coke is going to be any cleaner?”

      “You ever dropped a penny in Coke? I’ll take my chances.”

      The waitress returned with their cokes and Wolf ordered two bacon cheeseburgers and fries while Luke ordered a club sandwich.

      They waited for their food in silence, listening to Willie Nelson songs rattle out of an old jukebox and the sound of sizzling food coming out of the kitchen, all the while ignoring the manila folder on the table.

      When the food came, Wolf finished his two bacon cheeseburgers with a speed just shy of a competition eater and then worked on his fries, feeling stronger and in a better mood as the nourishment coursed through his exhausted body.

      Luke ate half of her club sandwich and appraised his plate with an amused smile.

      A few minutes later, the waitress returned to take the plates away. When she was gone Wolf gestured toward the manila folder. “Okay, what’s inside?”

      Special Agent Luke took a deep breath and sighed it out, then scooted the folder in front of Wolf and flipped it open.

      Inside was a color photo of the tattooed man he’d seen on the trail.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and looked at Luke.

      “I take it that’s the man you saw on the trail.”

      Wolf pushed the folder across the table and sat back. “What the hell? You … knew about the guy on the trail? That whole time? Before you even came to meet us?”

      She held up a hand. “No. I didn’t know for sure, until just now. You just confirmed my suspicions.”

      “Okay.” Wolf glared at her. “Well, speak up. Who is this guy? How did you know about him?”

      She scooped the picture back into the folder and slid sideways out of the booth.

      Wolf sat still as she picked up the check and walked to the cash register.

      She paid and then stopped at the door, looking toward Wolf with raised eyebrows.

      Wolf stood up reluctantly, stared at Luke and made his way to the door. “See ya, Jennifer,” he said.

      “Later, David,” the waitress replied without looking up from her stack of receipts.

      Luke squinted at their interaction, and then moved out the door.
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      Sergeant McCall drove in front of Deputies Bishop and Greibel in his SUV for thirty miles before he picked up his cell phone.

      “Hello?” Greibel yelled into the phone. McCall could barely understand him over the classic rock blaring in the background.

      “I’m going to stop and get gas, I’ll see you—”

      “Just a second.” The shitty song finally quieted. “What was that, sir?”

      “I’m stopping to get gas.” McCall kept his urge to scream into the phone at bay. “I’ll see you guys back at the station.”

      “That’s all right—we’ll stop, too.”

      “Nah, don’t worry about it. I gotta take a dump.”

      “Ah.” Greibel paused like an idiot, and then laughed like one. “Okay, I get it. We’ll see you back there.”

      The Conoco station came up fast, and McCall stepped on the brakes and swerved off the road. For an instant, he watched in the rearview mirror as Bishop turned with him. Then Bishop straightened and accelerated onward down the highway.

      With an exhale of relief, McCall waved as the two deputies sped past. He pulled in and parked next to a gas pump, put in twenty bucks’ worth, and walked inside.

      He nodded to the clerk behind the glass enclosure. “Box of Rain,” a Grateful Dead cut that was deep enough to suggest the clerk’s hippyness, vibrated out of the boom box on the counter. If that wasn’t enough proof that the kid was high on marijuana, then his dreadlocks, the beads around his neck, and his bloodshot eyes sealed the deal.

      He stared at the clerk for a beat, hitched his duty belt, and then walked along the coolers to the furthest aisle.

      The volume of the music lowered to barely audible, and McCall smiled to himself. He reached the island where the station sold hotdogs and pulled six napkins out of the dispenser. He held them in a wad in one hand and rested his other hand on his holster near his gun. He walked to the next aisle over, taking his time with each step.

      He eyed the corn nuts, the candy bars, the chips, never altering his slow stride. Then he walked down the next aisle. And up the next. And down the next. And then he came to the first row of shelves he’d encountered when he’d walked in.

      He stopped, bent down to pick up a small can of lighter fluid, and stood. Locking eyes with the clerk, he walked to counter.

      “How you doing today, Officer?” The clerk’s stench of natural oils and body odor spilled out of the glass pod he sat in.

      McCall plucked a pink lighter out of a Bic display and set it down without moving his face or breaking eye contact.

      The clerk lowered his gaze and scratched his poor excuse for a beard, and then grabbed the can of lighter fluid from the counter with a shaky hand. He almost dropped it, and fumbled with it against his chest.

      McCall tilted his head a little and scowled—like the clerk’s movement had somehow told him something.

      The clerk scanned the lighter fluid with a beep, and then scanned the lighter. “Do you need a bag?” he asked, avoiding eye contact.

      McCall dropped a five on the counter and waited for the kid to give him change. The clerk did so with haste, then held out his palm with a few coins. When McCall stood unmoving, the clerk put the change on the counter.

      He picked up his items and change with controlled slowness, and walked out without saying a word.

      He got in the SUV, pulled out, and accelerated to cruising speed up the highway. Then he chuckled with a smile and shook his head. He sucked in a breath and felt his face redden as shame washed through him.

      He had just acted like his father in that gas station. Although his father probably would have taken it all the way and beat the kid with a can of soda until he admitted he was high and promised he’d never do it again. Then his father would have gotten hammered at the bar, and come home to his kids and his wife in an even darker mood.

      McCall’s face dropped as he reflected on that.

      He vowed then and there that he’d take a portion of his money and open a center in Glenwood, or maybe in Carbondale. So all those kids fucked up on drugs with terrible parents could come talk with someone who would listen. To help them.

      He continued north on Highway 82 until he reached the outskirts of Aspen. Shit, who was he kidding, he could afford to open a center in the heart of Aspen. He really needed to learn how to think bigger. Especially now. As he cruised down Main Street, spying the clean buildings, the huge houses in the surrounding hills, the best that money could buy all around him, he allowed himself to do just that—to think bigger.

      A couple miles out of town the traffic thinned and he took a left on Juniper Hills Road. He made his way into and up the low plateau hills of orange, gray, and brown earth. There were multi-million-dollar houses on either side of the road, and juniper trees, sage brush, and blue-green grasses carpeted the hillsides. Even with the windows closed the scent of the surrounding foliage came strong through the vents of his SUV.

      After a few miles of driving, he slowed and turned onto a dirt road. His truck vibrated and kicked up a plume of dust behind him as he drove for another half-mile, up and over a rise. He meandered down to a point where the road passed through a dry gulch, and there he parked and got out.

      The low hills on either side of the gulch blocked the wind, which whipped against the junipers higher up the slopes. The sun was warming, but it would drop behind the hills in a matter of minutes. Insects buzzed everywhere and he heard the cry of a hawk flying stationary in the rushing air above.

      He walked around the Explorer and opened the rear door; then he put on a set of rubber gloves. He carefully chose six plastic canisters and put them in his pocket. Then he shoved a black marker and the zip-lock bag into his jacket and closed the door. He grabbed the lighter fluid and napkins out of the front seat and went down the gulch for fifty yards, away from the view of the dirt road.

      Kneeling down, he opened the zip-lock bag, set the bullet casing on the outside of the plastic, and opened the lighter fluid. He doused the casing with the pungent liquid and scrubbed it hard and thoroughly. Then he set it down to dry on a flat rock.

      He opened each of the full canisters and threw the dirt into a pile, dug out a small pit, and set them, now empty, inside it. He took out of his pocket the three empties and scooped the pebbly dirt next to him into each. After screwing the lids on tight, he took out his marker, copied the labeling, and sealed them all.

      The casing went back in the bag, and the new containers went in his pocket. Everything else went up in flames, lit by a hot-pink Bic lighter. He stepped back to watch the fireball, and threw the lighter in. It exploded with a dull thud and the flames spattered out of the hole, dissipating harmlessly on the sand.
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      “So who’s the guy?” Wolf asked.

      Luke looked left and right and pulled back onto the highway.

      “I asked you something.”

      “I know, I know. Listen, the guy is part of an investigation that we’ve had ongoing, and you just broke it open for us. It’s something that I can’t talk about.” She kept her eyes on the road, and reached down to turn on her headlights.

      “This is part of my ongoing investigation now.” He stared at her. “My son was shot at more than ten times by these men, and I was hit. My son is currently in danger because of these men. He shot one of them. He can identify one of them.”

      She shook her head. “Listen, so can I. And I know that these men are going to be long gone by now.”

      Wolf frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means they’re going to be on the run. There’s a one hundred percent chance of that. And we’ll pick up the chase. And you can go about your business.”

      Wolf glared at her, and she squirmed in her seat, flicking sideways glances at him.

      They passed an old pickup truck and then she looked back at Wolf with a pleading expression.

      “Look, I can’t tell you about it,” she said. “I’m sorry, but if I want to keep my job, I can’t tell you. It’s a national-security matter. Just know that you’ve flushed them out. They were in hiding, and you’ve exposed them, and we’ll take it from here.”

      Wolf turned away and shook his head. Rather than explode in a fit of cussing, which he felt like doing, he stared out the window at the passing landscape. The valley was now cast in shadow and the eastern peaks blazed bright in the early-evening sun. They passed a sign that read Rocky Points 13 miles. Pine trees grew denser, swishing by the window as they climbed in altitude up Williams Pass.

      “How?” he asked, keeping his eyes out the window. “How are you going to chase them?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she answered quickly.

      Wolf let the rush of anger evaporate, and ran through options in his mind as they summited Williams Pass and then dropped down the other side and into the southern end of Rocky Points. He had connections he could check with. None in the FBI, but others he could call on. Maybe he could track down the guy in the picture himself. But it was little to go on with just a neck tattoo and a burn.

      A burn. The burn was fresh, and the guy wasn’t burnt in the picture Luke had sitting in her manila folder. That had to be a clue. Maybe he’d been hurt in an explosion or a fire recently. In a recent EOD training exercise on a nearby base? Fort Carson, in Colorado Springs?

      As they pulled into Rocky Points and down Main Street, the sky was orange, and only the tips of the eastern peaks were still illuminated by the sinking sun.

      The SUV crunched and wobbled as they pulled into the SCSD station lot, and the pain in Wolf’s arm had returned with a vengeance, just as he’d predicted.

      Luke parked and looked at Wolf. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Wolf ignored her remark and got out, walked to the rear door of the Tahoe and pulled it open. He grabbed his orange pack and slung it over his shoulder, walked a few steps and tossed it toward the base of the wall next to the frosted-glass garage door.

      Luke followed silently with the remaining two packs and set them down gingerly.

      Wolf inserted his key in the side door, walked in, and shut it behind him.
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      Kristen Luke sped out of Rocky Points in contemplative silence. Her pulse raced as she thought about what had happened to Wolf, and to his son. A tear spilled down her cheek and she wiped it with the back of her hand so quickly that it failed to reach her chin.

      “Fucking fuck,” she said through clenched teeth.

      She took a deep breath, then a few more, and after a few minutes she had composed herself. Only then did she pick up her phone and dial.

      “What d’ya got?” Michael Vance, her special agent in charge, never had liked greetings.

      “Not much,” Luke said. She could hear men talking in the background, and since the dashboard clock said it was after five o’clock, that meant he was probably at the bar.

      “Really? It’s not our guy? EOD tattoo? Colorado? Are you kidding me?”

      She huffed into the phone. “Yeah. Believe me, you know I want it to be, but I don’t think it’s our guy. I don’t think it was an EOD tattoo he saw. After I grilled him on it, he didn’t seem too sure, then I showed him the picture—”

      Luke squinted and looked into the rearview mirror. There were headlights approaching so fast it was like she was standing still. She looked down at her speedometer. She was going sixty-five miles per hour.

      “Jesus,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, just a second …” She shook her head as the headlights got brighter and brighter, closer and closer. But they never passed. They just sucked up against her back bumper, now so close they were out of sight behind her tailgate.

      “What the fuck? I’ll call you back.” She hung up and dropped the phone on the passenger seat, and then gripped the wheel with two hands. Her body hummed with electricity. She breathed deeply to control her movements, and relaxed her face to calm her thoughts, just like she’d learned from her sensei in college.

      Was that what was going on? For a split instant, she was back at the University of Colorado—with hands groping her and slapping her face—and she strangled the life out of the steering wheel. Was this another psycho? Was this it? She’d spent the past ten years of her life preparing for another moment like this. Preparing to never, ever, be caught off guard again. Since then she’d trained in self-defense for thousands of hours. She was a second-degree black belt, an expert in Krav Maga. Quantico had elevated her shooting to the next level.

      She tapped the brakes, and then pressed them continuously, slowing down a good twenty miles per hour.

      The lights stayed glued behind her.

      She eyed the road ahead and saw a shoulder pullout on the next turn. If this asshole wanted some, he could have some. She and her SIG Sauer P220 would be able to settle this just fine.

      She reached into her coat and thumbed back the hammer, then put both hands on the wheel and slammed the brakes as hard as she could without locking the wheels. At the final instant, she pulled over and stopped on the shoulder turnoff.

      The lights followed her every move, staying just behind her, as if the driver shared her every thought.

      She jammed the car in park, whipped off her seatbelt, and opened the door. As she twisted out of the Tahoe, she reached back into her jacket and pulled the SIG. When her feet hit the pavement, she was aimed.

      There was a figure already out of the door of the vehicle behind her, and the cab light illuminated a man with one hand up, and the other looking like it was tucked inside his waist.

      “Freeze! Freeze!” she yelled, tensing her finger on the trigger. When the figure didn’t move, she almost shot, almost put a bullet in the tall man’s chest. But her peripheral vision took in the shape of the vehicle behind her and she comprehended who it was at the last instant. There were dark turret lights on top of the vehicle, and the man wasn’t reaching into his waist—his arm was in a sling.

      She dropped her aim. “What the hell are you doing? Are you kidding me?”

      Wolf lowered his hand and slammed the door of his vehicle shut. She squinted against the bright headlamps, unable to see his face as his silhouetted figure crunched toward her with fast strides.

      She raised the gun again. “Just stop! What are you doing?”

      He continued, and now she noticed he was holding up a small square of paper in his free hand.

      She stepped once to meet him halfway. Before she knew it she felt her pistol wrenched from her hand. There was a loud clank on the top of the Tahoe, and she realized Wolf had lobbed it up there.

      Without an instant’s hesitation, she launched into a flurry of punches. She glanced one jab off his cheek, but he easily blocked the next three quick shots. Suddenly the square piece of paper was shoved in her face, and that was all she could see.

      “Look at this!” he yelled.

      She was too shocked not to. It was a picture of a child, maybe ten years old. A boy kneeling next to a soccer ball, smiling with a hole where a front tooth used to be, with a long mess of black hair.

      “Take a good look,” he said, making sure his headlights shone on the picture. He continued in a softer voice. “Those men shot at my son. Were inches from killing him. Over and over, they shot at him. And I had to watch it, and hope to God they missed every time. I couldn’t help him.”

      She shook her head and clenched her eyes. “I’m so—”

      “Tell me!” he screamed so loud it hurt her ears. “Tell me about that man with the tattoo.”

      A pair of headlights illuminated them, and a car drove by slowly.

      They stood staring at each other until the car disappeared into the distance.

      Luke lifted her chin. “The man you saw on the trail has been assumed dead for seven months.”

      Wolf waited for her to continue.

      “He went MIA in the mountains of Afghanistan. Seven months ago. And now you just saw him yesterday.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “And he’s back here in the US?”

      Luke nodded. “Apparently.”

      “But there were four of them last night. Him, two shooting at us, and the guy I shot at the fire.”

      “His whole team went MIA. There was an explosion inside a cave, and they were believed to be inside.”

      “How many team members?” Wolf asked.

      “Four. Him and three others.”

      Wolf stepped away and looked into the darkness.

      “So I ask you, what do you think they’re going to do? Come after you and your son? Why? Because you know they’re alive, and you can identify them? If they do that they’re going to run into a shitload of FBI agents. Because we’re on their asses now. They’re going to run. They were coming after you last night because you saw them. But it’s too late now and they know it.”

      Wolf turned back toward her, but kept his eyes on the ground.

      “And we’re going to catch them,” she said. “So you can go about your business as usual, and not worry about it. You have plenty of things on your plate. What, a music festival in two days?” She softened her voice. “I understand where you’re coming from. You’re worried about your son. But please don’t worry. We’re on it.”

      Wolf looked her in the eye.

      Her chest tightened under his intense glare, feeling like she’d just been hit with twin spotlights. His eyes were like knotted dark wood, glowing in the headlights of his SUV. His body was tall and strong. His hair was a thick chestnut-colored mess. He had a handsome face covered with a two-day beard that was thick and perfectly symmetrical. Dangerous as hell.

      Then there was the way he’d taken her gun. One-handed. Or, if he’d used his other hand, she didn’t know how he’d done it. Suddenly, this small county sheriff from small-town, nowhere, Colorado, was a much larger presence to her.

      She looked away, realizing her thoughts had to have been showing on her face. “All right,” she said, standing on her toes to look at the roof. “Now, get me my gun.”

      Wolf walked to the rear and stepped on the back bumper, sagging the Tahoe down, and pulled it off.

      He handed it to her without saying a word, got back in his SUV, backed up, turned around, and drove away.

      She watched his taillights recede and then disappear behind the pines, and listened to his revving engine fade into nothing.

      “Goddamn it,” she said, and got back in the Tahoe.
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      Wolf looked at the ticking football-clock on the wall, and at the phone sitting on his office desk. He contemplated making the call, and wondered whether or not the man on the other end would be at his desk. It was just after eight o’clock p.m. Colorado time, seven o’clock Pacific. And General Haines was the type of man to get to work early and stay late.

      Wolf dialed the phone, and a few seconds later a woman’s voice answered. “General Haines’s office.”

      “General Haines, please.”

      “He’s currently not available, sir. Can I take a message?”

      “Tell him David Wolf is calling.”

      “I’ll tell him you called.”

      “I’d prefer if you told him I’m calling. You know, put me on hold and tell him.”

      She chuckled softly. “I’ll tell him you called. Can I take your number?”

      Wolf gave it to her and hung up. He’d run out of ideas already. There were a couple of other people he could call, but they’d probably be off killing people in a foreign country at the moment.

      He sat staring at the puddle of light on his desk, and the phone rang, splitting the silence.

      “Sheriff Wolf,” he answered.

      “Are you the one crank-calling my secretary?”

      Wolf smiled. “Hello, General. How are you?”

      “I’m doing well. You caught me just in time. I was about out the door for a drink.”

      Wolf looked at the ceiling. “Let’s see. Wednesday night. That’s Popeye’s, isn’t it?”

      “You remembered.”

      Haines broke into a loud laugh that made Wolf smile as wide as he could. It was a laugh that had probably helped hoist the man up the ranks over the years, from a lowly first lieutenant when Wolf had met him to the lieutenant general he was now.

      “What the hell are you up to, son? I hear you’re still working law enforcement. Still in your home town? Rocky Flats? Or what was it?”

      Wolf smiled. “Rocky Points.” Haines had a mind like a steel trap, and wouldn’t have mistaken the name of Wolf’s town for the now defunct nuclear-weapons production facility in between Boulder and Denver without a tongue in his cheek. “I’m actually sheriff now.”

      Haines whistled. “Wow. You’re not even forty years old yet, by my calculations. That’s gotta be a pretty big deal.”

      Wolf didn’t answer.

      “Then again, you were always a pretty big deal.”

      “Thank you, General.”

      There was a long pregnant silence. He hadn’t spoken to the LTG in years, and the last time they’d spoken was in person—in a bar near Ft. Lewis, south of Tacoma, Washington, where Haines had spilled his guts to Wolf about how he’d always thought Wolf was one of the good ones. One of the best ones he’d wished he could have held on to.

      “So what do you want?”

      Haines had never been one for rehashing old memories.

      “I need to know the identity of a few missing soldiers. Army EOD. Four total. They went missing in Afghanistan, supposedly seven months ago.”

      Haines sighed. “Oh. My drink is going to have to wait, huh?”

      “It would only take you a few minutes to log into the database and check, right?”

      There was another pause. Wolf knew the man was computer inept.

      “Just a second,” he said, and there was the rustle of a hand being pressed over the phone, and muffled conversation. “I’ve got Angie checking it out. It should take less than a few minutes. She’s incredible with these computers.”

      Wolf smiled again and leaned back in his chair. The blood moved in his shoulder and his wound throbbed.

      “Brian Richter. EOD team leader. Chad Hartley …”

      Wolf scrambled for his pen and paper and started writing.

      “… Wade Jeffries. Marcus Quinn. There’s your four. Went MIA October 30th, last year in an explosion in Tora Bora.”

      “You’re kidding,” Wolf said.

      Tora Bora was a cave system in the White Mountains of Afghanistan that Wolf knew well. Though the rangers had not been present at the battle, Wolf and his company had kept up with the news, waiting on orders to assist that ultimately never came from the brass.

      Back then, Tora Bora had been described by the Western media as an impregnable fortress, rumored to have over two thousand troops housed in an elaborate tunnel system, with underground roads large enough to drive tanks through, a fully operating hospital, ventilation systems, ammunition stores, even a hotel. And, of course, Osama bin Laden.

      What allied forces had found was completely different. Though they knew bin Laden had been there, in the end he’d slipped away, and the infrastructure they found was less than earlier described by the media. Rather than an elaborate feat of engineering, they’d found a system of limestone caves naturally carved out by water over the millennia, a couple of hundred cold and hungry troops, and a few haphazard piles of ammunition.

      “What were those guys doing in Tora Bora? Weren’t we completely withdrawn from that area years ago, after the battle?” Wolf asked.

      General Haines didn’t answer for a beat. “Yeah, I admit that these men being there is … strange.”

      Wolf let the silence hang for a beat, then asked, “Can you send me the files of these men?”

      “And leave a paper trail leaking out of my office to a no-good deputy in the middle of nowhere, Colorado? I think not, Sergeant.”

      “Technically, it would be a digital trail. And that’s sheriff now, sir.”

      “Not to me,” Haines answered.

      Wolf doodled on the corner of his paper. “Okay. How about just where these guys are from, and I’ll do my own dirty work from there.”

      There was another muffling of the phone, and a minute later Haines came back.

      “Jeffries was from Delta, Colorado. Hartley from Boise, Idaho. Quinn, Reno. Richter, Glenwood Springs, Colorado.”

      “Glenwood Springs,” Wolf said as he wrote.

      “That close to you?”

      “It is.” Wolf set down his pen. “I appreciate your help, sir.”

      “Anytime, Sergeant. You know I’m here for you anytime. I was sorry to hear about your brother last year.”

      “Thank you, General. When you retire you’ll have to come over to Colorado. I’ll take you fishing.”

      “Sounds like a damn good plan.”

      They hung up and Wolf looked at his notes. He stood and opened his office door and stepped out. The squad-room windows were darkened, but the room itself was ablaze with fluorescent lights humming overhead.

      Deputies Rachette, Patterson, and Wilson were sitting on the edges of desks laughing at Jack, who was standing in the middle of them and telling a story.

      “Jack,” Wolf said. “Let my deputies work.”

      They all stopped and looked at Wolf.

      “Rachette, how’re the festival grounds looking?”

      “Good. Everything’s getting set up. We’ve got the parking lot cordoned off, entrances and exits as planned. Perimeter lighting is set, which we’re going to check out tonight. We worked with Jen Beasley all day, and she’s saying everything is looking good.”

      “All right. Otherwise, all quiet?” Wolf gave a quick glance toward Jack.

      Rachette caught Wolf’s meaning. “Yeah, all quiet. Nothing suspicious as far as we could tell. Jack helped us out all day … well, he helped Patterson out all day. I think Jack has a new girlfriend.”

      Jack turned red and glared at Rachette. “Tsss,” he said in retaliation.

      They all smiled as Jack shrunk away to look at a piece of paper on Wilson’s desk.

      “You going home?” Rachette asked.

      “I don’t know.” Wolf had been thinking about that. Ever since half his house had gone up in a ball of flame last fall, it had transformed from a disaster site, buttoned up under plastic through the cold months, to a slowly progressing construction site. He had a small section of the house he’d been using as a sort of indoor camping spot, and to bring Jack in there was borderline child abuse. Even if that weren’t the case, Wolf’s house wouldn’t do for safety. Not until any and all danger was eliminated.

      That meant Sarah’s parents’ house, where Jack had been staying exclusively for the past few months, was not a good option either. Wolf wasn’t prepared to spread the potential vulnerability to other family members.

      Wolf reached down and plucked the sketch the Glenwood Springs artist had done with Jack off the top of Wilson’s desk.

      “Sorry I couldn’t do better, Dad,” Jack said, watching Wolf.

      Wolf looked at the sketch. Nothing stood out. The hair was covered by a winter cap, the eyebrows neither dark nor light, thick nor thin. The face was square with colorless almond-shaped eyes, with flat lines for lips. It was a plain, nondescript representation of a Caucasian male.

      Wolf set it down and shrugged. “Like the Garfield County sheriff said, you were firing a pistol at the guy, in a high-stress situation, at night. I doubt an experienced police officer could do any better.”

      Jack looked down at the carpet. “I still bet I would recognize him if I saw him, though.”

      And that was the problem, Wolf thought. He looked at Jack and sighed. “How do you feel about doing another night of camping?”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      Jack shrugged and smiled. “Sure? What do you mean?”

      “We’ll sleep in my office,” Wolf said.

      “What? No, you guys can stay with me,” Rachette said.

      “In the butt-hut?” Wolf asked. “No thanks.”

      Rachette’s face turned crimson.

      Patterson eyed Rachette and cracked a smile. “The butt-hut?”

      Wilson rocked back in his chair and howled with laughter.

      “But I appreciate it,” Wolf said. “We’ll be comfortable here. We’ve got showers, and we have all our camping gear. Rachette, you’ll be in charge of the volunteer orientation tomorrow.”

      Rachette glared at Wilson for a beat and stood up straight. “You got it. There’s eight of them coming, total, right?”

      Wolf nodded. “Three from Vail, three from the Summit, and two from Glenwood.”

      Wilson looked at Patterson. “That’s three from Vail PD, three from Summit County SD, and two from Glenwood Springs PD.”

      “Got it,” Patterson pulled a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks.”

      “She’s from Aspen, dude,” Rachette said. “She knows what we’re talking about.” He ignored Wilson’s glare and turned to Wolf. “Aren’t you going to be there tomorrow?”

      “No, I’ll be gone in the morning. And I’d like it if you guys took Jack again.”

      Rachette shifted and glanced back at Patterson. “Wilson and Baine are going to be there, too. Right?”

      Wolf looked at Rachette. “Not tomorrow, not for setup. You’ll have thirteen deputies and officers at the festival grounds for a time tomorrow. No sense stacking it anymore. We’ve gotta have a patrol in town, too, until Friday night.”

      Rachette nodded, unable to hide the disappointment in his eyes that he was stuck with the rookie once again, and, by the looks of it, Patterson read his expression easily enough.

      Wolf took a deep breath and looked at Patterson. “Patterson, your father.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Yeah?”

      “He’s an entertainment lawyer, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Kind of a big deal, right? He’s worked with some celebrities in his time?”

      She hesitated. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So you’ve met some of those celebrities, right?” he asked.

      Rachette sat back on the edge of Wilson’s desk and watched Patterson.

      “Ye-es?” Patterson tilted her head.

      “So like, Kevin Costner, he’s up there in Aspen sometimes?”

      She nodded, and Rachette raised his eyebrows.

      “Tom Cruise?” Wolf asked.

      Patterson nodded again.

      “TC?” Rachette shifted, knocking over the cup of pens on Wilson’s desk. “Shit, sorry. You’ve met TC?”

      She eyed Rachette. “TC? Yeah, I’ve met Tom Cruise. I didn’t know he went by …”

      Wolf walked with Jack to his office and shut the door. His work was done for the day.
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      “South, check.”

      “West, check,” Wolf responds.

      “North, check.”

      “East, check.”

      Wolf is sweating even harder now. There is a pull on his left shoulder, and a dull ache. It must be that an insect bit him inside his ACU.

      He ignores the pain and turns to the right. There is movement outside the jungle wall, and he walks toward it.

      “I’ve got movement on the west jungle wall. It’s a kid,” Wolf says into his throat mike.

      Wolf fights to wade through the long grass, like the blades are wrapping his legs. Like he’s wading through tar.

      He sees that the kid is carrying an orange backpack, about half his size, and he has something in his hand.

      Wolf realizes what he must do, and he raises his rifle.

      The kid looks straight at Wolf, and Wolf can see him clearly behind the crosshairs in his scope lens.

      It’s Jack.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Wolf sucked in a breath and sat up, and then rolled onto his right elbow, clenching his teeth to fight the throbbing in his left arm. His entire upper body was drenched in sweat, and the nylon sleeping bag underneath him was cold and wet.

      Jack stirred next to him, rolling away from the racket Wolf was causing.

      A thin sliver of dim light peeked from under the closed wooden blinds of his office, and a bird was calling incessantly somewhere outside.

      He checked his watch—5:20 a.m. He climbed out of his sleeping bag, put on jeans, gray T-shirt and Carhartt hooded sweatshirt, and padded down to the locker room.

      The bandage on his arm was soaked in blood, so he unwrapped it and carefully peeled off the final stretch of sticking gauze. Underneath were thirty-six crosshatches of dark-blue stitches, with pieces of stiff thread jutting out in places. The skin surrounding the wound was such a dark blue it was almost black, and it faded outward to a sickly yellow, and finally to his normal olivine skin color.

      He cleaned the wound vigorously with soap and warm water, and re-wrapped it, then took a shower, being careful to keep it relatively dry. In the shower he winced as he stretched his arm out in front of him, then to the side and down, and then up again, and decided he wouldn’t use the sling for the day but would take it along just in case.

      When he was washed and ready, he quietly packed his sleeping bag, letting Jack sleep off his exhaustion from the previous days’ events, and walked out into the squad room.

      It smelled like fresh doughnuts, undoubtedly brought by Tammy, and coffee. He gratefully took some of each and headed out to his Explorer. There he checked in with Rachette, who was pulling into the lot, and then drove out of town to the south.

      He climbed Williams Pass, avoiding deer milling alongside the highway on the Rocky Points side and a herd of elk that wandered across the road on the other side. He crossed to the west on County Road 31, and then started north on Highway 82.

      He drove through the posh town of Aspen, through Basalt, and north through Carbondale. Finally, an hour and fifteen minutes after he’d left Rocky Points, he entered the city of Glenwood Springs.

      The red sandstone hills surrounding the town were verdant with junipers, low shrubs and grasses.

      Wolf continued onward to the north edge of town and passed over I-70, where steam billowed onto the roaring interstate from the hot-springs pools that made the town famous. He turned onto a frontage road, and entered the parking lot of the Glenwood Springs FBI field office.

      It was a nondescript building, looking like any modern commercial office building one might see in any part of the US. There was no sign for the FBI on the Plexiglas box sign on the front lawn, only what looked to be some law firms and an insurance company.

      He walked in, went up the stairs, down the carpeted hall, and through the glass doors of the FBI suite. A large half-moon desk waited inside, and a receptionist in a red dress looked at him over her eyeglasses, and then continued to pound her keyboard. Her phone rang and she turned away from Wolf to answer it.

      Wolf waited patiently, and watched men and women walk past an open doorway, into what seemed to be their equivalent of the SCSD’s squad room. They were all dressed in slacks and button-up shirts, wearing paddle holsters with SIG Sauers or Glocks. Some carried coffee, and a few laughed and conversed loudly.

      Then he saw Luke. She was walking straight toward the doorway, looking in an empty coffee travel mug. She swerved between desks with swaying hips, walking with a spring in her step. Her straight brown hair was down, looking more auburn today than he remembered. She wore black slacks that fit her perfectly, and a slim-fitting suit jacket that was splayed open, showcasing a white blouse that cracked open to show tan skin beneath.

      She stopped abruptly when she saw him, sending her hair tumbling across her face. There was a flash of surprise in her eyes, and then they narrowed.

      “Can I help you, sir?” the receptionist asked.

      Wolf turned to the receptionist, who was scrutinizing Wolf with a critical eye. Wolf was dressed casually, probably too casually, with his old jeans, gray T-shirt, and hooded sweatshirt, and he didn’t blame the woman for being suspicious of his intentions.

      “I’m Sheriff David Wolf, of Sluice County.”

      “Sheriff Wolf,” Luke walked fast out of the doorway. “No sling today? You’re a fast healer.” She held out her hand and Wolf shook it.

      “Thanks, Gwen. I’ll … talk to the sheriff.” Luke held a hand toward the door he’d just entered from and began walking.

      Wolf watched her. “Don’t you want to go inside?”

      She shook her head and opened the door, then waved out to the hall and looked at him.

      Wolf walked past her, catching her familiar scent.

      She walked next to him, keeping her eyes on the gray carpet ahead. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I was just stopping by to let you know how my investigation was going, and to see if you wanted in.”

      She gave him a look like he’d just belched. “Really? And how’s your investigation going?”

      “I found out who the four missing men were in Tora Bora. I’m just stopping by on my way to Brian Richter’s family’s house, and then I’m off to Delta to talk to Jeffries’s family.”

      She stopped and closed her long eyelashes, then tilted her head to the asbestos tiles of the ceiling. “Let me get my stuff. I’ll meet you outside.” She turned and walked quickly down the hall.

      Wolf walked to the stairs and went outside. He stood by his SCSD Explorer and took in the sun. There were some approaching clouds in the west. The wind that had kicked up so fierce the day before must have brought in a cold front, but for the time being it was gorgeous.

      She came out and walked straight to Wolf, then looked past him into his driver’s side window.

      “I’m not going in that,” she said, and then walked away down the parking lot.

      Wolf looked through his window at the passenger seat. It had a few wadded-up napkins on it and some multi-colored sprinkles from the doughnut he’d eaten earlier. The two cup-holders had four coffee cups stacked one within another. He didn’t need to look at the floorboards to know she had a point.

      He locked his SUV and walked after her, then hopped in her already-running Tahoe. She backed up and they headed out onto the frontage road.

      Wolf sat quietly with growing interest as she drove through town and took three turns without consulting notes or a map.

      “You know where Richter grew up?”

      “I grew up here,” she shrugged. “And I looked up the house on Google Maps earlier today.”

      Wolf nodded. “All right. So you were planning to see his mother today?”

      “That was the idea,” she said.

      “I found out that Richter had a sister, too. Lives in Chicago.”

      She nodded like it was old news.

      “And Richter’s brother?” Wolf asked.

      She looked at Wolf and narrowed her eyes. “What about him?”

      “He’s Garfield County Sheriff’s Department. Were you going to talk to him?” Wolf asked.

      She looked at him like he’d just spoken a foreign language.

      “What?” Wolf asked.

      “We can’t talk to him.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I checked in on him this morning, and he’s in Rocky Points today, helping out the Sluice County Sheriff’s Office with their music festival.”

      “Oh,” Wolf said.
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      Sergeant McCall pulled into the parking lot of the Mountain Goat Bar and Grill, and parked facing Grand Avenue, the main thoroughfare through the old part of Glenwood Springs.

      He sat watching out his window as citizens drove by, and then jammed their brakes with wide eyeballs as they noticed him in his Sheriff’s Department SUV. After a few minutes of the entertainment, he stepped out into the cool air. The clouds had rolled in, and it was going to get chilly. Even colder up in the mountains.

      He looked at the Mountain Goat, a squat, red-brick building with tastefully carved wood trim, and felt a surge of pride.

      The Mountain Goat Bar and Grill had been Sergeant McCall’s establishment for thirteen years now, ever since he’d sold his controlling share of his drug-trafficking business for a quarter-million to a man he simply knew as Dragon.

      On paper, he had nothing to do with the place. It was owned by a corporation, whose sole member was his kid brother, and he was a silent partner. McCall’s name didn’t show up anywhere, but there was no dispute between him and his brother about who owned the place.

      There were never any disputes between him and his brother. Their bond was forged by blood and was unbreakable.

      Forged by blood. McCall thought about what was happening now, and how far he’d come. How far they’d come. And how close they were to a better life.

      It had been thirteen years ago, when he was twenty-three, when he’d made his money with drugs and decided to become a cop to hedge his various interests. But ten years before that, at only thirteen years old, he’d been forced to become the man he was now—a man who did what it took to survive.

      His father, a respected officer on the Carbondale police force, had been the one who’d made sure of that. Six days a week, his father would come home after dark, too much liquor in his system, and step into the house, enraged by something real or imagined and itching to make someone pay. It had taken every ounce of his and his brother’s wit and strength they had to survive.

      Night after night after night the rotation was predictable. First, his mother would take the beatings. And then his father would come after him, and then his little brother. If that didn’t satisfy the old man, he would give the furniture or the walls a once-over. Then, if they were lucky, he would go to sleep.

      Tuesdays were the worst, because Monday had been his father’s day of rest. On Mondays, his father would break down crying, apologizing for being such a terrible father. Monday was the day he’d make promises, and give out hugs instead of forearm swings. But Tuesday … that was the dangerous day, because he’d shown his remorse the day before, and let you see his true feelings and his pain, and you were laughing at him now. Weren’t you?

      And then they got it.

      Well, McCall thought as he inserted the key into the back door of the Mountain Goat, he’d given it to his father in the end. He’d flattened his head with a baseball bat, and they didn’t have to worry about him anymore. The past couldn’t be changed, and he needed to let it lie, just like his father’s body lay under a pile of rocks near the Snowmass quarry.

      McCall shook his head and knew there was no way that was going to happen. He would never let it lie—just forget it and move on. Because his past was who he was. Drove everything he did. Was the reason he’d become a deputy, and was the reason he still had his finger on the pulse of the drug trade through this valley to this day. He survived. He did whatever it took to survive, and he wasn’t going to forget it. And they were going to survive this little fiasco too.

      “About fucking time,” his brother Tyler said, making no move to get up from his lying position on the couch.

      McCall appraised him as he stepped inside the office at the back of the bar and closed the door.

      His brother looked bad. He was still lying on the tweed office couch looking at McCall with pinpoint pupils. His skin was pale and slick with moisture, and his brown hair was dark and shiny from sweat.

      McCall dug in his pocket and passed him a bottle of pills. It bounced with a rattle and rested on his stomach.

      “Percocet. Take a couple.”

      Tyler sat up and put the bottle between his kneecaps, then tried to unscrew the cap with his good arm.

      “Here, sorry.” McCall grabbed the bottle, unscrewed it, and gave him two pills. “Just a second.” He walked back out into the lifeless bar, filled a glass of water behind the horseshoe counter, and went back into the office.

      Tyler threw two pills onto his tongue and sucked down the entire glass of water.

      McCall went and refilled the glass, picked up the bag of first-aid supplies, and then sat next to his little brother and redressed the wound on his shoulder.

      It looked clean. The doctor they’d used yesterday morning knew what he was doing. For three thousand cash, he’d better had. The through-and-through bullet wound wasn’t deep, but it was deep enough if you were the one with a hole in the arm. He felt for him.

      “You want a beer or something?” McCall asked.

      Tyler broke a smile. “What is it, nine a.m.? No, thanks.”

      McCall looked at the cardboard box on the floor. It was a laser printer, top of the line. He got up and picked up the packet of plastic sheets, the kind you put on an overhead projector.

      “Wood glue?” McCall asked.

      “Yep. In the plastic bag on the desk.”

      McCall sifted through the bag and saw that he’d gotten another packet of plastic sheets as well. He twirled the mouse on the computer, and watched as the screen flicked on. Then he took the USB drive out of his pocket and put it in the port on the side of the monitor.

      He opened the finder window and double-clicked the file. A multi-celled window appeared, with a man’s picture, vital statistics, and digital pictures of his fingerprints.

      “Here you go,” McCall said, and got out of the desk chair.

      Tyler closed his eyes and nodded, then took a deep breath and stood up.

      “No time for healing, I’m afraid,” McCall said.

      “I know. I’m not bitchin’ about it.”

      “I know you’re not.” He watched his brother collapse down behind the computer and grab the mouse.

      “So you went back up with them yesterday?” Tyler asked.

      “Yep.”

      “And did they figure out where he came from?”

      “No, not yet, but they will. So I need to head up there ASAP.”

      “Who’s they?” Tyler asked.

      “So far, they are the FBI agent, Luke, and Wolf.”

      Tyler stared at the wall for a second, like he was re-calculating the outcome of their plan. “All right, set that thing up, and I’ll start printing.”

      McCall bent down and cut open the box with a key.

      “After this, then what?” Tyler asked.

      “Then we have two more people to get rid of.”

      “How? Where?”

      McCall pulled out the laser printer, and began explaining the plan.
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      They stopped on the side of the road in front of Brian Richter’s house, and Wolf stepped out of Luke’s truck and followed her lead to the front door.

      Brian Richter’s house, or rather the house Brian Richter grew up in, was an early 1900s design on the outskirts of town, now occupied by his mother, Bernadette Richter. According to Wolf’s research into public records, Richter’s father had quitclaimed the house to Bernadette fifteen years ago. Wolf assumed that meant the father was out of the picture.

      Perhaps somehow that fatherly absence contributed to Brian Richter’s motivation to join one of the most dangerous divisions in the army, playing with explosives day in and day out.

      The house was a square with an A-frame roof, and a set of stairs in the dead center of the property that ran up to the wrap-around covered wooden porch. There were a few flowerpots sprouting green plants, a wind chime made of brass tubes, and a porch swing held up by chains red with rust. The trim was blood red, and the house was painted white.

      Luke rang the bell, and a minute later they heard faint footsteps and the clicking of locks from within.

      An old lady peeked out—one eye, then two—then she slowly pulled open the door, revealing a happy smile that was bright with enthusiasm. She wore a flowery nightgown and slippers.

      “Hello,” she said. “It’s you again.”

      “H-hi,” Luke said, and held up her ID card. “I am Special Agent Luke, of the FBI, ma’am.”

      “Oh, the FBI,” Bernadette Richter said with awe.

      “And this is Sheriff Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department.”

      Wolf nodded. “Hello ma’am.”

      “We’d like to ask you a few questions about your son, if you don’t mind.”

      Mrs. Richter looked at Luke like she was waiting for her to say something more.

      “Do you mind if we come in and ask you some questions?” Wolf tried.

      “Ah. Yes, come in.” Mrs. Richter stepped aside and opened the door.

      There was a stairway that led upstairs on the right, a family room on the left, and a kitchen straight ahead that was bright and airy. The old wood floors shone in the morning light that streamed in from the kitchen ahead, and it smelled like pine cleaner.

      The place was immaculately clean, except for a lone bowl full of what looked to be soggy cornflakes on the kitchen table. There were small piles of the cereal surrounding it, and an open gallon of milk. The box lay on its side on the otherwise immaculately clean kitchen counter a few feet away.

      “Come in. I was just having some breakfast. Do you need some?”

      Luke and Wolf looked at each other.

      “No. No, thank you,” said Luke.

      Mrs. Richter continued into the kitchen and stared at the table, then looked back at them and flinched, as if they were strangers who’d just snuck up on her.

      “Uh, do you mind if we sit down here, and talk about your son, Mrs. Richter?” Luke asked quickly.

      Mrs. Richter’s face relaxed and she led them to the family room.

      Wolf took a look around. There were old paintings of mountains, and black-and-white photos of long-gone relatives. There was crochet art on the walls with various flower patterns of green, brown, yellow, and red, but no recent photographs of the immediate family.

      He stopped and ran his finger along the wall at a spot that was discolored. It looked like a painting had hung there for years, but had recently been moved, and a square of dirt still remained.

      Luke sat down next to Mrs. Richter and looked up at Wolf.

      Wolf took a seat in a wood-framed chair with a cloth cushion near the front window. There were lacy drapes clouding an otherwise great view of the red mountains in the distance.

      “Have you talked to your son lately, Mrs. Richter?” Luke asked.

      She smiled. “Oh, yes. I talk to him all the time.”

      Luke looked at Wolf. “I’m talking about Brian. Your son, Brian? Have you seen him?”

      She nodded and didn’t blink. “I saw him today. He came over, and he mowed the lawn.”

      Wolf pulled the drapes open with a finger, and saw that the lawn was freshly mowed, probably within the last day.

      “And I saw you, too.” She nodded her head at Luke with wide eyes so filled with wonder that she reminded Wolf of a little girl. Then she looked over at Wolf and scrunched her face in confusion. “Did I see you? You were here, right?”

      Wolf shook his head. “No, I wasn’t here.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, and Wolf racked his brain for something he could ask a senile woman that might help their investigation.

      “How about your husband?” he asked. “Is he nearby?”

      “He’ll be back when the war is through,” she said with a serious expression.

      Wolf nodded. “Is he in the Middle East?”

      She frowned. “Vietnam.”

      Wolf stood and took her hand. “Thank you. Do you mind if I look upstairs?”

      She smiled. “Go ahead.” She looked over at Luke. “You can go see her room.”

      Luke blushed. “Thank you, Mrs. Richter. I think I’ll go up with him and see that.”

      Wolf walked upstairs and Luke followed closely.

      When they reached the top, Luke sighed. “Jesus. She doesn’t know where or when she is. Or who apparently.”

      The wood squeaked underneath Wolf’s work boots as he walked down the hall, and Luke padded lightly behind.

      There were three doors in the main hallway upstairs, all wide open. They went to the first on the right and walked in. The walls were pink, and on one of them hung a mirror and an impressionist painting of a meadow full of flowers. There was a single bed in the corner, made up with sheets and a comforter.

      The dresser was empty and had nothing on top of it.

      They moved to the next room—there were two single beds within, but the room was just as barren in terms of décor.

      The third room had a queen-sized bed, and a standing-length mirror on a swivel stand. Again, there were no pictures in sight.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Wolf said.

      “What?”

      “The house. It’s so well maintained, so clean. But it’s like it’s cleaned out, too. No pictures. Nothing personal.”

      She frowned and nodded. “Yeah. There aren’t many family portraits.”

      “There aren’t any family portraits. None.”

      “Yeah …” Luke let her voice trail off and she went to the window and looked out. “The lawn is freshly mown. Probably her son, the deputy in the Sheriff’s Department, comes and mows it.”

      “You know the brother in the department?”

      “Dan Richter. I’ve heard of him, and his picture looked familiar. I think I’ve met him before on an investigation, maybe when I was at the Sheriff’s Department headquarters in town. But I never knew him growing up or anything.”

      She turned and looked at Wolf with raised eyebrows. “Well? Ready for a drive to Delta?”

      Wolf looked around the barren room one more time, and nodded.

      Wolf and Luke said goodbye to the old woman and got back in the Tahoe. As they drove away, Bernadette Richter waved with a bright smile.

      They both waved and didn’t speak for the next few miles.
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      They stopped at a gas station and Luke gassed up the Tahoe, got some sodas, and headed out west on I-70.

      She drove cautiously at a consistent five miles per hour over the speed limit, which put them at a steady eighty miles per hour.

      Wolf watched her fiddle with the dial of her radio and smiled.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I was just thinking about the first time I got in this vehicle. And how my ears are still ringing.”

      She laughed and then shrugged. “I like my funk.”

      “Loud,” he added.

      “Yes. Loud.”

      They drove in silence. It was a tense silence, and it seemed that all the moments had been between them since they’d met. She was reluctant to work with him, and, as Wolf figured it, that could only mean one thing—that she was hiding something. So until she wanted to open up, the tense silence could stay. And he needed to remember that his job—to make sure his son was out of danger—was much more important than camaraderie with a beautiful FBI agent.

      That’s what the dream had told him, wasn’t it? He could sense it. Jack was in danger. Wolf took a deep breath. The dream. Wolf couldn’t remember having had that dream in at least ten years, and now he’d had it twice. It was a dream he’d moved on from. A memory. One that’d driven him away from serving his country and pushed him home to Rocky Points. To serve his son, Jack, and his wife, Sarah. And to serve his hometown, rather than some larger ideal that meant he killed little boys for a living.

      Of course, life with Sarah hadn’t worked out, had it? He’d failed there. Didn’t have Sarah to call his wife anymore. She was off loving another man, one who apparently understood her pain better than Wolf ever could. That was a loss he didn’t like—not one bit—but it was something he could live with. Could move on from, no matter how difficult.

      But Jack? He still had Jack.

      “You okay?” Luke asked.

      Wolf turned and relaxed his jaw, not realizing he’d been clenching his molars. “Yeah.”

      He turned to look back out the window.

      “So.” She took a sip of her Coke and set it back in the center console. “Army ranger, huh? Why didn’t you stay in the army?”

      Wolf gave her an ironic smile and didn’t answer.

      “Ah. Okay, how about …” She let her question fade.

      “How about you tell me what you’re hiding?” Wolf asked. “Until then, let’s just forget the small talk.”

      She swallowed. “What are you talking about?”

      Wolf nodded and kept his gaze on the passing sedimentary layers of the mountains.

      “I’m hiding your involvement in our case from my boss. That’s what I’m hiding,” she said quietly.

      Wolf didn’t reply.

      “I could be out of a job for bringing in un-approved outside consultants on this,” she said.

      Wolf stayed silent for a moment. “How about the other two guys that went MIA? Quinn and Hartley? Hartley is from Boise, and Quinn is from Reno. Have you looked into them?”

      Luke nodded. “I’ve got calls in to the nearest field offices, and boots are on the ground, going to talk to the families.”

      “Right now? Today?”

      She nodded.

      “So how long have you guys been on this case?” Wolf asked.

      Luke hesitated. “Why?”

      “I’m just wondering why all this is happening now. Haven’t you already talked to Jeffries’s family in Delta? Haven’t you already talked to our friend Mrs. Richter? She was right in Glenwood Springs; all you had to do was go down the street to talk to her.” Wolf looked at her. “So? Had you already been to her house? Have you already been to Delta to talk to the Jeffrieses?”

      “Why do you think we would have already talked to them?” she asked.

      “You had a picture of Jeffries with you yesterday.” Wolf took a sip of his soda and watched Luke. She kept her eyes on the road. “I’ve just been assuming my description raised a flag with you guys,” he said, “like it was an ongoing investigation.”

      Luke’s eyes narrowed, and she took a breath before answering. “It was, but we didn’t know these guys were back. We knew they were missing in Afghanistan, and your description tipped us off that it was one of them, and that they’re now in the country.”

      “From my description”—Wolf looked at her—“you figured out it was one of the four missing men? Not one of the other hundreds of thousands of soldiers either enlisted, or on leave, or once enlisted?”

      She nodded. “Well, there was the neck tattoo.”

      “But that’s not enough to single the guy out, is it? There’s gotta be thousands of guys with neck tattoos. It’s only recently they’ve starting cracking down on that in the military.”

      She held up a hand. “Fewer than you think, and it’s a little more complicated than that. Your description raised our flags because of some … recent developments I can’t talk about.”

      “So, like I said, let’s cut the small talk until you want to explain. Until then, I have an investigation I’m working here, and you’re just inking it up for me with your bullshit.”

      She looked back to the road, he to the passing hills, and the tense silence returned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 27

        

      

    

    
      Rachette looked up the grassy ski slope and cringed at the speed of a mountain biker rolling down the dirt trail above. Nothing was more gut wrenching to Rachette than to see a person disregard his own safety like the maniac kid flying down the narrow path. It was why he stuck to enjoying the mountains on his two feet, rather than on bicycles, or skis, or a snowboard. He’d even seen a kid strap his feet into an off-road skateboard, with four thick rubber wheels, and no brakes. Maybe it was the lack of oxygen that caused such moronic behavior in the population of the mountains. Maybe they needed a few days on a farm in Nebraska.

      An instant later, the biker flipped over his handlebars, and rolled to a motionless stop. Rachette sucked in a breath and brought his radio to his lips, and then watched with hawk eyes as a group of bikers on the trail went over to assess the damage. The kid got up from the ground, dusted himself off, and smiled at his friends.

      Rachette shook his head and turned around to survey the festival grounds below. Restaurants with tall windows glared in the morning sun. Two ski-lift terminals turned, and people—hikers and morons alike—swung gently on the chairs on their way up.

      In between the two lifts, the stage for the first annual Rocky Points Music Festival looked completely set up, but a swarm of men still hammered and screwed boards, rods, and screws into place. Some of the men were high on the rafters, hanging lights, and others were on the ground, pulling cable; others pretended to look busy, and still others just stood around looking like a waste of taxpayers’ money.

      Rachette sighed when he saw Patterson, fitting her into the latter group of people he’d been observing. She was talking to a man who had a hammer in his hand, and she had Jack and the man enthralled by a story. She was laughing and talking, and Jack was laughing and talking, and then the guy was laughing and talking.

      This new girl was throwing a big wrench in the cogs of the machine that was the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he was just put off by her. She was too … He couldn’t figure out what her problem was quite yet. Too proper? Too comfortable? Too cocky? Too cute?

      A cruiser came into view in the far distance off to the right, followed by another, and another. Rachette stepped toward the parking lot. One of them was unmistakably a Vail PD cruiser— a jet-black, shiny new Saab with the Vail PD logo on it. Another was a Ford SUV with the Garfield Sheriff’s Department logo, and the last vehicle was a Chevy SUV from Summit County.

      Patterson, despite her distance away, clearly saw the commotion and ran with Jack toward him.

      “Finally showing up?” Patterson said breathlessly, meeting him halfway to the parking lot.

      Rachette didn’t bother answering the rhetorical, and flawed, question. First of all, they weren’t finally showing up, they were showing up exactly on time. Since they had all been staying at the Edelweiss the night before, and would be for the next two nights, it looked like they’d followed each other here in train-like fashion.

      Patterson made a face at Jack that Rachette couldn’t see, but Jack smiled wide and then looked at Rachette.

      “I was joking,” Patterson said. “Looks like they’re raring to go, showing up right on time.”

      Rachette felt his face warm, and shook his head. He was going to earn all of his measly salary today, babysitting these two. He just hoped these eight men and women were going to be less mentally taxing.

      It was eight men, Rachette realized as he watched them all pour out of their vehicles, looking well rested and sharp in their uniforms. They chuckled with one another, donned their hats, and looked around at the bustling activity.

      When they saw Rachette approaching, they straightened and walked over.

      For a ridiculous amount of time, they stood in a circle and shook hands and introduced one another. Each and every one of them looked at Patterson with varying degrees of too much interest. Her smile was engaging, and all the men seemed to be enthralled by her.

      Rachette suddenly wished he’d requested some female officers to counter the imbalance. Patterson’s presence was already distracting.

      “And this is Jack,” he said, pulling Jack in front of him. “This is the sheriff’s son.”

      Jack gave a quick wave, blushed a little, and then left the circle.

      “Don’t go too far,” Rachette said.

      Jack pretended not to hear as he stood looking up at the mountain bikers.

      Rachette turned back to the men, and caught a tall officer from the Vail PD raking Patterson’s body with his eyes.

      “On behalf of Sheriff Wolf,” Rachette said in a hearty tone, “and the whole Sluice County Sheriff’s Department, I thank you for coming to Rocky Points to help us this weekend.”

      “Where’s the sheriff?” one of the Garfield deputies asked. “Still dealing with that shooting?”

      Rachette looked at the big man. The name stripe said Richter, and Rachette pegged him at least six-four, two hundred thirty pounds, in his early forties. With closely cropped brown hair and a bushy brown mustache, he was clearly a man’s man, and had probably been a force to be reckoned with on the football field back in his day.

      “Yes, he is, Deputy Richter,” Rachette said. “I didn’t see you at the hospital yesterday morning.”

      “That’s because I wasn’t there,” said Richter. “We had a lot of things to take care of because we were coming here.”

      “Yes,” Rachette said, eyeing the tall man, wondering how he was supposed to read that last statement.

      Richter’s neutral expression let nothing on.

      Patterson cleared her throat. “We realize you’re all leaving pressing situations at home,” she said, “and taking time away from your families isn’t any fun, either. But, like Deputy Rachette said, we really appreciate it. Hopefully we can accommodate you gentlemen adequately, and, well, hopefully we can all have a fun time working with one another in the process.”

      Richter and the other seven men broke into a smile and nodded at one another, as if the first lady herself had just bestowed compliments on all of them.

      Patterson looked up at Rachette with raised eyebrows, and Rachette forced himself to smile and nod. “We’ll be helping with general security today, and a little bit of setup, and then tomorrow the first acts will be coming on at around sundown. Patterson, why don’t you lead everyone to the area in front of the stage, and we’ll continue our orientation. I’ll be right there.” The men scattered and began following Patterson, and Jack turned and joined them. “Deputy Richter,” Rachette called, “could I talk to you a moment?”

      “Yes?” Richter turned around and looked down at Rachette.

      “I just wanted to know how the investigation was going,” Rachette said. “I was kind of wishing I was involved in that investigation as well. That’s my sheriff that was shot the other night, after all.”

      Richter nodded.

      “So? Any news?”

      “I don’t know,” Richter said. “You'll have to ask your sheriff. I’ve probably heard just what you have. I think they got a bullet casing, and some soil samples, but when I talked to the station this morning on the phone, they said they weren’t getting any hits on AFIS or CODIS.”

      Rachette frowned. “Shit.”

      Richter looked over Rachette’s head, like he was itching to leave.

      Rachette nodded and waved him by. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up in a few minutes.”

      Watching the big man leave, Rachette pulled out his phone and dialed Wolf.

      “Hello?” Wolf’s voice was choppy.

      “Hey, it’s me. How’s it going?”

      There was a pause a second too long.

      “Do you hear—” Rachette said.

      “Hey, not bad,” Wolf said. “Listen, I’m glad you called. I need to talk to Patterson.”

      Rachette rolled his eyes and looked at the group walking away. Richter had jogged to catch up and was talking to Jack.

      “She’s not here, I’ll go get her.”

      “No,” Wolf said, “don't worry about it. Just have her call me as soon as possible.”

      “Okay, will do.”

      “Later,” Wolf said, and the phone went silent.

      “Hello?”

      Rachette checked the screen of his phone and saw that the call had been disconnected. He shook his head and shoved it in his pocket, then trudged after the group of men, and one very annoying woman.
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      Wolf and Luke drove west on I-70 for forty minutes, along the meandering Colorado River, and then headed south on Highway 50, along the portion of Colorado known as the Western Slope of the Rocky Mountains, or simply, the Western Slope.

      Long, sweeping valley floors rose to flat-topped plateaus as far as the eye could see, or as far as the shape of the earth allowed if one had perfect eyesight on a clear day. Today, however, the clouds had rolled in and ahead of Luke’s Tahoe showers dumped out of the clouds like shower heads spraying white plumes against the landscape.

      Wind buffeted the vehicle side to side, and the vastness of the land outside, along with the elements, made Wolf wonder how those early settlers, after just trudging their way through the unforgiving Rockies, had ever looked beyond and decided to keep going.

      As they approached Delta the dry landscape became greener, if not only because of human intervention. Fields of various crops lined both sides of the highway, with apple and peach orchards interspersed.

      Delta, and the rest of the Western Slope, was known for growing produce. Orchards, and even wine vineyards, thrived in this portion of the country, and that’s apparently exactly what had brought Wade Jeffries’s family here however long ago, because they were approaching a house that was on a small hill, smack dab in the middle of an orchard of peach trees.

      The house was a newer looking one-story building. There was a bright coat of navy-blue paint on the house, and it looked like the back yard was still in the middle of being landscaped. A small earthmover sat idle in the back yard, and a pile of bricks near the rear door of the house were stacked near a new brick patio that was half-finished.

      “Nice place,” Luke said. It was the first thing either of them had said in over forty-five minutes.

      “This is the house Jeffries grew up in?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep. The file says he was born in town, raised right here. Father was killed in some sort of agricultural accident eleven years ago. And Jeffries went into the army shortly thereafter.”

      “Is this their orchard?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “And who took care of the family business when he was off disarming bombs in the Middle East?”

      “Good question,” Luke said. “I guess it had to have been his sister and mother. Julie and Wanda Jeffries. Julie’s the sister.”

      Wolf nodded and eyed the house as they drove up the final stretch of the dirt driveway. “It looks like the orchard is doing well. This house looks completely renovated, and then some.”

      Luke nodded. “Yeah.”

      They parked in the driveway next to a Nissan X-Terra that had a temporary plate taped in the rear window.

      “New truck,” Wolf said as they got out.

      The air was cool and shifty, and the breeze carried a few droplets of moisture from the shapeless clouds that blanketed the sky.

      Wolf zipped up his hooded sweatshirt, wishing he’d pulled his jacket out of his SUV before they’d left the field-office parking lot.

      The windows were covered with heavy drapes that hung still—no one peeking outside to see what uninvited guests just pulled into the driveway. The house was quiet, and so was the surrounding land, with nobody in sight in the orchard below.

      The garage door was open to their right, revealing a riding lawnmower inside, and an old Toyota Land Cruiser taking up the bulk of the space.

      Something caught Wolf’s attention, and he pulled up his sweatshirt and drew his gun.

      “What?” Luke stepped next to him with her gun drawn, following his gaze into the garage.

      “Look at that door.”

      The door in the garage to the interior of the house was open a crack, and it looked to have been forced because the doorknob was hanging by a screw. Wolf looked closer and saw that the knob was mangled and had a hole through it. The door itself was splintered.

      Wolf and Luke crouched and aimed their guns ahead as they entered the garage. Wolf aimed with his right hand, letting his now throbbing left arm hang limp by his side.

      Luke stopped and backed herself against the rear of the Land Cruiser, and Wolf continued past her.

      “Hey,” she hissed.

      Wolf toed open the door and aimed his pistol inside. A dim hallway stretched for a few feet, ending at an equally dim kitchen, where a stainless-steel refrigerator sat humming on a tile floor.

      Wolf waved his injured arm for Luke to follow him, ignoring the punch of pain in his bicep, and stalked inside. The smell was pungent, and it was unmistakable that they were going to see some kind of grisly death in the next few steps, probably to the right, judging by the blood-spatter pattern on the refrigerator and the brightening light in that direction, suggesting that the space opened up.

      Wolf flipped a switch on the wall. The hallway lit up, and the spattering on the refrigerator brightened to a dark maroon. He stepped soundlessly, keeping his pistol aimed, and watched a puddle of dried blood come into view on the black-and-white tiled floor. And then he saw a head of gray hair, and the motionless body of a woman in a pink nightgown.

      “Careful,” Luke whispered behind him.

      Wolf was being careful, but knew they had most likely missed the window of danger. No one shot a woman in a kitchen, stuck around long enough for the smell to kick in, and hung around to really breathe it in and invite further trouble.

      Luke darted into the next room gun-first, and Wolf followed behind her. There was only darkness for an instant, and then Luke clicked on a wall switch, bathing a family room in yellow light. She swept her gun across the space and then strode fast across thick carpet, her feet swishing with every step, to a narrow hallway beyond. Wolf followed right on her heels, gun at the ready.

      Luke stopped at a T-junction in the hall and looked at Wolf. She pointed to the right and disappeared to the left.

      Wolf took the right, and walked down the dark hall toward two closed doors. The one on the right had a faint sliver of natural light shining beneath it. The one on the left was pitch black.

      He twisted the knob on the right and flung open the door, ready to fire. It was a small bedroom with a queen-sized bed, an open closet, and an open door to a bathroom.

      He swept the room, checking the closet, under the bed, and the bathroom, then peeked out. The quick-moving shadow of Luke crossed into another room down the hall.

      He reached for the next door and opened it. He couldn’t see a thing in the pitch-blackness, but a stench punched him in the nose, even worse than the smell they’d encountered in the kitchen.

      “Oh,” Wolf said involuntarily, calming his gag reflex through sheer willpower.

      Wolf raked the back of his hand across the wall inside the door, sliding it across sticky patches until he found the light switch. He flipped it on and saw an unmistakably dead person tied to a chair.

      The first thing that Wolf noticed was the hair. The head was slumped forward, exposing the top of the person’s head. The hair was cut in a boyish style; matted with blood, with only a wisp of the true-color blonde showing through.

      Wolf studied the rest of the corpse, and saw it was a woman in her twenties. Two exposed breasts, grayish-white with dark black nipples, protruded from underneath strands of blood-soaked rope. The rest of the body was naked, covered in downward streams of dried blood.

      “Clear!” Luke said from somewhere behind him.

      “In here!” Wolf responded.

      Luke ran down the hall and flew into the room with gun raised.

      “Jesus.” She stopped on a dime and turned around with a hand over her mouth. “Jesus.”

      Wolf bent down and looked up at the face. It was heavily damaged and disfigured, the nose and jaw unnaturally bent.

      “Julie Jeffries,” Wolf said. “Looks beaten to death.”

      “No shit. Oh God.”

      Wolf went to the window and pulled open the heavy drape. It squeaked open, letting in a few photons of natural light. The sound of rain pattered on the window in a steady rhythm. Wolf noticed blood on the glass underneath the drapes. It looked like someone had closed it up after the deed was done.

      “Good God.” Luke studied the corpse. “What the hell?”

      The room looked to have been used by the Jeffrieses as a home office. A desk stood against the north wall, and there were two file cabinets tucked in the corner. The woman was tied to a wooden swivel chair, and it was in the center of the room, directly underneath the overhead light on the ceiling.

      Wolf walked around the rear of the corpse and studied the knots on her hands. They were crude. Double knots, tripled, then quadrupled on themselves.

      “It looks like she was being interrogated,” Wolf said.

      Luke nodded. “Yeah.”

      Dollops of blood, mixed with skin and hair, had stuck to a wooden desk behind the corpse. A framed picture stood on the corner of the desktop. Underneath the blood-streaked glass was a picture of two teenaged children smiling on a much sunnier day in the past. The kids both had the same eyes and the same facial bone structure. Boy and girl, and the boy Wolf recognized as Wade Jeffries, minus the neck tattoo and burned ear.

      “Why kill them?” Wolf asked aloud. “And who?”

      “The other EOD guys?” Luke asked.

      “But why? They’re all supposedly in hiding with Wade.”

      “Shit.” Luke pulled out her phone and dialed a number.

      Wolf watched her as she stared at the ceiling with impatience, her phone pressed to her ear.

      “Hawes. This is Luke. I need you to go to 392 Dahlia Lane, in Glenwood. You know it?” She listened for a second. “Right. Just west of Main. I need you to check on the occupant of the house, and call me the second you confirm that the woman is okay. What? No, now. And call me the second you find out.”

      She hung up and looked at Wolf.

      “You think Bernadette Richter is next?” Wolf asked.

      “Let’s hope not.”

      Wolf’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he pulled it out. It was a phone number he didn’t recognize. Probably Patterson, giving him that call he was waiting for. He forwarded it to voice mail. It was hardly the time.

      Luke and Wolf left the gore in the home office and walked back through the house to the kitchen—to the first display of death they had encountered.

      Standing on the tile floor, they studied the old woman on the ground. She had a neat hole in her forehead and a bigger exit wound in the back of her head, exposing the insides of the skull.

      “They must have broken in from the garage, but they had to have stepped around her, and then shot her,” Luke said. “The spatter is toward the refrigerator, or basically toward where they came in from.”

      “Which means what?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m just talking. I’d rather talk than just sit here staring at her.”

      “Let’s call the locals,” Wolf said.

      She nodded, but didn’t reach for her phone, so Wolf took his out and dialed the Delta PD. After a brief conversation he hung up.

      “How about we head back into the—”

      Luke’s phone rang in her pocket and she pulled it out.

      “Yeah.” She glared at the wall of the kitchen as she listened.

      “Good. Stay there until I get there, which will be”—she looked at her watch—“in about two hours, give or take.” She listened for a few more seconds, then held up a finger to Wolf and walked into the other room.

      Wolf watched her go around the corner, and her voice dropped in volume so he couldn’t hear. She spoke quickly, in a flurry of mumbling.

      After a few seconds, Wolf walked after her, his curiosity piqued. When he rounded the corner she was all the way across the room, shoulders rounded, finishing a terse whisper into the phone.

      “Then get Shaw to come do it,” she said loudly, and then turned around and rolled her eyes at Wolf as if he could empathize with the stupidity on the other end of the line. “But I don’t want that woman left alone for a second. I have reason to believe she’s in danger. I’ll be there soon.”

      Luke hung up the phone without waiting for a response and looked at Wolf.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “Mrs. Richter is all right?”

      Luke nodded.

      Wolf turned back to the kitchen. “What do you say we step outside to wait for these guys?”

      “Haven’t heard a better idea all year,” she said and walked past him, through the kitchen, and out the garage.
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      The Delta Police Department ended up storming in with five vehicles blaring their sirens. Wolf and Luke greeted them, told their stories, describing their actions and what exactly they’d touched, and then stood outside in the drizzle, talking to the local chief named Bradley Van Wyke.

      “And why were you here?” Van Wyke asked Wolf.

      Van Wyke was a tall, heavy man, as many men who played offensive line in college were during, and after, their football years. Closely cropped hair poked out under his cowboy hat. With a flash Wolf remembered the last time he’d seen him—just over two years ago at a law-enforcement conference in Durango. Van Wyke was the same now as before, with a brown handlebar mustache that looked to be kept for weekends riding a Harley-Davidson. His eyes were wide and locked open with tiny dots for pupils. Coupled with his jerky movements, it looked like the chief was hopped up on adrenaline after seeing the dead bodies inside, and probably would be for the next few days.

      “I’m afraid we can’t talk about why we were here, sir,” Luke said, answering before Wolf had a chance.

      Van Wyke scowled down at Luke. “Oh, really?” He shook his head and looked over at her shiny black Tahoe. “I suppose it’s a matter of national security.”

      “Something like that.” Luke didn’t blink.

      “Bullshit.” Van Wyke turned to Wolf. “Come on, Wolf. You gonna play me like that?”

      Wolf sighed and slid a look to Luke. “I was involved in a shooting the other night. We suspected Wade Jeffries might have had something to do with it. We were just checking in with his family, and we found them like this.” He shrugged. “End of story.”

      Van Wyke tilted his head and glared at Wolf, then at Luke.

      “Wade Jeffries has been MIA in Afghanistan for a year, hasn’t he?” asked Van Wyke. “It was big news around town last year.”

      Wolf nodded. “That’s the interesting part.”

      “Huh.” He frowned at Luke, then at Wolf. “So, what the fuck?”

      “We’ll keep in touch,” Luke said.

      Van Wyke ignored Luke and locked eyes with Wolf.

      Wolf looked down at Luke and then back to Van Wyke. “Thanks, Brad. Keep us in the loop, eh?”

      “You leavin’ already?” Van Wyke didn’t wait for an answer. “Yeah, fine. I’ll keep you informed. Not for this suit”—he kept eye contact with Wolf and thumbed in the direction of Luke—“but for the best quarterback I ever sacked. Twice.” Now Van Wyke looked at Luke and bounced his eyebrows. “In one game. Yeah, I’ll keep you informed.” He tipped his hat, “Ma’am,” and then walked away.

      
        
        …

      

      

      They drove the whole hour and twenty minutes back to Glenwood Springs like they had most of the way to Delta—in silence.

      Wolf took advantage of the lull to listen to his voicemail—a message from Patterson calling as per his request—and then typed out a message to Rachette and Patterson that said, Rachette, as you were. Patterson, I need you at the station in thirty minutes.

      A few seconds later they responded with their own texts and Wolf sat back and zoned out on the passing rapids of the Colorado River.

      “You want me to drop you off at your car first?” she asked just before they reached town.

      “No, I’d rather stick with you, if you don’t mind,” Wolf said.

      She shrugged, showing no sign of annoyance, and exited a different ramp at Glenwood Springs. She headed south through back streets and then, for the second time of the day, they were parked in front of Bernadette Richter’s house.

      “I’ll just stay here, if you don’t mind,” Wolf said preemptively.

      She looked over and creased her forehead. “You don’t want to come back in?”

      “Nah, I’ll leave the FBI work to you. Besides, our partnership is supposed to be secret, right?”

      She nodded and exhaled. “Thanks. I’ll be a few minutes.”

      Wolf nodded, and watched her through the streaming droplets of water on the windshield.

      She hopped the tiny picket-fence gate, walked with a quick stride up through the yard, and then skipped two steps at a time up the wooden stairs to the front porch. She moved like a ballet dancer with a gun, Wolf thought.

      Wolf took out his phone and hit the number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey. How’s it going over there?”

      “Good,” Patterson said in a chipper voice. “How are things going with you? Any progress?”

      “Getting there. On that note, are you back at the station?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Get on a free computer.”

      Wolf heard her soft breathing and then the squeak of a chair.

      “Okay,” Patterson said. “Just a second, booting up.”

      “Great.” Wolf looked up at the house. Luke was inside the open front door, shadowed against the brightly lit interior of the house. He could see Mrs. Richter smiling up at her, and then the door closed slowly, swallowing them both inside.

      Wolf looked at the perfectly manicured lawn, now soaked in the rain, and at the trimmed rose bushes, the clean soil of the garden on the side of the house, the mailbox with the flag up, and the fresh outside paint job.

      “Okay,” Patterson said. “I’m on.”

      “I need you to check on someone,” Wolf said.
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      Wolf was still on the phone when Luke left the house a few minutes later. She shut the door behind her, trotted down the wooden steps, jogged the path, and jumped the small gate again.

      “Ah, it’s getting cold out there,” she said as she slid up into the driver’s seat. “Oh, sorry.”

      Wolf held up his phone. “No problem. I’m on hold.”

      “What?” Patterson said into his ear.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said into the phone. “Just let me know, I’ll wait.”

      “Ah, okay, just a second,” Patterson said.

      Luke drove down the street toward the commercial center of Glenwood Springs, and Wolf listened intently as Patterson rattled off the information she’d gathered.

      Wolf listened in silence for a few minutes, only grunting to spur Patterson on. When he was satisfied, he said goodbye, hung up, and put the phone in his pocket.

      Luke turned onto Grand Avenue, and headed north toward the FBI field office.

      “Hey,” he said looking out the window like he’d just seen something. “Can you pull over? Behind those buildings, in the back alley?”

      “What?” She frowned. “Why?”

      “Trust me. I think I saw something.” Wolf sat back and gripped the ceiling bar.

      Luke shook her head and hit the brakes. “We gonna bust a drunk?”

      Wolf kept his intent glare out the window.

      She took the next right and then turned in the alley behind the retail shops that lined the main street in town.

      “Right here.” Wolf pointed out the windshield toward the back door of a building.

      She stopped. “Here?”

      Wolf got out, and Luke shut off the engine. There was no traffic in the secluded back alley. Tall old oak trees blocked the road from most of the rain. There was a low hum from a heating unit on the back of the building, which had a blue-painted door that read Monty’s Leatherworks in white stenciling.

      Wolf crouched and put his hand on his pistol, then shuffled toward the door.

      Luke came up next to him, and pulled her pistol. “What’s going on?” She kept her eyes on the door, and then double took at the sight of Wolf aiming at the side of her face.

      “Drop your gun,” Wolf said in a calm voice.

      She turned a fraction, and Wolf pushed his barrel closer. “I said drop your gun, now.”

      “What the fuck …” She crouched down slowly and set her gun on the cracked asphalt.

      “Stand up and put your hands on the hood.”

      She stood straight and faced him. “No.”

      “Do as I say, or I’ll shoot, and then I’ll tell the whole story to your special agent in charge, Ms. Richter.”

      Luke’s skin flushed and she swallowed.

      “I know everything,” Wolf said. “Now, please, don’t make me shoot you in the leg, and get up against the hood.”

      She shook her head and clenched her teeth, then walked to the hood and assumed the position. “Go ahead, have at it.”

      Wolf lifted his left arm out in a stretch, and the bruise pulsed. Thanks to the information gleaned from Patterson, he now knew Luke was a second-degree black belt and trained in other martial arts. She was clearly no pushover, and he needed to be careful.

      She had been watching him over her shoulder, a sly smirk playing on her face.

      “Don’t try it,” he said. “I’ve got a hair-trigger setting on this thing.”

      He held the pistol in his right hand and placed his left hand on the inner thigh of her right leg, working his way down to her ankle. Her muscles were firm, the fabric of her pants warm. He moved to the left leg, feeling it tense under his fingers.

      She kicked across and back with her right foot, connecting squarely against the inside of his left bicep.

      Wolf jumped back, and her fist breezed past his face less than an inch away. Pain seared through his arm to the point where his vision blurred. He could feel a warm trickle of blood running from his stitches down his arm.

      Wolf stood still and aimed at her head, feeling the warmth under his bandage grow. “Last warning,” he said. “Next time I shoot.”

      Her face was impassive. She didn’t blink or make a sound. Just turned around and spread her legs again.

      Wolf walked up fast and pressed the barrel of his gun against the back of her right thigh, and checked her left leg from top to bottom. Then he checked her waist, and up underneath her breasts.

      “Turn around,” he said, stepping back.

      She did, and he wasn’t prepared for the hate in her eyes. She glared, like he had just violated her on the deepest level.

      He didn’t care.

      “Take off your jacket,” he said.

      “I’m not—”

      “Take off your jacket.” Wolf returned her glare.

      She unzipped her parka and opened it, then pulled it off her shoulders and let it fall to the ground. Underneath she wore a white long-sleeved button-up blouse that was somewhat see-through.

      Wolf studied her skin under the shirt. He could see the brighter white line of her bra against the fabric, but the sleeve was loose, and the material and dull light kept her arm hidden underneath.

      She followed his eyes, and in a quick move ripped open her shirt. “There, you get a good look?” A button bounced off Wolf’s arm and onto the ground at his feet. He was now looking at her breasts, which were covered with a thin white bra, and her taut abdomen, which was smooth and muscular.

      “Take off the left sleeve,” he said.

      She looked down at her arm and pulled her eyebrows together. “What?” A moment later she widened her eyes. “You think I was there? Shooting at your son?”

      Wolf nodded to her arm.

      She pulled the sleeve and revealed her thin, muscled arm, and displayed it for Wolf in a twisting motion. There was no bandage, no wound.

      Wolf turned around and walked to her SIG and picked it up, holstering his own gun. When he turned around, he found her unmoved, her upper body still exposed to the chilly air.

      “You can put your shirt back on now,” Wolf said.

      She didn’t move, but her defiant glare lowered and melted into a distant look. “I’m not involved in this,” she said quietly.

      “I know. But you think your brother is,” Wolf said.

      Luke slipped on the sleeve of her blouse and bent to pick up her FBI parka.

      “Is it you who takes care of her?” Wolf walked slowly back to Luke. “Mows the lawn, trims the bushes, cleans her house, takes care of the mail?”

      She nodded, slipping her jacket on. “Yeah. My brother doesn’t do shit. I’m the one who takes care of her. She’s completely gone, completely helpless, and my brother just ignores her.”

      Wolf stopped in front of her. “She remembers you.”

      “That’s about all she can do, nowadays. It’s so strange,” she said in a quiet voice, “that she remembers me.”

      Wolf flipped her pistol around and held it out handle-first.

      Luke looked at it, then up at Wolf, and took it.

      “We need to talk,” Wolf said.

      She nodded, holstering her pistol.

      “I’m hungry.” Wolf stepped to the passenger door and got in.

      Wolf watched through the mirrors as Luke moved slowly around the rear of the SUV with the enthusiasm of a death-row inmate’s last walk. She finally rounded the Tahoe and climbed in without saying anything, fired it up, and drove.
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      Special Agent Kristen Luke had been hurt three times by men in her life. Her father had made the first emotional cut, leaving when she was in high school to join the Bozeman PD in Montana. She’d never gotten a reason from him for leaving his wife, daughter, and two sons. And she’d never gotten an explanation from her mother. And as far as an apology from her father in the eleven years since he’d left? She’d never gotten that either.

      Her father had hurt her first, and probably the deepest. At least that’s what she thought nowadays, now that she was in her mid-thirties and had had plenty of time to sulk about it. But at the time, immediately following his disappearing act, she’d pretended like she didn’t care. She’d pretended to others and to herself. Which led to a phase in her life that she commonly referred to—to herself rather than out loud to anyone else other than her best friend, Linda—as the slut period.

      In her first year in college at Boulder, she’d found herself more than willing to allow the young men in the dorms into her pants. She figured that if they had the guts to ask, or make a move, she was obliged to “give it up.” Though it repulsed her to think about it now, she remembered feeling secure when a drunk guy had groped her with his warm hands. It had made her feel wanted. Classic daddy-doesn’t-love-me syndrome.

      In the end, it wasn’t one of the drunken hormone bags in the dorms who had hurt her, who had been the second man in her life to shake her to the core. It had been an honest-to-God madman on campus. The kind of thing you hear about on the news that makes you say “holy shit”, blink, and then flip the channel, because it’s just too bad to think about any more than that.

      She’d been on her way home from the library late one night, when a man with a red ski mask had jumped out of the bushes and attacked her on the lawn of the Geology building. For thirty of the worst seconds of her life, she’d kicked and screamed, and was overtaken and beaten into a quiet haze she could scarcely remember then or now. Luckily, two tennis-racket-wielding seniors were walking by after a late match and saw it happening. When the blur of evil was off her and gone, and she woke up in the hospital the next day, she found out that the guy hadn’t raped her. At least that had been something. But he had stripped her naked, and pulped her face to the point she couldn’t see out of one of her eyes for two weeks. That was something, too.

      That something, her second mental torment, triggered the beginning of what she referred to as the lesbian period of her life. She knew it was a misnomer. Sure, it was a drastic change of lifestyle that she’d undergone after the attack, but not so far that she actually made out with other women. In truth, that image repulsed her now, as it had then. Instead, she’d just dressed the part, wearing baggy flannel and corduroy, cut her hair butch, and done anything and everything to repel members of the opposite sex.

      For the remainder of her college career she kept a stiff-arm against males. And for the remainder of her college career, she built a strong fortress around her brittle, shattered inner self. Starting with martial-arts training four nights a week in her sophomore year, she gradually became stronger inside, as well as out, and by the time she was done with college, she was a brown belt in karate, had majored in law enforcement, and felt the most self-assured she had been since her father left those few short years ago.

      For the third, and final blow, from a man, she’d finally dropped her lesbian façade and opened herself up to love. Brendon had been a different sort of guy, charming and funny, and showed his abrasive side only to the worst of people who deserved it. A real looker. The whole package.

      She’d turned him down for months at Quantico, where they’d met, and when they found themselves stationed together in Chicago, she decided she couldn’t fight him anymore. She decided she didn’t want to. After two years of dating, they’d built what she considered at the time a solid relationship, and despite the entirely unique pressures of them having the same high-stress, high-pressure job of being FBI special agents, they’d gotten married.

      Nowadays, she was disgusted by the thought of her “first love.” Because she’d been the one who’d let the man in. It wasn’t her father leaving, or an attack out of the blue, it was she who had done it to herself. She’d invited Brendon into her life, despite her instinct telling her not to, and watched as he screwed around on her, humiliating her in front of her entire field office in Chicago. It was disgusting to think about—her naiveté in thinking a man could be a source of joy in her life.

      Luke thought of these three men at various times in life. It was her past, and was what had shaped her into the special agent she was now, and every once in a while these three men would loom big in her mind.

      But since she’d met David Wolf, these three men seemed to flash in her brain every minute. It was her instinct talking to her, and she was listening. Wolf was big trouble. Not in the truest sense of the word—trouble. Not like he was into holding up people at the ATM and doing drugs kind of trouble. He was just … trouble.

      But she also knew her troubled past wasn’t doomed to repeat itself, and she was finding Wolf to be a man she wanted to confide in. She was at the end of her rope, and the truth was getting too big for her to handle alone. Someone else had to know, and there was something about Wolf. Sure, he was trouble, but it sure seemed like he could help, too.

      As they sat in the Mountain Goat Bar and Grill, eating their late lunches, she watched Wolf shovel food into his mouth in silence. After completely humiliating her in the alley a few minutes before, calling her out, her literally exposing herself to him mentally and anatomically, now he sat with seemingly infinite patience. He wasn’t pushing her, not asking a single thing. He was letting her start.

      So she did.

      “My dad left us when I was in high school. I was the only one who kept his last name—Luke.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why. I guess I had ideas back then. My two brothers changed their names, but I …”

      She let the sentence die and felt her face flush.

      “Why’d you come to Glenwood Springs from Chicago?” Wolf asked, gratefully skipping past the subject.

      “I wanted to keep an eye on my mother, and Wade Jeffries’s sister and mother.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “So you had met Jeffries’s mother and sister before.”

      “Yeah. Seven months ago, when my brother died, or … went missing. I came home for my brother’s memorial service after he disappeared. Then after that I went back to Chicago, and I started doing some digging into my brother’s death, talking to a few contacts I have in the CIA. They said he’d been in Tora Bora, the caves where they were looking for Osama bin Laden when the war in Afghanistan started all those years ago.”

      Wolf nodded.

      “You know the area?” Luke asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you know. That was the battle of Tora Bora, what, over a decade ago? And my brother’s up there with his team still blasting tunnels a decade later? Why? Didn’t you guys get all that done back then?”

      Wolf shrugged. “In theory. It doesn’t make sense he was there. But I’m not privy to military intelligence.”

      “Well, my contacts said the same thing: The whole team shouldn’t have been there.” She shoved her plate to the edge of the table. “Anyway, I came back home to Glenwood for vacation a few months after my brother’s service, and went to go talk to Wade Jeffries’s sister. I don’t know what I was looking for, other than just someone to talk to about it, I guess. Our brothers were both missing in Afghanistan and she was a short car ride away. I didn’t know if maybe she had some knowledge about the whole thing. Maybe she had contacted her brother before he’d disappeared, or whatever.

      “And what I found was his sister was acting strange. Like, real strange. She was hiding something, no doubt. I asked her if she’d heard anything from her brother before he went missing, and she said no. But she was lying, plain as day. Her mother was even worse when I asked her. These two were acting like they were covering for Wade. Like he was hiding behind the door the whole time when we were talking, or something.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows and took a drink of his Coke.

      Luke played with the straw in her own drink, thinking about the way Julie and Wanda Jeffries had broken out in a sweat when she’d asked them about him.

      “And?” Wolf asked, showing his first sign of any impatience.

      “I left.” Luke shrugged. “And then hacked into their emails.”

      Wolf raised an eyebrow.

      “And I found an email buried in Julie Jeffries’s deleted folder that caught my attention. It said, Don’t worry, I’m still alive. I’ll see you soon. No signature, no nothing.”

      “And the email address?”

      “It was from a throw-away Gmail account created two days after Jeffries and the rest of my brother’s team went missing, created from an IP address in Kabul, Afghanistan.”

      Wolf nodded. “So, it stood to reason, if Wade Jeffries was still alive, which looked to be the case, your brother was still alive.”

      “My brother was the EOD team leader. He was in charge of where these guys went, what they did.” Luke’s eyes gushed without warning. She realized she hadn’t told a single soul what she’d been thinking for over four months, not even her older brother, and now that she’d shared her secret, her burden, a flood of emotion surged through her.

      “So, yeah, he’s gotta be alive.” She wiped her tears. “Gotta be one of these men. And shooting at sheriffs and their little boys. And killing people. Innocent women.” She shook her head. “Goddammit. I can’t believe he would …” She clenched her eyes shut. “That’s what I’ve been trying to hide. I knew my brother had to be involved in this, and I just …”

      When she opened her eyes, Wolf stared back at her with a relaxed gaze. It was an unreadable expression that made her uneasy.

      “I don’t know,” she continued. “I thought I could buy some time, and find him, and get him to stop whatever the hell he’s doing. My little brother always listened to me. I was the reason why he was in Afghanistan in the first place. I pushed him to go, and he did. I know you probably hate me, and want to just about kill me right now.”

      Wolf sighed and looked past her.

      “I’m sorry,” Luke said.

      Wolf put his elbows on the table, and looked vacantly at the walls. “I guess I see where you were coming from. I had a brother, and I would have done anything for him. And I probably would have been itching to kick his ass, alone, if it looked like he was going around killing people.”

      Luke sniffed in response, unsure of what to say.

      “There’s only one thing. Something that doesn’t add up.”

      Luke tilted her head. “Yeah?”

      “The guy I killed at the fire. That wasn’t your brother, or any of the other men on his EOD team who disappeared that day in Afghanistan.”

      Luke frowned, and remembered the description Wolf had given on the trail that day they’d met. Wolf had said that the man he’d killed had had red hair, or really light blond, with a mouth full of moles. It had startled her to hear that then, as none of the men on the EOD team could have possibly been mistaken for looking like that. They all had dark hair, brown, or darker, dark eyebrows, and most definitely did not have moles on their faces.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “The guy didn’t just have some scabs on his chin, or his lips?”

      “No. The guy had moles. I was only inches away, and I saw them clearly. No mistake. And I remember faces, especially the ones I shot with a .357 in front of my son. And none of those four faces was the guy I killed at the fire. And …” Wolf stopped talking.

      “What?”

      “I just don’t get why they’d fake their own deaths, and come home. What’s in it for them? A life of dodging civilization? A life of dodging any of the people you used to know? And I keep thinking about Wade Jeffries on that trail. He had some serious equipment in his backpack, like bomb material … or something. What was he carrying? Why was he running?”

      Luke turned around in her seat and waved her hand at the bartender for the check.

      The man behind the bar was sweaty and pale, like he wasn’t feeling well at all, but he immediately responded with a nod and walked their way.

      “Thanks,” she said when he dropped it off. Then she turned to Wolf. “I think I may have the answers to those questions.”

      Wolf wiped his hands on his napkin. “Oh? And what are those?”

      She scooted out of the booth and put on her jacket. “I need to show you.”

      “Show me what?”

      “Something that came to my house a few days ago.”

      Wolf looked like he wanted answers, but once again he kept quiet, stood up and followed her out the door. That patience of his was becoming irresistible to Luke. And now she was bringing him home. Trouble, she thought one final time as they left the Mountain Goat and walked into the cool drizzle.
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      Rachette stood in the doorway of a large merchandising tent at the base of the mountain and looked outside at the steady rain. It wasn’t raining hard, but it was relentless, going for two hours now.

      He sipped on a styrofoam cup of coffee and looked out at Patterson, who had just returned from her secret errand for Wolf, and was now walking with Jack and the big guy from Garfield County, Richter, toward the stage. Jack and Richter were enthralled by a story Patterson was telling, and then they were laughing. She was probably telling a story about how Jack Nicholson had once come to dinner at her family’s house and pissed in the houseplant.

      “Deputy Rachette,” said a nasally voice, snapping him out of his daydream. Rachette turned to find Charlie Ash.

      “Hello, sir. How are you doing today?” Rachette held out his hand, trying to contain the surprise in his voice and movements. He’d spoken to Ash once before in his life, and was sure he’d made zero impression on the new chairman of the county council at the time. Now Ash was coming up behind him and using his name, like they were actual acquaintances.

      Ash ignored Rachette’s hand, or he needed a new set of glasses. Rachette suspected it was the former.

      Ash was the same height as Rachette, which was to say he was shorter than average. Ash’s neck had a stoop, reminding him of a vulture, and the older man wore a red Rocky Points Music Festival baseball cap over his bald scalp. He thought the chairman’s eyes looked calculating. Intelligent. Almost the exact color of the gray sky above. The gold-framed eyeglasses were expensive.

      “Where’s Mr. Wolf this afternoon?” Ash asked, still yet to make eye contact with him.

      “I’m not sure where the sheriff is at the moment, sir.” His instincts were telling him to lie, which would somehow protect Wolf.

      Ash locked eyes with him, catching him in the middle of his scrutinizing glare, then swiveled and looked out toward Patterson, Jack, and Richter. “I didn’t know the Sheriff’s Office offered babysitting as a service. That’s a new development I’ll have to discuss with the council. May be a new revenue stream. We could put out an advertisement.”

      Rachette took a sip of his coffee in response.

      “What do you think about the new recruit, Deputy Rachette?”

      Rachette raised his eyebrows and nodded. “She’s good. Sharp.” Rachette knew full well that Ash’s son had been thrown out on his ass after his interview, and Ash would have to be pretty bent out of shape about it.

      “Well, she’s signed the contract, but it still needs final approval.” Ash sniffed and sipped his own cup of coffee.

      He frowned and flicked a glance at Ash. “I thought you needed her to be hired to get grant money from the state.”

      Ash nodded. “Yes, I admit.” Then he tilted his head. “Or, we could have promoted another deputy up to sergeant. We would have gotten the same grant money that way. Ratio of lower and higher ranks within the department”—he waved a hand—“or some bureaucratic stipulation I can’t remember exactly. But we left that decision up to Sheriff Wolf. And he chose to go with the new hire, instead of”—Ash looked over at Rachette and slapped his shoulder—“pulling those up the ladder who lifted him there.”

      Rachette frowned and looked outside at Patterson, and then back at Ash. He felt his face getting hot, his chest tightening as his lungs took shallow breaths, and wondered just what the hell Ash thought he was doing, driving a wedge in between him and Wolf in such an unsubtle way. It was ridiculous and childish. And, yet, the sliver of doubt was inserted into Rachette’s mind, and was already working its way deeper. If what Ash was saying was true, why wouldn’t Wolf promote Rachette? Hadn’t Rachette proved himself over the past two and a half years in the department? Maybe not. Maybe Rachette was expecting too much in such a short amount of time.

      “Well,” Rachette said, “I’m sure Sheriff Wolf knows what he’s doing.”

      Ash blew out of his nose and brought the coffee cup back to his lips. “That’s one way to put it.” Ash took a loud sip, slapped him on the shoulder again, turned around and walked back toward the racks of clothing and volunteers setting up tables of merchandise. “I’ll see you around.”

      Rachette stood silent. Prick.

      He turned and walked outside, and the drizzle cooled his hot cheeks. Patterson turned and waved at him, and he gave a little nod in return, wondering just what she had been doing for Wolf, and why he couldn’t have been the one doing it.

      He shook his head and poured the rest of his coffee out. It hissed and exploded into a small cloud of steam.

      Prick.
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      Wolf checked his wound underneath his hooded sweatshirt as Luke drove them south through town on Grand Avenue. The bandage had a large patch of maroon underneath where he felt his cut, and he hoped it was still stitched together. Now, when he moved his arm, there was a short stab of pain followed by a long, echoing ache to the bone.

      “Sorry about that,” Luke said, keeping her eyes on the road.

      Wolf swore there was a hint of a smirk on her face.

      “I have some first-aid stuff at home,” she added. “We’ll check it out, and redress it.”

      He nodded and zipped up his sweatshirt. “We need to talk to the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department, see what they found on the casing and soil samples.”

      “Here.” She passed him her phone. “You can use mine. Look up GCSD.”

      Wolf navigated through the menus, found the number, and dialed it up.

      It rang twice and a woman’s voice answered. “Garfield County Sheriff’s Office, Glenwood Springs Headquarters. How can I help you?”

      “Could I speak to Sergeant McCall, please?”

      “One moment.”

      The phone clicked and soft music played for a few seconds, then clicked again, and the woman came back on. “I’m sorry. Sergeant McCall isn’t answering. Can I transfer you to somebody else?”

      “Could I talk to someone in forensics, please?” Wolf asked.

      “And who’s calling?”

      “This is Sheriff Wolf of Sluice County. I was with Sergeant McCall at a crime scene yesterday, at Grimm Lake, and we gathered some evidence that you guys were testing. I’d like to discuss the results with someone.”

      “Hold,” she said, and the soft music returned.

      The music cut out and a male voice answered. “Michaelson, here.”

      “Hello, this is Sheriff Wolf of Sluice County, I was with Sergeant—”

      “I know who you are. What can I help you with, sir?”

      “I was wondering if you guys picked up any fingerprints on that cartridge brought in yesterday, and if there was any news yet on the soil samples.”

      “No fingerprints on the cartridge,” he said quickly, “and as far as the soil samples go, we need a few more hours. We’ve got the top-of-the-line equipment here, but even that can leave ya impatient.” He laughed for a beat.

      “Okay.” Wolf shook his head at Luke. “Not even any partials on the cartridge, huh?”

      “Nope. Nothing. Clean as a whistle.” The phone rattled for a few seconds, like he’d just dropped it. “Can I take a number and I’ll call you about the soil samples when the tests are through?”

      Wolf gave his number and hung up.

      “Nothing?” Luke asked.

      “No.”

      As they drove south out of town, the valley opened a little wider, and the red earth that saturated the surrounding hills became swirled with browns and grays. They passed a golf course on the right that edged its way up to the rippling waters of Roaring Fork River, filled with people with less pressing problems.

      A few miles past it, just when Wolf wondered whether Luke lived in the next town of Carbondale, she slowed and turned left on a dirt road. The road passed through a flat farm field, and then meandered up into the hills.

      There were houses along either side of the road, but there was plenty of nature in between each of them. Wolf could smell the wet junipers and sage through the open vents of Luke’s car.

      A few minutes later they were driving well above the valley below, and Luke slowed at a driveway and turned.

      Her house was modest, a smallish one-story, but Wolf suspected that the back of the house, which faced the valley below, and west, toward the setting sun every night, would have some views that made up for any lack of living space.

      The Tahoe crunched down the driveway toward her garage door, which rose after she pushed a button on her visor. She came to a stop and shut off the engine, and Wolf soon realized why she hadn’t parked inside. The garage was full of boxes of all shapes and sizes, and there were two mountain bikes leaning up against the wall, two kayaks hanging from the ceiling, and a 250 cc dual-sport motorcycle propped on a kickstand.

      Wolf got out and whistled. “I see you like the outdoors.”

      Luke walked past him and into the garage.

      Wolf followed. The space was cold and smelled of the nylon, rubber, plastic and the other synthetic materials her toys were made of. She unlocked the door to the house and walked in.

      Inside was open and light, and thankfully warm after a long day of being perpetually damp. They entered a spotless kitchen with shiny hardwood floors and granite counters. A few dishes were piled in the sink, but that one untidy blemish in the otherwise clean space was easily overlooked, as a wide kitchen window yawned, framing the valley below.

      “Grab a beer in the fridge if you want,” Luke said as she walked through the eating area and creaked out of sight around the corner.

      Wolf opened the stainless-steel refrigerator and heard the faint rattle of bottles. The shelves were empty save a plastic box of baby spinach, a few sacks of vegetables, a package of tortillas, and a twelve pack of Stella Artois. He dug in the box and pulled one out.

      “I’ll take one, too,” Luke said as she entered the kitchen again. She’d lost the FBI jacket and her shoes. She took the two beers, produced a bottle opener from a drawer and opened them.

      Wolf took the beer back and gazed out the windows. “Nice view you’ve got here.”

      “I wish it was mine. I’m renting.”

      “Well, still. Nice view.”

      The backyard was a flat twenty or so yards of lawn that ended at the natural shrubs and vegetation of the surrounding land. The hill swept down out of sight, and the next piece of visible land was at the bottom of the green valley. There was a small grove of aspen trees flanking the side of the house on the right, a sage-covered hillside climbed up to the left.

      “I like it,” she said. “There’re no neighbors in sight from the back, and it’s modern inside. I got lucky. It’s a family friend’s place.”

      She walked out of the kitchen, and returned a few seconds later with a wadded-up paper bag held in her palm. Something inside it knocked against the granite countertop as she set it down. Removing the bag with a magician-like flourish, the contents, two bars of gold, were now on display.

      Wolf pulled his beer away from his lips and popped his eyes open. “Wow.”

      Luke picked up the top piece and held it up for Wolf to inspect.

      Wolf held out his palm and she put the bar in it. It was the shape of a credit card, but between two and three centimeters thick. It felt heavy for the size; a sensation only gold could create. He ran his thumb across it, turned it in his hand, feeling small pits on three sides. The second bar was identical or, rather, probably poured and pulled from the same mold, as it had the same pits on the three sides as the first bar.

      “These came to my house two days ago,” she said.

      “Who from?”

      “There was a note.” She put a yellow piece of paper on the counter.

      The note read, You deserve some of this, too. I’m sorry, written in black ink, in shaky handwriting.

      “Did you check these for prints?” Wolf held the gold bar away from him, suddenly aware of how much he was fondling it.

      “Yeah. Nothing. I checked the note, too. They were both clean.”

      “What about the handwriting?” Wolf asked.

      “Nothing definitive. I checked it against my brother’s high-school yearbook. It’s close, but,” she shook her head, “I don’t think it’s his handwriting. But it’s shaky. Could have been him if he was … on drugs, or …” she stopped talking.

      “What about Jeffries? Have you checked it against his handwriting?”

      She blinked, looking like she snapped out of some deep thoughts. “No, not yet.”

      He twisted the bar for another minute, thinking, and then set it down. It rang out as he set it on the granite counter. Then he walked to the window again, this time seeing nothing of the view outside.

      He thought of Wade Jeffries on the trail, with a backpack loaded so full it had almost split at the seams, with material that clanked with every step. With gold. He thought of the load he must have been carrying. It was heavy enough to compact a disc in his back at the least.

      “What are those, pound bars?” Wolf asked, turning to look out the window.

      Luke shook her head. “Kilogram bars. Kilo bars.”

      “That’s worth at least … I have no idea how much that’s worth.”

      “A kilo bar is about thirty-two troy ounces. I haven’t checked the price of gold today, but the other day I calculated one of these to be just over thirty-eight thousand dollars.”

      Wolf pictured Jeffries’s eyes, with the look of fear that his handkerchief and his baseball cap couldn’t hide. “They were after the gold in his backpack.”

      “Wade Jeffries?”

      Wolf didn’t hear her. He was over seven thousand miles away, thinking about Tora Bora, Afghanistan. “Bactrian gold?” he asked to no one.

      Luke jumped up and sat on the counter next to him. “What?”

      “The caves of Tora Bora.” Wolf blinked and turned toward Luke. “They were a Taliban stronghold right around the time of 9/11. That is, until allied forces went in. I had a buddy in special forces who went in after the initial bombing runs, and he talked about how it was a real possibility they’d find some sort of stash, either of money, or gold, or jewels. That was part of the financial life-blood of the Taliban.”

      “So what did you say? Bacteria something?” she asked.

      “Bactrian gold,” Wolf said.

      “What is that, a legend?”

      “No, not a legend. It was the real deal. A stash of gold that’s the national pride of Afghanistan.” He looked at Luke. “I heard the story while I was over there. We all did. It was a local hot topic before 9/11. And then after 9/11, when the Taliban was after the gold, it was even hotter.

      “In the seventies, the Soviets uncovered some ancient graves in northern Afghanistan, in an area that used to be known as Bactria two thousand plus years ago. There was something like twenty thousand pieces of gold and jewelry found inside. Then the Soviets invaded, and the country went into civil war, and the gold disappeared.

      “Twenty years later, in the late eighties, it showed back up, in Afghanistan. The president was flaunting it, making it known it hadn’t been looted by the Russians all those years ago, and it was still a national treasure they’d kept in their homeland. But then it disappeared again.

      “Well, it didn’t disappear; it was moved to the vault of the central bank in Kabul. Moved by a few select members of the government who chose to keep the treasure intact, rather than melt it down for however many millions it was worth. But when I was over there, the location of it was still a mystery. There were rumors it was in the central bank, but it wasn’t known if it was in the vault or not, and nobody was telling. And right after 9/11, the Taliban wanted to find out once and for all, so they raided the bank, put guns to the heads of the bank officials, and made them open it up.”

      “Did they find it?” Luke asked.

      “No. They made off with a bunch of money and bullion, but not the Bactrian gold. Or, at least, that’s how the story went.”

      “So it wasn’t in the vault all along?” she asked.

      Wolf shook his head. “A couple of years after 9/11, I remember hearing that they found it was in the vault. They had somehow tricked the Taliban. Hidden the boxes under paintings or something like that.”

      “Or,” Luke said, “the Taliban could have gotten away with some of it after all, you’re saying, and the story was wrong.”

      Wolf shrugged and took a sip of beer. “That’s really just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to treasure gone missing in the past thirty years in Afghanistan. This gold could be the Bactrian stuff melted down into bars, or this could be some of the bullion the Taliban made off with that day, melted down from the larger bars to a more manageable, or sellable, size. Or it could be some of the national treasure that was never accounted for. We were briefed that seventy percent of the treasure was looted from the Afghanistan National Museum during the civil war, and most of it still hasn’t been found.

      “Obviously, I can’t exactly say what gold this is.” Wolf pointed at the bars. “But whatever it is, your brother’s EOD team got it, brought it home, and … whoever came after me and Jack was after Jeffries because he had this. A whole lot of this. And whoever got Jeffries has a new net worth with a long line of digits.”

      Luke set down her beer and paced, staring at the ground. “So how did they do it? Let’s say my brother and his team find a bunch of gold, whether it’s the Bactrian stuff, or national treasure bullion, or whatever, then what?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Then they get the gold out. Out of the hole, and into a Humvee, and blow up the cave, and disappear into the mountains, or a pay a local to stay hidden, and go MIA. It would be difficult for engineers to come in with the necessary equipment to excavate the collapsed cave, to look for your brother and his team. The terrain, and the overall atmosphere, isn’t suited for it.”

      “That’s what my CIA contact told me after my brother’s memorial. He told me that the official word from the army was that it was next to impossible to pull them out of the rubble. But he said the real reason was that it wasn’t high priority. Like it was obvious my brother and his team had been somewhere they weren’t supposed to be, and they’d got what they’d had coming to them.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments.

      “How many other people were on the EOD team, besides your brother and the other missing men?”

      “Four more,” Luke said.

      Wolf frowned. “So eight total? And what did the other four say happened?”

      Luke shook her head. “They said they were under orders to be there. Not in the caves, but the valley a few miles away. It was apparently a two-day convoy, and they were on their way through to Kabul, and then onward to Bagram Air Base.”

      “And your brother and the other three men broke off?” Wolf asked. “What was their explanation to the rest of the team?”

      “There was no explanation. One of the soldiers said Hartley, Jeffries, and Quinn disappeared with a Humvee one night, and my brother woke up the next morning and went after them, alone.”

      “Alone?” Wolf pulled the corners of his mouth down. “That’s a strange decision.”

      Luke nodded. “You’re telling me.”

      “They have GPS transponders on those Humvees,” Wolf said. “Your brother could have easily gone after them and tracked them down.”

      Luke nodded. “Or maybe he was in on the whole scheme and that’s why he went by himself. Maybe there was a rendezvous point they’d set up beforehand.”

      Wolf stared at the floor. “Maybe your brother wasn’t part of this. Maybe he was sucked in somehow.”

      Luke looked at him. Her eyes started shimmering and she lowered her gaze to the gold. “So then why would he drop this on my doorstep with a note that says, Some of this is yours, too. I’m sorry?”

      Wolf shrugged. “That’s not exactly an admission of guilt from your brother. It could have been one of the other three EOD team guys. You said it yourself, it didn’t look exactly like his handwriting.”

      Luke sighed and took a sip of her beer.

      “Let’s talk about how they got out of the country,” Wolf said. “Four men and a hoard of gold? How does that go down?”

      She stopped and dug another beer out of the refrigerator. Handing it to Wolf, she bent down to get another. “They’d have to have had outside help, right?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, they would. They’d need to fly out of Afghanistan, or drive their Humvee into Iran or Pakistan, and then get home, which seems less likely to me. It would have been difficult to go, by road, undetected with a Humvee full of American soldiers and gold. They would have been stopped. Searched. It would have caused some sort of incident that would have gotten around, and into the ears of your contacts at the CIA.” Wolf stared at the unopened beer, lost in thought.

      “Well, however they did it,” Luke said, “it worked. Just take a look at the Jeffrieses’ peach orchard and house. Maybe that was the gold money at work there. Maybe you and your son walked into Wade Jeffries being punished. You know, for going outside the circle, the pact, and giving his family money? When you saw him on the trail, they’d probably just killed his family for knowing too much. You saw Julie Jeffries. She’d been interrogated before she was killed. They must have been asking her what she knew.”

      Wolf looked at Luke, and then to the gold bars on the counter.

      She followed his eyes, and took a deep breath. “If that theory is correct, then I’m next.” Luke shook her head. Her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, and her lips moved soundlessly.

      Wolf knew what she was thinking: It was bad enough that innocent people were being killed, but it was a whole new level of bad that her brother was involved.

      “How did you and your brother get along?” Wolf asked.

      “Like, would my brother be willing to come kill me?”

      Wolf shrugged. “It doesn’t make sense that he would give you some of the gold, then come after you to kill you. Unless … you two really didn’t get along.”

      “No, we were close. He was my younger bro, and I was his big sis,” she said, and then she picked at the label of her beer. “I guess it’s more complicated than that.”

      “Try me. I’m used to complicated,” Wolf said.

      She smiled meekly, and then looked at Wolf. “My dad left us. When we were kids. I was graduating high school, and he was a couple of years younger. And we both went through some tough times after that. My older brother, he didn’t seem to care as much, but me and Brian … I went to college, and went through my changes and struggles and whatever, and he stayed here and started doing meth and coke. I snapped out of my funk, but he just kept on digging deeper into his. That went on for years, the drugs, and stealing, and … and finally, right before I went to Quantico, I told him he had to shape up. And I told him I’d come back and bust his ass and throw him in jail as many times as it would take for him to stop being a coward, and to start living.”

      She stared at the wall in deep thought.

      “So you pushed him to join the military?” Wolf asked quietly.

      “Yeah. And he did. And according to him, he loved it. I lost track of how many tours in the Middle East he volunteered for. But for eight years he just kept coming and going, happy as ever. I actually wondered if he’d gone suicidal and wanted to die over there. Even asked him that once. But he told me I’d saved his life and not to worry about him over there. He said he loved it and owed me everything.” Her eyes glistened. “Now I wonder if he meant that or was just somehow playing me.”

      Wolf turned around and scanned the property outside the window. The bushes swayed in the wind. The grass bent in waves. The rain had stopped and the clouds were breaking up. Shafts of sunlight lanced out of the sky onto the valley below.

      “I missed something,” Wolf said finally, turning back to Luke.

      She wiped her eyes and looked up with a hard expression, as if trying to hide the dark place she’d just allowed herself to go. “What do you mean? Where?”

      “On the mountain.”

      Luke frowned. “Okay, can you be more specific?”

      “We’re talking about four men that went missing in Afghanistan, and I killed someone at our campsite that wasn’t any of those men. I’d bet my life on it.”

      Luke narrowed her eyes. “Okay.”

      Wolf nodded. “The math doesn’t add up. There’re four guys missing from Afghanistan, including your brother, but we’re talking about five different men now.”

      “The outside man,” Luke whispered, “who helped them into the country.”

      Wolf nodded. “I’ve been racking my brain, and I swear there weren’t any more vehicles in the parking lot that night. There weren’t any when Jack and I parked there earlier in the day, either. So where did all these guys come from? And then where did they go? We have to go back up.”

      “Well, it’s going to be dark in an hour, and it’s probably still raining up there. We can’t go now.”

      Wolf sighed and took a sip of his beer. “You’ll have to be careful, tonight, that’s for sure. You know about the gold now, and it fits that that’s the reason why Jeffries’s sister and mother were killed. Meanwhile, I need to go back into town.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to call my deputies and see how they’re doing with my son. Then I need to find a motel, get freshened, and get some sleep if we’re heading back up to the trail tomorrow.”

      Luke rolled her eyes. “Shut up, you’re staying here. I have an extra room with a bed in it.”

      Wolf looked around. He realized he felt the warmest he’d been in over a day, and didn’t have any desire to argue the point.

      “Thanks,” he said.
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      Sergeant McCall sat on a barstool in the Mountain Goat sipping a Guinness. He looked at the television and sighed. He could think of a dozen better ways to kill time than watching the Colorado Rockies get tromped by the Reds, but none were available, and he was flat tired from the hiking and driving he’d done all day.

      He heard the muffled thumps of car doors shutting outside and turned, squinting into the evening sun that streamed through the west windows. The first wave of cops was showing up for dinner and to belt a few before heading home to their families. Just like Daddy used to do, he couldn’t stop himself from thinking.

      If only these cops and FBI agents knew the truth about the building they were walking into every night of the week. That it was Sergeant McCall who owned this place free and clear, and sucked four grand a month, and that was just his cut, out of the local law-enforcement paychecks to help fund his more lucrative deals. Deals that went down behind the backs of the local police, sheriff’s deputies, and the local FBI. Not that it took a genius to outsmart the bunch of assholes that carried badges and IDs in this valley. McCall had met them all, and none of these guys could solve their way out of a shitter.

      Sheriff Greene waddled in with Sergeant Willis and one of the many suck-up deputies of the department, Michaelson, trailing behind. McCall smiled and gave a high wave. They waved back, unsurprised to see him. He was sitting in his favorite stool, visiting his brother, like he did most nights of the week after clocking out at the station, or so he led them to believe.

      McCall watched them sit down. Sergeant Willis popped back up to fetch a menu for Sheriff Greene from a neighboring table, and Michaelson was laughing at something the sheriff had said that he probably hadn’t intended to be funny.

      “You need another one?” Dirk, their hired-on manager, asked from behind the bar.

      McCall shook his head. “Nah, thanks.”

      Dirk turned and tended to another patron sitting on the other side of the horseshoe bar. Dirk was a competent, strong man who could hold his own in a fight. And he could have run the place for a month without any input from Tyler or McCall. And if they’d given him access to the money, he’d be able to run it for years.

      McCall saw him as the keystone for the Mountain Goat, and paid him accordingly to keep him happy and loyal. Without him, the bar wouldn’t collapse, but any outside activities McCall and his brother partook in would have to be put on hold. Tyler would be chained to this place, taking orders, placing orders with vendors, cleaning glasses, and counting money. There wouldn’t be any cocaine wholesale operation, no weed distribution chain they had a hand in, and sure as hell not the opportunity, the goldmine, they were sitting on right now.

      He smiled a little, picked up his Guinness, and walked over to Sheriff Greene’s table.

      “Sheriff,” McCall nodded.

      “McCall,” Greene said, keeping his eyes on the menu. “What’s your brother got for specials tonight?”

      Sergeant Willis smirked.

      “Not sure. You’ll have to check with Dirk.”

      Greene looked past McCall to the bar. “Can you get him?”

      McCall blinked, noticing Willis was having trouble containing his full-fledged smile now.

      “Sure,” McCall said. “I wanted to ask you something first.”

      “Shoot,” Greene said, studying the menu again.

      “I just wanted to say I’d be happy to volunteer for the Rocky Points Music Festival that’s happening this weekend. I know you already have Richter and Jones out there, but if they need anyone else, I wanted to make sure you know I’m interested. I could use a change of scenery.”

      Greene nodded and flipped a page. “All right. But I don’t think they need it.” Then he looked up and past McCall again. “Can you get Dirk over here? I’m famished.”

      McCall nodded and turned to the bar.

      “Hey,” Greene said. “What’s with your brother? I saw him last night and he looked like death. Is he all right?”

      McCall turned back. “He’s not feeling well. Some sort of bug, I guess. In fact, I was going to check on him now. I’ll get Dirk.” He walked away from them.

      “Can you tell Dirk to bring us a pitcher?” Willis called after him. “Budweiser.”

      McCall gritted his teeth and walked on. He passed the bar without looking at or saying anything to Dirk, knowing Dirk didn’t need reminding of anything about doing his job efficiently, and entered the dark wood door to the back office.

      Tyler looked up at him from behind the desk. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” McCall shut the door behind him.

      Tyler’s cheeks had a red hue and he sat straight in the chair.

      “You’re looking better,” McCall said.

      Tyler nodded and the chair squeaked as he leaned toward the computer. “The doctor did me up pretty good today. Gave me some sort of vitamin concoction, and stuck me with some needles, right into the frickin’ stitches.”

      McCall sat down on the couch and sighed. “Well, I’ve been freezing my ass off all day up there, but everything’s set.”

      Tyler studied his brother. “So what’s the plan for tonight?”

      McCall leaned on his side, and the leather of the couch groaned under his weight. He wanted to just lie there for an hour or five, but there’d be the rest of his life to lounge around and do nothing if he chose to. If they passed over this last speed bump without incident. Then he could rest.

      He dug his hand in his pocket and pulled out the crisp-edged metal key. He sat up, leaned forward, and slapped it on the desk.

      Tyler picked it up and looked at it. “That’s to her house?”

      McCall nodded and sat back. The air in the cushion deflated slowly, and he was sucked into a deep comfort.

      “How the hell did you get that?” Tyler asked, clearly impressed.

      “Dragon’s got a locksmith, and we employed him today.”

      Tyler narrowed his eyes and nodded. “That helps.”

      “Yes, it does.”
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      Wolf and Luke sat in silence on Luke’s back deck, watching the last rays of sun as they disappeared behind the mountains across the valley. The few remaining clouds in the sky glowed bright orange, fading like cooling embers in a fire pit.

      The tension between them had diminished greatly since their talk. Wolf mused that Luke had become a completely different person, easy-going and someone that he found easy to talk to. But as they sat conversing and enjoying another round of beers, Wolf still had a nagging feeling in his gut.

      He wondered whether Luke’s involvement was going to help or hinder them. He wondered what would happen if Luke was faced with the choice of taking her brother down, or hesitating. Wolf had seen hesitation kill many soldiers on the battlefield, and something told him he was edging closer to yet another battle.

      “I’m heading in,” she said, scooting back her plastic chair. “Gonna take a shower. You can go after me, then we’ll fix up that wound of yours. It probably looks like shit.”

      Wolf watched her walk to the sliding glass door.

      “Make yourself at home,” she said, unzipping her sweatshirt and getting started on the top of her blouse. “We can make some pasta when we’re done.”

      Wolf nodded and averted his eyes to the exquisite view underneath her blouse. He’d already stolen a look at that earlier, and figured it didn’t give him the right to take another. He felt himself blush a bit, and realized there was still plenty of tension between them, though it had morphed into a different kind.

      After a few minutes, he stepped inside and walked into the cozy living room. It was just around the corner from the kitchen, and had windows that looked out onto the front property of the house. There was a bookshelf with a stack of pictures and personal papers, and lots of other things besides books.

      Facing east, the space would be sunny and warm during the morning hours. Probably a room Luke never got the chance to sit and enjoy while the rays of sun streamed in. Not with her job, and with her apparent love of the outdoors. She was probably out biking a trail, or paddling a river, or riding a few miles on the motorcycle during her time off, rather than sitting down with a good book.

      She had no television, and Wolf couldn’t tell whether it was her décor on the walls or not. Maybe it wasn’t even her furniture. Could have been a fully furnished rental, which would have explained the stack of boxes in the garage. Maybe there was no room for her personal stuff in the house.

      He looked back at the stack of photos in hard frames, and then bent down and pulled out four of them. The first was a washed-out picture of her and her family framed in dark wood. She was little, probably ten years old, and just as cute then as she was now. Her little brother stood leaning against her, shorter and younger. Her older brother was tall and gangly looking, in his awkward teen years, and keeping his distance from the rest of them. Her father’s smile was partially hidden by a bushy mustache. Her mother was pretty and young, wearing a heavily sprayed hairdo and a smile with eyes that looked more intelligent and aware than the Bernadette Richter of today. They all wore clothing that was way too tight for this day and age. The thing that really held Wolf’s attention was Luke holding her father’s hand.

      Wolf furrowed his brow at the second photo. It was Luke alone on a mountainside, looking in her college years. It was taken on the Flatirons of Boulder, the jutting sandstone geological formations that loomed over the college town. She was dressed in a huge, baggy, yellow-and-black flannel shirt. She had green combat boots on, with baggy pants tucked into the top of them. She had a short boyish haircut that would have still looked cute on her if it weren’t for the scowl on her face. She glared at the camera, like she despised the act of getting her picture taken.

      “That was when I was a lesbian.”

      Wolf turned his head to see that Luke had snuck up on him.

      She studied Wolf’s surprised expression and laughed.

      He blushed, startled by what she had just said, and how he’d been caught glancing down the length of her body, seeing that she was only wearing a T-shirt and what looked like nothing else.

      Luke held a towel in her hand and pressed it against her wet hair, which was combed against her scalp and draping onto her shirt. She padded forward on her bare feet and stepped close, looking at the photo. She smelled like lotion and that great shampoo again, or whatever it was.

      “I’m better now, though,” she said.

      She took the towel in both hands and scrubbed her hair as she walked away and around the corner, giving Wolf a fleeting glimpse of her white panties, which gently hugged her perfect butt.

      He took a deep breath and looked back down at the photos.

      “I took those out of my mom’s house,” she said from the kitchen.

      “Why? To hide that you were related to your brother?”

      There was no answer from the other room.

      He looked down at the next photo, which was a picture of a young man in an army combat uniform with a name patch that said Richter. He had shaggy blond hair, disheveled by wind and dirtied by sand. He was standing in front of a tent with his helmet in hand, smiling wide.

      “There’s my brother,” she said quietly. She was leaning against the wall with her legs crossed.

      Wolf nodded, and set down the pictures on the shelf. “Sorry for snooping.”

      “That’s all right. I have nothing to hide.”

      “Now,” Wolf said with raised eyebrows, then looked past her down the hallway. “Do you mind?”

      She walked back out of sight. “There’s a towel on the counter in the bathroom. Have at it. I’ll start making the food.”

      Wolf walked to the hallway, and looked to his right. Luke was bent over slightly in front of a lamp. She had just flipped it on, backlighting an oblique profile of her naked upper body underneath her shirt. He sighed quietly and walked to the bathroom door that billowed warm steam.
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      McCall killed the lights to his GCSD Ford Explorer and shut off the engine. He opened the door all the way until it bounced on its hinges, and then pulled the booties out of the center console and put them in his pocket. He slipped on the leather gloves, and made a shuddering fist with each hand, stretching out the fine material. He pocketed the black ski mask and stepped out into the cool, damp evening. The clouds were a dim orange, and it would be completely dark in a matter of minutes; then they would be able to pick their moment.

      McCall crunched along the wet gravel of the dirt road to the rear, and stepped into the running black Chevy Trail Blazer that was parked behind him.

      The inside of the cab was silent, save for the low whoosh of the warm air coming out of the vents. No radio. No nonsense.

      Tyler sat inside, dressed identically to his older brother, with a black pair of sweatpants, still creased from the way they’d rested on the shelf at the store, a black jacket, black leather gloves, and black boots two sizes too big—by design, just in case. He had a ski mask in his pocket, a pair of light-blue booties, a knife strapped to his leg, and a silenced, untraceable Beretta on his belt—supplied by their go-to Aspenite on the other side of the law, Dragon.

      Tyler flipped the headlights on and drove up the dirt road for a half-mile. Before they rounded the final corner he flipped them off, without McCall having to remind him to do so. They’d gone over the plan, and it was clear; they had complete faith in one another’s abilities, as they’d been tried and tested many times over the years.

      They stopped behind a grove of aspen trees, just short of Luke’s house, and turned the truck around. They parked and got out, donned their ski masks, and walked into the trees.

      The ground was wet from the day of rain, and the aspen leaves dripped cascades of cold water when they bumped a branch.

      The house looked to be fully lit inside, which would help their efforts of sneaking up unnoticed, McCall thought, just as they’d have suspected at this time of night. He pulled his Beretta and clicked the safety off, then racked the slide. Tyler did the same, and they walked across the lawn to the side of the house.
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      Wolf had enjoyed the shower. Despite the pain in the ass of having to keep his stitches from getting too wet, the water had warmed his body and relaxed his still sore muscles from the exertion on the trail two nights before.

      Luke had set out some bandages and cotton, and even though she’d mentioned helping with the redressing of the wound, he figured he’d get it over and done with now. He drew a cotton ball across a warm stream of water and dabbed the stitches. The skin around the cut had turned black. Pus oozed through the softened scabs, which flared with pain as he gently scrubbed.

      He took off his towel from around his waist and wiped the mirror, then went to the window and opened it wide to let the steam escape. As the cool and warm air met, a puff of cloud formed and dissipated into the dark night.

      He turned to the mirror and was surprised to see the shadows of two feet underneath the lit crack of the door.

      Was Luke standing just outside, wondering whether to come in?

      Wolf stood, contemplating the feet for a moment, wondering what to do. He reached for the door and heard a faint noise. He stopped short of grabbing the knob, because the noise, a crisp knock of something on wood, hadn’t come from the other side of the door. It had come from down the hall.

      Was there someone else visiting Luke’s house?

      Wolf bent down and looked underneath the door, and every muscle in his body flexed tight. There were two large feet, way too large to be Luke’s, covered in blue fabric. Like booties worn by doctors or cops when they didn’t want to contaminate a crime scene.

      Before Wolf could straighten back up, the door exploded in splinters above his head. Three shots cracked through the wood in quick succession. There was a pause. At that moment, Wolf twisted and dove into the window screen. The thin wire mesh stretched out against his head and then gave way almost instantly, and Wolf tumbled out naked after it.

      He felt wood splinters sting his right buttock as the window frame popped and exploded. For a brief moment, he tumbled in complete disorientation, seeing only the bright light of the window flipping in his view. Then he landed hard on his right side, knocking the wind out of himself. The cold of the ground was so startling that he cried out and sprung to his feet as if he’d landed on a trampoline. Without thinking, he sprinted into the night. He heard the spit of a suppressed weapon behind him and saw the aspen trees in front of him flash with light. A bullet slapped one of the white trunks next to his head and it sprayed his face with bark. A piece of wood dug into his open eye, stinging so bad that he slapped himself in the face and almost fell over.

      “Outside! Outside!” he heard a man’s voice yell from the house. His voice was frantic, and was yelling back into the house, not out at Wolf.

      The shots stopped coming, and Wolf stole a glance over his shoulder at the windows. Through his one good eye he saw no one was in the bathroom window anymore, and he couldn’t see any movement behind the other lit panes of glass. Luke.

      His gut tightened at a vision of her lying sprawled on the hardwood floor with a puddle of blood growing underneath her head.

      Just then he heard the thump of boots on the back porch and he saw two figures dressed in black sprint onto the lawn. One ran strangely, with a limp arm at his side, and Wolf knew instantly that it was the man Jack had shot. They came right at him. The first was much quicker, and a flashlight flicked on in his hand.

      Wolf turned and ran as fast as he could, dodging the white trunks of aspen. The ground was pitch black, and his right eye streamed with tears, making it impossible to see where he was stepping. His feet crunched down on jagged sticks and rocks, and slick decaying wood, tearing skin with each step. Despite the pain, he accelerated to full speed, and continued as fast as he could in the direction he remembered as downhill.

      More spits came from behind, and the night lit up around him with each, but the bullets missed each time. Wolf saw the bouncing light of the man’s flashlight on the trees, and it seemed to be gaining on him.

      Wolf dodged left and right, but was immediately wary of losing speed, and opted to go straight again. In his fastest all-out sprint, he grunted in defiance of any danger, knowing he must be gaining a lead on the men behind him. A few steps later, the trees around him vanished and he was looking at points of light, blurry in his wet vision. The instant he realized it was the lights of the valley below, he was already tipping forward with his legs whiffing the ground that had dropped out underneath him.

      The wind rushed in his ears. He looked down and saw nothing. His head thumped, and stars filled his vision as he connected with the ground. His naked skin raked against rocks and gravel as he rolled uncontrollably, like a fighter pilot caught in a death spiral, smacking cold bushes and thick juniper trunks, and bouncing off boulders, until finally he felt sand on his back and slid to a stop.

      He lay motionless for a few seconds, sucking in deep breaths with lung-stinging exertion, watching the blanket of night stars above twist and return like a rotary phone dial.

      For what seemed a few minutes, he lay in a thoughtless daze. Then, finally, he sat up. He looked up the mountainside he’d just tumbled down, and awareness came back to him in a flash, sending his heart racing.

      He stopped breathing and listened, heard only the faint whoosh of cars and trucks driving on the road far below him, and the bouncing of his shivering jaw. There was no movement above, no one coming down the hill. Nothing.

      Wolf walked up the slope deliberately, slowly, keeping behind the junipers and sage bushes when he could to shield himself from the aim of the gunmen above. His feet slipped almost every other step up the steep incline, and the flesh on the bottom of his feet was so raw he couldn’t feel them anymore.

      By the time he reached the back yard, his whole body was shaking, which felt like a jackhammer on his bad arm. But he remained otherwise motionless behind a juniper tree, surveying the windows for any movement. Then he saw her. Luke was face down on the hardwood floor of the eating area inside, and that was all Wolf needed to take the risk of running to the house.

      He sprinted across the lawn, up onto the wood deck, and darted through the open sliding glass door. He slipped on his feet, slick with blood and moisture from the lawn, and ducked down next to Luke.

      “Luke. Luke.” He studied her close, and couldn’t see any blood. There was nothing on her white T-shirt or on her gray sweatpants.

      “Kristen,” he tried, and pushed her over onto her back. She flopped over and her eyes were closed. He checked her pulse and it was strong. He pulled open an eyelid to check the pupil, and she twisted her head and groaned.

      Relief that she was okay quickly gave way to panic that he was seconds from getting shot in the back. He remembered his pistol, and how it sat on the bed of the spare bedroom in his holster.

      He stood up and turned around. There was no one in the living room or kitchen. He pressed himself against the wall and peeked down the hallway toward the bathroom and bedrooms. There was no movement, so he stepped out, slunk down the hall, and peeked into the bedroom.

      He grabbed his gun, and though he was shivering harder than ever, he felt warmed by the assurance that the weapon was now in his hand. He stalked through her bedroom, down the hall, past Luke and out into the garage. There was no one. They were gone.

      When he returned to the kitchen, he saw Luke grabbing her head and leaning on her elbow. She looked up at Wolf and her jaw dropped.

      “What happened to you?” she croaked.

      Wolf looked down at his naked body. Bright-red blood flowed down his left arm from the wound, now ripped wide open. The entire right side of his body, from foot to shoulder, was streaked with red scrapes, blood droplets oozing from them. Everywhere in between was covered with dirt skid marks or dangling pieces of squashed plants.

      He walked past her and to the front door, then opened it and looked into the night. The road at the end of the driveway was clear of cars, and at that moment he remembered seeing a black SUV when he’d gotten up off the ground below the window and headed into the trees. It’d been how he’d gotten his bearings of where downhill was.

      “I think they’re gone,” Wolf said, turning around.

      Luke was gone, and Wolf raised his gun.

      Then she stepped out of the hallway and into view. She held her own gun and a blanket. She walked to Wolf with a vacant look in her eyes and handed the soft, heavy, enveloping square of warmth out to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 38

        

      

    

    
      Luke woke from a heavy, dreamless sleep. No, something had woken her. Something close, but how close? Was it a dog barking?

      She blinked and focused on the dim room in front of her. There was a tube in her arm, and she was tilted up at an angle. A dark television mounted high in the corner of the room reflected a small rectangle of light, and above it was a ceiling lined with institutional-looking asbestos tiles.

      She turned her head and squinted from the pain that throbbed inside the right side of her skull.

      “Uhhhh!”

      She sat up abruptly, forgetting the pain to see what had made the horrific noise next to her.

      Wolf sat facing her in a chair on her left. His arms were crossed, like he was cold, and his eyes were scrunched tight. His head was tilted forward unnaturally, like he was worried about something crawling up his legs.

      She realized he was sleeping. They were in the hospital. She was in a hospital bed, and he was sleeping next to her.

      “Jack!” he yelled.

      She fought the pain, leaned out of the bed and grabbed his leg.

      “Wolf,” she said.

      The chair squealed as he pushed himself back and opened his eyes. Then he shook his head and looked around. For an instant he was in sheer terror, like some unseen demon was coming at him. The next, he saw Luke and relaxed his face.

      “How are you doing?” he asked. His folded arms rose up and down with his heaving breaths.

      “How am I?” she asked. “How are you? Are you okay? You were having a wicked dream.”

      Wolf blinked and gave a thousand-yard stare, then shrugged. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a dream I’ve been having lately.”

      “You said Jack,” she said quietly. “You yelled it.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Luke realized she was exposing her naked ass through a hospital gown to whoever was about to walk in. She sat down and felt the bowling ball shift in her skull again.

      “Come in,” she said testily.

      It was Danny. “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked.

      Her big brother rolled his eyes and stepped into the room. Wolf stood up and Danny walked over to him.

      Here it goes, she thought. Danny was predictable as ever when it came to men in her life. Not that Wolf was a “man in her life.” Would he be? But being seated so close to her hospital bed, her older brother was bound to jump to the same hot-headed conclusion he always had growing up whenever a member of the opposite sex talked to her. You’re not good enough for her. Forget it. If you have a problem with that, here’s my fist.

      “Hey. Haven’t seen you in a long time. How are you?” he said, as he shook Wolf’s hand.

      Luke scoffed. “Are you kidding? You two know each other?”

      Danny was smiling and sizing up Wolf like an old friend he hadn’t seen in years. “We played—”

      “Football together. Yeah, yeah,” Luke said. “Why the hell am I in this hospital bed?” She pointed at Wolf. “You should be in here, not me.”

      “They stitched me back up last night, cleaned and patched up some abrasions.” Wolf shrugged and raised his eyebrows. “You, on the other hand, passed out when the cops got to your house last night, and you’ve been out ever since. How does your head feel?”

      She put her hand on her scalp and felt a huge bump that fit inside her whole palm. “Ahhh. Jesus.”

      “You have a concussion,” Wolf said.

      Luke pressed her fingers on the bump, feeling a small scab on the peak of it underneath her hair.

      “Thanks for making the call last night,” Danny said to Wolf. “Deputy Rachette came to my hotel as soon as he’d heard from you, and I drove straight here. I’ve been waiting outside for you guys to wake up for hours.” He shook his head. “What the hell happened?”

      “Two men broke into your sister’s house. They knocked her out and shot a few times at me, then I guess thought better of it and left.”

      Luke had a vague memory of Wolf standing over her naked, holding a pistol in his hand, and dismissed it for a perverted dream.

      “Is that what happened?” she said. “I don’t remember shit.”

      Wolf didn’t answer, and Danny looked between them. “What the hell is going on? Are these the same guys that were shooting at you and your son the other night?”

      Wolf paused for a second, then nodded. “Yes. They are. Last night, one of the guys had a limp arm from where my son shot him. It was them.”

      “We have to tell my brother about Brian,” Luke said.

      Danny frowned and looked at her. “What?”

      Wolf told him to sit down, and they spent the next few minutes getting him up to speed. About Wolf and his son seeing Wade Jeffries on the trail, and how he was a part of Brian’s explosives ordnance team that had gone MIA. About the gold that had showed up on Luke’s doorstep, and how Brian and his team were seemingly killing—each other and innocent people—all in the effort to keep their secret safe.

      When they were done with their story, Danny stood up and cracked the window shades with a finger. He stared out for a few moments, then let them snap shut and turned to Luke. There was a burning hatred in his eyes that she hadn’t seen in her older brother before. Even when their father had left his eyes hadn’t shown such disdain. She knew he’d always resented his little brother, for reasons she couldn’t fully understand growing up, and it was like he’d been waiting for permission to finally hate Brian. Permission granted.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this? You knew about this for, for what? Months?” Her brother glared.

      “I didn’t know anything,” she said, “but I did know that if I told you anything, you’d freak out.”

      “But you suspected”—he pointed at Wolf—“after they shot at him and his son, you suspected, and let me leave town to, no offense Wolf, to go watch a stupid music festival? When our brother is roaming the mountains killing people?”

      Danny shook his head and turned to the window again.

      Luke didn’t speak, and tried to steady her escalating breath. They sat in silence, listening to the electric hum of the monitor next to her and the muffled voices out in the hall.

      “I always knew Brian was screwed up,” Danny finally said, “but this is a whole new level for him. Murdering women? Trying to kill his own sister? For some money he can only spend if he acts like a dead man for the rest of his life? How far can the kid fall?”

      Luke’s stomach sank.

      “He didn’t try to kill your sister.”

      They looked at Wolf.

      “They shot at me. They hit your sister in the back of the head.”

      Dan looked at Luke and then back to Wolf. “So, what? He didn’t try to kill his sister. Noble move. He still tried to kill a cop and his son. He’s still fucked up.”

      Wolf sighed and looked up at the ceiling, then down at his watch. “Dan, last night I was telling your sister how that load on Jeffries’s back was huge. It must have been over a hundred pounds of gold in that pack. I don’t think he came from up the trail. It’s just too steep.” Wolf shook his head. “We need topo maps, and we have to go back up there.”

      “And we need the cavalry this time,” Dan said without hesitation. “We aren’t screwing around after last night. I don’t care if this is my brother or not.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. “I don’t object to that. I’m about done getting shot at.”

      Luke pulled the sheets off and slid out of the bed.

      “Whoa.” Wolf held up both his hands. “You need to rest with a head injury like that.”

      Dan smirked and turned away.

      Luke gave Wolf the same glare she’d used growing up, on her brothers in the face of her wrath—the kind of wrath that left chunks of scalp on the floor when she was through.

      “Get me my clothes,” she said.

      Wolf nodded without another word, and he and her brother left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 39

        

      

    

    
      Wolf drove Luke’s Tahoe up Grimm Lake Road as delicately as possible.

      Luke sat next to him in the passenger seat as they bounced, scraped and jolted their way up. She leaned forward and gripped the ceiling bar, her face slack and eyelids drooping, trying to keep her head still as she stared out the windshield.

      Wolf knew she was fighting the jarring pain in her head that each movement must have caused, but so far she had said nothing.

      There was a stream of five more SUVs behind them, four GCSD and one FBI, carrying a total of ten men with all the latest equipment and gadgets they would need.

      Wolf hoped his hunch was right, and after a preliminary look at the maps chances were good that it was. The plan was simple—return to where Wolf and Jack had seen Jeffries and retrace the man’s suspected path on foot. Satellite photos showed a thin off-road trail—a jeep trail that, they all agreed, would probably make the road they were on now look like a paved interstate highway.

      That fact made them opt to stick to Grimm Lake Road—driving up to the lot Wolf and Jack had parked at, and go from there on foot, rather than risk traveling up an unknown route that could even be washed out from the melt waters that had flowed strong only a matter of weeks ago.

      Wolf finally reached the lot and bounced to a stop. He pressed the parking brake, shut off the engine, and passed the keys to Luke. Her eyes looked dull.

      She narrowed her lids, reading his thoughts. “Don’t worry about me,” she said.

      Wolf turned away and slid out of the truck.

      It was mid-morning, and the air was crisp and cool. There was no wind, which made the sun warmer on Wolf’s skin. He zipped up his Carhartt, which he’d gotten, along with a change of clothing, from his SUV in the FBI field-office parking lot the previous night.

      The fresh bandage on his upper arm felt tight, and the pain from each movement seemed worse than before. He figured that was probably a normal consequence of having a line of thirty stitches, then ripping them all open and sewing them back up. He took the white sling out of his pocket and draped it over his head, then tucked his arm in.

      “We’re quite the healthy pair,” Luke said, hobbling up next to him.

      They watched patiently as each vehicle lumbered into sight, parked, and their occupants stepped out and got situated.

      After ten minutes of packing and gearing up, they were on the trail and heading up at a good pace.

      Wolf took the lead, followed closely by the two FBI agents from Luke’s field office, Special Agents Brookhart and Harris, then Deputy Richter, and the remaining train of men and women deputies with the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department, with Luke somewhere in the middle.

      Wolf saw that even after twenty straight minutes of a brisk pace, they had all kept up easily, and Luke was no exception despite her condition.

      Just before they reached the point where Wolf and Jack had seen Jeffries and his comical dance with his heavy backpack, a soft ringing came from the pocket of Special Agent Brookhart. Wolf watched Brookhart pull out his cell, wondering just what phone company he used, and how much it was going to cost Wolf to change to that plan.

      “Brookhart,” he said. “Yes … Okay, thanks.”

      Brookhart hung up and shoved the phone back in his pocket. “They’ve identified some fingerprints at Agent Luke’s house.”

      Wolf stopped and turned around. “And?”

      “Brian Richter.”

      Wolf’s pulse jumped at the news and he looked back at Deputy Dan Richter, who was craning his neck at the mention of his last name.

      “What was that?” he asked, and stepped up to join them.

      “That was our lab,” Brookhart said. “We found your brother’s fingerprints at the scene last night. At your sister’s house.”

      Richter shook his head and looked back at Luke, and then waved her up.

      She approached quickly. “Yeah?”

      “They found Brian’s fingerprints at your house last night,” Dan said.

      Luke’s face dropped.

      They stood and stared dumbly at one another for a few seconds, and then Wolf turned and started walking again.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Ten minutes later they reached the meadow where Wolf and Jack had seen Jeffries and stopped. The lack of wind and the warm sun above was getting to Wolf. He’d broken into a full sweat, and unzipped his Carhartt to let the cool air onto his torso. The scratches covering the right side of his body were inflamed by the rubbing of his sweaty clothing, and it itched underneath his arm bandage to the point that he wanted to shoot it again with his pistol, just so he could feel anything else but the nagging irritation.

      He blocked it out and surveyed the laminated topo map, Deputy Richter looming over his shoulder.

      “Looks like there.” Richter poked his finger on a spot on the map.

      Wolf looked up and to the left. There was a valley cut in between the tall peaks and, according to the map, there would be only a gradual rise in elevation for over a mile into the valley. There were two more similar valleys well ahead of them, but this was where they’d seen Jeffries. And sure enough, this first offshoot valley ended at a point that was close to the four-wheel-drive trail—the only other vehicle-access point for over twenty square miles.

      “That’s gotta be it.” Wolf nodded.

      “What’s it?” Luke asked shuffling up next to them.

      “That’s the valley Jeffries must have walked in from.” Wolf pointed.

      She followed his eyes and nodded, and Wolf saw her wince a little as she did so.

      He gave her a concerned look, this time ignoring the flash of defiance in her eyes.

      “Drink a lot of water,” he said.

      She nodded with resignation and unscrewed her canteen.

      They set off again, continued up the main trail for another five minutes and stopped.

      “Here?” Deputy Richter asked from behind Wolf.

      They were at the mouth of the narrow valley that meandered off the left side of the trail. Faint lines forked through the dry grass, forked again, and joined countless times, worn by deer, elk, bear, mountain lions, and other native game animals of the area, and then disappeared into a dense pine forest.

      They walked through the brittle grass, and buzzing insects hopped like popcorn in a pan. A grasshopper landed on Wolf’s cheek and he swiped it away, ignoring the memory the tiny creature had triggered.

      Just as it was heating up to unbearable, they stepped into the fragrant pines offering shade every few feet. The game trails meandered to the left toward a trickling stream. The line of men and women behind him followed, but was spreading thin, and he noticed that Luke had moved up to fourth. She now moved as quickly and gracefully as the first day he’d met her, perhaps getting a second wind on the flatter terrain.

      After they continued up the valley for another twenty minutes, it gradually dawned on Wolf that a quiet had descended on them. Save the bubbling of water in the gully, the only sounds Wolf heard were the scrape and crunch of his boots and his easy breathing. There were no tittering chipmunks or squirrels, no birds whistling, no rustle of branches in the trees. Even the buzzing insects had stopped.

      Then he caught the first whiff of death. He stopped and turned to Deputy Richter, who was still close behind him. He was standing straight with wide eyes, and he nodded to Wolf. He’d smelled it too.

      Wolf heard one deputy mumble to another down the line, and soon there was a low grumble of voices.

      Wolf pulled his pistol and racked the slide, hearing the men and women do the same thing behind him.

      They followed the creek around the next bend, and then finally something besides more trees came into view. It was a small, green-roofed shack made of decaying wood, no more than fifteen by twenty by ten feet. There was a boarded-up window facing them, and a single pipe vent on the roof.

      Wolf stopped and held up his hand, gun pointing to the sky. He heard the shuffling footsteps behind him halt, a few hushed whispers, then nothing.

      Wolf squinted, studying the vent. There was no smoke. Then he studied the area. There were no vehicles, and no movement of any kind. He saw another building. It was tough to see at first, almost invisible, because it was painted forest green and tucked into the trees.

      And there was the smell. There was no getting around it now. Every breath was saturated with it.

      He moved toward the back of the cabin, breathing through his mouth, keeping his pistol pointed forward.

      Long grasses tickled the rear of the cabin, and on the side was a small stack of firewood that had been dwindled to two rows, surrounded by flakes of bark and splintered pieces of white pine. Recently used, he thought.

      At the front of the cabin were two windows with a red tic-tac-toe pattern of wood trim in each. Both were boarded with plywood from the inside, as the glass inside the small squares was either hanging in shards or gone.

      The front door was warped from years of blocking the elements. However, it blocked nothing now because it stood wide open. Inside was dark and featureless, except for two legs lying on the ground and protruding from the entryway. They wore standard-issue tan army combat boots and pants. Anything beyond was impossible to see without getting closer.

      As Wolf approached he saw it was a dead body and undoubtedly the source of the smell. Getting nearer, more of the corpse came into view. It was dressed in a desert camouflage Army Combat Uniform.

      There was noise here—an angry buzzing—and it was getting louder. A cloud of flies jumped and swarmed as he stepped into the doorway, revealing the gray flesh of a dead man’s face. The skin was broken and gouged from where the insects had dined. None of the features of the man’s face would be recognizable, even to his mother.

      “Whoa,” Luke said next to him.

      Wolf turned. “Yeah.”

      “Anyone else in there?”

      Wolf stepped further in, opening up the view for the others behind him.

      “Nobody,” he said.

      There was a single bed against the far wall with a ripped-up, brown, feather mattress that was probably as old as Wolf. On it was a twisted sub-zero sleeping bag that looked much newer. There were two more identical-looking sleeping bags wadded up in their sacks and lying underneath the bed. A small wooden table with three rickety chairs stood against one of the walls, and a black heating stove was in the center of the cabin, the iron door wide open. Inside was a pile of gray ashes, and a few had spilled out onto the splintered, warped floorboards.

      He stepped out quickly and put his sleeve over his mouth, then looked toward the other structure that was over near the creek. The structure was in stark contrast with the cabin—clean, a perfect rectangle, with smooth metal walls painted a fresh coat of forest green.

      “It’s a shipping container,” Special Agent Brookhart said, banging the side of it with his hand. The metal reverberated loud.

      “It’s a C-H-U,” Wolf said.

      “A what?” Deputy Richter asked.

      “NATO troops have been using these for years. They’re housing units, converted from old shipping containers. Container Housing Units. C-H-Us. They call them CHUs.” Wolf pronounced it shoos. “They ship these things by plane and sea to bases all over. Usually using private cargo companies.”

      Brookhart put latex gloves on and unlatched one of the doors; then he swung it open. An instant later he stumbled back, like he was ducking from an explosion blast.

      “Jesus!” he said, coughing uncontrollably.

      There were two more dead bodies inside, lying on their backs, with the undersides of their combat boots pointing out. Wolf holstered his gun and covered his mouth with his sleeve, then walked to the doorway. He unlatched the second door and swung it open, illuminating the full interior.

      The inside was hot and humid, and Wolf didn’t dare to breathe in one molecule of the foul air inside, keeping his face tightly pressed against his sleeve.

      The two men stared at the ceiling through cloudy, unseeing eyes. They were both far more recognizable than the third man in the cabin, and Wolf could see that they were both members of the missing EOD team.

      Wolf pulled his sleeve away to talk. “Wade Jeffries, the guy we saw on the trail, and Marcus Quinn.”

      Brookhart came up next to him, holding his breath with clamped lips, and swiped through some pictures on his phone. “Yep.”

      “And it stands to reason that’s Chad Hartley in the cabin,” Wolf said, shoving his face against his sleeve again and sucking in a breath through his coat fibers.

      Wolf wanted to turn around and leave, to dive out of the doorway of the stifling container, but he stepped forward instead. The dead man on the left, Marcus Quinn, had a bullet hole in the center of his forehead. It looked like he’d been executed from the front. It was too neat, too central, to be otherwise. He was dressed in the same way as the dead man in the cabin, in the combat uniform worn by thousands of troops stationed in the Middle East.

      Wade Jeffries, however, had on that same green civilian Columbia jacket Wolf remembered from the trail, and the Boston Red Sox hat firmly fixed to his head. The jacket was pierced and stained red in the chest and the arm. Wolf thought back on the night he and Jack had heard the two rifle shots.

      Wolf looked at Jeffries’s tattoo, then at his face. He had looked somehow different that afternoon, he thought, and then he realized why. Jeffries had been wearing a handkerchief that day, and it had been obscuring the lower part of his face from Wolf most of the time. Wolf wasn’t used to seeing the man’s jaw line and neck so clearly.

      Wolf turned and walked out of the container. Stepping quickly away from both structures, he sucked in a lungful of air. He turned around and saw Luke coming out of the container after him.

      She shook her head. “Looks like Quinn was executed.”

      Wolf nodded. “And Jeffries was hunted. My hunch was right that night. He’d been hit by two rifle shots. Probably bled out underneath the hundred pounds of gold strapped to his back.”

      “They brought Jeffries here, and the gold. And they had to chase you two, and get rid of the body next to the fire.” Luke whistled. “That’s one busy night. You’re sure none of these other guys was the man at the fire that night?”

      Wolf shook his head. “No. Jeffries in there was on the trail, but it was someone else entirely at the fire.”

      She eyed him and nodded after a few moments.

      The forensics team began preparing their gear and suiting up, and the rest of the team cautiously examined the perimeter for clues.

      Wolf stood with Luke, sucking on his water bottle. He offered her a sip and she took it. When she handed it back, he ignored her, because he was fixated on the two deputies examining the exterior of the container. One of the team members was looking up at the top edge of the roof, and calling another over to look.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Good question.” Wolf walked to the two men. “What is it?” he asked.

      The deputy pointed to the container with his thumb. “They painted the container recently, maybe to conceal the numbers underneath, who knows. Looks like they even did some filing”—he pointed—“right here where the serial number usually is. You can see some filings and paint chips on the ground.”

      “Yeah?” Wolf said, stopping next to him.

      “So, a serial number is how they keep track of shipments, who owns what container, what’s in them, where they are. All that. But these guys screwed up if they were trying to hide what container this was.” The man smiled and pointed up at the top edge of the container, toward what looked like a small painted-over bolt.

      “I don’t see what you’re pointing at,” Wolf said.

      “That is a radio frequency ID tag.”

      He nodded and looked back at the deputy. “Which … will tell us the information about this container?”

      The deputy nodded. “Where it came from, who took it, what was in it, everything.”

      “How do we read it?” Wolf asked.

      The deputy shrugged and rubbed his chin. “Take it down to the rail yard, or a trucking company that uses active RF ID scanners, have someone scan it, then we’ll get a lead.”

      “Bag that and give it to me,” Luke said, appearing at Wolf’s side. “Please,” she added curtly.
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      Rachette sat with Jack and Patterson in the SUV, eating burgers and fries.

      “What about Schwarzenegger?” Jack asked from the back seat, using his best Schwarzenegger to ask the question.

      Patterson rolled her eyes. “When are you guys going to stop? Let’s just say I’ve met everybody. All celebrities. Then we can move on with our lives. Enough with the questions.”

      Rachette smiled at Jack in the rearview mirror and took a sip of his Coke.

      They continued eating in a comfortable silence, sitting in the festival grounds parking lot, listening to a local country-music act on KBUD radio. The activity on the grounds had already seemed to climax. The rip of a piece of tape here, a pound of a nail there, workers now milled about, making sure everything was set up so that the music could kick off without a hitch.

      Tires crunched behind them, and Rachette saw it was an SUV with the green-and-black logo of the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department.

      “Aha, the replacement for Richter,” Rachette said, watching the SUV pass behind them and down the parking lot.

      Patterson looked at Rachette. “Have you talked to Sheriff Wolf today?”

      Rachette shook his head as he watched the SUV’s brake lights flash. It turned into a spot and rocked to a stop at the other end of the lot.

      “Not since last night.”

      Rachette flicked a warning glare at Patterson. Patterson nodded with a knowing look. They weren’t supposed to be talking in front of Jack about what’d happened the night before. There was no sense in freaking the kid out when he was already under twenty-four-hour guard.

      “I was just wondering when he was coming back,” she added in a happy tone. Then she turned to Jack and made a fist. “The fun starts tonight!”

      Rachette wadded his wrapper and shoved it in the bag. “Yeah, T minus six hours. Yay.” He opened the door, stepped out, and swiped the crumbs off his shirt. “I’ll be back.”

      He clunked the door shut and stepped along the matted grass toward the GCSD SUV. Both doors opened. Rachette narrowed his eyes and saw that one of the men was dressed in plain clothes while the other was a GCSD deputy in uniform, which seemed a little strange.

      The cop nodded in Rachette’s direction and waved with a high hand.

      Rachette nodded back and hooked his thumbs on his belt. It was a move he did to make him look a little more authoritative—a sheriff-walk he’d seen countless times on black-and-white TV shows growing up in Nebraska.

      The plainclothes guy ignored the interaction, nodded to his cop companion, and walked away from them, toward the base facilities.

      The cop strolled toward Rachette and met him halfway, tipping his GCSD baseball cap. “Deputy Rachette?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Sergeant Adam McCall,” he said, holding out a hand, “at your service.”

      Rachette shook the man’s hand. It was a firm grip, and the guy gave him a sincere look with intelligent dark-green eyes. Sergeant McCall stood a few inches taller than Rachette, and had what could only be described as a perfect beard. It was short but dense, with brown swirls of hair that made Rachette want to try growing a beard again. He’d tried once recently, but found it was blotchy and completely unsymmetrical, like a hairy map of the Philippines pasted on your face, as Wilson had put it.

      “Thanks for coming on such late notice,” Rachette sighed. “You’re really helping us out.”

      McCall nodded. “You’re welcome. No problem. I heard about what happened and, to be truthful, I kind of felt like I was being passed up when I wasn’t picked to come here the first time, so believe me, it’s no trouble.”

      “Really?” Rachette asked, surprised at the man’s enthusiasm to what was generally considered a shit job by others that had shown up.

      “Yeah, I love the change of scenery.” He held out his hands and looked to the surrounding mountains. “And who doesn’t love Rocky Points?”

      Rachette laughed, and then nodded to the man walking in the distance. “Who’s that?”

      “Oh, that’s my brother. He wanted to come, too. So, he’s going to watch the music and keep out of our hair.”

      “Oh, okay,” Rachette said, watching the man disappear inside the visitors’ center of the ski-base complex. “I didn’t mean to scare him off. He’s welcome to hang with us if he wants.”

      “Him? Oh no, don’t worry. He just had to go take a leak. I’m sure we’ll see plenty of him.” He looked back at Rachette with that sincere grin. “But I appreciate you saying so.”

      Rachette nodded. “Well, if you could, introduce yourself to that group of deputies and officers there, eating near the food tent. They can get you up to speed. I’ll be up shortly if you have any other questions. It’s not rocket science. Pretty basic security detail for the next two nights, assuming there are no incidents, of course.”

      McCall nodded. “I’m fine with basic security. We don’t want any incidents.” He tipped his hat and began walking.

      Rachette watched him go for a few steps, then walked back to his truck, thinking about beards, and how they can make a man look distinguished.
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      Wolf, Luke, Deputy Richter, another GCSD deputy, and Special Agent Brookhart broke off from the group and headed back to the trucks. Luke had the radio frequency ID tag in her hip pack, and she’d made it clear to Brookhart that she and Wolf would check into it. Brookhart seemed to have the same understanding as her brother: don’t disagree with a forceful request from Special Agent Luke.

      As they walked down the trail, Wolf was reasonably sure they’d have enough firepower with five people should they get attacked. But, to Wolf, it looked like whoever killed the EOD team was over and done with this place.

      The killer, or killers, were done. And they’d left three bodies and two mistakes. Two because along with the RF ID tag in Luke’s possession, there was another piece of evidence that had been of interest at the cabin—a fingerprint. Surprisingly, there were no others found at the scene. Like it had been wiped, thoroughly. The heating stove, the doors, the inside of the CHU, the bed frames, the chairs in the cabin, the table—there were smudges, but no identifiable fingerprints.

      But there was one—a thumbprint on the door of the CHU. It was so perfect, so prominent in brown mud against the green paint, that Wolf was reluctant to call it a mistake, and more inclined to say it was a calling card left for them to find.

      Agent Brookhart’s phone had had two bars of cell reception, so he’d snapped a photo of it with his cell, messaged it to the lab, and within one minute confirmed that it matched the print found at Special Agent Luke’s house the night before. It was her kid brother’s, Brian Richter’s.

      
        
        …

      

      

      It was three in the afternoon when they finally reached the Tahoe in the parking lot, and Luke looked worse than ever. Her eyelids were half closed, and her lips were dry and parted because of her slack jaw.

      The drive down the road to the highway had been hell for her, Wolf could see that, but he kept silent, and drove as fast as he could to keep her torture quick. When they reached the flat of the valley and turned onto the paved highway, Luke leaned the seat back and was asleep in two breaths.

      An hour later, when they reached Glenwood Springs, Wolf nudged her awake.

      “Yeah?” Her voice was sandpaper on concrete. She cleared her throat and searched the cab at her feet.

      Wolf held up a bottle of water to her. “Looking for this?”

      She grabbed it and sucked it down greedily. After a few seconds of rubbing her head, she looked over at Wolf.

      “How long was I out?” she asked.

      “A little over an hour. I would have let you sleep a little more, but with your concussion, the suspense was killing me. I had to make sure you weren’t in a coma.”

      She nodded and took another sip of water. “So freakin’ thirsty.”

      “So how do I get to the rail yard?”

      “Screw the rail yard—it won’t tell us anything. The nearest place they have a customs office and off-load anything from a rail car is in Grand Junction. I know a guy.”

      Wolf looked over at Luke. Her eyes were closed, and Wolf wondered whether she really was awake.

      “Take a right on Fifth,” she said.

      Wolf cruised for another block and followed her instructions, taking a right on Fifth Street. “Now what?”

      “Go to the truck yard at the end and park in the visitor lot. I’m going to rest my eyes.”

      Wolf saw the entrance to the truck yard.

      “It’s a half-block away,” Wolf said.

      “Mmmhmm.”

      A few seconds later he parked in front of a low white building and looked over at Luke.

      She opened her eyes and leaned forward with a groan.

      Wolf shook his head. “Stay here. I’ll go inside. Then we have to get you back to the hospital.”

      She smiled and opened the door.

      Wolf leaned over and got ready to stop her from toppling out onto the black top, but she shook her head slightly and seemed to come alive. She slid off the seat, landed, and shut the door in a quick move.

      Wolf watched through the window as she stretched her arms over her head, still waiting for her to crumple unconscious to the ground. After a few seconds, and an expectant look from Luke, he got out of his own door.

      The parking lot smelled like tar and truck exhaust, and the black asphalt radiated heat up the pant legs of his jeans. Semi-truck engines rumbled beyond a chain-link fence where a line of trailers were backed up to a long warehouse with gaping rollup doors.

      Luke walked across the lot, pulled open the entrance door, and held it open for Wolf. They walked into a cool office space that had four messy desks with three women and a man sitting behind them. “Free Bird” came out of an old boom box that sat on top of a file cabinet against the wall. Above it was a Hang in There cat poster. It smelled like air freshener and grease.

      A large woman with curly brown hair looked up and smiled wide. “What the hell you doin’ here, darlin’?”

      Luke smiled and walked up to the woman. They embraced in a long hug and then parted.

      “Mel, this is … Sheriff Wolf.”

      Mel eyed Wolf and then gave Luke a glance, and then Luke’s face reddened.

      “We’re working a case together,” Luke added.

      “Oh, okay. I thought you two were—”

      “Can I talk to Bob, please?” Luke asked, glaring at Mel.

      Mel smirked and sat down. “He’s in the back.”

      Luke walked through the office, nodding at a skinny guy with glasses who stared at her after she walked by. She opened a wood door, uncorking a cacophony of sounds, and walked through.

      Wolf followed her into a warehouse that was hot and full of the reverberating beeps of forklifts and the gurgle of diesel engines, which belched fumes straight into the high interior while industrial-sized fans swiveled and attempted to blow them back out.

      Luke walked straight to a glass enclosure along the back wall. Inside sat two men, both pecking on dirty desktop computers.

      “Kristen! What the hell are you doing here?” one of them said, standing up from behind his desk.

      “Hey, Bob. How are you?”

      The man beamed and pulled up his bifocal glasses, revealing blue eyes that were bloodshot. He ran a hand over his gray Elvis hairdo, wiped it on his greasy blue overalls, then extended it to Luke.

      Luke shook her head and gave him a hug. The man closed his eyes and tilted his head into her hair, putting a lot of tenderness into the embrace, and then they parted.

      “Bob,” she said, “this is Sheriff Wolf of Sluice County.”

      Wolf took the man’s hand. It was slick with grease and scratchy with calluses.

      “David,” Luke said, “this is a good friend of the family’s.”

      “So, how’s your mother doing?” Bob asked.

      “She’s … she’s doing okay,” Luke said. “Listen. Can you help me with this?”

      Luke set the RF ID tag on his desk.

      Bob pulled his glasses down off his head and looked at the wafer-like piece of plastic; then he looked up at Luke. “Help, how?”

      “Can you read it?” Luke asked.

      “This is a GAV active ID tag. It’s battery operated, so we’ll need the internal battery to be juiced in order to read it. And, of course, you need a proper scanner.” He looked up at Luke and didn’t blink. “And, of course, I have one.”

      “My hero,” Luke said with a straight face.

      “What’s this from?” Bob asked.

      “A shipping container,” Luke said. “We need to know where it came from. When. Who. Etcetera.”

      Bob walked past them and out of the office into the warehouse. “Come,” he said.

      Wolf and Luke followed him across the smooth concrete floor and between five-tier metal shelves. Forklifts whirred across aisles in front of them with flashing lights, men shouted, and the same classic rock station as out in the front office blared from overhead speakers.

      “Brad!” Bob yelled over the noise.

      A huge guy with a hard hat and a flannel shirt looked up from a clipboard.

      Bob walked up with the RF ID tag in hand and held it out to him. The big man pulled a scanner gun from his hip and scanned it, then looked down at the display on the back of the device.

      Bob pulled out a pen and tiny notebook from his breast pocket, then stepped close to the other man and scribbled a note.

      “Thanks.” Bob walked away, and Wolf and Luke followed him all the way back to the office.

      “Apparently the battery still had juice.” Bob sat back down in his chair with a grunt and pulled himself against the desk. He tapped the grease-laden keyboard for a few seconds, then clicked the mouse and looked up at Luke. “You talk to him lately?” he asked, apparently waiting for the computer to react to a command.

      Luke scoffed in response, and this seemed to be an expected answer for Bob, because he nodded once and looked back at the screen.

      A few seconds later, Bob twisted the monitor toward them, sending a pencil onto the floor. “There we have it.”

      Luke bent down and looked at the green typeface on the screen. “What are we looking at here?”

      Bob pointed at the screen. “There’s the origin, there’s the contents, there’s the destination.”

      “Origin, Bagram Air Base,” Luke said, reading the screen. “Afghanistan. Contents, Combat Dry Goods? Destination, Grand Junction, Colorado.”

      Luke and Wolf exchanged glances.

      Bob pointed again. “Looks like it was air freighted out of Bagram, then shipped ocean to Tacoma, Washington. Then railed to Grand Junction. Then … then, that’s it, I guess. No other information.”

      Wolf bent down and pointed at the screen. “Here. Here’s what we need.”

      He was pointing at a single line. It said, World Cargo Airlines, Flight Number 638.
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      Wolf and Luke drove to the FBI field office and parked next to Wolf’s vehicle. He eyed the SUV as they got out, calculating that it had been sitting in the parking lot for two nights unattended, except for the few minutes he’d dug inside of it the previous night. There were no parking tickets and no signs of vandalism. Not that he’d expected any. As for his Toyota pickup truck, he had basically abandoned that vehicle.

      “What’s wrong?” Luke asked.

      “Nothing,” Wolf said, turning away from his SUV. “Just thinking about my truck at the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Oh yeah, your truck. I think they’ll take care of it. You want me to … call someone?”

      Wolf shrugged noncommittally. “I’ll figure it out.” Figure out something that didn’t involve a few hundred bucks for a tow back to Rocky Points, he thought.

      They walked to the front entrance and Luke scanned an ID card. The door clicked open, and they walked along the terrazzo floor to the elevators, and pushed the button.

      Next to the silver elevator doors was a sign listing all the tenant businesses of the building. There was an insurance company, a construction company, and a law firm.

      “Kind of strange to see a field office inside here,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah, not exactly Chicago,” she said.

      They rode to the second floor, and Wolf followed Luke down the hallway to the pair of unmarked wooden doors. She walked in and approached the reception desk.

      The receptionist looked up over her glasses and fixed a suspicious eye on Wolf.

      “Gwen,” Luke said, passing without slowing.

      Wolf kept on her heels and tapped the counter on the way by. “Gwen,” he said.

      Luke and Wolf entered into a large common office area. A few agents sat behind desks on phones or pecked at keyboards. It looked more subdued that afternoon compared to the morning before.

      “How many agents are stationed here?” he asked.

      “We’ve got nine.” She looked around; only four other agents were in the room. “This is one of those field offices that will be first on the chopping blocks if funding gets cut.”

      “Then it’s back to Chicago for you?” Wolf asked.

      Luke shook her head. “Anywhere but Chicago.”

      Luke stopped at her desk and sat down, and then dug into her drawer and pulled out a bottle of aspirin and took two. She produced a bottle of water from the same drawer, took a sip, and then held up both to Wolf.

      Wolf raised his eyebrows and took them.

      “Take a seat,” she said. “I’ll check out World Cargo.”

      Luke fired up her computer and got onto the internet; a few seconds later she pointed at the screen.

      “There we go,” she said, and she picked up the desk phone and dialed a number.

      Wolf sat back in the chair and glanced around the office. He saw one man glare over at them, and another stare longingly at Luke, until he realized that Wolf had caught him. Wolf wondered how aware she was of these types of looks that followed her wherever she went.

      The glaring guy, not the staring guy, stood up and sauntered over. “Hey, Luke. What you got shakin’?”

      Luke tucked the phone against her shoulder and tapped the keyboard. “Hi, this is Special Agent Kristen Luke with the FBI, I need to …”

      “I’m Special Agent Upton.” The man turned to Wolf unfazed by Luke’s clear snubbing and held out a hand.

      Wolf shook it. “Sheriff David Wolf, Sluice County.”

      Upton raised his eyebrows, pulled down the corners of his mouth, and then appraised Wolf’s shoulder sling for a moment. Then he looked at Luke, who was now deep in a conversation on the phone, and turned around and walked back to his desk.

      Wolf watched as the agent picked up the desk phone and looked at Luke through the corner of his eye. He mumbled something into the phone and then hung it up.

      Luke picked up a pen, clearly excited about what she was hearing. “Captain, yes, okay. Clark. And can I have his address of residence again, please? Thanks.”

      A few seconds later she ended the phone call and looked up at Wolf. “Captain Ryan Clark. He’s our guy.”

      “What’d they say?”

      She looked down at her notes. “World Cargo Airlines, flight 638 was a 747 400 that originated from Denver. The first officer on board was from Joplin, Missouri. The onboard mechanic, from Helena, Montana, and the captain?” She looked up at Wolf. “The captain was Ryan Clark, of Glenwood Springs, Colorado. He’s been a pilot for World Cargo for eleven years.”

      Wolf sat back and stared into nothing. “Let’s check him out.”

      Luke nodded and clicked the computer mouse a few times, then tapped the keyboard.

      A few seconds later a voice came from behind Wolf. “Special Agent Luke.”

      Luke kept her eyes on the computer screen. “Sir.”

      Wolf turned around and saw a short man with black hair and a tan complexion glaring at Luke. He flicked a glance at Wolf but didn’t offer a hand or an introduction.

      “I need to talk to you,” the man said.

      Luke nodded, clicked a few more buttons, and then finally looked up. “Sir, we are kind of in the middle—”

      “Now,” he said, and he walked away down the hall at the end of the room.

      Luke rolled her eyes and looked at Wolf; then she looked over at Special Agent Upton, who was now wearing a satisfied expression, staring at his own computer screen instead of them.

      Luke grabbed the monitor in her hands and twisted it ninety degrees so Wolf could see it.

      “There he is,” she said quietly. Then she got up and walked away.

      Wolf leaned forward and studied the screen, starting when he saw the picture. It was the man he’d shot in the head at the campfire. The image was unmistakable. Clark had closely cut light-blond hair with pale skin, and there were moles underneath his mouth.

      Captain Ryan Clark had four addresses listed for his previous residences. The first was a Carbondale, Colorado, address, a few miles down the highway toward Aspen. The second was Delta, Colorado. Delta. The third was an address in Denver, and the fourth was Glenwood Springs, Colorado—the current address that Luke had just written down on her piece of paper.

      The next few lines were interesting. Apparently, he had changed his name in high school, while he was in Delta, Colorado. The next line gave an explanation. His parents were deceased, both killed in an automobile accident, and he had moved to a foster home when he was twelve years old. While he was there, he’d changed his name from his original name of Jenson to Clark, taking the name of his foster parents.

      Wolf stopped reading and looked up.

      Special Agent Upton had stood up from his desk and was staring again in Wolf’s direction.

      Wolf straightened and sat back, meeting his gaze.

      Upton sat back down slowly, giving Wolf a courteous nod.

      Wolf was contemplating ignoring the man, going to talk to him, or waiting for Luke, when she arrived and sat back down.

      “Sorry,” she said and pulled her chair forward.

      “No worries,” Wolf said, finally peeling his eyes off Upton. “Everything okay?”

      “Good as they’ll ever be.”

      Wolf pointed at the screen. “Captain Clark. Originally from Carbondale; his parents were killed in a car crash. He went into a foster home at age twelve, in Delta, Colorado, where he changed his last name from Jenson to Clark. Moved to Denver for thirteen years, and just recently he’s moved to Glenwood Springs.”

      Luke exhaled and clicked a few buttons. She minimized Captain Clark’s window and Wade Jeffries’s file, complete with picture, flashed up on the screen.

      “Look here,” Luke said. “Wade Jeffries and Ryan Clark went to the same high school in Delta.”

      Wolf nodded. “That’s the connection. That’s how the EOD team were helped out of Afghanistan. The EOD team gets the gold and fakes their deaths, holes up in a container, and the pilot smuggles them out.”

      “How could a pilot do that? He just flies the plane, right?”

      “He would have had someone in on it,” Wolf said. “Someone at the air base. Probably a loadmaster … someone who would be able to put the container on, change the documents. I don’t know the logistics, but this wouldn’t be an impossible task. Difficult, but not impossible.” Wolf stared out the windows of the big room.

      “What is it?” Luke asked.

      Wolf sat thinking for another few seconds.

      “What?” Luke slapped him on the knee.

      “I’m just trying to reconcile the math. There were four members of the EOD team that went missing—Your brother, Chad Hartley, Marcus Quinn, and Wade Jeffries. Jack and I saw Wade Jeffries on the trail and then later heard the two rifle shots that killed him. Our airline captain Ryan Clark was at our campfire, and two men were with him up on the mountain.”

      She frowned. “Yes. So … it could have been the rest of the EOD team. Maybe there were three men after you. Maybe one of them dropped back before reaching the parking lot, leaving two in a shootout with your son. The math works.”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “You would have been chased by my brother,” Luke said, “Chad Hartley, and Marcus Quinn, after they already left Wade Jeffries dead on the trail.” She stared into space. “Which means my brother must have killed off Hartley and Quinn later on, leaving Hartley’s body inside the cabin and Quinn inside the CHU.”

      Wolf stared for another beat and shook his head. “But … you saw those bodies. How long do you think they had been there?”

      Luke tilted her head. “Couple days I would think. The insects had set in pretty good on Hartley’s body inside that cabin. Then there was Wade’s body, who looked like he’d been shot two nights ago. Quinn’s body? Hard to say.”

      “Hard to say,” Wolf said. “But certainly none of those men were killed this morning, right?”

      “No,” she said slowly. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      “I’m thinking about the guy Jack shot, and the slack arm of the guy chasing me last night. And the faster guy with him. Your brother’s fingerprints were at your house. So who was the other guy?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. You’re right.” She pulled out her phone and stabbed at the screen. Putting it to her ear, she said, “Hey, it’s me. You guys have a preliminary time of death on those three bodies up there?”

      She waited, pulling her eyebrows together as she listened. “Okay. Thanks.” Hanging up and pocketing her phone, she said, “Our forensics lead is saying he’s not sure the exact TOD for the three bodies up there. But he is saying it’s at least forty-eight hours.”

      Wolf nodded. “So … we’re missing someone.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s the question,” Wolf said. “Let’s go to Clark’s, see what we can find at our airline captain’s place. We’ll need a team.”

      They both looked in Upton’s direction, then back at each other.

      “I’ll call Brookhart,” Luke said. “And I’ll see where Danny is.”
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      “What I don’t get is the way the state keeps giving money to expand the forces, but when it comes to money to improve the facilities we have in place, they don’t know what the hell is going on.”

      Sergeant McCall took a sip of his bottled water and nodded at the idiot from the Vail Police Department’s rant. Despite the steady stream of patrons coming through the gates now, the group of law-enforcement volunteers stood in the fading light of the day like they’d stood numerous times before in the past few hours—talking in a circle like a bunch of morons.

      “Well, personally,” Deputy Patterson said, “I’m sure glad they hired a new deputy in this county.”

      They all laughed, and McCall laughed with them. God he hated this; he hated these asshole cops, except for maybe the girl. She was annoying like all the rest of them, but at least she was cute.

      McCall took a look at his watch. It was just after six p.m. Sunset was still two hours away, but the sun had already gone behind the mountains. The drop in temperature of the air, and the anticipation of the night, had ramped up the electricity in McCall’s body, and he was getting fidgety.

      It didn’t help that he kept thinking about how they’d already fucked up with Wolf, royally fucked up. But they could reverse the order of things, he was sure about it. But his confidence was draining with every second his brother didn’t show, or answer his text messages. Was he passed out in the trees? Had his injury taken a turn for the worse? Was he stopped on the way up the road? Sitting in a cop car?

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and he had to force himself to relax. With a slow movement, nodding again at an officer’s idiotic quip, he pulled out the phone and looked at the screen for a second, then pocketed it again.

      “Excuse me,” McCall announced, turning and walking away before anyone could react. He looked up the grassy slope toward the thick pine trees for the hundredth time and chuffed a deep breath. Finally, he screamed inside his head, watching his little brother emerge from the trees. He pulled out his phone again and fired off a text. Within a few seconds he got a message back.

      The festival crowd was thin, but thickening by the minute. In a couple of hours there would be so many people, with so much noise, with so much commotion, that no one was going to be able to see the abduction happen, much less hear a gunshot from a mile away. It would be mayhem with the law enforcement, and McCall would steer it in the direction of his choosing.

      McCall strode through aromas of barbecue food and marijuana smoke, past people tossing Frisbees, around excited dogs, through the bustling merchandise tent, out past the complex of portable restrooms, and into the main visitors’ center building.

      His brother stood leaning against the wall, chugging the last ounce of a bottle of water.

      “Everything set?” McCall asked. “You look like shit. Again.”

      “I just walked over six miles; I need more water.”

      “Is everything set?” McCall asked once more, this time with an edge to his voice.

      His brother eyed him. “Yes.”

      “I’ll send you a text when it’s happening. Same spot as we said. I’ll get him there and run interference. It’s gotta be done quick.”

      Tyler nodded and walked away into the white-tiled restroom.

      McCall turned around and took a slow walk. He looked out the windows of the visitors’ center ahead, and up at the ski runs that were cut out of the green forest above. They were still lit brightly by the sun, and a few mountain bikers tracked back and forth on the trails.

      “Care to rent a bike, sir?”

      McCall turned to see a teenage kid behind a counter looking at him. He was bright-eyed with a facetious smile.

      “Ha-ha, yeah, right,” McCall said.

      “It’s only twenty bucks a day. That’ll get you the lift ticket and rental. Can’t beat that deal.”

      McCall shook his head, keeping an easy smile on his lips.

      “All right. Well, when you’re done keeping all these hoodlums in line, and are looking for a good time, you know where to come. It’s beautiful up there on top, and it’s a good workout.” The kid raised his eyebrows, looking down at McCall’s stomach, like it could stand to drop a few pounds.

      McCall pulled his eyebrows together and looked at the kid. He walked to the counter and picked up a brochure, and then pretended to read it. After a second, he flipped it back on the stack.

      “Does it come with a helmet?” he asked, leaning on his elbow.

      “Sure does,” the kid said. “Also comes—”

      “You should be wearing a helmet,” he said, looking the kid in the eye. “Right now. Just in case someone comes up, tries to bash you over the head.”

      The kid’s face dropped.

      He stared until the kid swallowed. “Now shut the fuck up and leave me alone. I’m trying to do my job here, got that?”

      The kid nodded.

      McCall turned and walked away, and straight into Deputy Patterson.

      “Whoa, sorry.” McCall’s cheeks flushed hot as he looked down and noticed Patterson’s wide-eyed look of horror. “I didn’t see you there. Going to use the good bathrooms too?”

      Patterson nodded dumbly, and then glanced at the kid behind the counter.

      Shit. Clearly she had heard the entire exchange, or at least the punchline.

      “Anyway thanks, I’ll think about it,” McCall said, giving the kid a cool look. Then he slapped the counter and walked away. “I’ll see you back there, Deputy Patterson.”

      Shit.
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      Wolf, Luke, Brookhart, and Deputy Richter met a block away from Clark’s property and checked their weapons in front of Luke’s Tahoe. Richter nodded at a woman across the street, and she quickly swept her children inside and disappeared behind a slammed door.

      It was early evening, and the sun was just dipping past the mountains to the west. Families, visible through brightly lit windows all around, sat watching television or eating around kitchen tables.

      The windows of Clark’s house, however, were covered and dark, blocking any view into the house. Wolf knew Clark wasn’t coming home again—he’d made sure of that—but that didn’t mean there wasn’t danger inside.

      The home was a modest size in a neighborhood just south of where Bernadette Richter lived. The properties in the area looked brand new, and Clark’s house was no exception. The trees were young, the landscaping incomplete, concrete intact without chips or cracks, and the paint on the exterior looked fresh. Which also meant there was nowhere to hide when approaching, so speed was even more essential.

      Wolf and Luke sprinted to the front door, and Brookhart and Richter went to the back of the property. Wolf checked the knob; it was locked. He walked down the porch and checked the windows. One of them was clearly unlocked with the latches flipped up. Wolf pulled the screen out, palmed the glass and pushed with his good arm, not budging it. Luke joined him and used both her hands to help; it pushed up with a smooth whoosh.

      Wolf reached in and pulled up the wood blind, exposing the interior of the house. The family room inside had a beige carpet, and was furnished with dark wood furniture, leather couches, and a flat-screen television mounted on the wall.

      Wolf straddled the windowsill and climbed inside. His feet creaked on the floorboards underneath the carpet. It smelled like leather and spray cleaner.

      Luke climbed in after him and aimed her SIG and flashlight around the room. There was no one. She stepped past Wolf and into a dark kitchen. She flipped the light, revealing a modern space with white marble countertops and stainless-steel appliances. There was a sliding glass door to the back yard on the other side of a bar counter.

      “I’m opening the back door,” Luke said into her radio.

      “Copy that,” a voice came through the radio.

      She stepped to the door and opened it.

      Wolf walked the rest of the house, checking the two bedrooms, confirming they were clear.

      “All clear,” he said.

      They convened in the kitchen, all donned latex gloves, and split in teams of two to search the house—Wolf with Luke, Richter with Brookhart.

      Clark’s bedroom was furnished like the rest of the house, with expensive, top-of-the-line electronics, and heavy furniture. Stylized photographs of planes, flying and grounded, hung on the walls in brushed nickel frames. An antique National Geographic map was above his king-sized bed, and there were some pictures of him and some male friends on the beach.

      Wolf searched his closet and found a metal box underneath a flight cap. In it was a silver Zippo lighter, an old-looking Polaroid picture of a man and woman, and another few pictures underneath that.

      “Take a look,” Wolf said.

      Luke walked into the closet and bent down.

      Wolf held up a red-hued Polaroid with a brown stain on the front of it. It was of three kids. Two of the three looked to be about Jack’s age, around twelve years old. They stood in a line in front of a patch of forest, all of them wearing serious expressions.

      One of them was clearly Clark, as the kid in the picture had frosting-white hair with a cluster of moles under his mouth, but the other two kids were a mystery. One of them had a hard look in his eye. He was probably fourteen, Wolf guessed. The third kid was younger than Clark and Fourteen-Year-Old. Clark seemed the odd man out, because the other two had identically shaped eyes.

      Wolf looked at Clark’s likeness as a child, and then at the others; he felt like he’d seen them before. He tried to put the adolescent faces on grown-up bodies but failed to come up with anyone.

      “This must have been right around when he went into a foster home,” Wolf said.

      Luke pointed at the picture. “It looks like these two kids are brothers, right? They look alike.”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah.”

      Wolf pocketed the picture and rummaged down further into the box. There was another picture, this time when Clark was slightly older, which would have put him around his high school years. He stood smiling, next to three other smiling kids who were starkly different from the previous photo. They all had dark hair and looked nothing like Clark. Two adults bookended the line of boys with the same dark hair and same big smile. The entire group was lined up in front of a brick house with white columns on either side of them.

      “Foster family,” Wolf said.

      Luke nodded. “The Jensons.”

      Wolf pocketed that photo as well, and they walked out into the kitchen, where Brookhart and Richter were standing with their hands on their hips.

      “Anything?” Wolf asked Brookhart.

      “No, nothing. No gold, at least,” Brookhart said. “No safe, no nothing. Checked the garage, basement, all the rooms, drawers, boxes.”

      Wolf took a deep breath and shook his head. “We’re still missing something.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments.

      “You guys swear you’ve never seen Clark in your lives?” Wolf asked.

      Luke and her older brother shook their heads.

      “Then I don’t get the connection. I mean, I guess your brother could have met Clark on an air base in Afghanistan. But … how long did World Cargo say he flew for them? Eleven years?”

      Luke nodded. “That’s what they said.”

      Wolf frowned. “I have a buddy from the military who flies cargo. Last time I saw him, we were giving him flack for having such an easy job. Basically, once a month, he gets on a plane and flies it to Hawaii. He sits there on the beach for a week, comes back to the States, loads up another plane, goes back to Hawaii, and comes back home. A few weeks later, he does it all again.

      “The reason why he has that route is because he’s been with the company for nine years, and he has the seniority to choose the routes he wants. So what doesn’t make sense is that Clark was on that route to Afghanistan. There’s no way he would choose to go into that hell-hole, with the risk of being shot out of the sky every time he landed and took off without good reason.”

      “Yeah,” Richter said, “like millions of dollars in gold?”

      Wolf nodded. “Exactly. So my point is, your brother wouldn’t have met Clark in Afghanistan. It had to have been somewhere here.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments, looking at each other.

      “Was your brother into martial arts?” Brookhart asked.

      Luke shook her head.

      “How about a bar?” Wolf asked.

      “He gave up drinking when he went into the service,” Luke said.

      “So he said,” Richter said.

      Luke rolled her eyes. “He gave it up, Danny.”

      “We need to go back into the databases,” Wolf said. “Do some more digging. I don’t know where else to go.” He stared out of the sliding glass door at the fading light, feeling they’d just taken a step forward and five steps back.
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      Wolf stared out the passenger window, watching the businesses roll by as they drove down Grand Avenue in downtown Glenwood Springs, once again making their way to the field office. The sun had dropped lower behind the mountains, so Luke had the headlights on, but there was a cirrus cloud overhead that shone hot pink, bathing the tops of cars and the sidewalks in a rosy glow.

      He pulled out his phone and called Jack.

      It rang a few times and then he heard a blast of music in the earpiece.

      “Hello?” Jack yelled into the phone.

      “Hey how are you doing?”

      Jack laughed. “Good! We’re watching Terry’s band. They’re doing awesome.”

      “Who’s we?” Wolf asked.

      “What?”

      “Who are you with?” Wolf asked louder.

      “I’m with Pattie and Rachette,” he said.

      “Let me talk to Rachette, will you?” Wolf said.

      Wolf heard Jack yell over the noise, then Rachette came on.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, how you doing?” Wolf asked.

      “What?” Rachette said. “I can barely hear you.”

      Wolf sighed and looked at Luke. Luke smiled and shook her head.

      “I’ll call you back. Get somewhere quieter,” Wolf said, and he hung up.

      Wolf looked out the window again.

      “Well, sounds like they’re at least having fun,” Luke said.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said, glaring with unfocused eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m just worried. They were coming after me last night. And I just don’t like being away from Jack right now,” Wolf said.

      Luke nodded and kept silent. She sighed heavily, and Wolf could tell she was tearing herself up inside about her brother’s involvement.

      “You’ve got your son with your deputies, right?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “And they’re at the most public, crowded place possible. I think it’s the safest place for him. Safer than being with us, right? The action is following us. Like you said, they came after you last night.”

      Wolf didn’t answer, just kept watching the passing buildings. He wondered how Sarah was faring after day two of around-the-clock protection of her son. He’d have to call her, too.

      Wolf twisted in his seat so fast it nearly ripped the stitches out of his arm again.

      “What?” Luke said. “What?”

      “Turn around, turn here.” Wolf grabbed the wheel and Luke slapped it away.

      “Okay, okay. You gonna pull a gun on me again?”

      “I’m serious—go back to the Mountain Goat Bar and Grill.”
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      Rachette watched Sergeant McCall walk along the backside of the now swollen crowd toward him and Jack. McCall greeted concertgoers looking his way with warm smiles and nods. When a man chasing a hacky sack stumbled out in front of him, McCall simply stopped and smiled, watching patiently as the man hid a joint he was smoking in his hand and ran back into the crowd.

      He reached Rachette and shook his head. “I’m still unclear on what we’re supposed to do about pot in this state.”

      Rachette laughed. “Yeah, isn’t everyone. I just turn the other cheek unless they’re doing something stupid, like toking up in front of little guys like this.” He ruffled Jack’s hair, and Jack stood next to him with the same wide-eyed interest in McCall that Rachette had.

      “You know better than to do that stuff, right, kid?” McCall asked with a serious expression.

      Jack nodded like it was the dumbest question he’d ever heard in his life. “Yeah, that crap’s for losers. I play sports. That stuff makes you slow, and lazy.”

      McCall gave him a solid nod and held out his fist.

      Jack knuckle bumped him, maintaining his serious expression.

      “How’s the music?” McCall asked, turning toward the stage in the distance.

      Rachette shrugged. He hadn’t been listening, really. “Pretty good.”

      “It’s a local band. One of the guys is my friend’s dad.” Jack pointed to the stage. “The guy playing guitar. That’s Jim Hughes. I’m friends with Zack, his son. We’re in class together.”

      McCall looked at Jack’s proud expression and smiled at Rachette. “Cool.”.

      They stood for a few more minutes, watching the crowd, and watching Jack dance like no one was watching, or more like everyone was watching. That’s the way Jack liked things, Rachette had come to learn over the last couple days.

      Rachette brought his radio to his lips. “Wilson, do you copy?”

      “Go ahead.” The voice was low coming out of his speaker, but loud on McCall’s, so Rachette dialed up the volume and walked away a few steps.

      “You doing all right up there? Anything we need to know about?”

      “Doin’ just fine. Crowd is still streaming in; there’s quite a surge coming from the lot now.”

      “All right, I’ll send Patterson up to join you when she gets back.”

      “Ten-four.”

      Rachette hung the radio back on his chest and walked to Jack and McCall.

      Jack was looking up at McCall with the same worshipping gaze he gave Patterson, and telling an animated story over the noise.

      McCall laughed with his head back, and then caught Rachette’s eye. “Everything all right?” he asked.

      Patterson came into view a short distance away, walking toward them through a puddle of light at the rear of the crowd.

      “Yeah, as you probably just heard,” Rachette said, “the crowd will be getting bigger. I really have no clue what to expect, since it’s the first year and all. But so far, it seems to be going off without a hitch.”

      Patterson joined them and nodded without saying anything. Rachette gave her a quick nod, but otherwise ignored her, and McCall tipped his hat.

      “How’s it going?” McCall asked.

      Patterson looked up at McCall and nodded, not saying a word.

      Rachette frowned at the strange interaction.

      “Hey, stay here. I have to call Sheriff Wolf real quick,” Rachette said.

      Rachette walked away, past the line of lit poles and up into the grass field toward the ski slope. He dialed the number and listened to the unanswered rings, then left a message.

      “Hey, it’s me again, finally somewhere quieter to talk.” He looked back over at Patterson, McCall, and Jack. “Everything’s fine. Jack’s still showing off for Patterson. Give me a call.”

      When Rachette returned, Jack was hogging Patterson’s attention, and she seemed to be fine with it, standing a few feet away from McCall.

      Rachette shook his head and leaned to talk to McCall again. “I think it’s going pretty well so far. I heard the condos and hotels are nearly sold out, and the camp grounds are completely booked.”

      McCall nodded, watching Patterson.

      Rachette turned to her. “Hey, Patterson, I need you to go to the front gate and join Wilson.”

      Patterson turned and flicked a glance between Rachette and McCall. Then she nodded with a hint of resignation.

      “Okay, I’ll see you guys later.” She turned and walked away.

      Rachette watched her go for a few seconds.

      “She’s cute,” McCall said.

      Rachette turned and looked at McCall, and then smiled when he realized he might have been scowling at the remark.

      “Uh, yeah. She’s cute, I guess,” Rachette said.

      McCall laughed. “I mean, for you. I’m spoken for. I just think she probably likes you.”

      Rachette scoffed and frowned like he’d just whiffed a cow patty. “Yeah. Right.”

      “I have to take a whiz,” Jack declared.

      McCall raised his eyebrows and looked down at him. “Me, too.”

      “Ah, okay,” Rachette said, looking up toward the merchandise tent.

      “I can take him up,” McCall said, looking at Rachette. “If you want. Seriously, I could use one, too.”

      Rachette felt like he was being asked to break some sort of rule, but he liked McCall and he trusted him. McCall had been at the hospital that morning with Wolf and Rachette, and had gone back up to the mountain with Wolf. It was like they had forged a bond through Wolf.

      “All right.” Rachette nodded. “Keep a good eye on him.”

      “You got it. All right, let’s go.”

      They walked away around the back of the crowd and disappeared into the sea of bouncing heads.

      A few seconds later Rachette turned his head at the sound of thumping feet.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Patterson asked between labored breaths.

      Rachette scrunched his face. “What? What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be up with Wilson.”

      Patterson shook her head and looked past him. “I don’t like that guy, and you’re sending him off with Jack unattended?”

      “That guy was helping Wolf investigate the shooting, Patterson. He’s a sheriff’s deputy, and a damn good one. They’re going to take a leak, and they’ll be right back. Chill out.”

      “Seriously, that guy gives me the creeps, I …” She shuffled on her feet, and looked past Rachette. “They went to the bathrooms?”

      Rachette nodded. “Yeah. They’ll be right back.”

      Patterson was already walking away after them. Rachette rolled his eyes and felt his pulse race. This chick was really getting on his nerves, and now she was suggesting he wasn’t doing his job. He turned and watched her go, started to walk after her, then stopped and waved his hand. Fine. You go annoy someone else.
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      Wolf craned his neck to look out the Tahoe window when they pulled into the Mountain Goat Bar and Grill parking lot. The lit sign, perched high on the steel pole, was taunting something in his subconscious, and that something was clawing at a locked door in Wolf’s mind.

      The parking lot was full, so Luke drove around the back of the building to find an open spot. She parked and Wolf got out. He walked back around to the front and stood looking up.

      Luke stood next to him. “What? For the love of God, speak.”

      Wolf stared at the neon sign. It was the profile of a mountain goat, standing in front of a tall peak. Wolf squinted, blurring the sign into a more basic shape—a tall triangle surrounded by a dark-blue circle.

      “We have to go in here.”

      “Okay. And why?”

      Wolf just shook his head. He didn’t know why yet.

      They threaded their way through two GCSD vehicles parked against the building and walked to the front door.

      The air inside was warm and humid, thick with the smell of bar food. And it was loud. A lot of men, and only a smattering of women, stood around the bar, laughing, yelling, and drinking beers in thick mugs or dark bottles. Some wore uniforms, others loosened dress shirts and slacks, with only a few in plain clothes. Several patrons turned to look their direction, letting their gazes settle on Luke for a second, before finally returning to their conversations.

      “Two?” an impatient looking hostess appeared, pulling out two menus from behind her podium. “Sir?”

      Luke looked up at Wolf, and Wolf turned to the hostess. “We’ll just be going to the bar, thanks.”

      “Okay, have a good time,” she said, shoving the menus back in the slot. She walked away through the packed dining room area and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Wolf stood still and looked around, taking in the interior of the place. There was a wood-framed glass case filled with merchandise next to his head. A dark-blue T-shirt was tacked to the wall inside it, blue coffee mugs, a blue hat, and a square handkerchief.

      Wolf’s eyes widened. “There.”

      Luke stood next to him.

      “Jeffries was wearing that on the trail,” Wolf said, pointing at the handkerchief. “I remember he pulled it up out of his coat to cover his face when he passed us. I remember the white logo pattern, and the dark-blue color. I’m sure of it.”

      Luke frowned. “This is a cop bar. And a lot of the guys at the field office hang here, too.”

      Wolf looked back toward the group at the bar. The conversation had dropped considerably, their attention drawn to Wolf and Luke.

      “I’m sure,” Wolf said and walked in.

      “What are you doing?” Luke asked, following behind him.

      “You come here a lot?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Been a few times, with my brother. And a few times with some guys from the office.”

      Wolf wormed his way past two guys who stepped aside, and another tough-type who didn’t, and then leaned on the bar.

      A fit-looking middle-aged bartender caught his eye and held up a finger.

      Wolf waited patiently and scooted aside for Luke to come next to him. She pressed close and they looked around at the faces. More than a few men eyed Wolf with raised lips, looking like they wanted to start trouble. Bullies, looking at a big enough man who’d made a big entrance, with a beautiful girl, and an arm wound.

      Wolf had been in the situation before, an outsider in another clan’s territory. Suspicion was painted on each of their faces—they were wondering just what this duo was up to.

      “What can I get you?” The bartender was looking at Luke.

      “Who owns this place?” Wolf asked.

      The bartender bent forward and pointed at Luke, ignoring his question. “I’m asking the lady.”

      “And he’s asking you a question,” Luke said.

      The bartender looked meaningfully down the line of patrons on either side of Wolf, and leaned forward. “And who’s asking?”

      Wolf produced his badge. “I’m the sheriff of Sluice County.”

      Luke pulled out her ID badge. “And I’m Special Agent Luke of the FBI.”

      The conversation lowered to a murmur in the span of a second, and every eye was on them.

      “Who owns this bar?” Wolf asked again, keeping his eyes on the bartender.

      The other employee behind the bar looked up from scrubbing a glass.

      “Why?” the bartender asked with a squint.

      “What’s going on, Luke?” a man in a white button-up shirt asked from a few feet away.

      “We’re conducting an investigation,” Luke said with a raised voice, “and would like to know who owns this bar.”

      “T-A-M, LLC owns this bar,” the bartender answered with a cool gaze.

      Wolf noticed a closed wooden door beyond the bar, which would have been a perfect place for a managerial, or owner’s, office.

      Wolf tapped the guy next to him on the shoulder. “Hey, who owns this place?” The guy turned away and sipped his drink. Wolf looked down the line to the next man. “What’s the other guy’s name behind the bar? The guy who was sick yesterday?”

      The man lowered his eyes and took a sip of his beer.

      Wolf shook his head and looked around. “No one knows the owner of this bar? We’re conducting an investigation here. A bunch of cops are just gonna keep tight-lipped?”

      Wolf pushed himself away from the counter and threaded his way through the men. He heard Luke shuffle after him, pardoning herself with a hard voice as she did so.

      One big guy in a GCSD uniform stepped in front of him. “Maybe we just don’t like you,” he said.

      The man was a hand taller than Wolf, and probably a hundred pounds heavier. Wolf felt a pulse of impatience and briefly considered jabbing the man in the nose, then considered the ensuing brawl that would probably follow.

      He nodded and turned away, and then walked back toward the hostess podium through curious glances all around. Luke stepped on light feet behind him.

      “Wolf,” she whispered. “Wolf.”

      Wolf ignored her, walked to the door, stepped outside, and then turned and walked along the exterior of the building.

      “What’s going on?” Luke said.

      Wolf continued to the back of the building, and Luke broke off and headed for the Tahoe. Wolf didn’t. He went to a flat red-painted door with no doorknob on it, and stopped.

      Luke ran up next to him. “What the hell are you doing?” she hissed.

      Wolf pressed his face against the thick glass of a window next to the door, and ran his eyes along its perimeter, eying the interior.

      “Okay, what are you doing?”

      He pulled his pistol and ejected the clip, then racked the slide to remove the round from the chamber. With the butt of his gun he smacked the window. It clanked with a high-pitched ring, but didn’t budge.

      “Jesus!” Luke whispered. “Wolf …”

      Then she grabbed his arm. Wolf pulled himself away and smacked the window again with a loud clang but, again, it didn’t budge.

      Luke pressed herself against the window and held up her hands. “Move. I’ll do it,” she said.

      Wolf looked down at her and, with curiosity piqued, stepped aside.

      She bent down and looked at the ground, searching for something. Then she found a small rock and picked it up, twisted it in the low light and then threw it on the ground. Then she picked up another one and took off her shoe. She flipped her shoe over and pressed the rock in between two square treads on her heel. Then she put her shoe on again, not bothering to tie it, and hopped on her left foot twice, positioning herself in front of the window.

      “What are—”

      She moved with lightning speed, twisting on her left leg until her back was to the window and thrusting a heel kick behind her, connecting in the center of the window.

      The window thumped and spider webbed out from the impact point, shards dropping into the darkness of the room. The glass bounced off carpet inside and broke into smaller pieces.

      Wolf put the sleeve of his jacket over his hand and smacked a few hanging sections, cracking them off and sending them inside.

      He stuck his head in and froze. It was a dark office with a wooden desk in the middle of the space and a couch against the wall. The desk had a desktop computer on it and a laser printer set on the corner. There was a door with a sliver of light underneath it to the interior of the bar. Through it came loud, bellowing laughs, and what seemed to be more noise than ever. The men were probably hopped up and excited about the scene that’d just taken place.

      Wolf kept still, waiting for an indication that they’d been heard.

      “Any time, now,” Luke said, pushing him from behind. “Someone’s going to see us.”

      Wolf stepped in through the window, careful to keep his crotch unscathed, and then watched Luke glide in quickly after him.

      He walked to the door and took a look. There were two twist locks, one on the knob and one above it—both locked, as evidenced by the light passing through the crack in the door. He flipped the light switch and the office lit up.

      Luke looked over at him with wide eyes. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      “Keep an eye on these locks.” Wolf walked around the desk and sat down.

      “And if they start twisting?”

      “Twist ‘em back.”

      Wolf flipped on the computer and looked on the desk as he waited for it to power up. He leaned forward and picked through the contents strewn about.

      “Plastic sheets of paper. Scissors. Wood glue.”

      He bent over and picked out a piece of the plastic from the trash bin on the floor. There was a circle cut out of it about the size of a fist. He held it up for Luke to see, and she gave him a puzzled look.

      He stood and looked at the laser printer, and then pushed the power button. It came to life, beeping and sucking paper into its bowels with a loud whirring.

      Luke looked down at the lock and shook her head as the electronic racket ensued for another few seconds, until the printer spat out a blank sheet of paper onto the floor.

      “Jesus,” she whispered.

      Wolf shook the mouse, selected the printer icon, clicked through some options, and looked up at Luke.

      “Are you good with computers?”

      Luke shrugged. “Yeah, I’m decent, but who isn’t?”

      “Me. Come here.”

      Luke stepped over and looked at the screen. Wolf kept his eyes on the door locks and stood up. “Print the last document that was printed. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah,” she said, sitting down.

      For thirty seconds, Wolf stood by the door, watching the locks, the punched-out window, the dark parking lot beyond it, and Luke clicking the mouse with growing frustration. Finally, she clicked a button and looked at the printer.

      It came to life again, sucking a piece of paper. A few seconds later it was done, and spat out another sheet of paper. This time there was something on it.

      Wolf bent down and picked it up. It was completely white except for a shiny black smudge on the bottom.

      “A fingerprint,” Luke said.

      It looked different from a normal print. It was reversed—the spaces in between the ridges in black, the ridges in white. What resulted was a thick shiny blotch of ink.

      Wolf set it down and looked at the wood glue and the scissors. “Shit,” he breathed.

      Then he looked at the computer screen. “Click on his email.”

      Luke looked at the screen and clicked on an icon on the bottom.

      An email client opened up and loaded.

      “There,” Wolf said.

      “I know, I know,” Luke said, clicking on one of the emails. “Tyler McCall.”

      She looked up at Wolf and frowned.

      Wolf’s gut dropped a foot as he realized what that meant. Tyler McCall. Sergeant McCall of the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department. They were brothers. And then he thought about Deputy Dan Richter coming back to check on his sister in the hospital, and he knew exactly where Sergeant McCall would be.

      “Shit,” he said again. Then he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed.

      Luke looked at him with wide eyes. She stood and paced.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, biting her nails. Then she pulled out her own phone, pushed a number and put the cell to her ear.

      Wolf stood still, listening to the ringing on the phone. The blood drained from his face and his skin itched. With every ring that went unanswered, his chest constricted more, and each breath accelerated faster than the last.

      “Hi, you’ve reached Tom Rachette of—”

      Wolf hung up and looked at Luke.

      “Hey,” she said into the phone, “who went to Rocky Points to cover for you?” She listened for a second, and then nodded at Wolf. “I have to go,” she said, and hung up.

      Wolf’s phone vibrated in his hand and he pushed the button.

      “Hey, sorry, I couldn’t hear—”

      “It’s McCall, Sergeant McCall and his brother were the ones shooting at Jack and me that night!”

      Rachette didn’t speak. Wolf listened to a cacophony of music through the earpiece.

      “Did you hear me?” Wolf screamed into the phone.
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      I’m in place, on the left side.

      McCall read the glowing screen and shoved the phone in his pocket.

      His heart hammered in his chest as he watched the boy shuffle through the crowd in the merchandise tent, and out the other side toward the two lines of portable toilets.

      People lined up everywhere, climbing in and out of the blue disease-boxes, letting the spring-loaded doors thwack shut behind them.

      The boy looked over his shoulder and nodded at McCall, then beelined it to the right side.

      “Hey!” McCall yelled.

      The boy stopped and turned around.

      McCall pointed to the far end on the left. “Over here.”

      The boy looked confused and furrowed his brow. Like, why the hell do you care where I’m taking a leak?

      McCall smiled and waved him over, like he had something hilarious to tell him.

      The boy smiled back and walked over.

      “Over here. You’ve gotta see this first.”

      The boy hesitated, but McCall ignored him and walked forward, pointing in the distance.

      “What?” the boy asked, this time with a little hesitation in his step.

      McCall pulled his pistol and shoved it in the kid’s back. He bent close to his ear and said, “Keep walking and stay quiet, or we’ll kill your dad right now.”

      The boy slowed for a step, and McCall pushed him hard in the middle of his back with the barrel of his Glock.

      “Don’t test me, kid. All I have to do is make a quick phone call and your dad is dead.”

      The boy looked back, clearly scared shitless, and then looked forward, like he was resigned to his fate. It was an oddly mature expression, McCall thought. He’d expected more tears and whimpering from a twelve-year-old.

      “Keep going,” he said as they passed the final toilet and headed onto the darkened slope toward the derelict ski lift in the distance.

      “Freeze, right now.” The girl’s voice was surprisingly close. They had barely walked ten yards into the clearing.

      McCall ignored her, and watched the boy twist and look past him; then he watched the hope drain from the boy’s face.

      “Let’s go,” McCall said, pushing the boy forward.

      Deputy Patterson walked past McCall and stepped in line with the boy. Tyler goaded her from behind with his own pistol, and winced as he pocketed Patterson’s with his bad arm.

      The boy looked back and nodded at Tyler. “That’s the guy I shot in the arm.”

      “Shut up or we’ll just shoot you,” McCall said, poking his back harder.

      “Just stay quiet, honey,” Patterson said to the boy.

      “Yeah, honey,” McCall said, “stay quiet.”
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      “Did you hear me?”

      The panic in Wolf’s voice jolted Rachette into action. He turned and sprinted, immediately barreling into a woman, making her fall face first on the ground.

      “Ah, sorry. Yeah, I hear you!” Rachette’s entire body was tingling and light, like his blood had been replaced with helium. “Shit. Shit.”

      “What? Where’s Jack?”

      “He’s with McCall!” Rachette screamed, narrowly avoiding a toddler as he weaved in and out of the swarming crowd.

      Wolf went silent on the other end of the line, and Rachette’s stomach felt like it had been hit by a cannon ball.

      “I … he’s with Patterson, too. She went after them,” Rachette said in between frantic breaths.

      “Where?” Wolf asked with a cracking voice.

      “They went to the bathroom.”

      Rachette reached the merchandise tent and ran in, crashing through two lines of people purchasing concessions, and to the other side. He twisted and turned, and thumped into a man as he exited. The man cried out and went down onto his back, spilling his beer all over the woman next to him.

      “Sorry!” he called out, not looking back. “Sorry,” he said quieter, this time meaning it for Wolf’s ears.

      “Just get him,” Wolf said.

      Rachette reached the arena-like rectangle of portable bathrooms and stopped in the center.

      “I’m at the bathrooms,” he said, twisting in a circle. “I don’t see them. Shit.”

      Wolf kept silent.

      “They’re not here,” Rachette said.

      “Check beyond …” The connection cut out.

      “What? What?” Rachette said. “Shit.”

      “… slopes.” Wolf’s voice came through. “The trees!”

      “The trees?” Wolf said nothing. Rachette looked at the screen and saw the call was still connected but there was no answer from Wolf.

      His hand was shaking and he almost dropped the phone. Shit. Breathe, he told himself. He took a deep breath and straightened his posture, realizing what Wolf was saying. He sprinted to the end of the bathrooms and looked out onto the darkened ski slope.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Kristen Luke’s eyes glistened as she watched Wolf sit down on the couch and grip his head. He pulled his hair with the fist of his injured arm, and looked through the carpet with wide, unblinking eyes. The mask of terror twisting his face startled her.

      She heard a click on the door, and watched as the lower lock started jiggling. She stepped over and latched the top lock, watched as the knob twisted and the door pushed a millimeter toward her. Then a key entered the top latch again and she locked the knob below it.

      There was a muffled conversation on the other side of the door, and then came a loud knock.

      “Do you see them?” Wolf asked into the phone. His hand was out in front of him, shaking.

      Luke sighed and flipped the lock, then swung open the door. Two cops were a foot away on the other side. At the sight of her they stepped back, raising their weapons.

      “Freeze!” they screamed in unison, and Luke held up her hands.

      The entire bar turned and swarmed toward them.

      “Freeze!” another man yelled, and she saw another gun in her peripheral vision.

      Luke stepped into the testosterone avalanche descending on her and closed the door behind her.

      “Wait, wait! Stop! FBI! FBI!” Special Agent Brookhart jumped and climbed his way through the crowd flashing his ID. “Do not touch that woman, Officer!”

      A uniformed man clamped a hand on her arm like a vice, but let up as he looked at Brookhart scrambling through the crowd. Luke twisted, ripping free, and the man turned back to her. She stepped into his face and glared him down.

      “Easy,” Brookhart said, stepping between them. “Calm down. Stand down, Officer.” He turned to Luke. “What’s going on?”

      “That’s my sister,” Deputy Richter said from somewhere to Luke’s left. “Don’t touch her!”

      Brookhart turned to Luke. “Luke, talk to me.”

      “Tyler McCall, the owner of this bar, is behind the whole thing. Arrest that man”—she pointed at the bartender—“and get your ass in here.”

      Luke watched for a second as the bartender shrunk away from the sudden glares, and then she opened the door and stepped back inside the office.

      Brookhart followed closely, and Luke shut the door behind him.

      “What’s going—”

      Luke put a hand on Brookhart’s shoulder.

      Brookhart took one look at Wolf and went quiet.
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      “I see a light,” Rachette said. “It’s two lights, pointed away from me. Walking away.”

      “Follow them,” Wolf said.

      Rachette took off at a full sprint, instinctively trying to keep his footfalls quiet. His keys rattled every time he planted his left foot, so he pulled them out and dropped them, and then he put the phone in his left hand and pulled his gun.

      “Okay,” he said in between bouncing breaths, “I’m in pursuit.”

      “How far away are they?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know. Three hundred yards?”

      “Where are they? On the catwalk above Sunshine Lift?”

      Rachette shook his head. “I don’t know. What is Sunshine Lift?”

      “The lift at the bottom, the only lift over there.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “On the catwalk. I think. You mean, like a path? No, it’s like a road cut into the mountain. Is that what you mean?”

      “Okay. Listen, you have to calm your breaths. Breathe deeper.”

      His inhales were becoming loud wheezes, and would certainly give him away if he got any closer. His legs were holding up, and he realized Wolf was right. He had to calm down. He was in better physical shape than he was acting. Straight panic had taken hold of him.

      But it was all his fault. All of this. Jack was out there, probably about to get shot, and it was all his fault.

      “… neath them.” Wolf’s voice was breaking up again.

      “What?” Rachette hissed.

      “… walk along the base, underneath …” Wolf’s voice cut out again.

      “Please repeat. Please repeat.” There were three quick beeps in Rachette’s ear, and he looked down at the glowing screen. The call had disconnected. He hit the button to call again, and listened to the phone ring until Wolf’s voicemail answered.

      “Fuck,” he said under his heaving breath, and shoved the phone in his pocket. Then he pulled it back out, flipped down the button to silence it, and put it back. A little thing like that that could ruin everything—his phone ringing or beeping to tell him he had a message. That could get someone killed.

      Rachette looked up at the dim flashlight beams. They were flicking in and out between the trees now, and would probably be completely obscured in the next few seconds.

      He stumbled over a rock and cursed the low light. Could he risk using his flashlight? Not if he kept following them. But if he went below them … that’s what Wolf was saying.

      Rachette looked past the dark lower terminal of the chair lift and saw a gap in the trees. There were two ruts in the grass, barely visible in the moonlight above. They started just next to the chair lift and disappeared into the dark pines straight ahead.

      He had a choice—go up after them, or go below them. If he went up after them, then what? He’d just get louder and louder as he approached, and they could just flip off their lights and pick him off at their leisure. But if he went below, would it take him where he needed to go?

      Going up was suicide and failure. Going below was unknown, but still gave Rachette a glimmer of hope. And Wolf had said go underneath them, along the base. He was sure of it.

      “That’s what Wolf was saying, jackass. Let’s go.” He holstered his pistol and pulled his flashlight off of his duty belt. The flashlight beams above were now gone, completely out of sight. The observation was like a whip cracking into his side.

      He flipped the Maglite on, sending shadows dancing across the slope, and took off in a full sprint toward the rutted road.
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      Wolf looked at his phone and dialed it again. The look on his face made Luke’s breath jump—she couldn’t help it. She cursed herself and fought to keep a straight face, knowing any break in her emotions would only make it that much worse for him.

      There was a commotion going on in the bar, a flurry of arguments breaking out between the men on the other side of the door, but Luke didn’t care. She heard her brother’s booming voice giving orders, and another voice that seemed to be in agreement with him. She didn’t need to be out there, confusing things.

      She looked at Brookhart. He lifted his hands and his eyebrows. Luke closed her eyes and shook her head, and Brookhart, thankfully, had enough brains to just shut up.

      A blue clock with a mountain goat painted on it ticked incessantly, as if taunting them that no matter what they did, time was passing by, and was going to keep passing by.

      Wolf looked up at her with wide eyes. “We need your brother in here, now.”

      Luke ran to the door and opened it. Her brother was holding back another big guy, and it looked like they were going to come to blows any second.

      “Dan!” she yelled.

      Dan turned.

      “Get in here, now!” Her tone spurred her brother into action.

      “What?”

      Luke closed the door behind them, suffocating the commotion outside once again, and looked to Wolf.

      “I need Sergeant McCall’s phone number.” Wolf stood up, and held his finger ready over the screen of his phone.

      Dan dug his out and gave him the number.

      Wolf nodded and stepped to the door outside. Glass crunched underneath his feet as he stopped and twisted the lock, and then stepped out into the darkness, all the while pecking on his phone.

      “What the hell is going on?” Brookhart whispered, turning back to Luke.

      She shook her head. “We’re praying, that’s what’s going on.”
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      Rachette’s legs thumped underneath him with a driving rhythm. He took one strained breath for every two steps and the sound of his pumping blood hammered in his ears.

      Every few seconds he looked up the hill, scrutinizing the overall direction of the path in front of him. It was turning gradually left and steepening, if only by a degree or two. He took both indications as good signs, and trusted that something would catch his eye, tip him off, present itself as the next thing to do.

      For now, all he worried about was narrowing the gap between them and him. At the speed he’d been running, he doubted he was very far behind; in fact, he was pretty sure he’d passed them.

      Distance from them vertically? He really had no clue. He wasn’t a skier or a snowboarder, and wasn’t familiar with the mountain. For the past two winters he’d spent in Rocky Points, the other deputies had made fun of him, calling him a flatlander. And that’s exactly what he was. Growing up on a farm in Nebraska, the closest thing to a hill he’d spent any time on was a ten-foot gully into the creek that split his parents’ property. Hurtling himself down a mountain on skies, wheels, or a board didn’t appeal to him. But he vowed then and there he would learn how to ski the next winter. He would conquer every square foot of the mountain.

      That is, if he was still around. Because what would he be known as if he let Jack die? If he was the sole reason Sheriff Wolf’s son was buried next to his grandfather and his uncle? If that happened, there sure as hell wasn’t going to be a next winter in Rocky Points.

      Rachette shook his head, gritted his teeth, and fought through the burn in his lungs.

      His flashlight beam bounced against the trees on either side—back and forth, back and forth—and just when he wondered whether he should stop and reassess his approach, the trees opened into a wide meadow, and he skidded to a stop.

      Rachette shut off his flashlight, and then backed up a few paces and behind some trees. His chest heaved as he fought to control his breath. The sound of his breathing was too loud, he thought, and he shoved his mouth against his sleeve to muffle the noise. That only made him more desperate for air, so he lowered his arm and tried to pant as quietly as he could.

      He scanned the meadow ahead and realized it wasn’t a meadow but the base of the mountain where a bunch of runs met. There was another dark chair-lift terminal straight ahead, reflecting the moonlight. The gleaming cables stretched up the gradual slope to his left and then shot up for a thousand feet or more and out of sight.

      There was no light ahead, no movement. No flashlight beams flickered through the trees. Over the thumping blood in his ears, he swore he heard the faint echo of a woman’s voice. He held his breath, strained to listen, and heard it again.

      Rachette squinted up the hill, but still saw nothing. There had to have been a reason why they’d taken the upper catwalk instead of the road he’d just run down, and that fact, along with the voice he’d just heard, was telling Rachette that he needed to climb. Fast.

      The voice had come from up and to the left, so he was sure he was ahead of them now, and he aimed to keep it that way. Without further deliberation, he sprinted up the ski run.

      After a hundred yards of climbing the slope, he slowed to a crawl, unable to force his legs to move any faster. His calf muscles were knots, and his hamstrings felt like they were severed. He slowed from a sprint to a fast hike and then, finally, as the slope steepened, to a hands-and-feet crawl. His breath was beginning to wheeze again. His vision was blurring. His body was at its physical limit, but he bared his teeth and let the hate for these men flow through his body like nitroglycerin.

      Now he was nearing the catwalk they were on, he was sure of it. It was just at the top of the rise, above his head. Just ten more feet of clawing up and he would be there.

      Just then he saw a flashlight beam sweep over the top of him, and heard the voice of the woman again. It was Patterson, and she was talking incessantly.

      “… without anyone … or not,” she said.

      They were still too far away. Rachette couldn’t understand anything. Rachette sucked his body close to the slope and continued to climb. Just five feet now separated him from the catwalk above, and it was as far as Rachette wanted to climb.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was probably Wolf calling. He had probably been calling continually for the past twenty minutes and Rachette must have finally climbed into reception.

      He stilled his breath and fought to keep his left calf muscle from cramping, all the while the damn phone vibrating in his pocket. He steadied himself, reached into his pocket, and pushed a button to silence it. Something caught his eye to his right, off underneath the cables of the chair lift. It was a black SUV, parked in the middle of the ski run.

      “… shoot a child? They’re going to find out, I’m telling you. You can’t shoot a child …”

      Patterson’s voice and the scrape and thump of eight feet were so close now. Patterson was talking loudly and breathing rapidly, repeating her sentences over and over again. It was like she was trying to telegraph their position to some unknown rescuer, or she was just losing her mind. Probably both, Rachette thought.

      Rachette squeezed the grip of his pistol. His palm was slick with sweat. He looked down at the fist-sized stones that reflected the moonlight, set his feet, and waited.
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      McCall’s phone vibrated again in his hand, and another text message came up on the screen. He shoved it in his pocket and clenched his teeth.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath. Or maybe he’d screamed it, because Tyler, the boy, and Deputy Patterson all looked at him.

      He was losing control. No, he was well past the point of losing control; he’d already lost it. How the hell could they have found out? They should have killed Wolf. They should have finished the deed, and moved on to the easier prey of his son.

      “You can’t kill a little boy.”

      The little bitch was talking and talking. It was enough to drive him mad.

      He stepped in front of Tyler and poked the gun into the back of her head. “Shut! Up! Or I’ll spray you with this kid’s brains. Turn around.”

      That shut her up. He stepped back behind the boy and looked over at Tyler. Even in the darkness, he could read the concern on his brother’s face.

      “What?” Tyler mouthed.

      McCall looked his brother in the eye for a moment, and then to the black forest, searching his thoughts for answers.

      Everything was unraveling too fast. Options grew to plans in his mind, then popped like bubbles.

      They were going to survive this. That was a certainty in his mind. He had to think about the positives, and about what he wanted, not what he didn’t want.

      Deputy Patterson being there had been an unforeseen complication, but this was good. The plan was originally for the boy to disappear, with Tyler, alone. McCall was going to stay, wait a few minutes, and then go berserk with the rest of law enforcement, steering them in a false direction while Tyler took care of the dirty work. But Patterson had followed, so now McCall was out here in the woods. There was no way his brother would have been able to handle the two alone, not with his bad arm.

      This was good, he told himself again. Because now Wolf had somehow found out about them, and if Patterson hadn’t followed, McCall would have stayed, and would be sitting in handcuffs right now, or dead after a bloody shootout. Now McCall and Tyler had escaped the lion’s den, and had two hostages for insurance. It was all good fortune.

      Shit. Panic flooded him, and for a second it seemed there was no way he could hold it back. He was too smart to kid himself anymore. Standoff hostage situations never worked out well for the hostage takers. Never. Not in America. Not in this century.

      They had to run, and do so intelligently. Wolf had already warned them that there was no way to escape in a vehicle. In the last text message, he’d even used the road name Tyler had driven up here on. McCall thought Wolf was bluffing because the bulk of the Sluice County law enforcement was a mile behind them, at the festival grounds.

      McCall liked their chances for escape, but they would need to be quick. They’d packed a few bars of gold in the SUV, just as an insurance policy in case something did go wrong. And it had gone very wrong. The stash would be enough dead weight to carry without hauling these two around on top of it. He felt nothing for the boy. The kid had had a loving father, and that was more than he’d ever had. But he did feel a twinge of regret about having to kill the cute little Deputy Patterson, though he could put the blame squarely on that kid renting out the mountain bikes.

      “All right. Just a second, stop,” McCall said.

      They all stopped, and the girl turned around with a defiant look.

      “Just leave us alone,” she said in an icy tone.

      “Shoot them,” he said. He’d have killed them himself, but his brother had the sound suppressor.

      He turned to look into the woods, and waited for the deed to be over.

      Three thumps, in quick succession, came from the catwalk behind them, as if someone was running up fast. McCall twisted and pointed his flashlight just in time to see a rock bounce to a stop.

      “Wha—”

      A horrific animal noise came from in front of them, and McCall spun around with his flashlight. It was a man coming straight at them, screaming psychotically with a pistol pointed forward.

      McCall raised his pistol and shot as quick as he could. He could hear the spits of Tyler’s gun next to him between the deafening flashes of brilliant light kicking the barrel of his own gun.

      Then something connected with his arm, pushing his aim to the right, just as he fired another shot. He watched in agony as his pistol erupted with fire, and his brother’s head jerked away.

      McCall reeled in horror as his brother’s body crumpled, hit in the temple by his own round! He pointed his flashlight beam for an instant, studying Tyler’s lifeless body, and then he turned with a surge of fury. Before he could raise his gun again, something hit the side of his head. It was so loud in his skull and so jarring that his whole body went limp for a second. The next thing he knew, he tasted dirt, and something hot stung his temple. Then a spear of pain ripped through his head, and then there was nothing.
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      Wolf, Luke, and Patterson followed the doctor into the bright room. The shades were pulled up, letting the morning light reflecting off the mountains through the windows. Machines beeped and pumped, and tubes snaked off them to the bed and underneath blue sheets where Rachette was laid out.

      At the sight of his deputy, Wolf felt a sense of pride so strong that tears began to pool in his eyes.

      Rachette woke when they reached his bed. “Hey,” he said with a dry voice. His face dropped when he saw Wolf. “I’m sorry.”

      Wolf shook his head. “For what?”

      “It was my fault all this happened,” he said, clamping his eyes shut, like the thought hurt him more than the three gunshot wounds to his body.

      “You saved my son’s life, Tom.” Wolf used such a loud and clear tone that Rachette opened his eyes.

      A tear spilled down Wolf’s cheek and he made no attempt to hide it. Instead, he reached up and patted Rachette on the head. “You didn’t get shot here, did you?” he asked.

      Rachette broke into a smile and winced the instant he started laughing.

      “Careful, son,” Doctor Sobel said, and he gently pulled Patterson out of the way and stepped close to Rachette. After checking the various monitors, he turned to Wolf and looked over his glasses. “Let’s try to keep the jokes to a minimum. The staples in his abdomen are rated for grins only.”

      “I’m all right, Doc,” Rachette said. “I’m all right.”

      Doctor Sobel stepped away and picked up his clipboard off the food tray.

      “I don’t remember much.” Rachette looked at Patterson. “You gonna tell me what happened up there?”

      Patterson gave a sideways glance to Wolf, then looked at Rachette. “You redeemed your idiocy just in time. They were just about to shoot us. If you hadn’t come out of the trees and thrown yourself into three bullets, Jack and I would be dead.”

      Rachette closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “I just remember yelling and then dying.”

      Patterson and Wolf exchanged looks.

      “You lost a lot of blood,” Wolf said. “You got a personal chopper ride here.”

      Rachette nodded. “And what happened to them? McCall and whoever that asshole was with him?”

      “It was his brother. And they’re dead,” Wolf said, glancing at Patterson.

      Rachette watched Wolf’s eyes, and then shifted his gaze to Patterson. “Good job, Patterson,” said Rachette. He eyed her with a hint of devotion.

      Patterson looked unnerved. “Uh, sure. Hey, that’s what we do, right?”

      They stood in silence, listening to the ticks, beeps, and hisses of the medical equipment.

      Luke gently gripped Wolf’s arm and held up her phone, which was lit up with the name Brookhart. Wolf nodded.

      “Good job,” Luke said to Rachette, and then she turned and walked out.

      Rachette and Patterson watched Luke leave the room. “Who was that?” Rachette asked with a confused look.

      “Special Agent Luke, FBI, Glenwood Springs. She’s helping with the case.”

      “Ah, nice.” Rachette looked back at Wolf, and then bounced his eyebrows.

      “And the idiocy returns,” Patterson said, “and so soon.”

      “This idiot saved you from certain death.” Rachette sniffed and looked at Wolf. “Don't you forget it.”

      “My hero,” she said.

      “Where’s Jack?” Rachette asked.

      “Out in the lobby with Sarah.”

      “And he’s okay?”

      Wolf nodded, and laid his hand on Rachette’s shoulder. “Good job. I’m gonna go now. You rest, and I’ll be back.”

      Rachette’s eyes glistened with tears, and he nodded.

      Patterson hovered a hand over Rachette’s shoulder, then over the other one, and then settled for patting him on the head. “Good job.”

      Rachette closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Wolf and Patterson turned to leave.

      “You have to teach me to ski this winter.”

      They turned around and saw Rachette craning his neck forward, glaring at Patterson with utter seriousness.

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you.”

      “Okay. What? Why?”

      Rachette closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “Because you’re my partner.” Rachette huffed another deep breath and fell dead asleep.

      Patterson pulled down the corners of her mouth and left the room.

      “Doctor.” Wolf motioned, and Doctor Sobel followed him out of the room.

      When they got out into the hall, Wolf turned to him. “How’s it looking?”

      Doctor Sobel lifted his glasses onto his gray head of hair and nodded. “It’s looking good. The abdomen shot missed the liver and stomach, and we got the bullet out without complications. The leg will heal, but I’m afraid it could take a long time, and he may have a slight limp. I’m not so sure about that last skiing comment, let’s put it that way. The arm will be fine. It was a clean through-and-through shot on the top of his forearm, and missed all the tendons.”

      Wolf nodded, and shook his hand.

      The waiting area was full of deputies, all looking exhausted, hanging on Patterson’s hushed words.

      “So? What did the doctor say?” Wilson asked Wolf.

      Wolf nodded. “He’ll be fine. Let’s give him some time to rest, everybody. He needs it. And the music festival goes on.”

      The room bustled as the deputies stood and streamed out.

      Wolf walked through the waiting room into the bright entryway of the hospital, and was greeted with a sight he wasn’t prepared for.

      Special Agent Luke was talking with Jack and Sarah. Sarah was smiling wide and nodding, gripping Jack next to her as if he would blow away in the wind if she let go.

      Wolf took a deep breath and approached.

      “Hi,” Sarah said. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail and she wore flannel pants. Despite being ripped from slumber in the middle of the night with uncertain news about her son for the second time that week, she looked surprisingly chipper and as flawless as ever.

      “Hi,” Wolf said, feeling his face flush a little. Exactly why, he wasn’t sure. “I see you’ve met Special Agent Luke.”

      “Yes, and I was just meeting Jack, here,” Luke said with a flash in her eye. “What a beautiful son you two have.”

      Jack gave an aw-shucks grin and leaned against his mother.

      “Hi David,” a deep voice said behind him.

      Wolf turned around and stepped aside for Mark Wilson. “Hello, Mark.”

      Mark passed by, holding two cups of styrofoam coffee. He handed one to Sarah, stepped close, and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

      “Is Deputy Rachette going to be all right?” Mark asked.

      Wolf nodded and looked down at Jack. “He’s going to be fine.”

      Jack was glaring into nothing. Wolf reached down and brushed his hair. “You okay, buddy?”

      Jack looked up and nodded.

      He didn’t look it. He’d experienced a lot more first-hand violence in the past week than most people would in a lifetime, and he wasn’t even thirteen yet.

      The five of them stood in awkward silence for a beat.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you. I’ve gotta get back.” Luke gave a quick wave and walked away.

      Sarah, Mark, and Jack watched her leave through the glass doors and then looked at Wolf. Sarah’s lip turned up a little.

      “I’ll be back,” Wolf said, and walked outside.

      It was sunny outside and a warm breeze pressed his T-shirt against his chest. There were a few people walking in the parking lot, but Luke was nowhere in sight. He sighed and adjusted his sling, which sent a wisp of air into his shirt that tickled his arm bandage and the rest of his scabbed-over wounds.

      “Looking for me?”

      Wolf turned and saw Luke on the sidewalk. Her head was tilted, and her brown hair flowed behind her in the wind.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said, “actually I was.”

      “She’s beautiful, your ex-wife.”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, she is.”

      Luke brushed her hair behind her ear and smiled.

      “What did Brookhart have to say?” Wolf asked.

      Luke pursed her lips and shoved her hands in her pockets. “They found a shit load of gold in a safe at McCall’s house. Took them all night to crack it, but when they opened it, it was full of gold kilo bars. Over a hundred and fifty of them.”

      Wolf whistled. “Wow.”

      They started walking down the sidewalk.

      “At least five point seven six million worth. And that’s not including the stuff in the SUV.”

      Wolf whistled again.

      Luke nodded. “Yeah. And they found a lot of stones and gems in the safe, too. According to Brookhart, they look really old, with carvings in them. Then there were a few pieces with the gold and gems still intact. Old bracelets and a dagger. They took some pictures and sent them to DC, and some analysts think the dagger is part of the Bactrian stuff, like you were talking about, and the others are probably part of what was looted from the National Museum during the civil war.”

      “Too bad for Clark and the McCalls,” Wolf said.

      “They also found out that our pilot, Ryan Clark, was a cousin of Tyler and Adam McCall,” said Luke.

      Wolf nodded. “It was the McCalls next to Clark in that picture. It took me the drive from Glenwood last night, then a few hours to sleep on it, but I think I’ve got everything figured out by now.”

      Luke stopped and turned to him. She nodded. “I think I do too.” Her eyes welled up and tears started to drip down her cheeks. “They found that my brother’s fingerprints at my house, and the one on the container, were too big to be real. Both sets were the same exact dimensions, just under two microns too big to be my brother’s real prints.”

      “The old reverse-relief printout slathered with wood glue trick.” Wolf shook his head. “Clever enough to fool us, I guess.”

      “But getting the resolution right, and pixels per inch, and whatever else they didn’t know, meant they were off by two microns. I would like to think we’d have caught it eventually.”

      She looked down at her feet and then looked up at Wolf. “Thank you so much.”

      Wolf shrugged. “Why?”

      “Brookhart also said you called last night asking to compare the writing on the note to Jeffries’s army application.”

      Wolf lifted his chin. “And?”

      She nodded, and let the tears flow freely down her cheeks. “And now I don’t think my brother was involved in this.”

      “No, he wasn’t. The way I see it is that’s why the guy on the EOD team made that statement … that your brother had gone after the other three the next day. Because that’s exactly what he did. Your brother wasn’t in on the whole thing; he was trying to stop them, trying to reel in his men. I think he tracked them down, and the only way forward for Jeffries, Hartley, and Quinn was to kill him, and then bury his body in that explosion. We’ll never know exactly what happened, but your brother didn’t fit the profile of these other guys. They were all a bunch of misfits, with nothing to live for here.”

      Luke exhaled. “Ask Danny, and he’ll tell you Brian was like that.”

      “But you know that’s not true,” Wolf said. “You knew Brian. Was he like that? Would he fake his own death for some gold?”

      Luke sniffed and shook her head. “No, he wouldn’t.”

      Wolf nodded. “It was Wade Jeffries who wrote that note. The note was a confession and the gold bars an atonement for what they did. He regretted what they’d done to your brother. You deserve some of this, too. I’m sorry, it said. The note explains it all.”

      Luke wiped her eyes and nodded, her expression steely now. “So I think it all started with Ryan Clark and Wade Jeffries, right?”

      “That’s what I think,” Wolf said. “It fits. They went to the same high school in Delta and must have been friends. Jeffries comes across the gold somehow in Afghanistan, and he knows just the guy to help him get it out—his cargo pilot buddy, Clark. So they meet and go over their plan, probably right there at the Mountain Goat while Jeffries is in Colorado on leave. Clark agrees to help the team, for an equal cut, and then he goes and tells his cousins, the McCalls, which was bad news for the EOD team.

      “Because the McCalls come up with a better plan. It’s a perfect opportunity that lands in their laps. These guys fake their own deaths seven thousand miles away, and all they have to do is wait for them to bring them their load of gold—with really no risk of bringing suspicion on themselves, because who would miss a bunch of already dead guys?”

      “Jeffries’s mother and sister would,” Luke said.

      Wolf nodded. “They would.”

      “Best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry,” said Luke in a lofty voice.

      Wolf looked up in thought. “Or shit happens?”

      Luke smiled.

      “And, yes,” Wolf said, “things like Wade Jeffries contacting his mother and sister, and Jack and I walking into one of their executions, unraveled their perfect plan in a hurry.”

      Luke looked up at Wolf and then down at her feet; then she stepped into Wolf, got on her toes, and before Wolf could react, pressed her warm lips against his.

      Wolf stood still in shock for a second, and then he returned the kiss, meeting her swirling tongue with his own. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and wrapped it around her waist, and she pressed herself close.

      A few seconds later they parted, and Luke stared him in the eye. “My hero,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Wolf chuckled and shook his head.

      Luke’s face dropped. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Wolf said. “You’re welcome.”

      Luke pulled down her blouse and pulled her hair behind her ear. “When are you coming to get your truck?”

      Wolf nodded. His SCSD SUV was finally out of the FBI lot and back in his hands, but the Toyota still sat at the Garfield County Sheriff’s Department building in Glenwood Springs, helpless and abandoned. “Oh yeah, I probably need to come get that.”

      “Want a ride?”

      “Not today,” Wolf said. “There's too much happening here this weekend for me to go killing more time running around with you.”

      Luke nodded and smiled. “Well, maybe you’ll give me a call when things let up?”

      Wolf smiled. “That sounds good.”

      Luke nodded again and turned around. “Okay, I’ll let you get back to your—” She spun around on her heels. “Hey, wait. I almost forgot. You’re a complete asshole.”

      Wolf peaked his eyebrows. “And why is that?”

      “I just met your son inside, and that picture you showed me, that night you almost ran me off the road? That wasn’t your son. That kid in the picture was younger and had black hair. Totally different looking.”

      Wolf squinted. “Oh yeah, that was Wilson’s kid. He has a ton of pictures all over his desk.”

      Luke grinned ear-to-ear and then turned around. “On second thought, don’t call me.”

      Wolf watched her swaying hips as she walked down the sidewalk toward her Tahoe.

      “I’ll come over and we can have a beer again,” he said.

      Luke popped open her door and stepped one foot inside. She stopped and looked him up and down, then covered her mouth, stifling a laugh.

      “What?” Wolf’s face dropped.

      “I was just thinking about the last time you came over for a beer.”

      Wolf stood dumbly. “You’re thinking about me naked.”

      She whipped her head to the sky and climbed in. “You’re trouble, David Wolf,” she said, and shut the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 55

        

      

    

    
      Wolf stood alone in a vast park in Aspen, sweating through the armpits of his T-shirt. Alone, yet surrounded by tens of attentive parents and over a hundred scrambling pre- and post-pubescent kids in full football gear. It was mid-July, without a breath of wind, in the mountains of Colorado, which meant it was dry and hot—not good weather for full pads. Despite the skin-scorching sun, the two-day football camp was scheduled to end in authentic fashion, and so it did for all age groups—with a full-length scrimmage, with referees and everything.

      Wolf couldn’t help but think back on that fateful night for the thousandth time since, and Jack and Wolf’s conversation. Though Jack still hadn’t grown a lick since then—it had only been a month—Wolf felt somehow more assured for his son’s safety. Then again, as he watched three of the largest kids on the opposite team lumber onto the field, he decided he could have been jumping the gun.

      “Your son on black or yellow?” a female voice asked from a few feet away.

      Wolf turned and saw an attractive woman hanging on the muscular arms of a tan, gold-adorned man behind her.

      “Yellow,” Wolf said.

      The man and woman turned back to the field without a response. Black.

      Wolf studied the happy-looking couple for a moment and then turned back to the field. He couldn’t help it; the sight of the big guy draping his arms around that beautiful woman had him thinking of Sarah and Mark. Again. Mark, and his unshakable presence in their lives—and apparently Wolf’s thoughts. Not that Wolf was necessarily trying to shake him—mentally or physically. Not that Wolf didn’t appreciate the help and the positive influence in Sarah’s life. After all, Mark was keeping her straight and healthy. And happy. Hell, Mark had even driven Jack the hour and a half to this football camp when Wolf had been stuck at work the day before.

      Wolf supposed that if he hadn’t had Special Agent Kristen Luke as a prospect in his life at the moment, he’d be a hell of a lot more depressed when he saw big guys with beautiful women on their arms. But Luke was a prospect. They’d enjoyed dinner together on a few occasions in the past month. It was clear they liked each other’s company, and it was more lately discovered that they were extremely compatible in other ways.

      Wolf couldn’t help but smile a little and exhale as he daydreamed about their recent date. It was a shame she was so close, just thirty minutes up the road, but couldn’t make it down to visit.

      A month later, she was still wrapping up the case—their case. Apparently, some bigwigs from DC had flown in earlier that day, and she was debriefing them on one of the more high-profile crimes the mountains of Colorado had seen in over thirty years.

      Looking into the lives of the McCalls was turning out to be quite a candle-burner for Luke and the FBI. Forensic accountants had uncovered that Adam and Tyler McCall not only jointly owned the Mountain Goat Bar and Grill, but had been deeply involved in the distribution and sale of cocaine and marijuana in the valley Wolf stood in at the moment. The McCalls had been millionaires before the gold, and had apparently used Sergeant McCall’s position of authority to keep suspicion off themselves.

      The fact that they’d run a cop and FBI bar as a front establishment was turning out to be an embarrassing and unrelenting topic in the local papers, which were raising questions about the effectiveness of law enforcement and local FBI. The illegal drug underground was another hot topic in print—just where they burrowed, and whether there were more corrupt men of authority, and, if so, where. Wolf had to admit being intrigued by it all and was keeping up with the news with the rest of the population.

      Luke was compounding her own work by ruffling buzz cuts, trying to get someone in the army to help her look for her brother’s body in Tora Bora. It wasn’t working, and Wolf found there was little in the way of his contacts either. All he could do was point to the mounting evidence that Brian Richter had been killed, completely detaching him from the whole incident, and console her.

      “Set, hut! Hut!” The field of boys broke into a swarm of movement and ground to a halt after the whistle, with half the kids ending up in a pile.

      Wolf took a deep breath and searched through the kids for Jack. He was a good head shorter than most, but zoomed around the field and was easy to spot.

      Just a heartbeat of panic hit him, wondering whether he’d done the right thing by convincing Sarah that Jack was ready, despite his size. But Wolf was sure of it—he would be okay. He’d seen Jack get through hell, albeit with a healthy dose of fear, but with zero hesitation and a clearer head than a few soldiers Wolf had served with. Jack could take care of himself, and Wolf didn’t want to deny his son something that made him so happy.

      “Hut!” Grunts and the dull plastic thud of helmets filled the air, and then the thump of cleats as two wide receivers and their defensive counterparts flew by, sending a swirl of wind into Wolf.

      Just when the chaos behind the line of scrimmage looked to be collapsing into another heap of motionless bodies, a tight spiral sailed into the blue sky.

      Wolf watched the trajectory of the pass and flicked his eyes to where it would land—smack into a group of players with black jerseys. One huge defensive player shuffled backwards, and may as well have been licking his lips as he eyed the ball, while another tall kid slowed his trot to get underneath the ill-aimed pass. The ball dropped lower, and before it reached the group of defensemen with outstretched arms, a yellow jersey streaked in and bounced out of the sea of black, snagged the ball with two hands, twisted, and dipped down out of sight.

      A barrage of shouting erupted from the sidelines, and the black jerseys began dropping like dominos as they tripped over themselves and mowed into one another, trying desperately to catch Jack, who was now sprinting his way past defenders, down the line of orange cones, and into the end zone.

      Jack dropped the ball and gave some of his teammates five, ignoring the slaps on his helmet, acting like it was just another touchdown, like he was used to it.

      “Damn, that kid’s got some skills,” the man next to Wolf said, still gripping the woman tight.

      Wolf made eye contact with Jack and nodded, unable to hold back his smile anymore. “Yeah,” he said. “He does.”

      

      THE END
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      The man leaned over the wheel, squinting through the windshield as another powdery gust of wind hit the side of his truck.

      All he saw was a swarm of snowflakes illuminated by his headlights, and he felt his eyeballs twitch back and forth as he tried desperately to get his bearings. When he instinctively let off the gas, the truck lurched and stuttered, rocking him in the seat. He kicked the clutch and downshifted to first, and then he felt the truck meander to the side, though to which side was impossible to tell.

      It was useless trying to orient himself. Like looking through the eyepiece of a twisting kaleidoscope. Just as he was about to stomp the brakes, the whiteout let up and the two pinpoints of red light flitted back into view on the otherwise deserted county road ahead.

      Dammit. He turned the wheel left and got back into the twin ruts in the snow he’d been following, hoping to God they were somewhere near the center and safe from drainage ditches, roadside boulders, and anything else hidden under the blanket of ever-thickening white that could derail his plans.

      County 15 was a desolate, winding dirt thoroughfare with steep drops off the left shoulder in a few spots. Houses were few and far between. If a driver got in trouble here, it was a long walk to get help, and an even longer one in weather like this—overall a stupid place to be driving tonight.

      He was waiting for his quarry to call it quits, turn around, and coast back down the hill before the deepening drifts stranded them. Maybe they would take the girl back to one of their places or go to a hotel or something.

      He looked at his watch—11:26 p.m., Saturday night, on the eve of surely the biggest powder day on the mountain in years. Fat chance of getting a hotel room. Out-of-town skiers on the mountain today would have sensed the opportunity and snatched up any vacancies after the big gala.

      What a night to have a big event on the mountain, he thought with a shake of his head. It was going to be mayhem for people getting back down the gondola and to their homes and hotel rooms.

      He scratched his nose and grasped the wheel with a two-hand white-knuckle grip. The defroster howled, blowing hot air on the highest setting against the windshield. Regardless of the wipers’ speed, an immovable arc of water remained on the glass. The red taillights ahead illuminated it, and it reminded him of oozing fresh blood.

      For the past day he’d seen red, and the way this girl was acting was only driving him madder as the seconds ticked by. Picking up two men in the span of half an hour? She’d simultaneously proven herself a bigger whore than he’d already thought and killed his entire plan in one slutty move.

      He shook his head and gripped the wheel even tighter, and then spat onto the floor of the passenger seat and growled aloud. He’d never felt more disgust with any human beings than with those conniving behind the scenes of Rocky Points.

      Well, he’d felt a similar disgust once before. And that? That had ended badly. Was he going to remember anything after this? Or was he going to wake up in blood again? The thought made him nervous and his hands were slick on the wheel.

      Because the memory of his first time was buried deep in the cave of his mind and he didn’t have a map to find it, he knew this was going to be like his first time all over again. It had to be done. He would not fail. He turned the heater knob down and the cab quieted. The digital clock changed to 11:30. This was looking to be futile. They were going to her house, if they could make the last mile, and then what? It was sure to be full of roommates, and the neighbors who lived in that line of six houses in the middle of nowhere, and no opportunity. The driver bared his teeth and shook his head.

      Ahead, the taillights rounded the corner and disappeared from sight. All he could see was the thick curtain of swollen flakes flying into the lights, the windshield and the twin tire grooves.

      Damn, it was deep, he thought, looking to the left and barely seeing the trees in the forest. The snow had started at sundown, and really ramped up after nine. By the looks of the ruts, at least twenty inches had accumulated already, and the storm was still coming in full force.

      Enough was enough. He should quit and get back home while he could. He started scanning for the widest part of the road to turn around.

      Ahead, the lights flared red and he jammed his foot down on his own brake. The truck had stopped.

      He shut off his headlights and the chaotic scene outside went black. He squinted and blinked as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Finally, he could see the twin grooves running up the road, disappearing into a television-static night, and then the faint lights of the motionless truck.

      It was almost impossible to see—the snow and wind were relentless—but he swore that the cab light flicked on and then off. The tail lights shone as the truck backed and K-turned, and then the truck’s headlights were coming straight at him.

      His pulse jumped as he considered his next play. He flicked on his headlights and shifted into first. His knobby tires spun briefly and then caught. He shifted into second, following the tracks ahead. Less than a minute later the truck’s headlamps glared into his cab as it passed. He squinted and held up his hand to cover his face, figuring the truck’s occupants might be pressed against their windows and wondering who in their right mind was out in this weather along with them.

      He sighed and looked in his rearview mirror. The taillights disappeared around the corner without braking.

      It was over, he decided. He followed the ruts to the point where the truck had turned around. There was no sense breaking new ground and risking falling over the edge of the road, sitting in a snowdrift overnight, and possibly dying for his carelessness.

      As he drove, he tested the high beams. Visibility was worse, so he shut them off.

      He leaned forward again and squinted. When he’d flicked off his lights, he could have sworn he’d glimpsed a dark figure along the right shoulder several yards ahead.

      He blinked rapidly, then squinted again. And when the shape moved, his pulse jumped. It was a person.

      “Holy shit,” he whispered to himself, and sat up straighter in his seat.

      It was her. There was no mistake. She was waving, and then she held up a gloved thumb.

      The man swallowed, letting his brain process the opportunity standing in front of him. His mission, melting away moments ago, had now dropped in his lap, and he found himself wondering what to do.

      He slowed down and stopped next to her. Before he knew it, her face had filled the passenger window. As she pressed against the glass and peered inside, the driver opened up the center console, grabbed the gun’s rough plastic handle, and pulled it out.

      If he shot her when she opened the door, would he black out and wake up a few hours later? Just sitting in a car, engine running, door open, and a bloody corpse lying nearby, waiting for early-morning plows to discover them? Was he even conscious now? Was he dreaming?

      His breathing was frantic, and his skin tingled as sweat glands opened up all over his body.

      She pounded on the window and yelled something too muffled to hear.

      He clicked the lock and she opened the door. The dome light went on and a blast of snow and cold swirled into the cab as she bent inside. He tucked the revolver in between his legs way too late, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Hey, it’s you! What the hell are you doing up here? Don’t answer, I don’t care. Can I get a ride?”

      “Yeah, get in,” he said. His voice sounded a mile away in his own ears. He reached into the center console again, pulled out his leather gloves, and put them on.

      She jumped up onto the seat butt-first and knocked her feet together out the door to drop off the snow, and then twisted into the chair and shut the door.

      The cab was suddenly filled with her sniffling and breathing and a flowery scent. She pulled off her wool hat, flipping snow all over the dashboard.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Shit. Thank God you’re up here. Oh, man … do you think you can get up the rest of this hill to my house? Do you know where I live?”

      The driver stared at her and smiled. Or was he sneering? He couldn’t tell.

      She looked at him and frowned. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      The driver picked up the revolver and pointed it at her face.

      “Oh, God!” She twisted and grabbed for the handle, and then put her hands up and shut her eyes. “Please. Please. Don’t hurt me. What are you doing?”

      “You know you killed her, right?”

      “What?” she said, still cowering against the door. “What?”

      Every muscle in his body tensed as rage overtook him.

      “Unzip your coat,” he said, flipping on the cab light.

      Her eyes were wild and wide, pupils tiny, mascara running down her cheeks. She nodded profusely. “Yeah, okay,” she said, fumbling to take off her gloves. At first, she moved quickly to unzip her jacket. Then she looked up at him as if a sudden brainstorm had given her an idea, and she slowed down, arching her back a little and taking a calming breath. “Yeah, let’s get comfortable.”

      He set his jaw and inhaled deeply to contain his rage. It figured this whore would think if she puts out, he would punch her ticket out of this. He kept his aim steady and pulled up on the emergency brake, shifted into neutral, and let up his feet from the clutch and brake.

      “Now pull open your jacket with both hands, and pull it down your back, and push out your boobs again.”

      She smiled and gave him a wink, and then slowly did as she was told.

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and scooted his chair all the way back, watching her closely. She was now sitting with her hands effectively wrapped against her sides, but he would need to make sure she couldn’t fight back, so he put the gun to her head and climbed on top of her, and then put his knees on her arms.

      She gave him a smile and closed her eyes, trying to look like she was enjoying it, unconvincingly so.

      He dropped the gun on the driver’s side seat and grasped her neck. First, he just gripped her and started squeezing. And then she started to squirm.

      There was no preparing for this moment, and her fierce counter-attack startled him. She thrashed and twisted underneath him, and he tightened his grip until his muscles shook, and then he gripped harder still.

      She sagged down in the seat, like she was trying to escape by sliding underneath his legs, but he just leaned on her harder and a gurgling sound bubbled from her lips. Even through the leather gloves, he could feel the pounding of the blood in her neck. Then, after what seemed like an eternity, she went still, and the pounding stopped.

      He gripped her for a while longer, knowing she was already dead, but just wanting to make sure. He finally eased his grip, the leather of his gloves peeling off her skin as he pulled away.

      He had almost forgotten. With a quick movement, he opened the center console again and pulled out the tube of Ruby Fire lipstick. He removed the cap, carefully twisted the tube’s base to expose the right height of color, and then applied the mark to her forehead. He leaned back and assessed his work. Maybe not exactly like the original, he thought, but close enough.

      He wiped a tear from his cheek before it dropped onto the warm lifeless body. It was strange. As the seconds ticked by and he replayed images of the past few minutes, a persisting adrenaline spike spawned an airy sense of wonder. I did it. I strangled her. I killed this pathetic excuse for a human being. Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me, he thought. Maybe I am out cold, lying on a dead woman in a running vehicle on a deserted road in the middle of the night.

      He slowed his breathing and looked around, watching the flying flakes and listening to the windshield wipers squeal behind him. Then he felt the warmth on his knee and jumped over onto the driver’s side. She had pissed herself, and it was all over the seat.

      He reached over, pulled on the door handle, and then shoved her out. She ended up hanging out the door with her legs still jammed inside on the floor, so he crawled onto the passenger seat, feeling the warm liquid soak through his jeans, and then rolled her out into the deep snow.

      For a few seconds he stared, watching the snow cover her body like a lace veil, and he again wondered if this surreal scene was a dream. The bitter-cold wind and his sticky wet jeans reeking of urine convinced him otherwise. It seemed real because it was real.

      He climbed back in the driver’s seat and decided that even if it were a dream, the prudent thing would be to dream about getting the hell out of there. So, he turned the truck around and did just that.
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      The anticipation on the pass was electric. If Wolf had not been cocooned in his winter duty gear—hat, gloves, fully zipped coat, pants, boots—he was sure his body hair would have been standing on end.

      “Waiting on you, Sheriff,” the distant-sounding voice crackled through everyone’s radios.

      Wolf looked at the other bundled faces and wide eyes of the people around him, and then shifted his gaze up the snow-blanketed highway that bent out of sight behind the pillowed pines. It was the day after a huge dump of snow, and a beautiful morning on a bluebird day, as skiers called it—a cloudless, radiant sky. Despite the crowd surrounding him, Wolf regarded the scene as desolate and peaceful. For the moment.

      He turned to look past the congregation of official personnel that surrounded him. A few hundred yards down the highway, a line of still vehicles puffed exhaust behind a closed gate arm. For five minutes now, people had been abandoning their vehicles and huddling on the roadside next to the fresh wall of plowed snow, jockeying for position to see, cell-phone cameras swinging between the bright mountaintop and the congregation of Sluice County sheriff’s deputies, Rocky Points Rescue volunteers, and Colorado Department of Transportation workers milling in the cold shaded road above them.

      An RKPT-News 8 crew had set up next to the road gate, with an expensive camera mounted on a tripod, lens aimed high up the mountain.

      “Stand by!” Wolf shouted, a puff of cloud jetting from his mouth. He thumbed the radio button and brought it to his lips. “All clear.”

      The uniformed men and women surrounding Wolf swiveled in unison to look up, and he gave a final glance to the line of vehicles down the road. They reacted to the synchronized commotion and stared up. He watched as motorists nearest the front shouted down the line and people began sprinting toward the gate for a better view.

      Wolf felt like he had just opened a cage containing a wild beast.

      “Fire in the hole,” Bob Duke, longtime director of the resort’s ski patrol, said through the radio.

      Even through the tiny speaker, Wolf could hear Bob’s high-pitched excitement, and it coaxed Wolf’s body to tense and tingle. He resigned himself to the moment, and assured himself that they’d taken every precaution so that no one would be in harm’s path. Wolf had taken CDOT’s recommended perimeter around the slide zone and doubled it. He had discussed the terrain above the motorists in detail with the avalanche specialists. There was nothing more to do but …

      Two sharp-edged blasts thumped the air, and Wolf looked up.

      The deputies nearby started to whoop as a white cloud began billowing from the bowl high above.

      On a normal blast day, when the conditions on the resort’s southernmost bowl were just right to slide, a triggered avalanche would make its way down a third of the mountain, and stop in the relatively flat zone at the bottom of Brecker Bowl along the southern boundary of the resort.

      But if snow conditions were just right (or just wrong) and an especially deep layer of powder lay over a weak layer of sugar snow, the slide could ride through the flat zone and spill into the treeless chute that had been gouged out over the millennia by other slides. An especially big avalanche could get as far as the highway. That specific zone was a safe distance up the road, clearly discernable by smaller, younger trees and an open glade.

      According to Duke’s earlier assessment, backed by over thirty years of experience with the Rocky Points Resort ski patrol, there was a small chance they were going to see a slide reach the road, or something even bigger. The official accumulation from last night’s storm was twenty-seven inches at the peak, and conditions had conspired to prevent CDOT and ski patrol from preemptively blasting the bowl. Topping that, the wind had shifted and come strong out of the north all night, loading at least nine feet of wind-deposited snow underneath a freshly sculpted cornice, all on top of a layer of depth-hoar crystals, or sugar snow, a result of the resort’s dry and sunny conditions over the past month.

      For ski conditions on the rest of the mountain, and the skiers who would be enjoying them all day, the new snow was a godsend. But as Wolf watched the white cloud explode from the bowl above, he wondered if this wasn’t something sent from hell.

      The deputies and personnel surrounding Wolf began to shift at the sight of the pyroclastic flow-like explosion traveling down the mountain, and everyone, including Wolf, let out a gasp of amazement.

      The billowing mass rumbled, and the hundred-year-old trees cracking into millions of pieces inside the torrent were muffled pops.

      At the front of the cloud, a white streak shot forward at startling speed, then another, and another, reminding Wolf of streamers coming out of a napalm explosion. They were snow and ice-covered rocks, ejected at hundreds of miles per hour, and they were a definite surprise to Wolf.

      Wolf watched as one of the streamers struck a tree a third of the way up the mountain, wrenching it out of sight in a twist of green branches and a puff of powder.

      “Heads up!” Wolf yelled, certain, though, that every spectator had seen the new danger and was acting accordingly.

      Wolf looked up, wondering whether any invisible rocks were headed right for them. He couldn’t see any, so he looked back to the front of the rolling monster.

      The barrage seemed to be gaining speed, which was hard to believe since it was moving so fast and now so low on the mountain. It was going to hit the road with full force, Wolf thought. As quickly as the thought came, the thundering mass shot across the road. Trees cart-wheeled out of the cloud and crashed into others on the far side of the road, and the mayhem continued onward.

      “Holy mother of …” Wolf heard Rachette say somewhere nearby.

      The trees to the immediate left blocked everyone’s view as the slide reached the flat valley below, but the roar and snapping and cracking were still there. Then the white steam came back into sight, climbing up the other side of the valley, as if it were a huge bucket of water splashing from one side of a bathtub to the other.

      The spectacle was short-lived, however, because a cloud of powder was descending on them, traveling down the highway at more than a few over the speed limit.

      “Holy shit,” someone said.

      Wolf turned his back and jumped as the cloud hit, half expecting to be knocked into oblivion by a wall of snow, rocks, and trees. But the feared deadly impact never came, and Wolf fell onto his butt, jarring his spine, as the millions of hissing ice crystals collided with his back and then invaded every crack in his winter armor. Shutting his eyes and holding his breath, he shoved his face inside his coat and waited for the tempest to pass.

      When the air stilled, he popped his face out and watched the others around him do the same. The air was sweet with the stench of pinesap. Rachette had huddled into the airplane-crash position and was now uncoiling himself from the ground. Wolf stood up and scanned the group through the still swirling air.

      “Everyone all right?” Wolf yelled.

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah.”

      Expletives flew from everyone’s mouths, and there was a faint cheer from the crowd below gathered on the road.

      Wolf started accounting for every person that had been there before. Eleven … twelve … thirteen bodies, all moving and talking excitedly to one another.

      “Oh. My. God,” Rachette said. “Did you see that?”

      Wolf blinked in response, and then took a glove off and began wiping the fine powder from his upper and lower lashes. His skin was beading with moisture, and he palmed his entire face and pulled down, raking the melting snow off his beard with his shaking hands. Yes, he’d seen that, and for a second, he’d thought that he’d killed thirteen people.

      
        
        …

      

      

      It took a full five minutes for the cloud of ice crystals to fully dissipate, drifting on a small breath of wind that came in striking contrast to the howling blizzard from the previous night.

      Thirty minutes later, after three more charges had failed to slide any more snow high above on the bowl, officials deemed the slide zone safe for CDOT workers to clear the road.

      Wolf looked up as a growling front-end loader crunched its way through the snow toward the wall that now blocked the pass. Another tractor rattled to life and beeped, and the deputies made way for the awakening machines.

      “… I gave him a roadside last night.” Deputy Baine was giving Rachette an earful about something.

      “Did he pass?” Rachette asked.

      Baine looked up at Wolf and nodded, as if including him on the conversation. “Yep. Passed with flying colors.”

      Taylor Hunt, a burly man who had seen real napalm streamers in Vietnam, drove by in a lurching yellow Volvo tractor. He wore a wide smile with a cigarette between his teeth, and he waved at the crowd of men and women from behind the glass. Just like everyone else who had witnessed the avalanche, he looked excited to be alive, and excited about the stories he’d be able to tell over a beer that night.

      “That’s not a normal-sized slide, right? That was, like, a hundred-year slide, right?” Rachette was grilling Patterson.

      Patterson avoided eye contact and responded with a shrug. For the first time, Wolf noticed that she seemed shaken up.

      Rachette detected it, too. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I just don’t like avalanches.”

      Rachette gave Wolf a quick glance. “What, you have history with avalanches or something?”

      Patterson looked at Rachette and then to the ground. “Yeah.” Her tone said, Let’s drop it.

      “All right, everyone,” Wolf said. “Let’s huddle up. We have a lot of work to do, and now that we have three of our snow movers stuck on the pass for”—Wolf turned around and looked at the tractors who were picking away at the wall of snow. At one point, it was taller than two of the big machines stacked one on another—“most of the day at least. That means driving conditions are going to be more hazardous. Get started on the patrols we talked about this morning. You know your assignments. And keep an eye on all our plowing friends.”

      Wolf looked at Deputy Yates, who nodded back. Wolf had given Yates the task of keeping an eye on the Hosfeld twins, brothers who loved to rage through town with their plow-wielding four-by-fours each and every snowstorm, providing more community terror than service.

      “And, again,”—Wolf took a deep breath—“the funeral service starts at two-thirty. Get there early, or just do not get there. Stay out in the parking lot if you can’t make it on time. Am I clear?”

      Wolf moved his gaze from one deputy to the next, and each nodded in turn.

      Wolf smacked his gloved hands together. “All right, let’s get out and help our community today, people.”

      The uniformed crowd scattered and walked back down the road to their waiting vehicles.

      “Rachette, Patterson,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah?” Rachette turned and stopped. Patterson did the same.

      “First thing: go to Edna Yerton’s place and check on her. Her wood pile is going to be buried, I doubt she’ll have a fire lit, and she probably won’t have enough groceries to make dinner tonight.” He took off his glove, pulled out his wallet, and gave Rachette a twenty. “Get some food and take it up to her, get a fire going and plenty of wood inside to dry, and make sure she’s got what she needs for the next few days. Be careful on the way up—the plows probably haven’t done her road—and don’t try pulling into her drive. Park on 15 and shoe the hundred yards or so to her house.”

      Rachette pulled the edges of his mouth down and nodded. “All right.” He glanced at Patterson and then back at Wolf. “So, not that I’m against this, but doesn’t she have a neighbor who could help her out?”

      “No,” Wolf said. “He’s dead.”

      “Oh,” Rachette said. “Wait, dead? Who was that? When was that?”

      “I’m glad you keep up on town current events.” Wolf started walking down the road.

      There was a bright piercing light near the gate, and they all slowed when they saw a television camera and a reporter speaking into a microphone and gesturing toward them.

      “Rachette, you up for doing an interview with Renee Moore?” Wolf asked.

      Rachette stopped in his tracks. He went pale, almost green, and by his shifting body language looked like he might vomit, lose control of his bladder, or both.

      “What?” he said, staring into the distance.

      “Mitch Casper,” Wolf said.

      “What? Mitch Camper?” Rachette looked at Wolf. “What?”

      “Mitch Casper died. He was the neighbor. Who died?”

      “Oh. Yeah …”

      Patterson looked at Wolf and smiled for the first time of the day. “I never heard about that either. Never knew the guy.”

      Wolf nodded. “His family found him this fall. Ninety years old. Natural causes. Was dead for a week. I don’t think he left his house much for the past ten years. Not a social guy at all.” They started walking. “Sarah has the listing. She can’t sell the house apparently. Is having trouble getting the banks to lower the price or something like that. Hey, Rachette, you ready?”

      “What?” Rachette looked at Wolf in horror.

      Wolf slapped him on the shoulder. “Rachette, under no circumstances, ever, would I allow you to be the spokesman for the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department on television.”

      Rachette almost collapsed from relief. “Oh, good. Thank God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “The road is covered by at least ten feet of snow, trees and rocks, and it’s going to take some time to clear the pass to the south,” Wolf said, feeling the heat coming off the light panel mounted on the expensive-looking camera.

      Renee Moore was confident and pretty, and smelled like expensive perfume. Her face was perfect, made up with the lavish precision only seen on television stars, or so Wolf assumed, since he’d never seen a television star this close. Her thick red lips sucked in the light, her face was tanned with rosy cheeks, her eyes giant blue orbs surrounded by thick eyelashes so long she could have used a curling iron on them. Her shoulder-length blonde hair peeked out beneath her hat and framed her face just so. She was downright attractive, holding a look of attentive interest for Wolf’s words. With the reflecting camera lens two feet from his face, he had to concentrate to control what was coming out of his mouth. Since this was his first television interview, he had no clue how it was going—no other moment to compare with.

      “… on the pass?” she asked.

      Wolf realized he’d been zoning out and felt his face flush. His five-day beard itched like hell, but at least the dark hair obscured the lower half of his reddening face. “I’m sorry, pardon me?”

      She flashed a facetious smile and pulled the microphone back to her mouth. “I was asking, have you ever seen an avalanche like that before on this pass? It was amazing-looking from where we were standing.”

      Wolf shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen one that big. We had some conditions come together that were pretty rare, resulting in quite a lot of snow coming down the mountain.”

      “And how long will it take to clear that snow off the pass?” she asked.

      “I would say Williams Pass will be closed for at least the day, even with crews working from both sides of the slide zone.”

      “And surely a great thing for the ski resort, which is reporting twenty-seven inches of powder at the top. Do you get to make a few turns up there yourself, Sheriff?” She gave a little wink, which made Wolf’s lips curl. She was good.

      “Ah, no. All of our deputies have a lot of work to do now, helping dig the town out from the snow, and making sure everyone is healthy and safe from the cold temperatures that have settled in for the day.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff Wolf.” She turned to the camera. “And there you have it. We were just talking with Sheriff David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department, after an absolutely huge avalanche, triggered by CDOT and the ski patrol of Rocky Points Resort, all caught on camera by our excellent camera crew here. I’m Renee Moore, reporting …”

      Wolf decided to walk toward his car rather than stand next to her like a dumbass. For the first time of the day, he walked out of the dull light of the shadowed valley and into the sun’s morning rays reflecting painfully off the white snow. He pulled his sunglasses down off his head. They were glazed over with a thin layer of frost, so he put them back up, and then broke into two quick sneezes. The air was a balmy zero degrees, biting into the inside of his nostrils when he sniffed.

      “Excuse me, Sheriff?”

      Wolf wiped his nose and turned around, hoping he was presentable.

      “You just gonna leave without saying goodbye?” Renee Moore jogged toward him, swishing her powder-blue pant legs together with every step. She held out a knitted-mitten hand and Wolf took it.

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “Goodbye. Be careful on the trip back to Denver. You do a great job on television. My son is going to flip when he knows I talked with you.”

      She laughed. “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, I think he’s a big fan.”

      She mock frowned and gave a little laugh. “You think he’s a big fan? So you aren’t sure.”

      “Well, it hasn’t come up. But he’s thirteen, and he tends to quickly develop crushes on attractive women, so I’m quite confident that he’s either a fan or will be when he sees the interview.”

      She stared at Wolf for a second and then narrowed one eye and smiled. “And your wife, what will she think?”

      “Ex-wife,” Wolf said, “and she’ll probably hate you.”

      She laughed, this time more naturally—and attractively—and then she looked down. “Well, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Wolf turned to his SUV and hopped in, and then gave her a quick wave as he drove away.

      He smiled at the interaction and looked in the rearview mirror, seeing the Colorado-famous Renee Moore looking after his receding vehicle. He wondered why he didn’t ask her out, or at least get her number, and then pondered why he would have. She lived in Denver, over two hours away—and that was if there was no traffic—a distance that had already been proved impossible for a relationship to endure.

      Had she been hitting on him? Not really, he concluded. It was just easy politeness between two individuals that had morphed into a nice interaction—one with no future in it.

      That seemed to be the recurring theme of his love life nowadays. As he drove past the dwindling line of cars on the pass, he thought about seeing Sarah the night before. She had looked extremely good, to put it mildly, with her snug blue dress that hugged her athletic curves and her braided blonde hair pulled back with shiny silver clips. And her eyes, as always, had been mesmerizing—brighter blue than the sky was today.

      They had gotten along well last night, too. They’d attended a gala held atop the mountain at the Antler Creek Lodge, an ultra-exclusive restaurant open for dinner, only accessible by snow cat from the top of the gondola. In the little interaction they’d had, Wolf had laughed at her gossip about various people in the dining room, and they’d exchanged funny glances from across the room a couple of times. It was how their relationship had been lately. With their past as complicated as it could get—a marriage, a kid, her drugs, her alcohol, her sobriety, and her now defunct relationship with Mark Wilson—their present was going well. Just like his interaction with Renee Moore, though, he wasn’t ready to expect anything for the future. What was holding him back from pursuing the only love he’d ever known in his life again, he couldn’t say. But he was definitely hesitating because of some feeling he couldn’t put a finger on.

      “Sheriff, do you copy?” It was Tammy Granger on the radio.

      Wolf plucked the radio from the console. “Go ahead.”

      “I have a visitor here at the station who wants to speak to you.” Tammy was using a quieter-than-normal voice.

      “Not exactly a good time. Who is it?”

      “It’s a Mr. Irwin, from the Irwin Construction Corporation. He’s one of the—”

      “Yeah, I know who he is. What does he want?” Wolf knew Tammy was using a tone of voice that suggested the man could hear what Wolf was saying, but Wolf didn’t really care. It was a bad day to drop in and request a little chat with the sheriff.

      Tammy paused. “He wants to speak to you today and is wondering when you’ll be back in. He seems adamant. What would you like me to tell him?”

      Wolf was coasting down the final straightaway of the pass into town. “Listen, I’m on my way past the station now. I’ll just drop in. Tell him to sit tight.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Tammy said in a sing-song voice.

      Wolf was unsure how to respond to that, so he didn’t.

      Highway 734 from the Williams Pass gate to the southern edge of town was relatively easy driving, despite the snow from the night before. The men plowing the town for the past eight hours had made sure of that.

      There were only a couple of cars parked in front of the small shops lining Main, and ahead a green John Deere front-end loader was toiling away, grabbing an oversized bucket of snow, turning and dumping it on top of a ten-foot mountain in the center of the street that ran the length of a football field. The great wall of Rocky Points, Wolf thought.

      As Wolf passed by the tractor, he waved at Greg Nanteekut, who sat in the cab. Greg pointed at Wolf and nodded, not moving his mouth, which bulged with tobacco. Wolf watched in his rearview mirror as the bucket of the loader swung past the rear of his SUV with barely a few feet to spare and dumped another load onto the center mound of snow.

      Wolf pulled off Main into the station lot and parked next to the only other SUV in the fleet still there. Despite the conditions, they still needed at least one deputy at the station, and Wilson had been the lucky one to get it because he had drawn duty at the gate earlier. After sucking in exhaust, fielding hundreds of questions from the line of drivers trying to get out of town to the south over Williams Pass, and then dealing with the complaints following the news of the indefinite closure, Wolf had felt that Wilson deserved a little coffee-and-warmth time.

      There was another vehicle parked in the lot, a black Range Rover with tinted windows, billowing exhaust into the arctic air.

      Wolf turned off his vehicle, donned his winter cap and gloves, and stepped out into the biting cold. His boots squeaked on five inches of powder in the parking lot. Greg Nanteekut had cleared out the lot at some time in the dark hours of the morning, before the snow had stopped completely. Good enough.

      Wolf walked straight past the purring Range Rover without slowing. The tint of the windows afforded Wolf no view inside, and he wasn’t one to approach tinted windows and knock, just like he wasn’t into speaking to people who wore sunglasses indoors.

      Wolf entered the station and stomped his feet inside the door, sloughing off geometric chunks of snow onto the mat. Inside was quiet, save the humming of the fluorescent bulbs overhead, and warm. Way too warm, Wolf thought. But this was Tammy’s territory, and if she wanted to operate the reception area with a short-sleeved shirt on when it was zero degrees outside, then that was her business, and anyone in the department knew second-guessing anything Tammy knowingly did was a bad idea.

      The man Wolf remembered from the night before as Ted Irwin sat at the far end of the window-enclosed anteroom of the station. Last night his bone-gray hair had been shinier and neatly plastered to his head, but now it stuck up in the back, as hair tended to do after taking off a winter hat, which sat on top of a wadded winter jacket on the chair next to him.

      He looked at Wolf with bark-colored eyes and smiled, creasing his wrinkled, yet taut, skin. He stood up and held out a hand to Wolf.

      Irwin’s small, soft hands were adorned with silver-colored jewelry that was almost certainly made of an exotic metal. He was thin and just under Wolf’s six-foot-three height, in his early sixties, and had a complexion and physique that suggested he ate a lot of plants and exercised regularly.

      He seemed to mirror Wolf’s sentiments about the room’s temperature, as he was stripped down to a long-sleeved polo shirt—rolled to his elbows—and his face was so red that it looked like he wanted to press it against the glass.

      “Mr. Irwin,” Wolf said.

      “Sheriff Wolf,” Irwin said with a smile. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      Wolf turned to the door to the squad room and the locking mechanism clacked just before he reached for the handle and twisted it open.

      “Thank you,” Wolf said to Tammy, acknowledging her unerring ability to push the access button mounted on the edge of the counter in front of her with perfect timing. Every time.

      “Mmmm,” she said, keeping her eyes on her Guns and Ammo magazine.

      A cool whoosh of air flowed out of the squad room into the reception area as Wolf held the door open for Irwin to enter.

      Irwin’s eyes lit up for an instant. “Oh, it’s …”

      Wolf walked behind him and let the door shut. “Cooler in here?”

      Irwin smiled wide, revealing big, solid, white teeth. Veneers, Wolf guessed. No one’s natural teeth were that perfect.

      “Yes. Much cooler in here.”

      The relief in Irwin’s voice made him smile. “Well, you might have to put that jacket back on when we get to my office.”

      “Gladly,” Irwin said.

      Wilson was standing in the middle of the desks of the squad room with a steaming cup of coffee. “Sir,” he said with a nod.

      “Wilson, how’s it going in here?” Wolf asked.

      Wilson gave a smile and looked around. “Quiet, sir.”

      “That’s good. Follow me, Mr. Irwin.” Wolf padded across the low-pile carpet through the line of desks, and then took a left down the hall at the back of the room.

      Irwin walked silently behind him and cleared his throat as they passed the coffee machine standing on the oak-television-stand-turned-coffee-station against the wall.

      “Would you like a cup?” Wolf asked.

      “Uh, if you don’t mind, I would love one.”

      Wolf shook a styrofoam cup off the stack and held it out to Irwin.

      Irwin grabbed a cup and pulled the coffee beaker from the machine, then filled Wolf’s cup before pouring his own.

      “Thanks,” Wolf said. “Sugar there, cream’s in this little fridge here.” Wolf took a sip and watched Irwin expectantly, but Irwin just raised an eyebrow and took a sip.

      “Ah,”—Irwin smacked his lips—“I like it black, too.”

      Wolf stepped through the open door of his office and flicked the light on, unnecessarily, as it was bathed in bright sunlight slicing through the blinds. The fluorescent lights overhead stuttered on and buzzed. A green-and-gold plastic CSU Rams clock ticked on the wall.

      “Please, take a seat.” Wolf unzipped his jacket and threw his hat and gloves on one of the empty built-in shelves; then he hung up his jacket and sat in his chair facing Irwin.

      Irwin sat down and placed his hat and jacket on the chair next to him.

      “Did you have fun at the gala last night?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes,”—Irwin smiled and gazed into nothing—“it was a lot of fun. Great food.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and took another sip, remembering how Irwin had been sitting next to Sarah at one of the many real-estate tables. Wolf had been a few tables over with Hal Burton, the ex-sheriff of Sluice County who liked to think of himself as Wolf’s mentor, the Sluice County Commissioner, the County Attorney General, and a few other political higher-ups from neighboring Byron County.

      He and Irwin had met only briefly. It was probably a flicker of memory for Irwin, but Wolf had kept a close eye on him all night. Irwin’s infatuation with Sarah had been clear early on.

      “What can I do for you?” Wolf asked.

      Irwin hovered the cup over the edge of Wolf’s desk and glanced up for approval. Wolf nodded, and Irwin set it down.

      “Well, I have a little bit of a problem, and I was hoping you could help me out.”

      Wolf took another sip.

      “As you may know, I have a helicopter at the resort.”

      Wolf did know. The service of cat skiing off the backside of Rocky Points Resort had grown in popularity over the past two decades and, last year, the corporate bigwigs in Denver had decided to exploit even more of the terrain. They’d followed in the steps of Silver Mountain—a tiny resort in the San Juan mountains in southwest Colorado—and begun offering heli-runs for a reasonable hundred bucks and change. That is, a reasonable price when compared to a normal day of heli-skiing, which could run to over a thousand dollars per person.

      The helicopter and pilot that ferried skiers from mountaintop to mountaintop were leased from a company in Aspen called Irwin Construction Corporation, which was owned by the man who now sat across from Wolf.

      Wolf nodded. “Yes, I haven’t been up in it, yet, but I’ve seen it flying all winter.”

      “Well, I came into town two days ago for last night’s gala, and a few other engagements, and to entertain some clients”—he waved his hand—“etcetera, etcetera.” Irwin took another slurp of coffee and set it down. “Last night, my helicopter pilot, a man named Matt Cooper, picked up a client of mine from the gondola, to take him back to where he was staying.”

      Wolf remembered Deputy Baine’s side remark on the pass and began to suspect he knew where this was going.

      “When Matt got into town,” Irwin continued, “a Deputy Baine pulled him over and all but yanked him out of the car, and then proceeded to give my pilot a roadside test for drunkenness.”

      Wolf looked into his coffee cup and tilted it, letting the grounds settle to the corner; then he sucked down the last drops. “What can I do for you, Mr. Irwin?”

      Irwin sat up straight and smoothed his shirt. “My pilot wasn’t found drunk by your deputy last night, but he was given a ticket for rolling through a stop sign, something my pilot says he certainly did not do. He slid to a stop. May have been a foot over the line, but the line was also buried under a foot of snow, so I’m not sure how your deputy even gave the ticket.”

      Wolf lifted his hands. “I don’t know—”

      “And two nights before that, he was found to be driving sober after a roadside test. By the same deputy. And four days before that, he was given a ticket for rolling through a stop sign by, you guessed it, Deputy Baine. A couple of days before that he was given a speeding ticket by Deputy Baine.”

      Wolf leaned back in his chair and looked at the stripes of sunlight gleaming off the oak shelving.

      “Your man has a personal vendetta against my pilot,” Irwin said. “Deputy Baine’s actions, and last night’s episode in particular, are regrettable and concerning.”

      The truth was, Wolf didn’t put it past Baine to do such a thing. Six or seven years ago, Wolf had witnessed Baine rough up a customer coming out of the Beer Goggles Bar, and it had forever shaped how Wolf viewed Baine professionally.

      Wolf and Baine had been on their way in for a bite to eat, and a young man, a college kid, had come barreling out of the bar straight into Baine’s chest. The kid had looked up, held up his hands, and apologized profusely, slurring the whole way through. In the process, a fleck of spittle had come out of the kid’s mouth—a fleck of spittle Wolf never saw. Before Wolf knew it, Baine had thrown the kid on the ground, his knee pressing on one side of his face, attempting to bury his head into rocks and dirt. Baine had gone nuts, and Wolf had had to pull him off.

      It turned out that Baine had messed with the wrong kid that day. The kid’s father was ex-DA and ran a prestigious law firm in Denver. In the end, Baine had to endure a month’s suspension without pay, apologize, and complete a one-year probation. That was all fine and good, but never once had Wolf seen an ounce of regret in Baine about the matter—not then, and not any time since.

      “Sheriff Wolf?” Irwin said.

      Wolf took a big breath and swiveled back to face Irwin. “I’ll look into this,” Wolf said, and stood up.

      “What assurance do I have that—”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any assurances,” Wolf said. “But you have my word that I’ll look into this.”

      Irwin frowned for a second and stared at the carpet, then stood up and nodded in resignation. “Thank you, Sheriff. I appreciate it. Of course you’ll have to check the facts yourself before you go making me any promises.”

      Wolf nodded and stepped around the desk.

      Irwin gripped his hat with two hands and looked down. “I was sorry to hear about the mayor’s wife. I take it you’ll be at the service today?”

      “Yes, I will.”

      “Then I’ll see you there,” Irwin said, turning around and letting himself out of the office door.

      Wolf followed Irwin through the squad room, taking in a whiff of his strong cologne as they walked. Wolf twisted the knob to the reception area and let him go first.

      “Sluice County Sheriff’s Department,” Tammy was saying into the phone as they entered the blasting furnace of a room. “Just a minute, honey.”

      Wolf looked over. She pointed the phone receiver at Wolf, pushed a button, set it down, and flipped a page in her magazine.

      Irwin finished putting on his coat and nodded to Wolf. “Thank you for your time.” He turned and ran straight into the glass door, backed up and stared it down, then gave a final wave and left.

      Wolf couldn’t keep himself from smiling at Irwin’s exit. Irwin seemed to be a good man, and he could see why Margaret Hitchens spoke so highly of the well-to-do bachelor, even if Irwin did ogle Wolf’s ex-wife.

      Irwin jogged across the parking lot and got into the passenger seat. The Range Rover backed up and drove away, leaving behind a cloud of exhaust.

      “Who’s that on the phone?” Wolf asked, walking back to the door.

      “Your girlfriend,” Tammy said. “How are you two doing by the way? She come up here lately?”

      Wolf ignored her and gripped the handle. When nothing happened, he looked up and gave her a warning glare.

      The door clicked and Tammy turned the page on her magazine.
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      For a number of reasons, Deputy Heather Patterson loved days like these—blue sky with heaps of snow on the ground and sagging off the trees. First, they reminded her of her youth and fun on the slopes of Aspen Mountain, Buttermilk, and Snowmass. And that reminded her of skiing with her brothers and parents, oh yeah, and her Aunt Margaret too, because her family used to visit her in Rocky Points.

      In short, sunny winter days reminded her of her family, and she was feeling a little homesick. It always happened that way on sunny winter days. It was a mental trigger that had always been there, like how the smell of a man’s cologne could remind her of romances past.

      Romances. Past. Those two words went hand in hand, she thought.

      Her heart thumped in her ears and her breath came fast as she slogged through the thick snow. They were almost all the way down the pine-tree-lined driveway and just a stone’s throw from Edna Yerton’s porch.

      Edna Yerton’s home was a no-frills A-frame brown box with two drape-covered windows on either side of a brown front door. A covered porch ran the full length of the house in front, and in the yard was a mound of snow the general shape and size of a Lincoln, or older-model Cadillac. Regardless of the make, the car was worthless for navigating these dirt roads most of the year.

      Patterson stopped and turned around to check on Rachette’s progress. Correction: She was just a stone’s throw away. Rachette was still closer to the SUV parked up on the county road than to her.

      “Are you okay?” she called.

      Rachette had his gloved hands wrapped around the top of his right thigh. To an untrained eye, it would have looked like he was trying to pull his leg out of the snow. But in Patterson’s recent experience, she knew he was massaging his gunshot wound from seven months ago.

      It was one of three shots he had taken in order to save Patterson’s life, and by God, it wasn’t something she was ever going to forget. But for a while now, she’d been wondering whether Rachette wasn’t playing the whole injured card a little too much. Every time the thought came up, she felt like she was betraying her partner, but she swore she’d been catching him in an act recently.

      For instance, when they’d gone skiing the other day, Rachette had done the same thing. What’s more, it had been when she was talking to the lift operator—that cute Australian kid who was way too young but had an interesting cocky charm nonetheless. That day, she had skied up to the front of the line and stopped, waiting for Rachette. While waiting, she had struck up a conversation about how cold it was for an Aussie in the mountains of Colorado, or something stupid like that. When Rachette hadn’t shown up, she’d turned around, and he had been in this same pose, massaging his leg and looking at her.

      “Do you want to go back to the truck and rest, and let me do this?” she called up to Rachette.

      Rachette looked up at her and mumbled something. Then his snowshoe lifted, as if finally breaking free from sucking quicksand, and he marched toward her with high steps, kicking up powder that glittered in the sun.

      Patterson turned and continued to walk, a smile creasing her lips. She’d used a similar variation the other day. Do you want to sit this run out? I can meet you in the lodge.

      “Hello there!”

      Patterson turned and saw an old woman in the doorway.

      “Mrs. Yerton?” Patterson called.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Deputy Patterson, from the Sheriff’s Department.” She turned around and pointed at Rachette, who was now getting close. “This is Deputy Rachette. We were … can we come talk to you?”

      Edna Yerton nodded. “Sure, yes. Come in. Come in from the cold!” She laughed gaily, reminding Patterson of her grandmother. “So much snow out there. It’s so deep.”

      When Patterson’s snowshoe scraped against a wooden step hidden beneath the snow, she knew she’d reached the edge of the porch. She stepped up, digging the teeth on the soles into the old pine. She bent down, unbuckled the straps, and then stepped out of them and stomped the snow off her boots.

      Edna watched quietly, and Patterson turned to help Rachette up the steps. She held out a hand, but Rachette ignored it and tripped on the submerged step.

      “Shh—” he hissed, thankfully cutting his expletive short.

      Patterson turned to Edna. “Do you have a wood pile?”

      Edna raised her eyebrows and tilted her head, her face contorted with confusion.

      “A wood pile?” Patterson repeated. “For a fire?”

      “Ohohoho,” she laughed. “I thought you said worthwhile.”

      Patterson swallowed. “Oh, no. I—”

      “It’s around the side of the house,” she said, and a hand materialized out of the heap of layered clothing and pointed to the right.

      Patterson took a hard look at Edna. The woman’s gaze was distant and her lips were curled in a small smile, as if she were thinking of a favorite movie she’d seen forty years ago. Her hair was matted to her head and she was bundled in thick layers of clothing underneath a wrapped blanket. A lot of clothing. Patterson could see a plaid bathrobe, a green knit sweater, two flannel shirts, a hooded something, a turtleneck, plaid pants, candy-striped wool socks and fuzzy slippers.

      “I’ll get the wood,” Rachette said, taking off his backpack and clunking it at Patterson’s feet. “You go inside. Dump this stuff in the fridge.”

      Dump this stuff in the fridge. “All right. You okay?”

      He walked away through the thick snow to the side of the house.

      “May I come in?” Patterson asked. Edna stepped aside for Patterson and she entered.

      “It’s cold in here,” Patterson said. Her breath was still visible inside the entryway.

      Edna shut the door, locked it with two latches, and then walked down the hallway toward a darkened kitchen.

      “Uh, can we keep that unlocked? Deputy Rachette needs to …”

      Edna disappeared around the corner. Patterson could hear canned laughter coming from a television somewhere in the depths of the house.

      Patterson unlocked the door, opened it again, and stuck her head out. Rachette was headed back with an armful of logs. “Just come in when you’re done,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “Just walk in when you’re done,” Patterson said louder, and then she shut the door and walked into the kitchen.

      It was filthy, and in mind-boggling ways. A dead mouse lay next to the scratched-out floorboard near the refrigerator. There was a broken ceramic bowl underneath the kitchen table from which four beat-up wooden chairs were pulled out at all angles. Junk mail covered every square inch of the tabletop. Dead mice, chunks of mud, straw, wires hanging out of the ceiling, grass clippings … Where was the food mess? The empty cans of soup, spent packages of pasta?

      Patterson stood still, letting her eyes pass over the litter, attaching a sad explanation to every element. She felt her eyes tear up and her breath constrict, and then she cleared her throat.

      The front door opened all the way and bashed into the interior wall, and Rachette stumbled inside with an armload of lumber.

      He kicked the door closed and then walked down the hall toward Patterson. He gave her a double take and then stopped, looking around.

      “Where is she?” he asked quietly.

      Patterson nodded to the flickering room where Edna had gone.

      “This is a nice place,” Rachette said as he made his way past her.

      Patterson felt her face redden with anger at Rachette’s insensitivity, but then figured she wouldn’t have expected him to tear up like she had. She’d long suspected that Deputy Rachette’s tear ducts secreted dust.

      Patterson took off the backpack and set it on the table. The leaflets, flyers, and envelopes shifted, and a few dropped on the ground. She picked them up, pushed everything into a pile she would deal with later and walked into the room after Rachette and Edna.

      Rachette was already digging in the black stove in the corner, making no attempt to talk to the woman.

      Edna sat on a recliner chair, nibbling from a bag of potato chips that sat next to her and watching an episode of Seinfeld. At least she was eating.

      “Have you had any food today, Edna?” she asked. “I mean, besides the potato chips?”

      She looked at Patterson with that same look of confusion.

      Patterson backed away and went into the kitchen, unable to take whatever was about to come out of the sad old lady’s mouth. She shook her head, unzipped the backpack and began unpacking. Everything went on the counters, which were relatively clean compared to other surfaces. Canned veggies, beans, bread, peanut butter, pasta, soup, a six-pack of soda, and a bag of fried chicken—all in plain view, so Edna would know it was there after they’d left.

      She took a deep breath and held it, then opened the refrigerator. Six, no, seven bundles of blackened bananas were stacked on the shelves amid a clutter of condiments stacked two high on each shelf. Bread bags with science experiments growing in them. At least four dozen eggs.

      She shut the door and exhaled, then caught the stench she’d unleashed on her next inhalation.

      She opened a cupboard and pulled a plate off the stack, thankful she’d opened the right cupboard on the first try, and relieved that didn’t look more depressing inside. No dead squirrels.

      She put a chicken drumstick on the plate, pulled off a soda from the six-pack, and walked back into the room.

      Rachette was kneeling down in front of the open furnace door. His eyes were narrowed and his face glowed orange as the fire crackled and popped inside.

      Patterson walked to Edna, who was oblivious to the life-giving heat now filling the room, and held out the plate. “Okay, Edna. Here’s some chicken. Eat up.”

      Edna looked up and smiled, and then took the plate. She set it down on her thin stomach, tipping the bag of potato chips over, and started devouring the chicken.

      There was a framed picture on the wall of a tanned couple with three children, all lounging on the deck of a yacht with different colored drinks in hand. She narrowed her eyes and walked closer to it. It was definitely a yacht, not a cruise ship. The man wore a gold watch and a dangling gold chain hung around his neck. His eyebrows were arched and he smiled with one side of his mouth, like Hey, you seein’ all this?

      “That’s my daughter’s family,” Edna said with a dreamy smile. “They live in Miami.”

      “They ever come visit?” Patterson curled her lip in a snarl and Rachette looked over at her. She hadn’t meant to make the question so loud.

      Edna put the chicken to her mouth.

      Patterson sighed and closed her eyes, and then returned to the kitchen. She went to the sink and turned on the water faucet, letting out a breath of relief when the water came out in a steady stream.

      Opening the cupboards and checking underneath the sink, she saw that someone had wrapped the pipes in blankets and duct tape, and it looked to be keeping them above freezing. Maybe Sheriff Wolf had done this on an earlier visit. Now, if they could do the same for Edna—wrap her up and keep her from freezing … Rachette seemed to be handling that part well, so Patterson decided to do what she saw fit to improve Edna’s situation.

      For the next thirty minutes, Patterson went on a cleaning and tidying rampage. There was no way she was going to leave this woman in this place looking like it did.

      She found a few trash bags and doubled them up, and then dumped all the bad food from the refrigerator; then she got started on the rest of the kitchen. After she’d finished—the strange debris cleared and vital things set out on the counters for Edna to find later—she moved on to the other rooms. She vacuumed with an old Dirt Devil she’d found in the closet, and she scrubbed, swept, wiped, threw away, and organized. Patterson went into machine-mode, doing all that was necessary for this woman without an ounce of emotion, like she was cranking out a particularly tough cross-fit workout and kicking its ass.

      Rachette took the same time to re-educate Edna on the workings of the stove. Edna didn’t look like she’d been paying attention, and another tinge of concern hit Patterson in the gut like she was on a bumpy boat ride on the ocean. On a yacht.

      By the time they left, however, the air inside Edna’s was sauna-like compared to before, and Patterson felt good that they’d set her up for at least a few days.

      “I’ll check up on you in a couple days,” Patterson said to Edna as they shut the door, and she meant it.

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Rachette two-fisted the wheel of the SUV, sticking to the ruts they’d made on the way up as they crept down County Road 15, which led into town. The dashboard heater was working overtime, sounding like a jet engine, and the sun flickered through the trees into Patterson’s window, making it a comfortable ride after enduring the elements outside for so long.

      “You got pretty emotional in there,” Rachette said.

      The comfort was short-lived.

      She turned and glared at Rachette. “That didn’t disturb you? That a resident of our town lives like that? Barely clinging to life, completely helpless? And did you see that picture of her daughter’s family? They’re loaded, hanging out on a luxury yacht.”

      Rachette smiled and shrugged. “There’s a shit-load of people like that in the world. You can’t save everybody, Patterson. It’s gotta be, like, eighty percent of people living like that. And look at the mayor’s wife. Just because you have a boatload of money doesn’t mean you’re happy and don’t off yourself.”

      Patterson twisted her face and looked at him, then turned away and shook her head.

      “Easy,” Rachette said. “I’m just saying, some people choose to live differently than others, and it’s not up to you to save them.”

      “You think Edna lives like that by choice? She doesn’t know what the hell is going on around her. She can’t even light a fire. Can’t even see that there’s a dead fucking mouse on the ground that needs to be scooped outside. And her shit-bag family ignores her from life in paradise. And as far as the mayor’s wife goes … just shut up about that.”

      Rachette held up a hand. “O-kay.”

      Patterson rolled her eyes. Sometimes she wondered why she talked to her partner.

      Up ahead was a little mound that ran across the road, and beyond was freshly plowed the rest of the way down. Rachette slowed, broke through the snow, and then let off the brake and coasted a little faster on the packed powder.

      “Listen,” Rachette persisted, “we’ll go check on Edna again in a few days.” He curled his lips down and nodded. “Yeah, get her fire goin’ again. You can cook her some … ramen noodles.”

      Patterson laughed in spite of herself because Rachette was ribbing her, and doing a good job of it. What he knew was that Patterson was a self-proclaimed terrible cook, and had proven so on two occasions to the entire department. The first time was when she’d made a seven-layer Mexican dip for the Sheriff’s Department Halloween party, accidentally adding relish instead of green chili, and catching some serious flak from everyone. The second time was when she’d brought a pasta salad to the Christmas party, and the pasta was rubber-like-chewy-to-rock-hard, thus solidifying her reputation as the worst cook in Rocky Points.

      Patterson looked at Rachette. His cropped blond hair stuck up at the back, there was a glint on his face where five days of blonde stubble had grown in patches, and he wore his confident “dreamy” look that worked on no woman, ever. She rolled her eyes and looked out the window, suppressing a smile for fear of encouraging him. She had to admit, he’d gotten better at steering conversations away from the yelling matches they’d had early in their partnership. Just a little.

      “Shit,” Rachette said.

      The SUV began shuddering, anti-lock brakes struggling to keep the truck from skidding on the packed snow.

      Patterson sat up and gripped the ceiling bar as she watched the pines twirl past the windows. As the truck stopped spinning at three quarters of a revolution, exactly why they were spinning became clear to Patterson.

      She looked out the window and gasped. They were headed straight for the black underside of a truck that had upturned on its side on the right snow bank.

      The tires of the SUV squealed as they continued gliding on the slick road.

      Patterson leaned toward Rachette as the truck got closer to impacting her door. They were slowing, but it looked like they were going to connect. She pulled on the seatbelt to get away from the door as much as possible, but it had locked itself in place.

      Just before they hit, Rachette revved the engine and the SUV lurched forward, narrowly avoiding the collision. Rachette overcompensated, jerking the wheel to the right. They spun in the opposite direction and rammed into a waist-high snow bank beyond the upturned truck, abruptly stopping the SUV.

      “You okay?” Rachette asked with wide eyes.

      “Yeah, you?”

      “These guys with their piece-of-shit trucks and their piece-of-shit plows.” Rachette pushed on his door, unable to open it against the snow. He looked over at Patterson. “I gotta climb out your side.”

      Patterson opened her door and got out.

      Rachette climbed over the seat, kicking the dash computer in the process. “Shit. Ah!” As he stepped onto the ground, he cried out and clenched his leg.

      That was real pain.

      Rachette slammed the door and marched toward the truck.

      “Make sure everyone’s all right,” she said, half warning him to keep his cool.

      The truck was an older-model Chevy, painted sky blue and rusted-out brown near the window wells. On the front was a large yellow plow that now stood straight up in the air, and it looked like the crash had wrenched and bent it to an awkward angle. The old Chevy lay on its passenger side, leaning toward the roof with all four tires off the ground. The deep snow looked to have saved the truck from flipping onto its top.

      The wheels still rotated lazily.

      Rachette jumped over the snow bank and waded past the plow to the cracked windshield. “Jeff, you all right?” he asked.

      There was some movement inside and Patterson couldn’t make out what she was looking at for a second; then a scraggly looking man she didn’t recognize peered out of the glass. He was standing on the inside of the passenger door, with his head stooped against the driver’s side.

      “You okay in there?” Rachette asked.

      “Yeah,” Jeff’s voice was muffled. “No!” he yelled.

      Rachette and Patterson exchanged looks.

      “Roll down the window above your head and climb out,” Rachette said.

      Jeff reached up and hand-cranked the window open.

      “Just a second,” Rachette said, and then he high-stepped over to the roof and put both hands on it. “Patterson, get over here.”

      Patterson took a step and plunged down, the snow reaching her hip, and not for the first time in her life she wished she was a taller human being. A few seconds later, she waded into position and placed her hands on the roof.

      “If this starts tipping, move fast,” Rachette said.

      Damn right, she thought, but just nodded.

      Jeff was scrambling around inside the cab and Patterson could feel the truck moving,

      “What are you doing in there?” Rachette asked. “Climb out the top!”

      “I gotta get my …” said the voice, fainter this time.

      “What?”

      Patterson looked at Rachette. “I think he said, ‘I gotta get my smokes.’”

      Rachette pounded on the roof. “Get out of there, now! This thing could catch fire, damn it!”

      Jeff climbed up and out of the window with the help of weak-looking arms, judging by the shaking they were doing underneath his camouflage jacket. He wore a hunter-orange winter cap and his greasy long brown hair protruded over his ears. He grunted, hoisted his butt to the shelf provided by the driver’s door, and then kicked his legs over the roof toward them.

      The truck wobbled a little, but held steady under Patterson’s gloved hands.

      “Jump!” Rachette grunted.

      Patterson flexed every muscle and pushed against the roof with all her might, wary that the beast could topple onto them—and then she would be shorter than ever.

      Jeff jumped down between them and landed with his face buried in the snow, but neither Rachette nor Patterson made a move to help him up. After a few seconds, he pushed his way to his feet, his once brown wispy beard now caked white, and scrambled back up to the road.

      Rachette and Patterson let go and followed him, reaching the road as fast as they could.

      “What the hell happened?” Rachette demanded.

      Jeff was turned away from them and walking up the road.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you!” Rachette said, marching after him.

      Jeff wasn’t having any of it. He was acting as if Rachette and Patterson weren’t even there.

      Rachette began jogging, Patterson close on his heels. After a few steps, they caught up and got in front of him.

      Jeff stopped and stared past them. His lips parted and his chest heaved.

      They followed his gaze to a frozen corpse lying partially submerged in the snow bank with impossibly twisted legs. Her torso was striped with maroon, which further inspection revealed to be cracks in her skin showing dark-red flesh and guts below, like she’d been frozen and then ripped open … which was exactly what had happened, Patterson realized. If that wasn’t enough to take in, her neck had rotated independently of her body so that she faced them, tongue protruding and bugged-out white marbles for eyes.

      And on her forehead was what looked to be a painted maroon X.

      “Oh my God,” Patterson said.
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      “Line one!” Tammy yelled just before the door clicked shut.

      Wolf shook his head and walked through the squad room.

      “Everything okay?” Wilson asked, looking up from his computer screen.

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, you?”

      Wilson shrugged and looked back down at his computer.

      Wolf shut the door of his office and sat at his desk, then took a deep breath and picked up the phone. “Wolf,” he said.

      “Wolf? That’s how you answer the phone now?”

      Wolf smiled and swiveled the chair to look out the window. “How are you? How are things in Denver?”

      “They’re going well. I can’t complain. A lot more action than Glenwood Springs field office, that’s for sure. I hear it’s been rough up there lately for you guys in Rocky Points.”

      “Yeah,” Wolf said. There was a beat of silence, and Wolf realized she wasn’t talking about the weather.

      “Did you go to the call?” she asked quietly.

      Wolf took a deep breath, remembering the sight of the mayor’s wife sitting in an office chair, dead of a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. It was something that had robbed him of sleep the past two nights, and something he would vividly remember for years to come.

      “Yeah, I was the first responder.”

      “Jesus,” she breathed into the phone.

      “Yeah, we’ve got the funeral this afternoon, and a huge storm hit last night, so not the easiest of days ahead.”

      “I saw that about the storm. And, hey, listen, on that note, I’m horny now, and it’s all your fault.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. He could always count on FBI Special Agent Kristen Luke to say the unexpected.

      “I … don’t know what to say to that. Thank you?”

      She laughed. “I just saw your interview on television. Nice work. If you’re ever out of a job, you know what field to enter next.”

      “Really? Thanks. Television, though? I couldn’t wear all that makeup.”

      “I was thinking cameraman,” she said.

      Wolf smiled and sensed Luke smiling at the other end, probably drawing longing eyes in a room full of male FBI agents. “How are you?”

      “You already asked that.” Her voice dropped in volume and her tone went soft.

      “Give me the real answer,” Wolf said.

      “Well, I do miss you, if that’s what you’re fishing for. But, really, it’s good. I like the people I’m working with. There are a lot of women in the Denver FO, which is nice for my sanity, and a lot more opportunities for advancement than in Glenwood Springs, that’s for sure.”

      “And how about living down in the big city?”

      She blew into the phone. “Chicago was a big city. Denver’s manageable. I like it, lots to do. I’ve gone out a few times for drinks with a few agents. Otherwise, I eat, sleep, and then get up and do it all over again. I’ve also had to go up a couple of times to see my mom.”

      Wolf nodded and let the silence settle for a second. He could have said something like You drove all the way up to Glenwood Springs and didn’t drop me a line? I could have met you for dinner. But Kristen Luke and David Wolf had had a good few months, and the call of duty, and their commitment to their respective jobs, was stronger than their ability to hold a relationship together, and they both knew that trying to force anything was pointless.

      As a couple they hadn’t exactly been doomed from the get-go; instead their relationship had been destined to become something else besides what other people considered normal. Even when they had been going steady (as steady as it could get), being separated by fifty miles of mountainous terrain had meant they never slept in each other’s beds more than a few times a month, and neither of them was going to push for more from the other. Each already had enough pushing from their jobs, and then from what waited for them off the job.

      They had enjoyed each other’s company for six months, and when federal budget cuts shut down the Glenwood Springs FBI field office, Luke was given a choice between Salt Lake City and Denver. In the end, proximity to Wolf, or any consideration for Wolf and his feelings, was never a part of her decision to transfer to Denver. She was there to be closer to her ailing mother, just a two-and-a-half-hour drive away on I-70; and just as importantly, the Denver assignment gave her the best opportunity for advancement in the Bureau.

      “So, you seeing anyone?” she asked.

      “Nah, you?”

      “Mmm,” she said. “Nobody yet. I think you raised my standards to unattainable heights.”

      “Yeah, well, television star, sheriff, incredible buttocks … good luck topping that.”

      She laughed. “What about Sarah?”

      Wolf paused. “What about her?”

      He gazed across the street at Margaret Hitchens’s real-estate office, where Sarah Muller had hung her newly acquired real-estate license and was already proving to be a huge asset to the company.

      “I heard she broke up with her boyfriend,” Luke said in a nonchalant tone, “and he skipped town to Vail.”

      Wolf shook his head. “How are you getting this information?”

      She kept silent.

      “Are you talking to my mom down there?” He was dead serious for a second, and then puzzled out the truth. “Oh, yeah. Your new buddy. Patterson.”

      One night, when Luke had come into town to visit him, they’d gone down to Beer Goggles to join some deputies in the department for a beer. That night, Luke and Patterson had formed a close bond at what he considered unnatural speed. It was like Luke suddenly had the little sister she’d always wanted, and Patterson the big one. Apparently, they still kept in touch and Wolf’s love prospects were a topic of discussion.

      “So?” Luke asked.

      “So, what?” Wolf answered. “Look, I gotta get going. We’ve got a lot of snow on the ground, and—”

      “All right, all right. Relax, I’m just looking out for you. I think you two still have a future together.”

      Wolf sighed. “Okay, thanks for calling, Mom.”

      Luke chuckled into his ear, and then a man called her name in the background. “I’ve gotta go. Later.”

      “Later.”

      Wolf set down the phone and stood up. He’d dicked around enough for the type of morning it was outside. There were probably people out there in need of help, and he was playing footsie on the phone with girls. He slipped on his jacket, grabbed his hat and gloves, and walked out into the squad room.

      “I’m heading out,” Wolf said to Wilson.

      Wilson looked up from his computer screen with watery eyes and a clenched jaw that was hiding a yawn. “Okay, boss. I’ll be here.”

      The door flew open and a puff of heat hit Wolf. Tammy’s imposing figure stood in the doorway to her reception office. “Rachette and Patterson just called in a 10-79 on County 15.”

      “Get your stuff on,” Wolf said to Wilson. “You’re coming with me.”
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      Wolf stood in the cold air on County Road 15, watching the ambulance crawl up the road past the line of department SUVs.

      He cursed as he dug his fingers into his five-day beard. Again. Every winter he grew it, despite remembering the hell his face had to endure the year before. But it was something men in the mountains did in the winter; men everywhere did. As he pulled off his glove for a better tool to dig into his fur-covered jawbone, he wondered whether the insulation from the bitter temperatures was worth it, and decided no.

      Wolf put his glove back on and looked at Rachette. “You ever talk to her?”

      Wolf stood with Deputies Rachette, Yates, Patterson, and Wilson near the fluttering crime tape sectioning off a large area around Stephanie Lang’s body.

      “No, not really. I’ve just seen her around. She’s out at the bars most weekends.”

      “Yeah, same here,” Yates said.

      Rachette and Yates were two of the more social deputies in the department, and that meant spending time off like many young men did—in bars, drinking and chasing women. When they’d produced the driver’s license from her wallet and ID’d her as Stephanie Lang, Rachette and Yates had come forward as knowing her. Wolf, on the other hand, had thought she looked familiar but couldn’t place her.

      “Who’d she hang out with?” Wolf asked.

      Yates smirked and nodded. “Guys.”

      Wolf looked at him. “What does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “She’s always with a different guy, like every night I’ve seen her. I’ve heard she gets around. Sorry, got around.”

      “Yeah, that she did,” Rachette said.

      Wolf closed his eyes behind his mirrored sunglasses and willed his skin to pull as much warmth from the blaring sun as possible. It was mid-morning, and the temperature was as high as it was going to get. And according to his dashboard computer when he’d driven up here, that was negative one degree. Somehow talking to Rachette and Yates about this dead woman wasn’t helping any.

      “And I take it you guys had personal experience with her?” Patterson asked in a serious tone.

      Rachette sniffed. “I might have cuddled with her—”

      “Let’s just remember that this is someone’s daughter lying dead in the snow and shut the hell up about it for a few minutes, okay?”

      Rachette looked at Wolf and swallowed. “Yeah, sure. Sorry, Sheriff.”

      The sound of crunching tires coming to a halt and the diesel engine going quiet signaled the official arrival of the medical examiner.

      Wolf walked away from the others and down the road.

      The passenger door of the ambulance squeaked open. Dr. Lorber, the Sluice County Deputy Medical Examiner, stepped out and stretched his lanky arms overhead.

      He left the door open and leaned back inside, and then pulled a Russian-style fur hat with earflaps over his lengthy pony-tailed hair and straightened his glasses. “Oh, man, it’s freezing!” he said, zipping up his jacket and slamming the door.

      Wolf stalked closer, watching Lorber go to the back hatch doors of the vehicle cleverly called The Meatwagon. An assistant Wolf recognized as Dr. Joe Blank stood behind Lorber holding a black canvas bag.

      “Dr. Lorber,” Wolf said. “Dr. Blank.”

      Lorber twisted and looked at Wolf. Wolf knew there were gray, intelligent eyes hidden underneath the painful squint. Lorber’s eyesight wasn’t the best and for some reason he’d decided against prescription sunglasses, something Wolf didn’t envy of Lorber at this altitude, especially on a bright day like today.

      Lorber ripped off his glove and stepped toward Wolf with a wide brown-toothed smile, the product of too many cigarettes washed down with coffee.

      “Fancy seeing you again,” he said, tucking a strand of long hair back into his fur hat. “Good God, man, Rocky Points is producing some dead bodies lately.”

      Wolf took off his glove and shook Lorber’s long, thin hand. Lorber was one of the tallest men Wolf had ever met; had Lorber stood straight, he would have been around six-foot-seven. However, because of his posture, Wolf didn’t have to look up to meet his eyes. Wolf didn’t know whether this was caused by a spinal defect or self-consciousness, or something else, but the effect was that of greeting a large stoop-necked bird, like a condor or a vulture.

      Lorber pulled his glove back on and nodded. “Right, show me what you’ve got.”

      Wolf turned and walked, and Lorber loped next to him.

      “Lucky we got here at all. That slide on the pass looks like it was something else. The CDOT guys had a little canyon dug through, and we barely fit. Were you there to see it?”

      “I was,” Wolf said.

      Lorber looked over at the upturned pickup truck with the plow and gave a soft whistle. “The driver okay?”

      “Yeah, just shaken up.”

      The driver of the plow truck was already gone, having already been interviewed in a warm vehicle, and then driven to town.

      “Deputy Patterson!” Lorber shouted, like he always did when he saw her.

      Patterson looked down with a blushing smile and kicked her feet.

      Lorber had been at the department a few months previously to improve the forensics lab, and in doing so had worked closely with Patterson. From their first hour together, Lorber had loved her, and now couldn’t shut up about her or stop himself from embarrassing her with praise whenever they saw one another in public.

      “Hope you’re keeping these bastard men in line,” Lorber added.

      Patterson chuckled without smiling and turned to lift the crime-scene tape.

      Lorber looked around at the somber-faced deputies and then gave Wolf a sideways glance.

      Wolf was keenly aware that he’d just vanquished any morale that may have built up among everyone with his tongue-lashing. But, then again, he wasn’t sure that this was a situation for chipper morale, anyway.

      Wolf followed Lorber under the tape.

      “Ah, there she is,” Lorber said as the body came into view.

      It had taken almost two hours for Lorber to get here from County Hospital on bad roads. During that time, Wolf had studied the girl’s body several times, but frequency wasn’t making it any easier for Wolf to see.

      Wolf had never gotten too disturbed or squeamish by corpses, but this one was particularly gruesome. The woman’s face was pale gray, almost white, and her eyes were open and frozen solid, obscuring the true eye color, though there seemed to be a hint of blue faintly visible through the iced-over corneas. Only a few streaks of black were visible under the otherwise white-encrusted head of hair. Her lips were glacier blue and her mouth was open, tongue frozen solid.

      Then there was the red X marked on her forehead, giving Wolf the feeling her death had been part of a satanic ritual or something. Shivers ran through Wolf every time he looked at the body, and not because of the arctic temperatures.

      Tracking his eyes down only led to more disturbing sights. She wore torn-up black slacks revealing frozen and shredded meat underneath the fabric. One of her feet was next to her head, which said less about the woman’s flexibility and more about how much of a number the plow had done on her. Her white blouse was also torn to frayed strips, revealing a snow-white belly, twisted at the waist, and striped with red openings in her flesh. Her head had been wrenched around one hundred eighty degrees, like an owl’s. The final thing that kept attracting Wolf’s attention was a green tattoo of a bird and a one-word caption on her exposed lower back. Happy.

      Lorber bent down close next to the corpse. Craning this way and that, he studied the head and neck; next, he leaned toward the dead woman’s crotch, and then ran his eyes up and down her contorted legs. Finally he stood back up.

      “Strangled,” he announced. “At least it looks like it.”

      Wolf had seen the bruising on the woman’s neck, and how the tongue protruded, but he’d also noticed the body’s unnatural twist, and it was so mangled, he had to admit that the cause of death wasn’t as obvious to him. “She’s pretty chewed up. Are you sure?”

      “The plow got her good. She was probably originally back there”—Lorber pointed at the line of department SUVs—“and then she was pushed up the road by the plow and deposited here. Who knows how far she tumbled against that steel.” He turned and glanced at the upturned plow truck. “None of these flesh injuries happened before she died. She was frozen stiff when these happened, and long dead.”

      Wolf nodded.

      Lorber looked down at the truck, teetering on its side, then up the road and back to Wolf. “I take it this guy plowed her and didn’t notice, then noticed on the way back down the road and crashed?”

      Wolf nodded. “You’ve solved the traffic accident. Now what about her?”

      Lorber smiled and looked back down. “I’ll get her back to the hospital, thaw her out, and do an autopsy. On this leg, it looks like the fabric has frozen straight onto the skin. I think that’s urine. Along with the ligature bruising, that’s why I’d put my money on strangulation. I’ll check what the hell that is on her forehead. You’re right, though—she’s torn up, and I could be wrong about the strangling. I’ve got myself a puzzle here.”

      Wolf looked at him and narrowed his eyes, swearing he’d heard a hint of excitement in the medical examiner’s voice.

      “You ID her?” Lorber asked.

      “We found her coat with her wallet in her pocket right there.” Wolf pointed at the jacket half dug out of the snow bank, a yellow evidence marker next to it. “ID inside. A local girl named Stephanie Lang.”

      Lorber nodded, apparently not recognizing the name. “You get a cell phone?”

      “Yeah, dead and damaged though. We’re working on it.”

      Rachette walked up behind Wolf and cleared his throat. “Sir, we found the current address for our vic.”

      “Yeah?” Wolf asked.

      “What,” Lorber said, “the license not current?”

      Wolf shook his head.

      “She lives right up the road.” Rachette pointed. “A half-mile up on the right. Tammy just called me with the address. Says she’s been renting with two other roommates.”

      Wolf turned back to Lorber.

      “Go,” Lorber said, bending down to study the body again. “Joe and I have this.”

      Wolf nodded and followed Rachette underneath the tape.

      “Patterson, Rachette, with me,” Wolf said. “Baine, secure the scene with Yates. Wilson, you can head back to the station. And I’m sorry I snapped earlier. There’s a lot of death lately, and it’s—”

      “No problem, sir,” Rachette said. “I was out of line and I apologize.”

      Wolf nodded and walked away, certain that in his twenty years in the department he’d never once heard his former boss apologize like that. Burton would have disapproved if he were here. But he wasn’t here. He was at home, undoubtedly in bed, waiting for the Scotch to metabolize out of his system while he watched fishing shows on TV.
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      Wolf pulled up to the address for Stephanie Lang and got out of his SUV. Rachette and Patterson pulled up behind him.

      Thirty years ago, a man named Walt Wiggit had built six identical one-story ranches, and to this day he still owned and rented them out.

      The house in front of them, sitting at the end of a long, narrow, shoveled walk, was the first in the row. It was painted dark brown and featured a front-facing picture window, through which Wolf and his deputies had an unobstructed view into the living room. Inside there were a few young people shuffling around, looking outside with wide-eyed glares as they urgently talked with one another.

      “Anything on that cell phone?” Wolf asked Patterson.

      “No, sir. It’s damaged. Tammy is getting records from the phone company, but as far as looking at the phone itself, it’s toast.”

      “The plow didn’t help.” Wolf looked at Rachette. “You know her roommates?”

      Rachette shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Wolf, with Rachette and Patterson in tow, walked to the porch. The cold froze his nostrils for the hundredth time that day. He pinched the zipper on his jacket with his gloved fingers and pulled it to his chin, careful to not catch any beard hair.

      They stepped up onto the porch and Wolf pushed the bell.

      There were frantic noises coming from inside—fast footsteps on hardwood floors, a dish slamming against a countertop, the hissing of voices to shush one another, and then silence.

      Wolf sniffed and wiped his dripping nose once again, catching a whiff of marijuana smoke from inside.

      “Oh, here we go,” Rachette said, smelling the same thing.

      Wolf reached up to push the bell again, but the door rattled and the doorknob turned.

      A red-eyed man in his early twenties peeked out, opening the door only enough to reveal his face “Hello?”

      “Good morning. I’m Sheriff Wolf. These are Deputies Rachette and Patterson. Does Stephanie Lang live here?”

      The kid’s bloodshot eyes narrowed. “Yes. What can I do for you, Officers?”

      “We need to ask you a few questions. May we come in?” Wolf asked.

      “Uh,” the kid said. “I don’t know. I …”

      Hot air streamed out of the door, wafting the thick stench of marijuana smoke outside.

      “We-we-we—”

      Rachette put a hand on Wolf’s shoulder. “Hey, if you guys are smoking weed in there, well, guess what? It’s legal. So quit freaking out and let’s talk, huh, John?”

      Wolf stepped aside. Rachette’s time off spent at the local bars was finally paying dividends.

      “Hey, Tom. Uh, okay.” He opened the door wider and looked down. “What’s this about?”

      “We just said,” Rachette said, walking into the house. “Stephanie.”

      “She’s not here,” he said, looking at Rachette.

      “We know,” Rachette said.

      John frowned and ruffled his thick head of sandy-blonde hair. He was dressed in baggy blue ski pants, suspenders hanging off his waist, and a zip-up sweater on top.

      Wolf stomped his feet against the doorstep and walked in after Rachette, Patterson taking up the rear.

      “Of course, driving while high is not legal,” Rachette said, looking into the house.

      Wolf looked into the living room and saw why Rachette had said as much. There were two more people in the house—a woman and another man, both in their ski pants and underclothes. Soft music was coming from the television, and there were skiers jumping off cliffs on the screen. It was clear that they were gearing up to get a late-morning start on one of the biggest powder days on the mountain in recent memory, and it appeared that a bong-load each was to be their final step before piling into the car.

      “And you two are?” Wolf asked, nodding to the young man on the couch and the young woman on the chair.

      The guy on the living-room couch was in his late teens or early twenties. He wore black ski clothing five sizes too big, plastered with duct tape covering rips in the fabric. He had a long ponytail of knotted hair draping over his shoulder and a wispy beard that made Rachette’s facial growth look downright GQ. The guy’s eyes were narrowed—whether from the weed or defiance was unclear.

      “Tyler,” he said, shaking his head. “Tyler McClellan.”

      Defiance, Wolf decided.

      The woman sitting on the chair looked up at Wolf with chocolate-brown eyes. Her hair was greasy blonde and hung behind her ears, looking like it hadn’t been washed for days. She wore a beaded hemp necklace that draped onto a pink fleece; black ski pants and pink socks completed her outfit. She was probably attractive after a shower, Wolf thought, which looked to be a rare occurrence.

      “Jamie,” she said. “Jamie Bancroft.”

      Patterson had her notebook out and was writing furiously.

      “John,” Wolf said. “What’s your last name?”

      “Cameron,” he said. “What’s—”

      “Was Stephanie here last night?” Wolf asked.

      The guy on the couch blew air out of his lips and looked out the big window.

      “Did I say something interesting to you?” Wolf asked.

      The kid put his elbows on his knees and scratched the back of his head. “Nah.”

      Wolf looked at them and held up his hands.

      “Uh, she didn’t come home,” John said. “She texted me and said she was getting a ride home from some guys, so we didn’t go pick her up. But she never did show up here.”

      “Pick her up from where?” Wolf asked.

      “Sometimes we’ll pick her up from the shuttle stop at the bottom of the road, in town. She works up at Antler Creek Lodge,” John said.

      Wolf realized where he’d seen Stephanie Lang before. She’d been walking the room last night, waiting on tables.

      Jamie looked up from the cloth chair and lifted a finger. “Why are you asking about her? Did something happen?”

      Wolf turned to John. “Could I see that text message, please?”

      John unzipped a pocket on his ski pants and produced his cell phone. After a few taps on the screen, he held it up.

      Wolf read the last incoming message from Stephanie: I got a ride from two dudes tonight. You don’t need to pick me up.

      John had replied: Okay. You have to bring more beer if they want to drink anything.

      Wolf nodded. “Who was here last night?”

      John gestured to the couch. “Just us three.”

      “And how long were you guys here? From approximately what time to what time?”

      John shrugged. “All night. From sundown on. We were just riding out the storm with a few beers, chillin’ out, you know?”

      Tyler scoffed and shook his head again.

      “Is Stephanie seeing anybody? Dating anybody in particular?” Wolf asked.

      This was the last straw for Tyler, who leaned his head back and started laughing.

      Wolf watched the display, then asked, “Why’s that funny, Tyler?”

      “Oh, sorry. Yeah. It’s just funny because you asked if she was seeing or dating anybody in particular.”

      “Why’s that funny?” he asked again.

      The kid put up finger quotes. “Anybody in particular. No. She isn’t seeing anyone in particular.” He sat back and concentrated on a fingernail.

      “Um,”—John looked in between Tyler and Wolf—“no, she wasn’t seeing anyone in particular.”

      “What’s going on?” Jamie asked, this time with more conviction.

      “Yeah,” Tyler stood up from the couch and swiped his ponytail with a hand. “This is straight BS. You have to tell us what’s going on. You’re, like, entrapping us into making Stephanie look guilty for something, and we don’t even know it.”

      “We found Stephanie’s body a half-mile down the road this morning,” Wolf said.

      Tyler’s face dropped, and he sat back down on the couch. Jamie smothered her face with her hands and started whimpering.

      “What? Her … body?” John said. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m sorry,” Wolf said, studying their three faces as they withdrew into their own worlds of shock. Although they were all high as cirrus clouds and had been hard to read up until then, they seemed to be reacting genuinely to the news. No acting like they were concerned; it was the real deal.

      Wolf cleared his throat. “Tyler, why did you laugh and say that about her seeing someone in particular?”

      Tyler swayed his head back and forth a few times then looked up at Wolf with glassy eyes. “I … I, she … she just sees a lot of different guys.” He sniffed and a tear rolled down his cheek.

      “Were you dating her, Tyler?” Patterson asked.

      Tyler looked up at Patterson, his eyes now streaming, his teeth bared, and Patterson offered a sympathetic gaze in return, which seemed to soften his contorted face.

      “Like I said, she doesn’t really date anyone … didn’t really date anyone in particular. But, yeah, we were kinda seeing each other. We were getting pretty close. So you can see that I was kind of pissed this morning that she was out with a couple of guys all night last night.” He shook his head and shut his eyes. “Oh my God. What happened to her?”

      “We’re looking into it,” Wolf said.

      “Was she killed?” Tyler pointed at the phone in John’s hand. “It was those two guys. Whoever those two guys were, it was them.”

      Wolf pointed down the hall. “We need to search her things. Is her room back there?”

      John nodded. “Yeah.” He went over and crammed himself next to the girl known as Jamie and put an arm around her.

      Wolf looked at Patterson and then flicked his head toward the three kids. Patterson nodded and took out a pen and paper notebook from her pocket.

      Rachette pointed at a door in the hallway and looked at John.

      “It’s the last door on the right,” John said.

      “Thank you,” Rachette said, and started walking.

      Wolf followed him down the hall and into the room. It was completely dark inside, the window covered by a thick blanket fastened to the wall with screws.

      Rachette flicked on the light and whispered to Wolf, “What do you think?”

      Wolf shrugged. “Not sure yet.”

      He went to the window, pulled aside the blanket, and saw there was a hook on the wall to hang it on, so he did so. The room faced east, and the blazing, snow-reflected sun lit it up like stadium lights on a football field.

      Thick brown shag carpet covered the floor, and the boards underneath squeaked with every step. The unmade bed was centered against the wall opposite the window.

      Wolf eased open the top drawer of the chest of drawers set under the window, and saw neatly folded socks and underwear. The second drawer held T-shirts, and the third, miscellaneous stuff: a leather folder, a notebook, various letters, and credit-card statements including some charges by merchants Wolf didn’t recognize. Sex toys. A half-empty box of condoms. Massage oils and candles.

      “Hey,” Rachette said, pointing in the top drawer of a small desk set in the corner.

      Wolf walked over and looked inside at a stack of hundred-dollar bills. He picked up a pencil and pushed them with the eraser, fanning them out. They were crisp and had successive serial numbers, looking like they had never seen the inside of a wallet.

      Wolf counted the money by sight. “That’s twelve hundred in cash.”

      “Yeah,” Rachette said, “and that’s not from waiting tables. No way.”

      Wolf nodded. “Could have brought a stack of smaller bills and traded them in for fresh hundreds at the bank … I guess,” Wolf said, but not believing his own words.

      “Drugs?” Rachette asked.

      Wolf shrugged. “Bag it,” he said.

      A thorough search of the rest of the room revealed nothing significant; nothing like twelve hundred in crisp cash.

      Wolf and Rachette walked back into the living room. Patterson looked up, closed her notebook, thanked the three kids quietly, and nodded at Wolf.

      “Did Stephanie sell drugs?” Wolf asked no one in particular.

      They looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “No, she didn’t,” John said.

      “She was clean. Didn’t like drugs anymore,” said Tyler.

      “What do you mean, anymore?” asked Rachette.

      “She used to do all sorts of stuff, like weed and other stuff, and then she quit. Cold turkey. It was like a big deal for her. She went to a counseling group about it and everything,” Tyler said.

      “Where did she do that?” Wolf asked.

      “At the old bank building,” Tyler said. “Mondays and Thursdays.”

      Rachette, Wolf, and Patterson exchanged glances. They all knew that was where Sarah—Wolf’s Sarah—counseled a group of troubled young men and women, and they knew those were her nights. It had been a memorable quip by Rachette—Mondays and Thursdays? Those are football nights. I’d just have to stay an addict—and Wolf knew his fellow deputies were remembering the same thing right now.

      “Thank you, guys,” Wolf said. “Deputy Patterson?”

      Patterson nodded and waved her notebook. Yeah, I have everything we need here—names, phone numbers, addresses.

      Wolf pulled a stack of business cards out of his pocket, peeled three off and handed them out. “Please stay available for us. We’ll probably be back soon, but we’ll call first. And in the meantime, if you need to talk, remember anything of importance, please either call us or come down. Any time, all right?”

      They nodded, and Wolf ushered Rachette and Patterson out.

      The sun was a little higher in the eastern sky, but it was still nostril-freezing cold out, and they walked in silence to the cars, all zipping and pulling on fabric to stave off the invading air that jabbed at their faces, necks, ears, and wrists.

      “You get the next-of-kin info?” Wolf asked, holding out a hand.

      Patterson shook her head. “There is none.”

      Wolf frowned. “No parents?”

      “Nope. No one, as far as the kids knew. They said her parents were killed when she was a child, and they didn’t know about brothers or sisters. Nothing about grandparents. Nothing.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay. I’m going back by the scene. You two make your way up to Antler Creek and find out who she left with last night.”

      Rachette nodded and opened his mouth like he wanted to ask something, then thought better of it.

      “You going to see Sarah?” Patterson asked, looking up with a curious wince.

      Wolf looked at her and narrowed his eyes, thinking about his earlier conversation with Special Agent Luke, and how she had been so in the know about Sarah’s breakup with Mark Wilson, and how her source of gossip must have been Patterson. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll talk to her about Lang.”

      “Tell her ‘hi’ from us,” Patterson said cheerily, and turned and walked to the SUV.

      Rachette watched her leave and then looked back at Wolf.

      “Antler Creek,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah,” Rachette said, and turned around and left.
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      Patterson, Rachette, and Deputy Brent Wilson sat in the six-person gondola car, suspended at least sixty feet over the flat slope below. As it traveled over the wheels on the tower, it pulled up and bounced, and then dropped back down.

      As this happened, Rachette closed his eyes again, a prolonged blink that was much more than an involuntary movement to moisten his eyeballs.

      It was not lost on Patterson that Rachette was scared to death of the gondola at Rocky Points. Each time they rode it, he would pause every sentence, straighten his posture, and fake every smile as they bounced past a tower or swayed in a particularly strong gust of wind. At least it beat the catatonic state he got into when, God forbid, they went on a chairlift without a safety bar to pull down.

      Wilson looked at Patterson and grinned, seeing the same thing Patterson had, and they exchanged knowing smiles.

      Patterson liked Wilson, and was glad Wolf had radioed for them to pick him up at the station on the way to the mountain. Wilson was only two years in the department, so he was a relative rookie, just like Rachette and Patterson. But he was at least ten years their elder, and with two kids, so he brought a completely different, more mature perspective to the table. Patterson, for one, welcomed Wilson’s adult sensibility. Being stuck with Rachette, day in and day out, took its toll on her.

      Wilson was a quiet man, tall and gentle-looking like a big teddy bear. Just like his physique, his face and expressions were always soft—a constantly friendly guy. But she knew his physique belied his strength. Everyone in the department treated Wilson as their resident strongman. His thick limbs lent tremendous lifting, pushing and twisting power.

      “How’s your skiing coming, Rachette?” Wilson asked, his blond mustache bouncing on his face when he talked.

      Rachette sucked in a breath and looked out the window, then put on a cool look and shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Patterson.”

      Wilson turned to her and raised his eyebrows, the side of his mustache curling up.

      “He’s doing very well for his first year skiing,” she said. And she meant it. “With his bum leg, I didn’t expect him to improve as quickly as he has.”

      Rachette smiled and nodded to Wilson. “There you go.”

      The gondola entered the top terminal, plunging them into shadow. It slowed from full speed to almost a dead stop in less than a few feet, sending Rachette grabbing for the bench he sat on. Since he was sitting facing downhill, he’d really been caught off-guard this time.

      Patterson and Wilson laughed and buried their faces in their hands.

      Rachette’s face reddened as the doors opened, and Patterson got out quickly to help him save face. She stepped a few paces, turned around, and slapped him on the shoulder. “The lifts take a little getting used to,” she said.

      Rachette gave her a deadly look, and she knew immediately that she should have just ignored the whole thing.

      They stepped out of the terminal and into the thin, bright air at the top of the mountain. The view was spectacular, with all the peaks coated in white as far as the eye could see in all directions, save the south where miles beyond Williams Pass the terrain flattened into a vast plain valley lined by tall mountains on either side, like a half-pipe for the gods. Up to the north, they could see past Cave Creek and beyond. To the west stood peak after peak, and she picked out the ski runs of Aspen Mountain and Snowmass, looking like powder-green sundaes drenched in streams of white chocolate.

      The sight gave her a tinge of homesickness and, at the same time, comfort that she could see home at that very second. She loved it up here.

      “Howdy, Deputies.” A tall man with mirrored glasses crunched toward them with an outstretched bare hand.

      Patterson took off her glove and shook hands. The man pulled up his sunglasses, revealing beautiful sea-green eyes set under thick, dark eyebrows.

      “I’m Scott. Scott Reed,” he said.

      “I’m Heather. Heather Patterson.”

      His smile seemed to brighten the day even more, and she was glad she had her sunglasses on because she was certain she was staring like an idiot. They parted grips, perhaps a second too late, and he swiveled to Rachette and Wilson.

      “Hey Tom, hi. I’m Scott,” he said.

      Patterson raised an eyebrow. Apparently Rachette knew this guy. How come she’d never seen him before?

      Scott led them toward the snow cat parked near a trail sign a few hundred paces away.

      Patterson followed behind in silence, watching Scott converse with Wilson and Rachette. They swerved between throngs of skiers dropping skis, clacking boots in bindings, and clanking poles, but Patterson didn’t hear or notice any of it. She found herself entranced with other things, a rare occurrence for her.

      Reaching the snow cat, Rachette and Wilson stepped inside the side door and sat down along the benches on either side of the rear hold.

      Scott turned to Patterson. “You want to sit up front with me, Heather?”

      She shrugged and tried to look nonplussed. “Sure.”

      Scott smiled at her, looking at her like he knew she was hiding something, or maybe it was like he was looking into her soul. She felt her breath accelerate as she sat down on the cold torn leather of the seat.

      “How fast can this puppy go?” Rachette said, thankfully drawing any awkwardness in the situation toward himself.

      Scott turned the key and the engine growled to life, rattling the interior. He slapped the steering wheel and turned to Rachette with a serious look. “Twenty-one miles per hour.”

      Patterson laughed aloud. Scott glanced her way with a smile and then shifted into gear.

      “Aw, weak,” Rachette said.

      Scott turned the wheel and started down the catwalk, which ran straight ahead along the ridgeline toward a big pine-log structure perched in the distance. It was a flat trek on skis, and a long walk on foot, which was the reason for Scott Reed’s employment, Patterson mused.

      “Yeah. It’s not the top of the line,”—he knocked on the dashboard—“like most of the stuff we’re working with at Rocky Points, but she does the job.” He flicked a glance at Patterson again.

      Patterson smiled easily and looked out the passenger window, admiring the view of the peaks to the west.

      “Not a bad office you have up here,” she said.

      “You got that right,” he said. “The view is amazing today.”

      She nodded and then looked over at him; he was staring at her with a look as serious as a heart attack. She rolled her eyes a little, looked back out the window, and felt her skin go red hot.

      Patterson rode the rest of the few-minutes’ ride in silence, listening to Rachette’s incessant questions and Scott’s patient answers. At one point there was a lull, and Patterson half-expected Rachette to whine, “Are we there yet?”

      When they stopped, she got out and gave a quick wave to Scott.

      “I’ll wait here for you guys,” he said.

      She didn’t look back as she walked to the lodge, fearing she might reveal her growing infatuation for him in a one-second glance, and he would think she was desperate or plain psycho.

      Instead she exhaled and studied the building in front of them.

      Antler Creek Lodge was tall, made of sturdy logs that must have been taken from hundred-year-old trees. Though unseen from the front of the building, she knew there was a roomy lower level that opened to the rear of the building, housing the top-of-the-mountain ski-patrol station. She had heard that one of the major perks of a patroller being assigned to the Antler Creek station was the availability of gourmet coffee and leftover world-class dessert pastries.

      It was empty of skiers, in stark contrast to the other lodges around the mountain at noon on a weekend, because it was only open for après ski and dinner, and only then by reservation. Patterson had eaten there once a few years ago with her father and Aunt Margaret. She hadn’t paid for a cent of the meal, and she wouldn’t have been able to afford it if she’d tried.

      Rachette stepped up next to Patterson. “You like that guy?” he asked.

      She frowned. “What?”

      “That guy, Scott? I’m just asking. It looked like you might have been a little into him. He seemed to be into you.”

      She looked at Rachette for a few seconds and then shook her head. “Whatever, I don’t know. He seems like a nice guy, I guess.”

      Rachette huffed and looked ahead.

      “What?”

      “He’s married.”

      Patterson felt her stomach drop. “What?”

      “Yep. Married. Has two kids.”

      Patterson looked over at him again. Rachette was staring at the snow and shaking his head.

      “You’re full of shit,” Patterson said.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Ask Wilson.”

      Wilson looked over with wide eyes. “I have no clue. I just met the guy.”

      “Well, he is,” Rachette said.

      Patterson shook her head and looked forward, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. Then she slowed a bit and glared at Rachette’s back. She felt like an idiot for letting herself swoon like a high-school girl so quickly, and now a bigger idiot that Rachette had seen through her so cleanly.

      She guessed she had to be grateful to Rachette, though. Her partner had her back, and now she knew, sooner rather than later, that Scott was a scumbag, before he had become some full-blown romantic fantasy.

      The doors to the Antler Creek Lodge were at least fifteen feet tall, and both of them looked like one solid piece of wood, each with a rack of antlers burnt into them. They were behemoths, Patterson thought, but they swiveled easily as Rachette pulled them open.

      Inside, a hostess podium stood underneath an enormous elk-antler chandelier suspended from the ceiling with a heavy-gauge rusted chain. Beyond that was a vast room filled with round and square tables, each draped with a white tablecloth and topped with understated fresh floral and candle centerpieces.

      Thick logs spanned the A-framed ceiling, and on the far wall were floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view from Williams Pass to the south to the town of Rocky Points below, Cave Creek Canyon far to the north, and the snow-covered peaks of the continental divide behind all of it.

      Soft jazz played through invisible speakers, and the air smelled like spices and roasting meat.

      “Ah, hello, Officers,” a man said. He turned away from one of the tables with a hand flourish and walked toward them. He was medium height and heavy-set, dressed in a white button-up shirt and black slacks pulled high on his torso.

      Identical attire to their victim, Patterson noticed.

      “You the manager?” Rachette asked, and shook the man’s hand.

      “Yes, sir, I am.”

      “I’m Deputy Rachette. These are Deputies Wilson and Patterson.”

      “Welcome to Antler Creek. I’m Terrence,” he replied in a sing-song tone. “It’s nice to meet you. I have to admit, I’ve been wondering what’s going on ever since you called.”

      “We need to ask you a few questions about Stephanie Lang. Is she one of your employees?” Patterson said.

      Rachette glanced at Patterson and then back to Terrence. “It’s part of an investigation we’re conducting.”

      Terrence nodded, and his slicked-back hair didn’t move a millimeter. “Okay.”

      “What time did she leave last night?” Rachette asked.

      “Oh dear,” Terrence said, allowing his voice to take on a more-pronounced effeminate quality. “Come with me.” He stormed off with a deep, hip-swaying walk toward two swivel doors that had submarine portholes, bashing through with stiff arms.

      Rachette jogged to catch them before they swung shut, and Patterson and Wilson followed, looking at one another. They all stopped, almost barreling into Terrence, who was standing just inside the door, pressing his finger against a sheet of paper taped to the wall.

      “Hmmm,” he said. “She left … with the first cuts. So about ten-thirty?” He looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “Yeah, probably about then.”

      “Isn’t that a little late for the first cut?” Patterson said, thinking about a summer job she’d had waiting tables for a restaurant in Aspen.

      “Normally, yes,” Terrence said, “but last night was not normal now, was it?” Terrence zigzagged his neck a few times and then stared at Patterson.

      “No,” she said, “I guess not.”

      “Those people stayed way too long for the type of weather we were having. It was like they wanted to be stranded here overnight. They don’t even know how lucky they were.”

      “Have you ever been stranded here?” Patterson asked, her curiosity piqued.

      He narrowed his eyes. “No.”

      Rachette crossed his arms and looked between them. “Did you see her leave?”

      “Pssh, I had plenty of other stuff going on.”

      “Who else was let off work at the same time?” Patterson asked.

      Terrence twisted toward the sheet of paper again and pointed at the list. “All these with the number one next to them. Nine people.”

      Patterson pulled out her notebook and started writing down the names. “Can we please get their phone numbers also?” she asked.

      Terrence kept his eyes on Patterson and put his finger on the sheet of paper underneath. It was a roster of the employees, with phone numbers next to the names.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Just write down the men,” Rachette said.

      Patterson ignored him. Just because the text message had said she was with two men didn’t necessarily mean that she’d left the restaurant with them.

      “How many servers were working last night?” she asked.

      “All those you see right there,” Terrence said.

      Patterson stopped writing on the third name and sighed. “Can we please take this schedule?”

      Terrence shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      Patterson pulled the sheet off the wall and folded it. “So what was the process last night for the servers? Did each server have a section? Or certain tasks?”

      “They each had a specific section to keep track of. Within each section, some were in charge of drinks only, while the others took care of the food and everything else.”

      “And which section was Stephanie in?” she asked.

      Terrence rolled his eyes. “You’re killing me. Do you mind telling me what’s going on?” His attitude was pure sass, but somehow he used a light, sincere tone of voice that came across as friendly.

      “It’s just a part of an investigation,” Rachette said quickly. “Now, please, the section?”

      Terrence turned and walked away at full speed again, clicking on the tile floor and swerving his ample body between a few cooks who were preparing things on the stainless-steel counters.

      They followed him, this time in less of a rush.

      Terrence stopped at a door at the end of the kitchen and inserted a key. Pushing open the door and flipping on an interior light, he started whistling a vibrato melody and dug through a mess of papers on a desk. Then he picked up a sheet, stepped out, and slammed the door behind him.

      “Here you go,” he said.

      Rachette took it and Wilson and Patterson gathered to look. It was an overhead diagram of the dining hall, and every seat was labeled with a name written on a line next to it. It only took a few seconds for Patterson to spot Wolf’s name, seated next to Sheriff Harold Burton.

      Terrence poked his finger on the sheet on the opposite side of the room from Wolf’s table. “She was in section two, drinks. These two tables.”

      There were six people on a table, so twelve people in total. All in all, a heck of a lot of people Stephanie could have left with, and a heck of a lot of people to interview.

      “Are there any servers from last night here now?” Patterson asked, slightly dejected.

      Terrence shook his head with a sympathetic look. “Not for another couple of hours. Sorry.”

      Wilson cleared his throat. “How do you guys get down from the mountain at night?”

      Terrence looked up at Wilson and leaned back, as if startled that the man could talk. “Same way you guys just got up here. The gondola.”

      “Thank you,” Patterson said, and she turned and left the kitchen.

      She heard Rachette and Wilson wrap up the interview as she pushed through the swivel doors and into the dining room.

      “Hey, wait up!” Rachette said.

      Wilson and Rachette jingled and thumped up behind her, catching up to Patterson as she went out the front door and back into the glare of the afternoon sun.

      “What’s the hurry?” Rachette asked.

      “We’ve got a funeral to go to in an hour,” Patterson said, not breaking stride.

      They walked in silence toward the parked snow cat.

      Scott Reed sat on one of the snow tracks with his elbows on his knees, taking in the sun with an upturned face. He spotted them coming when he heard the crunching footsteps and smiled.

      “You guys ready to get back—”

      “Do you know who Stephanie Lang is?” Patterson asked, stopping in front of Scott.

      Scott stood up and pulled his coat down. “Yeah, she works here.”

      Scott gestured to the lodge behind them, and as he pointed with his left index finger, Patterson realized he wasn’t wearing gloves. Neither was he wearing a wedding ring.

      “Everybody knows her,” he said with a small chuckle.

      Patterson narrowed her eyes, wondering what the hell that was supposed to mean. They kept hearing about Stephanie’s promiscuity. Was Scott saying he knew her in that way? Giving a little nudge-nudge, wink-wink to Rachette and Wilson? This guy with his dreamy green eyes oozed scum to her now.

      “Did you see her last night?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He nodded and put on his gloves. “I took her over to the gondola, just like half of the rest of the people here. We had two cats going last night but, yeah, I remember taking her. She left early. The snow had just started.”

      “Was she with anyone?” Patterson asked.

      “Like, what do you mean, with someone? I remember … there were probably like seven or eight other people on the cat, and a ski patrolman sitting up front with me.”

      “Do you remember if she was conversing with two men?” Rachette asked. “Like she was leaving with them.”

      Scott raised his eyebrows and looked to be starting a grin, and then looked at Patterson’s serious expression and scrunched his face in thought. A light went on, and he closed his eyes and nodded. “Yeah, she was. She was with a guy.”

      “One man?” Rachette asked.

      Scott nodded.

      “How do you know they were together?” Patterson asked.

      “I remember them cuddling and laughing, trying to keep warm against the blowing snow as they got into the cat. And then they sat just behind me and to the right, and I remember watching them kind of groping each other.”

      “They were kissing?” Patterson asked.

      “No. Just acting super friendly, you know? All smiles and,”—he shook his head—“I don’t know, just all up against each other.” Scott pantomimed cuddling up next to a person, and then looked down at Patterson.

      Patterson stared with half-closed eyes. “Can you describe the man?”

      Scott swallowed, flicked a look at Rachette and Wilson, and cleared his throat. “No, sorry.”

      “Are you sure?” Rachette said.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. No, I can’t remember what he looked like. I shuttled so many people last night, and everyone was bundled up, and there was blowing snow … I’d just be making stuff up if I gave you any sort of description.”

      Patterson stepped past Scott and got into the snow cat. Before she could stop herself, the words were already out of her mouth. “We wouldn’t want you making stuff up,” she said as she sat down on the rear bench.

      “Uhh.” Rachette looked at Patterson and then Scott. “I guess we’re ready to hit it. I’ll sit up front with you.”

      They bounced and swayed in silence on the short ride back to the gondola.

      When they stopped, Patterson jumped out and walked to the front of the cat.

      Scott met her halfway with an outstretched hand and a smile.

      “Who was the gondola operator last night?” she asked, giving a quick and lifeless shake, not bothering to take off her glove.

      “It was … Victor. Victor Peterhaus.”

      She took off her glove and pulled out her notebook. “Can you spell that?”

      He did.

      “Do you have his number?” she asked.

      He did and pulled out his cell phone and gave it to her.

      “Thanks,” she said, and walked into the gondola terminal, and into the first vacant gondola.

      A few seconds later Rachette and Wilson came in, wobbling the car as they sat breathlessly, a wary look of concern on their faces. And zipped lips.
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      After sending Rachette and Patterson up to the mountain, Wolf drove up the road to check on the crime scene once again. They were clicking pictures, writing notes, and bagging evidence. Satisfied that Lorber, Blank, and the four deputies were processing the scene with expert efficiency and didn’t need any help from him, Wolf turned his truck around and headed back down into town.

      On the way he called Sarah. When it went to voicemail, he hung up and dialed Jack.

      “Hello?” Jack said, his voice cracking, like it did so often these days.

      “Hey man, what’s going on?”

      Wolf heard nothing. The connection was shoddy, as it was so often in the area.

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah.” Jack’s voice was an old, scratched record.

      “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “Good. How are you?” A flutter of wind hit his phone mic, and Wolf realized that Jack was probably on the mountain.

      “You riding today?” Wolf asked, careful to use Jack’s proper term for skiing.

      “Yeah, I’m on the lift. It dumped huge. It’s so epic.”

      Wolf nodded, picturing his son on the ski lift, his legs, lanky after a growth spurt that had hit him painfully that past few months, dangling with wide skis designed for deep-powder days, long hair poking out from under his cap, probably wearing way too little clothing for how cold it was.

      “Hey, you know where your mom is today?”

      “... center … someone.”

      “What? You’re breaking up.”

      “She’s at the … nity center, said she had to meet someone. To talk. I think she was meeting Chris Wakefield.”

      “Oh, really?” The community center. The old bank building. The two were synonymous. “Okay, thanks.”

      “She didn’t say, but she gave me this big talk about suicide this morning, and then she said she had to go talk to someone who was having a hard time today. So I put two and two together.”

      Wolf nodded, wondering who Jack was sitting next to on the ski lift, divulging all this information in a voice just below a shout.

      “Yeah, okay. Listen, we’ll talk later.” Wolf hung up.

      At the bottom of the road, he stopped at the stop sign and took a right. Another block up, he slowed to a stop at the four-way, which, for Highway 734, was the only stop sign on Main Street for miles in either direction. He paused, looking at the signs and the freshly plowed roads extending in four directions.

      Another truck crunched to a stop on Main and puffed patiently, waiting for Wolf to make his move. Wolf waved the driver on. He was thinking about Deputy Baine, Baine’s nemesis, the helicopter pilot Matt Cooper, and the traffic stop the previous night.

      As he drove on, he passed bundled people milling around outside the Edelweiss Bakery, a Bobcat mini-loader that was clearing off the sidewalk, and Greg’s John Deere, still scooping and swiveling, building the ridge of snow in the center of the street.

      Wolf’s truck rocked and slid as he pulled into the half-plowed parking lot of the community center. Three vehicles were lined up, all parked along the front of the building—Sarah’s Toyota 4Runner, an older-model silver Toyota pickup, and a Ford SUV that was billowing exhaust.

      Wolf parked, and the Ford backed out and then drove away. He shut off his SUV and watched the truck leave. At the wheel was Chris Wakefield, the teenage son of Greg Wakefield, the mayor of Rocky Points, and Jen Wakefield, the woman who was to be buried later today after a closed-casket ceremony.

      Wolf knew this would probably be one of the worst days of Chris’s life, having to bury his mother. Maybe second worse only to two days prior when Chris had found out the news. It was no surprise that he was seeking comfort from Sarah.

      Wolf stepped out of his truck and gave a somber wave, and Chris’s hand rose and fell with a vague gesture as he peeled away.

      Wolf walked over the softly packed snow and pulled open the door.

      The community center in town was an old bank from the early 1900s, so it was commonly, and cleverly, referred to as the “old bank building” by the residents in town. Despite the name, there was no indication inside that it had ever been an old bank. There were no teller counters, no vaults, and no toiling employees with green visors scribbling in ledgers.

      Instead, it had been renovated with short carpet and buzzing fluorescent lights, separating walls faced with cheap wood paneling, and plastic furniture that had probably been ten years old when it was brought in twenty years previously.

      Plain wood frames displayed old black-and-white pictures of Main Street on one wall. On another was a row of color headshots of the employees, with brass-engraved nameplates below. Each face looked too bright and washed out, but somehow, despite the flash burning into her face like an atom-bomb detonation, Sarah still looked good in her picture hung at the end of the line.

      Nobody was inside the narrow room at the front, so he walked into the hallway and made his way back to the big room where the meetings were usually held, and where Sarah was most likely to be.

      The wood under the carpet creaked, a clock ticked on the hallway wall, and the lights hummed overhead. As he approached, he heard nothing from the big room, so he was startled when he walked in and saw two faces staring at him, not just Sarah.

      “Oh, hi,” Wolf said.

      Kevin Ash sat on a plastic chair in front of Sarah. The young man looked away from Wolf and stared at the floor. His eyes were red and his cheeks wet.

      Sarah sat a few feet away, and there was a vacant chair next to her, apparently where Chris Wakefield had just been sitting. She looked up at Wolf and raised her eyebrows.

      “Uh, sorry.” Wolf backed out of the room. “I’ll just wait up front. I was hoping to get a word with you, Sarah.”

      “Okay,” she said quietly. “It will be a few minutes.”

      “No problem,” Wolf said, and walked back down the hall and into the front room.

      No more than a minute later, he heard the squeaking of footsteps coming down the hall and then Kevin came out with Sarah close behind.

      Kevin’s cheeks were dry, but he stared at the floor with a drooping mouth. His blond facial hair was a few days grown, and he had straw-colored hair peeking out from his black winter hat with a Rocky Points Ski Patrol patch sewn to the front of it. Despite his scraggly appearance, he looked strong, healthy, and fit from spending so much time on the mountain.

      Since Wolf had interviewed Kevin Ash for what had ultimately become Patterson’s position, they hadn’t exactly been on speaking terms in the few times Wolf had seen him around town. Last summer, Wolf had dismissed the county council chairman’s son as a terrible candidate for a sheriff’s deputy—an assessment he still stood by—and that had hurt him. Wolf knew Kevin worked for the ski patrol now, and it was proving a much better fit.

      “Hi Kevin,” Wolf said.

      “Hi,” he said, avoiding eye contact.

      “Not up at the mountain today? I would have thought Duke would be working everyone to the bone with this dump we had last night.”

      Kevin looked at Wolf for the first time, and Wolf thought he saw real hatred simmering inside his blue eyes.

      “I took a personal day today,” he said, and then walked away toward the door.

      Wolf’s mind was cranking. Was Kevin upset because he’d somehow just heard about Stephanie Lang? If so, how?

      “Hey, Kevin,” Wolf said.

      Kevin stopped and looked up at Wolf with drooping eyelids, like he was about to be reprimanded by the school principal.

      “Do you know Stephanie Lang?” Wolf asked, being careful with his verb tense.

      “Yeah, she’s in the group with us.”

      Wolf was surprised. “Oh, you’re in Sarah’s group?”

      “Yeah, so what?”

      “Nothing,” Wolf said eyeing him. Then he realized it was clear that Kevin didn’t know about Stephanie. Something else was upsetting him, and Wolf’s line of questioning needed to stop.

      Kevin lifted his hands and then dropped them at his sides.

      “Sorry, I was just wondering,” Wolf said.

      Kevin shook his head and zipped up his coat. Without another word, he walked out, got in his truck, fired it up, and drove away.

      Sarah was looking at him with wide eyes. “What the hell was that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “We need to talk.”

      She parted her lips and squinted. “What the hell? You just start interrogating him like that, and then stop?”

      “Sarah, we need to talk.”

      She sighed and walked down the hall to the big room.

      He followed close behind. When they reached the main meeting room, he sat in the cheap plastic and metal chair Kevin had been sitting in. It was still warm.

      Sarah shook her head and sat down across from Wolf. “Chris’s mother killing herself has put a lot of strain on these kids.”

      Wolf sat quietly, watching Sarah pull her aspen-bark blonde hair behind her ear. She wasn’t wearing makeup today, which was a look Wolf liked on her. It showed her beauty as God had given it, which was ample. Her face was darkly tanned on the lower half, goggle-eyed from skiing the past few weeks in the sun. Her blue sweater was snug against her body, accentuating the perfect bulges on her chest and athletic arms. Her jeans were old and frayed, taut against her slim legs. Underneath a tear in her jeans Wolf could see the fabric sheen of long underwear, a staple piece of clothing for winters in Rocky Points.

      “What’s up?” she said, finally meeting his eyes with her fiery blues.

      Wolf took a deep breath and let it out.

      “That’s not good,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

      “No, it’s not,” he said. “We found a dead body this morning.”

      Sarah sat rock still and closed her eyes.

      “It was Stephanie Lang,” Wolf said. “That’s why I was asking Kevin about her. I thought you guys might have been talking about her for some reason.”

      A tear dripped down her cheek and she sniffed. Her lips parted and quivered. “What happened?”

      “She was killed. Murdered. We’re looking for two men who might have been with her. You saw her last night, right? At the party?”

      Sarah wiped her eyes and looked at him. “Yeah.”

      “Did you happen to see her leave? Or looking like she was going to leave with someone?”

      Sarah looked through the wall behind Wolf, and then clenched her eyes tightly.

      Wolf leaned forward and put a hand on her knee. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s my worst nightmare for her come true.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She used to do drugs a lot. Then she quit, but she … she was still an addict. Sex.”

      Wolf put his elbows on his knees.

      “I was real worried about her, going around with all these strange men.”

      “So she told you about these men?” He sat up straight. “Talked about it in the group here?”

      “Well, yes and no. She broke down once and told the whole group about it, and she stayed after once and told me about a man. A man who had roughed her up a bit. She was a little freaked out.”

      “When was this?”

      Sarah stood, walked to a table near the window, and retrieved a tissue. “It was a long time ago. Like months. And ever since that night, she’s never told me much. She kind of just goes through,”—she shook her head—“went through the motions at these meetings. I knew she was still out doing her thing with men, though. I’ve seen her. Even the other night at the party, she was, just … slutty. I hate to use that word, but she was just so confused, and she latched onto men, let them do whatever they wanted. It seemed like the worse she brought out in men, the better for her or something.”

      “You said the other night at the party.” Wolf stood up. “What do you mean?”

      Sarah blew her nose. “Charlie Ash’s party. The whole thing was catered by Antler Creek and she was there.”

      “And she was with specific men that night?” he asked.

      “No, not really. I just mean it was the way she was acting. Grabbing arms, rubbing lower backs, and pressing her boobs.” Sarah sucked in a breath and looked up at the ceiling, and then shook her head.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Wolf stared at her.

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “She did come over to our table last night, and she said hi to me, and then …”

      Wolf waited, then said, “She’s dead, Sarah. Strangled. We believe two men are responsible. If you know anything, I need to know.”

      “All right. Well, I remember that when she came over to our table, she leaned down to talk to Klammer’s assistant, like talk in his ear, and he kind of pulled her down by the arm and whispered something back. It was close, and it was a long whisper, so I remember thinking that maybe they knew each other from earlier. I remember that she was blushing when she stood back up. But she”—she shook her head—“she never came back. Never talked to him again. It was nothing. He was probably just asking for a fork and tried to hit on her or something.”

      “And what’s this guy’s name?”

      Sarah slumped her shoulders. “Oh, come on, David. You can’t … don’t go roughing this guy up and telling him I told you anything. If Klammer Corp gets the contract, and they’re pissed at me, and they don’t choose Margaret’s firm to sell the units—”

      “Relax.” Wolf stepped close and rubbed her shoulders, a gesture he didn’t realize would be so intimate until he was suddenly doing it.

      She looked up at him with sad eyes. She smelled like memories of days making love in bed.

      He dropped his hands.

      “Jonas Prock,” she said. “That’s his name. Just, be discreet.”

      Wolf nodded and looked down at her. “Are you sure about the drugs? I mean with Stephanie. She was off them for sure?”

      Sarah nodded. “I’m sure. She stopped. I can spot those things better than most. Why?”

      “We searched her room, and she had twelve hundred dollars in her drawer. All crisp hundreds, straight from the bank.”

      “Well, could have been a big tip. Or she cashed a check.” But Sarah was staring through Wolf again. “Or …”

      “Or what?”

      “Or she was selling herself.” Sarah sighed and another tear fell down her cheek. She stepped forward and gave him a hug, putting her ear on his chest. Then she shook with sobs.

      He returned her embrace, and the butt of his pistol dug into his hip.

      “What kind of world are we raising Jack in?” she asked.

      Wolf stroked her head.

      After what seemed to be a full minute, the hug seemed to turn from comforting one another to the beginnings of something else, and Sarah pressed into him even harder; then, just as abruptly, she pulled away and looked down at the floor.

      “We have to talk one of these days, okay?” she said.

      “Yeah,” Wolf said. “Okay.”

      She sniffed and looked at her watch. “Shit, I have to go to the office before the funeral. I’ll see you up there.”

      Wolf nodded and pulled down the waist of his jacket. “What about Jack?”

      “He’s coming to the office and we’ll go from there. I have his suit and everything in the truck.”

      Sarah shut off the lights as they walked out of the room.

      “Was Kevin Ash at his father’s party the other night?” Wolf asked as they walked down the hall.

      “No. Why?”

      Wolf didn’t answer. “And Chris Wakefield today? You were talking about his mother’s suicide with him and Kevin?”

      “Kevin and Chris are pretty good friends, and Kevin’s been helping Chris since his mother’s death. Kevin’s mom died a couple of years ago, so this is bringing up a lot of sad memories for him, too. It’s a whole mess. I feel so bad for these kids. This news about Stephanie’s going to be devastating.”

      Wolf stopped. “Kevin’s mom died? In Tahoe?”

      Sarah turned around, then narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. Before they moved here. Why? What?”

      “How did she die?” Wolf asked.

      Sarah fluttered her eyelids. “I … he doesn’t like to talk about it, but I think a bad car crash. I don’t push him.” She tilted her head. “And, David, you need to use a little compassion here. Pull back from the cop routine a tad with these kids, okay?”

      Wolf nodded. “Sorry. I’m just wondering is all, I guess. Just trying to figure out what the hell is happening around here, and I’m not sure where all the lines are drawn yet.”
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      “I’ll take two eggs over easy, bacon, and hash browns. Wheat toast.” Charlie Ash looked up at the waitress. “I’m still feeling like breakfast.” He gave her a dismissive smile and looked out the window before she could chat him up anymore.

      “Sh-should I wait for your two other guests to arrive?”

      The cowbell on the door jangled, and Ash watched the two men he’d been waiting for enter through the front entrance. They stomped their feet and looked around. Ash raised a hand and waved them over.

      He looked up at the waitress. “You can put my order in. These guys won’t be eating lunch with me.” Ash put his menu down and stacked the other two on top.

      She nodded and picked them up with a small hesitation, then left. She did have a great ass. No wonder that heli-pilot Cooper was all hot and bothered about her. Too bad she was a simple moron who couldn’t be taken out in public, like ninety percent of the rest of this town.

      Elias Klammer walked in front of his bodyguard, or assistant, or whatever he was, all the while staring at Ash. Ash ignored what was surely meant to be a threatening glare and looked out the window at the trees piled with crumbling snow.

      “Charlie,” the man said, sliding into the booth across from him. Chawley it sounded like with his ridiculous accent.

      Ash did not answer, and he shook his head when that freaking smell hit his nostrils. No matter how many times he smelled it, the cologne these two Austrians chose to wear was offensive to his nose every time. It was like Polo cologne mixed with ground beef.

      “Jesus, you guys bathe in cologne before you leave the hotel?”

      Klammer relaxed his eyes and looked out the window. The bigger, younger guy known as Prock, more like Prick, sneered and put an elbow on the table. He clenched his fist and stared at Ash.

      “Give me a break,” Ash said, rolling his eyes, careful not to give the underling any satisfaction by looking him in the eye.

      The waitress came back up to the table.

      “What did I say?” Ash raised his voice a few decibels. “They’re okay, thanks.”

      She popped her eyebrows and leaned back on her heels, and then scurried away.

      Klammer kept quiet and motionless while his assistant took off his leather gloves, tucked them into his hat and set the hat on the table.

      “We are paying you a large amount of money to get what we want,” Prock said in his thick Austrian accent, not even knowing how comically similar he looked and sounded to a younger Arnold Schwarzenegger. “And it is obvious we are not going to get it.”

      Ash glared at Klammer and pressed his lips together. “Why is your thug talking to me right now?”

      Prock slapped the table, clanking the knife and fork in front of Ash and spilling some coffee over the edge of his mug. Ash looked down at the sloshing liquid and waited for the sudden silence in the restaurant to ramp back up to a murmur.

      “Okay.” Ash smiled easily at the big guy. “Now that you have everyone’s attention … I’m sorry, did you have something to say?”

      Klammer’s lip curled in a self-satisfied smile. This rich man liked to stay back in the shadows and watch his hired muscle work. He looked like he was sitting front row at the arena, watching his prized fighter.

      “Like I was saying.” Prock leaned forward.

      Prock was an imposing man, Ash had to give him that. His thick, fur-lined jacket was unzipped, making him look huge, taking up more than half of the booth across the table. But Ash knew it wasn’t the coat creating an illusion; the man was chiseled like a sculpture of Zeus underneath. Ash had marveled at the man’s physique when they’d met on Thursday night. Had to be two hundred and twenty-five pounds of solid muscle.

      And if the man’s muscles weren’t sphincter-clenching enough, then his eyes would do the trick. They were the color of dead grass. The whites were like milk, at times giving the illusion that he had only tiny obsidian circles inside those eyeballs. He used them well at the moment, as if he was staring into the fear-center of Ash’s brain.

      “We want that contract,” Prock said. “And we have paid you to get the votes.”

      “Why are you spelling this out for me? You think—”

      “It is obvious those votes we are paying you for are not there. The Hitchens woman had her nose up Irwin’s ass all last night at the party, and Mayor Wakefield is clear about his intention to vote for Irwin as well. Another thing that is clear is that nobody likes you.”

      Prock stared, letting his last jab sink in.

      “Listen—”

      “How you became chairman of this county council is mind-boggling. Despite your position, your influence is none. Laughable. So you can see why we are confused as to why you are even calling this meeting. You should be running.” The big Austrian’s eyes narrowed. “You should be hiding.”

      The waitress came over, clanked a plate of food in front of Ash, and walked away without a word.

      Ash looked up at her ass again and blinked. He picked up his fork and pulled the bed of hash browns on top of his eggs, and then started mashing them together.

      “I’m glad you two are taking this tone with me because it makes the next thing I have to say that much more enjoyable.” Ash took a fork-full of hash browns and eggs and put it in his mouth, and then took a bite of crispy bacon.

      Klammer licked his lips as he watched Ash eat, and Ash smiled. Dangling things in front of people when they were desperate for them was his favorite pastime.

      “As of two nights ago”—he set down his fork—“I have sealed the votes for your company. What you saw last night at the gala meant nothing; what you think you know about the inner workings of the seven members of the council is nothing!” Ash slapped the table and hissed the last word, hushing the dining room into silence once again.

      Prock looked around the room with indifference and then to his boss sitting next to him.

      “And how have you done that?” Klammer finally spoke up.

      Ash swiped his hair back to the side and took a sip of coffee. “That’s for me to know and for you to reap the benefits from. That is, if you pay me the necessary price.” Ash took a bite of his food, and then looked up to see if the hook had set.

      Prock’s eyes were wide open in either a murderous or amused glare, Ash couldn’t tell.

      “What are you talking about?” Klammer leaned forward and pointed his finger at Ash. “We’ve already paid you five hundred thousand dollars. For nothing.”

      Ash looked around the room. Satisfied that nobody was watching or bending an ear their way, he leaned forward. “The price has doubled.”

      The two men sat back and mumbled expletives in their foreign tongue.

      Prock turned to Klammer and started chattering in German, and Klammer held up a hand.

      Klammer stared at Ash, searching his eyes. “This plan of yours, it wouldn’t have anything to do with the demise of the mayor’s wife, would it?”

      Ash dropped his fork and wiped his mouth. After another glance to make sure no one was listening, he lowered his voice and said, “What? The mayor’s wife was diagnosed with a rare, progressive form of MS a year ago. Unfortunately, treatment had little effect, and she suffered neurological symptoms. She—”

      “Yes,” Klammer said. “I’ve heard about her disease from the mayor himself.”

      Klammer narrowed his lids and relaxed them, searching deeper into Ash’s eyes.

      Ash picked up his fork and took another bite. “Five hundred more, or I can ease up on my plan and let Irwin have the votes. I’ll be fine either way, gentlemen. You can rest assured of that. Have a good flight back to Austria.”

      Ash took a bite of bacon. A bite of eggs. A sip of coffee.

      Klammer’s upper lip rose and fell, then he looked resigned as he signaled for his man to leave.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Ash said, taking another bite.

      Prock picked up his hat and gloves from the table, his freaky eyes boring into him as he did so.

      The hook was set.

      The leather booth creaked as they left.
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      It was one o’clock and Wolf was starving, so he drove into the parking lot of the Sunnyside Café. He’d be able to grab a bite in under an hour and still have plenty of time to prepare for the funeral at two-thirty, and he needed some time to sit and think.

      As he parked the SUV, he was startled to see the Austrian he’d been talking about with Sarah come out of the door, followed closely by a shorter, older man.

      They walked away from Wolf, both dressed in puffy coats with fur flowing out of the necklines. Jonas Prock, Sarah had told him. Followed by his boss. What had Sarah called him? Clam, Calm, or something?

      Wolf sat and watched as they climbed into their Toyota Land Cruiser with rental plates and drove away. Though he couldn’t see their eyes behind their mirrored sunglasses, they looked to be extremely upset, hissing words to one another with clenched jaws, steam shooting out of their tight lips.

      He put on his hat and got out, watching the vehicle drive up Main toward the south, toward the mountain, where they were probably staying at one of the more expensive resorts in the ski base village. It would be easy enough to find out.

      The hinges squeaked and a cowbell clanged as he stepped inside the Sunnyside, and heads turned and nodded in greeting.

      Wolf nodded back and surveyed the room.

      Charlie Ash sat in the corner, glaring at him over his wire-rimmed glasses for a second and then concentrating on a cup of coffee.

      On a hunch, Wolf approached the table and sat down. Wolf wore jeans over thick long underwear, but he could still feel that the seat was warm and stretched out.

      Ash said nothing to Wolf, just put down his fork on his empty plate and sipped his coffee.

      Wolf said nothing back, just took off his hat and threw it next to him. He raked his fingers through his hair and beard.

      “Hi, Sheriff,” Laura Reese said with a smile as she stopped at the table.

      “Hi, Laura,” Wolf said.

      “Need a menu?”

      “No thanks. I’ll take a barbecue bacon burger, medium, fries, Coke.”

      “You got it.” She ignored Ash as she set a check on the table and took his plate.

      Ash gave her a fake smile with squinted eyes and watched her go. “Great ass on that girl.”

      Wolf took off his coat and put it next to him, then looked at Ash. He was dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and dark-blue tie. His face was shiny, closely shaved. His thin lips smacked and his tongue picked pieces of food out of his teeth while his tiny gray eyes behind the gold wire frames looked everywhere but at Wolf. His ash-gray hair was a little out of place, not quite covering his bald spot on top, which made him look like he’d just been smacked in the face with an open hand. Or maybe Wolf was just fantasizing.

      “I take it you’re going to the funeral today?” he asked.

      Ash nodded and sipped his coffee. “Tough business about Jen.”

      Wolf nodded and looked out the window, then glanced back at Ash.

      Ash pushed a crumb with his fingernail, and then he placed his palm on the table. “Well, see you up there.” He grabbed his coat and began sliding out of the booth.

      “How are the Austrians liking town?” Wolf asked.

      Ash stopped short of getting up and gave Wolf an appraising look. He parted his lips and then closed them. “They’ll know one way or the other in two weeks, when the council votes on the bids. Just like I told them.” Ash stood up.

      “They couldn’t crack Charlie Ash? Looks like they didn’t try very hard. Didn’t even pay for lunch.”

      Ash picked up the check from the table. “A nine-dollar breakfast at Sunnyside? Gonna cost a lot more than that.” He winked. “Oh, hey, you have fun at the gala last night? Wait, were you there?”

      Wolf smiled. Last night Ash had come to their table, schmoozing with the Sluice County and neighboring Byron County officials, one hand on Commissioner Heller’s shoulder, the other on ex-Sheriff Burton’s, asking questions of each person, careful to use their name and the names of their children when applicable, telling a witty joke that was just edgy enough without being dirty, all the while pointedly ignoring Wolf without so much as a glance.

      “It was fun,” Wolf said.

      Ash slid back into the booth and put both palms on the table. “What did you think about the whole thing?”

      Wolf blinked, not taking whatever bait he was laying out.

      “About the two counties merging,” Ash said.

      Laura came over and gave Wolf his Coke.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, walking away.

      “I think it’s going to be great for both counties. You know the shit we have to go through to get money from the state right now? They hate the fact that we’re still appointing government officials here in Sluice. If we want Rocky Points to be the next Vail or Aspen, which is just inevitable really, the whole government system needs to be restructured. We need to grow up. Join the twenty-first century. I think it’s a perfect idea to merge Sluice and Byron counties. It’ll open up appropriations funds with both the state and federal governments. Both counties are going to benefit. And the biggest benefactor? That’s gonna be Rocky Points. I’m telling you, we’re going to boom. This place is gonna be on steroids.”

      Ash looked at Wolf expectantly.

      Wolf took a sip of his Coke. “I heard the talk last night, Charlie.”

      “Oh, really? You don’t seem too interested in the idea.”

      Wolf looked out the window and back at Ash. “I’m well aware of what you’re getting at. And it’s my understanding that, along with the sheriff, all county council positions would become electable positions as well.”

      “You’re right,” he said, leaning forward, eyes bright. “No more appointments. It’s going to be great. Elections are my bread and butter, always have been. It’s equal parts art and science when it comes to inserting a desired someone into an elected office. Doesn’t matter how entrenched someone is in a position of power, with the right approach and campaign, you can send them packing. In some cases, ruin their entire career, their reputation, wreck their chances of ever having one again.

      “I would know, I’ve won four elections and served in four different government positions and on five different election committees over the years.”

      Ash looked out the window and took a deep breath, looking like he was reminiscing about the good old days, or looking forward to the new. Then he slid out of the booth and walked away.

      Laura placed Wolf’s food on the table. “You all set?”

      “No,” Wolf said.

      “What do you need?”

      He looked up at her. “Sorry, yes. I’m all set.”
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      Wolf stood in line with Sarah and Jack. There were seven people ahead of them, and then six, so they shuffled on the marble floor to keep the line moving.

      “What did she look like?” Jack whispered.

      “Jack,” Sarah gasped.

      Wolf gave him a disappointed look, and looked back up the line.

      “Sorry, I’m just wondering. Closed casket?”

      “Enough,” Sarah said with a warning glare that lowered Jack’s gaze to the floor.

      Thanks to Jack’s question, now Wolf couldn’t help but think about Jen Wakefield’s head. When he’d arrived at the Wakefield’s house on Friday, he’d seen the damage done first hand. Whether or not it was something Jen had been aware of when she’d pulled the trigger, the gun had been loaded with a bullet designed to rip as it passed through flesh, and it had been messy.

      As they stepped forward again, Wolf ignored the chatter around him and concentrated on the front of the line. Charlie and Kevin Ash had just reached the mayor and his son.

      Charlie was first, grasping Chris’s hand with both of his and giving a somber nod, along with what looked to be some heartfelt words. Hang in there, kid. If you need anything, let me know.

      Next came Kevin, who hugged Chris, and Chris hugged him back like a good friend does when they’re comforting each other in the worst of times. When they parted, Charlie and Mayor Wakefield came back into view behind them. Wolf saw the mayor whispering something into Ash’s ear, and Wolf could have sworn he saw bared teeth.

      Ash pulled away, raked a hand through his hair, and walked away slowly, not turning around as he slowed to wait for Kevin.

      Kevin gave the mayor a hug and a somber word or two and walked after his father. Then they disappeared out the door.

      “I’m so sorry,” Wolf said, shaking Chris’s hand. Chris looked up at Wolf and nodded, and then Wolf shuffled to Mayor Wakefield. “I’m so sorry, Greg.”

      The mayor’s eyes were heavy and red. He looked hopeless and helpless, completely devastated.

      Wolf nodded and had begun to turn away when the mayor’s hand reached and grabbed his arm. Wolf looked back and met Wakefield’s gaze.

      “Thank you, David.” Mayor Wakefield was wide-eyed and leaning toward him, as if pleading. He moved his lips like he wanted to say something, to beg for something, and Wolf wondered whether he was about to say, “Shoot me!” But then Wakefield relaxed, nodded, and turned away to Sarah and shook her hand.

      Wolf shuffled away quietly, slipping on his winter jacket over his formal four-button coat, and watched Wakefield greet Sarah and Jack. He was back to calm, collected, going through the motions once again.

      Sarah grabbed Wolf by the arm and looked up. “You okay?”

      Wolf nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      They walked out the door together, almost as if they were a happy, normal family.

      The front of the chapel was in shadow, but the white peaks across the valley reflected brightly back at them, making Wolf squint and Jack sneeze as they walked down the steps.

      “It’s freezing,” Jack said, jumping down the stairs and moving ahead of them.

      “What was that in there?” Sarah asked quietly.

      “I have no idea. Just … everyone grieves differently, I guess.” Wolf failed to believe his own words.

      “You want to walk and see your dad and John?” Sarah asked.

      He shook his head and saw that Rachette, Patterson, Wilson, Baine, Yates, and a few other deputies were standing down in the parking lot making idle conversation.

      “I’ll see you guys later, okay?” Wolf said. He gave Jack a quick hug and kissed Sarah on the cheek, which almost turned into an awkward side-mouth kiss because she turned toward him and backed away at the last second.

      Wolf left with what felt like gracelessness, beelining his way toward the deputies.

      As he drew near, there was sudden commotion as the whole circle of uniforms turned toward a man who was passing them by, and Wolf realized it was Matt Cooper, the helicopter pilot on the mountain.

      Cooper’s chin was stuck out, saying something as he walked by, and it didn’t look like Hi, how’s it going?

      Baine lunged at him without a second’s hesitation, and then all hell broke loose.

      Wolf sprinted through the packed snow as fast as he could in leather loafers. When he reached the group, he saw a haymaker fly from Baine, and heard the solid slap of fist on face. Then Cooper erupted into a flurry of flailing arms, which sent the other deputies darting in like a pride of lions on a wounded zebra.

      There was no clear hole into the altercation behind writhing bodies, so Wolf tried to stop, but slipped on his dress shoes and landed on his ass with a spine-jarring thud. He gritted his teeth and got up, and then started ripping people aside and pushing himself ahead. A few seconds later he was next to the fight, and things quieted as everyone began backing away—everyone but Baine, who was still butting against Cooper, keeping him close with one hand as his other elbow flew backward, landing blow after blow.

      Wolf gripped Baine’s hair and pulled.

      Baine squealed with mouth open to the sky and let go of Cooper.

      Wolf let Baine drop to the ground and then took Cooper down onto his back much faster than gravity alone would have done the job.

      Cooper squirmed and gasped, unable to take a breath for a few seconds, and then his lungs finally whistled, filling with air.

      “Get the hell out of here,” Wolf said, gripping his neck, inches from Cooper’s face.

      Cooper nodded with wide eyes.

      Wolf let Cooper up and he left without looking back.

      “Sorry, sir,” said Baine. “He was talkin’—”

      “Everyone to the sit room, now!” Wolf walked past Baine.

      Nobody dared speak as Wolf weaved his way through the deputies and out into the parking lot, and nobody made a sound when he slipped on a sheet of slick snow, narrowly avoiding landing on his ass again.
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      Wolf leaned against the wall of the situation room, feeling the tender ache on his tailbone.

      Patterson stood at the front, scribbling on the whiteboard, because out of all the deputies in the department, it turned out that she had the most consistently legible handwriting.

      “Urine,” Lorber’s voice blared from the laptop computer set in the center of the table, and Patterson wrote down the word. “Nothing underneath her fingernails, other than chicken DNA,” he added.

      Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, reflecting off the darkened windows. Outside, a half-moon hung over the silhouetted peaks.

      “What can you tell us about the X on her forehead?” Wolf asked.

      “Ah,” Lorber said. “It wasn’t made with the lipstick in her purse. So either it was another one she had in her purse and he took it when he got done, or”—he paused for effect—“he brought his own lipstick to the party.”

      Wolf watched as Patterson wrote on the board. Then he looked at the deputies around the table and settled his eyes on Baine for the third time of the meeting.

      Baine was Wolf’s age, but still squirmed like a little kid under his gaze. “What’s up?” Baine finally asked.

      “Where did you pull over Matt Cooper last night?”

      “At the four-way stop on Main. Why?”

      “Was he on Main or Third?” Wolf asked.

      “Main, going south. Rolled through the stop sign.”

      “Time?”

      “11:30ish?”

      “Gotta be more sure than that.”

      Baine looked up at the ceiling and then nodded. “Yeah, it was like 11:40. I remember. I looked over at Beer Goggles when I was driving just before that and looked at the time. I remember wondering when they were going to close up with the weather.”

      “And how about the guy with Cooper. Who was he?” Wolf asked.

      “I ... I don’t know. I know he had a winter hat on, and a thick coat. Black. I remember that.”

      “A fur coat? Fur coming out of the collar?” Wolf asked.

      Baine looked at Wolf, and then sagged his shoulders. “I don’t think so, but I was busy with Cooper, and he was givin’ me shit. I didn’t have time to shine my light in the car for too long. I remember the guy was clean-shaven, and dressed well. Definitely a black coat.” Baine looked up at Wolf and sucked in his breath. “And he sat back all cool like. I remember that.”

      Wolf nodded. “Okay.”

      Patterson scrunched her face. “So where does that put us?”

      “Nowhere,” Wolf said.

      “It’s two men in the vicinity, driving away from the scene where we found a dead body,” Baine said pointedly. “One of em’ was Cooper. I say we bring in Cooper.”

      None of the other deputies looked at him.

      “What we have is a strangled girl,” Wolf said. “With an X written on her forehead for unknown reasons.”

      “If the killer brought his own lipstick, sounds pretty premeditated,” Rachette said.

      “Could have been a female killer,” Patterson said.

      “Hand size and damage to the neck suggest a man,” Lorber’s voice chimed out of the speakers.

      Wolf paced in front of the whiteboard. “Okay, a man with his own lipstick or … not. An X on the forehead. Strangled. And we have a text message from our vic that says she was catching a ride home with two men. We have a witness on the mountain that she was with one man when she left Antler Creek. We also have a stack of hundreds in her room. Crisp. Fresh. Successive serial numbers. Like the kind taken out of a bound stack gotten at a bank. Why? Drugs? Prostitution?

      “Then we have the two men you pulled over.” He looked at Baine. “We know the identity of one of them, our resident helicopter pilot, Mr. Matt Cooper—a person you’ve pulled over five times in the last two weeks and wrestled in the parking lot of a funeral ceremony an hour and a half ago. We don’t have any evidence that Cooper left with Stephanie Lang. These two tidbits make me a little wary of bringing him in for questioning, a move that just might send his boss over the edge, making him pull the helicopter off the mountain for good, and sending a shitstorm our way.”

      Baine sat back and glanced around the room, and once again no one looked at him. The man was poison.

      Wolf looked at Rachette. “We need to talk to the gondola operator from last night. See what he says. Still no luck?”

      “Still haven’t gotten hold of him,” Patterson said.

      When Wolf stared at her, she pulled out her phone and stood up. She tapped the screen, put it to her ear and walked to the windows. She stared outside and left a cordial voicemail asking for Victor Peterhaus, the gondola employee in question, to call her back at the “very earliest possible convenience.”

      Wolf pulled back a chair and sat down, wincing and leaning on one butt cheek as the pain punched his tailbone.

      “If I’m no longer needed, I’m going to go get drunk,” Lorber said.

      The deputies chuckled, and Wolf smiled despite the pain and their abysmal progress so far.

      “All right,” Wolf said. “Talk to you later.”

      A sploosh sound came from the computer.

      “Patterson,” Wolf said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Get on this computer and find a picture of a man named Jonas Prock. Please.”

      Patterson got up, pulled the computer in front of her and sat back down. She typed a few words. “Ummm,” she said, staring at the screen.

      “What’s the company name these Austrians are a part of?” Wolf asked the room.

      “Klammer Corp,” Yates said, and everyone looked at him. Yates shrugged and looked at everyone like they were idiots for not knowing.

      Wolf leaned forward and pain shot through his butt again, so he stood back up. “Klammer. That was his boss’s name,” Wolf remembered out loud.

      “Okay, I’m not getting anything,” Patterson said, tapping the keys.

      Wolf bent down and looked, and everyone else positioned themselves to see.

      “I’ve got plenty of pictures of Klammer, but none of Jonas Prock.”

      They watched as Patterson tapped the keys and shook her head.

      “Are you Googling his name?” Rachette asked.

      “What am I, an idiot?”

      Wilson, Yates, and Baine smirked.

      “What about a car-rental company?” Rachette asked. “Did they rent a car?”

      Wolf nodded. “I saw it was a rental. A Toyota Land Cruiser. Didn’t see which company, though.”

      “Can’t be many companies who rent those out,” Yates said.

      “Why are we talking about this Prock guy, anyway?” Rachette asked.

      “Sarah mentioned him today,” Wolf said. “Prock was sitting at her table at the gala, and she remembers that Stephanie came over to the table, and he whispered something in her ear, brought her down real close. And Stephanie was blushing when she stood back up, and then she left.” Wolf shrugged. “That’s what Sarah said.”

      “Sarah knew Stephanie?” Wilson asked.

      Wolf nodded. “She was in Sarah’s counseling group on Mondays and Thursdays.”

      The room went quiet.

      “This Prock guy,”—Rachette squinted one eye—“you think he was the one who left with Stephanie?”

      “He whispered in Stephanie’s ear at the gala,” Wolf said. “It’s thin, but it’s something.”

      Patterson looked up from the computer. “So you’re saying Prock left with Lang, and then they hooked up with Cooper?”

      Wolf shrugged again. “Cooper had a passenger when Baine pulled him over.”

      “But Cooper is the helicopter pilot for Irwin,” Wilson said. “It’s Irwin’s helicopter.”

      They all sat silent.

      “And Prock works for Klammer. So,” Patterson said slowly, “why would Irwin’s employee be hanging out with Klammer’s employee? Aren’t these two firms arch-rivals at the moment? Competing for that huge condo contract?”

      More silence. Patterson pecked the keyboard a few more times, and clicked her tongue. “There’s nothing online. No pictures of Prock. How are we going to ID him as the guy who left with Lang with no picture? Can you call Kristen Luke? See if she has it in a database?”

      Wolf looked at Patterson, thinking it was an idea.

      “We’ve gotta bring in Cooper, I’m tellin’ ya,” Baine said. “You put me in Interrogation One with him, I’ll find out who was with him last night.”

      Wolf looked at the clock on the wall—4:55 p.m. He looked out the windows at the darkening sky, now twinkling with stars, and then the tired faces in the room. They’d had a long, action-packed day, and it was gearing up to be another big one tomorrow.

      “All right, Baine, you’re coming with me. Otherwise, let’s pick up on this tomorrow. I want everyone to get some good rest.” Wolf looked at the three deputies that were fresh in the station for the night shift. “Be diligent out there tonight. See you all at oh-seven-hundred tomorrow.”

      Wolf watched everyone stand up and leave the room, all except Baine, who looked at Wolf and scratched his head.

      On the way out, someone said something about getting a beer, and someone else talked about food.

      Wolf licked his lips.

      “What’s going on?” Rachette asked, staying behind. “You guys going to talk to Cooper now? Do you need help?”

      Wolf shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Don’t drink too much tonight and see you tomorrow.”

      “Me? Drink?” Rachette turned and left.

      
        
        …

      

      

      After a quick phone call to Sarah, and another promise that he wouldn’t mention her name, Wolf learned the location where Prock and Klammer were staying in town. Ten minutes later, Wolf and Baine were driving there.

      Wolf turned onto Main and started heading south toward the resort; then, when they were a block out of town, he turned up Edelweiss Road heading west.

      Baine turned to him. “Sir, I’m sorry about today. I really am.”

      “So tell me what’s going on with this guy, Cooper. Why the vendetta?” he asked, already suspecting he knew the answer.

      “I don’t know,” Baine said. “Cooper’s just one of those guys, you know? I can tell he’s up to no good, all the time.”

      Wolf flipped on his brights for a better view of the dark stretch of forested road. “Laura?” he asked.

      Baine sighed and looked over at him, then back out the passenger window.

      “Yeah, something like that. He’s always in the Sunnyside hittin’ on her, and I heard he was slappin’ her ass the other day. I just …”

      Wolf looked over at Baine. He was swallowing and shaking his head, staring out into the dark. He was heartsick, Wolf could tell. He knew the symptoms.

      “And you think she might be egging him on?” Wolf asked.

      Baine said nothing.

      “Well, here’s what you’re going to do,” Wolf said. “You’re going to talk to Laura about the whole thing, and stop with this Cooper crap. That’s the only thing that’s going to resolve your problems, and it stops us looking like a squad of thugs.”

      Baine held up a hand and nodded. “What are we doing up here, anyways?”

      Wolf pulled up to an address and slowed, then turned into the driveway. “We’ll see soon enough.”
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      Wolf stepped up to the door and pushed the bell. The frosted glass on the front door of Klammer’s rental property glowed red and yellow from the lights inside. It looked like someone was there, but whether or not they were going to answer was a toss-up. In Wolf’s experience, many people could sit ten feet from a door and stonewall someone knocking for hours.

      Thankfully, Wolf saw movement.

      “Man, it’s freezing again tonight.” Baine tucked his chin inside his coat.

      Wolf watched the bobbing shadow behind the glass get closer, and then the porch light flipped on.

      The door opened a slice, then wider, and a squinting face emerged. “May I help you?” It was Klammer, the man Wolf had yet to meet but had seen around for weeks now.

      “Mr. Klammer?” Wolf asked.

      “Yes?”

      “My name is Sheriff Wolf, and this is Deputy Baine. We’re with the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department. May we have a word with you?”

      “Yes, yes,” he said. “Come inside, why don’t you? It’s freezing outside.”

      Wolf nodded gratefully and stepped in, Baine on his heels.

      “Nice to meet you, Sheriff Wolf. I have heard a lot about you,” he said with a smile, shaking Wolf’s hand.

      Klammer was dressed in a white dress shirt and tie, slacks and black shoes glossed to a mirror. He smelled like a fresh spritz of cologne, and his short gray hair had perfect comb marks in it like rake lines in white sand.

      Klammer walked through an expensively furnished living room and into a modern kitchen. “It’s not the same cold as Austria out there. Austria is more brutal, I can assure you. Can I make you two some coffee? Or something more interesting? A Scotch perhaps?”

      Wolf smiled. “No, thanks. On duty. We’re fine.”

      Klammer’s smile was disarming, like he and Wolf were long-lost friends. “Please, what can I do for you?”

      “Is your assistant staying in this house as well?” Wolf asked.

      Klammer nodded. “Yes, why?”

      “May I speak with him for a moment?”

      “What about?” Klammer asked.

      Wolf returned the disarming smile. “It’s about something we talked about last night at the gala. I saw him—”

      “Yes?”

      Wolf turned at the deep voice. Jonas Prock stood just outside the kitchen. He was dressed similarly to Klammer, though he filled out his clothing with more muscles. He buttoned a cuff and looked up at Wolf. “What was it that we were talking about last night, Mr.  …”

      “Wolf. Sheriff Wolf.”

      Prock walked in, and the bright kitchen lit up his eyes.

      Wolf watched Prock’s pupils narrow to pinpoints, making his entire eyeball look off-white with just a speck of black. A memory of Stephanie Lang’s dead eyes surfaced, reminding Wolf exactly why he was there.

      “We’d like to speak to you in private for a minute,” Wolf said.

      Prock stared at Wolf, as if considering the question, and then looked at Klammer. Neither of them moved a facial muscle but, still, it looked like a thought had passed between them.

      Klammer sniffed and then coughed. “Well, I have to finish getting ready, anyway. Nice to meet you two. I trust I’ll see you around town.” Klammer walked back toward the front door and disappeared up the carpeted stairway.

      Wolf pulled out his cell phone and tapped the screen a few times. “Mr. Prock, do you know a woman named Stephanie Lang?”

      Prock stared at Wolf, and then he shook his head once, almost imperceptibly.

      Wolf nodded, glaring into those canary-yellow eyes. “How about Matt Cooper? Do you know that name?”

      Prock tilted his head, looked up at the ceiling, and then closed his eyes, as if starting to meditate. His lower lip stuck out and wrapped over the upper, then pulled down. He tilted his head side to side, as if flaunting his infinite patience.

      Somewhere, an electronic device beeped, probably plugged into a wall nearby. The man smelled peculiar, Wolf thought as he watched Prock play his game. It was cologne, but heavy on the musk, almost animal-like.

      Prock finally looked back at Wolf and shook his head again. Again, it was almost imperceptible.

      Wolf glanced at Baine.

      Baine stood stiffly, looking between the two men and then cleared his throat. “You were with Matt Cooper last night,” Baine said to Prock. “I pulled you two over on Main Street.”

      Prock looked over at the stairway, then back to Baine.

      “Yeah,” Baine said looking at Wolf now. “It was him. I’m sure of it.”

      Wolf looked back at Prock, and Prock glanced again at the stairwell. Wolf held up his phone and snapped a photo. “You don’t mind if I take a picture of you, do you?”

      Prock flinched at the flash, turning his head a fraction, and then exhaled and relaxed, fixing his yellows on Wolf with undisguised menace.

      “Thanks for your time, Mr. Prock,” Wolf said, returning the glare. “We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.” Wolf motioned for Baine to lead the way, and they let themselves out the front door. Before Wolf closed the door, he saw Klammer looking down on them from the top of the steps. Wolf stepped out and let the door click shut.

      The outside light flicked off, leaving them to navigate the steps in darkness.

      “You sure it was Prock with Cooper last night?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep. He was doing that same frickin’ thing—closing his eyes, head back, that whole lip thing. It hit me like a ton of bricks when he did that. I never did see his eyes last night, which I would have easily recognized, but when I saw that move he just did … hundred percent, Sheriff.”

      Wolf climbed in the SUV. The dash clock said 5:49.

      “Where to now, sir?” Baine asked. “Cooper’s finally?”

      Wolf shook his head. “We’ve proven that Cooper and Prock were together last night, and nothing else.”

      Baine scoffed and looked out the window. “So what now?”

      “So let’s get some rest, and get this picture in front of the lift op and snow-cat driver tomorrow, and see if Prock left with our vic last night. I’m beat.”

      Baine yawned. “You got that right. Could still use a beer, though. Drop me off at Beer Goggles?”

      “Sure.”

      “Headed home?” Baine asked.

      Wolf shrugged, noncommittally.

      Wolf drove back into town, dropped Baine off at the Beer Goggles Bar and Grill to meet up with Rachette and the rest of the off-duty crew that liked to drink, which was most of them, and then went back to the station.

      He walked through the squad room, down the hall, and into his office. His stomach growled, but his body was heavy and sluggish, and the need for rest was an overwhelming drive. He hadn’t slept a second the night before, thinking about Jen Wakefield’s hollowed-out, dripping head, and it had caught up to him.

      He took off all his winter gear and hung it on the coat rack, then pushed his boots up next to the radiator. Next he took off his belt, bent down and opened an oak cabinet on the wall. He pulled out his sleeping bag stuff-sack. With a flourish, he stretched out the nylon sack and got inside.

      Despite his bruised tailbone, the hard carpet felt like a memory-foam bed. In a matter of seconds he was asleep.
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      Wolf opened his eyes with the vision of an eight-year-old Sri Lankan boy in his crosshairs branded in his mind. Wolf had come to suspect that what was once a recurring nightmare now only showed up when danger was close. It was Wolf’s subconscious telling him to be careful. Or at least, that’s what he liked to think. Otherwise, it was just an uncontrollable memory that tormented him whenever it felt like it, and Wolf didn’t do well with giving up control like that.

      Slashes of light streamed through the blinds of his office, painting the wall pale yellow in the otherwise pitch-dark room. The clock ticked but he couldn’t see it, so he checked the glowing dials of his watch—10:05 p.m. He’d been asleep for about three and a half hours, he calculated.

      He rolled to his back and once again felt the bruise on his tailbone.

      “Shit,” he whispered, and stood up.

      His stomach churned air, but he was screwed on food. Nothing would be open this late on a Sunday night, not even the chain fast food joints.

      Flipping on the light, he stretched his arms over his head and padded out into the hall in his socks.

      There was tapping of a keyboard coming from the now dimly lit squad room.

      Wolf poked his head around the corner and squinted.

      Deputy Sergeant Canton looked up and smiled. “Howdy, sir.”

      “Hi, how are you Stew?” Wolf asked.

      “Can’t complain.”

      Wolf opened the small refrigerator and saw three packs of string cheese. Vaguely remembering that they had been put in before Christmas, he skipped over them and pulled out the vegetable drawer, which to Wolf’s knowledge had never once held a vegetable. Two Newcastle beers sloshed in their bottles, leftover from another night he’d stayed in the office the week before. Wolf looked up at Canton, who was back to typing on the keys. He pulled out one of the beers, walked back to his office, and shut the door.

      He shut off the light switch and pulled up the blinds all the way, letting in the soft glow from outside. The moon hung above the resort, illuminating the slopes to the pallid color of dead skin. A row of brightly lit snow cats crawled down the middle of the mountain and, even though miles away, their roar was audible through the window.

      Wolf pulled a bottle opener from his drawer and popped the beer. He took a long pull and put his feet up on the windowsill. The cold glass sucked out heat through his socks.

      Across the street, a pair of headlights illuminated the Hitching Post Realty building, and then a car bobbed into the parking lot and pulled next to a parked car. It was Sarah’s 4Runner parking next to Margaret’s car.

      Wolf watched with interest as the interior cab light popped on and Margaret stepped out into the lot. She closed the door with a thump, waved to Sarah and then walked past her own car and all the way to the office door, weaving a little as she looked down and fumbled with her keys. She turned and yelled something back to Sarah, which was a murmur to Wolf, and then Sarah pulled out and left.

      The big window of the storefront office lit up, and Margaret walked around inside, marching here and there; then she stooped to dig through a desk drawer.

      Wolf took another swig and put the beer down. After another second of hesitation, he got up, grabbed his jacket and hat, slipped on his boots, and was out the door.

      Canton looked startled to see Wolf stepping fast through the squad room, pulling on his gear.

      “I’ll be right back,” Wolf said with a dismissive wave.

      Outside was biting cold, and his face seemed to solidify after five steps into the parking lot. The laces of his boots slapped around as he walked faster, seeing that Margaret had shut off the interior light and was coming out of the building.

      “Margaret!” Wolf called.

      Margaret peered into the night and saw Wolf jogging across the street.

      “David!” she called back, mimicking Wolf’s tone.

      She finished twisting the key and walked to her car, concentrating on the ground as she stepped off the curb.

      “Hey, whatcha doing?” Wolf asked.

      “Just headed home.”

      “You been drinking?” Wolf asked.

      She rolled her eyes then opened the rear door and dropped a folder in the back seat. “I’ve had one.”

      Wolf smiled and slowed to a stop.

      “Okay, two,” she said. “What? Look, I’ve gotta go. I’ll be careful. It’s freezing ass out here.”

      Wolf looked at her for another few seconds, and she sagged in defeat. She pulled open the back door of her car and took out the folder, shut the door, and then walked toward Wolf.

      Wolf let her pass and then caught up.

      She looked down at his flipping shoelaces. “What the hell? You sleeping in your office again?”

      Wolf looked down and didn’t answer.

      “Oh, honey, you have got to get back with Sarah.”

      They walked in silence for a beat, and Wolf saw her glance at him a few times.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve been drinking.”

      Wolf shook his head. He pushed the button on his keys and the lights flashed on his SUV. “Hop in.”

      A few minutes later they were cruising up Fourth Street headed east.

      “So, out with her tonight?” Wolf asked, keeping his eyes on the road. The buildings thinned and the pines thickened as they climbed in altitude.

      “Yeah, we were out with Ted and his assistant,” she said.

      “Ted Irwin?” Wolf asked.

      “Yep.”

      Wolf flipped on the brights, and the passing forest lit up.

      “So, you’re out to dinner with Irwin, and Ash is out to lunch with this Klammer guy.”

      Margaret stared at Wolf for a second. “So what?”

      Wolf shrugged, and they drove in silence for a while.

      “I’ll tell you what I told Klammer”—she turned in her chair—“and what I told Irwin. Whoever is awarded the contract for those condos, their next move had better be to hire my firm to sell them. And if they don’t believe me, take a look at what happened to Beaver Run before we came in, and then how quickly they sold when we took over the listings. Then take a look at the Fish Creek Complex. Then take a look at our sales over the last two years compared to any other firm. We wipe the floor with them!”

      Wolf held up a hand. “Okay, okay.”

      “Well …” she shook her head and stared out the window. “You’re saying these guys are trying to sell me, like I’m buyin’ or something. I’m selling these guys. You better believe that, Jack.” She pointed out toward the trees. “Besides, Ted and I are old friends. We grew up two years apart in high school in Aspen. I was just keeping the schmooze up, introducing him to my new top agent.” She glanced at Wolf.

      Wolf smiled. “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to insinuate that you were doing shady business with Ted Irwin. Ash, however? Wouldn’t put it past him.”

      Margaret looked at Wolf and then out the window. “Ah, I don’t know. I don’t think it would make a difference even if he was.”

      “What do you mean? Irwin’s already a lock on winning the contract?”

      She shrugged. “Probably. At least, I think I’ll vote for him. And I think Wakefield’s going to. Ash seems keen on Klammer’s proposal, but it’s too … Tyrolean for my taste. It’s all mountain-flower wood carvings, and makes you wanna have a Weiner Schnitzel and yodel while wearing lederhosen. Nyeh.”

      Wolf smiled. “And the rest of the council?”

      “I think they’re the same way. In the end, they usually go with what the mayor thinks, and like I said, he likes Irwin’s proposal. Another thing, Irwin’s company is from Colorado. Not some multinational conglomerate from Europe. How would it help the local economy if we brought in a bunch of engineers and big wigs from Austria?”

      A pool of light ahead marked the first property on this stretch of road where houses were large and spaced well apart. Margaret’s was still a mile or so up. As they passed the first house, another light came into view ahead, and they both knew it was Mayor Wakefield’s house they were approaching.

      “Jesus, he was bent up today,” she said.

      “Yeah. Not an easy thing, I’m sure. Burying your wife.”

      They both kept silent and looked down the driveway as they passed. Almost every light was blazing inside, but Wolf saw no movement in the windows.

      Margaret cleared her throat and looked Wolf up and down. “Seriously, though, what are you doing sleeping in the office? I’ve seen your light on late a lot. What’s the matter? Don’t like the rebuild?”

      Margaret was alluding to the explosion at his house a couple of summers ago, when a man had filled his kitchen to the brim with propane, and then ignited it, nearly killing Wolf’s son in the process. A trillion splinters of wood, tile, and appliances was all that was left of the kitchen, and the rest of the house had been a charred mess after the fire department had finally stopped the blaze.

      It was only this fall that the renovations had been finished. Up to that point, Wolf had been camping out in a corner of the remaining structure for months on end. Truthfully, now that it was done, Wolf felt like the memories had been gutted out of the place and he was living in a generic shell of a home.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like the rebuild. He would be an idiot if he didn’t like the brand-new kitchen, appliances, carpet, windows that sealed out the icy wind, and all the perks that came with a big insurance check and great friends in the construction industry. But it was … lonely, he guessed. Even with Jack staying there a few nights a week, he found that they often piled in the car and drove away from the quiet house to have their fun, either going to eat in town or out into the woods to shoot or fish.

      Margaret was staring at Wolf. “You do need to talk to Sarah.”

      “We’ve done that, many times.”

      Margaret looked back out the window. “Come on. She broke up with Mark because Mark was sick of her talking about you all the time. Sick of Jack and Sarah talking about you, and what you were doing that day, and when you were going to come over, and when you were going to pull your head out of your ass and throw Mark out and ask your ex-wife to marry you again and then live happily ever after in your brand-new house on your family’s ranch house.”

      Wolf kept his eyes on the road.

      “Okay, maybe I made that last part up,” she said. “But it sure makes sense to me.”

      “She’s hiding something,” Wolf said.

      Margaret turned to him. “What?”

      “To answer your question, I’m staying in the office because we’ve got a case going on, and I’m gonna have to be back in the morning, so it doesn’t make sense to … whatever. Listen, do you know a girl named Stephanie Lang?”

      She frowned, thinking. “No. Why? Who’s that?”

      “A waitress at the Antler Creek Lodge. She was killed last night.”

      “Jesus, is that what Sarah was talking about?”

      Wolf shrugged.

      “She told me something had happened, and she didn’t want to talk about it. What did happen?”

      Wolf exhaled. “We found her strangled on the side of the road this morning. A truck plowed her up.”

      “Oh my God,” Margaret said. “Oh my ...”

      After another half-mile, Wolf slowed down and pulled into Margaret’s driveway, which was lit up by a halogen lamp mounted on a pine tree. Her wood-paneled house was large, brightly lit, and looking behind the house Wolf could see a sliver of lights from the town far below.

      Her husband Harry came to the window and looked out. His eyes opened wide, and he disappeared. Then the front door opened and he stepped out onto the porch in his socks. He squinted, peering into the windshield of Wolf’s SUV and held up his hands.

      Margaret leaned forward and gave him the OK sign, then waved him back inside.

      Harry flipped his hand, went back in and shut the door.

      “Strangled?” Margaret asked. “Do you know who did it?”

      Wolf shook his head. “Not yet. But I’m starting to wonder if you guys and your land grab have anything to do with it.”

      “Why’s that? And it’s not a land grab. The town owns the land. We’re just trying to figure out the best use for it.”

      Wolf nodded. “You were at Charlie Ash’s party the other night, right?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Antler Creek catered that party, too?”

      Margaret sucked in her breath. “Yes, they did. And she was there?”

      Wolf nodded.

      “Oh geez. Who do you think did it?”

      “That’s the big question. I might come talk to you tomorrow, show you a couple of photos.” Wolf turned to her. “You remember what happened to Chet Rentworth five years ago?”

      Margaret looked down and nodded.

      “What happened to him?” Wolf persisted.

      “He ran his car into a tree and died because he was drunk driving.”

      “Just because I love you doesn’t mean I won’t lock you up next time. So quit it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “See you later,” said Wolf.

      Margaret got out of the car and walked to her front door.
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      Wolf woke early the next morning on the floor of his office. After a shower in the locker room, a half pot of coffee, and donning a fresh set of clothing he kept in his locker as standard procedure, he headed up to the ski resort with Rachette and Patterson, but not before stopping at the Sunnyside for three breakfast burritos to go—Patterson and Rachette didn’t eat.

      Ski lifts at Rocky Points Ski Resort officially opened at 8:30 a.m. and it was a Monday morning, so when Wolf and his two deputies parked at 7:45, they did so in the front row. And when they walked to the gondola, only a few skiers waddled about near the lift ticket windows. Otherwise, it was going to be what locals would call an epic powder day—free from the weekend crowd, and with so much snow having dropped over the weekend that there would still be plenty of untouched powder stashes if one knew where to look.

      The sky was once again bright blue, but the air outside felt like they stood in a furnace compared to the day before. The dash computer had said twenty-nine degrees this morning, and it would get well above freezing today according to the forecast.

      “Thank God for this weather,” Rachette said, looking around and rubbing his hands together. “I’m sure it was good skiing and all yesterday, but way too cold for my taste. Couldn’t have paid me enough to put skis on.”

      “Pussy,” Patterson said without hesitation.

      Rachette mumbled something and Wolf smiled, but only because he was walking in front and neither of them could see him do it.

      The gondola terminal, a large building made of tall windows and black painted steel, stood a short distance up the slope from the main lodge of the resort. It was humming as the line of empty cars hanging on a braided cable zipped in and out.

      Wolf followed a lane of orange ropes and stepped inside, where he saw two men dressed in resort gear, cradling steaming cups of coffee.

      The electric engine whined, twisting the big wheel in the center of the building. Five or six cars with doors wide open proceeded around it at a slow walking pace before being whisked away again up the mountain.

      It was much warmer inside the terminal and Wolf pulled off both gloves. “Victor Peterhaus?” he asked.

      The nearer of the two turned and looked, and then stood straight, clearly surprised to see three sheriff’s deputies entering. “Yes? I’m Victor.” He was foreign, Wolf realized.

      “I’m Sheriff Wolf. These are Deputies Rachette and Patterson. We have a few questions about Saturday night.”

      Peterhaus looked concerned. “Okay … am I in trouble for something?” South African, that was the accent.

      Wolf shook his head. “No, we just want to know if you saw someone in particular come out of the gondolas. You were working the base here on Saturday night, right?”

      Peterhaus looked relieved and also embarrassed, probably from letting his guilty conscience show so easily. “Yes, I was here until we closed down after midnight.”

      “Do you know a woman named Stephanie Lang?” Wolf asked.

      Peterhaus nodded. “Yeah. Works at the restaurant. We’re decent friends.”

      Wolf pulled out a glossy printout picture of Prock and held it up. “Was this man with her on Saturday night?”

      Peterhaus squinted and leaned forward, like he wasn’t wearing his prescription glasses and had left his contacts at home. “Yes.”

      Wolf raised his eyebrows. “You’re sure?”

      He nodded and stepped back. “Yes, that guy was definitely with her. I remember him. He’s got crazy eyes, you see that? Stephanie introduced me to him. Jonas or something. He’s from Austria. We talked about it for a while—I’d worked there one winter, in the Dolomites. Well, it was Italy, but the Austrian speaking part, so close enough.”

      “Did you see anyone else with them? Did she say they were meeting someone else?” Wolf asked.

      “No, they just said they were going back to Stephanie’s and they left out the door.” Peterhaus pointed behind them, and they all turned to look outside. All they saw was the complex of buildings at the base.

      Wolf shoved the picture back in his coat. “You know where Matt Cooper is?”

      Peterhaus turned back to the other lift operator. “Is Cooper up here yet?”

      The other lift operator stepped forward. “Yeah, I saw him fly up earlier. Right before you got here.”

      Peterhaus nodded to Wolf.

      “He flies up?” Rachette asked.

      The other lift operator pointed past the gondola cars. “He parks the helicopter out there at night, a few hundred yards away, over in the trees. It’s insane, how he flies straight down into that tight spot every day. He just flew it out of there a little while ago. You guys just missed him. Usually shows up pretty early, and he flies it up to the … helicopter pad or landing zone or whatever you call it. Wasn’t here this weekend, though. Too much snow. Avalanche danger over on the heli-runs.”

      Wolf nodded and stepped toward an open gondola. “Thanks. You don’t mind if we head up, do you?” Wolf asked.

      The two operators shrugged. “Go ahead. All yours.”

      They stepped inside and sat, and the doors clacked shut, cutting out the loud industrial sounds outside. After another few seconds they whipped up the side of the slope on the bouncing cable, and the base complex came into view below them, getting smaller by the second.

      For a few minutes they sat in silence, all eyes glued to the bright peaks and landscape below. Corduroy groomers and steep powder-buried runs slid by beneath them.

      Wolf stared down, picking lines he would ski now, and then picking lines he would have skied fifteen years ago. Patterson and Rachette seemed to be doing the same thing, though Rachette with much more trepidation than Patterson.

      “How’s the skiing coming?” Wolf asked, pulling off his hat. It was getting warm inside the heated car.

      “Not bad, if I do say so myself,” Rachette said, nodding to Patterson.

      Patterson glanced at Rachette. “Yeah, not bad,” she said with little enthusiasm.

      Rachette gripped the bench when they bounced over the rollers on the lift towers.

      Patterson looked nervous as well, but not about the movements of the gondola car. It was something personal that bothered her, Wolf decided.

      At the top of the mountain the gondola swung into the upper terminal, slowed to a crawl, and the door split open.

      Rachette was out first, all but diving out the door, and Wolf followed Patterson out.

      Wolf looked at the clock mounted above the lift operator’s office—8:20.

      Bob Duke, the head of ski patrol, was outside laughing with Scott Reed—both men whom Wolf had known for a number of years as fellow residents in town.

      Duke turned to them. “Hey, there they are.”

      Wolf smiled and shook his hand, and then Scott’s.

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Patterson watched Wolf smile at Scott Reed and give him a hearty handshake, as if they’d known each other for years.

      “How’s it going, Dave?” Scott said.

      “Not bad. You?” Wolf said.

      Patterson kept back, shook Duke’s hand, and then Scott’s only because it would have caused a scene if she hadn’t.

      Scott’s hand was warm and big, just like she remembered it. But now his touch sent shivers of revulsion up and down her spine, and his genuine smile seemed to magnify the effect. She decided that for the remainder of her time with these two men she’d keep her sunglasses on.

      She followed in silence, taking in the vast view as she always did, and once again she peered at Aspen Mountain and wondered what her family was up to this morning. With the amount of snow dropped Saturday night, her dad would probably be playing hooky from work and hitting the slopes until lunch, along with the rest of Aspen.

      They walked toward Scott’s cat waiting on the freshly groomed snow.

      Patterson took up the rear, and then sped up at the end and slipped into the back hold of the cat before anyone else. Bob Duke took shotgun and Wolf and Rachette sat back with Patterson.

      Wolf was eyeing her suspiciously, but she ignored him and looked out the rear window.

      “We need to speak to Matt Cooper,” Wolf said.

      “I know. I can’t get him on the radio right now.” Duke shook his head. “Probably has his flight headphones on. We’ll just drive over there.”

      The cat vibrated and the diesel engine sputtered loudly, but Wolf continued his conversation with the men in front.

      Patterson leaned forward and looked out the windshield, ignoring Scott’s green eyes glancing at her in the rearview mirror. The bright-red helicopter she’d seen many times this year—either on the top of the ridge where it sat now or thumping in the sky as it flew back and forth between peaks—sat on the far end of the ridgeline past the Antler Creek Lodge. It hadn’t been there yesterday. Probably hadn’t been the best business for helicopter rides when perfect powder had been right here on the mountain for no extra cost.

      “How’s Hillary?” Wolf asked Scott, leaning toward the front.

      “Oh, I split with her last year. Geez, I haven’t talked to you in that long?”

      Patterson kept her gaze out the windshield, ignoring the urge to look over at Rachette.

      “Yeah, I guess it’s been a little hectic for me. I haven’t been out much,” Wolf said.

      “Well, I heard about the whole deal you and Jack went through last summer, and what Deputy Rachette here did, getting shot and all.” Scott shook his head. “Wow.”

      Patterson finally sat back and looked across the hold at Rachette.

      Rachette glanced at her and then leaned forward to speak over Wolf’s shoulder. It would have made more sense to perhaps mouth the word sorry—to apologize for making your partner look like an idiot for being interested in a married man, a man who’d in fact split up from his wife so it wasn’t as awkward as her partner had made it out to be, but that wasn’t Rachette’s style.

      The pieces fell into place, though, and she was seeing Scott Reed in a whole new light. Scott didn’t wear a wedding ring for a good reason.

      She looked in the rearview mirror and locked eyes with him for a few seconds, then looked out the windshield again. Now she felt bad for being so cold toward the man, when he’d been so clearly interested in getting to know her.

      Could she date someone with two kids, though? She barely thought of herself as a grownup as it was. And how old were the kids? Given Scott’s youthful looks, she couldn’t picture them being much older than five or six. Then again, he could have been a teenager when he’d had his kids, and then they’d be almost her age. Two kids? Could she do it?

      One more time she looked at Scott’s face in the bouncing mirror, and once again they locked eyes. Probably, she thought as she marveled at his green eyes for the tenth time.
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      Charlie Ash parked his Range Rover and stepped out into yet another cloudless morning. He shut the door and wiped off his wet fingers on his pants, and then stepped along the driveway to the house that he could describe only as a Frank Lloyd Wright rip-off. Ash could think of many better ways to wipe your ass with a few million dollars than to erect a piece of crap like this.

      The gutters plunked and trickled, and the snow under his boots was turning to slush. Branches sagged, and a small stream had already started forming along the road on the drive up. The day was unseasonably warm for late February, and he loved it. It reminded Ash of Tahoe, where the warm temperatures often melted the snow just as fast as it dropped. Thank God. Breathing through his mouth so that his boogers wouldn’t freeze was becoming unbearable. Humans weren’t meant to endure cold temperatures like they’d been having. At least he wasn’t meant for it. In fact, he’d already vowed to himself that when the Klammer payment went through it would go toward a country-club membership and winter house in Scottsdale.

      As he stepped onto the porch and pushed the doorbell, he longed for the days of Lake Tahoe once again, with his lake house, his boat, his Treasurer position in city government and people lining up for favors. Those were the heydays, when he was like the godfather, before things pushed him and Kevin east. That was when he had been on top. That was when everything he’d touched turned to gold, and when everyone had respected him for the savvy businessman he was. Until his wife went and fucked it all up.

      The door clicked and opened, and a white lady dressed in sweatpants stood in the opening. She held a feather duster and some headphones hung from the neck of her sweatshirt.

      “Hello, Mr. Ash,” she said.

      “Hello,” Ash said, excluding her name, because he neither knew nor cared what it was.

      She smiled at him for a second, like he was going to say something else, like her name or something.

      “The mayor!” he yelled, satisfied at the way she jumped and opened the door wide.

      “Yes, sorry. Come in, he’s in his office,” she said.

      Ash walked past her and across the little rug without wiping his feet, and then onto the hardwood floors and down the hall. Over the squeaking of his boots he was pretty certain he’d heard the woman call him an asshole under her breath. Maybe one day he could figure out how to make her regret that.

      He stopped at the closed door to Wakefield’s home office and stepped onto the carpeted alcove. He turned the knob and walked inside, not bothering to knock.

      Wakefield was already staring straight at Ash as he entered. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he sat board stiff with both palms on the top of his mahogany desk. He wore a wrinkled long-sleeved polo shirt. There were no lights on, just the half-closed blinds letting in too little sunlight. It was silent as a vault.

      Ash looked around and closed the door behind him. He noticed that the computer on Wakefield’s desk wasn’t turned on, and there was nothing in front of him. Ash took off his jacket and hung it in the corner on the coat rack that was made of old skis, and noticed Wakefield tracking him with his unblinking gaze.

      Ash walked to the desk and sat down. He sighed, sat back, and crossed his legs. “You wanted to speak to me?”

      “She’s fucking dead?” Wakefield blurted.

      Ash popped his eyebrows and stared at Wakefield for a few seconds. Was he drunk? Had he been staring at the wall, drinking all night?

      “Yes,” Ash said slowly. “As I said before, I was so sorry to hear about your wife.”

      Wakefield narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “What?”

      Ash stared at Wakefield. The man was unstable. Ash couldn’t tell what this was. Was Wakefield acting like he didn’t know his wife had offed herself until now? Had he forgotten the reason for her suicide? How far off his rocker had he gone?

      “I’m sorry,”—he sat motionless—“you’re confusing me.”

      “You don’t know?” Wakefield asked.

      Ash kept silent.

      Wakefield stood up from his chair and leaned forward, pressing his hands into the desktop. He studied Ash with comical intensity, like Ash was a half-opaque ghost sitting in his midst.

      Ash felt his skin crawling, and decided now was a good time to leave. He began to stand up.

      “Stephanie Lang,” Wakefield said.

      Ash froze. “What?”

      Wakefield stared at him for another second and then sat down. “You’re serious!” He yelled, and then exploded into laughter.

      Ash held up a hand and looked back at the closed door. “What are you talking about?”

      Wakefield stopped laughing and wiped his eyes. “Stephanie Lang is dead. A plow dug her up out of the snow yesterday morning.”

      Ash sat back down.

      Wakefield closed his eyes and his leather seat creaked as he sat back.

      Ash looked around, thinking. Then he stood and walked to the office door and opened it. Poking his head outside, he was startled to see the housekeeper a few feet away, wiping water footprints off the floor with a rag. She had white headphones jammed in her ears.

      She looked up and sucked in a breath, then pulled out a headphone. “Can I help you, sir?”

      Ash glared at her and closed the door. He walked back to the desk and sat down again.

      “What the hell are you doing to me, Charlie?”

      Ash sat forward. “First of all, quiet down. Second of all, I don’t know anything about this. This is news to me.”

      Wakefield stared. “So you strangle her, and then make it look like I did it? What’s next for good old Mayor Wakefield in your plan? Somehow the X is supposed to lead the cops to me or something?”

      “The ex?” Ash squinted and shook his head. “Ex-what? What the hell are you talking about. I … she was strangled?”

      “You’re a good actor, Charlie. I’ll give you that.”

      Ash stood up to think. “Who the hell?” he murmured to himself.

      Wakefield leaned an elbow on the arm of his chair, all false amusement drained from his face. “You really don’t know who did this?”

      Ash ignored him and walked to the coat rack. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “Where are you going?” Wakefield asked. “Who the hell did this? Do we have to be worried? Was the X a signal to us? You’re telling me this is just a coincidence that she’s been killed?”

      Ash put on his coat and then stopped, narrowing his eyes. “For the last time, what do you mean, the ex? Who are you talking about?”

      “There was an X drawn on her forehead.” Wakefield put his index finger to his forehead and crossed two lines.

      Ash’s face dropped. His pulse raced and his skin crawled, itching as sweat leaked out of every pore on his body.

      “I have to go,” he said, and walked to the door. He opened it and hurried out, and then almost stepped on the maid. Twisting in mid-stride to miss her, he slipped on a wet spot and fell hard, planting his elbow onto the wood floor. Pain exploded through his arm, paralyzing him. “Ah!”

      “Oh my God, I’m sorry, Mr. Ash!” the maid said.

      Ash got to his knees and bent over, gripping his elbow, grunting through gritted teeth.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      Ash slapped it off and stood up, and then made his way carefully down the hallway and out the front door. He climbed into his car and pressed a number on his phone. It rang six times and went to voicemail.

      “Shit,” he breathed, and then he dialed another number. When it went to voicemail after one ring, he knew his call had been screened, and then he knew exactly what was going on. He was in trouble.
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      “A Bell 212 Twin Huey,” Duke yelled back to them. “Can hold twelve passengers.”

      Wolf nodded, looking out the window of the snow cat as they pulled up next to the helicopter. He’d been in one while in the army; it had been painted camo, whereas this one was a glossy red with a yellow stripe, and had metal meshed baskets the size of coffins on each skid for ski gear.

      The rotors were twisting lazily as if it was powering down.

      “When does he do the first flights of the day?” Wolf asked.

      “On a busy day, he’ll start flying at about nine a.m., get done in the early afternoon before the light gets too bad,” Duke said.

      Wolf leaned forward and peered out the window. “Stop the cat!”

      Scott twisted. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Stop!”

      Scott stopped the cat on a dime, and Patterson slid into her side on the bench, catching herself before toppling onto the floor.

      “What’s up?” Duke asked.

      Wolf looked at Patterson and Rachette and then leaned up between Scott and Duke. “Stay here.”

      Wolf stepped out of the snow cat; his boot sank up to his knee in the wind-crusted powder. He stepped back up onto the hardened snow and looked around.

      “What the hell?” Rachette whispered, now seeing what Wolf had a few seconds ago.

      The rotor blades whipped by overhead and the engine whined at a steady low pitch. If it idled any slower, Wolf thought, it would have been shut off.

      They faced east, and the morning sun blazed through the glass-enclosed cockpit of the whirring aircraft, illuminating it like a light bulb. On the window nearest them, a splash of glowing crimson painted the window, and a red X had been scrawled through it.

      Wolf took out his pistol and walked to the aircraft, peering through the red-tainted glass at the figure inside. A man was slumped motionless in between the two cockpit seats.

      The whooshing rotor overhead stirred the air, but otherwise the wind on top of the mountain was dead calm, and it smelled like jet fuel and the faintest hint of gunpowder.

      Beyond the helicopter, there was a drop-off into Brecker Bowl, the terrain that had been bombed yesterday morning, sending a mountain of snow down onto the highway far below.

      To the south—their right—was Williams Pass, and to the north the ridgeline they stood on continued all the way to Antler Creek Lodge, which sat in the distance reflecting the sun off its windows. Below was Rocky Points, the vast open valley beyond it to the north, and Cave Creek Canyon over thirty miles away. It was all a majestic view, but the grisly sight on the window hooked their eyeballs and reeled them closer.

      Wolf noticed that the blood spatter was on the inside of the window, and the red X was scrawled on the outside. It was drawn with an oily red paint, or lipstick, just like the mark on Stephanie Lang’s forehead.

      The movement of the rotor blades gave Wolf the sense that the shooting had happened mere seconds ago. Of course, the engine could have been idling for quite a while.

      He stepped up next to the window and looked in at the slumped body, and then looked down at the snow. There were two sets of prints.

      “That Cooper?” Rachette asked, coming up behind Wolf.

      “I don’t know,” Wolf admitted.

      Wolf popped open the door and studied the man. He was wearing lace-up hiking boots and ski pants. Wolf looked back down at the prints. One set matched the man’s boots; the other appeared to have been made by ski boots, presumably the killer’s.

      A wallet bulged inside the man’s ski pants. Wolf dug inside and pulled it out. His action moved the body just that little bit, which unleashed a fecal smell that was stirred by the rotor wash.

      “Oh,” Rachette said covering his nose.

      Wolf opened the wallet and looked inside. The ID said Matthew Cooper. The picture showed Cooper tanned with a shaved head, smiling wide with a malicious looking grin.

      Wolf handed it to Rachette. “Looks like it’s Cooper.”

      Wolf looked down and traced the ski-boot prints to the front of the helicopter and then over to a spot where someone had clearly put on a pair of skis.

      Wolf tracked the path of the twin ski tracks from where he was standing—over the edge, down to the left, and then off to the right to a ridge that ran away from them and down. Along the ridge was an orange rope marking the ski-area boundary—out of bounds to the right—and the ski tracks slalomed next to it and went out of sight over a small rise.

      “He’s dead,” Patterson said, walking up behind Wolf. “He’s still warm.”

      Wolf looked at her, then walked over to the ski cat and stopped.

      Scott turned off the engine and opened the door. “Is that Cooper’s blood?” he asked with wide eyes.

      Wolf nodded. “Afraid so,” he said, looking into the vehicle at Duke’s feet, and then to the pair of skis in one of the slots on the side of the cat. “Duke, what size feet are you?”

      Duke looked down and then up at Wolf. “Ten and a half? Eleven?”

      Wolf cringed, and then climbed into the back of the cat. “I need to borrow your boots and skis … and poles and goggles.”

      Duke nodded and climbed into the back of the cat, sat down and took off his boots.

      Wolf took off his Sorels and scooted them to Duke. “Trade ya.”

      It took a few seconds and a lot of toe cramming, but Wolf packed his feet into Bob Duke’s warm, sweaty ski boots. Then he put on the mirrored-lens ski goggles; the terrain outside darkened and popped—the optics making it much easier to see gradation and depressions in the otherwise blazing white snow.

      “Good thing you have fat feet, Bob,” Wolf said.

      Bob didn’t respond. He was staring out, probably at the red smear on the helicopter window.

      Wolf buckled the boots on as loose as he could and stepped outside. His feet mashed painfully into the front of the boots, the nails breaking the skin on their neighboring toes. He pulled out the Rossignol skis and clicked into the bindings, strapped on the poles, and skated over to the front of the helicopter.

      Rachette held up his hands. “What are we supposed to do?”

      “Secure the scene,” Wolf said. “Call Lorber and get him up here.”

      Wolf skied up to the edge of the cirque and looked down. He saw a tiny car driving on the highway far below; then he focused closer and back to the fresh ski tracks that disappeared over the rise.

      “What if the tracks go out of bounds?” Patterson asked.

      Wolf thought about it. “Get someone to drive up the pass right now—whoever’s closest—and tell them to wait for me. If they see a skier, make sure they know he’s armed and dangerous. Tell them to not engage until backup arrives.”

      “Where do they wait?” Patterson asked.

      “At the slide zone,” Wolf said.

      “Okay.”

      Wolf let go of a pole and let it dangle from his wrist, and then took off his glove. He pulled off his radio and twisted the dial, then pushed the button and held it to his lips. “Check,” he said, his voice was clearly audible from Patterson and Rachette’s radios. He put the radio into his jacket pocket and then felt the pistol on his holster underneath. While mentally rehearsing how he might pull the gun out to use it—drop pole, glove off, jacket up, pistol out—he jumped over the edge and landed on the steep snow with chattering skis.
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      In spite of how much snow the resort had gotten over the past forty-eight hours, the terrain under Wolf was hard and unforgiving because most of the powder from the bowl had slid to the bottom of the valley the day before.

      The skis scraped on the ice as he cut to his right. When he reached the rope, he slowed to a stop and looked up. Rachette and Patterson were watching him. They waved, and Wolf raised a pole in return. Then he turned to look down the slope.

      There was a clear crack where the snow had slid yesterday. To the left it was ice; to the right, fluffy powder with one set of tracks down it. He looked left across the expanse of the bowl and up to Antler Creek Lodge on the ridge, and marveled at the huge amount of snow that had to have cleaved and dropped.

      Wolf studied the tracks. When he had been in his mid-twenties, Wolf and this skier would have been good companions on the mountain. The tracks were long and symmetrical, turning the same arc on the left as the right, with a lot of distance in between. They were the tracks of an expert skier flying down the mountain at speeds most people weren’t comfortable with—speed Wolf was no longer comfortable with now that he was pushing forty.

      Wolf pointed Duke’s skis down and entered into the powder. It came up to his knees, and the deep snow helped him check his speed with each turn. The wind blew on his face and was loud in his ears. He bounced up in between turns and sank deep as the wide skis carved through the snow.

      He continued down with a steady rhythm, still marveling at the aggressive distance between the turn tracks he followed. The man he followed was competent on skis for sure, but Wolf thought that they were the tracks of someone running with nothing to lose. Maybe death didn’t even matter to this person. If Wolf caught up with him, he had no doubt the man would be dangerous.

      The rope ahead turned to the left, steering skiers back toward the flat zone at the base of the bowl, and then onward to the left and to the rest of the Rocky Points Ski Resort beyond. The tracks, however, ducked the rope and veered right.

      Wolf stopped at the point where the tracks went under. His breathing was labored; his legs ached, already a little wobbly and slow. The helicopter was gone, out of view beyond the tracks he and his prey had left.

      He stood sucking wind and following the tracks below with his eyes. They continued for another five or so turns, then abruptly turned right and then straightened, into a swath of dense forest, then they came out the other side into a powder field.

      Wolf sucked in a breath and squinted. In the middle of the powder field the tracks led to a dark figure huddled in the snow. It was clearly a man, but any more detail than that was impossible to discern.

      He pointed his skis down, gathered some speed, and then cut right. When he reached the tracks of the other skier, his velocity increased once more.

      Had Wolf been seen?

      The person was out of sight now, and all Wolf could see were the tracks that led into the dense copse of trees ahead.

      As he entered the forest, he swerved back and forth, keeping on the narrow snake of depressed snow, not daring to deviate from the tracks an inch and risk slamming into a tree or stopping altogether.

      He was going fast on the tracks, much faster than the man in front of him had gone, having less friction underneath him, and a few times he crashed through small branches, narrowly avoiding smashing straight into thick trunks by fabric-ripping margins.

      The tracks were crazy lines, snaking downhill and gaining speed where Wolf would have chosen to keep skating across. Just when the trees got so tight that Wolf was certain a collision was imminent, they abruptly thinned out, and Wolf could see the man no more than a hundred yards ahead of him.

      As Wolf came out into the open, he kept his eyes glued ahead and began the process of pulling his gun as fast as he could. He took his right pole and tucked it under his other arm, then yanked his glove off and shoved it into his jacket pocket, pulled up the bottom edge of his jacket and lifted the pistol out of its holster. All this he did in the span of a few seconds, and all of it, along with his approach, had still gone unnoticed by the figure in front of him.

      The person was either unaware of Wolf’s presence, or waiting for Wolf to get nearer for an easier shot. There was no telling from this distance, but Wolf wouldn’t have to wait much longer to find out.

      A downed tree that had been uncovered lay just ahead, and Wolf realized at the last second that he needed to jump to get up on top of it, or risk putting the skis under it and clothes-lining himself in the shins. So he jumped, and when he came down his skis thwacked on the log, and the noise startled the man ahead into motion.

      And it was impressive motion.

      Immediately he was up and charging straight down the steep glade to the left, this time not turning at all.

      Wolf watched him go, trying to take in some of his characteristics. All that stood out for Wolf was the red hat. It was bright red, the red of the helicopter that sat on top of the mountain. Otherwise, the man was a blurry cloud of powder flying down the mountain at high speed.

      Wolf turned his skis down and cut over. He was traveling painfully slow, the distance between them spreading by the second. But then Wolf realized exactly where they were, and knew things might turn in his favor in a matter of seconds because the man was headed straight for a line of cliffs.

      The slope seemed to disappear ahead, like they were skiing on the side of a massive barrel, and the edge kept rolling under. Wolf knew that when the edge finally did come, it was a fifty-foot drop at the lowest point, and upwards of eighty feet at the highest. The man looked like he knew this terrain, and if he didn’t want to plummet off the edge of the world he would have to turn one way or the other soon, losing valuable speed.

      Wolf let the ski pole that was tucked under his arm drop, and he made some long turns, still grasping his pistol in his now numb right hand.

      As the terrain steepened, his turns did little to check his speed. More disturbing still, the man ahead was gaining speed.

      Options raced through Wolf’s mind. He knew that young crazy people jumped off these cliffs all the time, given the right conditions and enough cameras to capture it. These were definitely the right conditions. But he also knew that young crazy people jumped with the aid of spotters, making sure their lines were right so they didn’t land in trees or on rocks and die.

      The man in front of him was gone. No more cloud of powder. Nothing.

      Wolf’s final thought was of the long, kamikaze tracks higher up the mountain, and then he balked. He dropped the gun, turned ninety degrees to his right, and slid on his side, digging the edges of his skis in, and his right hand into the powder. The terrain steepened, and then steepened some more, and then all he could see was the tops of trees on the distant valley floor below, and a gentle slope to the highway, where an impossibly tiny car drove on the curvy road.

      Wolf slid down, all his efforts to halt his progress for nothing, and just when he thought he was going over the edge, he stopped in the thick snow. Before he’d finished taking a breath of relief, the entire mountain started moving downward.

      His stomach lurched as he slid, and then he twisted to his belly and swam with his arms, and when that didn’t stop him he dug his hands down as hard as he could. His gloveless right hand was a numb stump, his left catching no purchase on anything. Everything was sliding down, him with it, and it was futile, like a man trying to swim up a waterfall.

      Just as he was about to turn back around and make a leap for it so he might clear any rocks jutting from the cliffs below, his hands gripped a jagged outcrop beneath the snow. He grabbed with all his might, hugging the hook of a rock, and felt the snow slough over his head and back, burrowing deep into his jacket, pulling him like a fat man hanging onto his shoulders, suffocating him. And then just as quickly as it had started, the slide passed and his body was light again.

      Wolf flexed his arms and shoulders and shook his head back and forth, flinging the cold snow off his skin. His goggles were caked with powder so he stared at pure darkness, but there was no way he was going to let go of the rock with either arm to wipe them off.

      He needed a foothold. He picked up his right leg and felt the ski flop around, heard it scraping against bare rock. With a grunt, he kicked his rear binding and heard the released ski tumble down the rocks for a long time and then a whack as it landed far below. Then he kicked the other ski off and jabbed the toe of his right boot into solid rock, and realized he had no foothold.

      After what seemed like a minute of grunting, staring at a sliver of light that seeped through his blocked goggles, his legs floundering beneath him, he found purchase and stood on the tiptoes of the boots. Only then did he dare take a second to reach up and rip off his goggles with one hand.

      A wave of dread hit him when he looked up and saw near vertical rock and dirt for at least twenty feet above him. There were few depressions to dig his hands into, and with clunky ski boots, footholds would be wobbly and tentative at best.

      He looked down. His feet appeared to be standing on air. Then he scanned right and left, and knew he was clinging to one of the highest points in the line of cliffs.

      Movement below caught his eye and he did a double take.

      Red Hat was skiing slowly toward the road, looking up at Wolf with interest as he took wide turns. The man was moving fine. Not injured in the least, or hiding it well if he was.

      “Yee-haw!” the man yelled from below, waving a pole. Then he gained some speed, slalomed through the forest, and stopped at the side of the highway.

      Wolf’s foot slipped an inch, so he pulled himself up into a bent-elbow position and felt around for new, more stable footholds. For agonizing seconds there was nothing. He was scraping on a sheer, almost-vertical rock face.

      He pulled his right leg up and pressed a knee into the rock under his belly, and then wondered just what the hell he was doing as he felt even less stable than before.

      As he lowered his body back down to the original precarious position he’d been in, he studied the ground above him and picked the line he was going to climb. It was going to happen. He was going to make it. And …

      The rock underneath his hands let out a sickening crack and shifted down, and then the chunk of granite dropped toward his legs.

      He pushed off his toes and kicked his legs back in time to avoid the crushing force of the rock, which would have certainly shattered his leg bones to splinters. As he brought his legs back in, the toes of his boots smacked against the cliff and bounced; now he was dropping.

      With all his might, he twisted his body around, pushing his hands against the rock to help him. Then he brought his legs up in a squat, bent forward, and kicked into the side of the cliff as hard as he could. The boots slapped and gripped for an instant, and then he jumped out head first and looked down.

      “Oh sh …” Wolf whispered as the air rushed against his face, building to a deafening roar.

      The initial shock of dropping eighty feet onto solid ground left him as he realized that his rotation was going to land him smack dab on his head if he didn’t do something about it.

      It isn’t solid ground, his mind screamed through the terror. It was a pile of slough on top of a huge amount of snow from the last storm, which made his landing even more important. In the event he survived, landing headfirst would be a sure way to suffocate shortly thereafter.

      The air was howling now, rippling clothing against his body as he accelerated more and more.

      He tucked into a ball and willed his body to spin forward in a front flip. It didn’t seem be working fast enough, as the rocks slid by a few feet from his face. He was still upside down.

      Then, somehow, the wind caught his body, pushing him so that he was now looking at blue sky. And then he landed.

      He barked involuntarily as he slammed back first into the snow—or maybe he hadn’t. It was so instantaneous that it was impossible to register the events in his mind. One instant he felt the cement-hard blow of the landing, and the next he stared up at the steep walls of a narrow impact crater.

      It was peaceful. A few clumps of snow crumbled off the edge above, widening the oval of blue sky even more. Relief turned to panic immediately as he tried to suck in a breath and couldn’t. The wind was knocked out of him. He tried to struggle but couldn’t against the snow, which only filled him with more dread.

      Finally, with a long whistle, a breath entered his lungs. His vision tunneled as he sucked a cold lump of snow into his throat, causing him to cough out the little oxygen his body had managed to inhale.

      The pain in his chest was agonizing, and then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      Beeping and squawking voices. A body slumped in an office chair. A woman stuck her tongue out at him. A man yelled at him to get down. He raised the rifle and shot.

      Wolf opened his eyes.

      The oval of blue looked the same as it had … when? He heard the muffled beep of his radio and squawking voices, and he thought he heard his name.

      His breathing was calm and normal. He coughed, clearing his lungs of moisture, and realized there had been no pain as he’d done so.

      He steeled himself and took stock of his body. No stabbing sensation. No tingling ache of broken bones anywhere. He moved his left hand, and then tried his right and felt nothing. Then he remembered he’d lost his glove. He flexed his right arm, pulled it free from the heavy snow, and extended it out in front of him. His hand was covered with snow and stuck in a writing position. He brought it to his mouth and breathed on it, feeling nothing. He bit it, and felt nothing. He decided to forget about it and wriggled his left arm, and with a grunt he heaved it out of the cement next to him.

      For a few moments he tried to sit up, but his body didn’t budge, weighed down by the hundreds of pounds of snow pressing on him. Or was it that his back was broken and he was unable to move? Panic slashed at him, but he closed his eyes and took a calming breath.

      No, he decided, feeling his feet wiggle in the compact ski boots, then his knee flex, then his thighs, his butt, his back, his shoulders, and his neck. He was fine. It was just that he was buried, and needed to dig himself out. So he began moving snow with teeth-gritting determination.

      It took him at least thirty minutes to extricate himself. He parted the snow on his chest, sat up, and then freed his legs. Then it was a matter of crawling up and out of the five-foot hole. “… Wolf? Sheriff Wolf?” The radio sat in a small impact crater a few feet away.

      “Wolf!” Rachette yelled into the radio, like he was calling a lost dog as he marched down the street.

      Wolf bent down and picked it up. “Yeah, I’m here.”

      He took a step and sank all the way up to his crotch in the snow, and then realized he still had a whole mess of a problem ahead of him.

      “Are you all right? We’ve been calling you for thirty minutes. Patterson is coming after you.”

      Wolf shook his head. “Patterson, do you copy?”

      There was no response.

      “Patterson!” Wolf said, afraid she was going to go over the cliffs next.

      “Down here,” she said. “I’m to your left, down near the road. I had to skirt the cliffs. I’m heading up your way.”

      Wolf waved. He looked around and saw a bright-orange sliver in the snow. It was the base of one of Bob Duke’s skis poking out.

      “Just hang tight,” he said. “It’s too deep. I found a ski.”

      Wolf dug it out and put it on, then trundled down the remaining hillside to the road to meet Patterson.

      “I thought you were buried in an avalanche or something.” Patterson was speaking fast. “I followed your tracks, and saw them end at a slide, and then that cliff.” She looked up. “Oh my God. Look how high that was.”

      Wolf didn’t bother looking as he slid down a steep bank and landed on the hard packed powder next to the road.

      “How did you get skis?” Wolf asked.

      “Scott got a ski patrol to bring some up for me on a snowmobile.” She took a deep breath. “We were pretty worried.”

      “Well, thanks,” Wolf said. “Who’s waiting on the highway?”

      “Wilson is at the slide zone,” she said.

      “Wilson, do you copy?”

      “Yes, sir, I’m on my way up now, let me know …” Wilson drove around the corner at that moment. “Aha, there you guys are.”

      “Sir,” Patterson said. “Your hand.”

      Wolf nodded. “I know. I need heat.”

      Patterson took off her glove and held it out, then took it back and shook her head. “Sorry, probably wouldn’t fit you, now would it? Did you hear the radio chatter about the shooting at the top of the pass?”

      Wolf’s heart sank. “No. When?”

      “Someone just called in about a shooting on top of the pass. Nobody’s hurt, but a man was shot at, and his snowmobile was taken.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      At 11:15 that morning, Wolf stood on the shoulder of Highway 734 on the top of Williams Pass, and it was clear that Matt Cooper’s murderer had gotten away, using the mountains surrounding Rocky Points Resort, ingenuity, and a psychotic disposition to his advantage.

      Apparently, Red Hat had hitched a ride up the pass, picked up by an unknown vehicle. It was customary practice for a driver of a truck with an open bed to stop if a skier came out of the woods and needed a lift back up to his or her car parked on the top of the pass.

      When he’d arrived on top, however, he hadn’t had a car parked there. Instead, he’d flashed his pistol at a man who’d just finished unloading a snowmobile off the back of his truck. A shot in the air had been enough to coax the man to start the machine and give it to the gun-wielding lunatic, who then took off up the western slope at the top of the pass.

      They didn’t know what Red Hat had done next, but after staring up the slope a few minutes, Wolf had a pretty good guess: When Red Hat had gotten to a specific point, he’d ditched the snowmobile, donned his skis, and skied down a grooved trail that meandered through the trees worn smooth by a group of ski-resort poachers the day before. Then he’d ducked a rope back into the resort—a well-known move that had got many into the back side of the resort, where tickets on the slower, two-seater lifts were not scanned.

      If he was right, then it looked like a perfect getaway with local knowledge helping him pull it off.

      “What now?” Patterson asked. “We have to get up there and check out where he went with that snowmobile. Should I call Ritchie?” She meant Brad Ritchie, a man with search and rescue who could bring more snowmobiles.

      “Sure,” Wolf said. “Have Yates and Wilson go up—they’re best on the sleds. I think they’re going to find he ditched the snowmobile and skied back into the resort.”

      Patterson looked up.

      Wolf walked toward the nearest SUV, flexing his right hand underneath the glove. After ten minutes in front of the car heater, the numbness had subsided, and had now been replaced with tingling and burning.

      “Okay, so what now?” she asked, coming after him.

      “We follow through with what we started today,” Wolf said, climbing into Wilson’s vehicle. “We talk to Jonas Prock.”

      “Am I coming with you?” Patterson asked, watching with interest as Wolf commandeered Wilson’s SUV.

      “No,” he said.

      “So what am I doing?”

      “You’re going with Baine to pick up Prock,” he said, pointing over at Wilson and Baine, who stood off alongside the road.

      “Okay, and—”

      “I’m going to go lay down.” Wolf shut the door and started the car, exhaling as the heat blasted his frigid, wet feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      The cold shadows of the mountains had already passed over the station outside when Wolf opened his eyes. His office was darkened and his ticking clock said 3:05 when he woke up on his office carpet.

      His boots, the ones he’d taken off and given to Bob Duke at the top of the mountain, stood inside his closed door. He sat down on a chair and pulled them on, wincing from a sharp pain that traveled up his back. After a few seconds of bending forward, the pain ebbed away, but it left him wide-eyed and wondering if he’d pinched a nerve.

      After tying his boots and successfully standing up without falling over, he walked into the squad room.

      Rachette got up from the edge of Wilson’s desk. “Interrogation room one.”

      Wolf looked at him. “Interrogation room one?”

      “Prock. We picked him up and he’s in there.”

      Wolf frowned. “How long’s he been here? How long have I been asleep?”

      “I was just about to wake you up. I figured you needed the rest.” Rachette pointed down the hall. “Besides, he’s only been in there a few minutes. We couldn’t find him for hours. Apparently he was skiing.” Rachette arched his eyebrows, as if the piece of information explained everything.

      Wolf smoothed his hair. “Where’s Patterson?”

      “She’s in the lab, checking out a USB drive that we found on Cooper.”

      Wolf squinted and shook his head. “He had a USB drive on him?”

      Rachette nodded. “And when I say on him, I mean on him. It was just balanced on his shoulder. We didn’t notice it until later, when you’d already skied down the mountain.”

      Wolf nodded, and then stood thinking, trying to get his bearings on the present moment. “And what else?”

      “Lorber came and took Cooper off the mountain.”

      “And the X written on the window of the cockpit?” Wolf asked.

      “Looks like it was lipstick, matching what we found on Stephanie Lang’s forehead.”

      “Any usable prints inside or outside the cockpit?”

      Rachette upturned his hands. “Lorber’s on it.”

      The door to Tammy’s reception office clicked and she poked her head out. “Sheriff.”

      “Yeah?”

      Her eyebrows arched. “We have someone out here who insists on seeing you. A Mr. Klammer?”

      Wolf sighed and nodded, and then walked to the super-heated reception room.

      “Ah, Sheriff Wolf,” Klammer said, standing in front of the windows. “I wanted to know if I could come in and be a part of this … inquiry.”

      Wolf shook his head. “Sorry, Mr. Klammer, we need to speak to Mr. Prock alone.”

      “Shall I call our lawyers?” Klammer asked with slow deliberate pronunciation.

      Wolf considered the plural use of the word lawyer, and turned to Rachette who was behind him. “Please have someone get Mr. Klammer a drink. We’ll talk soon, Mr. Klammer.”

      Rachette nodded.

      “And then get back here,” Wolf said as he walked away.

      Wolf continued through the squad room, into the hallway, and past his office. Then he entered a closed door.

      Observation room one was a small box with a one-way mirror window into the interrogation room beyond. Wolf stopped and took a moment to study Jonas Prock.

      Prock sat under a pool of yellow light with his legs crossed and his coat across his lap. Looking around with a steady gaze, he was cocked sideways, leaning one arm on the wooden table, tapping out a rhythm with his finger.

      “Jesus,” Rachette said as he came inside. “This guy’s kind of creepy. Didn’t say a single word at all when we arrested him, and hasn’t said a single word since. Here.” Rachette held out a cup of coffee and a manila folder.

      Wolf took the folder, peeked inside, and then took the coffee. “Thanks.”

      Wolf went inside with Rachette in tow. He sat down and set the folder on the table, and Rachette stood against the wall behind Prock.

      Prock raised his eyebrows and looked over his shoulder, and then his lip curled and he shook his head.

      Wolf leaned forward and opened the folder. Inside was a glossy photo of Stephanie Lang, an employee headshot photo taken at Antler Creek Lodge. She was smiling wide, a happy grin, as if she was friends with whoever was behind the camera.

      Prock flicked a glance at it and kept his face expressionless.

      “What can you tell me about this woman?” Wolf asked.

      Prock didn’t move.

      Wolf looked at him for a few seconds. “We have two witnesses who say you were with this woman on Saturday night after the gala.”

      “I was?”

      “According to two people on different parts of the mountain, yes, you were.”

      Prock closed his eyes and took a deep breath, like he was going to start meditating right there. When he finally opened them back up, he stared at the wall beyond Wolf.

      Wolf tapped on the table.

      Prock did a double take at the new picture Wolf had substituted with the last.

      The photo was a close-up of Stephanie Lang’s frozen corpse. Wolf watched as Prock took the whole picture in—the iced-over eyes, the frozen tongue sticking out, the torn-open flesh, the frozen meat underneath. Then, to Wolf’s surprise, Prock’s tough act vanished for an instant.

      “I’ll repeat,” Wolf said, sensing the weakness in Prock’s façade, “we have two witnesses who say you were with this woman after the gala on Saturday night. This picture”—Wolf tapped it—“was taken Sunday morning.”

      Prock stared at the photo, then looked away and closed his eyes. He scratched his neck with shaky fingers, an unconscious gesture of vulnerability. An unconscious gesture to his neck.

      “Did you strangle Stephanie?” Wolf asked quietly.

      Prock looked up. “What? No.” He mumbled something in German.

      Wolf took a sip of his coffee and set it down. “We know you and Matt Cooper were with Stephanie last night. So why don’t you tell me what happened? Was it Cooper? Did he do it? Did he hold her down while you did it?”

      Prock gripped his head with both hands and rubbed. “Ahhh … no. We did not do this.”

      “Then tell me what happened,” Wolf said in an even tone.

      Prock pulled his hands away from his head and looked up at Wolf with wet eyes. “I didn’t kill that girl.” His voice was barely a whisper.

      There was a firm knock on the door and then it opened.

      Patterson stuck her head inside. “Sir, sorry. I need to speak to you.”

      Wolf turned and raised his eyebrows in response.

      “It can’t wait, sir,” she said.

      Wolf shut the folder slowly, then scraped his chair back. Without a word, he and Rachette left the room.

      “What’s up?” Wolf asked when the door clicked shut.

      “There’s a movie on the USB we found in the cockpit … on Matt Cooper … and you have to see it.” She left the room and waved for them to follow.

      They went into the squad room to Wilson’s desk. He was bent close to the computer screen, and then he looked up and scooted back.

      Patterson sat down in a chair and wheeled it close to the desk, then gripped the mouse. She clicked on a media player and tracked the movie playing on it to a position she wanted.

      Wolf knitted his brow when he saw two people crawling all over each other on the screen, moving at light speed as Patterson found her desired mark.

      “Whoa,” Rachette said.

      Finally, she clicked and sat back, letting the movie play.

      Wolf leaned forward.

      “Mayor Wakefield,” Rachette said.

      The image on the computer screen was of the interior of a vehicle, recorded with a fish-eye lens and at an angle that suggested it was mounted on the rearview mirror. It was a sharp picture, tinged green with a night-vision setting, and both the passenger and driver’s seats were in the frame.

      Mayor Wakefield was driving the car, dressed in a thick dress coat with a suit and tie beneath. He drove without giving much attention to the road. Instead he was swiveling left and right, looking in the side-view mirrors, and shifting to press his face to the glass, as if seeking something in the blackness of the night surrounding him.

      What he was searching for became clear a few seconds later. The camera jerked as he stopped the car, and then he smiled, looking out the passenger window into the night. He bent over and pulled on the handle. The cab flashed green for a second as the picture became overexposed by the interior light. When it adjusted back to normal, a woman was sitting in the passenger seat. She leaned over and kissed him, and he kissed her back with passion, twisting in his seat and fondling her breast. After a few more seconds they parted and looked around out the windows as if making sure they weren’t being watched.

      “Stephanie Lang,” Rachette said.

      It was her. She had a mischievous look, groping at Wakefield’s crotch with her left hand as she looked out the passenger window.

      Lights streamed past the rear of the car. As they dimmed and receded into the distance, she leaned into his lap and stayed there for good.

      “Okay,” Wolf said. “So this is a sex tape of Mayor Wakefield and Stephanie Lang. It’s definitely a development, but why are you pulling us out of the interrogation?”

      Patterson held up a finger and then grabbed the mouse. She clicked on the bar below and pulled the marker to later in the movie. In the split second it took her to scroll through the whole movie, the screen showed snippets of the frames. Though hard to register exactly what was being seen, it was clear enough that Lang and Wakefield were naked, having intercourse, and in multiple positions for the next several minutes.

      “Wow,” Rachette said. “Got busy.”

      Wolf kept his eyes on the screen and waited while Patterson slowed just before the end of the movie.

      “See here?” It was the same shot, but now the vehicle cab was empty.

      “Okay,” Wolf said.

      “Wait for it,” Patterson said. “Five more seconds.”

      Five seconds later, the picture flashed green again. After another few, it darkened and then bounced and jiggled. For a while a palm was all they could see, then an arm, and then, after a few seconds of swirling images, a face with glowing eyes took up the whole picture.

      Patterson clicked the mouse, freezing the movie.

      Wolf leaned forward. “Matt Cooper.”

      “The movie stops a second after this picture,” she said. “You can’t tell who starts the recording at the beginning, but it’s unmistakable at the end. Matt Cooper.”

      “What about prints on the USB?” Wolf asked. “Did you find any?” He glanced at the USB inserted in the PC tower.

      “That’s … not the original USB,” Patterson said, following his eyes. “The original is in the lab. I didn’t find any prints on it, but there is definitely blood, and it does not match our pilot Matt Cooper. I’ve sent what I have to Lorber’s office, and when he gets back there I’ll talk to him about it.”

      “Blood not matching Cooper’s?” Rachette asked. “That’s what we like to call in the business, a clue if I’ve ever heard of one.”

      Patterson pointedly ignored her partner.

      “Keep me posted on that,” Wolf said.

      Wilson shook his head at the screen and pushed his chair back. “There’s no way to know when the recording was made. There’s no time and date stamp on it. No meta data.”

      “I would say it was made Thursday night after Charlie Ash’s party,” Wolf said. “You can see Cooper’s valet uniform. That’s how he got in his car and planted the camera at the beginning. He could have gone into town and made a copy of the key during the party to come back and retrieve the video camera later.”

      “Rascal’s Hardware,” Wilson said, referring to the only place in town that made keys. “I’m pretty sure they’re open until nine p.m. on weeknights.”

      “And the mayor went somewhere and picked up Stephanie after the party?” Rachette asked.

      “Antler Creek catered it,” Wolf said. “She was at the party. They must have planned a rendezvous that night.”

      Patterson looked up, skepticism etching her face. “And Cooper knew all this was going to happen?”

      “Looks that way,” Wolf said as he left the room.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Wolf sat back down in front of Prock while Rachette took his position against the wall. Prock’s demeanor was night and day from earlier. What was once a cool gaze was now the look of a cornered animal, his eye movements quick and urgent.

      “I didn’t kill Stephanie,” he said.

      Wolf kept silent.

      “I swear.” Prock put his elbows on the table and pressed his hands together. “We were just taking her home, and we dropped her off.”

      Wolf held up a hand. “Let’s start with how you know Cooper. You’re from Austria, he’s from Aspen. More importantly, he works for Irwin, you for Klammer. How is it that you end up hanging out with an employee of the firm you’re competing against for a multi-million-dollar contract? Does Klammer know?”

      Prock sat back and exhaled. “No, I was … it’s complicated.”

      “Try me. Your life depends on it.”

      Prock shook his head and blinked. “We were working together for the last few weeks.”

      “In what capacity?” Wolf asked.

      “I was approached by Irwin Construction Corporation a few months ago. They offered me a deal: I keep them abreast of progress, and they give me compensation.”

      “A double agent.”

      Prock nodded in his almost-imperceptible way.

      “Progress?” Wolf asked. “About what?”

      Prock held up his palms. “About our progress of winning the bid for an important contract.”

      “And how was progress going?” Wolf asked.

      Prock looked at Wolf for a second, considering his answer. “Touch and go.”

      Wolf nodded. “Saturday night, at the gala. You licked Stephanie’s earlobe. How did you know her?”

      Prock frowned. “I didn’t lick her earlobe.”

      “Whatever, you were flirting with her, and it was clear to a number of people at your table. How did you know her?”

      “From the party last week.”

      “Charlie Ash’s party?” Wolf asked.

      “Yeah.” Prock shifted in the seat. “Could I have a glass of water?”

      “Not yet,” Wolf said. “The party?”

      Prock sat back again and exhaled. “Cooper introduced me, and we hit it off. We got together in one of the rooms for a few minutes.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then nothing,” Prock said. “We didn’t see each other again that night.”

      Wolf shook his head and looked back at Rachette.

      “She disappeared,” Prock said quickly. “I never saw her again until Saturday night, at the gala, when she came to our table. We talked that night, and she agreed to hang out after she got off work.”

      “So you met her after her shift,” Wolf said. “Then you two went down the mountain together?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then you hooked up with Matt Cooper?” Wolf shook his head and sat back, looking at the ceiling. “I don’t get it. Why wouldn’t you take your own car? A cab? One of the shuttles that comes to the roundabout at the bottom of the gondola?”

      Prock rolled his eyes and put the side of his hand on the table. “I couldn’t take the company car, and we didn’t want to take a shuttle or a—”

      “So Cooper not only flies skiers in helicopters, but he’s fine with giving couples rides to wherever they want to go have sex? He’s just a nice guy like that?”

      Prock stared at Wolf for a second and lowered his eyes to the table.

      Wolf watched Prock’s skin grow hot, like he was either furious or embarrassed. Wolf couldn’t tell which.

      “Why involve Cooper in your little sex adventure?” Wolf asked. “You’re not making any sense. Start telling me the truth.”

      Prock glared up at Wolf. “That was the point. I wanted Matt Cooper involved in the sex adventure.”

      Wolf felt his own face flush. “Oh.” Wolf took a deep breath and stretched his neck. “So you and Cooper?”

      “Yes. That is why we got along so well when we met.” Prock stared at Wolf with drooping eyelids, as if waiting for the judgmental remarks to come.

      “So then what?” Wolf asked.

      “I called Cooper to pick us up. He was at the bar in the village, picked us up, and we drove up to Stephanie’s house.”

      “But you didn’t get there, did you?” Rachette said.

      Wolf looked up at Rachette and then back at Prock.

      Prock leaned forward. “We dropped her off on the side of the road. She wanted us to”—he opened his eyes wide and held up a finger—“there was someone behind us that night. We passed another truck.”

      Rachette blew out of his nose, and Prock twisted in his seat.

      “Why would you drop her off late at night in the middle of a major storm?” Wolf asked. “It was snowing like mad. It had been for hours.”

      “Stephanie and Cooper. They were fighting the whole way up the road. I couldn’t stop them. He was being vulgar, and she was definitely upset. I tried to tell both of them to stop, but they just kept shouting. She was screaming for him to let her out of the car, and wouldn’t listen to either one of us. So he stopped and she got out.” Prock waved a hand.

      “What was the argument about?” Wolf asked.

      Prock squinted and shook his head. “He was treating her like a … prostitute, how do you call it?”

      “A prostitute,” Rachette said.

      Prock nodded. “He was calling her names and insulting her, and she didn’t like it. I think they had a history, a fight before or something.”

      Wolf leaned forward. “Tell me exactly what they were saying.”

      Prock rolled a palm up. “I don’t know … he said that she had to do us both, and he wasn’t going to pay her the cost, as if she had a price or something. It was … it was bad.”

      “And what was her cost?” Wolf asked. “What was her going rate?”

      Prock swallowed and looked at Wolf. “What? What kind of a question is that? What’s wrong with you? I told you—”

      “You said Cooper was talking about a cost. What was the cost he was talking about? Do you remember a specific number?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know.” Prock huffed.

      “Was it twelve hundred dollars?” Wolf asked. “Was it one thousand two hundred dollars?”

      Prock’s face dropped. “Yes,” he said carefully. “It was.”

      Wolf sat back and ran a hand through his hair.

      “How did you know about that?” Prock narrowed his eyes.

      “What happened next, after you dropped her off? Did Cooper tell you about the sex tape?”

      Prock straightened. “What sex tape?”

      “You didn’t press him about what had just happened?” Wolf asked. “Didn’t you want to know what the whole argument was about?”

      “I did. I asked him. But we ended up arguing. He was calling her a whore again, and telling me to forget her. I was telling him to go back and pick her up, and he refused to. He said the truck behind us would pick her up and not to worry. I figured he was right.”

      “It was a truck following you? What kind was it?” Wolf asked.

      Prock looked up in thought. “I think it was an SUV.”

      “Was it a truck or SUV?” Rachette asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What color?” Wolf asked.

      “It was snowing hard. The headlights were in our eyes.”

      “Did you see it pick up Stephanie?” Rachette asked.

      “No. I didn’t. We were gone. We left.”

      Wolf studied his face and decided the man was telling the truth.

      “And that was it about the argument between Cooper and Stephanie?” Wolf asked. “No more bringing up the topic?”

      Prock shrugged and glared at Wolf. “We didn’t have much time to talk about it anymore because an asshole cop pulled us over. Gave Matt a drunk-driving test out in the snow.”

      Wolf took a deep breath and crossed his legs. The room was cold, the air somehow penetrating the windowless room through unseen cracks. Just like his office.

      Wolf changed direction. “What were you and Klammer talking to Charlie Ash about the other day? At the Sunnyside Café.”

      Prock’s face transformed to cool and untouchable in the span of a few breaths. “The pursuit of the contract. Of course.”

      “Specifically?” Wolf asked.

      Prock shrugged. “Just business.”

      “Maybe I’ll go talk to Klammer,” Wolf said. “Let him know about your dealings with Irwin’s company.”

      Prock shrugged again. “I was going to tell him anyway. After all, it was the kind of thing I’m paid for. It was a strategic move, taking the job offered to me by Irwin, and it was something I couldn’t tell Klammer about at the time, in order to work both sides effectively.”

      Wolf smiled. “Because you believe Klammer is going to come out on top.”

      Prock stared at the wall in response.

      “What were you doing this morning between seven and nine a.m.?” Wolf asked.

      Prock’s eyebrows pulled together. “I was waking up, then eating breakfast with Mr. Klammer. Why?”

      “Where were you eating?” Wolf asked.

      “The Sunnyside,” Prock said. “Unfortunately. Such terrible cuisine in this country.”

      Wolf got up and walked to the door. Rachette followed.

      “Hey, I want to—”

      Prock’s voice was muffled as the door closed.

      Patterson and Wilson were on the other side of the door in the observation room.

      “Well?” Rachette asked. “Did this guy do it or what?”

      Wolf turned and watched Prock through the glass.

      Prock got up off his chair and began pacing, staring at the floor and mumbling to himself in his native tongue.

      “Let him go,” Wolf said. “Make it clear to Klammer that we want both of them to stay in town, though. Let’s put surveillance on them.”

      “But shouldn’t we check on his alibi for this morning first?” Patterson asked. “I can call the Sunnyside.”

      Wolf walked out of the room and into the hallway. “Okay, go ahead. But I think we’re looking for someone else.”

      “Don’t most Austrians come out of the womb with skis on?” Rachette asked. “You sure that wasn’t him this morning?”

      Wolf shook his head. “Prock could be a world-cup skier, but that doesn’t change the fact that it was a local who gave us the slip this morning. Whoever that was knew the backcountry too well.” Wolf looked at Wilson. “Let me guess, the snowmobile tracks went up to Poacher’s Trail, where it was found ditched.”

      Wilson nodded.

      “That’s how he escaped. Went right back to the mountain, blended in with the Monday-morning resort skiers. Didn’t need to scan a lift ticket at any of those back side lifts. Prock wouldn’t have known that move.”

      “He could have learned about that trick over the last couple weeks he’s been in town,” Patterson said.

      They stood in silence for a beat, and then Wolf nodded. “Of course you’re right. Confirm his alibi at Sunnyside. And keep me posted about the blood on that USB.”

      Patterson nodded and went to the squad room with Wilson on her heels, leaving Wolf and Rachette.

      “Who do you want to put on tailing Klammer and Prock?” Rachette asked following Wolf into his office.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t need to be covert or anything. Just plant a deputy on their ass.”

      “Where are you going?” Rachette asked. “Can I come?”

      Wolf turned around and found Rachette a few inches away. “What’s going on?”

      Rachette shrugged. “Nothing. Can I come?”

      “What did you do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you desperate to hang out with me, and why is your partner mad and not speaking to you?”

      Rachette blinked, pretending to be confused.

      Wolf walked past him out into the hallway.

      “Where are you going?” Rachette asked again.

      “The mayor’s. Talk to you soon.”

      Wolf stopped at Wilson’s desk on his way through the squad room, pulled the USB out of the computer, and pushed through the doors into the cauldron that was reception.

      Klammer was in the waiting room and stood up from his chair. His face was red and his sleeves were rolled up, but he stared at Wolf with a bored expression, as if he were perfectly content with playing the waiting game.

      “Prock will be out in a minute,” Wolf said walking past.

      Klammer parted his lips and inhaled, preparing to say something.

      Wolf left through the front door before any words escaped the man’s mouth. His patience with the backroom games these people were playing had long since evaporated.
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      During the winter months of Rocky Points, and anywhere else in the mountains for that matter, the sun could disappear early in the day, depending on where you were in the valley. Darkness could begin at two in the afternoon in spots, or even earlier. Snow and ice could cling in these places for almost three quarters of the year.

      Wolf considered himself lucky that his ranch house was situated in such a way that light bathed the property until later in the afternoon, but the department headquarters building was one of those places that went into shade at about two-thirty in the afternoon in winter.

      Mayor Wakefield’s property, high up on the western-facing slopes overlooking the town from the east side, didn’t have that problem. It took advantage of all the sunlight the day could offer at any time of year.

      As he drove up the snow-packed road toward Wakefield’s, Wolf squinted as the day’s final rays of sun knifed through the pine trees, cutting into the edges of his vision. KBUD was playing an old Widespread Panic tune that reminded Wolf of his high-school days—back when he would have been coming home this time of the evening after an afternoon of skiing with his brother, John, or his best friend, Nate Watson.

      Wolf chugged some water out of a half-frozen bottle and felt it douse his empty stomach, realizing he still needed to sit down and eat for a straight hour or so.

      As he got closer to Wakefield’s, he thought about his brother again, and how he had died. John had been murdered, made to look like he had killed himself. Had Wolf missed something the other day with Jen Wakefield? It had looked like a cut-and-dried suicide, but if the same thing had happened today, after two murders in town, maybe he would have scrutinized the scene more thoroughly.

      He lowered the volume of the music and turned into Wakefield’s driveway. He raised a hand to block the setting sun and pulled in next to Chris Wakefield’s Ford truck.

      Wolf got out and walked to the ornate wood door and rang the bell. It chimed inside, and a few seconds later Chris Wakefield opened it up.

      “Oh, hi Sheriff,” he said. “Can I help you?” Chris was fully dressed with his coat and boots on, looking like he was ready to leave.

      “I came to speak to your father.”

      Chris stepped aside. “Dad! Sheriff Wolf is here!”

      Chris Wakefield was in his late teens, almost Wolf’s height and, if Wolf wasn’t mistaken, rumored to be a very good skier. He watched Chris closely, scrutinizing him for signs of nursing injury from hurling himself off a sixty foot cliff earlier in the day.

      “Yeah, okay, let him in!” Mayor Wakefield said from somewhere inside.

      Chris turned back to Wolf and opened the door wider.

      Wolf stomped the snow off his boots and stepped inside. It was warm, and bright as a sunset in the entryway, with the sun streaming in through the huge windows of the next room straight ahead.

      “Well,” Chris said, nodding at Wolf, “I’ll see you later.” He stepped out the door and pulled it shut, leaving Wolf on the carpet inside the foyer.

      It smelled like toasted bread, and Wolf heard a plate clank in the distance and then muffled footsteps.

      Mayor Wakefield walked around the corner wearing a sweatshirt, sweatpants, and socks, a stark contrast to the usual suit and tie in which most Rocky Points residents were accustomed to seeing the mayor dressed. He wiped his hands on the already dirty-looking sweatshirt and walked to Wolf. “Sheriff, what can I do for you?”

      Wolf shook the mayor’s warm and greasy grip. “I just wanted to speak to you about a few things.”

      “Sure.” Wakefield looked down at himself. “I, uh, wasn’t expecting company. Please, come in.”

      Wolf wiped his feet on the carpet and then followed Wakefield into the living room.

      “Please, sit.” Wakefield walked to the windows and pushed a discreet button on the wall. A window blind hummed and lowered with a continuous swish, blocking out the bright rays one foot at a time.

      Wolf sat on the edge of a square leather footrest.

      “There,” Wakefield said when the blind was fully down. Then he sat on a leather chair across the coffee table from Wolf. It groaned and so did Wakefield. “What’s up?”

      The grandfather clock in the corner clunked and then started chiming—big echoing tubes of metal being pounded by mallets. Wolf saw that it was five o’clock, and rather than raise his voice over the noise he waited. They were going to be covering some tough subject matter.

      His gaze was inevitably drawn past Wakefield, and to the open room across the hall that they used as a family den. There were shelves with books, an expensive globe on a floor mount, and other elegant office furniture.

      Wolf stared at the wooden table with the black office chair pulled up to it—a different black office chair. That’s where Wakefield had found his wife last week, and that’s where Wolf had seen Jen Wakefield’s lifeless body sagging off the chair with a blown-out skull that Wolf had heard dripping on the floor hours after her death.

      “Tough to look at, isn’t it?” Wakefield said, snapping Wolf out of his daydream. The clock was silent now.

      Wolf sucked in a breath and looked the other way toward the kitchen. There was a big wooden table with an open laptop computer perched on top.

      “Could I please borrow that computer?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield looked at Wolf for a second and then got up.

      Wolf watched the man pad down the hardwood hall and go into the kitchen. Wakefield unplugged the computer, picked it up and walked back, stopping to switch on some lights. The sun had dipped behind the peaks.

      “Here,” Wakefield said, and put it on the coffee table in front of Wolf.

      Wolf pulled the USB out of his jacket pocket, inserted it, and pulled up the movie.

      Wakefield feigned interest across from Wolf, but he was fidgeting and clearing his throat too much to fool anyone.

      Wolf pushed play, moved the tracker to the middle of the movie, and then turned up the volume and twisted the laptop toward Wakefield.

      Sounds of frenzied sex bellowed out of the computer speakers, and Wakefield looked horrified, but not surprised. He bent forward and shut the computer with a thud.

      “What the hell is going on?” Wolf asked. “You know damn well we found this girl murdered Saturday night.”

      Wakefield stared through the coffee table.

      “This movie was recorded Thursday night, after Charlie Ash’s party, am I right?”

      Wakefield nodded.

      Wolf let the big clock tick a few times. “Did you pay this girl to sleep with you?”

      Wakefield looked aghast. “No.”

      They stared at one another for a few seconds, and Wakefield blinked first.

      Wolf’s phone vibrated in his jeans, and he reached through the fabric and pushed a side button to forward it to voicemail.

      “Where were you on Saturday night?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield popped his eyes wide open. “You don’t think I killed this girl, do you?”

      “Where were you?” Wolf asked again.

      “I was here, getting shit-faced on Scotch. Like I’ve been doing since …”

      Wolf sat forward on the couch, elbows on knees. His cell phone vibrated again, and then again. Wolf stood up and pulled it out. The screen said one missed call, one voicemail, and one text message.

      Just then another text message flashed on the screen. It said, Call me, now! Important!

      It was from Patterson.

      Wolf held up the phone. “I have to make a call.”

      Wakefield flicked a wrist.

      Wolf dialed the number and Patterson picked up halfway through the first ring.

      “Sir.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Lorber matched the blood on the USB.”

      “And?”

      “It’s Jen Wakefield’s blood.” Wolf looked at Wakefield.

      “Sir?” Patterson said in the earpiece.

      “Thanks,” Wolf said. “Is that all?”

      “Yeah. Do you need—”

      Wolf hung up and put the phone back in his pocket.

      Wakefield raised his gaze and Wolf looked past him to the wooden table in the den. It was getting almost too dark to see inside the room, but something still caught Wolf’s eye. His boots squeaked on the hardwood floor as he stepped around the couches and across the hall. He stopped at the entryway and flicked on the light.

      Wakefield walked up silently behind Wolf.

      The office chair was different, understandably a new model to replace the one Jen Wakefield had died in, and just as understandably there was a rug underneath it that hadn’t been there days before. It was a carpeted room, and the rug under the chair would have been put there to cover the stain, at least until they got around to re-carpeting the whole space.

      Wakefield watched Wolf with a wary expression. His chest was heaving, nose whistling with rapid breaths.

      Wolf pulled the chair aside. Then he bent down, crawled under the table, and yanked a computer charger out of the wall.

      “What’s going on?” Wakefield’s voice cracked.

      Wolf climbed out from under the table with the charger in hand. He held it up and studied it for a second, and then held it by his side.

      “Did your housekeeper clean up in here?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield swallowed and shook his head. “We had a company come in and do the cleanup.”

      “Hollow point bullets,” Wolf said. “Supposed to stay in the body, do as much damage as possible, and cause less collateral damage to others. At least that’s the argument, and that’s why we use them in law enforcement.” Wolf looked over at the table, and then down at the rug. “But the problem is, they do a lot of damage in the body. And if that damage comes out the other side? Well, it makes a real mess.”

      Wakefield clenched his eyes shut and shook his head.

      Wolf held the end of the charger between his thumb and forefinger. “Tough to clean a mess like that, to the point where everything’s completely gone. Pretty much impossible. You’ll have to replace everything, repaint the walls, the ceiling. Replace the carpet.”

      Wakefield opened his eyes and stared at Wolf. A tear rolled down his cheek.

      Wolf held out the wire in front of Wakefield. “See that? Blood. And it’s here, all the way down the wire of the charger, until about here.”

      Wakefield stood quietly and let the tears flow.

      “I thought it was weird when I came here that day, and you’d wiped the table. You played it off pretty well, like you were just going a little bit crazy, and had to get started cleaning up the mess. Couldn’t stop yourself. Of course, now it all makes sense.”

      Wakefield stared at him.

      “She was watching that sex tape when she killed herself, wasn’t she?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield looked down, dripping tears onto the carpet as he moaned and shook. After at least a minute he swallowed, sniffed and looked up at Wolf, the same way he’d done in the chapel after his wife’s funeral. Shoot me.

      “Why don’t you tell me what really happened,” Wolf said.

      Wakefield trudged back into the big room and Wolf followed. The peaks behind the window covering were black silhouettes against a midnight-blue sky.

      “My wife wasn’t supposed to see it,” Wakefield said. “Ash went to my downtown office on Friday and dropped the USB on my desk with a cryptic note. On a fluke, Jen came looking for me in my office, to have lunch or something. She read the note and brought the USB stick home.

      “When I got home from work, I heard the sex noises coming from the den. I thought it was Chris watching porn or something. When I got in the room, I … I saw her. And I saw the video playing in front of her. She’d looped it, so it played over and over again. She wanted me to find her like that. God!” He shook his head and looked up. “I still thank God Chris didn’t find her. She … she hadn’t been doing too well, psychologically, with the MS. It was eating at who she was. Making her … hard edged. A completely different person.”

      Wakefield paused and flicked a glance at Wolf. “I saw the note. It was sitting right next to the computer. I panicked. I … picked it up and I pulled the USB out of the computer. And then the damn window of the movie was still up on the screen, so I had to close it with my finger on the track pad, and before I knew it I was smearing my wife’s blood all over the damn thing. So I just picked it up, cleaned it in the sink and then got to work cleaning the table. It was so dumb.” He shook his head. “Every time I finally get to sleep I wake up thinking about what I did to her, and then what I did with her blood. I have to drink myself unconscious.”

      Wolf sat in silence, watching Wakefield’s mind rip itself apart. “What did the note say?” Wolf asked.

      “Huh?”

      “The note.”

      “Klammer gets your vote, or else,” Wakefield said. “From Charlie Ash.”

      “That’s exactly what it said?”

      “It’s burned in my mind.”

      “It said, ‘From Charlie Ash’?”

      “Well, no, but it was him.” Wakefield stared into nothing. “He hired Stephanie to seduce me. My wife wasn’t at Charlie’s party on Thursday night. She never went out anymore, not with her illness. She didn’t like being in public, it was too hard for her.”

      Wakefield sat forward, picking his fingernail on the coffee table. “A couple of years ago, when I met Charlie Ash, when he moved to town from Tahoe, I’d been screwing around on my wife. And Charlie and I, we went out to a bar to have a drink, to get to know each other. You know, the state of the real-estate market, the political atmosphere. He was interested in getting involved in the county council.

      “Anyway, this girl came up to me. This girl I’d been … seeing. She was young. She was out with her friends and came barging into the bar, and she came right up to me and started putting her hand on my face, and I brushed it away and got her to back off before anything too telling happened. But Charlie Ash knew.” Wakefield smiled. “Ash knew, but he pretended like he hadn’t noticed. I remember it like it was yesterday. She didn’t give it away, and I acted pretty well, getting that girl out of there without making a scene. But he knew. I saw the gears churning in his head, and he just kind of … pointedly forgot about it, never mentioned it. But I knew he knew, and I thought his ignoring it was … I don’t know, him being loyal to me or something. His silence saying he didn’t care, he was going to be a good friend from now on, so just ... forget it. I already have.”

      Wakefield squirmed in the chair. Scratched his cheek.

      “So his little plan worked perfectly. He dangled a beautiful girl in front of me while my wife was home dying in her bed. And me, being the asshole that I am, I fell for it. I screwed her, and he videotaped it.”

      Wolf cleared his throat, and then stood up and walked over to a smaller window with a view. He looked down at the twinkling lights of the town and then at Wakefield’s reflection in the glass. He was sitting board straight and staring at Wolf’s back.

      Wolf turned around. “That doesn’t prove it was Charlie Ash who made that tape.”

      Wakefield snorted. “Oh, it was him. He came over and clarified things on Saturday, even after knowing my wife had just shot herself.”

      “And how did he clarify things?” Wolf asked.

      “He came over and said that I must vote for Klammer’s bid, and persuade everyone else I can to do the same. If I do that, I’ll get money and the video stays private.”

      “And has he paid you any money?”

      “No. I don’t even want money.”

      “Where’s that note?” Wolf asked.

      “I burnt it before I called you.” Wakefield looked down. “I was panicking.”

      “And the USB drive?” Wolf asked.

      His face froze and he looked up. “Wait, the USB drive.” He looked over at the computer on the coffee table. “How did you get that?”

      “We found Matt Cooper dead today. The USB was left on him. And your wife’s blood was smudged on the drive.”

      Wakefield’s mouth dropped open. “What? Cooper had the USB? The helicopter pilot? How?”

      “Cooper didn’t have the USB. He was killed, and the murderer left it for us to find.”

      Wakefield jumped up off the couch and walked out of the room.

      “Hey!” Wolf called, putting his hand on his pistol. “Stop.”

      Wakefield stopped and then held up a hand. “Wait, I have to see something.” Then he waved Wolf down the hall and started walking again.

      Wolf caught up fast, keeping his hand on his gun.

      Wakefield stepped through cones of light as he marched down the hall and then veered left into a dark cave of a room.

      Wolf followed on his heels into the darkness, and then the space lit up with the sound of a switch. A mahogany desk was the centerpiece of a large room filled with patterned rugs, bronze statues, and dark-wood carvings. Shelves lined the walls with hundreds of books.

      Wakefield stopped at the desk and reached for the top drawer.

      “Stop, or I will shoot,” Wolf said in a steady voice. He aimed his pistol at Wakefield’s back.

      “What?” Wakefield swiveled and thrust his hands in the air. “What are you doing?”

      “Step away from the desk, now,” Wolf said.

      Wakefield did.

      Wolf kept his eyes on Wakefield and opened the desk drawer. Inside was a tray full of pens and pencils, a small calculator, a pad of graph paper, and a USB drive.

      Wakefield bent closer and pointed in the drawer. “There,” he said. “That’s the USB I took out of the computer. I swear.”

      Wolf took out the USB and shut the drawer, then kicked the big leather office chair toward him. “Sit.”

      Wakefield sat down, keeping his arms in the air.

      “You can put your arms down,” Wolf said. He reached over and shuffled the mouse on the desk, and the desktop monitor came to life. Without speaking, he put the USB in, waited for it to be registered by the computer, and then clicked the folder on the desktop. The drive was blank. No files at all.

      “Blank,” Wolf said.

      Wakefield stood up and walked over. “Shit. I … Ash. It was Ash. He must have switched the drives on Saturday. When he came over.”

      “Sit down,” Wolf said.

      “I knew he was setting me up. I knew it yesterday when I talked to him.”

      “You talked to Ash yesterday?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield nodded. “Yeah. I had heard about Stephanie, and I called him to come over. I wanted to figure out what the hell was going on.”

      “And what did he say was going on?”

      “He didn’t. He played dumb about the whole thing. He actually kind of freaked out, tripped over the maid on the way out.”

      Wolf glared at Wakefield. “Freaking out about you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After Stephanie Lang seduced you, and Matt Cooper set up the video camera to record in your car, I’d be pretty pissed off if I were you.”

      Wakefield frowned. “Wait, Matt Cooper set up the camera? I didn’t know that. How would I know that?”

      Wolf looked hard into Wakefield’s eyes. There was fear, confusion, regret, and a whole lot of hangover, but Wolf didn’t think there was deception.

      “What about Chris?” Wolf asked.

      “What about him?”

      “What was he doing on Saturday night?”

      “You think my son killed Stephanie Lang?” Wakefield’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper.

      “Just answer the question, Mayor.”

      “He was … he went out. To a friend’s. I don’t really know. I was pretty drunk, and I just kind of let him do his thing.”

      Wolf stood up and gazed down the rows of books. “And this morning? What was he doing?”

      “He was”—he shook his head—“sleeping here, then woke up and went into town for a while. I don’t know what he was doing. He skipped school. Said he didn’t want to go, and I didn’t blame him.”

      “What time did he wake up and leave?” Wolf asked.

      Wakefield thought for a moment. “Woke up at like eight. Left at about ten. Why?”

      Wolf stared at Wakefield, still seeing truth in the man’s eyes. “You’re certain on those times?”

      “Yes. Yes I am. What are you thinking?”

      Wolf thought about Ash, and Irwin, and Klammer, and Prock, and Margaret Hitchens. Was she lying to him about something? Was she involved in her own form of corruption, lying about the listing contracts? What about Sarah? Was she getting involved too?

      Wolf shook his head, snapping out of his thoughts. “I think I need to get a shovel to start digging through the bullshit you guys are piling up in Town Hall.”

      Wakefield looked down at the floor.

      Wolf walked out of the office, down the hall, and went outside, not bothering to shut the door to the house as he left.

      Only after he’d driven a mile did he realize his jaw had been clamped shut since he’d left. The mayor hadn’t killed Stephanie Lang or Matt Cooper. But what about Jen Wakefield’s suicide? What was Wolf going to do about that? The mayor had covered up the full truth by removing the computer and cleaning the table, but what was that? An obstruction of justice? And had Wakefield really caused his wife’s suicide by carrying out the adultery caught on tape? Or had it been Cooper’s fault for setting up the camera? Or was it Ash, who allegedly set the whole thing up to blackmail the mayor? Or a rare form of multiple sclerosis attacking Jen Wakefield’s brain?

      The questions banged around in Wolf’s head, giving him a headache.

      Charlie Ash. Wolf’s jaw clenched again as he thought about the man. He knew Charlie Ash was involved, but instinct was telling him to steer clear until he had his ducks in a row. But what ducks would those be? The phantom burnt note from Charlie Ash? There were no prints on the USB drive. Cooper was dead, and along with him the true reason why he’d set up the video camera to capture the mayor and Stephanie having sex.

      And Wolf could have just been played by Wakefield, he couldn’t forget that. He couldn’t forget that Wakefield was a politician, and a damn good one at that. And many politicians got where they were by knowing how to lie through their teeth.

      And the corruption. How should Wolf deal with it? Was there any real evidence, any wrongdoing that had occurred between the two construction firms and members of the county council? Any evidence of illegal payments to Charlie Ash, or any contracts breached by Prock as he acted as a double agent working for both firms?

      Who gives a shit? Wolf wasn’t a forensic accountant, and he wasn’t a white-collar crime prosecutor. He was a detective, a small-town cop, and there were murders happening in his small town. He was going to find the killer. The strangler with a pistol. The psychotic skier with a tube of lipstick that had almost gotten Wolf killed. The rest could be sorted out later.
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      On a Monday night in the heart of winter, Rocky Points was dead. From Mayor Wakefield’s house to Main Street, Wolf passed only one other vehicle. On the south side of town, there would be more action, as the younger crowd working at the mountain gathered for happy hour either at Beer Goggles or in the base village. That was a six-days-a-week inevitability for most ski bums. But on the northern edge of town, the roads were dark, most people snug at home, tending their wood stoves in front of the TV.

      Wolf stopped at the grocery store and picked up a bag of fried chicken, some soda, chips, eggs, bacon, and bread, and then stopped at the liquor store for a six-pack of Newcastle, and decided he had enough supplies to head home.

      As he drove down Main, he passed dark shops and a quietly sleeping Sunnyside Café. The station was lit up as usual, but he wasn’t in the mood to go in. Just as he hadn’t cared to return home the night before, he didn’t care to return to work tonight.

      Aside from the station and the Hitching Post Realty office, one other building was conspicuously bright—the old bank. Six vehicles crammed the lot in front, including Sarah’s 4Runner and Chris Wakefield’s black Ford truck.

      Wolf looked at his dash clock—6:17. Sarah’s Monday-night meeting, he realized. He slowed and turned the wheel, bouncing off Main into the lot. There were no available plowed spots so he rammed the Explorer up the side of a snow bank next to an old truck he didn’t recognize, yanked the parking brake, and climbed out.

      A beat-up Chevy Blazer hummed a few cars over, spewing a thick cloud of exhaust. A light clicked on and the door opened.

      “Nice park job, Sheriff.” It was a female’s voice.

      Wolf walked over and peered inside, then smiled. “Oh, hi Jan. How are you?”

      Jan Olson had been in Wolf’s class in grade school, which meant he’d seen her just about every day of his life growing up. Back then she was skinny with long blonde hair and brown eyes. Now, after a baker’s dozen years of heavy smoking and hard mountain living, Jan looked sickly thin and leathery, much older than a woman in her late thirties.

      “Not bad. Not bad at all.” She looked at him and winked. “What? You here for Sarah?”

      “No, just a little business.”

      She nodded at the news and winked again.

      Wolf sniffed in response. In eighth grade, he’d attended a party and twisted a glass bottle that had spun and landed on her. The rules of the game stated that they enter a closet for two minutes, and, just like Vegas, what happened in the closet, stayed in the closet. And what happened in the closet that night had traumatized him for at least a year.

      Since that eighth-grade party, he’d been cornered by Jan Olson numerous times, and every social interaction with her usually ended with Wolf feeling violated.

      “You waiting for Walter?” Wolf asked, talking about her teenaged son from an unknown father.

      Jan pulled out a smoke and nodded.

      “Well, see ya,” Wolf said and walked away, pushing memories of sharp fingernails groping the bare skin of his crotch out of his mind.

      He walked inside. The lights overhead seemed to hum louder tonight, as if working overtime at the end of the day. He pulled off his hat and unzipped his jacket, letting the dry warmth burrow into his underclothing.

      The air smelled like pizza, and Wolf’s mouth watered.

      Just like the day before, no one sat at the desk in the narrow anteroom, but he heard the murmur of voices, and then laughter coming from around the corner and down the hall.

      He stepped toward the hallway, stopping when the floorboards creaked, and then he shook his head and walked. He’d launched himself off a cliff today, there was a murderer on the loose, and most importantly he had a bag of fried chicken in the car and he was hungry as hell. He was going to crash this meeting—in and out—even if it meant upsetting Sarah.

      Thinking this as he walked under the flickering tubes of light down the hall, he was surprised when he reached the doorway of the interior room and the people inside seemed to chat freely, as if his approach had been unnoticed. He stopped, his curiosity winning out over his hunger.

      “… down the slope on his face,” someone said.

      The group laughed. They were loud and unreserved with one another, and Wolf suddenly felt like he was an intruder.

      Wolf craned his neck a few inches to look in and saw the back half of Sarah.

      “So,” Sarah said, “you aren’t going to go back to telemarking anytime soon, I take it?”

      “No, screw that,” the same young man said. Wolf recognized the voice, but couldn’t put a face or name to it.

      There was a short silence.

      “Okay,” Sarah said, “let’s talk about what’s going on at home. Like always, you don’t have to share, but I encourage you to. We’ve taken the pledge, and nothing leaves this room. Nothing leaves this group.”

      Wolf swallowed, feeling like a guy with his pants down looking in a window now.

      “So let’s start with—”

      “Ahem,” Wolf cleared his throat and knocked on the doorjamb. “Uh, sorry.”

      Sarah gave Wolf a facetious smile. Her eyes sparkled, and everyone else in the room seemed to have the same happy look.

      Tonight she was dressed in a tight white shirt and shabby jeans. A simpler outfit she couldn’t have worn; better looking she couldn’t have been.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Wolf twisted his hat in his hands and stepped inside. “Hey Chris, Todd, Lisa, Walter.” Wolf made a pained face at a pimply girl in her late teens. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you.”

      “I’m Bridget.”

      “Hi, I’m David Wolf. Sorry to break in here. I was just on my way by …”

      Sarah pushed her chair back and stood up.

      “… and I need to talk to Chris.”

      Sarah looked over at Chris in surprise, and Chris looked up at Wolf.

      “It’ll be quick,” Wolf said.

      Chris stood up quietly.

      Wolf ignored Sarah’s suspicious frown and walked out of the room. Chris followed him down the hall and around the corner to the front room.

      “Hi Chris. I just needed to ask you a few questions, and it couldn’t wait.”

      “Okay,” he said. “What’s going on? Is this about my dad?”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Why would you ask that?”

      Chris shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Wolf stared at him for a beat, trying to read him with no luck. “What were you doing Saturday night?”

      Chris popped his eyebrows. “I … was over at Walter’s most of the night”—he pointed a thumb over his shoulder—“and then I just went home.”

      Wolf nodded. “What time? From when to when?”

      “I don’t know, like five to midnight?” Chris looked Wolf in the eye. “Why?”

      “I just need to know.” Wolf pointed out the window at Jan Olson’s Chevy. “So if I were to ask Mrs. Olson right now, she’ll say that you were there on Saturday night? All the way until midnight?”

      Chris shrugged. “I don’t know. Yeah. I don’t know if she was asleep or not when I left.”

      Wolf stretched his neck and took a deep breath. “What about this morning? What were you doing?”

      “I don’t know, nothing?” He shrugged. “Just slept in and then came into town and had some food.”

      “Food where?”

      “At Sunnyside.”

      Wolf straightened and glanced out the window. “Thanks. That’s all.”

      “That’s it?” Chris asked.

      Wolf nodded and gave him a soft look. “Hey. I was … if you ever need anything, you let me know, okay?”

      Chris looked at his feet and nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

      Wolf watched him leave around the corner, and then he put on his hat and went back out into the parking lot.

      Jan’s Chevy was now puffing smoke from the cracked window as well as the exhaust pipe.

      As Wolf neared, the door clicked open again.

      “Change your mind?” she asked.

      Wolf smiled and slowed to a stop. “I just needed to ask you a question.”

      “Shoot.” She sucked a drag and propped her foot up on the inside of her door.

      “Was Chris Wakefield at your house on Saturday night?”

      She blew smoke out of her nose. “Yeah, why?”

      “What time did he leave to go home?” Wolf asked.

      “I don’t know.” She threw the cigarette on the ground toward Wolf.

      Wolf stepped forward and squashed it with his boot.

      “I think he left after midnight.” She looked at the smoldering butt and smiled, as if satisfied that she’d made Wolf do something for her. “I remember hearing him leave. Remember him pulling out of the driveway, the lights blazin’ in the window, waking me up.”

      “And it was after midnight? How do you know?”

      “Because the man next to me said, ‘What the hell is that kid doing with his goddamn lights on? It’s after midnight.’” She curled her lip, stroked the inside of her knee, and stared at him with as much suggestiveness as she could muster.

      Wolf nodded and looked back to the window of the building, for no other reason than to look away from Jan Olson.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.
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      Wolf sat on his BarcaLounger, leaned all the way back, socks off, and chewed the last bite of his fried chicken. The old speakers of his analog stereo played soft country music—some song about being laid back, blue jeans, an old truck, a back road, a cold beer, and skinny dipping. He sipped his second Newcastle, feeling the warm buzz soothe his body, and longed for an old beat-up truck and a warm summer night on a backcountry road. With a woman.

      He wiped his greasy fingers on his jeans, picked up his phone, and decided that since crawling inside the stereo was out of the question he’d do the next best thing. Besides, he needed to talk to someone. His mind was churning with ideas and dead-end thoughts.

      Staring at the phone screen, he marveled at the twists of fate that had alphabetically placed the name Kristen Luke directly above Sarah Muller in his phone contacts.

      He pushed the name and put the phone up to his ear.

      “Hey, handsome,” Luke said in a mock-throaty voice.

      “Hi. How’s it going?”

      Luke fumbled the phone for a few seconds, and then came back on. “Oh, okay. Can’t complain here.”

      “Am I catching you at a bad time?” he asked.

      “No. I pushed pause on the remote.”

      Wolf chuckled. “Ah, an adventurous Monday night?”

      “How do you know I’m not sitting here cuddling with a man?”

      “Are you?” Wolf asked.

      “No.”

      They sat in comfortable silence for a beat.

      “You just calling to hear me breathe?” she asked.

      “No, actually I need to run over a case with you.”

      “Okay,” she said, clearly interested. “Have at it.”

      Wolf told her about the strangling of Stephanie Lang, the shooting of Matt Cooper, the red Xs found at both scenes made with the same lipstick, the chase that led to Wolf plummeting off a cliff, the sex tape, and Charlie Ash allegedly blackmailing the mayor in order to secure votes for a construction firm.

      “Holy crap,” she said. “I recommend bringing in the FBI on this. I can leave first thing in the morning and be there by breakfast.”

      “No, sit tight. Besides, I’ve already brought in the FBI. I’m talking to her now.”

      Luke huffed into the phone, clearly nonplussed.

      Wolf took a long pull of his beer and set it down. “Well?”

      “I’m thinking,” she said.

      Wolf waited.

      “The X thing,” she said.

      “Yeah, the X thing. Does that ring any bells with you? You ever encountered another killer who left that mark?”

      “No,” she said. “I can’t say I have.”

      Wolf finished his beer and walked to the kitchen.

      “No doubt it’s a message of some sort, but to whom?” she said. “Law enforcement? A particular person?”

      Wolf flipped his beer bottle into a recycle box, dug into his brand-new refrigerator, and pulled out another.

      “I’ve been thinking about that, too.” Wolf popped off the cap with the opener and walked back to the chair.

      “If it’s not clear now why that X is showing up, then it’s because you don’t know the reason the killer is putting it there.”

      Wolf took a sip and smacked his lips. “That’s a brilliant assessment. I’m glad I’ve brought the FBI in on this. Thanks, I’m—”

      “Shut up, I’m serious. I mean … you have to start digging into the past of the killer, which means you have to dig into the past of everyone involved.”

      Wolf set down his beer and sat back with closed eyes. “Yeah.”

      They sat in silence.

      “Sorry. I know I’m not much help. I’d be better if I came up there.”

      Wolf took another sip.

      “How’s Jack?” she asked.

      “Good,” Wolf said, still thinking about where to start the following morning. What was the next move? Maybe Lorber would wake up and find a crucial piece of forensic evidence that cracked the case. In the meantime, just like Luke had said, he had to start digging into the pasts of anyone and everyone he could think of involved—Stephanie Lang, Matt Cooper, Wakefield and his son, Charlie Ash and …

      “—David? You there still?”

      “What?” Wolf asked.

      “I said, is Jack the wettest skier on the mountain up there, or what?” She chuckled, clearly proud of herself for using Jack’s slang term in a sentence.

      Wolf sat up. “That’s it.”

      Luke went quiet. “What is? What did I say?”

      Wolf leaned forward. “Look, I gotta call Jack. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “I expect a briefing tomorrow,” Luke said. “I’m not gonna be able to sleep tonight thinking about this. I’m serious, I’ll come up and help. I’ll bring a couple of good agents. You just say the word.”

      Wolf nodded. “All right. Thanks. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Wolf hung up and called Jack.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, I have a quick question for you.”

      Jack ignored him. “Where are you? At your house?”

      “Yes, I am,” Wolf said. “Uh … what are you doing? You at your mom’s?” Which, ever since Sarah had broken up with Mark Wilson meant, You at your grandparents’ house?

      “Yeah,” Jack said, and then he sounded like he was eating something.

      “Listen, did you go skiing today?”

      “Of course.” He had quite a mouthful. “Went after school. It’s sick up there right now.”

      Wolf knew he was talking to the right person. “Who are the best skiers in town?”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Wolf stared at the glowing computer screen perched on a fold-out plastic table. He twisted lazily in the pleather chair he’d picked up from the consignment store in town, which rounded out the furnishings of his home office.

      It took him a second to find the webpage for the Lake Tahoe Police Department, and then another to scroll down and find the number.

      Wolf twisted open the blinds and stared out the brand-new windows, thinking that they held the heat inside much better than the old ones. Outside, the pines were bathed in moonlight, their undersides pitch-black pools of shadow.

      “Lake Tahoe Police Department,” a bored-sounding man’s voice said into the phone.

      “Hi, this is Sheriff David Wolf of the Sluice County Sheriff’s Department, in Colorado. I’d like to speak to Chief Gunnison.”

      “Sorry, he’s gone home,” the man said. “Is there a message?”

      Wolf exhaled. “How about a cell number? I need to speak with him today. It’s very important.”

      The man chuckled. “Sorry, Sheriff. I’m sure you understand that I’m not at liberty to—”

      “Chief Gunnison has critical evidence that will help to expose a killer who’s filling up our morgue with dead bodies. I need to talk to him now, not tomorrow.”

      “I wish I could help you, Sheriff.”

      Wolf took a deep breath. “What’s your name?”

      “Zack,” he said.

      “Zack? Listen, Zack, either you can give me his phone number, or I can call the Truckee FBI field office and have them send down an agent to get the information I need, and your department can foot the bill for the interstate invest—”

      “Okay, okay. What did you say your name was?”

      “Wolf. Sheriff David Wolf of Sluice County, Colorado.”

      “Okay. I’m transferring you to his cell phone,” he said. “Will that work, sir?”

      “If he answers that will work. If not, I’ll call you back and I’ll need to speak to someone else.”

      “Well, let’s hope to God he answers.”

      The phone line clicked and then it began ringing.

      “Hello?”

      “Chief Gunnison?”

      “What?” It was a demand, not a question.

      “This is Sheriff David Wolf from Sluice County, Colorado.”

      “Oh, hi. What can I do for you?” Gunnison had a deep voice.

      “I need to speak to you about a death that happened in your town two years ago.”

      “Uh, okay. Wait a minute.” The phone rattled a little bit and Wolf could hear footsteps and then a door closing. “Who are we talking about here?” Gunnison asked.

      “A woman named Cynthia Ash.”
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      Charlie Ash’s home was situated on a vast tract of flat land, smack in the middle of the valley floor six miles to the north and east of Rocky Points. The front of his house faced west toward a treeless meadow filled with flowers and cattle in the summer and herds of elk stomping through wind-crusted snow in the winter. A few neighbors populated the horizon, but so far away that on a night like this they were blobs of light rather than imposing structures.

      The rear of his house facing east was a decent-size snow-covered lawn that butted up against a wall of virgin pine forest that extended for miles along the valley floor to the north and south.

      Charlie Ash was worried about the rear.

      He had been sitting in the pitch dark of his house for over two and a half hours now, ever since the sun had gone down. He wasn’t going to be snuck up on. He wasn’t going to be taken out.

      Built to offer close to a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of his surrounding land, his home office had a semi-circular cluster of windows facing the west, and an identical yet opposite cluster facing the east. To see those final few degrees of view to the north and south, he had to press his face to the glass.

      He was doing this now, feeling the cold window against his nose as he searched for movement outside.

      The grounds surrounding his house were bright yellow, reflecting the halogen floodlights he’d turned on at sundown. Beyond them lay dark-blue snow and black forest.

      Ash switched his pistol to his left hand and wiped the sweat off his palm, and then walked across his darkened office to the other set of windows—a movement he’d repeated at roughly ten-second intervals for the past two and a half hours.

      An outside observer would have deemed the behavior ridiculous, but Ash knew what was coming. It was a sure thing. Only vigilance would protect him, and standing his ground when the time came.

      His house was big and had five outside entrances. Two were vulnerable and all he could do was make sure he saw his intruder coming. Then it should be simple enough to make his way downstairs, take up position somewhere, and shoot.

      He reached the rear windows and looked outside again. The darkness of the old-growth forest was absolute. No matter how hard he peered, details eluded him any further than fifty feet into the pillowed pine boughs.

      Nine … ten. He looked down, along the edges of the exterior walls of the house, seeing no footprints except the two elk tracks from earlier in the afternoon, and then he turned to walk again.

      Oily lines of light reflected off his circular $120,000 Parnian desk in the center of the room. He ran his hand across the top of it as he walked by, feeling the small depressions of the exotic wood inlays. The small gesture gave him a reassuring sense of control. He was ready.

      As he looked out into the dim night, panic hit him again, and he cursed himself for having not bought some night-vision binoculars at some earlier point in life. Then he could’ve seen everything happening in that meadow and out in those trees.

      Nine … ten.

      He walked back and stopped at his desk this time. He pulled the plug on his crystal whiskey decanter, poured a couple of fingers in a glass, and then threw the liquor down his throat.

      “Dah!” he said to the empty room as the liquid burned all the way down. He shook his head and jogged to the rear windows.
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      Wolf listened intently as Sheriff Gunnison finished recounting the details of Cynthia Ash’s death.

      “Looking at the physical evidence,” Gunnison said, “the condition of the car and the way it’d tumbled into the forest, we figured her going one hundred and twenty miles per hour.”

      Wolf grunted in surprise.

      “Yeah,” Gunnison said. “There was no surviving a crash like that. Car disintegrated in seconds. Her body was torn and burnt to nothing recognizable.”

      Wolf walked back out into his living room and picked up the half beer sitting next to his chair and sipped it. “You get a BAC?”

      “Did you just hear what I said?”

      Wolf nodded. “I take that as a no.”

      “No.” He chuckled without humor. “If she was driving under the influence when she crashed, we’ll never know. It was bad.”

      “Did you suspect any foul play?” Wolf asked.

      “What foul play?”

      “I don’t know, tampered brake lines?”

      Gunnison chuckled again. “Nah, I don’t think so. First of all, the car was too wrecked to check on something like that, and, yes, I did think about it. But here’s my take. She was going one hundred twenty miles per hour”. He paused. “That’s just suicidal fast. She was blitzed, and that’s all there was to it. If she was going slower and missed a turn, I’d think maybe brakes. But this was just a swerve into the trees on a straightaway.”

      Wolf stood thinking.

      “You still there?” Gunnison asked.

      “Yes. So what was the whole story?” Wolf asked.

      “I just told you the whole story.”

      “No, I mean, what bar was she at?” Wolf asked. “Who was she with? What can you tell me about before the crash?”

      “She was at a bar on the lake, called Swanson’s. Just a local joint, kind of upscale. Wasn’t with anyone. Came in by herself. I guess she was upset, cryin’ with makeup all over her face. She’d had an argument with her ex-husband, went to the bar and started drinking.”

      “Wait a minute, ex-husband? Charlie and Cynthia Ash weren’t married at this time?”

      “Nope. Got divorced earlier that year as I recall.” Gunnison sipped something and exhaled into the receiver.

      “And that would be something you’d recall?” Wolf asked. “Them being divorced, I mean.” He walked back into his office and flicked on the light, pulled out a pen and paper and sat down at the ready.

      “Yeah, you know, small town and all. And Ash was a pretty prominent figure here. Treasurer of the city government. Why you so interested anyways? Whatchu got goin’ on over there in the mountains of Colorado?”

      “Charlie Ash lives in my town, now,” Wolf said.

      “Pretty nice guy, huh?”

      Wolf couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “We’ve had two murders in town; I’m just looking into the Ashes. There may be a connection. I don’t know yet.”

      “No shit? Two murders?” He whistled. “And you think they have to do with Cynthia Ash’s car accident?”

      Wolf took another sip of the beer and set it down, then figured it was time to come out with it. “Have you had any murders, unsolved or otherwise, with the killer painting a red X on or near the victim?”

      “No,” Gunnison said. “That’s definitely not something that’s happened around here.”

      “What about unsolveds at about the same time of Cynthia Ash’s death?”

      Gunnison let out an impatient sigh. “Look, I understand you’ve got a job to do, but I’m sittin’ here smellin’ steaks that just came in off the barbecue and they’re getting colder by the second. I can send you an electronic copy of the entire file tomorrow morning, first thing.”

      Wolf didn’t answer. The silence mounted for a few seconds and then Gunnison caved in.

      “Ah, Jesus Christ.” He huffed into the phone. “Okay … unsolveds. Shit, you know how it is. Things get all mashed up over the years.”

      “Unsolveds?” Wolf asked. “Those stick in my brain for years. The specifics haunt me until the case is wrapped, and I’m talking about two years ago.”

      Gunnison sniffed and paused for another moment. “There was a woman beaten and strangled, but up the road in Truckee. Younger, mid-twenties. A real-estate agent. It was a Truckee county investigation in the end, but it was called in by a realtor from South Lake Tahoe, so we were in on the beginning of the case.”

      “And that was right about the same time as Cynthia Ash’s death?”

      “Yep. I remember we were still pickin’ Cynthia and her car out of the forest, and we got the call about the murder.”

      “Can you give me a few details of the scene?” Wolf asked.

      “I’m sure the Truckee Sheriff’s Department could,” he answered curtly.

      “Listen, I just think things aren’t done here, you know? This guy could be killing here in my town now, and he could be killing tonight.”

      “Jesus. Yeah, all right,” Gunnison said. He slurped again and ice tinkled in a glass. “We brought the whole cavalry in there, but I was one of the first in. I saw her. She was laid out on her back, lyin’ in a pool of blood. It looked like there was a lot of anger involved with the whole thing. Our coroner said she’d been strangled first, and then beaten with a blunt object on the head. So she was extra dead when this guy got through with her.”

      Wolf took fast notes.

      “After a thorough search of the house, it looked like the killer entered through an unlocked window at the rear of the property. But the front door was also unlocked, because she’d done a ‘walk-through’, as they like to call it in the real-estate biz, and she’d left it that way. So we figure she walked in on a robbery in progress, and the guy had a psychotic streak and killed her.”

      “Any sign of sexual assault?” Wolf asked.

      “None.”

      “And what was her name?”

      “Mary. Mary … Richardson?” He sighed. “Mary Richardson.”

      Wolf wrote down the name and circled it a few times. “What about the neighbors?”

      “None of them saw anything. This is in an area where the houses are few and far between. Lots of money. Multi-millions.”

      Wolf frowned. “And someone got in through an unlocked window? Pretty lax security on a multi-million-dollar house, no?”

      “That was a whole thing. The house was for sale, and real-estate agents were coming in and out of there. We think one of them left it open. Nobody fessed up to doing it, of course.”

      “How about prints?” Wolf asked. “The murder weapon?”

      “No prints on the body”—he sighed yet again, sounding impatient—“and no murder weapon found at the scene. Otherwise, clean as a whistle forensically. Large hand bruises on her neck, gloved hands—like I said, no prints. The blow marks to her head were on the left side of her face, the killer standing over her. Forensics said blood spatter was consistent with a right-handed male, and that was as far as we got. Since that narrowed it down to about fifty percent of the population, we ended up getting nowhere fast with this, and it just cooled over the past couple of years.”

      “What about other agents? Showings on the—”

      “I’ll send our file on Cynthia Ash tomorrow morning, Sheriff Wolf,” Gunnison said with finality.

      “Okay, thanks,” Wolf said. “You got a contact I can talk to at Truckee Sheriff’s Department?”

      “Yeah, the sheriff.”

      The line clicked dead.

      Wolf set his phone down next to the scribbled notes. He stood up and walked into the family room, picked up his beer and brought it to his lips, then stopped short and set it back down. His body was heavy, felt bruised all over, and tacking on a hangover would make tomorrow unbearable.

      He took a deep breath and stretched, sniffing his armpit. No deliberation needed—it was time for a shower. He walked to his bedroom and flicked on the light, then went into his bathroom and hit the switch there, too.

      Pulling off his T-shirt, he cried out as a sharp pain stabbed deep in his lower back. It was the pinched nerve, or whatever the hell it was, and it was so painful that he collapsed to his hands and knees.

      After an agonizing minute on the ground, stretching and twisting his torso into various positions, the pain finally subsided.

      He opened his eyes and stood up, feeling faint as he did so, so he put his hands on the counter and stared in the mirror. He looked like a tired hobo, he thought. His brown eyes were bloodshot, half-closed with swollen eyelids, and his dark hair was sticking up like he’d just woken up from a nap against a brick wall.

      Wolf felt the tickle of an idea that had been niggling at him, waiting in the dark to spring out into the light. He peered deeper, wondering what it was and just how long the feeling had been there. He willed his brain to unlock his subconscious.

      What was it? Something in the details of Cynthia Ash’s death? Details from Mary Richardson’s unsolved murder? Some passing comment from Chief Gunnison of the Tahoe PD that he needed to make sense of? Some tenuous connection with Charlie Ash’s past and the murders occurring now?

      Of course, it was. It was all that.

      He blinked and stood up, and then froze as adrenaline pulsed from his head to his feet.

      No, it wasn’t.

      The feeling spawned from something he’d seen moments before but not registered. He was sure of it now, because he was staring at the reflection of a bright-red X scrawled across his bedroom window.
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      Wolf reached back and flipped the light switch, sending the bathroom into darkness. Then he reached out of the doorway and turned off the bedroom light.

      He stood against the bathroom wall and stared at the reflection. The X looked black in the dim light, and it appeared to be on the outside of the window. He focused beyond it, into the night. There was no movement, no silhouette of a person in the trees.

      His service pistol sat in its holster on a chair just inside his front door. He never locked that front door when he was at the house. Would he have noticed if someone had come inside? Surely a cold wave of air would have blown in the door and wafted over him. But he was unsure with most of his house being new construction. He hadn’t spent enough time in the place to learn the subtle nuances.

      One other gun was much nearer, a Walther PPK, next to his bed inside the top drawer of his nightstand. But it wasn’t loaded. The clip was hidden in the lowest of the three drawers. Though Jack was well versed in firearm use, it had made Wolf feel safer to store his gun that way. He would need to move fast.

      Forgetting the crippling pain that had brought him to his hands and knees a minute before, Wolf sprinted to the bed and jumped, landing in a roll and sliding off next to his nightstand. To his surprise there was no pain.

      He kept his eyes on the doorway into the living room as he slid open the drawer and reached inside the unzipped case for the pistol. His hand closed around the small grip and he pulled it out, then he opened the bottom drawer.

      For agonizing seconds, he felt vulnerable as he dug for the clip, like a deer frozen in semi-truck headlights as certain death barreled toward it. All the killer had to do was turn the corner and shoot him as he fumbled for ammunition. Or stick his arm out from under the bed.

      Wolf rammed the clip home and racked the slide, and then bent to look under the bed.

      Nothing.

      He looked over at the window, now only a few feet away. The mark was clearly on the outside of the glass. He wasted no time walking to the bedroom doorway and peering out into the living room. His holster and pistol were undisturbed on the chair next to the front door.

      He held his breath and strained to listen. Blood pounding in his ears and the twang of a Telecaster guitar coming from the speakers was all he heard.

      He turned around and looked back out the window past the red mark of death. Still no movement.

      Then he looked closely at the linoleum floor inside the front door. It was completely dry, save a small puddle of meltwater surrounding his boots underneath the wooden chair where his pistol sat. Since Wolf hadn’t been home enough to shovel a path to his front door in the past few days, anyone entering would have tracked in snow with them. That left two options: either someone had been inside the entire time, or nobody was inside.

      If they’d been inside the whole time, why wasn’t he dead? He had given the killer ample opportunities—digging in the refrigerator, sitting as he mindlessly drank beer, pacing the house during distracting phone conversations.

      There hadn’t been any noticeable footprints outside when he’d arrived. That was something you noticed living alone and in the middle of nowhere—a strange set of footprints to your front door that disappeared inside. Had he left the kitchen door to the carport open? The thought raised his pulse.

      First things first, he thought. Straight ahead of him was a hallway bathroom and his spare-bedroom door. He swept both rooms and found everything exactly like he’d left it—undisturbed and without murderers inside.

      Keeping the pistol aimed in front of him, he walked through the family room. Looking outside was out of the question because all the blinds were closed and he hadn’t bothered to open them when he’d gotten home.

      That last thought stopped him in his tracks, and then he back-shelved it and continued to the kitchen. He twisted the knob. It was locked.

      After another five minutes of checking every conceivable hiding spot in the house, Wolf walked back into his bedroom and over to the window.

      The X looked to be lipstick, just like the others. It was scrawled in jagged, angry swipes, gone over a few times to make sure it was highly visible—even more so than the X written on the helicopter cockpit window.

      He returned to his thought about the window shades. They’d all been drawn when he’d gotten home, he was sure of it. All except one—this window right here.

      Wolf remembered leaving the shade drawn up the other day. He’d pulled it in the morning, after his shower, and hadn’t bothered to put it back down before he left for work. There was no rhyme or reason why he’d done this or why he remembered it now.

      And now here was this mark.

      He leaned against the window and checked the ground below. A set of deep, scraping footprints came in from the left, stopped under the window, then led back the way they’d come along the back of the house.

      Wolf went into the family room, shut off the stereo, and began dressing. He buckled on his duty belt, and put on his jacket, boots, and hat. Gripping his Glock now, he slowly opened the door.

      As he suspected, there was one set of footprints into the house—his.

      He shut the door and went from room to room, switching off lights and peeking through the shades. After fifteen minutes of staring outside into the dark from every angle, he’d finally traced the complete route of the person’s tracks. They’d gotten out of their vehicle at the front of the house, walked into the carport past his pickup truck, out the back to his bedroom window, and then returned all the way to the vehicle. And since the vehicle was no longer there, that meant they were gone.

      Wolf unlocked the kitchen door and stepped out. The cold bit him with needle teeth so he buried his face down into the neck of his jacket. He stared at the footprints for another few seconds and went back inside.

      He dialed Rachette on his cell phone.

      “Hello?” Rachette said.

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Listen, I’m at home and I just found a red X written on my window.”

      “What? I’ll be right there. Have you called the station?” He clanked something in the background and breathed into the phone.

      “Listen. Get to the mayor’s as fast as you can and bring everyone. But nobody goes in until I get there.”

      “What? No way, I’m coming out—”

      “I’m not in danger. The mayor is. Go now!”
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      Wolf drove along the river and into town, flew down Main, took a right on Fourth and mashed the accelerator up the steepening road to Wakefield’s house.

      Wolf’s heart was in his mouth because a frantic call had come over the radio a minute before. It had been Patterson calling for backup with high-pitched panic in her voice.

      Wolf had been driving at the edge of crazy ever since.

      The mayor’s house was up ahead, easy enough to see as turret lights flashed everywhere in front of it. He began to slow early so he wouldn’t slide into the forest when trying to make the turn.

      At the last second he jammed the brakes as Rachette jumped in front of the hood.

      Rachette stepped quickly to his window. “Hey!” His eyes were wide, pupils dilated.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf stopped the SUV and got out.

      “He’s inside,” Rachette said, making his way toward the driveway. “Now. We got here and he was inside.”

      From the top of the driveway, Wolf could see an SCSD SUV parked sideways up ahead with roof lights twinkling. Nearest them, four deputies were lined up and leaning on the hood in crouched firing positions. In front of them were the trucks of Chris Wakefield and Kevin Ash, parked nose-in to the front porch, and beyond that the brightly lit front door.

      They jogged down the driveway, and Patterson, Baine, Wilson and Yates turned with wide eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Wolf asked, crouching next to Yates.

      Patterson came over behind Wolf. “Rachette and I went to the front porch, and Kevin Ash opened the door with a pistol aimed at our faces. He told us he wanted to talk to you, told us to back up, and then he slammed the door and locked it.”

      Wolf took a deep breath, feeling the cold air freeze the inside of his nostrils.

      “I don’t get what’s going on,” Patterson said. “Kevin’s been doing this? Is Chris Wakefield involved, too?”

      Wolf looked inside the big windows at the front of the house. There was no movement inside.

      “Stay out here,” Wolf said. “I don’t want you guys coming in and startling him.”

      “You’re going in there?” Rachette asked. “He’s waving a pistol around and looks way over the edge.”

      “He won’t kill me,” Wolf said, hoping he was right.

      Wolf stepped around the SUV and walked up to the porch. He put his ear to the cold wood and listened. Hearing no sounds, he knocked three times.

      “Who is it?” a muffled voice screamed inside.

      Wolf reached out, grabbed the handle and pushed his thumb down. The door opened an inch.

      “It’s Sheriff Wolf,” he said through the crack.

      “Are you alone?” the voice asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then come in.”

      Wolf put both hands in first, and then swung the door open with his forearms. Keeping his hands up high and visible, he entered, stopped the door with his foot and kicked it shut. Then he reached behind him and twisted the lock. It clicked home.

      Kevin Ash was in the big room straight ahead. He lay on the floor, facing Wolf, his back against one of the big leather couches. His neck was cranked forward, and he was leaning on an elbow with one knee up. He held a pistol in his hand and rested it on his stomach, aiming at the floor beside him.

      Wolf held up his left hand and reached for his pistol with his right. “I’m going to take off my gun and set it down right here,” he said.

      Kevin pointed his gun at Wolf and held it stock still. “Don’t try anything.”

      Wolf slowly pulled out his pistol and set it on the bench next to him. He backed off from it and stepped further inside, keeping his hands high.

      Kevin squinted one eye and lined Wolf up in his pistol sight, then twisted his lip a fraction. “You sure trust me, after what I did to your window.”

      Wolf shook his head and shrugged. “I knew you were just setting a diversion. And I know you aren’t going to kill me. I know what happened. I know why you’re doing this.” Wolf lowered his hands.

      Kevin opened his eye, keeping the gun pointed at Wolf.

      “I know about your mother. I know how she died,” Wolf said. “More importantly, I know why she died.”

      Kevin lowered his gun and sat up straighter against the back of the couch. He flitted a glance past Wolf’s left shoulder.

      Wolf looked to see why, and then took a sharp breath and shook his head.

      Mayor Greg Wakefield sat inside the den, slumping heavily in the office chair. One side of his head was gone, blown out onto the table in front of him. The small desk lamp was on, covered in blood and brain. It cast a red light that silhouetted his body and reflected off the fluids everywhere. His arm was dangling off the armrest and a pistol was on the carpet beneath his limp hand.

      “He didn’t hesitate when I told him to do it,” Kevin said. “Just lifted up the gun and bam.” Kevin lifted the pistol to his own head and pantomimed.

      Wolf stared at him, waiting until the gun dropped back down. “Where’s Chris?”

      “He’s okay. I gave him a roofie. He’s sleeping it off. So you think you figured it out?” Kevin sprang to life and stood up. “I thought I’d thrown you for a loop with making it look like I was coming after you.” He nodded and walked away from Wolf toward the windows. “And don’t think I’ve never thought about it. The way you treated me in that job interview last year.”

      “I just got off the phone with the police chief from Lake Tahoe,” Wolf said, meeting Kevin’s gaze in the reflection. “I know about your mother’s car crash. She’d been drinking, so everyone thinks it was an accident how she drove into those trees. But I know what you and your father know. I know she killed herself.”

      Kevin turned and glared at Wolf.

      The grandfather clock in the corner ticked as the brass pendulum swayed back and forth. Faint beeping and scratchy radio voices came from outside.

      “Tell me about what happened,” Wolf said.

      Kevin shook his head. “You wouldn’t—”

      “Tell me about Mary Richardson.”

      “He killed her,” Kevin said, his voice barely a whisper.

      Wolf cocked his head. “Your father killed Mary Richardson?”

      Kevin frowned. “No, my mom. She killed herself because of him, and he didn’t give a shit.” Spit flew out of his mouth.

      Wolf kept as still as possible.

      “He was screwing her.” Kevin stared into the past. “Mary Richardson. She was an agent with my dad’s real-estate company, and my mom found out. That’s why they got a divorce in the first place.

      “He made a little agreement with my mom—she agreed to keep quiet about the whole thing if he gave her a divorce and paid her well enough.” A tear trickled off his cheek and hit the floor. “She was a good woman. It’s not like she was blackmailing him or anything. She wouldn’t do anything like that. She just needed to survive, you know?”

      Wolf blinked and nodded, goading him to keep talking. There was a good fifteen feet between them now. With slow movements, Wolf stepped his right foot forward, then his left.

      “And so they got the divorce.” Kevin stared past Wolf. “But my dad did something, and ended up screwing her out of getting any money. I don’t know how. Somehow he and his lawyer made her look bad, so she didn’t get anything.”

      Kevin lowered his eyes.

      “And then what?” Wolf asked, watching the stringy muscles on Kevin’s forearm flex, the knuckle of his index finger white on the trigger.

      Wolf took another step forward and then froze.

      Kevin looked up, both eyes swimming with tears now. “Then my mom came over that night after dinner and was screaming at my dad. She just needed some money. She’d been staying at a friend’s house … and a fucking motel. She didn’t have anywhere to go. Her mom was dead. Her sister lived in London. There was nowhere for her to go. She was asking how he could do this to her.”

      Kevin swallowed and wiped his cheek with the palm of his gun hand, pointing the pistol at the ceiling.

      “I was sitting on the steps listening, and I came down and watched them fight. And I never knew my dad was like that until then. Even after all those years of yelling at me when I sucked at baseball, or when I couldn’t pass math … still, he’d never acted like this.

      “He was calling her a cunt, had her up against the wall, pinning her neck with his forearm.” Kevin clenched his teeth and held up a shaking forearm in front of him. Then his face relaxed and he dropped his arm down. “I just watched. I just watched as my dad pinned her, dug through her purse and pulled out a stick of lipstick, and wrote an X on her forehead. He kept saying, ‘You’re my ex-wife and you don’t get shit. You’re my ex-wife.’ And I just sat there … I just watched her choke and stare at me, and I …”—he shook his head—“I picked up a brass statue, and he heard me, and then he let her go. I was about to kill him, I swear to God. I wish I had … none of this would have happened.”

      Kevin screwed his eyes shut and bared his teeth.

      Wolf took another couple of steps forward and then cleared his throat. “So she killed herself that night. But only you and your dad knew it.”

      Kevin opened his eyes and nodded, wiping tears again, this time with the knuckles of his free hand. “Everybody else said it was an accident, but we both knew what’d happened. Nobody wanted to bring up the obvious question—Do you think she just jerked the wheel? But if they’d known about what my father had done to my mom ...”

      Wolf exhaled. “So you went and killed Mary Richardson. The woman who split up your parents’ marriage. You got back at your dad the only way you knew how. And he found out, so you guys came to Colorado. To escape any suspicion.”

      Kevin nodded and sniffed. “He helped me cover it up. Helped me stage it to look like it was a break-in. Then we kind of ran, to get away from what I’d done.”

      Wolf squinted. “So you killed her and then felt bad about it? Told your dad and he helped you cover it up?”

      Kevin sagged. “No. He found me next to her. I’d already killed her. It’s complicated and you wouldn’t believe me anyway.” He started to raise the pistol.

      “Wait, Kevin. Listen. Just tell me about it. All of it.”

      Kevin glanced around the room and then looked embarrassed. “I’ve got a disease where I do stuff and don’t remember it.”

      Wolf frowned. “Are you saying you don’t remember doing any of these killings?”

      Kevin shook his head. “Like I said, you wouldn’t believe me. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      As Kevin shut his eyes and lifted the gun, pressing the muzzle into his temple, Wolf was hit with a realization that made him flinch like he’d just been punched in the nose.

      Because Kevin Ash was holding the pistol with his left hand.

      Wolf lunged forward as fast as he could and the gun flashed with a deafening boom.
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      Ash stood at his office window, looking out at the twin headlights as they flickered through the edge of the forest and out into the meadow. It was unmistakably a deputy cruiser—one of those decked-out expensive models of SUV the Sheriff’s Department drove nowadays that sucked the county coffers dry.

      When Wolf had called him twenty minutes earlier, Ash had been hunkering in his upstairs office for the fourth hour, sitting in the dark with an aching back and a desperate need for water. He had been about to go crazy. Not stir-crazy, but actually crazy. The suspense had been tormenting him like fingernails clawing inside his skull.

      And now it was over. The phone conversation with Wolf had told him as much.

      “I need to come tell you some bad news. It’s about your son,” Wolf had said.

      “Why don’t you just tell me now? What the hell is going on?” Ash had said.

      Wolf didn’t tell him specifics, but Ash knew exactly what had happened. So far, Ash was acting the part of a concerned father well enough, but he was going to have his work cut out for him. He watched Wolf’s SUV slow at the head of his driveway a quarter-mile away, then walked downstairs and began getting his mind right.

      When Ash had been a kid, he’d been able to turn on the waterworks on command. It was a gift few had he realized later in life. Even world-renowned actors spoke of the difficulty of acting sad—with actual twitching lips and gushing tear ducts—but he had been able to do it. But this was going to be tough, because if he heard the news that his son was dead, then it was going to be a relief. Not exactly good news, but news couldn’t get better for him at this point. Every single stroke of misfortune in the past few days, in the past few years, was now going to be wiped out.

      Ash reached the bottom of the stairs, went back to the great room, which was now brightly lit like the rest of the house, and turned on some smooth jazz. He felt like he was getting ready for a date or something. When he felt the steel of the snub-nosed revolver that he’d stuffed in his pants dig into the small of his back, he paused and flipped the stereo off. What the hell was he thinking? He had just lost a son. He needed to act the part.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Wolf drove into the curving drive of Charlie Ash’s ranch house. Long and sprawling, the layout of the house was two rectangular wings topped with A-framed roofs attached to a cylindrical center. On top of the cylinder was a pointed cone with a band of windows underneath, like a turret on a modern-day castle.

      The windows in the center of the house sparkled with light, and exterior halogens painted yellow smears on the snow outside.

      He stopped in front of the house and looked down the straight shoveled walkway that ended in tall wooden doors on the front porch. Shutting off the vehicle, he peered into the woods as far as he could, then checked the road behind him, which meandered into the forest and out of sight. He wondered just where Stephanie Lang and the mayor had rendezvoused that night of the party. Then he figured it really didn’t matter.

      Stepping out of the SUV, a cold wind whistled past his ears, and he pulled his winter cap down. The moon was a yellow blob behind some high, thin clouds. The peaks to the west were invisible, which meant that low cloud, indicative of another front rolling in, enveloped the higher elevations. Forecasters were warning of accumulations of another twelve to eighteen inches.

      Hopefully, it would hold off for the next couple of hours.

      Wolf’s boots crackled on rock salt as he walked the dry path to the porch. He stepped under the light in front of the door and pressed the doorbell. A song chimed quietly, barely audible through the heavy doors and rock façade.

      The door clunked and then opened, and Charlie Ash stood in the doorway. He was fully dressed, wearing jeans and an unbuttoned flannel shirt on top of a T-shirt. His gray comb-over hair was firmly in place, looking wet from a recent shower.

      He looked curious and concerned, but behind his gold-rimmed glasses his eyes darted around—like he was expecting someone to come out of the dark behind Wolf at any second.

      Ash nodded. “Sheriff.” His voice was hoarse and he cleared his throat. “Please, come in.”

      Wolf nodded back and stepped inside onto a thick brown rug. A crystal chandelier hung from a vaulted ceiling above, illuminating the entryway as light as day. It smelled like tobacco and leather inside, and there was no sound other than a soft whoosh of a nearby heating vent on the wall.

      An expansive room behind Ash was full of leather couches and dim lamps with stained-glass shades perched on dark-wood. Off the room to the right was a brightly lit hallway that veered out of sight into the kitchen and dining areas. To the left, another hallway that was more dimly lit led to the wing with the bedrooms and the stairway to the office on the second floor.

      Ash watched Wolf take in the interior. “Please, come inside. Can I take your coat?”

      “No,” Wolf said, standing still near the door.

      Ash raised his eyebrows. “Okay.”

      “I didn’t come to get comfortable and socialize. This is definitely not a time to get comfortable.”

      Ash blinked rapidly. “What’s going on?”

      Wolf turned his cheek and pointed at it. “Do you see this?”

      Ash stepped forward and peered at Wolf’s face. He squinted and shook his head, then pulled back with wide eyes.

      “Is that blood?” Ash asked.

      “That’s your son’s blood,” Wolf said.

      Ash’s face dropped. “What?”

      “Your son shot himself an hour ago. I was right next to him. I couldn’t stop him.”

      Ash looked at the ground and gripped his head.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, studying his reaction. “He told me some things before he blew the top of his head off.”

      Ash looked up. “You fucking bastard. How can you talk about my son that way when he just—”

      “Because you made him do it. And you can spare me the act of pretending like you care. I know about everything. I know about the sex tape you and Matt Cooper made of the mayor on Thursday night. I know about you blackmailing the mayor with it, and how Jen Wakefield watched it and then killed herself with her husband’s gun.”

      Ash stood still and raised his lower eyelids.

      “And when you learned about her accidental discovery of the sex tape—your little play to sell out Rocky Points gone wrong—you called Wakefield the next day, not even waiting twenty-four hours after her death before you made your demands to him. Did you know Kevin heard your conversation?” Wolf pointed up and glanced at the ceiling. “He was standing outside your office. Heard every word of it.”

      “Listen here—”

      “Just shut up.” Wolf stepped forward, snarling.

      Ash backed up a step, then looked at the floor and smiled with a shake of his head.

      “I can only imagine what Kevin must have felt when he heard you. Because you’ve done this before, caused someone to feel so terrible, so helpless and afraid about life that they killed themselves. You’d done it to his mother already.” Wolf shook his head in disgust. “And you did it again to Jen Wakefield.”

      Ash rolled his eyes and snorted, but said nothing.

      “I talked to Kevin tonight. Before he pulled the trigger. He wanted to get back at you, and that’s why he’s been killing all these people—Stephanie Lang for her role, Matt Cooper for putting that video camera in Wakefield’s car, and tonight he got Wakefield for obvious reasons … he was going to take you out next.” Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Were you a little scared tonight? Because you knew exactly what was going on, didn’t you? The way those Xs kept showing up at crime scenes, and in lipstick? Just like what you did to your wife that night she died.”

      “Ex-wife,” Ash said. He stared Wolf in the eye. “She was my ex-wife. That was something I kept telling her but she wouldn’t listen.”

      Wolf blinked.

      “I’m confused, Sheriff.” Ash tilted his head. “Am I supposed to thank you at this point? For what? For saving me from my psychotic son? Is that why you’re here? For a thank-you?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “Well, if you say he was out to kill me, then yes, thank you. But you know what I would love to know? What I would really love to understand? How you could even begin to substantiate any of the things you’ve been spouting off about for the last thirty seconds. My son goes off on a crazy killing spree and you want to blame me for it? Is that what’s going on here, Sheriff?”

      Wolf said nothing.

      “A sex tape? Here’s a question for you: what sex tape?” Ash smiled. “Do you have a camera with my fingerprints on it? Or a … I don’t know, some sort of USB drive with my prints on it? Or maybe a note or something that would have my fingerprints on it that would link me to something like this?”

      “I never said anything about a USB drive or a note,” Wolf said.

      Ash flipped a hand. “I heard all about this alleged sex tape from Mayor Wakefield. He’s been going bat-shit crazy the last few days. He makes a sex tape of himself and some girl from the restaurant and leaves it out for his wife to find, and, well, shit happens, I guess.”

      Wolf took a breath through his nose.

      The heater clicked off and the house went dead quiet.

      “Matt Cooper?” Ash asked quietly, though it was more a statement. “You say Matt Cooper was killed, too? And you say he set up the camera? Why? Why would he do that?”

      Wolf didn’t take the bait.

      Ash clicked his tongue. “I guess we’ll never know, seeing as my son killed him. And what are you suggesting? That I somehow hired Stephanie Lang to have sex with the mayor, and then paid Matt Cooper to set up the camera? Is there a stack of money or something? At either person’s house … stacks you could check for fingerprints?”

      Wolf let his lips curl just a bit. The man was brazen, and he was also dead right in his calculations that Wolf had absolutely nothing on him for anything.

      “I’ll be getting to the bottom of what you’ve been doing, Mr. Ash,” Wolf said icily.

      “About what?” Ash asked.

      “About the bribes, the corruption, the blackmailing, the—”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Sheriff. And if you even think about throwing allegations around, I’ll sue you for defamation of character so fast your badge will spin on the empty desk in what you used to call an office. Now that my son is dead, my position in the government of this small town is all I have. If you don’t think I’ll do everything in my considerable power to throw you out in the cold, out on a gas pump at the edge of town, then you’re sadly mistaken.”

      Wolf stretched his neck.

      “Well, I guess that was a little lie,” Ash said. “I guess I’ve actually got quite a lot going on besides the government thing. You know, I’ve always been into real estate. Yeah, so I get to know everyone in town or in neighboring counties that have their finger on the pulse. That way I keep ahead of the curve, ahead of the next deal that will make me my next million, or two.

      “Anyway, I got to know Mark Wilson.” He paused and smiled briefly. “You know the man well. I actually have something, a little tidbit I heard while talking to him. And since you saved me from being killed by my psychotic son tonight, the least I can do is return the favor, as a friend, and let you know this juicy tidbit.” He raised his eyebrows.

      Wolf blinked, hearing a tiny shriek coming from his teeth mashing together.

      “I was out at breakfast with Mark the day before he left town, and he was crying on my shoulder, so to speak. I’ve kind of established a relationship with him as a friend the last couple of years. I like to do that with certain contacts, keep them close. Anyway, he said Sarah broke up with him because she was still in love with you.” He tilted his head and nodded. “She’s still in love with you, and there was no way anyone could compete with that, he said. She’s all tied up around your little finger, he said. And there was one other thing—what did he say? I don’t know if she told you this or not, but she was screwing some other guy when you were in the army. That’s what Mark said, and Sarah—”

      Wolf slapped him on the face as hard as he could, the blow whiplashing Ash’s head to the side with a force just less than enough to knock him out. The sound echoed between the walls in the confined space of the entryway, like a ricocheting bullet.

      Charlie Ash bent over and howled in pain, cradling his face in both hands.

      Wolf loomed over him, clenching and unclenching his hand, feeling the sharp sting dissipate to tingling heat in his palm.

      Ash stood up and straightened his glasses, eyes boring holes into Wolf’s. His comb-over hair was flapping to the wrong side and his tongue pushed the inside of his cheek.

      Wolf turned around, opened the door, and left.

      As Wolf reached the SUV, he saw the interior of the house light up with two brilliant flashes accompanied by two muffled pops.
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      Ash felt dizzy as he watched the door close. The slap had jarred him, and he would find a way to return the favor in due time, in a way that would be the end of Wolf’s career, but now he just needed food and water.

      His face was numb to the touch. He needed some ice, too.

      He walked to the front door and twisted the lock. His left eye dripped as he gazed out the entrance window, a new quirk from the thumping impact of Wolf’s hand he hoped wouldn’t last.

      Wolf was sauntering away down the path outside. His walk was unhurried, like a smug bastard who’d just won a small, meaningless victory.

      Ash reached up and flicked some light switches, sending the front porch and pathway into pitch black. You’re going down, he thought with the strongest resolve he’d ever felt in his life.

      He ripped off his flannel shirt and hung it on a hook, then walked into the great room and toward the kitchen for a proper meal and drink. And three Advil.

      As he rounded the corner he almost ran straight into someone. He stumbled to a stop and looked up.

      Kevin.

      Ash’s heart thumped so hard he gripped his chest. Before Ash could react, a pistol had been pressed against his forehead, pushing so hard that he felt a trickle of warm blood race down in between his eyes and down his nose.

      “Kevin! What the …” His throat was constricted and his heart was hammering in his ears.

      His son, back from the dead, was standing right in front of him. The reality hit him hard.

      Ash tripped and fell down on his butt and then rolled backwards, crying out in pain as his tucked snub-nosed revolver dug into the small of his back.

      “Stand up,” Kevin said, warning him. “Stand up.”

      Ash got back up and shuffled in reverse, keeping his hands high. “Son—”

      “Shut up,” Kevin said. “Stand still. You’re going to do what I say, or else I’m going to stick my gun in your ear and pull the trigger. Got that?”

      Ash looked at the muzzle of the pistol and shook his head, thinking about how Wolf had just lied to him, and wondering just what the hell was going on.

      “Got that!” Kevin screamed, and then he walked forward and fired two shots, one next to Ash’s right ear, the other next to his left.

      Ash cowered and twisted his face, pressing his palms to his ears. A metallic note screamed in his head, and his skull felt like it might just crack down the middle.

      Kevin was moving his lips, but Ash heard none of it.

      More talking. And then his son tilted his head back and laughed.

      Slowly, Ash began hearing again, murmurs and muffled sounds like he was underwater. Then it was like he was breaking through the surface in ultra-slow motion—the trebles widening, sounding like rushing water in a stream.

      “Sit down,” Kevin yelled. He thrust the pistol at Ash.

      Ash shuffled over to the couch and sat down with his hands in the air. He shook his head, unable to gain back his full-hearing.

      Despite the damage to his ears, the initial shock of his son’s assault was beginning to wear off. He was still his snot-nosed son, Ash reminded himself.

      “What are you doing here?” Ash frowned, looking up at him. “Wolf just told me …”

      “What?” Kevin asked, looking genuinely curious. “What did he tell you?”

      Ash didn’t say. He didn’t say that Wolf had just told him that his son was dead. Had killed himself right in front of him. What the hell? Wolf was lying the whole time? What about that blood on his face?

      Kevin was eyeing his father with amusement now. Other than digging the pistol into his forehead and shooting two shots near his ears, Kevin was keeping his distance, as if he didn’t want to get sucked into any physical confrontation. As if Ash was going to jump out and grab him.

      Ash kept quiet and looked out the window to the left of Kevin. He saw the bright snow of the back yard and the dark forest beyond.

      “See this?” Kevin asked, holding up his pistol proudly. “A Sluice County Sheriff’s Department-issue”—he read the side of the barrel—“Glock 17 … from Austria. Nice gun. Never fired one of these. I’ve been using one of your revolvers. Did you notice it was gone?”

      Ash stared at him, feeling the burning in his shoulders from holding his hands up. “Where did you get that?” he asked.

      “Ah, good question. I killed two cops.” Kevin pointed it back at him and stared indifferently.

      Ash caught movement in the window and looked again, this time seeing the taillights of a vehicle in the distance. They looked to be a Sheriff’s Department SUV, and they were going full speed as they flickered into the forest and went out of sight.

      Kevin followed his eyes and smiled. “Nobody saving you. Just you and me. And my Glock.” His face became serious. “And in a few seconds, the fires of hell for both of us.”

      “You don’t have to do this, son.”

      “Yes, I do have to do this. There’s no choice now. You don’t just kill two cops and live through the next twenty-four hours. In fact, I figure I have about five minutes before Sheriff-boy finds out about everything and comes screaming back here looking for me.”

      Ash narrowed his eyes. “How did you get here?”

      “Took the SUV from Deputy … Rachette, I believe his name was?” He raised his eyebrows. “Parked it in the woods. Sheriff just drove by it.”

      Ash felt a wisp of cold air and looked over toward the hallway to the kitchen.

      “You snuck in the back,” Ash said. “Used your key. I knew you would if you showed up.” He looked down and saw Kevin’s wet shoes, and the snow marks all the way up to his knees.

      “You did it again, Dad,” Kevin said, sounding like he was about to cry. “You ruined my life, and then you made Chris’s mom kill herself and ruined his life.”

      Ash snorted. “Your mother killed herself, Son. Mrs. Wakefield killed herself. I didn’t kill anyone.”

      Kevin snarled and shook the gun. “You killed them! You broke both of their hearts, and they had no other way out.”

      “Oh, shut up with your sniveling!” Ash stood up.

      “Sit down!” Kevin yelled.

      “Shoot me!” Ash reached up his arms and stretched lazily. “Oh, man. You had me holed up here all night. And I’m so hungry that I don’t care anymore. You’re going to kill me? Great. Let’s get on with this. I’m ready.”

      Kevin looked unsure, glancing around the room.

      Ash narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on? After killing three people, now you’re worried about killing your dada? Is that it?” He puckered his lips and sidestepped the footrest in front of him. “Don’t want to kill dada?”

      “Four people,” Kevin said. “I killed four people.”

      Ash stopped. He watched Kevin’s face twist into intense confusion for just an instant, and then melt into a cool look of confidence.

      The look on Kevin’s face made Ash blow snot out his nostrils, and as it flipped across his lip it made him burst out laughing; then when he wiped it with the sleeve of his shirt, mopping up blood that had trickled down his nose, that sent him into uncontrolled hysterics. He knew his son was going to kill him; Kevin had proven himself capable of that in the past few days, but the irony of the situation was just too much to handle. His stomach hurt as it convulsed, and if it weren’t for the pain jabbing at his side he figured he would have laughed until Kevin shot him.

      But he stopped instead and glared at his son with dripping eyes, chest heaving as he caught his breath. “Here’s a little secret that is just going to kill you.”

      Kevin’s cool expression wavered.

      Ash stared at him, thinking about the significance of what he was about to say, knowing it might be the last thing he said on this earth. Finally, he spoke.

      “I killed Mary Richardson,” he said.

      Kevin creased his forehead and his aim wavered, and Ash realized the truth might actually set him free.

      Ash nodded. “I killed her. I drugged you, and killed her, and then put you next to her.” He visualized pulling the revolver out of his beltline and firing. It was riding low and he’d have to rake it up his back with his thumb, and duck too, in case Kevin got a shot off.

      “It feels good to finally tell you,” he continued. “I was surprised when you started …” Ash stopped talking.

      Kevin’s cool expression had returned and he was lowering his gun.

      Ash fixed his gaze on Kevin. Then panic exploded inside of him as Kevin smiled.

      “What the hell is going on?” Ash flicked his eyes around the room. Confusion pressed in, and as Kevin continued to smile, Ash knew he’d just walked into a trap, and he’d been an even more gullible fool than his son.

      “You pieces of shit!” he yelled, and reached behind him, pulling the snub-nosed revolver out from the back of his pants. Before he could aim it, a blast of fire came from the hallway and he was punched in his shoulder with the power of a horse kick. Pain tore across his chest, down his stomach and across his genitals, up his neck and into his head. The hardwood floor swung up and hit him in the face, and then he lay still, blinking to calm the angry dots swirling in his vision.
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      When Wolf walked out of Charlie Ash’s front door, he did so with a normal gait, trying to look neither in a hurry nor too relaxed. As soon as the lights went dark on the front of the house, Wolf swiveled and looked back.

      Ash was framed in the entrance window, peering outside, looking like he was muttering something under his breath. Then he twisted and disappeared.

      Wolf wasted no time; he sprinted to the SUV and opened up the back door. The cab light was off, so all he saw was movement.

      “Okay, get up,” he said.

      The whites of Deputy Wilson’s eyes appeared as he reared his head up from the backseat floor. He leaned and peered past Wolf toward the house.

      “It’s clear,” Wolf said impatiently. “Get going.”

      Wilson opened the rear door, got in the driver’s seat and fired up the engine. At almost the same instant there were two flashes inside the house and two pops of a gun, barely audible to Wolf over the roar of the Explorer’s starting engine, but unmistakable nonetheless.

      He froze and put his wrist to his mouth. “What happened?”

      “He’s … I don’t know,” Rachette’s voice was faint and raspy, more like a burst of static than a sentence.

      Wolf put his hands over his ears and tried to understand as Wilson drove away.

      “… him,” Rachette said.

      “What? Repeat.”

      “He’s … I think he was just trying to intimidate him.”

      Wolf took off in a high-knee run through the snow of the front yard toward the kitchen wing. His feet thumped with bad timing at first, but he got his rhythm and his quads and glutes burned as he kicked through the deep powder.

      “I don’t know,” Rachette hissed. “He’s already stuck the gun against his forehead, then he shot twice right next to his ears. What should I do?”

      “Speak up, that’s what you should do,” Wolf said in between breaths. “That means Ash can’t hear anything.”

      “Oh, yeah. Where are you?”

      Wolf rounded the edge of the house and stopped just in time to avoid colliding with Patterson.

      She looked up at Wolf with wide eyes and wiped a fresh dusting of snow off her face. Wearing large headphones, she was kneeling on the ground in a small dug-out clearing and had two glowing laptop computers in front of her, propped on piles of snow at eye level. She’d built herself a small audio-visual command center, like a kid would have built a snow fort.

      “Sorry,” Wolf said.

      She nodded without speaking and then pressed some buttons.

      New sounds erupted in Wolf’s ear, and he nodded and gave the thumbs-up.

      Patterson looked back to the video feed in front of her.

      Rachette stood a few feet away with a hand on the doorknob of a side door. He swiveled out of the way, keeping his hand firmly on the knob.

      Wolf walked up to the edge of the house next to the door and untied his boots as fast as he could.

      Rachette pulled open the door and Wolf slipped out of his boots and stepped inside the dark room.

      A second later the door sucked closed behind Wolf and he was left standing in enveloping warmth.

      He froze, peering into the darkness to get his bearings. A bench was to his right, running the length of a long wall, and a row of coats hung along the opposite wall.

      “You snuck in the back,” Charlie Ash said in his earpiece.

      Wolf cocked his head. The voice was faint and hissed with static, echoing like it was in a cathedral.

      Wolf walked on moist socks across the tiled floor of the mudroom and entered the kitchen. It was brightly lit and very large, like half-of-Wolf’s-house large. Wolf kept his eyes on the hallway ahead and shuffled forward, not worrying about the details of the immaculate space.

      “Sit down!” Kevin’s voice yelled, now just as clear in the hallway ahead of Wolf as in his earpiece.

      “Shoot me!” Ash said.

      Wolf pulled his pistol and peered around the corner. The hall extended far longer before exiting into the great room than Wolf had envisioned from the diagram Kevin had drawn. Wolf felt like he was losing time and needed to move fast.

      Kevin had said, Sit down. Did that mean his father was coming at him?

      Wolf ducked back into the kitchen and held up his wrist. “What’s going on?” he murmured into the mic.

      “You’ve gotta get in there,” Patterson said quickly. “It looks like Charlie’s stepping forward toward Kevin. Looks like he might make a move.”

      Wolf ran out into the hall and trotted along the right wall, then slowed as he reached the end. He inched forward until he saw Ash’s right arm. Ash was right where they’d told Kevin to put him, but he was standing rather than sitting.

      If this turns into an all-out brawl and either of them get hurt … Wolf didn’t need to finish the thought. He’d already run over it in his mind a thousand times. He was treading on both sides of a fine line that divided ethical police work and vigilante justice. It was too late now to consider the consequences of failure.

      Wolf stopped and listened closely, sensing the mounting tension in the room around the corner.

      “Here’s a little secret that is just going to kill you,” Ash said, clear as a squad siren in Wolf’s ears this time.

      Wolf held his breath, knowing they’d roped Ash in. But doubt niggled at him. Ash had to suspect something was going on when he’d learned that Wolf was lying to him. And now he was up and standing in front of Kevin. Did he suspect the bullets were blanks and was about to charge his son?

      “I killed Mary Richardson,” Ash said.

      Wolf closed his eyes and let out his breath.

      “Got it,” Patterson said into Wolf’s ear.

      “I killed her. I drugged you, and killed her, and then put you next to her,” Ash said.

      “Got that,” Patterson said.

      “It feels good to finally tell you. I was surprised when you started …”

      The room fell silent and Wolf decided it was over.

      “What the hell is going on?” Ash asked.

      Wolf was going to enjoy telling him. He opened his eyes and stepped forward.

      Ash was standing across from Kevin with his head cocked to one side. His forehead was creased, eyes darting around the room, and when he saw Wolf his face fell, like he’d just found a bomb with a ticking timer with three seconds left until detonation.

      “You pieces of shit!” Ash yelled. Then he reached his right arm around to the back of his pants and pulled a pistol.

      Wolf raised his gun, aimed and shot.

      Ash’s shoulder jerked back and he twisted and landed on the ground.

      “What’s going on?” Rachette screamed into the mic, and then Wolf heard frantic squeaking footsteps in the kitchen down the hall.

      “It’s okay,” Wolf said into his mic.

      Kevin stared wide-eyed at Wolf for a few seconds, then looked over at his father.

      Ash was writhing in a growing pool of blood on the hardwood floor, spitting strings of spittle and obscenities out of his mouth.

      Wolf walked to Ash and picked up the revolver, tucked it in the back of his pants, and then walked to Kevin with his hand out.

      Kevin stood still, studying his father with a blank expression, and then raised the pistol to give it to Wolf. The index finger on his left hand was still taut on the trigger.

      “Kevin,” Wolf said.

      Kevin blinked and looked at Wolf, and then gave him the gun. “Thank you,” he said.
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      The little boy sitting in the gondola car in front of Patterson wore silver-mirrored goggles and hadn’t moved his head an inch in the past few minutes.

      She smiled again at him, receiving no response. Or at least none that she could see. The kid had a neck warmer pulled over his mouth, too.

      Both parents were tapping thumbs on their phones, oblivious to the Colorado bluebird day with six inches of fresh powder outside.

      Two kids? She couldn’t even get this kid to acknowledge her. How could she expect to swoop into the lives of two children, as some sort of mommy-stand-in figure no less, and expect anything but a complete disaster?

      She looked out the window of the gondola car and directed her thoughts to Edna Yerton.

      Rachette had promised Patterson last night that he would check on the old woman this morning. He had volunteered because he was trying to schmooze Patterson rather than taking an easier and more appropriate approach … like apologizing to her face about lying about Scott Reed’s marital status.

      But that’s not how Deputy Tom Rachette worked. In fact, he was probably clueless that he had done anything wrong.

      It doesn’t matter now, she thought. Whatever was going on between her and Rachette, at least Edna Yerton would be the better for it.

      Fatigue pulled at her eyelids as she watched a skier bounce effortlessly over the blanketed terrain below. Probably a local, she thought. Locals often skied mid-week to avoid weekend madness. And since she knew only a handful of townspeople at best, she had no clue who the man sailing down in a cloud of powder was.

      And she was getting tired of that.

      She was sick of nightly television shows for a social life and sick of being a stranger in her own town. But barhopping wasn’t the answer. She was going to change things, and she would do it her way.

      Her palms sweated under her gloves and her bowels squirmed. It was going to be nice when this was over, whatever came of it.

      Then again, maybe she would just ride the gondola back down and save herself the embarrassment. Oh, God. Kristen would give me hell for that. She took a quaky breath and looked back at the boy.

      Still unmoved. The kid was a rock.

      The gondola bounced over a tower’s cable wheels, and the little boy started to lean to his side. Then he slid forward, bonked his helmet on the window and hit his face. He jerked upright, reaching out his hands and wobbling his head.

      Patterson blew air out of her nose and smiled wide as she realized the kid had been asleep.

      The parents glanced at her and burrowed themselves back into their display screens.

      When she looked back at the boy, he had pulled his neck warmer down and was smiling back, showcasing a mouth with more than a few missing teeth.

      She shook her head, grateful that the gondola car was only another tower from the upper terminal. Staring at that gapped smile any longer and she would have probably started laughing uncontrollably.

      The interaction with the child steeled her to finish what she’d come to do, and as the gondola slowed and the door clicked and opened, she took a deep breath and waved the family first. She gave a little wink to the boy as he left, and then followed the family out the door, leaving them fumbling with their equipment as she walked on.

      The morning was bright, crisp, and clear, and not many skiers were milling around on top of the mountain. If she weren’t on scheduled duty within the hour, she’d have been skiing.

      She walked down the grated steps and onto the soft packed powder. Her heart fluttered and her breath caught when she saw the snow cat in the distance. She felt unnerved when she saw Scott Reed sitting on the wheel track.

      He wore dark sunglasses, and he sat tall and stared in her direction, but he wasn’t smiling. His eyebrows were knitted together like he was confused as to why she would visit him.

      Her courage drained through her legs, and just when she thought she’d really screwed up his face lit up into a smile that made it seem the sun had risen higher into the sky.

      “Hey!” he said, getting up from his seat and walking briskly toward her.

      His ski pants swished as he stepped with strong legs, covering a lot of distance with each stride. He was wearing a gray hat, a gray heavy-knit sweater, and a blue-and-red scarf wrapped around his neck. It was pseudo-European looking, and Patterson realized that the man was a little bit of a fashionista. The thought made her smile even wider than she already was.

      They were coming toward one another at speed, like in the movies when the girl flies into the guy’s arms and they embrace for half the morning. She decided she had to control herself and slowed down holding out her hand in greeting.

      He seemed to have had a similar thought, because he stopped quickly too, putting his sunglasses to his forehead with an awkward smile. His Caribbean-lagoon-green eyes darted around and he seemed a little embarrassed after looking so happy to see her a few moments before.

      Or she could have been seeing things. Again. And it was time to put a stop to this torture.

      “Hey—”

      “Hey—”

      They laughed.

      “I saw you and didn’t know if that was you or Rachette,” he said.

      She raised her eyebrows. “Oh, that’s disturbing.”

      He laughed easily and shook his head. “No, sorry. I mean, I have terrible eyesight at a distance when I’m not wearing my contacts, which I’m not.”

      She laughed. “Ah, okay.”

      Their laughter wound down and they were left with a few moments of silence, but there was no tension, because he had an air of easiness that made her feel comfortable. He just smiled and looked at her, as if she could get on with whatever she was going to say when she was good and ready, and he had all the time in the world.

      She looked down and pulled a straggly piece of hair behind her ear. “Um, so I just came up here to ask you a few questions.”

      “Okay, great,” he said.

      She stared back for a few seconds, and then rolled her eyes. “Okay, listen. Are you married?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Because I heard you were.”

      “And you believe everything you hear?”

      She stared up at those eyes again.

      He stopped smiling and pulled off his left glove and displayed his hand. “See?”

      “That’s the oldest trick in the book for some men.”

      “Not for me.” He held her gaze for a few seconds, and then concentrated on putting his gloves back on. “So … it matters to you whether I’m married or not?”

      She hesitated, and then she didn’t. “Yes.”

      “Good.” His smiled vanished. “Hey, is it true about Kevin Ash? He didn’t come into work today and there’s some serious rumors going around.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like he was the one who killed Stephanie, Matt, and the mayor.”

      She looked back at the snow cat, wondering just how much information she could disclose. “You believe everything you hear?”

      “Well, is it true?”

      “If I said yes could I convince you to keep your mouth shut about it for a while?”

      “You know,” he said, “Kevin Ash was with me that night.”

      “What? Which night?”

      “The gala night, Saturday. When I was driving Stephanie and that guy she was with. He was sitting right next to me in the snow cat. Said he was with a few other patrollers checking out the bowl underneath the lodge.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “He was sitting there chatting me up the whole time. When people were talking about what he did this morning, I got the serious creeps when I remembered that.”

      “And were you going to tell your local Sheriff’s Department about this?”

      He scratched his head and then shrugged. “I get off at noon today. I was sitting on the news, and was going to swing into the station and tell the prettiest deputy I knew about it.”

      Despite silently screaming at herself to not do it again, she rolled her eyes.

      “And if Deputy Rachette wasn’t there, I was going to tell you.” His face was deadpan.

      She laughed. “I’ve obviously made a mistake coming up here.”

      They laughed together and his face turned red, which made Patterson like him even more.

      “But seriously,” she said, “that is a good idea for you to come down. We’ll need an official statement.”

      He nodded. “And when you get off work tonight, would you like to go get dinner with me? Or if that seems too forward, we could go get a coffee, or—”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said. Then the curious voice in her head took over. It wouldn’t shut up.

      “What?” Scott narrowed his eyes.

      “I … never mind.”

      “What? What?” His eyes were alight with childish curiosity, and it made her smile.

      “I guess I just wanted to know how old your children are. I know it’s a weird question, but I just want to know. It’s just something I’ve—”

      “What children?”

      She closed her mouth.

      “I don’t have any kids.”

      Her face went red and her chest constricted. “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “I thought you had two kids with your ex-wife.”

      “I’ve never been married. I thought we just discussed that.”

      She stood frozen in time for God knew how long, then shook her head. “No, you’re right. Never mind. I was just misunderstanding something, something that … I must have taken it the wrong way. Listen, I’ll see you later at the station when you come in. Have a good morning.”

      “Wait, what if you’re not there? Can I get your phone number?”

      She gave him a contact card and backed away with what she hoped looked like a smile.

      “Thank you. Tell Rachette hi for me.”

      She turned and left. “I’ll be telling him hi all right,” she said under her breath. “Upside his head.”
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      Two Months Later …

      

      Waves of snow descended the western slopes of the valley, pouring into the outskirts of Rocky Points. The first large snowflake hit the glass of Wolf’s windshield and melted, and then another dozen left their marks.

      The late April snow would be thick and wet, breaking branches and collapsing old roofs if it got deep, which the forecasters were saying was likely.

      He turned on the wipers and scrolled through his phone contacts, stopping at the inch of screen that displayed Kristen Luke’s and Sarah Muller’s phone numbers.

      For two months he’d been ignoring Sarah’s hints that she might want to go for a drink or dinner. Or if he’d ever found himself alone with her, he’d pretend like he had to leave for fear she might start talking—telling him things he didn’t want to hear.

      Because the truth was, what Charlie Ash had said that night in the entryway of his house had made perfect sense to Wolf. It had given perfect reason for Sarah’s actions since she’d gotten sober.

      But since that night he hadn’t wanted to deal with the revelation. Not then, and not up until now. Not while he had more important things to worry about, like how he might have ruined the careers of three of his deputies.

      Today was the day, he thought. Because everything else was coming to a head, and it might as well be the day. Because he was about to go talk to Burton—to face the consequences of his actions two months earlier—and he was ready to rip the band-aid off the Wolf–Sarah wound once and for all to see what was underneath.

      Wolf pushed Sarah’s name on the screen. He listened to the phone ring in his ear and watched the wipers leave long swaths of water as they squeaked back and forth.

      “Hello?” Sarah answered.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      “Can we talk?” Wolf asked.

      There was a long pause. “Sure. I’m at the office, can you come over?”

      “Be right there.”

      Wolf pulled back onto the highway and drove into town. A minute later he pulled into the parking lot of the Hitching Post Realty storefront office. With his front tire dropping into a hole filled with muddy water, he shut off the engine and got out.

      By the time he’d opened the jangling glass door, his hair was coated with snow. Stepping into the warm office space, he brushed his head and wiped his feet on the welcome mat.

      Sarah, Margaret, and a man Wolf failed to recognize looked up from their desks, which were all angled to face the large plate-glass window front of the office like they were plants soaking up as much light as possible.

      “Howdy, Sheriff,” Margaret said in a terrible Texas accent.

      “Hello,” Wolf said. He nodded at Sarah, who scooted back her chair and stood up. The man sitting at the other desk nodded and got back to pecking on his keyboard.

      “How are things going?” Margaret asked, this time in a normal tone. She narrowed her eyes. “You talk to Burton yet?”

      Wolf shook his head.

      She raised her eyebrows and nodded, and then looked down at her computer screen.

      Wolf blinked. “How about you? Business good?”

      “Excellent as usual, but not as good as it could be. Hey, Barry,”—she looked over at the man at the desk next to Sarah’s—“this is Sheriff Wolf. Sheriff Wolf, this is Barry Hashberger. Barry’s a new one I recruited out of Vail.”

      Barry stood up and walked over with his hand extended. It was warm and dry and he shook with a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, sir. I’ve heard”—he stopped himself short—“about you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.”

      Margaret cleared her throat. “I’ve told him the story about the Village Base Condos Deal and the corruption that came along with it, and the sheriff who uncovered the whole mess.”

      Wolf narrowed his eyes and nodded. “So you’re glad the condo deal fell through and Klammer and Irwin had to skip town with their tails between their legs after all?”

      “Hell, no I’m not glad. Like I said, business is not as good as it could be.” She stared with a straight face and then tried to look happy. “I’m just kidding. We’re starting another open-bid process as soon as we can get our godforsaken government back intact. And when we do, and someone else builds those condos, Hitching Post Realty will have those listings. Just a hell of a lot later, thanks to you.” She bent down and squinted at the screen. “Ah! The Cherokee Trail counter just came in … they agree to waive inspection.”

      Barry made a fist and held it in the air.

      Wolf looked at Sarah.

      She shrugged, zipped up her jacket and walked to Wolf with a smile. “Exciting in here, isn’t it?”

      Wolf nodded. “My hair is standing on end. See you guys later. Nice to meet you, Barry.” Wolf waved and followed Sarah out the door.

      Barry smiled and waved. Margaret kept her eyes on her screen and pointed in Wolf’s general direction.

      They walked through the snow to Wolf’s SUV and got in.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      Wolf fired up the SUV and cranked the heat to halfway. He shut off the radio and looked out the windshield. The snow was falling so thick it was like looking straight at a waterfall, and the office window behind it was completely invisible.

      “That night I busted Charlie Ash,” he said, “he said something to me.”

      She stopped putting on her seatbelt and looked over at him.

      “He said that you broke up with Mark because you were still in love with me, and he was sick of competing with me for your heart, and that’s why he returned to Vail.”

      Sarah frowned. “You were talking about me and Mark with Charlie Ash?”

      Wolf nodded. “He said he befriended Mark while he was in town.”

      Sarah swallowed and glanced out the windshield. “Okay.”

      “Ash was trying to egg me on, trying to get to me. And he did a pretty good job of it, because he also said that Mark had told him that you’d cheated on me sometime in the past. When I was still in.”

      Sarah looked at him with an open mouth and wide eyes. The heater blew with a low howl and the wipers swished across the windshield.

      Wolf reached up and turned off the wipers without breaking eye contact.

      A tear fell down Sarah’s cheek.

      “That’s the truth, isn’t it?” he asked.

      She kept her watery gaze on his and nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.

      Wolf took a deep breath and looked past her into the falling snow.

      “I’m sorry.” Her words were barely audible over the air vents.

      Wolf sighed and closed his eyes, stretched his neck muscles, and then looked at her. “About what?” he asked. “About cheating on me? Or not telling me about it? Or not telling me about how we had a miscarriage? Or about something else? Something you don’t have the guts to tell me about yet?”

      She held his gaze. “I was going to tell you. I’ve been trying to tell you for months. Ever since Mark and I broke up.”

      Running his fingers over the two-day growth of stubble on his chin, Wolf sighed and gazed out the windshield.

      The heater blew.

      “I know you won’t care to hear this, but for what it’s worth, it was with some random guy. I don’t even remember most of it.” She talked to her hands. “I was so drunk, on pills … it meant nothing to me, and I’ve been beating myself up for it ever since.”

      Wolf kept his eyes on the snow piling up on the windshield.

      “I’ve been so ashamed. I … was going to tell you so long ago, after I told you about the miscarriage. But then I just let things slip further and further away. And I felt so … I knew I didn’t deserve you for what I’d done to you when you were off fighting, so I chickened out.”

      He tapped the steering wheel with his thumb. “I don’t know what …” Wolf shook his head. “Who was it?”

      “Nobody you know,” she answered quickly.

      Wolf looked over at her.

      “Don’t you want to know why?” she asked. “Why I did it?”

      “What?” He shook his head and looked in the rearview mirror. He suddenly needed her out of the car. “Look—”

      “You went back,” she said. Her voice shook. “You just went back. You knew I was doing bad, and you left again.”

      Wolf stared at her. “I was serving my coun—”

      “But you had a choice! You didn’t have to do that last tour.”

      Wolf shook his head and leaned his head back. “I couldn’t leave.” Wolf closed his eyes. “I couldn’t leave.”

      “Rangers lead the way,” she said.

      Wolf looked at her again.

      She glared back at him defiantly, her wet eyelids narrowed, a stream of mascara running down one cheek.

      Wolf looked at the steering wheel. “I’ve gotta go.”

      She climbed out and closed the door with a soft thunk, and then walked past the hood and disappeared into the falling cotton.

      Wolf flipped on the wipers, backed into the lot and drove down Main.

      He took a deep breath and shook his head, inhaling the flowery scent of Sarah, still strong in the cab.

      Who? That’s all he could think.

      Why? Because he’d gone back. So she gave up.

      He slapped the steering wheel, and then he slowed and took a left at a hand-painted sign that said Beer Goggles Bar and Grill with an arrow pointing left down a dirt road.

      The narrow bridge over the Chautauqua River creaked and clacked as Wolf drove across it.

      The road on the other side was muddy, cratered with potholes, and Wolf’s SUV rocked side to side as he pulled into the lot and parked. He stepped outside and shut the door, squinting as the huge, wet flakes slapped his face.

      The snow was still melting on contact with the ground, and the saturated rocky dirt shifted under his boots as he walked over and around puddles to the entrance.

      Inside, bluegrass music pumped out of a speaker right next to his head. It smelled like beer and bar food and his mouth watered.

      There were ten or so patrons in the restaurant, and a few quiet types sitting at the bar sipping beers. Former sheriff of Rocky Points, Hal Burton, was wedged into a corner booth against the windows on the left side. He looked up and saw Wolf, nodded, and got back to studying the menu.

      Wolf looked at the melting snowflakes beading on the glass next to Burton and thought of Sarah’s wet eyes.

      “Sheriff,” Jerry Blackman, the owner of the bar, leaned over the counter and held out his hand.

      Wolf snapped out of his thoughts and shook it. “Hey, Jerry.”

      “Get you a drink?” he asked.

      “I’ll take a Coke,” he said, noticing the tall, half-drunk beer sitting in front of Burton.

      “You got it.” Blackman grabbed a glass and twisted away. “I’ll bring it over.”

      Wolf walked over and slid into the booth across from Burton. “What are you looking at the menu for?”

      “I’m hoping some inspiration will jump out at me,” he said, not raising his gaze. A few seconds later he slapped the menu closed. “Nope. Bacon cheeseburger again.”

      Wolf smiled.

      Burton looked out the window and grabbed his beer. He tilted it up and poured it through his thick gray mustache, and when he came up for air he had a line of foam on it.

      “I see you’re sticking to your diet,” Wolf said.

      “Shut up.” Burton belched and set down the glass, holding up a finger in the direction of the bar.

      The truth was, Burton did look like he was sticking to his diet. His once over-ample frame was now just ample, and his face looked to be thinner, the skin drooping more underneath his chin rather than ballooning out.

      “You look pretty good, actually,” Wolf said, studying him.

      “Lost twenty-two pounds so far. I’ve been starving myself for the last day for this meal, so shut up and quit lookin’ at me like that.”

      Wolf smiled and looked out the window. The Chautauqua was running fast and high with the arrival of mid-spring warmer temperatures. The banks on either side were still piled with snow, and sheets of dripping ice reached out over the water, the icy liquid passing underneath in rippling waves.

      “Snow’s comin’ in again, eh?” Burton asked.

      Wolf adjusted his focus and looked at the flakes flying by the window. “Yep. Gonna be big, they say.”

      Jerry came over with another beer and a Coke. Burton and Wolf ordered the bacon cheeseburger and fries.

      Then they sat in tense silence for a few minutes. The speakers played “Touch of Gray” by the Grateful Dead, and the clank of silverware hitting plates filled the other gaps in sound.

      “Jesus, you aren’t even going to ask me about it?” Burton leaned his elbows on the table.

      Wolf shrugged and took a sip of his Coke.

      Burton narrowed his eyes and leaned forward.

      Wolf met his glare. “Okay, how did it go?”

      Burton leaned back and shook his head, mumbling something R-rated under his breath. He reached down and pulled a manila folder off the seat next to him and pushed it across the table.

      Wolf took it and opened it up.

      Inside was a black-and-white copy of the formal reprimand issued by the Sluice County Commissioner’s Office upon the recommendation of the Incident Review Board tasked with his “misconduct in the line of duty”—a form filled out and given to Wolf by the Commissioner of Sluice County himself. It was something that Wolf had seen more than a few times in the past month, and had been thinking about almost continuously since it had been delivered to him.

      It was a constant reminder that Wolf’s future as sheriff of Sluice County looked tenuous at best.

      Wolf flipped to the back page and realized that it had been stapled in the corner to the page in front of it. This page was a typed letter, signed in ink by Commissioner Heller and a couple of other names he recognized.

      Wolf read the letter, word by word, then set it back inside the manila folder and closed it. Then he looked up at Burton.

      “Complete dismissal,” Burton said, bouncing his thick eyebrows. “Huh? Who’s got your back?”

      Wolf exhaled and looked back out the window. “I don’t like people fighting my fights for me.”

      Burton scoffed. “Jesus … I didn’t fight your fight, you dumbass. I had your back,” he said, poking his finger onto the table. “You’ve been fighting for a month, and I jumped in and took a shot where I saw an opening.”

      Wolf pulled his eyebrows together and looked at Burton.

      Burton nodded. “Big difference.”

      “What about Rachette, Patterson, and Wilson?”

      “Nothin’s … whoa, here we go,” Burton leaned back and Jerry Blackman clanked steaming plates of food on the table and shoved them into place.

      “Anything else?” Jerry asked.

      “No thanks,” Wolf said.

      “Yeah, I’ll take another,” Burton said, pointing at his three-quarter-full beer. “I’ll be ready by the time you get back.”

      Jerry disappeared and Wolf stared at Burton.

      “Don’t worry—Cheryl’s pickin’ me up in an hour. Gave me the day pass to have some drinks.”

      “Rachette, Patterson, Wils—”

      “Oh, yeah. I talked to Heller.” Burton shook his head. “He’s got no beef with what you did. And he’s sure as hell not going to throw those deputies under the bus. Everyone knows it was just Ash’s last-ditch effort to get even with you, and they ain’t gonna give that guy the satisfaction. Not that conniving, murdering son of a bitch. Rachette, Wilson, and Patterson have received the same letters confirming full dismissal of any wrongdoing.”

      They ate their food in silence, listening to bluegrass on the stereo and watching the sky thicken even more with dropping flakes until the river was barely visible through the curtain of snow.

      Relief enveloped him, and he actually felt his pulse slow with each minute.

      He had been agonizing up until now, living in a personal hell ever since that night they’d tricked Charlie Ash into confessing. Agonizing because, for following Wolf’s plan, three deputies had been put at risk of being fired. And because it had immediately become clear that the fates of Wolf’s and his deputies’ careers were going to be connected by the powers that be.

      What bothered Wolf the most was that he had foreseen the problems that would certainly arise that night. He’d had a clear glimpse of the future, but he’d ignored it. He’d been too caught up with justice and not enough with what the law dictated he could or couldn’t do. When Kevin had confessed to killing Mary Richardson, all while holding his gun left-handed and not right-handed like the Lake Tahoe killer Chief Gunnison had described, Wolf had simultaneously seen the truth and the window of opportunity to bring justice to Charlie Ash open wide.

      Charlie Ash, though in county custody and confined to a hospital, had delivered a crushing blow when everything had been over and done with. The official complaint alleged that Wolf and his subordinates had deprived Ash of his constitutional rights when they’d used unlawful means and deadly force to elicit a statement from him. And Ash, under extreme duress and fearing for his life, had “intentionally offered a false statement in an attempt to save himself from bodily harm and imminent death at the hands of an individual known to Wolf and his deputies to be violent and mentally impaired.”

      Ash, calling on any and every political connection he had, had demanded his own release, and that Wolf and his deputies be dismissed at once.

      And now this letter in the manila folder, and the same letters for Rachette, Patterson, and Wilson was the paddle to get them off Shit Creek once and for all.

      When Wolf and Burton had finished their food, there wasn’t a granule of salt left on either plate, and only then did Burton open his mouth to speak again.

      “I was talkin’ to Heller. You know, you oughta be proud of what you did.” He picked his teeth with a toothpick. “That … Ash-hole woulda still been chairman of our county council. Runnin’ around, takin’ bribes.” He shook his head and took another long pull of beer. “And all the while a cold-blooded murderer? Nobody would have ever been the wiser if it weren’t for you.”

      Wolf wadded up his napkin and set it on his plate. “Lot of dead people in Rocky Points. A lot of risk I put on my deputies.”

      Burton stared at Wolf. “You can’t take responsibility for what Kevin did, killing all those people. You can blame Ash for that. What you did was … noble. You figured out Kevin Ash was the one killing and was going to kill his father next, and you saved Charlie’s life rather than standing by and letting him die.

      “Sometimes, things just work out where you’re always puttin’ someone at risk. Especially when you’re in the leader’s chair. If you wouldn’t have clipped a wire on Kevin, set up those video feeds and done that?” He shook his head. “A murderer would be free. Right here. Right in our government. Right in our town.”

      Burton drained his beer and got started on the next one. Then he stared at Wolf and put a palm on the table. “You can’t always keep your partners from risk.”

      Wolf looked up at him. Burton was staring at him with wide, unblinking eyes, and Wolf understood. Burton was referring to Wolf’s father. Burton and Wolf’s father had been partners back in the day, and if Burton had been with Wolf’s father that day so many years ago, his dad might still be alive.

      Wolf had beaten himself up for years for not being able to solve the case of his father’s death, but Burton had beaten himself up about it even more—all for taking a sick day on that fateful day Daniel Wolf had been killed.

      “What matters is you.” Burton poked his index finger at him. His lip started quivering, along with his voice. “You’re the type of guy that makes sure you’re there for your partner—your partners—in the end. That’s what I’ve always seen in you, and by God that’s why you’re sheriff of this county, and not some other …”

      Burton paused and then drowned the rest of his sentence with a pull of beer.

      Wolf turned and looked out the window. He watched the streaks of water running down the glass, and he thought again about Sarah’s streaming eyes. His breath caught when he remembered her defiant glare, and the way she’d told him there was a reason for her cheating on him when he’d been off risking his life halfway around the world. Like it had been a premeditated thing.

      Burton slapped his palm softly on the table, bringing Wolf back to the moment, trying to hammer his point home in Wolf’s head.

      “I know.” Wolf nodded. He scooted out of the booth before he had to look at a second set of crying eyes in one day. “I’ve gotta go. Tell Cheryl hi for me.” He picked up and waved the manila folder. “And thank you.”

      Burton smiled and sat up tall, raising his beer. “I was happy to be able to jump into that fight and throw a couple uppercuts, just like when I was in the older days.”

      Wolf stared at him. “You’re hammered.”

      Burton nodded and smiled. “I am.”

      Wolf walked away, dropping fifteen dollars on the bar in front of Jerry Blackman on the way by. Wolf had given up arguing with Burton about splitting checks and had learned to resort to other means to cover his share.

      Outside was dead quiet, which seemed counterintuitive with the snow falling so intensely, dropping so hard he couldn’t see the SUV in the lot. He walked over the wet grit, stepping through puddles, making his way in the general direction of his parking spot, and finally found the Explorer after a minute of wandering aimlessly in the whiteout.

      Luckily, Cheryl was coming to pick up Burton because the man wouldn’t have stood a chance navigating this weather without her help. Not after four beers, or had it been five? Who was he kidding? It would probably be seven by the time the old man’s wife came to pick him up.

      That was a woman who stood by her man, Wolf thought. Her imperfect, jackass of a man … a jackass with unbreakable loyalty and a good heart.

      Wolf sat in the SUV and shut the door. He ruffled the snow off his hair, and then wiped the beads of moisture from his face and stared in the rearview mirror. He sniffed and caught the faint aroma of Sarah’s perfume again. He wondered how long it would linger. He suspected for quite some time.

      As he stared at his reflection, he got that feeling again. Like he’d been missing something. Something that had been staring him in the face, but he was too preoccupied to see it for what it was.

      Was it that he needed to stop beating himself up for his failed marriage? That he needed to forgive himself for putting his partners in danger?

      You’re the type of guy that makes sure you’re there for your partner—your partners—in the end.

      Wolf narrowed his eyes, glaring at his own reflection.

      Or was it that he knew Sarah had been acting out of desperation, because in the end, he hadn’t been there for her? For his partner?

      Of course it was. It was all those things.

      Wolf looked out into the veil of snow, shrouding everything he would have rather liked to see—the road, the potholes, the bridge, other cars … where the hell he was going. The uncertainty could have been enough to drive him back into Beer Goggles for five or six beers.

      But instead, he fired up the engine and backed out through the ruts and potholes.

      Because he had to get back to work.

      

      THE END
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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 former 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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3/ Add Audible Narration to Your Kindle Book

Keep the story going

Switch between reading the Kindle book and listening to the
Audible narration without losing
your place with Whispersync for Voice.

Sync your book across different devices and always pick up
where you leftoff.

Save on Audible narration and get a reduced price when you
buy it together with the Kindle book.

Listen on the Kindle App (10S/Android).
You can also listen on the Fire Phone, Fire tablets, Kindle
Touch, Kindle Keyboard, and Audible App
(i0S/Android/Windows).






