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Chapter 1

   
   
 Sheriff Royce Madison had felt some hidden emotional discomfort from the moment she’s bolted out of bed that morning. Jangled nerves or a bad dream, she thought. But she also attributed it to anxiety. Last night a conversation was started between Royce and her longtime, life-time lover, Dr. Hertha White, D.V.M. Royce sensed some problem with Hertha’s inability to explain what was wrong. Something was wrong, and too difficult for Hertha to vocalize.
 Royce was concerned, but the early morning was too busy. With their two children, the phone calls, and assortment of tasks, there was no time to follow up. Hertha opened her veterinary practice early on Saturday mornings. The High Country Animal Hospital and Clinic was always busier on weekends.
 Royce had been in a rush to make her journey to a morning conference at a nearby county – and do so on time. But that lingering consideration disturbed her. What was bothering Hertha? The sheriff’s thoughts questioned what the problem was with her soul mate, and lover, of fifteen years.
 The conference had continued to run half an hour later than was planned, but it was productive. The Sheriff stood in front to the room, at a podium, answering questions. Royce stood straight, and her slender build made her look even taller than her 5’ 10” stature. Royce was nearing forty-years of age, and she had been a sheriff for a great deal of that time. Her attractiveness came from her persona. She was quiet, yet her strength showed. She was friendly, yet never arrogant, and certainly never easily won over. Neatly trimmed, short hair was blonde and had tapered waves coming down from her Stetson. Her nighttime eyes were sapphire, and daylight converted them to the softness of a prairie sky. With soft features, yet strong cheekbones, her expressions could quickly change. The slightly cleft chin added to her mystique. Her smile, with perfect teeth, made friends. Her squint, with eyes blasting, could also make enemies.
 Royce Madison had just embarked on her half hour trip back to Timber City. Although it was her day off, she’d always agreed to attend any enforcer’s meeting. The gathering was in the county east of Timber, and they had invited her to speak to several dozen area lawmen and women.
 As she drove toward Timber, she mentally recounted the list of items that she had presented to the neighboring county’s deputies. She believed it might be helpful to share, reminders, with her deputies. Glancing out at the majesty of the Colorado mountaintops, she smiled. The day was sun-filled. She was midway through her mental agenda when she heard the radio dispatch.
 “Deputy down. Code Red.” There was alarm in the dispatcher’s voice when the radio blared, “Deputy down. Ten-eighteen. Urgent. Repeat, deputy down.” Dispatcher Wanda Thurlow’s voice cracked. Her words rushed, nearly dashing one over the next. “All available units to the Wounded Badge Vista parking lot.”
 Royce broke in, “I’m on my way, Wanda. I’m twenty minutes out.”
 “Medics should be there by now. I think Sam just arrived.” The dispatcher’s update voice was precise, and hurried.
 “Who was…” Royce began her question.
 “Nick. Sam thinks it’s serious.” Wanda paused. “He said it’s critical.”
 Royce felt an interior shivering. She employed the overhead lights and siren. Although she was speeding, minutes seemed as if they might be hours. For some reason, it was not completely registering. She thought she would see Undersheriff Nick Hogan recovered when she arrived.
 As she drove, chills continued in ripples. Her hands clutched the steering wheel to keep them from trembling.
 Wounded Badge Vista was an area memorial park. A large commemorative plate was attached to a gigantic polished granite stone. The rock was shaped with points projecting up to the sky. It took on the appearance of a badge star lifting from the ground. On one of the star’s tips was what looked to be a hole shot. Its edge was broken as if by a bullet. The bronze sign listed the engraved names of enforcers that gave their lives, or were seriously wounded in service.
 Beyond was a cliff, fenced with protective railings. The breathtaking vista was a place of serene beauty. Beneath, was the canyon that had been carved through centuries. 
   
 *** 
   
 As her vehicle slid to a stop in the Vista parking lot, Royce saw the ambulance, and first responder vehicles. She rushed to the side Deputy Sam Dawson. EMTs were placing the stretcher cart into the evacuation vehicle. She inherently knew that Nick was alive, or he wouldn’t have been moved so quickly.
 “He’s in bad shape,” Sam nearly whispered. “Deputy Terry went to his house to pick up Beverly. She’ll tell her, and take her to hospital.” Sam looked away. “I was pretty sure that’s what you’d want me to do.”
 “Yes, good call. Wanda told me what was happening. I’ll call Hertha and have her check on the Hogan children. I’m guessing since they live so near Bev’s parents, the in-laws were called immediately. But I know Hertha would want to help however she can.” Royce’s hand felt icy, yet it was eighty degrees, and still early summer.
 Sam nodded. “See the couple over there with bikes.”
 “Yes.” She watched as the couple huddled. The women in the man’s draped arms, was trim, light colored hair and complexion. The man, medium height, and light brown hair, held her tightly as she leaned as near as she could. Her face was against his shoulder.
 “Ron and Mandy Connor. Newlyweds from Crystal. They witnessed the last part of the crime. They were on the perimeter of the wooded area. They heard a couple of gunshots. When they heard the first gunshot, they thought it was a hunter. They went toward the monument, and there were the two vehicles. Police cruiser and the shooter’s black pickup. They seemed to have had a bad feeling about it. They paused from going nearer. When the gunman saw them, he hurried to deliver another round. I’m speculating that the first shot was in Nick’s front right shoulder. The second was when Nick was down on the ground. That shot was back, right side of head. The Connor couple must have rushed the shooter’s crime up. He pulled away, driving a black pickup. According to Ron and Mandy Connor it was a black Ford pickup.”
 “I’ll check them out.” She walked toward the young couple. “I’m Sheriff Madison. You two saw the crime being committed?”
 “Yes. It was so quick.” Mandy Connor rushed her words. “We were bike riding. But we pushed the bikes up Corduroy Trail, over there.”
 Royce looked toward Corduroy Trail. It was the path toward the top of the mound. It had been named for the way it had been constructed. The trail’s logs took on the appearance of corduroy. Royce knew it well, had walked it often. “And you witnessed it from there?”
 “Yes. We stopped to catch our breath. We heard the first shot, and Ron said it was probably a hunter. Then we looked over the embankment.” Mandy Connor’s mouth sagged. Her breathing was shaky.
 “You were about this far away?”
 “Yes.” Ron continued, “The deputy must have been getting out of the squad car when the first shot hit him. The deputy fell. The guy in the truck was beginning to get out, he’d been aiming. But he looked up at us before taking another shot at the deputy. Then the truck squealed away. I think it was a late model Ford Ranger. Anyway, we ran to check on the deputy. Mandy yelled to call 911, and while she helped the deputy. While I was explaining it to the dispatcher, Mandy put pressure on the deputy’s shoulder and back of his head. She’s had first aid training.”
 “Can you give me any kind of a description?”
 “A guy in his thirties. Scraggly hair, like a corkscrew mop, really. I thought of the hair looking like a cone of ginger,” Ron remembered. “A big guy, athletic big. Tall. I couldn’t pick him out of a lineup. It was too fast.”
 “We memorize half of the license plate…” Mandy offered hesitantly, as she recalled. “The first three numbers, I’m not sure. But the next three letters were WLT. I thought of the name Walt.”
 “I think the first numeral was a six,” Ron stated. “But it could have been a nine. I’m dyslexic.”
 When the ambulance moved out, the siren blared as it passed by. Royce glanced around. Crime tape had been extended to cover most of the small parking lot. And the nearby cuticle of trees was also cordoned off. She saw that the forensic team was photographing the two spent shell casings, any projectile fragments, and tire tracks. Each deputy was being careful not to destroy the evidence.
 Royce neared where Forensics was testing, and photographing the way the blood mist had splattered with high velocity. Royce felt a surge of anger. Royce was certain that Sam had already called in the all-points bulletin, giving the truck description and plates. All available deputies would be on the lookout. Also, additional nearby counties would be providing assistance in the hunt.
 “Thank you, for your information,” the sheriff said. “We’ll be in touch. We need you both to sign papers. Maybe you’ll remember more.”
 “I sure hope the deputy lives.” Mandy looked down at her hands. There were still traces of blood.
 “So do we. And he is an undersheriff, not deputy,” Royce corrected with as much of a smile as she could. “Undersheriff Nick Hogan is proud of his title.” She considered, and rightly he should be. “Thanks for helping him.”
 Royce sensed her own gratitude that these citizens had saved Nick’s life when they disrupted the crime. And then, if Nick lived, Mandy had a part in saving his life. The Sheriff was thankful for citizen availing themselves to assist. They didn’t know Nick. They didn’t know all the lives he’d saved, the people he’d helped, the people’s lives he’d changed. They didn’t know his generosity and kindness. They didn’t know his wife and two children. Royce’s eyes felt as if they were filling with vapor. Her posture stiffened, as if to make up for the vacant ache in her heart. 
   
 *** 
   
 Timber County consisted mainly of two towns separated only by a few miles up the mountainside. First built was the quaint, tiny mountain community of Timber City. It was originally filled with gold miners, travelers speculating fortunes, and a few town merchants. Timber became the hub of the county. Next was the burgeoning ski and tourist resort that became known as Crystal. It began in the late eighteen-hundreds, and early nineteen-hundreds, as a winter playground. It quickly expanded to an elegant, prestigious small city. It was a lovely mountain area where the elite came to ski, build massive homes, and enjoy spending their fortunes, or making their fortunes.
 Wounded Badge Vista was nearer Crystal, than Timber City.
 Royce was scouring the crime scene. She’d looked into the opened door of the squad car that Nick had been driving. She saw Nick’s personal duty iPhone. Putting it into her breast pocket, she didn’t know if it would reveal any clues. But she knew Nick was meeting someone at Wounded Badge. He would have put the information on his log, at the office, and perhaps used his personal phone.
 The sheriff took a panoramic look at the area. Although some rescue member had dispersed, she watched a moment. Each enforcer was carefully examining the area, and the trees, rocks and shrubs that circled the small memorial park. Their expressions registered the same shock and pain that she was sure her own face was wearing. One of their own was down. A brother. For now, Royce thought, she would return back to the Sheriff’s Department in Timber.
 She gave assignments. The area was to remain cordoned off with tape. A guarding deputy was to be there throughout the night. Also, twenty-four hours until further notice. She put one of her best deputies on the crime scene. Deputy Sam Dawson was an excellent enforcer, and Royce was confident that he’d investigate the scene, along with Medical Examiner Ben Prichard, and the M.E.’s assistants. Deputy Sam would carefully preserve the area.
 Sam was known as Deputy Sunshine. He was a nondescript man, lanky, a face full of joy. His joyfulness was shut down now. But Royce knew it would return eventually.
 As Royce was driving back to the Timber County Courthouse, her thoughts burgeoned. It wasn’t a dream.
 Nick Hogan had been taken to the Emergency Room of Crystal General Hospital. Two surgeons were being flown from Denver to Crystal, and would be landing within the hour. They would assist with the local surgeons. Nick’s wife Beverly was in the waiting room with Nick’s family and her family. Deputy Terry Doyle would be at her side, bodyguarding the family, and Nick.
 Remaining deputies were searching for the truck and shooter. They would be searching for a black truck, like hundreds of other black trucks in the county. They would be on the lookout for a shooter. A man, a shooter would be chased. A man suspected of shooting Timber County’s undersheriff.
 Immediately as she entered Timber County Courthouse, and walked through to the Justice Building. Within the Justice Building was the Sheriff’s Department, the District Attorney’s Offices, the Forensic Lab and the Corrections area. Royce checked in with the front desk, then entered the Sheriff’s Department. Entering the department seemed different.
 “Sheriff,” Wanda Thurlow, the county dispatcher’s words hurriedly greeted her. “No news from the hospital. They said that Nick will be in surgery for the next couple hours. They’ll let us know.”
 Royce spoke, “Nick was here earlier conducting the daily meeting, since I was gone. Can you tell me what he did after the meeting?”
 “When he came in, as usual, he grabbed the calls. Yours and his. He took all the calls to his office. He made some calls, worked on reports. The usual. Then he put on his Stetson and came out here.” Wanda frowned, remembering, “He handed me his duty roster, looked at his wristwatch, and I’m guessing he figured he had a moment or two to chat. He said he was meeting someone interested in becoming a deputy. A kid. He was meeting the kid up at the Wounded Badge Memorial. He always began his ride-along tours there.”
 Royce frowned with her memory. “He said he wanted potential young enforcers to understand both the danger and the honor of serving.” From there Royce’s thoughts were of her father. It had been twenty years. But the fact that he was murdered never strayed from his daughter’s thoughts. Royce recalled, as she always had examined the Wounded Badge area, looking at the huge stone its brass plate listing the county’s casualties. Her glance always stopped as her father’s name came into view. Sheriff Grady Madison.
 Royce’s attention swayed to the desk. She called to Wanda. “Pull up the recordings of all the calls that came in this morning,” Royce instructed as she made her way back to Nick’s desk. She immediately sat and began flipping pages. She spotted the information that might help.
 As is procedure in taking a ride-along with him, the information about the potential deputy was on his computer. Nick had, indeed, made a cursory background check. Royce pulled up the driver’s license. Kirk Dillard, twenty-two years old, lived at an address in Crystal. Royce quickly checked the name for auto tags. A black Ford Ranger pickup truck. Ron and Mandy Connor had the license plate information accurately witnessed. Royce jotted down the completed plate information and immediately had Wanda relay the information. That completed the auto tag, and confirmed the vehicle was the one that met with Nick.
 There was now a suspect, and the IDed auto that suspect might be driving. It would be broadcast out, not only to nearby counties, but it would be transmitted to all the counties in Colorado and nearby states. She leaned back contemplating thoughts of why this crime. Why would a twenty-two-year old want to murder Nick?  
 There was no mention of mental disorder, or previous run-ins with the law. Clean record, and no tie to Undersheriff Nick Hogan. Or any other deputy. Checking beyond, Royce noticed in a news story that Kirk Dillard was the son of Lyle and Courtney Dillard. Dillard and his wife were divorced, and she was a Wyomingite. She’d moved back to Wyoming a couple years ago. Royce pulled from her memory that Lyle was a successful property promoter in Crystal.
 Grabbing her hat, Royce walked toward the door. Over her shoulder, she said, “I’m going to be over at the Times.”
   
 *** 
   
 Between taking calls about Nick’s medical reports, media calls, and tips about where the black Ford truck might have been seen, Royce had overlooked lunch. Because she had questions that Gwen Ives, publisher of The Timber City Times, would know, she stopped at the office. Although she’d seen Gwen at the crime scene, Gwen seemed to disappear. She would obviously have returned to her office to write the news update on the specially-issued newspaper, and also make additions to the E-Edition report. That edition went out on Gwen’s computer. Nadine Atwell, Gwen’s partner and lover, usually remained back at the office to update reports.
 Royce entered the rustic, yet elegant entrance to The Timber City Times and sat at the desk in the front office. Gwen had returned from the homicide site, and was polishing up some of the reports. She looked across her desk at the sheriff. She nodded to Royce. Gwen was in her mid-sixties, and had grown up across the street from Royce’s mother, Molly. They remained best friends, including when Gwen found the love of her life. Then there were three best friends, Molly always said.
 Gwen’s short, neatly-trimmed salt and pepper hair surrounded an expressive face. From a medium complexion, stared spectacled deep bronze eyes. The usual vibrato of her voice was strangely, drably monotone.
 “I’m writing an update on Nick. Any word yet?” Gwen inquired.
 “They thought he’d be out of surgery in a couple hours from now. Headshot, which is always dicey. And a shoulder/torso shot. The shooter seems to have been aware Nick would have on a vest. His target shots were head and the space above police vests. I haven’t been to the hospital. I’ll drop by later. Now, I’ve got to talk with Lyle Dillard. I wondered if you have any information on Lyle and his son Kirk.”
 “Lyle Dillard?” Gwen’s frown lifted.
 “Yes. Off the record, Nick was meeting Kirk Dillard for the ride-along. Nick had pulled Kirk’s information up on his computer. Dillard’s truck description matched the one a young couple had witnessed. I just don’t understand why Kirk would want to kill Nick.”
 “Kirk’s dad, Lyle, hates Timber County. He was promoting the gambling establishment. His company, Dillard Properties, spent a lot of money to get a vote to build the gambling joint on the property. He was turned down. He then went before our courts and was rejected. Voted down. Turned down by the courts. We don’t want gambling in Timber City or Crystal Village. He tried buying us.”
 Gwen had just been elected mayor of Timber City, and she didn’t suffer fools, at all. “Gwen, are you saying he offered you…”
 “A good deal on a ski cabin. It was his little bribe…good deals.”
 “I remember his threatening one of the members. It was a while back. I confronted Lyle and he put on his outrageous indignation act. I warned him. I didn’t have enough to haul him in, but I sent the case to the D.A.’s office. And from everything I’ve heard, Lyle’s going ahead with the lodge/hotel, only without the gambling casino. Not happy about it, but I never heard grumblings that would encourage him to have his son kill a lawman.”
 “Royce, I knew Lyle better than you did. We were on the town council together, and he was like a danged snake. He wanted retribution. He walked out when he didn’t get his way. He knew he would be getting voted out in the next election. He’s got shadowy business associates.”
 “His son hasn’t been in any trouble with the law. Do you know anything about the son, Kirk?”
 “Nothing derogatory has crossed my desk. He just recently got back from college. I’d seen him a couple of times. He’s the spitting image of his father. But his personality is mellower, like his mother’s.”
 “The information I gleaned is that Courtney Dillard left Lyle and went back to Wyoming.”
 “Lyle has a luxury suite at the Golden Nugget Apartments. Kirk is living in small rental not too far from his father. It’s that block of townhouses west of the Golden Nugget.”
 “If he just shot the undersheriff, I’m guessing he won’t be holing up in his own townhouse. But I’ll check it out.”
 “You’d better take someone with you.”
 “Gwen, we’re shorthanded. We’ve got Beverly, the kids, and the hospital being guarded. Most everyone else is looking for the black truck. We’re even using volunteer deputies from neighboring counties. And I know you’re helping with the stream of updates.”
 “We immediately got the black truck information out on our Times e-Edition. We sent the couple of hits from readers over to your dispatch. Sometimes I wonder if we get as much readership for the weekly papers as we do on the e-Editions.”
 “The electronic Times. You’re pulling leads. I just hope we find the guy before he strikes again.”
 Gwen suggested, “Maybe you should have Hertha and your kids, and you for that matter, with security.”
 “I’m fine. I have someone watching High Country Animal Hospital.” Royce smiled. “Nothing better than you and Molly looking across the street to see that Hertha and the kids are fine. I’d say they are always under scrutiny. But of course, we’ll have a deputy watching.”
 Gwen reached under a platter top. She unwrapped a sandwich and handed it to Royce. “Speaking of Molly. Your mom brought over some food. She’s also supplying the Sheriff’s Department and the auxiliary post in Crystal, with tons of food and pastry.”
 “I knew she was planning that.” Royce said confidently. No matter what the emergency, disaster, Molly changed her bakery to a catering service. Molly’s Pantry would provide food when and where it would be needed. She’d taken food to the hospital. And she reported back that there was nothing but waiting to be done. But as long as Molly was able, everyone would be fed.
 Royce wished she had time to stop to thank her mom, but she didn’t. She also wished she had time to stop by and see Hertha and their kids. But she didn’t.
 The sheriff took a quick trip to Crystal. She pulled up at the address she had as Kirk’s residence. No one was there. She inquired with a neighbor, and Kirk hadn’t been seen all day. Royce called for a deputy to surveille the unit. Kirk wasn’t returning to his home. Of that, she felt certain. She ordered a search warrant, from the D.A.’s office, in case the young man in question wasn’t with his father.
 She then drove to the Golden Nugget Luxury Apartment Complex. As she stepped off the elevator, she recognized the plush décor. When Royce got to Lyle Dillard’s penthouse apartment, she knocked – tapping loudly.
 The door swung wildly open. Dapper, with his usual smug demeanor, Lyle Dillard, smirked. Royce couldn’t help but notice the likeness from Kirk’s driver’s license. He had his father’s sharp features, green eyes, and light hair. Lyle’s shoulder’s lifted. He said, “I hadn’t expected to see a sheriff at my door.” His words were angry, and impatient.
 “Mr. Dillard, do you know where I might locate your son, Kirk?”
 “Probably at his townhouse.” Dillard was irritated. “He’s a good kid; I don’t know what you could possibly want him for.” His mouth snapped shut. His expression was stormy.
 “This morning, near noon, Undersheriff Nick Hogan was critically wounded. He was going to meet with Kirk Dillard. Nick Hogan arrived, and we have witnesses that Kirk’s truck was the one at the shooting. The driver shot Undersheriff Hogan. The undersheriff is in critical condition. So, it’s vital that we talk with him.”
 Shock covered his face. “Why the hell would my son want to meet with that dimwit Hogan?”
 Royce’s back braced. “Why the animosity?” Her voice was being reined in. “What has he ever done to you?”
 “He’s a smart ass. When I was trying to get my gaming establishment built, he helped influence the voters against the gambling permits.”
 “The citizens of Crystal didn’t want gambling. Period. They voted.” Royce shut her eyes, and then when they opened, she saw Lyle’s was a deeply angry glare. “Look, Dillard, I don’t care about your financial dealings. We have a deputy shot down in cold blood. He has a wife and two kids, and he’s hospitalized. He’s fighting for his life. And the best suspect we have is your son. Now, I want to know if you’ve heard from him today, and where we might find him.”
 Lyle’s expression suddenly seemed frozen. He stuttered, “Early this morning he called. Said he was going to have breakfast with a hot woman. He met her yesterday, and they traded information. They were going to hook up this morning.” He paused, and he avoided eye contact. “My son doesn’t get into trouble.”
 “We need to find him before there’s more trouble. His vehicle was witnessed to be at a crime scene. If your son was driving his truck, he is indeed in trouble.” Royce stepped near to him. Her eyes were directly across from his. “Now tell me everything you can about where I might find Kirk.”
 “He didn’t even tell me where he was taking her to breakfast.” Lyle’s eyes appeared to be glazing as he talked. “She told him she was a student. No name, nothing. He laughed when he said she was hot. It indicated that he might have thought he was going to score.”
 “Did he ever do drugs?”
 “Never. Sheriff, my kid was raised by my wife. I was always working. Then she left me. Kirk lived with her until he graduated college. She taught him morals. And she tried to teach me morals. I guess I was a more difficult student. He was the kid I should have been. But life made me greedy.”
 “Let me know if you hear from him.” She handed him her card.
 Royce was perplexed as she walked to the parking area. She got into her vehicle, then checked in with dispatch. She told Wanda that she was planning to drop by the hospital. She wanted to see if Nick was improving. She promised to let the dispatcher know any information on his condition. She gave Wanda the address of Kirk Dillard, and had a deputy sent to watch the townhouse.
 When she entered the hospital hall, she saw Deputy Terry Doyle. She sat up when she saw the sheriff. Terry was medium height, muscular, and attractive. Her curly hair bobbed as she nodded to Royce. With her hazel eyes zeroed in on the sheriff, she shrugged. “Chance seems to understand something is terribly wrong,” Terry said. Royce’s German shepherd, Chance, jumped up immediately. She leaped across the room. When Royce knelt down, Chance rushed into her arms. “She’s glad to see you,” Terry uttered. “But she did need to spend her K-9 Deputy duty with me.”
 “I’m glad to see you both. Any news?”
 “No. They won’t know much until morning. The kids are home with Beverly’s parents. Nick’s parents and Beverly are taking shifts, so one of them can be with him. The hospital set up a room for them to grab some rest, and there’s a bunk adjacent to Nick’s room.”
 “I’d like to see him.”
 Terry stood, pointing to the door. “Beverly just went in with him.”
 Royce opened the door. She stepped inside. Beverly lifted her head. She had been leaning against Nick’s hand. Beverly had always struck Royce as having the ‘mom’ attitude. She was always friendly, and would give a twirl of her head, and her blonde highlighted hair. She’d wave and talk with people – if she knew them or not. Her hairstyle was rarely messy, but at the children’s ballgames, she didn’t care if how it looked. Royce had rarely seen her anyway but upbeat. This was an exception; even her voice didn’t have its normal vibrato.
 Beverly stood and felt Royce’s arms hugging her. “Hi, Royce. He just came out of surgery”
 “Any news on his condition?” Royce viewed Nick. She attempted to steady her nerves. To be strong. But inside Royce felt sick to her stomach. His blue eyes were shut. A bandage formed around his head. His curly dark hair had been shaved. Royce guessed that the bullet had done its damage beneath the lower part of his head, and neck. His shoulder was also wrapped. Machines were monitoring him, and tubes and IV’s were everywhere.
 Beverly updated Royce, and then added, “Weather kept the two neurosurgeons from flying in earlier. They’ll be arriving from Denver later tonight. Royce, they’re planning on operating. Doing some delicate work in the morning. The surgeons here just told me that they came very near to losing him. It’s all beyond reality.” She broke crying, Royce comforted her, “Every day of our lives I’ve feared this. And now it’s like a nightmare, inconceivable. I keep saying it can’t be true.”
 “They’ll be doing everything they can.”
 “Royce, find the one who did this.”
 “We may have found the shooter. We have someone – a possible. We haven’t located him. But I would call him a person of interest.”
 Beverly squeezed Royce’s hand. “Please get him.”
 “Yes.” Royce walked to the door. “Bev, it’s going to be a long day tomorrow. Try to get some rest. Nick will need you. And anything you need, let us know.”
 “You rest, too. So that you can apprehend the manic that tried to kill him. I don’t want anyone else going through this.”
 When Royce entered the hallway, she noticed that Terry was attempting to wipe her tears away. “I’ll send someone over to relieve you in the morning. The hospital has two security officers in the main hall.”
 “Why Nick?” Terry inquired with bitterness in her voice.
 “I have no idea. But we’ll find the person responsible. And Nick will live. Do you want me to take Chance?”
 “I think she wants to be with you. I’m safely guarded in here. You’re outside. I think you could use her.” Her smile was slight, and quick. “We’ve all got to take care of one another now.”
 Royce slapped her leg and Chance rushed to her side. Together they walked out to Royce’s SUV. The darkening sky was cooling. It was the late spring’s sky with a thin chilliness of so many Colorado nights.
 As Royce and Chance climbed into the SUV, tears spurted from the sheriff’s eyes. She tightly hugged Chance. She recalled the day over a year ago when Chance arrived in Timber City. Royce had just lost her trusty companion, Deputy Smoky, a schnauzer now memorialized in bronze on Main Street. Nick had just arrived back from a trip to Denver, on business. Part of his business was to bring a trained police dog back to Timber, and to Royce.
 His handsome, sweet face had grinned, even when Royce said that she didn’t want the dog. He argued that she couldn’t be returned. She’d flunked out of K-9 training. She was too small, and she never listened. She had been named ‘Not a Chance’ by her trainers. And, he continued to convince the sheriff, that she needed a dog. The dog needed a home. Finally, Royce relented, and said she’d give the dog a chance. But she wasn’t naming this potentially problem pooch ‘Not a Chance’ – She would call this German shepherd Chance. And hope for the best.
 Not only had it been for the best, Chance became a disciplined, courageous deputy of the Timber County Sheriff’s Department. Royce’s hug squeezed Chance to her. Nick had given her one of the best gifts she ever had. He brought Chance into Royce’s life. And into the county she served as K-9 Deputy Chance. 
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Chapter 2

   
   
 Royce felt a reassurance. Morning was opening in Hertha’s embrace. Chance rested at the end of the bed, and little Louis, the terrier, took the other edge. Cleo the cat snuggled gently against Royce’s back. Batting her eyes awake, Hertha kissed the sheriff’s neck.
 Her pulse began to pound. She thought of Nick. “I hope Nick is okay.”
 “You didn’t get a call, so I’m assuming things are status quo or better.” Hertha looked at her phone. “No messages. Do you want me to call Wanda, or maybe Sam or Terry?”
 “No, it’s early.”
 “I’m glad the kiddoes are sleeping in,” Hertha spoke. Although her voice sounded in control, her face was troubled.
 “Are they okay?”
 As Hertha gathered her robe around her, she asked, “How can they be. They’re aware of Nick being shot. I tried to talk with them last night before you got home. I told them Nick would be okay. That was a hopeful response. The medics don’t seem very optimistic.”
 Royce’s jaw seemed tightened. Finally, she said, “He’s tough. Resilient. If anyone can make it, he can.”
 After they’d showered, and fixed breakfast, both Royce and Hertha remained quiet until Hertha’s hand covered Royce’s. “I’ll take the kiddoes to visit your mom later. Molly usually is comforting. Vannie tried not to show her tears, but Antero broke down several times. They are old enough to realize what’s happened.” Vannie would soon be eight, and Antero seven. And they were bright youngsters. “They said they were worried about you, Royce.”
 “I’m fine. I don’t want them to worry,” Royce commented. She squeezed Hertha’s hand. “I’m also worried about Nick’s kids. Sarah is eleven and Andy is nine. They’re undoubtedly devastated. Look, someone shot Nick. It wasn’t an opportunistic crime. The guy had called and made an appointment for a ride-along. He wanted to kill Nick. We have a person of interest.”
 “Kirk Dillard. But you don’t sound convinced.” Hertha set the table. Royce was pouring coffee, and placed tea in front of Hertha. “Thanks, lover. Do you have doubts about the Dillard guy?”
 “I’m not seeing a motive. Lots of shootings come without motive. Anyway, we’re trying to locate him. Whoever called the department gave his information. So, the probability is that Kirk did it, or was involved. It doesn’t make sense that Kirk would have wanted Nick dead. Nick had checked him out. The kid was clean. Nothing at all. Just got back from graduating college, had absolutely no charges of any kind.”
 “Gwen told me that his father is Lyle Dillard. She claims that Lyle is still angry about the election, and the gambling ordinance the county turned down. So maybe it was a revenge shooting.”
 Royce pondered as she reached for a piece of toast. “If Lyle still had an axe to grind, he could easily afford a hitman. I don’t think he’d send his own son to do his dirty work.” Royce paused, as she sipped coffee. “I’ve got the Dillard’s name down on my list as possible enemies. But there were a couple other run-ins Nick had. The guys up at the derelict encampment. I guess Nick told them to be moving on if they didn’t hold with the fire regulations. But I’ve done that myself. And the prospector, Chris Wyatt. I can’t take that serious. I’ve known him for years.”
 “The guy that runs Wild West Gold Panning?” Hertha asked.
 “Yes. Nick caught him off his own property, sluicing down river, on his neighbor’s land. The neighbor was always complaining. Nick threatened to ticket Wyatt a time or two. Finally did.”
 Hertha said, “Wyatt seems very mellow to be fighting with anyone. He had an old mixed breed dog he called Jackpot. Jackpot was brought in to the animal hospital here, so I got to know Wyatt. Two years ago, Jackpot died of old age. Wyatt got a beautiful Bernese mountain dog. A puppy he named Gus. A lovely dog. I’m with you, Royce. Wyatt has been a client for years. He always took such great care of old Jackpot. And now Gus. He just had Gus in here for his two-year exam. I can’t see him shooting anyone, much less Nick.”
 “When Nick finally wrote him the ticket for going on a neighbor’s property to mine gold, Wyatt lost his temper. Nick probably wouldn’t have even ticketed him, but the neighbor was a tight-ass. He wanted a report written,” Royce said shaking her head. “Nick’s sensitive about the law, but I don’t think he would have ticketed him if the neighbor wouldn’t have been so insistent.”
 “I just can’t believe anyone from around here would have tried to kill Nick”
 “Whenever there’s a scuffle, someone goes away angry. Angry at their adversary, and often angrier at the enforcer.”
 “That’s a concern. But it isn’t as though you and Nick, or any of the deputies, don’t try to be fair.” Hertha sipped her herbal tea. “Maybe it was an angry person from out of town.”
 “Yes, it could have been a visitor to Crystal or Timber. And then, there are always the criminals we’ve locked away. They certainly had a reason to shoot Nick or me. I asked the D.A.’s office to look through the case files, and cross check to see if any of them have been recently sprung. Criminals often hold a grudge a very long time.”
 Hertha smile was hollow, “Royce, that’s hardly reassuring to me. We’ve got to be optimistic.”
 Royce’s eyes clouded. “I’m still suffering from disbelief. Hertha, when I woke, I thought I was having a terrible dream.”
 Hertha stated, “I was at the hospital with Beverly when he came out of emergency surgery. And I’m sure when you got there later; he was still looking to be severely traumatized. But Royce, that’s always the most frightening time. Let’s see what today brings.” Hertha looked across the table. “Please be careful.”
 “Hug Vannie and Antero for me. Tell them not to worry.”
 “They love you, Royce.” Her voice wavered as she tried to keep her eyes dry.
 “Would it help if Chance stayed to watch them?’ 
 “They are worried about you, not themselves.”
 “I don’t want you to let them outside, in front of the animal hospital. Keep them in, or near. I have no idea who the shooter is, so stay safe. I’m having deputies from Elk County help with surveillance of both Nick’s and our family.”
 “That being the plan, definitely take Chance with you.”
 Smiling as she put her Stetson on, Royce commented, “I think you believe Deputy Chance is a better enforcer than I am.” Her grin lifted.
 “You do realize you’re talking with a veterinarian?”
 Royce leaned into Hertha’s kiss. “Chance and I both love you.”
   
 *** 
   
 Chance rushed ahead of Royce as they made their way across the street to Molly’s Pantry. The small bakery/café was enchanting. With a display case of cakes, cookies, and various breads and pastry, there was a small-town intimacy. The scent of fresh baking wafted from the backroom kitchen. In the bakery, there was a counter with stools, and a couple of tables where people could enjoy a breakfast or lunch. Clean and comfortable, Royce’s mother, Molly, described it as that. Others believed it was quaint and lovely.
 Royce watched on as Molly delivered breakfast rolls. Her mother seemed never to change. She was short, and stocky. Royce had her father’s height and slimness. Molly’s beige, short hair was streaked with gray. Her face was round, and tawny, and her smile was huge. Royce inherited her mother’s smile, and the deep dimples that Molly was known for having.
 Molly gave Royce a hug. “Any word on Nick?”
 “Last night Beverly updated me. The neurosurgeons thought they would be taking him in for further surgery sometime later today. The shoulder wound isn’t life threatening at this point. But they’re very concerned with the head wound. I know Bev’s parents and Nick’s parents are with Bev now. I thought I’d wait and go up at noon. Terry, and also the office, will notify me of news. Terry’s insisting on staying there, even though she had a deputy to relive her.”
 “I thought I’d stay here and get meals prepared for family, and deputies. Pearl said she’d take the food up to the hospital, and over to the Sheriff’s Department.” Molly’s hands went to her hips. She announced, “Why you know how I take baked goods and meals to anyone in need. Well, some of the folks I buy from are contributing their goods – flour, and fixings, because they heard I was providing food. And if that isn’t nice as all get-out, some of the church ladies came over to help me fix up meals. Bless them. People are so good.”
 “Yes, most of them are.” Royce looked at the wall. Molly still saw the good.
 “Why Gwen also said she’d drop by the hospital and check. I can always get a smidgen of news from Gwen. Royce, I know how close you are to Nick. He’s like a brother to you. Of course, I’m worried about him. I’m also worried for you.”
 “Yes.” Royce blinked. “The brother I never had. We always could count on one another to put the pieces of a case together. I still have the other deputies, and they are working so hard, but I keep thinking about if Nick would have some important input. I need to find the perpetrator.”
 “You will, Royce. Oh, Plato Wallace wants to talk with you.”
 “I’ll go out the back way, Mom. He’ll be in the alley.”
 When Chance exited the bakery, she immediately rushed ahead of Royce to Plato Wallace’s side. Plato was Royce’s confidential informant, and had been for a few years. The small, very thin man was elderly, and dressed in Western clothing, and boots, with a cowboy hat. His time-cracked face showed the abuse of a life lived on the rodeo circuits, and in barrooms. He told Royce he wanted to be known as an informant, certainly never as a snitch. Royce kept her promise to him to do just that. Her C.I. had helped her on various cases, and she had provided him with cash.
 “Howdy, Sheriff.”
 “You wanted to see me?” Royce asked Plato.
 “Yeah, checkin’ to see what I can do. All this about Nick is danged tragic. I wanna help out.”
 “Do you know the fellas at the encampment out of town?”
 “Sure do. From Denver. They come up here summers and head back to Denver winters. Like a doggonit bunch of snow birds. They lay around out at the camp. Lazybones. We used to call ‘em hoboes. I talked several times to ‘em over the years. There’s a guy named a Claude Myers. Don’t know him too much. When he comes to town, it’s just for buyin’ a couple quarts of bourbon. Spuds Flanigan, now he’s a talker. Then Duffy McCord is an ex-Viet Nam vet. Nice guy. He’s got him an antique Jeep.”
 “I recall meeting them a couple times,” Royce said. “I just dropped by to tell them to watch their fires. Wild fire season here is now year-round. Do a wellness check. Also warned them not to get into trouble. Nick has had a couple altercations. He mentioned the name Myers.”
 “Myers says he’s had a brush with the law. But never said much about it. Only that a psychiatrist gave him all the voodoo tests and he passed. He gives a big hoopin’ laugh and sez if the test found him sane, then they must need their brains checked.” Plato cackled. “The guy is off the rail.”
 Royce laughed. “Or as they say now, his brain goes offline sometimes.”
 Plato continued sputtering. “I like that one. I betcha Myers is a bad guy. Sinister evil fellas can liquor up, and be dangerous. I kinda keep myself away from him. He does have a noggin’ full of nonsense. In spite of what them psychiatrist say about him bein’ sane.”
 “I never considered the three very dangerous. But as you said, anyone can give off different impressions of themselves.” Royce took a deep breath. “I’m trying to find out what problem they might have had with Nick.”
 “I don’t think none of them would kill deputy. Not over having a beef with a ‘em.”
 “Plato, if you see them, check them out. See if they have a gun out at their camp.”
 “Yep, I’ll just say how’s I think they probably couldn’t have been involved, cause they ain’t got no gun. Then that blabber mouth Spuds will speak up if they do have any guns. He a boasting loudmouth.”
 “Thanks.” Royce shoveled a ten-dollar bill into his hand. “Keep me informed.”
 “I’ll be keepin’ my eyes open, Sheriff.”
 Royce and Chance walked away, up the alley. Royce muttered to Chance. “Our best intel is Plato and our citizens.” She slipped a disk of butterscotch hard candy into her mouth. “I’m thankful for both. They’re plenty amazing.”
   
 *** 
   
 When Royce entered the District Attorney’s Office, she was surprised to see her Gran. Dora Madison was a proud octogenarian. She was short, thin, and energetic. Her white hair, and piercing blue eyes, and her animated face, made her a favorite of everyone she knew.
 It had only been a few months ago District Attorney Michael Parker’s grandmother, Debra Parker, moved to Timber City. She was in her early seventies, and had just retired. She found the charm of Timber City irresistible. The fact that her prized grandson now resided in Timber was a selling point. She and Dora Madison became fast friends, and soon she was moving in with Royce’s grandmother. Royce was thrilled because she’d moved back in with Hertha and the children, and worried about her grandmother living out of town in a remote cabin.
 Dora and Debra’s story of friendship was one of a wonderful one. It was an immediate bond of affection. The two women were not only retired, but they enjoyed similar events, hobbies, and had the exact same interests. Royce could tell her grandmother was happy, and that was what mattered.
 “You two are up early,” Royce said.
 Mike chuckled, “They brought us a morning snack. It is going to be a very long morning. And I’m going to be needing to buy a size larger wardrobe.”
 Royce and the others sat around his desk laughing when the proper district attorney got up and shimming to prove he might need a new pair of trousers soon. Michael Parker’s courtroom presentation was certainly one of professionalism and seriousness. Not yet thirty, he was pleasant looking, with a sense of humor, and a love of the law. Once in that courtroom, he was a vicious and tenacious prosecutor.
 “Have you found out anything yet?” he grilled the sheriff.
 “We check phone calls made to Kirk Dillard’s cell phone. Nothing. Kirk used his phone at nine. He called a track-phone, and the conversation lasted less than five minutes. Whoever this hot woman he was supposed to meet up with, went to the trouble of getting and using a trace. I’m guessing she set up a meeting place with Kirk. I’m curious about her involvement. Had they set the shooting up together? Accomplices?”
 Mike frowned. “We also checked Kirk’s social networking. You mentioned that his father claimed he was meeting a woman he just met? Or any brunch date. So, we wondered if they communicated on social media.”
 “No clue on his plan with the woman?” Royce questioned.
 “Nothing. He may have told his father about the new woman in his life. But none of his internet communication talks about a woman. On social networks, he mostly talked about his mother looking for some antiques for her business in Wyoming. But nothing about a possible new love interest.”
 “Today’s crime is sometimes less difficult to trace because of e-media. Everything’s technical now. Crime detection needs to rush to keep up.” Royce sighed.
 Mike leaned back on his office-chair; his hand locked behind his head. “I’m not going to say anything that will link me to a homicide on social media. I sure didn’t see anything on his Facebook page that made him look like he was hungering for a dating site.”
 Royce’s radio interrupted. “Sheriff Madison,” she answered brusquely. After hearing the message, she instructed, “Sam, I’m on my way to Crystal. I’ll stop in and talk with Kirk’s parents, then let’s meet at the Crystal Auxiliary Sheriff’s post.”
 She turned to Mike. “I’m on my way to meet with Lyle and Courtney Dillard. Lyle called earlier to tell us that Courtney, Kirk’s mother, took a redeye into Crystal. I’m meeting them at Lyle’s apartment. I’ll let you know what I find out.” After departing, Royce and Chance went to the Golden Nugget Apartment building.
 When the sheriff arrived, she quickly took the elevator up to the penthouse. Lyle opened the door. His cocky, elitist demeanor had changed from the last time Royce had called on him. “Courtney is very upset,” his sentence rushed. “She’s very concerned.”
 Holding her hand out to greet Courtney, Royce said, “We’re all concerned. I have questions to ask you both.”
 “However, we can help,” Courtney answered. Her voice had the plush elegance of an Ivy League scholar. She was attractive, and held herself with belief in herself.
 Lyle pointed to the sofa and chairs. His hostile, superior, previous presentation had changed. “Please be seated, Sheriff. The more I talked with Courtney, the more I’m concerned. Kirk has never done anything like this before. He always keeps in touch with his mother. And she hasn’t heard anything. Do you have any news?”
 “We haven’t spotted his truck or him,” Royce answered. “Mrs. Dillard, had Kirk talked about meeting a woman for brunch yesterday? Were you aware of this?”
  Nervously, she answered, “Not at all. During his teen years, he always kept me in the loop. His romantic endeavors were always shared. College, I’m sure he probably held back. Yesterday morning, he called, said he was late; he was having something to eat with a friend. He didn’t indicate it was someone he was seeing. The conversation was only a few minutes.”
 Courtney Dillard made every attempt to control her fear. Gwen had mentioned to the sheriff that Courtney was somewhat personable. In fact, Gwen had also said that she was the social one of pair. Divorce had set Lyle’s social stock plummeting.
 Royce questioned, “Would you say Kirk was a typical post-college guy. Dating, enjoying his life?”
 Courtney answered, “I think he’s fairly typical. But he wasn’t a playboy. He was never wild. He didn’t have his father’s narcissism.”
 Lyle’s head lifted. “He didn’t have my confidence. He found social skills difficult. And don’t think that because I’ve become prosperous, he was interested in money and power.”
 “For god sakes, Lyle, stop. He wasn’t a weakling. And he didn’t begrudge you your big bucks. His agenda was attempting to save the world. Not take billionaires’ money from them.”
 Lyle squinted hatred. “He dumped bullshit on the sacred ground of wealth any time he could.”
 Courtney apologized, “Sheriff, my ex-husband and son didn’t have the same interests or the same beliefs. Kirk was not all about money.”
 Lyle’s fists squeezed tightly. “Unlike his mother.”
 “I see,” Royce said. She’d picked up on the bad energy. “Any reason that Kirk might have disliked enforcers?”
 Lyle’s voice lifted, “I have no idea why he would be suspected of shooting Nick Hogan. God, he’s never even fired a gun before.”
 Royce looked up. “It’s unusual that a youth raised in the area wouldn’t have tried hunting.”
 Courtney shrugged, “He wasn’t the kind of young man to want to hunt. Even in Wyoming. My brother wanted to take him hunting. He wanted no part of it. Kirk has nothing against deputies.”
 “I’m trying to find out everything I can. If either of you can think of anything, please let me know. This afternoon we’d like both of you to come into the Sheriff’s Department Offices in Timber. We have the office recording with Undersheriff Hogan and Kirk. It isn’t a good quality. And the man identifying himself as Kirk Dillard only said a few words. You know, those kinds of one-word answers. We’d like you to see if you can identify the voice as belonging to Kirk.”
 When Royce reached the door, Courtney uttered, “Sheriff, Kirk is not a violent person. He had no reason to harm anyone.”
 “We are not only concerned that he gave ID information, and it is his truck that has been identified, but also that he seems to have taken off. We don’t know all the answers. He certainly doesn’t sound like someone involving himself in crime. Particularly a homicide.”
 Royce was also worried about the ‘hot’ woman. The reason for track phone. On her way down to her SUV, Royce mulled the investigation. When she got to the Crystal Sheriff’s Department, she was still caught up in the case.
 “Sheriff,” Deputy Sam Dawson greeted her. His smile was not its usual one that could light up his face.
 As if startled, she glanced at Sam. “Deep in thought. Sam, the Dillards have no idea where Kirk is. It’s not making sense.” She motioned to his desk. “Have a seat, Deputy.” When they’d sat across from one another, Royce was silent for a moment. Finally, she said, “And, I want to talk with you. I know that you have primarily worked with me at the main office in Timber. I’d like you to stand in for Nick. Temporarily, as Acting Undersheriff, until he returns. If you could handle the Crystal branch, we can both have a better handle on this investigation.”
 “What about Terry?” he questioned.
 “I know Terry has been working mostly with Nick, up here. But someone is going to need to be, not only with Nick, but also Beverly. I think if she’s excellent at the security job of watching Beverly, and the family. It would be best.”
 “I’d be glad to help. I don’t want to step on any toes.”
 “Sam, you have much more experience than Terry. She understands that. And she’ll understand she’s needed. Everyone needs to do the job they will be best at now. We’re going to be shorthanded as it is. And Nick will be coming back.”
 “Absolutely, Sheriff.” Sam’s usual joyful demeanor was dimmed. “And we’re going to find his shooter. I need to go back to Timber and get things in my locker to bring up here.”
 “Sam, I’d like you to get the recording of the voice that came in at the office on the call to Nick. When you get back to Timber, get it, and then call Lyle and Courtney Dillard to meet you there to see if they can identify to voice. As I think about it, the call is so grainy; it might be that someone attempted to hide his voice. But then, there are pockets in the mountains where it’s difficult to hear. Just let me know if the Dillards can recognize it as being Kirk’s voice. Or if they can give you anything that might help us.”
 “Will do, Sheriff.” He stood, patted Chance’s head, and then walked away.
 Chance moved closer to Royce. Royce’s face was quickly covered with her hands. She swabbed away the trickling tears. When the Sheriff’s Department substation in Crystal was opened, Nick was so happy. He looked so proud to have his own Undersheriff’s Office.
 Royce closed her eyes, and dried them. She didn’t want to cry when she went to the hospital. But even the memory of happiness saddened her. Under her breath, she whispered to Chance and no one, “I want Nick back.”
   
 *** 
   
 The hospital was quiet. The quieter hospitals were, the more distorted the time warp felt to her. As Royce stepped off the elevator, she saw Deputy Terry standing sentry to the East Wing. Terry greeted Royce, “Beverly is in ICU with Nick. They’re taking him to get him ready to prep him for surgery.”
 “Terry, I’ll go in and see her in a moment,” Royce spoke softly. “I want to talk with you. I just put Sam in charge of the Crystal Division. And I want you permanently guarding Nick’s family. I put him…” Royce’s words stumbled.
 “Sheriff, Sam told me a few minutes ago. I know he’s had much more experience than I have.” Terry was not deferring simply because she was dating Sam, but her sincerity was genuine about his being the best choice. “And I’m glad to be here for Beverly.”
 “Terry, you would be capable in either job. But Sam is our go-to tech genius, and we’re going to be calling on him. I want your concentration completely on the Hogan family. No interruptions. Plus, you can accompany Bev into the Women’s room.” Royce smiled. “Besides, this is not the time to worry about anything except Nick. How is he today?”
 “They’re getting ready to take him back into surgery. From what I can gather, there was some bleeding so they need to open him back up.” Terry cringed. “Emotions in hospitals are like pressure cookers. I can almost feel the divining of a future. Bev is barely hanging on. Royce, I lost my brother to a war. I’m not sure I could take losing the man I love. That’s one of the things I thought about when Sam and I began dating. Losing someone I love. How could I take it?”
 Royce recalled meeting Terry after her brother’s funeral. Royce had been standing guard over a group of protesters that were trying to disrupt the military funeral because he was gay. Her parents had lost one child, and didn’t want Terry to become a policewoman. They couldn’t stand the thought of losing her.
 “Terry, we do what we have to do. I know it’s a difficult decision.”
 “Being with him every moment and living each of those moments is the best we can do. Bev is so brave.”
 “Yes.” Royce patted her shoulder. “I feel sorry for Hertha and all the wives and husbands, too.”
 “Hertha’s so tranquil and calm about everything.” Terry smiled. “She’s a puppy and kitty vet, so I’ll bet she’s seen it all.”
 Royce nodded affirmatively. “I’ll just step in to see Nick a minute.”
 In the room, Royce examined Nick’s face. His bandaged head, coloring, and shallow breathing suddenly angered Royce. How could anyone hurt him like this. She touched his hand.
 Beverly leaned to kiss his cheek. “Royce, I’m not sure how long this surgery will be, but yesterday when he was in surgery, I thought each moment was an eternity.” She squeezed Royce’s arm. “I remember all our partings, every single day…each time he left; I thought I was sending every bit of good luck, prayers, blessings, everything, along with him.”
 “Bev, I recall one time he told me that it wasn’t fair of him to ask you to marry a deputy. But he said you make him a better version of himself.”
 Beverly looked away, out the window. There were two birds on the ledge. When two attendants came in to move Nick, the birds seemed frenzied. “I love Nick so much.”
 The family of a fallen enforcer, how could anyone hurt them so?” Royce whispered, “I’ll give you time alone with him. And if there’s anything at all you need, let me know.”
 In the hall, Terry greeted Gwen. Her face changed as she examined Royce’s expression. “Are you okay?”
 “Gwen, I won’t be okay until Nick is back on duty.”
   
 *** 
   
 Returning back in her office, Royce spent time looking through records, checking on any possible link to the crime. For two hours, she worked diligently, and watched for the phone call.
 Finally, she got a call from Bev. Nick was out of surgery, and in recovery. She would keep them posted.
 The sheriff then sat at her desk surveying the evidence. Two witnesses saw the truck, and a man they described as being in his thirties. With shaggy hair. Scraggly hair. Kirk could have been wearing a wig. But it just wasn’t making sense. Why would he commit a crime with his own truck? Wounded Badge Memorial was certainly out of the way, and rarely busy. Perhaps he thought he would use a disguise. He would pick a fairly out of the way spot to meet a lawman. And he would get by with murder. Someone thought they could get by with it. Someone ambushed a badge.
 Who was the woman Kirk was going to meet for brunch? He’d said it was someone he’d just met. On a whim, she called D.A. Mike Parker. She asked if she had enough with the call, and the truck, to get a search warrant to check Kirk’s address. The townhouse rental probably didn’t have much information, since Kirk had only recently moved in. Mike agreed, stating that if there was a problem, the chances were his father, Lyle, would probably okay it. He was looking for his son.
 Royce drove to the townhouse after she got the search warrant. If something didn’t pan out, where could she next search? Nick’s collars, arrests, were usually settled disputes. One was happy; one wasn’t. But most were not unhappy with Nick. Nicks dialogue was always open. He loved the idea of justice. Some events in life have no thought-out plot, Royce considered.
 The sheriff didn’t believe she knew the killer. And probably Nick didn’t know the killer. There were two material witnesses, but they weren’t near enough. Royce continued to reload motives, possible plots, and people. Finally, she whispered to Chance, “Life is just one big morality play. Gibberish, with no homicidal litmus test.”
 Royce pulled up to the townhouse. She and Chance exited, and went to the manager of the complex’s office. The manager quickly agreed to open the door, and Royce looked around. Kirk’s living was neat, nothing out of the ordinary. A look in the bathroom showed that the young man might have gotten ready for a date. The lingering scent of shaving lotion hung in the bathroom.
 Tidy, Royce thought. To describe the home in one word – tidy. Kirk seemed to have kept a carefully tidy home. He may have cleaned it prior to having a woman over, to impress her. Or perhaps he had a cleaning company in once a week. Royce took a pillowcase from the bed, and a shirt that had been carefully rehung. She explained to the manager that she would need the articles of clothing for scents to be used by Chance.
 When she returned to her vehicle, Royce bundled the clothing in an airtight plastic bag. If there was a sighting, she would use it to give Chance a scent to search.
 Royce returned to her office. The TV, radio, and newspapers had been alerted early on. A few clues, but nothing that panned out. Timber and all the nearby counties were searching. A BOLO was issued to all enforcement in Colorado.
 Searching files, ideas, and past cases, took Royce past dark. Hertha called to ask if she could bring something for Royce to eat.
 “You missed your dinner.”
 “Sorry. I wanted to see the kids. Hertha, something isn’t right about this case. It just doesn’t make sense. It’s an attempted murder case, and tomorrow I’m going to go search a hobo camp, and a prospector. There is nothing to go on. Nothing that I’m believing.”
 “Meaning?”
 “The kid, Kirk. I don’t think he did it. It doesn’t feel right. And Nick didn’t have many, if any, enemies. He just didn’t have anyone who hated him enough to kill him.”
 “Come home. The kiddoes won’t be in bed for another hour. They need to see you, Royce. I need to see you.” There was pain in her voice.
 “Okay, I’ll just cross the street and be with my family.”
 Royce heard her lover, “Royce, I’m going to be watching at the door. If you aren’t here in three minutes, I’ll be over there for you.”
 Smiling, the sheriff acquiesced. “I’m on my way. Tell the kids get their favorite books together, and we’ll read.”
 “I think they left a bookmark on the last one you didn’t finish.”
 “We’ll finish it now.” Royce sighed, “And I love you, Hertha. I love you for what you go through worrying about me.”
 “Just hurry, Royce. I miss you so much.”
 The sheriff hung up, and then scratched Chance’s ears a moment. “Let’s go enjoy our family, girl.”
 As Royce saw the porch light go on, her thoughts turned to Nick. On this night, he would not be returning home. But maybe soon. 
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Chapter 3

   
   
 Morning came too soon. Royce had spent another restless night. Even after the kid’s reading night, she found she couldn’t really shake the thought of how Nick was doing. She had hoped that Vannie and Antero, in their childhood imagination and joy, would reassure her of the good in the world. As they read the remainder of their book, they discussed characters, plot, and their take on the events between pages. It was always fun – a shared discovery.
 Yet the usual spark of fun was somewhat muted. Even the children knew that Nick had been critically shot. They knew Royce was also imperiled – if someone was shooting sheriffs and deputies. There was always an unspoken danger. Royce remembered her own father, and fearing for his safety. Before she was twenty, her darkest fear happened. Royce’s father, Sheriff Grady Madison, was shot dead.
 Now Royce faced the possible death of her best friend. They had started their friendship as two young deputies. They were competitors. Royce thought back about it. He annoyed her. He teased her, thinking that he would be promoted to sheriff long before she would. Whoever heard of a female sheriff, he would question. With a glare, she answered. It was happening more and more throughout the country.
 When the time came, Royce was selected sheriff. After answering the question by showing her valor, honor, strength, intelligence, and raw courage.
 Over a decade and a half later, both Timber City and Crystal Village grew in population. Crystal burgeoned by the thousands. It was now a ski town, with elite, monied people scurrying to move there. Royce recommended that Nick become the Undersheriff of Crystal. Because there could only be one sheriff per county, and both Timber and Crystal were communities in Timber County, Nick couldn’t be named sheriff. But they knew they were partners, and they worked together beautifully. Royce hated the thought of working without Nick at her side.
 And while Royce attempted to make the morning more normalized, she noticed Hertha was also trying to keep the breakfast conversation upbeat. “I’ve got two little kittens to spay and neuter. Little black cats named Gert and Vlad. They’re brother and sister, just like you two.”
 Antero chuckled. “Mom, we won’t be getting operations.”
 Royce laughed. The music playing soft, easy-listening, would normally help get the morning started with tranquilly. Vannie asked, “Do we get to play with Gert and Vlad?”
 Hertha answered, “I’m hoping you’ll help entertain them when they wake.” With the enthusiasm she always had for her patients, she added, “They are so adorable. Their owner said that they have a way of mocking her. And that they consider their owner to be their personal assistant.”
 Laughter, even strained, felt good, Royce thought. “So, you two are going to be Vlad and Gert’s personal assistants?”
 “Mom always says the dogs and cats are boarding at a special, fun summer camp,” Antero said. “The sick ones aren’t always thrilled to be here. But we make most of them better.”
 Royce nodded, “I know they all are getting great care.”
 Vannie’s eyes misted. “I wish Mom could operate on Nick and make him better.”
 “Hon, Nick is getting the best care by the finest nurses and doctors,” Hertha explained. “Those folks are doing their best to make him well.” She squeezed Vannie’s hand. “I promise.”
 Hertha and Royce traded glances. They knew that Nick’s children, Sara and Andy Hogan, were thinking the same kinds of thoughts. “Bev has so much pressure right now,” Royce said. “I’m glad that you two are their friends. I’m glad you talk with them. It helps Bev feel better that her children have good friends. All the spouses of deputies band together and are there for one another. And the kids do the same.”
 Royce stood, and before she got to the door, she heard Vannie and Antero yell in unison, “Be careful, Royce. We love you.”
 “I love you, too.” Royce smiled. “And Chance loves you, too.”
   
 *** 
   
 Royce pondered her sadness as she drove. When she pulled the vehicle onto the gravel road that led up to the homeless encampment, she considered how she wished she didn’t need to make this call. Or any call today.
 There were usually three to ten men in the vagabond’s community. These men were considered societal throwaways – derelicts, winos. Sadly, some were intellectually challenged, some were treated unfairly by fate, some were addicted, and some were criminals. Whichever reason their lives and happenstance put them in the encampment – they’d been battered, self-imposed addicted souls, or unlucky, Royce found them sad.
 As Royce got out of her vehicle. She noted the antique camo Jeep that Plato had described as belonging to Duffy McCord, was not at the camp. The camp was a circle of torn tents, rickety panels of particle board, tarpaper shacks. There may have been inhabitants inside the small structures. But only two were in her sight.
 The two obvious drifters viewed her suspiciously. “We ain’t done nothin’ wrong,” the tall, thin, craggy one said. The sheriff recognized him as Duffy McCord. And the short, over-weight one was Spuds Flanigan. She remembered him, and his resemblance to rotund elf.
 “I’m not here to arrest you or give you any trouble. I’ve been out here before. Duffy and Spuds?”
 Duffy’s face wrinkled. “I’m Duffy. And this here is Spuds. Claude Myers took my Jeep to town. He was needin’ him some puffs. He’ll be back later after he gets a pack of cigarettes. If he doesn’t get his snoot in the booze, and stay overnight.”
 Royce recalled that she’d never seen Claude sober. And he seemed to be the most contentious of the trio.
 “We’re minding our own business,” Duffy lashed.
 “Duffy, Spuds, yes, I have stopped by a couple times last summer. I’m just here to remind you about keeping your campfire watched. When you aren’t around, please be certain to douse the fire completely out.”
 “We always do, Sheriff,” Spuds said, then spit a wad of tobacco toward the small campfire. It created a steam, and a crackle. “Where’s that fella that usually comes up here to the hobo jungle?”
 “Undersheriff Nick Hogan?”
 “Yep, he usually comes up ever’ couple weeks. Tells us not to get out of line.”
 “Undersheriff Hogan was critically shot. Wounded. I wanted to alert you about his being shot.” Royce tried to read their faces. They’d all learned to lie in order to survive, she thought. “If either of you hear anything, or see anything, let us know. We’re looking for a black, late model Ford Ranger.”
 Duffy’s exploding laughter was callous. “You expecting us junglin’ vagrants to find your outlaws for you, you doin’ some wrong thinkin’, lady. We just want to leave you alone, and you leave us alone.”
 “I’ve worked hard to be called sheriff and not lady.”
 “Sheriff, we seen no one in a Ford Ranger,” Spuds announced. “And you got no right comin’ to this tramp camp. We aren’t fugitives,” he lashed out.
 “Look, you met Nick. You might think he was attempting to disband this little settlement. But if he really wanted to run you off, he would have taken you all in to jail. He didn’t. He respected you. He didn’t turn this place over, and he could have. He’s got two children and a loving wife. Give him some of the respect he gave you.”
 “He’s a cop,” Duffy spat. “Respect! Ain’t that a tub of crap. Nick got into it most with Claude. Claude didn’t bow down to him, I guess. But they hated each other. Too bad Claude is in town. He’ll get a kick out a finding out about Nick getting plugged.”
 Cringing, Royce replied, “Nick is a lawman. He’s also a good man.”
 Spuds shrugged, “Come on, Duffy. He didn’t do us no harm. He didn’t treat us like we were worthless kick-shit bums.” Spuds was grilling a hobo breakfast. Bread with a hole in the center was placed on a griddle. An egg was then poured onto the hole. The bread was flipped as soon as one side was fried. The side of fried potatoes splattered. Coffee was also an aroma blending with the food. Duffy squinted. His face puckered. “Naw, Nick Hogan wasn’t too bad.” He looked at Royce and pointed to her, “And you ain’t been too bad.”
 Royce smiled, “I’m taking it that ‘not too bad’ as a sincere compliment.”
 As she turned to leave, she heard Spuds cough, then say, “Sheriff, we’ll get hold of you if we see that black truck.”
   
 *** 
   
 Driving a couple miles, Royce turned off to check another of Nick’s possible enemies. There was a tangle between two neighbors. Chris Wyatt’s property was twenty acres moving from top of the hill, called Buckle Peak, down to the creek that passed by at the lower end. Feeding into the creek was a stream flowing. It was a lovely mountain corridor. Wyatt could often be seen with his small portable sluice outfit, and his Bernese mountain dog, Gus. There he would provide tourists with pointers on panning gold.
 Once in a while, he was known to stretch his mini-sluice setup slightly beyond his property line. His downstream neighbor, Duane Hill, would call one of the Crystal’s deputies. Undersheriff Nick often warned Wyatt to stay on his own property. And recently, Nick had found his own time constraints made it difficult to continue to bother with Wyatt. The owner of the other property made a fuss and Nick issued a ticket to Wyatt.
 That angered Wyatt, so he used some old prospector language. He claimed that Nick was showing favorites, and should have issued a ticket to both men. Not just him.
 The conflict accelerated, and Nick threatened to jail Wyatt if he didn’t settle down. Bad feelings, maybe, but Royce couldn’t imagine Wyatt wanting to kill Nick.
 Wyatt was bent down with his pan in hand. A bucket was beside him was filled with damp soil and small rock. He shook the pan rhythmically. As Royce approached, he glanced up. “Sheriff, are you here to see if I paid my fine?”
 She chuckled. “I’d usually be here if it wasn’t paid. I’m here to ask you about your recent conflict with Nick.”
 “Sheriff, I’m sorry to hear about the undersheriff. Hope he’s better.”
 “About the same.”
 Wyatt appeared genuinely saddened. He was a tall, large man, and was nicely proportioned. He was in his middle forties. His hair was gray, his eyes blue, and a handsome smile was his trademark. From beneath an Australian bush-hat, Wyatt always appeared well-dressed. Although, sometimes he was messy and muddy from working in the stream. Intelligent eyes behind spectacles, and a usually friendly smile, contributed to his attractiveness. His voice had a melodic, pleasant quality. He wore wader boots, and often forded across Gold Dust Creek.
 The dogs Gus and Chance immediately began playing, and running. “Looks like our dogs are going to part pals. But yes, Wyatt, we’re calling on folks in the area about Nick’s shooting. You aren’t that far from the vagabond community across the highway. So, I thought you might share ideas about them, and see if you have any ideas about who might have perpetrated the ambush on Nick.”
 “Like I said, my problems weren’t with the hoboes, or other neighbors. Just the one always calling the law on me. Now, Nick and I had a few encounters. Caused by that neighbor of mine. He pesters me constantly. He’s sic’d the law after me, and also gave the fellas across the way a bad time. Daryl Hill pesters everyone. I never gave those indigent folks any problems, and they haven’t bothered me. People ought to just leave folks alone. What are you checking on, spit it out? You want to know if I shot Nick.”
 “Did you?”
 “Naw. I don’t shoot folks.” His laugh echoed. “Why I wouldn’t even shoot Duane.”
 “Do you have a gun? Do you carry?”
 “I got three. I only carry when I’m out in the wilderness. They’re all licensed and spoken for. I live up here in the mountains, and you know folks mostly all have guns. We’ve got mountain lions, bears. It’s wild out here. Late spring, early summer, those animals are looking for food.” Grimly, he pointed to Chance. “A bear would chomp that dog in half.”
 He whistled. Gus, the beautiful Bernese mountain dog came to his side. “I have a wonderful dog, here. “Gus is the best dog I could have selected.”
 “I remember Jackpot. You train your dogs beautifully.”
 Royce called Chance. “Here Chance. A bear might chomp either of our dogs, but not without a fight.”
 Wyatt examined Chance. “Your dog, she does have fight in her. I see it in her eyes.”
 “Chance is a wonderful dog. She’s almost two. Now suddenly, there are times she doesn’t seem to want to mind when I give her orders. Commands she’s always known seem to be forgotten.”
 “Mine have always gone through that time where they rebel back to purely instinct. Chance will be fine.”
 “I’ve only had one dog before Chance. She was perfect from the beginning.”
 “I liked that little Smoky that you used to have. I remember she played around with my Jackpot a couple times. Dang, I saw that little schnauzer scrappy as a pit-bull once. Someone approached you too quickly.”
 “I miss her, Wyatt. And Chance has been a wonderful friend for the past couple years since I lost Smoky.” Royce remembered Wyatt’s old dog, a lovely yellow lab and Alaskan malamute mix. “I recall your old dog, Jackpot.” She paused, “And yes, I’m visiting you to make sure you didn’t have the kind of ill-will against Nick that would have harmed him.”
 “I have a bad temper. Too many rules and regulations bossing us around. I was told that the sides of creeks and rivers are public domain. Which means I’m not trespassing. I told Nick that and he said I’d need to get the information. My temper snaps. I might want to fight. And to yell a little. But I wouldn’t have shot Nick or anyone else.”
 “You understand that when you got into it with him, he could have had you jailed for a very long time. You can’t square off at a deputy. So, for all our sakes, hold the temper. If you need temper management, let me know. The country provides classes. But don’t get into it with the law. If your neighbor complains, just let it go. If you threaten an enforcer, you can be incarcerated. If you threaten your neighbor, you can have a rocky, miserable life.”
 “I’m really a peaceful guy. I’m from Minnesota, a peaceful state. I work here summers, and when it isn’t snowing. Winters I go to Arizona and play golf. I worked for years in financing, in Denver. I finally decided to get more play into my life. I work part time in Arizona, and chase gold in Timber. I take flakes of gold dust and convert them into money. The best of all worlds.”
 Rains were beginning to fall. Royce held out her hand to feel the raindrops. “Looks like we’re in for a little sprinkle.”
 “I keep sluicing.” His squint nearly shut his eyes. “Nick really could have put me away for a long time?”
 “Yes. A very long time. The laws are strict about verbally assaulting a deputy. So, pay your fine, and don’t get into any trouble. And please don’t be spunky. I’m not as lenient as Nick.”
 “Spunky!” Wyatt repeated. “I do believe you’re taking on your grandmother’s vocabulary.”
 She tipped her hat, turned, and the two shared a laugh. Royce gave a slap on her leg that was the command for Chance to follow closely.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce pulled into a parking space in front of the office complex which was the Crystal Village Sheriff’s Department auxiliary post. Deputy Sam was at Nick’s desk, searching through files. Beside the desk was the oblong dog’s bed that Nick had purchased for Chance. Chance quickly claimed her bed, and her head eased down on the soft edge.
 “Hey, Chance,” Sam greeted Deputy Chance with a few pats. He reported, “Royce, I played the phone recording for the Dillards. It’s such poor quality that they listened several times. They said they couldn’t be certain, but they didn’t think it could have been Kirk’s voice. I tried to clean it up, and still no identification. Lots of ways to see that. Parents protecting the son. The son disguising his voice. Or someone else. We got nothing out of it. Sorry. No clarity.”
 “I was afraid of that. I couldn’t have identified it.” Royce tightened her fist. “We aren’t catching any breaks. The tire tracks mean nothing because the truck has already been IDed. We know whose truck it is. We believe the owner of the truck made an appointment for a ride-along. And there is a probability it could be an unknown shooter. What we don’t know is who the ‘hot’ woman wanting a date. We have no idea where the truck is. The prime suspect is also missing. Dismal clues.”
 “Hey, Royce, someone planned the shooting carefully. Sucker the prey to a place without much action. Ambush the victim. Make a clean getaway. So, we’re back to finding Nick’s enemies. And the guy didn’t have many.”
 “I stopped up to check out the vagrant community. And then I dropped by to see Chris Wyatt.”
 “Do you think any of them might have shot Nick?”
 “No. I’ve been thinking about the crime.” She closed her eyes a moment. “Something’s been bothering me. Ron and Mandy said that the truck pulled up, driver’s sides parallel. Nick was getting out of his vehicle. The first shot was fired, and it looked like the shooter was exiting the truck to empty his gun into Nick. He got a second round off. He didn’t just shoot and run. He ran when he saw witnesses.”
 “That was the story I got, too.” Sam sighed. “Someone could have boosted the truck in order to commit the crime.”
 “Okay, to me it sounds as if the shooter was exiting the truck to make it an execution style killing. Like a gangster hitman. If it were a grudge shooting, the perp probably would have just emptied the gun. And he might have taken a few warning shots at the witnesses. But this guy wanted to send a signal.”
 Sam poured them both a cup of coffee. “In other words, you’re also thinking Kirk Dillard might not be our prime suspect.”
 Royce sipped the coffee. “My dad used to say that wisdom is a valise filled with enough knowledge and experience to leave room for heart. This isn’t the kind of crime we’ve known about or had experience with. We’re running on heart. Who would want Nick killed and why? And what is the connection to Kirk Dillard?” Royce shrugged. “More searching the files. Someone wanted Nick murdered. And we’ve got really great enforcers out there searching. Good men and women. What are we missing?”
 “You’re right, Royce. We’ve got a clean, motivated deputy’s force. Excellent values. Where I worked before, I saw officers beat cuffed men and women nearly to death. Quick shoot. The officers were often investigated. Charges dropped. Cleaned up to return to duty. Cash out, and collect pensions. Here we have respect for one another. These people love being deputies, and do a good job. Royce, the place is so beautiful, the people so amazing – I hope it doesn’t change. This crime was a potential homicide and it was citified.” His eyes were saddened. “We need to find the perp.”
 Royce stood, took a final gulp of coffee. “We’re going to find who did this. I’m going to stop by the hospital and check on Nick.”
 “I talked with Terry, and she said that he’s out of surgery and it was successful. But he isn’t conscious, and probably won’t be. Bev’s with him, but no one else is being allowed in. So, you might as well wait for tomorrow to check on him.”
 “Please ask Terry to tell Bev I’ll be there in the morning, and to let me know if she needs anything. Terry is really doing a great job guarding at the hospital. And I know Bev appreciates her.”
 “She just wants us to solve the crime.” Sam shook his head. “If only we could locate the truck.”
 Royce’s phone rang. “Okay, I’ll be right there.” When she hung up. She said to Sam, “Forensics is even putting it in high gear for this crime. I’m going to drop by Doc Prichard’s office. They’ve got a few of the tests in. I need to get as much information as I can about the firearm. And all else. All else puzzles me.”
 Suddenly Sam issued an afterthought. “Maybe the potential killer might have just wanted to make sure Nick was dead when he got out.”
 Royce smiled. “I’m putting every conceivable scene together. Something has got to start making sense. Kirk Dillard doesn’t look good for this attempted murder. And it’s not just a weak motive that’s making me believe this.”
 Leaning back in his chair, Sam sighed. “Maybe it’s some mental disorder. A breakdown. This kid, Kirk Dillard, he has it all. Wealthy parents. He just got his degree. Never been in trouble. Why would he try to be a cop killer? Why kill Nick?”
 “I keep asking myself that.” Royce made her way to the door. “Anymore there seems to be a hatred for police.”
 “Maybe it was a dare. Some of his other friends dared him. Young people see crime on TV, and maybe want to emulate thrill on the screen.” He bit his lip. “Why?”
 “Sam, that’s the other thing, he doesn’t seem to have friends. His parents couldn’t name one friend. I know he just arrived here from a college. But his mother said she didn’t know his college pals. Unusual.”
 The sheriff second guessed their suspicions. Perhaps he was a loner. He was excited about meeting a hot woman.
   
 *** 
   
 The Timber County Judicial Building had recently added a Forensic Unit. Headed by coroner, Doc Ben Prichard. It was a small, but efficient. On one side the Forensic Unit had the rudimentary lab, computers interlaced with Colorado Bureau of Investigation; on the other side was the morgue. Doc Prichard’s office was in between the two departments. Forensics adjoined the Sheriff’s Department, and the D.A.’s Office. As Royce entered, she considered how that made it very convenient. And certainly, it expedited test result, and evidence reports.
   “Sheriff,” Doc Prichard cleared his throat as he welcomed the sheriff. “Come on, let’s go into my office. The hospital sent over the bullet fragments, and the x-rays. As I’m certain you’ve already been made aware, two shots were delivered by a 9mm pistol. I’m guessing maybe Heckler Y Koch, or SIG. The first bullet entered his shoulder – top torso area, followed by the bullet that entered the base of his right skull. Bullets and fragments were retrieved. The lower, base skull shot deflected the bullet from entering a full impact. And that saved his life.”
 “We’re all appreciative of the witness couple that acted quickly. The witnesses made the difference.”
 “Yes, indeed. And your deputies protected the crime scene. We got very little that didn’t reinforce the story the witnesses told. Blood splatter pattern, two cartridges, no ballistic match, no shoe imprint, tire tracks casts – a new Ford, and nearly every other recent model has the same tires. We’ve processed the attempted murder scene and found little. And as for the voice recording that your department brought over. A very bad sound. Your deputy, Sam, worked on it and improved it some. If we had a suspect in custody, we could run it for voice pattern.”
 “We haven’t got much to go on.” Royce felt her insides clinch in anger. Her anger at unsolved, or unsolvable murder, flared. She wouldn’t settle on a cold case. Not ever. Not on this investigation. “Hold onto the bullets, Doc. I’m staying optimistic. When the case is solved and Nick is fully recovered. I want the bullets taken out of evidence and given to Nick. A presentation piece for our undersheriff.”
 Grinning, Doc said, “I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. I’ll see that it’s given back to the Sheriff’s Department.” Doc Prichard looked up at the ceiling a moment. When he looked back into Royce’s somber eyes, he said, “Royce, this doesn’t look like it’s going to be an easy case.”
 “Probably not. Enforcement now has what they call the SOD defense. Criminals say Some Other Dude did it. And unless we can prove guilt, or extract a confession, no one knows who the heck the other dude is. And no one is prosecuted.”
 “You and your deputies, the D.A., and us – we’re all in on this one.”
 “What do you think Nick’s prospects for recovery are?”
 “Royce, I’m not certain. The surgeons aren’t certain. They told me they’re still hoping he soon regains consciousness. My best guess is that it’s dependent on the amount of blood that seeped. Luckily, it was reported early. He got immediate attention. Simply put, with the brain, blood spills kill cells. And time tells the tale.”
 “Doc,” her eyes filled, “I’m heartbroken. His family, friends…we all miss him. We want Nick back with us.”
 “As long as the medics are feeling optimistic. And we all believe. But make no mistake; his recovery could be a long way from now. But it could also be rapid.” Doc patted her shoulder. “Royce, it’s a time of folks being anti-enforcement. Yet, I can’t walk half a block but what a dozen towns people are asking me about Nick.”
 Royce nodded helplessly. “I get that, too. I wish I had something positive to tell our town.”
 When Royce returned to her office, she sat at her desk. Looking over the stack of messages, she examined what they knew, and what they didn’t know. Most of the messages began with uncertainty. No one claimed to know who attempted to kill Nick.
 It was a clean crime. No one left fingerprints or DNA behind. Nothing. Not even Royce’s gut hunch was in play. It was an immaculate attempted murder. The scene gave little. The one gift was the witnesses.
   
 *** 
   
   
 After an afternoon of scouring files, idea, any information that might have come in from anyone who might know anything, produced little. After follow up, most were empty ideas. Royce changed into her civvies, and then called Hertha. Hertha said that she and the children had already eaten dinner. Molly had brought some pasties for them. She suggested Royce drop over to see her mother. Molly was worried about Royce.
 Royce said she would go to Molly’s Pantry, and have dinner there. Then she added that she wanted to stop by the Bell Ringer. She wanted to talk with owner, Faye. Also, the sheriff had seen the Jeep on the street, and wanted to talk with Claude Myers, a suspect with great animosity toward Nick.
 Walking across the street to first talk with her mother. She worried about her mother when there was a shooting. Molly had lost her husband when Royce’s father was gunned down. “Mom, any word from Bev.”
 “No, not this afternoon. But Wanda from your office called to let me know Nick’s surgery went okay. Gwen said she’d go to the hospital early, and report back to me. I been worried about you, Royce.”
 Chance snuck into the back of the bakery. She gave a whine. “My dog is begging.” Royce tried to lift the mood. “The pup patrol must have smelled some of the burger and chicken you keep for her.”
 As they walked to the back, Molly confessed, “How can anyone turn down Chance? Why that dog is an angel.”
 Royce glanced over at Chance. She was small for her breed. Between forty and fifty pounds, with a light-colored coat, and a magnificent stance. Her alert, intelligent eyes beamed her intent. She was hungry, and knew that hunger could be satiated with one of Molly’s wonderful doggy meals. As soon as Molly put Chance’s bowl down, the German shepherd ate.
 Royce sat at the counter, and munched on two of her mother’s house specialties. Pasties were the best-selling meals. “Mom, please don’t worry about me.” Royce’s smile was bland. “I was worried about you. Sometimes I wonder why I went into enforcement.”
 “We both know you became a deputy to make your daddy proud. And to solve crime. To solve this crime. You get down to the nitty-gritty of a case. This case is a turn up for the book. You don’t seem to have much to go on.”
 “I’m headed over to the Bell Ringer now, Mom. I want to see what Faye Arnall knows. She gets more scuttlebutt in the bar. Everyone has ideas. I’m going to the right place. Because, Mom, I’m fresh out of ideas.” She kissed her mother’s forehead, then she and Chance walked to the Bell Ringer Saloon. Royce sat on a stool at the bar.
 Townsfolk and tourists alike loved the frontier style western bar with its large swinging, welcoming doors. The rustic Western wooden swinging doors had been there for a century. Those famous vintage saloon doors made it what Faye called, a traditional cowboy saloon. The local watering hole for decades was thick with Western history and lore.
 “Any news?” Faye inquired. Faye’s voice went from flat to high pitched, depending on her love-life.
 “You’ve probably got more news than I do. Nick made it through his second surgery. Nothing much in the way of solving the crime.”
 “Everyone’s feeling the pain,” Faye replied. She took a sip of beer. “You look like you could use a brew.” She took a long-necked beer from behind the bar and snapped the cap off.
 “Thanks, Faye.” Royce sipped the beer slowly. “I wonder if you’ve seen a dishy, hot woman newcomer to Timber.”
 Faye chuckled, “No way I’m directing you to a dishy and hot gal. Hertha would not best like that.” Faye’s cigarette hung from her lower brightly reddened lip. Attractive, and well-aged, she’d owned and managed The Bell Ringer for two decades. Although in her fifties, she kept a very young wardrobe. “Isn’t your domestic bliss, blissful?” She laughed, knowing better.
 Royce smirked. “Bliss is wonderful. I’m not looking for a date. I’m looking for a woman that may have been implicated in the shooting. The Dillard kid was supposed to have a brunch date with a hot woman. Those were his words, not mine.” Royce grinned.
 “No new women around here. Maybe she is a Crystal Village society babe.”
 “Well, if you hear of anyone. Or see someone trying to get a job, whatever, let me know. Sam sent one of the deputies to check out the chic bars in Crystal, and everyone was looking for hot women. But there are so many tourists there. Who would know the difference?”
 “I’ll keep a look out.”
 “And your voice is very, very sensual. What’s going on?” the sheriff quizzed.
 “I found me a great bed partner. He’s a decade younger, but he’ll do,” Faye said in a singsong way.” She leaned across the bar. “Don’t mention this to Gwen Ives. She finds out I’ve got a new man in my bed, and she’ll give me the stink-eye.”
 “I think she can handle it, Faye,” Royce teased. Gwen and Faye had continued their feud of snipping at one another for years.
 “Well, I’m happy. My new snug isn’t perfect, but he is good for my needs.” She leaned even nearer. “And Molly said those witnesses claimed the shooter was a body builder type. But, Royce, my new lover was with me all day on the day Nick was shot.”
 “All day?”
 “Our day off. He’s my new bouncer, Ted Mosley. We were together all day.”
 The sheriff then asked, “And have you seen Claude Myers?”
 “I sure have. He’s blotto. I took his keys from him, and had our new bouncer accompany him out to his vehicle in the lot. He can sleep in the Jeep. He’s a mean drunk.”
 “He had a scuffle or two with Nick. The rest of his group, Spuds and Duffy, don’t like deputies, it seems. But Claude really hates Nick.”
 “Claude hates everyone. But he’ll be in tomorrow morning, and he’ll thank me for taking his keys. He treats me with some respect. He’s afraid I’ll eighty-six him. It’s common knowledge that I’m sleeping with the new bouncer – an ex-wrestler. Lost some of his muscle with age and thirst – it’s now beer muscle.”
 “Well, I was going to tell you to stay safe, but looks like you’ve got that covered with your wrestler.”
 “Sheriff, first thing in the morning Claude will be up. Just drop over and talk with him then. I’ve got his keys, so he isn’t going anywhere before you chat with him in the morning. You aren’t gonna get anything but snoring out of him now.”
 Royce finished her beer, then put money on the bar top. “Thanks, Faye.” Royce would do a background check on Ron Mosely in the morning. Just to make certain he wasn’t involved in Nick’s shooting. Faye’s needs for him were far different than Royce’s. The sheriff needed to find a shooter of bullets.
 As she crossed the street, Royce thought how different the world seemed in only a couple of days. She saw the porch light go on, and knew that Hertha would be waiting for her. 
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Chapter 4

   
   
 The morning seemed so usual. Waking, showering, dressing, fixing breakfast, small talk with the family, and finally a goodbye hug from Hertha. Royce and Chance then left the house. Once across the street, at the side of The Bell Ringer, Royce spotted Duffy’s camo Jeep, where Claude Myers was sleeping. And he was probably not in a good mood judging his state of inebriation from the night before. The sheriff pounded on the window.
 “What the hell?” Claude’s snoring halted. He sat up; his eyes were blinking.
 Through the backseat window, she was insistent that he wake up. “Claude, I need to talk with you. I’m Sheriff Madison…”
 “I know who the hell you are. I wanna know what you want.” He nearly rolled off the seat as he struggled to sit up.
 “I’m interrogating everyone that might have had an issue with Nick Hogan.”
 He exited the Jeep, stretching. “I heard tell that he was shot. I knew him because he was always bugging us at the hobo jungle. Trying to move us on. Pompous asshole.”
 Royce felt her jaws clamp. “He could have had you and your band of vagrants on the outskirts of Denver if he didn’t have compassion. Now, I realize you don’t like him…”
 “I hate him. Damned lawmen, they want to rule the world. I hate ‘em all. Some more than others. Shove everyone around.”
 “Nick never shoved you or anyone else around. He had respect for the people in his community. I want to know if you have a firearm.”
 “Nope. If I had one, I’d probably take a potshot or two at a deputy.”
 “You just went on my suspect’s list. Wanting to kill someone and saying you might have shot them are strange things for an innocent man to say.”
 “He said he’d run us in, and he had nothing on us.” Claude’s face reddened.
 “An officer of the law can detain you for a multitude of sins. Listen to me, Claude. Right now, I can detain you to do a warrant check. I can run you in for threatening the life of a public official. I’d just write out a warrant on you for breach of peace. Or maybe a mental health hold. And Nick could have done anyone of the above. He didn’t. He did give you the benefit of trust. The county of Timber could come at you with a fistful of writs. Nobody has done that. You people seem to think enforcing is nothing but a contact sport. We like shoving you around. And you know better. We have other things to do. Just don’t threaten us.”
 “Look, you…” he stepped toward her.
 “Attention, Chance.” Deputy Chance sat directly in front of him, growling. “Claude, don’t move another muscle. You are only about three-feet away from having your neck shredded by the most ferocious teeth in the city. Just listen to what I’m saying. The law enforcement of this county is searching for the shooter of our beloved undersheriff. And we’re going to find that man.”
 “I never tried to kill him. Yeah, well I wouldn’ta missed my target.” He began his stumbling walk to The Bell Ringer’s side door. He disappeared into the bar.
 Royce was glad to have had her body cam on. She muttered to Chance. “Deputy Jaws, no need for a slugfest with you around. It was a clean confrontation. If you’d have ripped his throat out, you’d have been justified. And you looked good!”
 The sheriff slipped a dog biscuit into Chance’s mouth. She then took out an evidence packet. She carefully taped a place on the Jeep’s door, where she saw his fingerprint. The dusty side door clarified the point where he’d touched. Carefully, she placed it into a small packet. Royce then walked a few steps to where Claude Myer’s spit. She took a vile, swabbed the spittle, and secured it in the vile. She would have Claude’s DNA and a background check by day’s end. Forensics would see what the DNA database had to say about Claude.
 She felt like taking another shower. But she made scrubbing her hands the first thing she did when she entered the Justice Building.
 After dropping the samples off at the lab, Royce went to her office. Wanda greeted the sheriff. “No deputy meeting today?”
 “Nope. Just tell the deputies same as yesterday. I’ll type out my report, and then if you would, you can email it out to each of the deputies. Overtime is appreciated. And their reports should be shared. You know what we’re looking for. Any information possibly connected to the shooting. It doesn’t make sense to take an hour and a half meeting time when we’re needing every deputy hour we can squeeze.”
 “That’s the truth,” Wanda agreed. “We’ve been run off our feet with questions people call about. We’re trying to solicit information to catch a killer, and one lady called to ask if she could borrow a deputy to clean of her driveway.” She shook her head. “You can’t make that stuff up, Sheriff.”
 “Any additional report on Nick?”
 “The operation went without a hitch, but he’s still unconscious. Bev said she’ll just call with reports because visitors are still not allowed. Terry said to call her if we needed information. Bev is exhausted, and she’s at Nick’s side every waking hour. But Terry’s trying to get Bev to rest.”
 “Let the troops know, so they don’t bother the family. Nick is loved, that’s why everyone wants to know his condition. Also, please contact Gwen or Nadine, and maybe they can write the news that and citizens can be informed about Nick’s condition.”
 “Oh, by the way, your Gran called. She asked if you could drop by the cabin. She and Debra need some help with the electrical power box. I’m assuming she meant the fuse box. She said you know how to fix it.”
 “I was hoping when Debra moved in with her, Debra would be a fixer-upper.”
 “According to Debra’s grandson, Mike, she’s more of a decorator-upper.”
 Royce smiled. “D.A. Michael Parker is also more of a prosecutor-upper than a home repair fixer-upper. He did fix the sink washer a couple weeks ago.”
 Wanda laughed. “Debra and Dora are having fun together though. They’re good companions for each other. They never miss a card game with their friends. Never miss a Sunday at church. They have a lot in common. And they cook together.”
 Royce looked at her watch. “If Gran calls again, tell her I’m on my way. Glad I got up early this morning. I can get back here later, and get some paperwork done.” Royce smirked. “If that lady caller doesn’t insist that I go over and scrub her danged driveway.”
 Laughing, Wanda announced. “I got a call this morning with a complaint.”
 “Oh?”
 “Some looney called and said it irked him that there were so many black trucks in the country. He was searching for the black truck with the shooter. I guess some townsfolk are getting money together for a reward to finding the shooter.” Wanda snickered. “Nothing like a little monetary incentive.”
 Royce smiled, and patted her leg for Chance. “I’m glad the citizens are taking the BOLO seriously. Come on, Chance. Let’s go look for a black truck.”
 If only that black truck would show up. Surely, that would provide trace evidence of some type.
   
 *** 
   
 Early morning at Gran’s cabin had been such a large portion of Royce’s life. Not only did she visit her grandparents when she was growing up. Her entire life rotated around the cabin. As an adult, she stayed with her Gran after she joined the Sheriff’s Department. As a young deputy, she could watch after her Gran, and also had a place to live.
 Both land and cabin were loved, she thought as she pulled into the driveway. Gran and Debra were busily baking, and the kitchen smelled delicious. “It’s the cinnamon that’s giving off that wonderful scent,” Debra commented.
 “Any news on Nick?” Gran asked as she poured a cup of coffee for Royce.
 “He had a restful night was the last we heard,” Debra offered.
 Gran added, “And surgery went fine. The doctor announced his progress to the press a few minutes ago on TV, Denver TV, mind you. He said that it was still touch and go.”
 Royce’s heart sunk. She hadn’t heard that update. “I guess we’ll have to wait.” She took a sip of coffee. Nothing tasted good, even her grandmother’s delicious pot of perked coffee.
 Debra read Royce’s thoughts. “They sort of have to say things like touch and go. Don’t want people getting their hopes up too high.”
 “Any more leads?” Gran asked.
 “No. I’m not sure about the people I’ve interrogated. No official interviews. The indigent community, three homeless men. They come up here every summer. Nick had made one an enemy. And there was an encounter with prospector, Chris Wyatt. He was panning for gold on his neighbor’s property.”
 “That’s been going on for years with Wyatt. If a place in the stream looks like gold has a home there, he’s gonna do some panning,” Gran commented. “I think there’s been a couple of owners moaning about it. But mostly just one fella.”
 “Anyway, so far it seems to be small squabbles. Nothing that would cause anyone to shoot Nick.” Royce frowned. “I’m not sure what motivates people lately. Lots of sniping going on.”
 Gran agreed, “There truly is. Those folks squabbling should be savin’ their breath to cool their oatmeal. Too much fighting.”
 Debra added, “Mike always says that there’s no telling what makes someone snap. When he was working in the city, he used to tell me that some were joy killings. Just killed for some joy. But he believed when a murderer killed for what they believe is a reason, there really is no reason. Because there is no reason for killing anyone. Anger, money, love, no matter if they said they killed for a reason. There really was no reason for taking another’s life.”
 Royce softly said, “Your grandson is safe in an office. Sometimes people need to kill for self-defense, or to save a life. Or if they’re in a war.” She stood,” I’m going out to fix the power box.”
 Royce was pretty sure, that her grandmother was enlightening Debra about the fact that Royce had, in fact, killed. And Gran knew that it hurt Royce to discuss it. After Royce finished, she returned to the kitchen where Gran and Debra were pilling sacks for her to take down to the Sheriff’s Office.
 “Hungry work,” Gran said. “With all of you being so busy at the Sheriff’s office, we’re trying to keep your stomachs filled.”
 Debra was flushed, “Royce, I understand about killing to save lives.” She gave Royce a hug. “I’m always spouting off. I say things before I think. I apologize.”
 “It’s okay, Debra. Nothing to apologize for.” She hugged back.
 Gran joked, “Instead of me apologizing for anything I say, I just tell folks that it takes a mighty lot of work to get older.”
 They all laughed. Gran tucked a handful of butterscotch candy in Royce’s pocket. “Thanks, Gran. I’m getting spoiled. The kids set butterscotch on the kitchen counter so I won’t forget it.”
 On her way back to the SUV, Royce took a moment for Chance to run. The dog dashed through the lovely area. Exercise. Then they entered the vehicle for their return trip to Timber.
 Although only a few minutes ride, it seemed like an excruciatingly long trip. Royce’s thoughts were consumed with the violence she’d known as an enforcer. It was a feeling that never went away. Nor did she expect that it would. 
   
 *** 
   
 The remainder of the day was spent in her office. Royce sorted the things of minor importance that she hadn’t been able to get to in the last couple days. She returned calls, and took calls. Dispatched a few calls to deputies. Leads were valuable. They needed the public’s help. Gwen and Nadine were daily putting out calls for any information. Their e-Edition helped some, but so far there had been no sighting of the black Ford Ranger.
 Ron Mosely, from the Bell Ringer, had a clean record. In his younger years, he had indeed been a wrestler. Although he made a living in the ring, it hadn’t been a profitable profession. After that, he’d managed a few wrestlers, again with very little success. Royce got a chance to peruse through some messaging that he had on a primarily sports-contact Facebook page. He seemed to be liked by a few friends. Royce checked his list of the wrestlers he thought would win matches. Royce hoped he didn’t have a bet on any of them.
 If he did gamble, Faye Arnall would soon put her foot down. Royce grinned. The sheriff bet that Faye could take her new, decade younger lover in as many rounds as they fought. A wrestling ring would probably be small potatoes for Faye. Royce knew a sure thing bet.
 What was the attraction? For Faye it was undoubtedly sex. For Ron, it was a good place to tuck his feet under the table. But most importantly, Royce saw a common thread. They both loved humor. Recognized it, shared it, and appreciated it in one another. Royce had chuckled many times when she read their posts back and forth. It was obvious they’d met online. And now were enjoying one another.
 Also, Royce called the university that Kirk Dillard had attended. Talking with two of his professors, and an administrator, Royce was stymied by Kirk’s lack of social skills. A wealthy, privileged young man, average looking, and smart should have been a good catch. Apparently, his conversations were sparse. He had no record of having joined clubs, activities, or interests. His class photo was as good as it got.
 As for additional evidentiary information - the lab had prioritized. Rushed through were DNA and fingerprints of Claude Myers. Or as he was officially named: Lee Claude Mayers. He’d had a record from decades ago. His offenses were auto theft, and assault. Two years on auto theft, and eighteen months on assault. Clean, or at least not caught, from there on. The records were so old, that there weren’t anger management classes to cut time from his time served. But Royce had looked into the fierce eyes of hatred that he’d displayed this morning, and she knew he could use classes.
 Faye Arnall knew a ‘mean drunks’ when she saw one. He was angry.
 The afternoon continued with lists of criminals that Nick had apprehended. Anyone with a past altercation with the wounded undersheriff was checked. Incarcerations? So far no one had been recently released. Perhaps the crime wasn’t retribution. Revenge was a reason for violence, but it wasn’t the usual. When a criminal was released, that criminal usually stayed as far as possible from the one that caught him or her.
 Exhausted, Royce watched as Hertha walked toward the Timber City Times. Figuring that Hertha was calling on Gwen and Nadine to chat, Royce decided to cross the street to visit.
 “Hi,” Royce greeted her lover and her friends, Gwen and Nadine. “I thought I’d drop over for the news.”
 Gwen and Hertha were sitting opposite one another at Nadine’s desk. Gwen called back toward the kitchen. “Nadine, another herbal tea.”
 When Nadine arrived with the drinks, she passed one to Royce. “I just made a pot of herbal tea.” She sat.
 Gwen added, “I contacted Sam with some possible leads. They didn’t sound promising.”
 “I’m thinking maybe the perp, Kirk Dillard or whoever, might be in California, or New York,” Royce sounded dejected. With a limp laugh, the sheriff added, “Maybe Kirk and ‘hot’ woman ran away to become mobsters in a larger city.”
 Hertha offered, “Kirk might have parked his truck in an abandoned structure of some kind. Everyone is looking for that truck. With everyone having the plate information, they could easily identify the truck, if it were seen.”
 “And not one sighting,” Gwen sighed. “You might as well use your investigative skills to check out Hertha’s…”
 “Nothing,” Hertha quickly interrupted, as she held up her hand.
 “What’s going on?” Royce quizzed. Quietness resonated through the room. “Come on, something’s going on.”
 “I thought you told her,” Gwen contritely uttered. “You said you were planning to tell her last night.”
 “No.” Hertha spoke softly. “I came over here to tell you I had decided against it.”
  “What is going on,” Royce demanded, “Something is wrong. I need to know.”
 Hertha leaned toward her, “No, you don’t need to know. It isn’t important. When Nick is better and his shooter is found, we’ll talk about it. It’s mine to tell or not to tell.” She glared at Gwen.
 “Hertha, we don’t keep things from one another.” Royce precisely spoke. Her anger was building. “I want you to tell me, now. I don’t keep secrets from you.”
 Tears were building in Hertha’s eyes. “Don’t I have anything that belongs only to me? We don’t own one another’s souls.”
 Royce leaned back. “I don’t understand. I’m in a space of time when the world seems to be coming apart. And you’re keeping secrets? Last time you kept secrets, you left me for a year.”
 “Please Royce, it isn’t anything like that. It’s because you’re working this case. I don’t want you to worry about my problem.”
 “Are you okay? What problem?” Royce impatiently questioned. “For god sakes, you are keeping something from me, and now I’ve got to worry about that, when I’m chasing down a potential killer.”
 Nadine stood. “Hertha, it isn’t really fair to keep it from Royce. But Royce, will you promise not to do anything about it until this case is solved?”
 “Just tell me.”
 “Royce,” Hertha began, “I’ve taken a DNA test on my ancestry. To find out about my heritage.”
 “You know about your Native American heritage. And so you are searching for your father?” Royce was puzzled.
 “My mother was a young teenager when she was raped by three Anglo young men. I had a right to know. Now DNA testing, has made it possible to identify which of them was my biological father. What I am?”
 Royce’s hands covered her head. “But why now? We talked about my running a DNA sample through to identify him and to see if he’s got a record.” She paused, attempting to read Hertha’s eyes. To see into her emotion. “I would always help you. You know that.” Breathing deeply to get oxygen, Royce felt her face burning. “I love you.”
 “I have already tested, and checked it out. I know which of them impregnated my mother.” She looked desolate. “Utes, my tribal lineage, believe that there is cellular identity. Cellular remembrance. I walk with spirits from my Ute ancestors. They are who I am; yet I am not aware of my other half.” Tears filled Hertha’s eyes. “Please tell me you understand. Or that you’ll try to understand.”
 “I do understand.” Royce reached to hold her hand. “You’ve found him?”
 “I found his daughter. She’s unaware of anything other than that we’re related. The daughter had taken the test. I was going to tell you later. This is something that is a forty-year old crime. It can wait until the case you’re working on is solved. That’s why I refused to tell you.”
 Royce put her arm around Hertha’s shoulder. “Why did you want to find this out? Do you want to locate him? Meet him?”
 “No. But I want you to locate him. I want him prosecuted for raping my mother.”
 Royce felt faint. She swallowed. Her mouth was dry. “You want me to arrest him?”
 “Yes. He hurt my mother.” 
 


  
    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
 


Chapter 5

   
   
 The sheriff was beginning to think she’d never sleep again. Unable to sleep, Royce rolled toward the edge of the bed. She covered her eyes. Not only was she mentally wrangling with the seemingly cold investigation of Nick’s shooting, now she was worried over a freezing cold case involving the woman she loved.
 “Do you forgive me for not telling you?” Hertha whispered across the bed.
 “I understand why you held it back, I do.” Royce turned back toward Hertha. She embraced her. “You know it’s difficult prosecuting a forty-year old case. Particularly difficult when the victim is deceased.”
 “He should be arrested. Imprisoned. Pay for it.” Hertha lifted, leaning on her elbow. She looked down at her lover.
 “I know, babe. I know. I’ll check with Mike later. What can you tell me about it?”
 “The blood match was between my DNA and his daughter’s sample. Her name is Diane Corby McGill. She’s thirty-seven years old. She lives in Lakewood. No other siblings are listed. Her father’s name is Gregory Corby. Her mother, Selma, is deceased. She died last year. No other information.”
 “I’ll put the names through our databases. Have you checked the social networks? Maybe this Diane interfaces on social media.” Royce inhaled deeply. “Hertha, are you certain you want to know about this family?”
 “Yes. I’m certain. Royce, let’s leave it until Nick’s okay. And the case is solved.”
 “I can work more than one case at a time,” Royce’s voice inflected sarcasm. “Until we locate the black Ford Ranger, or Kirk Dillard, or both, we are stuck with no evidence that leads anywhere. We’re chasing our tails.”
 Hertha caressed Royce’s cheek. “I just don’t want you worrying about it. I’ve been fine for the past four decades without knowing.” She paused. “Oh, I forgot to ask, are you going to Crystal to see Nick this morning?”
 “I’m talking with Nick’s doctors. So, I’ll go up early.”
 “The kid’s grandparents thought it would be nice for Nick’s children if Antero and Vannie visit them. Bev and I don’t want them out and about unless there’s protection. And they’ve got security at their home.” Hertha shrugged. “I want the children’s lives to feel normal.”
 “It’s a great idea. Our kids want to do something different, but we’ve got to make certain they’re safe. I’ll take them to spend a day at Nick and Bev’s, then I’ll go check out the hospital.”
 “That’s what I was thinking. I know the Hogan children are stressed. I thought maybe in a couple days, I could have them over. There’s always lots here to do with the animals.”
 “Nick told me when they came to visit, they always had such a good time that Bev figured they wanted to move in with you.”
 Hertha chuckled. “I love animals and kiddos. I just didn’t think I’d be raising two little people. Just since we’ve had them, they’re growing up. Vannie at eight and Antero at seven – it seems like they’re growing so quickly.”
 “We’re blessed to have them. They keep us young.”
 Hertha leaned and kissed Royce. “I love you so much.”
 “Hertha, I’ve been thinking about this cellular memory.”
 “Genetic codes and brain cells. I’ve just started to study about it. Fascinating. Parents pass off traits to their off-springs.”
  “Like memory cards.” Royce mused. Interesting concept, she considered. She was often staggered by how similar her ideas were to her father’s.
 Hertha’s eyes shut and her head leaned against Royce’s shoulder. “It’s daunting, and unsettling to think I have a rapist’s DNA.”
 “But you’ve inherited you mother’s honorable, kind qualities. You are such a good woman – that’s the part of your ancestry that you became.”
 Royce considered that the true written record of us isn’t necessarily handed down. The path humanity takes is one’s own.
 Royce held her tightly. “Hon, I love you just the way you are.”
 “You asked about my secret. Yes, I did leave you. Betray you. And I let you down again by keeping a secret.”
 Royce sat up. “We can’t go back there. You had a problem and you felt you would need to solve it. End of story.”
 “My reason for leaving you wasn’t valid. Yes, my mother just died. She’d been taking care of Vannie and Antero after their parents died. I had just made the decision to take guardianship of my niece and nephew. Yes, you had always said that you didn’t want children because you were an enforcer, and didn’t want to leave children behind. But my decision to leave you and try living with my ex was totally wrong. I know that now. I would never hurt you again.” She sighed deeply as she touched Royce’s cheeks. “Never. Now, I only thought if I told you about my parentage later, I’d be saving you concern. You need to be focused on catching Nick’s shooter.”
 “You were under duress,” Royce spoke softly. Royce loved Hertha so much, she couldn’t stand to hear an unfair diatribe being stated. “It’s all worked out the way it’s meant to. We are together.” And the sheriff knew that ‘together’ now meant forever.  
   
 *** 
   
   Pulling up into the driveway of Bev and Nick’s home, Royce thought of all the joy their home had held. Every summer Nick hosted a BBQ for the deputies, workers at Justice Offices, and their families. When possible, they shared birthdays, and holidays.
 Vannie and Antero got out of the SUV, said goodbye to Deputy Chance, and rushed inside to play with the Hogan children. Sara was eleven, and her younger brother, Andy, was nine. Both children had their father’s wavy dark hair, and blue eyes, and his good looks.
 The four children got along together well. When Hertha had moved back to Timber with her Native American children, the kids were bullied. But Sara and Andy helped the two youngsters to acclimate to the predominately white grade school. They encouraged their classmates to accept and love the two new students.
 Royce was grateful to both Sara and Andy. Sara was happy to be the older ‘sister’ of the two. Andy loved having someone to play with.
 After the children were safely delivered, Royce began to leave. She noticed the deputy petting Chance. The deputy nodded to the sheriff.
 Royce said, “Thanks for watching two extras.”
 “No problem. Their grandparents keep them inside, and keep their eyes open for anyone.” He paused. “Sheriff, you think that Nick was set up? It wasn’t a matter of any enforcer would do?”
 “I don’t see it as a crime of opportunity. It doesn’t seem like a random event. The shooter could have shot numerous deputies out and about. The guy set up a scenario, gave driver’s license information so Nick could check him out before agreeing to the ride-along. If he was just out randomly shooting deputies, he wouldn’t have given information.”
 “The guy must have taken off immediately after. We’ve been searching and nothing.”
 “Deputy, I’m perplexed about it. Nick is a lawman with very few enemies.”
 The deputy looked down. “I didn’t think he had any. We all really respect the guy.”
 “We’ll find who did this,” Royce vowed. “It’s getting to be slim to no clues. We’ve even resorted to checking at Crystal resort areas. You know the old ‘knock and talk’ investigating. And we’ve got a detail of bodyguards watching anyone concerned.” Royce added, “Thank you for volunteering.”
 The deputy grinned, “In honesty, I volunteered because my squad car needs a tune-up.” Sheepishly, he reported, “Sheriff, I name my cars. I started to call this one ‘Bad Attitude’ for the lousy performance.”
 Royce chuckled. “I’ll get you a replacement, and we’ll get Bad Attitude fixed for you.” Because she was always cognizant that it was her job to listen to the deputies, she asked, “How is the body cam and taser working for you?”
 “I like having the protection of the body cam. The taser,” he grimaced, then said, “it’s a little like taking a pea-shooter to war. We’ve got to be careful never to shoot unless we’re certain the perp is drawing a loaded gun. So, the decision is to go for taser or our service firearm. If we selected the wrong one, we’re in a world of hurt. I wonder if Nick tried to draw when he saw the man pull a gun.”
 “I’ve wondered that, too. From the description, it sounds as if he wouldn’t have had time.”
 “When I was in Los Angeles, everyone pulled all the firearms they had. It was brutal. Always trying to pre-guess what the bad guy was going to use. I’ve seen knife wounds where we had to cork the gash with our gloves to try and save the victim. There’s a lot less violence here in Timber. But when the victim is a guy you know and respect, it hurts.”
 Royce called for Chance. She gave a wave at the deputy. As she drove toward the hospital, she felt a sorrow. Nick had the respect of everyone he worked with. His community. His family loved him. His children. Royce’s eyes watered. When Sara and Andy greeted her, she saw how difficult it was for them. Although their lips smiled. There was such pain in their eyes. Who would harm Nick? 
 She would never lose the crime scene images of the ground, after Nick’s having been shot. The high resolution of blood mist isn’t just evidence. It is actually life spraying away. The fight for life that a victim goes through – existence begins to fray around the edges. She felt a moment of terror. As if it was for Nick, she quickly conceded that her optimism needed to be upped. When she visited Nick, she had to believe with all her heart that he would live.
 She again asked herself if she would ever solve this heinous crime. Would the perpetrator be brought to justice?
   
 *** 
   
 Something had happened. Royce felt it. At the hospital, Royce clutched Bev. “What’s going on?”
 “Nick regained consciousness for about half an hour. He streams in and out. But Royce, he’s opening his eyes. I know he recognized me. And his speech is unintelligible jabber. Incoherent words, then he slips back into the coma.”
 “Can I see him?”
 Bev smiled, “Absolutely. Come on.” Nick’s eyes flickered. “Talk with him, Royce. Maybe he understands. I continue talking with him, even though he doesn’t answer.”
 “Nick,” Royce said lowly. “Nick, it’s Royce. Can you hear me?” She put her hands around his hand. She squeezed slightly. “We’re here with you.” Tears flooded her eyes. “Come on, pal.” Suddenly she felt him squeeze her hand. “Just keep squeezing, Nick. Keep trying to stay with us. We’re all waiting for you to recover. We need you.”
 For several moments he struggled to talk. His lips bobbed; and his eyes blinked. His squeeze on Royce’s hand eased. Then his eyes closed again.
 Both Bev and Royce continued talking. “We need to bring up memories he might have. Tell me about when you and Nick first met.”
 Royce revealed the story she knew Bev had probably already spoke of. “Bev, it took us a few months to get used to each other. He thought I was too serious, and I thought he was a cocky mess up.”
 “He told me you insisted that he keep his feet off the desk.” She smiled.
 “I did. I was always giving him heck for being too relaxed. And he made fun of me for my stodgy ways.”
 “He always said that you acted like a grumpy school teacher.”
 Royce grinned, “He was right. I’d been in the Denver Police Academy, and then worked in Denver for a while. They were strict. They didn’t tolerate monkeying around from their rookies. But Nick took a course in a small town, and he treated everything like it was no big deal. To me, everything was a big deal.”
 “But like I told Nick, to you everything was a big deal. You’d also experienced your father, the sheriff, being killed.” Bev stared down at Nick. “It was serious to you.” Her eyes closed. “Now it’s serious to us all.”
 “How are the kids coping?”
 “They’re so close to Nick…” she hesitated. “Royce, he’s always been such a good father. Kind, understanding, funny. You know all the things that kids love.”
  “When I stopped by this morning, I invited them to visit my kids at the High Country Animal Hospital Clinic and Boarding. Hertha suggested it, saying that Sara and Andy always seemed to perk up when they played with the patients and boarders.”
 “Royce, that sounds like a wonderful event for them. Anything to make things better. I hear them crying at night. Everyone says to try and normalize their lives. How do you normalize this?”
 “You’ve mentioned before about getting a pet. A guard dog. Now might be the time for a dog. Certainly, a guard dog, or a service dog, might be of assistance.”
 “I’m seriously considering it. Royce I’m not sure if I’m brave enough to help my children. I thought maybe getting a dog might be like a crutch for my own inability to sooth them.”
 “Hertha said they love being with the pups and cats. They’d probably do great with their own pet. Antero and Vannie love it when they’re spending time with them. Because they always say how good the kids are with animals. And when they visit, all the kids enjoy going over to Molly’s Pantry.”
 “Be sure to thank your mother for bringing all the meals, and goodies to our house, and to the hospital. Sam said she was also keeping the Sheriff’s Departments fed, too.”
 “Not having to go out for nourishment gives us all a little extra time to chase clues.”
 “Nothing more on the shooting?”
 “No reports of either Kirk Dillard or his Ford truck. It seems like both have vanished.” Nick’s eyes batted and his cheek shivered. “Nick,” Royce said. He squeezed her hand. He then eased his hold again. When his eyes opened, it was only for seconds. He looked disoriented, and his gaze was unfocused. Then his eyes shut again.
 Two nurses entered. “Time to medicate,” one instructed. “If you two will wait outside, we’ll come get you in a few minutes.”
 Royce made an effort to take her hand from Nick’s. He began holding tighter. For a few moments, it was as if he had a hand hold on her. When he went limp, Royce removed her hand. As she and Bev went into the waiting room, Royce said, “He acted as if he didn’t want me leaving. But I’d better get back on duty.”
   
 *** 
   
 Outside the room, Terry was at her station with Chance at her side. “Chance is the perfect guard dog,” she told Royce.
 “Nick brought Chance and I together.” Royce recalled the day Nick arrived back at the office with a midsized German shepherd at his side.
 Royce was saddened. She wondered if Chance sensed that Nick was hurt. “I guess I’d better get back. But first, please be certain to write down anything he may say. If it sounds as if it might be pertinent to the case. Also please make the staff aware that they could help us if Nick says anything to identify the shooter.”
 Terry chuckled. “The nurses’ station gals keep close-lipped. They gather together like a rugby scrum if we ask for medical information. But I’m betting they’d help very, very fast if Nick IDed someone. They’re a great bunch. I’m pretty sure their work is as hard as it gets. They’ve sure been giving Nick excellent care.” Terry swatted the air. “I almost forgot. The news reporters are having an interview with the doctors, they said to ask you if you’d give the public and update on the investigation.”
 Royce glanced at her watch. “Let them know I’m on my way down. But there isn’t much to tell. Only to have the public be on the lookout for the truck, and Dillard. And a hot woman.”
 Royce went down to the lobby. She convinced the TV crew to allow her to be interviewed before the panel of medics. That, she knew from experience, could take half an hour. And all she had to say was what was said before. If she stretched it, it might make five minutes of news.
 After the five-minute summery television news report was completed, Royce and Chance exited. No suspect information to share at this time. She wasn’t certain if the camerawoman was as sick of Royce saying the same thing as Royce was of saying it. She wished there was something. A break in the case.
 When the medics began talking, it was also regurgitated information. Neuro muscular incapacitation from a projectile caused the unconsciousness. Minimal change in their speeches.
 Royce would spend the afternoon checking out leads. She continued thinking of Nick, and the way he attempted to hold onto her. It perplexed her. Was it a sign, or merely a medical phenomenon? Medical – the doctors and nurses were doing all that they could. Royce knew that the citizens of Timber, and of Colorado were sending good wishes and prayers. The enforcers were taking double shifts, each woman and man connected with enforcement was giving their best.
  After an afternoon of chasing ghosts, Royce returned to the Hogan house to pick up Vannie and Antero. She drove them home, answering questions about the TV reports that the children had seen. She recalled looking in the rearview mirror when she left. She’d waved. There was concern in the Hogan children’s eyes. They’d seen the TV report which was not encouraging. Royce told them that their dad was semi-awake. And that was a very good sign. That had seemed to brighten their spirits.
 She did not tell them that Nick held her hand tightly. She didn’t know what it meant. But it certainly, perhaps falsely, encouraged Royce. Long ago, in their youth, she and Nick were indestructible. The badges they wore promised immortality. Their oath made them immune to death. Yet nothing was bullet proof.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce had just gotten to sleep when she heard a scuffle in the outside building. It was coming from the area of the cat hospital area. The light was on. Royce jumped into her denim pants and tucked her gun in her waistband. The dog and cat boarding kennels were attached to the back of the animal hospital, between house and hospital.
 Passing by the kid’s rooms, she looked in. They were missing. Royce dashed toward the cat sanctuary. As she entered, with gun drawn, she saw Antero and Vannie. They were in the large cat room, where five cats were being boarded for the weekend. Antero had three cats in his lap, and one was in Vannie’s lap. The other was on the tree limb that was placed in the large room so that the kitties could play.
 The sheriff went to the children and hugged them. “Are you two okay?”
 Vannie explained, “We needed to check on the cats. Little Grey was tussling with Anjolie. And she’s doing her princess routine, and she began to cry. We came down so she’d be quiet.”
 Amused, Royce smiled. “That was nice of you, but it’s after midnight.”
 Immediately Antero began pointing. “Royce, this is Pixie. She’s a tabby. An American Shorthair. And she’s silver – Silver American.” He gulped in air before quickly continuing. “And Bootsy, here,” he pointed to his lap as he lectured, “is a Main Coon only with a coat of longer hair. He’s a brother to Anjolie, and he protects her.” Vannie held up Anjolie for demonstration purposes. “That’s Anjolie. She’s got some Turkish Angora and Maine Coon in her. Little Grey is sitting beside Anjolie. He’s lighter than a Main Coon, and he has a mostly feathery coat. More like a Turkish Angora. Chi is a Tiger-striped calico tabby. Chi likes it up in the little perch. Aren’t they all adorable?” Antero asked.
 “Son, I think they’re magnificent. For now, everyone needs to sleep, and you two need to go back to bed.” Royce scratched her head. “How did you learn all about these kitties?”
 “It’s all written on their records,” Vannie answered. “Antero reads all the records.”
 “Good idea,” Royce muttered. “Nice to know the backstory of the patients.”
 “Are you mad because we got up?” Antero asked.
 “No. No, I was just concerned. When you want to get up, or go out, let your Mom know, or wake me. I just don’t want you two alone, okay?”
 “Because the criminal might shoot us?” He asked.
 “Because we always want to know where you are.” Royce’s arms went around their shoulders. “Your Mom and I are like Chi.” She pointed up to Chi, who was observing from the highest branch. “We want to keep our eyes on you two. Now, it’s time to let them sleep, and for you two to get your sleep.”
 Royce was surprised that Antero knew so much about cats. And now, Royce felt as if she could I.D. any criminal cat, and write the mugshot description. Antero had given her a Cliff’s Notes version of feline identity. Plenty amazing, she thought.
 The sheriff didn’t need to ask if the children were frightened. She knew they were. Just as Nick’s kids would always have that edge of fear because of their tragedy. The children of enforcers, soldiers, and other professions of danger – they knew. They understood the peril. 
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Chapter 6

   
   
 Courtney and Lyle Dillard arrived shortly after Royce entered the Timber County Sheriff’s Department. She took them into her office. “Have you heard anything from Kirk?”
 Lyle sat. “That’s why we’re here. Sheriff, I just got a phone call from my bank, credit card fraud department. You told me to contact them. Anyway, there’s been some use on Kirk’s credit card.” He handed her a slip of paper with names and numbers. Lyle explained, “A woman entered the Drop-On Buy convenience store the middle of the night. She loaded up on groceries. When they rang her through, she gave them the card. It went through. It’s on the credit card’s list that tells them to contact store, but not stop payment. Then they called us on the transaction, and alerted the store. I guess they were calling authorities, but I guess I contacted you first.”
 “They leave the account open and that allows us to track movement,” Royce explained. Royce called Wanda. “Wanda, I’m certain you’ve got the alert by now. Contact the credit card company and make certain they are sending everything they have to our office and to Forensics. Then tell Forensics to check all the surveillance photos of the woman, and the outside of the car she was driving. Anything they can give us. STAT.”
 “Will do, Sheriff.”
 Royce stood. She addressed the Dillards, “Thank you for letting us know. If there’s anything else, please contact us. I’ll be in contact. I’m going to check out the Drop-On Buy now.”
 Courtney moved slowly, deliberately. “Sheriff, I mentioned something to Lyle this morning.”
 Lyle took her arm. “There’s no reason to mention it.”
 “There might be,” Royce called after them, as they began down the aisle. “We’re looking everywhere.” Her words were staunch. “Mrs. Dillard, it is important, it’s time to tell everything that could help us.”
 She pulled her arm away from Lyle. “Lyle, we’ve got a good post-divorce relationship. My God, I’m even staying in your apartment. But I’m my own woman now. Sheriff, Kirk is a quiet kid. That’s why we’re so worried. In high school some of the kids called him Dilly, and they bullied him. He’s not a sissy, or whatever,” she explained. “Lyle believes you’ll think Kirk is gay.” She blinked and then said, “Or maybe he took his own life.”
 “Mrs. Dillard, I have no information that indicates he’s dead.” Royce’s face softened. She asked, “Any names of bullies?”
 With contempt, Lyle answered, “Most in his high school classes bullied him. They resented our wealth. Kirk had everything. They were jealous of him. And he likes girls. Always has. If the people in this county hate me, that’s one thing. He went away to college, and he was planning on going away now. He was tired of being called ‘Dilly’ and disrespected. He was meeting that woman. And she was a looker, he said.”
 “Are you sure he didn’t describe her, other than she’s hot?”
 “A hot blonde. Sorry, I’d forgotten about. He said she was a hot blonde.”
 “Thanks for your help. When we get information about the woman in the convenience store, I’ll send it to you. You might know her.”
 They walked away, taking stiffly pompous steps. Royce wondered why people hold back on their information. Their son had been missing for days. An enforcer was fighting for his life. Why was it that some people being interviewed left out many important statements?  
 She walked by the reception desk. “Wanda, when all the information from the bank comes in, please make certain that Forensics gets copies of all the emails. I’ll be at the Drop-On Buy convenience store. 
   
 *** 
   
 The Drop-On Buy shop was located at the west side of Timber City. Many from Crystal stopped for their petrol, a few groceries, or sundries. Royce knew the woman clerk. Virginia Kern, the night clerk, usually got off at nine in the morning. But when she was called about the credit card, she waited around to meet with the sheriff. Royce was glad that she could talk with Virginia.
 “Hey, Sheriff, we can go in the office so I can show you the security tapes,” Virginia spoke with her low, secretive voice.
 “Great. Your company information has been sent to both the credit card company and to our Forensics unit. So maybe we can identify someone.”
 When Royce and Virginia were seated the images were pulled up. Virginia gave her commentary as the tape played. “Here, she’s pulling in. She’s in a recent Dodge Challenger SXT. I know my cars. Study them for when I have a gas runner, I can ID the car.” She looked carefully. “They call that color IndiGo Blue.”
 “Impressive.” Royce studied the car for IDing. She examined the video. “Can you freeze it here.” Squinting, she scrutinized the license plate. The driver was undoubtedly an experience criminal, she thought. “She’s muddied up the plates. Forensics will work on pulling up the ident, but it looks botched.”
 Fast forwarding the store’s interior film, Royce saw the woman. Her face was beautiful. But she was no blonde. And her brunette wig was ill-fitting, and very nearly bizarre looking on her. Trying for unidentifiable facial recognition, the woman had worn a great deal of makeup. Royce could only come up with the fact that she looked like dozens of strippers and prostitutes in Vegas. The Barbie Doll features, large breasts, and thin, tall body. Probably, a very plain young man like Kirk would find her attractive.
 Virginia’s laugh escaped. “To me, she looks a little trollop-ish. Painted face. And the wig is over the top. I’m thinking she’s got bleached blonde under that sable wig.”
 “Forensics will pull up a better photo. But she looks like hundreds of other women.” Royce shrugged. “Did you see any rings, or jewelry?”
  “Nothing. She smokes like a chimney. Oh, and her nails are long, probably fake, and brightly painted.”
 “What was her voice like?” the sheriff questioned.
 “I’d say it similar to a high school floozy. The gal is probably late twenties, but she put ‘like’ in nearly every sentence. I’d say she’s between fifteen and thirty. Walked with a strut, swinging it.”
 “Could you pull me a copy of her order?”
 “Sure,” Virginia ran list of the cigarettes, assortment of foods, she’d purchased. “She smoked…”
 “She didn’t want to run out.” Royce saw a carton listed.
 “Oh, before I forget, the smoking. When she came in, she was smoking. I told her we don’t allow smoking, and I put an ashtray on the counter. She squashed her cigarette out in the ashtray.” Virginia pointed to the ashtray and commented, “I didn’t move it. In case she left fingerprints. DNA. I watch TV shows about catching criminals. And here’s the empty package she threw down.”
 “Great work, Virginia.” Royce took out evidence bags from her pocket. She put on a latex glove. Carefully, she put the cigarette package in one bag, and the ashtray in another. She lifted the cigarette and placed into a small container. The tip was smeared with thick scarlet lipstick.” Royce chuckled. “She certainly isn’t frightened of bright lipstick.”
 Virginia giggled. “She was overdone. But I think she was camouflaging her identity with cosmetics.”
 “You’re a wonderful detective, Virginia. “If you see her again, or can think of anything else, just let us know immediately.”
 “I wonder if she’s the woman that was with Kirk Dillard? Kirk’s been in here a few times. Gas and usually a soft drink. Do you think Kirk might be the guy who shot Nick?”
 “Could be, so don’t call attention to yourself. If she was with the shooter, she might be dangerous. I just question if she was the type a young kid like Kirk would date?”
 “I’m guessing he wouldn’t take her home to his mother. But ‘date’ – any guy would. She looked like she’d been around.”
 “Do you know Kirk well?”
 “He drinks Coke. And purchases trail mix. Quiet.” As they walked to the door, Virginia added, “He doesn’t look like a guy causing trouble. But then sometimes the quiet people snap.”
 Royce tipped her hat. Unfortunately, anyone can snap.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce dropped the evidence: cigarette butt, ashtray, and crunched empty packet off at Forensics. This was the first legitimate clue in the case.
 Needing a few minutes to clear her mind, Royce entered Molly’s Pantry for a cup of coffee and a cinnamon roll. Nadine and Gwen were at the counter chatting with Molly.
 “News?” Gwen asked.
 “Could be. Keep it confidential. Middle of the night – early morning, a woman stopped in at the Drop-On Buy and used Kirk’s credit card. The surveillance photos are being refined. I don’t want to release the information until we’re sure that the photos could help. Then, if so, we’ll release the photos and see if we get ID hits. Until then, we’ve got DNA and prints that we’ll be running. Trying to locate her that way.”
 Molly refilled Gwen and Nadine’s coffee, and poured a cup for Royce. “Bev said that Nick has some improvement. In and out of consciousness.”
 “Mom, he’s got to live. And be okay. Those poor kids.”
 Molly looked away. “Hertha is concerned about the family, too. She’s been so skittish about it. She’s probably worried about you now that you’ve got your family.”
 “We’ll all be fine, Mom.” Royce could see that Nadine and Gwen traded glances. They knew about Hertha’s DNA hunt for the man that fathered her. It was obvious that Molly didn’t know. And obvious also to Royce, that her mother shouldn’t know. “You worry too much, Mom.”
 Nadine calmly said, “We’re keeping everything as easy going as we can. For the kid’s sake.”
 ‘Bev is considering getting a dog. Maybe a service dog. Or even an attack dog. One that’s trained,” Royce disclosed.
 “Royce, that’s quite a range service and attack,” Molly said. She wiped down the counter, as she chatted. “Those kids would sure love a dog. Why they’re tickled pink when they visit your kids.” She paused, considering, “A service or an attack dog, huh?”
 Royce shook her head, “Admittedly the middle is best. But trained dogs learn easily, so it would work well for the family. If they can be trained for one thing, they are usually well-behaved. I’ve put a call out with a K-9 training unit to find the right dog. And Hertha was going to check with the dog breeders she knows.”
 Gwen said, “I think that would help the children.”
 Nadine added, “When a new dog or cat comes into the house, it always helps everyone.”
 Royce wanted it to help Nick.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce spent time at her desk. She fielded calls about possible sightings of the truck and Kirk. As she awaited the photos, she put a call into Sam. They chatted, and when Forensics finished with the most distinguishable image of the woman, Royce e-mailed it to Sam. Royce and Sam together studied the woman.
 The woman’s face was beauty pageant gorgeous. But not easily identified. There were minor blurs, and the woman definitely attempted to disguise her face. The wig was pulled tightly enough to the edges of her face to hide her hair color.
 On a conference call with Sam and Forensics, Royce asked them to overlay the brunette wig with blonde-light color over the original image. When they sent it back to Royce, she studied it. Then Royce okayed it, asking that both photos go out on deputy and media posts. The two ‘mugshots’, and information also were to be on the BOLO flyers that would be circulated. All updates would be immediately sent out to enforcement and media at the same time.
 Sam and Royce continued the conversation. He joked, “In the tape she looks like she’s playing a scene. Hey, we don’t know her name, and we’ve been referring to her a ‘hot’ woman. Now we need to give her a more suitable name?”
 “Go for it, Deputy Sunshine,” Royce said with a chuckle.
 “Since she’s obviously an impersonator of some kind, let’s call her the Mimic Maiden.” Royce covered her eyes, and bent over laughing. “Sam, that’s perfection. She is hereby known as Mimic Maiden.”
 Royce continued chuckling for the remainder of the afternoon. Royce was deluged with tips – some recognizing the blonde, others the brunette version. By late afternoon, she’d heard from Molly. Royce’s mother gave her the messaged that Plato wanted to meet her at the usual place. The usual place to meet her Confidential Informant was the alley in back of Molly’s Pantry.
 Hurrying across the street, sheriff and deputy Chance saw Plato coming toward her. “What have you got?” Royce asked.
 “Bell Ringer has a new singer, and you told me I should let you know if anyone new in town was a showin’ up.”
 “What do you know about him?” Royce frowned.
 “Been here a couple days. His name is Richard. He plays the piano. Middle aged. Seems like a good fella. Got him a real good kinda laugh. Ladies like him ‘cause he’s got that kinda charm, and still rugged. Tickles those ivories mighty good. He’s British.”
 “Thanks, Plato. I’ll get over there later.” She took a copy of the wanted poster from her pocket. “Have you seen this woman?”
 “Can’t say as I have. Mighty good lookin’ woman, but I think a better fit for her is up at Crystal. We’re a little town. Timber City is way too ‘Western’ to interest her. If you get my meaning.” His eyebrows bobbed. “She’s more a little bit rock and roll.”
 Royce grinned. “Keep a look out, partner. In case she becomes a little bit country.”
 Royce and Chance returned to the Sheriff’s Office. She slipped a butterscotch candy into her mouth. She realized that Plato would not be happy if he were asked to work surveillance in Crystal. He was not in the least rock and roll oriented.
 She muttered, under her breathe, “Plenty amazing. Mimic Maiden is a little bit rock and roll.”
   
 *** 
   
 So far, the Mimic Maiden appeared not to exist, beyond her surveillance tape performance. There were no strikes from the fingerprint database. From the photograph alone, there was no sheet on her. And no DNA profile. The sheriff worked until nearly seven, then went home for a quick dinner with Hertha and the children. She relished the time at home. There was so little of it. Hertha understood, and the kids were great about it. But Royce wondered if it hurt them. She knew that she would need to be making a visit across the street. Her C.I. had given her a lead. She’d promised to chase the lead.
 She would check on the Bell Ringer’s new piano player, and pass a few flyers out. Faye would undoubtedly have a couple of them posted. She was good about that. The community always rallied. Royce was proud of having the support of the community. The assistance given, often made the difference.
 “Hey, Royce, let’s move to the back.” Faye pulled two beers out of the cooler. “Grab the back booth.”
 When they were seated, Royce asked, “What do you have?”
 “I’m not sure. Probably isn’t much of a lead. This afternoon there were a few of the regulars in. Bar was pretty empty. Voices carry. One of the guys said something about Nick. All of a sudden Bart Newton began trashing Nick.”
 “His problem with Nick was a long time ago.” Royce was bewildered. “It was a rumor from years ago that Nick was seeing Bart’s wife. Right?”
 “Nick’s wild playboy years. I don’t think anyone knew for sure. It was way before Beverly.”
 Royce rubbed her forehead. “As I recall, Nick met Mrs. Newton when he was called for a domestic assault. At that time, Mary kept herself up and was attractive. Their fights were usually because Bart was claiming Mary was cheating. Bart was often drunk, and belligerent. And the story was that he’s a wife-beater. I do know I took him in a few times. And Nick rounded him up and tossed him in jail more than I did. Mary, wasn’t that her name?”
 “Mary. Yes, Mary Newton. She was being flirty, or so the story went from Bart’s side. Nick was the handsome young deputy who saved her. The story also went that she seduced Nick. Anyway, Bart didn’t like getting jailed. He claimed that Nick threw him in jail, then bedded Mary.”
 “I’d heard that, and began sending a different deputy out on the call to the Newton home. I talked with Nick, and he claimed he hadn’t touched her. And Faye, not to unfairly exonerate Nick, but we didn’t have time back there for an affair, dalliance, or a quickie.”
 Royce recalled warning him off from a ‘separated’ shop owner named Polly. Nick had fessed up, giving Royce the honest truth and he vowed to stop immediately. If he had intimacy with Mary, he would have told her. He wouldn’t have lied to Royce.
 “Well, bringin’ us up to date. Bart began loudmouthin’ and claiming he wanted to see Nick dead. I went over and challenged him, saying that it was just his booze talking. But Royce, he was seething. He talked awful, saying he hoped Nick died. That’s when the customers got up and pulled him outside. The bar patrons were pissed off, ‘cause everyone likes Nick.”
 “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll pay Bart a visit. And you’ve got a new piano player?”
 “A nice guy from Nottingham, England. You know, Nottingham Forest. Jokes and enjoys life. From what I can tell, he’s a genuinely nice fella. An ex-soccer player. Tickles those ivories like you’ve never heard before. He’ll be here at nine. Sometimes he stops by for the early afternoon crowd.”
 “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, and check him out.”
 Royce had left Chance behind to play with the children, and as a guard. Royce missed her. When walking across Main Street, Royce felt an overwhelming sadness. She’d hoped to hear that Nick had improved throughout the day. But all she knew was that Nick was still fighting for his life. Still mostly unconscious, and still barely waking from time to time. Royce wondered what he might be thinking. She wished for him to know that she was doing everything she could to find the man that tried to kill him.
 Wanting a restful night, Royce inherently knew that tomorrow would be another full day. And as Gran often said, no shillyshallying around. 
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Chapter 7

   
   
 Numerous leads were being called in. The locals were not at all familiar with this woman. Royce would check out as many of the leads as she could. She appreciated every tip called in.
 But it was very early, and she wanted – for some perverse reason – to awaken Bart Newton. She wouldn’t mind if he might be suffering from a hangover. She faced an alcohol-fueled rage. But that would give her a drunk and disorderly charge to take Bart in. And that might save Mary a beating.
 She banged on the Newton’s storm door with great vigor. When Mary threw back the door, she greeted Royce. “Is this about the ruckus that my old man made at Bell Ringer?”
 Mary Newton was in her mid-forties, a few years older than Nick. Bart Newton was nearing sixty, and if he wasn’t much of a catch for a nice-looking woman fifteen years ago, he was less appealing now. Royce recalled wondering why Mary put up with her husband’s battering her. But she would bail him out, and each time she did, it made both Royce and Nick sad, and angry.
 The last decade and a half had prematurely aged them both. He was large, and strong, but now was stooped and the splash or two of bourbon was not only behind his words, but behind what muscle tone he had left. He was still a block of a man. An angry man. Mary was emotionally battered. He’d split her lip a few times, and blackened her eyes. Her face was now showing the history of those beatings.
 “Mary, I know over the past couple years there haven’t been as many assault charges, domestic abuse calls. But there was that disturbance last night at the bar. Bart’s hatred of Nick came out at a very bad time. It wasn’t wise of him.”
 “He’s sorry about it now,” she made excuses. She flinched. “Nick and I never did anything, but Bart is convinced we did. What he said about Nick was awful. I know that he said he wanted Nick to die. And how he would kill him.”
 “Threatening a deputy. Mary, you know he’s in big trouble.” Royce wanted to take Bart in and frighten him. That was an option she would perhaps select later. Now, it was searching out a killer. “If he ever threatens Nick, or any deputy, I’ll have him in prison.”
 Mary looked away, and her eyes filled. “Maybe I’ll leave him. He’s against Nick. And the undersheriff never did anything but try to help me. To be nice because he felt sorry for me.”
 “Nick has a fine wife. A wonderful family. You can’t imagine the expression in his children’s eyes. The sparkle has gone out. They love their father. And he’s in a hospital bed fighting for his family, his friends, and his community.”
 “I was off of work the morning Nick was shot. And Bart hadn’t been called in to work, so he was at home. With me.”
 “Do you have firearms here?”
 “He’s got two rifles and a handgun.”
 “I want to see them.”
 She paused.
 “I can stand here until I get a search warrant. And you know I could charge you with hindrance. It will only take a minute.” Royce pulled out her radio.
 “If he wakes up, he’ll be mad.”
 Royce’s voice was angry, and authoritative. “I’m infuriated now.” She lifted her radio to speak. “What’s it going to be?”
 “He keeps them in the mudroom.” Mary motioned for Royce to follow her. The long guns were on the wall. The handgun was in a holster.
 Royce removed it from the holster. She examined it. It hadn’t been fired in weeks, Royce guessed after sniffing the gun. “If my spouse had the temper management problem, and the alcohol problem that your spouse has, I would dispose of all guns in the house. Bart Newton should never again be packing heat. And if I catch him intoxicated and carrying. I’ll arrest him.”
 “It isn’t as easy as you say. I can’t control him.”
 “I’ve got an undersheriff in the hospital unable to move. Ask him how easy it is to be shot.”
 “Bart’s been to all the programs, but nothing helps.”
 “If he shot Nick, Bart will need more help than he’s ever needed. And I can promise nothing will help him.” Royce retuned the pistol to its holster. She wasn’t convinced that Bart didn’t have a spare firearm hidden.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce walked away, back to her vehicle. Chance was glad to see her. Royce glanced down at the long list of sighting. Releasing the photos of Mimic Maiden had brought in multiple leads. Deputies were fitting them in their schedules in order of recency, and in between their daily calls. Fresh leads were checked out first.
 Royce drove to the main highway. When she saw Gold Dust Road, she pulling over onto the gravel trail. Royce wanted to allow Chance to take what the kids called, her ‘wee-wee’ break. She saw Wyatt setting up his portable sluicing plant at the side of the creek. She parked on an apron side road. When she and Chance got out, Chance ran to greet Gus.
 Royce surveyed the scenic area. She loved the high terrain with a backdrop of the steep mountain called Purgatory Hill.
 “How’s Nick?” he asked as he stood. His wet waders indicated that he’d been panning for some time. They had sunk into the muddy creek floor beyond his ankles.
 “About the same.” Royce added, “I’m optimistic.”
 Chance and Gus had the same routine of dashing in circles when greeting one another. They frolicked and then returned to Wyatt and Royce’s sides. “I saw the flyer that’s going around. The woman. She’s got that trampy polished look. A fella would put seduction-quality sheets on his bed for her. Looks like the sheriff’s department is trying to find a beauty queen, huh?”
 Royce smiled back. “They all look the same to me.”
 “Reminds me, Gus here is a hero. We were over at the Crystal mall, and a Dalmatian puppy was out playing, and ran from its owner. I stopped what I was doing and Gus and I gave chase. Gus here ran right up to the pup. Kept the pup occupied while the owner got it leashed.”
 Royce leaned down to give Gus a hug. “So, you’re the canine hero of the month!” Gus was a cuddly giant, but Royce had seen him growl at the neighbor that didn’t like Wyatt trespassing.
 “You’re back here, so you got more questions for me?” His laugh boomed. “You think that I may have come down with a case of moral corrosion since you last interrogated me.”
 “I think you’re a safe bet. You didn’t commit this crime. But if your neighbor, Duane Hill goes missing. I’ll definitely be checking for moral corrosion.” Royce smiled. “Chance needed a pit stop. And we could have come by to congratulate Gus on his heroism, but truthfully, I just needed to stop to give you a photo of the woman we’re looking for. Sam calls her Mimic Maiden because we surmise that she’s wearing disguises. Since you’re near the highway, keep your eyes open for a blue Dodge Challenger SXT. Seen any lately?”
 “Naw. And I haven’t seen any blonde or brunette that looks like the woman in a blue Challenger. I’ll sure keep an eye out for her.”
 “Makes it difficult by not knowing which hair color Mimic Maiden actually has.”
 “I wish I could help you. And if I see the beauty queen, I’ll give you a call. This is tough because there are so many wealthy beauty queens in Crystal.” He laughed. “Well, some of them aren’t wealthy. They get themselves all dolled up like bait. They catch a millionaire. Then they are wealthy beauty queens.”
 Royce chuckled. “I’m certain that many might believe that you perfectly understand the beauty queen theory of economics.”
 Chance was bounding across the mountainside. Wyatt chuckled as he watched. “Look at that dog travel. Have you ever wondered when she chased a bad guy what she might be thinking? I say she’s wondering what kind of a dimwit thinks he can outrun a dog like her.”
 Laughing out loud, Royce agreed. “Glad you and your neighbor aren’t needing to test Chance’s running skills.”
 “I call that old man a stump jumping hillbilly.”
 “You better learn to outrun Duane.”
 “Sometimes I river-pan with just pan and a pail, so I can get a jump on outrunning him.” Wyatt looked up at the sky. “You know, Royce, prospectors have special kinds of wisdom. One is that quarts usually indicate there are veins of gold around. Even the earth’s elements stick together better than human beings. It’s too bad we can’t get our geological wisdom together. I’m not sure how it’s escaladed to a feud.”
 “Maybe we can get it de-escalated.”
 Royce thought, the mountainside was far too lovely to witness a couple of neighbor’s feuding.
   
 *** 
   
 Afternoon became hours of checking leads. Royce went to the D.A.’s office to check on her grandmother. She hated to ignore her Gran, but every phone call stretched into twenty minutes. “How’s it going, Mike?”
 The D.A. shrugged. “Got some assault trials, got a really jumping defamation case. The one I want is Nick’s shooter.” He paused, “Any more news?”
 “Not much. Mike, have you heard from Gran and Debra?”
 “They’re staying put, safely out at the cabin. As we told them to do.” Mike shook his head. “Those two have become immediate best friends. And I’m not sure which is more rambunctious. I told them that photos on TV may look like the world is filled with innocent people. But we don’t know if this woman is as dangerous as the guy that shot Nick. If they’re a team, the woman might be very dangerous.”
 “And we aren’t sure if she’s blonde or has brunette hair. Nothing is appearing from any of the data bases.”
 “Your Gran suggested she might even be a guy.”
 “Really.” Royce paused. “Gran might be on to something. Maybe the shooter is one and the same. But the two witnesses claim they saw a fairly muscular, bulked up man exiting the truck. And I’m pretty sure, Virginia Kern, from the Drop-On Buy, would have mentioned it. If she had any suspicion about the woman being in drag.”
 “My grandmother may act like a Chicago sophisticate, but I’m betting that she knows what a drag queen is.” Mike’s eyebrows appeared to leap up. “I’m surprised that your Gran knows.”
 “We’ve gotten pretty cosmopolitan since the population has grown so rapidly in Crystal.”
 Mike agreed. “We’re right up there with Aspen and Vail when it comes to society pages.”
 Royce chuckled, “Maybe not too far up. But our Crystal growth has changed the feel of the area.”
 “Timber is still folksy.”
 “Folky?” Royce asked.
 “No complaints,” he answered. “I love Timber.”
 Royce began catching Mike up on the day’s investigation. After reporting, she used Mike for a sounding board, to sift her thoughts. That was what she and Nick always did. “Something that puzzles me. Why is the killer sticking around? Wouldn’t someone that just committed a crime like attempted murder want to get away as quickly as possible?”
 “That puzzles me, too. No good leads. The photos from Drop-On Buy – no one’s in the least familiar with this person. Suppose it is Kirk Dillard and his new sidekick. She uses her car, and they must have ditched the Ford pickup. And you’re right. They set up Nick, shot him, and don’t run.”
 “They have to know we’ve got 24-hour protection No one gets through the hospital’s lines. So why would they be staying? Especially since Kirk can’t go out without being recognized. And no one knows the X woman. Mimic Maiden. That’s Sam’s name for her. It caught on with us all.”
 He shrugged and grinned. “Sounds like our Sam. I like it. Sounds better than ‘hot woman’ or mystery woman. So many questions. “Where are they now? And is Kirk involved?”
 “Same difficulty with that. Kirk is average height and build. It doesn’t fit. Someone knew the history of Wounded Badge Vista. Knew the sick irony of shooting down an enforcer at that location. Unless Nick suggested they meet there. The scrap of dialogue from the phone call is rather open ending about place. Nick can’t tell us the missing particle. His speech hasn’t returned.” Royce slumped down in the chair. She could feel her shoulders lower. “And his cognitive powers are at risk.”
 Mike angrily complained, “And they may not return.”
 Royce stood. “He’s going to live, and he’s going to get better.”
 There was no answer. She slapped her leg, and Chance rushed after her. The new Justice Building stood secure, and proud, Royce thought as her boots clicked out her steps on the marble floor. Justice. If kindness is the true preamble to justice, Nick will recover.
   
 *** 
   
 Back at the Sheriff’s Department, Royce changed out of uniform, and into civvies. She headed across the street to the Bell Ringer.
 It was dinnertime, and some of the patrons had ordered meals. Others were just there for after-work drinks. Before Royce opened the door, she heard the music. Smiling, she walked to the back of the barroom. The music was honkytonk country, and loud. Seated at the piano was the man billed as Troubadour Richard. His outfit was snazzy. Multicolored shirt, and trousers, and a flashy red hat. Richard “The Troubadour” was a combination of entertainer and musician.
 His accompanying grin and energy were part of his personality. Handsome, he was medium height, stubbly buzz-styled haircut, mustache and slight beard, with a wide smile, and cleverly expressive, intense blue eyes. His voice was pleasant, and his words articulate, and with a charming British accent. His singing voice was husky, friendly, and blended perfectly with instrumentation.
 Faye greeted Royce with an excited nod. “Sheriff, I’m glad you’ve dropped by. You need a little entertainment.”
 “The case isn’t easy. But then there never is an easy case when dealing with homicide or attempted murder.”
 Faye whirled around, enthusiastically. “Look at how Richard fills the bar. Packs it. His music is damn closed to doubling our profits.”
 When Richard “The Troubadour” joined Faye and Royce at the booth, he greeted Royce as if they were long lost pals. He was purely show business, witty, and intelligent, Royce thought as she interrogated him. From England, he had spent most of his adult life traveling between the United States and his homeland, England.
 Royce commented, “You must feel at home here in Timber. Many of us were kin of English miners.”
 “Everyone’s friendly, and as you can see, I’m a happy soul. I try not to be a liability,” he joked. “Across the street, Molly’s Pantry, serves lots of English pasties and shepherd’s pie. Scrumptious.”
 “Mom loves baking,” Royce offered.
 “Molly is a tribute to the womanhood of your country, Sheriff.” He lifted his hat, tipping it. “I love to meet people. Yanks, even.”
 Royce laughed. “If you travel around, you must be excellent at meeting people.”
 He looked into the eyes of the sheriff and said, “Strangers are wonderful. I’m a fellow who likes mindless chitchat. I can better appraise people’s intentions. I think to myself, each person in an audience could do my job better. A wise man told me that secret one time. A narcissist rarely can read a room. And how can I sing you a song, if I can’t read your heart to know what you want to hear?”
 Royce retorted, “An amazing wisdom in that. I loved the last ballad you sang.”
 “My theory works,” he snickered. Teasingly, he said, “I must be better than I thought.”
 “My Gran would enjoy talking with you about the old country.”
 “Old country,” he grinned, then said, “I can barely remember it from a couple of months ago. I do drive an old country Triumph. I travel in a sport car because I travel light. I can always buy anything I need along the way. And, I can always find a piano.”
 Richard’s laughter was contagious. When the chatter died out, Royce took leave. Timber would be a wonderful place for Richard. He was a great storyteller and assuredly, rarely told the same story twice. Royce had the feeling that he was a treasury of good tiding. Although she doubted if Richard wanted to murder anyone, certainly not Nick, she was glad that he was offering good tidings. And he was with an alibi. He was playing piano in the Bell Ringer when Nick was shot.
 She immediately liked him. And hoped that she wouldn’t need to arrest him for any criminal behavior. Much less attempted murder.
 The sheriff was confident that he would never drive a Ford truck, or a Dodge challenger. Royce leaned down to give Chance’s head a pat. Chance also liked Richard. 
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Chapter 8

   
   
 Royce and Hertha worked together fixing breakfast for the blurry-eyed Vannie and Antero. Although the kiddos didn’t enjoy being kept on the property because of being bodyguarded by a deputy, they were allowed outside in the backyard. There they took turns walking the patient-dogs. Throughout the day, they would pretend to be veterinarians, and they would help care for the dogs and cats.
 The children had the chore of keeping the grounds clean and tidy. Although it was part of their tasks, it was the part they least liked. But they were getting allowance for it. That not only kept them out of trouble, but it offered Hertha and her staff time to devote to caring for their critically ill patients.
 After breakfast, Royce promised Vannie and Antero that she would take them over to the new piano player at the Bell Ringer. If they were good all day. Hertha usually had a couple spay and neuters. Today was two cats and one dog. The children soothed the kittens. Holding them and tenderly petting them. That, Hertha had explained, kept them with a feeling of security. The dog, a sweet goldendoodle named Baylee was in to be spayed. Baylee’s energy seemed boundless. The beautiful pup had personality, too. Royce loved the way she befriended all folks that came near her.
 Royce looked out the back window to see Antero running after Baylee, and Vannie carefully attempting to leash the beautiful dog. When Royce was first amazed at how the children were so concerned for animals, she mentioned it to Hertha. Hertha’s reply was nonchalant. She said of course they were good with the pets and patients. They were Utes.
 The children had the same gentleness, with even the most energetic, large dog. Royce loved Hertha’s tranquility, and her kindness. They obviously had their biological aunt Hertha’s DNA gene pool coursing through their bloodstreams.
 As Royce grabbed her Stetson from the wall peg, she thought how blessed she was with this new family.
 She and Chase were nearly across the street when an emergency alert call came in. Royce listened to her radio. It was a message passed on from the hospital. Nick was coding. His shoulder wound was seeping, and they were taking him into for emergency surgery.
 “Wanda,” Royce radioed, “I’m on my way to Crystal.” She and Chance rushed to the Sheriff’s Interceptor. She turned on her roof lighting and her siren. Throughout the ten-minute drive, she told herself that the wound may not be serious. They probably had caught it immediately. Nothing could happen to Nick. He’s fought so hard, she speculated, that he had to live.
   
 *** 
   
 Rushing, she saw both Bev and Terry. “How is he?” the sheriff questioned.
 Bev was shaken. Her facial expression broadcast fear, and pain. “Royce he was doing better. More fleeting moments of consciousness.”
 Terry interceded, “We’re going to be positive. The vessel rip is small. The surgical nurse said that it often happens.”
 Bev, shrugged. “What she actually said was that it was just a little re-sewing, and he’d be okay.” Bev smiled. “I like that nurse’s optimism, and her humor. So yes, as Terry said, we’ve got to be positive.” Observing Bev’s hands, Royce saw they were trembling.
 Royce carefully asked, “Was Nick squeezing your hand, Bev?”
 “Yes. I tried to get him to code his answers with two squeezes for yes and one for no, but it didn’t work. But several times as he pulled in and out of consciousness, he’d do that.” Bev frowned. “Why?”
 “It’s just that he held very tightly, as if asking me not to leave.” Royce frowned, “Maybe that was my imagination.”
 “Royce, he did that a couple times when the doctors wanted me to leave the room. But it didn’t make much sense, because he knew I’d be right back as soon as the exam was finished.” She took a deep breath. “Oh, and one time he seemed very agitated. I had taken his phone out of my purse. I thought if he heard our song, the one that played when I called him, he would respond. I was trying to get him to remember me.” Her eyes filled.
 Royce darted forward. “You’ve got his phone? The one he used when he was on duty?”
 “Yes.” She looked perplexed. “Why?”
 “How did you get it?” Royce recalled distinctly giving it to Forensics to be checked for any non-personal calls. And she’d specifically said that it should go to Sam.
 “The Forensics tech was checking to see how Nick was. He had an envelope with the phone in it. It had Nick’s and my name on it. He figured he’d save Sam the trouble of dropping it by.”
 “I’d asked Forensics to drop it by to Sam. Forensics hadn’t discovered anything on it. I asked them to get it to Sam, so he could examine it.” Royce understood the misdirection. The delivery order was obviously miscommunicated. But Royce wouldn’t blame anyone. The team wanted to extradite a delivery. “Sam was going to work on the code. Password.”
 Bev, rummaged through her purse. “I’ve had it for a couple days. I just wanted to keep it near me.” As she pulled it out, she stated, “I’ve got all his passwords.” As she pushed buttons, she uttered, “The business one is rock and roll. Home is what I call elevator music on sleeping pills. Work is a separate number.”
 Royce voice was excited, strained. “Can you get me on his work number?”
 As Bev pressed, it was Nick’s voice. His last message was with a man, and his voice sounded strangely like the voice that called in as Kirk, but couldn’t be identified.
   
 Nick: This is Undersheriff Hogan, about your earlier call.
 Voice: I wanted to talk with Sheriff Madison.
 Nick: She’s out of the office. A morning meeting. Can I help you? 
 Voice: No, I wanted Royce Madison. I’m wanting to do a ride-along. I’m thinking about becoming a deputy.
 Nick: She isn’t on duty today. Look, I’ll be glad to take you out with me. I can show you the basics. Where are you now? 
 Voice: I drove up to the place they call Wounded Badge Vista. Someone told me it’s a monument for fallen police. But I really would like the sheriff to meet me.
 Nick: What’s your name, and can you give me your driver’s license, so I can check you out. Then I can be up there in half an hour. No sense in making you wait. I’m the undersheriff and I can make any hiring decisions.
   
 The remainder of the conversation was the voice giving Nick his information. Reading it off another man’s I.D.
 Royce was stunned.
     When a moment of realization hit Royce and Terry, they heard Bev loudly inhale. “Oh, my God!” she blurted out.
 Terry took the sheriff ’s arm. “The killer wanted to murder you.”
 “So it would seem.” Royce’s frown deepened. “Nick talked this murderer into taking him to be killed instead of me. The guy wanted to kill me.”
 “That may be the reason the killer has stayed in the area,” Terry’s voice was stressed. “He wants to kill you. Maybe,” she reasoned, “the guy thought he would kill Nick. That would make you nervous and reckless. Easier to kill.”
 Whoever the attempted killer was, he was familiar with Timber County. He knew the place most revered by enforcers. He was aware of the meaning of killing a sheriff or deputy at that monument.
 Royce felt broken. It should have been her taking those two bullets. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce notified Sam, and then she drove over to Lyle Dillard’s apartment. Both Courtney and Lyle were there. They immediately said that they’d never seen the woman in the new photos. The woman on the posters.
 Royce slowly took the phone from her pocket.
 “I’d like you to hear a conversation, and verify it if you can identify the voice.” She put the phone on speaker.
 The Dillards immediately shook their heads. “That’s not our son. That isn’t Kirk. He’s giving our son’s license number.”
 Somehow realizing that their son was either a hostage, or dead, Courtney began to fall. Both Royce and Lyle eased her onto the sofa.
 “We don’t know who it is,” Lyle proclaimed. “What has he done with our son?”
 “We’ll do everything to find out,” Royce answered.
 “Do you think the man will make an attempt on your life?” It had suddenly occurred to Courtney that the target had now become Royce.
 “I…” Royce swallowed. “I’m presuming that I’ve got to take care.” She minimized her fear. “I’m hoping that the shooter will want to trade me for your son. I hope that your son is okay.”
 Royce returned to her vehicle. Beside it was parked a patrol car. She walked toward it. The deputy said, “Hey, Sheriff. I have orders that I’m to work with you.”
 “Who gave you orders?” She paused. “Well, who did?”
 “I was assigned by Acting Undersheriff Sam Dawson.”
 “Look, you know we’re short-handed.”
 He clamped his jaw. “I’m taking my orders from my immediate supervisor. Sam is the Acting Undersheriff. I’m taking his orders.” Scanning the area, he asked, “Where are we going?”
 “Let’s go have a word with Sam.”
   
 *** 
   
 Royce stormed into the Crystal Sheriff’s Office. “Sam, we haven’t got the manpower. Reassign your deputy immediately.”
 Feigning a grimace, Sam teased, “Royce, I didn’t want to disturb you about this, so I contacted Gwen Ives. She’s the Mayor and was City Council President for decades. Some folks claim she runs the town. And she’s got your Gran’s phone number. And the D.A. claims that your Gran runs you. You want my decision reversed. You see Gwen Ives.”
 Royce stomped away. To the deputy, she ordered, “You’re reassigned back to your previous duty.”
 “Sam said you’d say that.”
 “And now I’ve said it.” Royce glared.
 “He said you’d say that, too. And he said I was to follow you in a less conspicuous way if you were uncooperative.” He tipped his Stetson and returned to his patrol car.
 Royce looked over at Chance. Tears forged into her eyes. She felt a sudden chill. Nick knew that Royce had been the one that the man intended to kill. She’d been the target. That was why he held on to her hand so tightly. He wanted to warn her.
 He had taken her bullets, and didn’t want her murdered.
 Her tears flooded. She hugged Chance.
 She recalled the stories of how her life began. She’d been a twin. Her twin brother had suffocated, and she had used the womb’s air. He had died, and she had been delivered because he had left air for her.
 Now, the man she considered a brother on earth - now he had possibly been offered up for her. 
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Chapter 9

   
   
 The Times office was filled with emotional static.
 “When were you planning on telling Hertha about this?” Gwen sat back in her office chair, then put her eyeglasses on. “Or were you?”
 “She’s got enough on her plate. The kids, her business, and consideration about what she’s going to do about her heredity. Gwen, she’s got too much going on. And who gave you the right to have my deputies reassigned, and ordered to follow me?”
 “Settle down. We were told about the phone call. The potential killer, the guy that nearly killed Nick – he was gunning for you, originally. That’s important information, Royce.”
 “Maybe the guy just wanted to kill a sheriff. A power ego thing. I don’t know. Maybe he’s gone by now.”
 “That’s the problem. He and Mimic Maiden are looking for the opportunity to kill you.” Gwen was troubled. Her fingers combed through her hair. She was agitated, with deep frustration. She stood over her desk, and rested her hands to lean on them. “I don’t understand why I was put in a situation like this. As mayor, I’m supposed to rely on my sheriff, the county’s sheriff, to be cautious.”
 “It doesn’t take a crime spree to jeopardize the lives of sheriffs and deputies. We’re fully visible every moment we are alive. I do take care.”
 “Royce, you grew up like a daughter to me. My best-friend’s daughter. Can’t you realize that I love you as if you’re my own. I don’t want to think about anything happening to you. Your mother, my best friend, lost her husband. Now you’re threatened to turn down protection. She could lose her daughter. It’s a dangerous world.”
 “Timber County was bound to become more dangerous as the area sees more growth, crime will get worse. Crystal is larger, and is bringing even more people with shady ways. When I put this badge on, I agreed to take it for better or worse. Some days it’s better; some are worse. But I’m all in, no matter.”
 “You know that, and you should know that you’ve got to be cautious. There are cop killers in every single corner of the country. We’re all concerned about you?”
 “I suppose you told my mother and grandmother.” Royce’s voice cracked. “I didn’t want them to worry.”
 “Come on, Royce. We’re keeping it from the public. But Molly and Gran have a right to know.”
 Grimly, Royce asked, “Is Mom okay?”
 “Hell’s bells, no. What mother would be okay if she heard a criminal was threatening to gun down her only child?” Gwen turned away.
 “I’m sorry, Gwen. I know you’re worried, too.”
 Her lengthy sigh was legendary. “I forgive you. But you’ve got to realize the seriousness of this. Without a bodyguard it’s kinda like you’ve got an empty holster. I worry.”
 “Don’t. Please. We’re all doing everything we can.”
 “The phone call, could you identify the voice?” Gwen artfully switched topics.
 “No. I don’t think I’ve heard it before. But voice identity is difficult. His voice was neutral, and he definitely hid it. Although it wasn’t as disguised as the other sampling, it was immediately disputed by his parents. They would know if anyone would. He sounded like all the guys I’ve been interrogating. A male voice being modified – sounding like a different man. It sounds like Lyle Dillard, Wyatt, Bart Newton, Claude Myers aka Lee Claude Mayers, Duffy McCord, Spuds Flanigan, and the latest on the list – Richard - The Troubadour.” Royce eased back in her chair. She tickled Chance’s ears. Her mind was anguished as if it were nothing more than a million blank pages. “Most of them have alibis.”
 Gwen’s laugh interrupted the sheriff’s thought. She shook as she giggled. “I have an alibi. Several thousand in the county are also with alibis.” Her laugh shut down. Her eyes narrowed, and she spoke with authority. “But someone doesn’t have an alibi because he shot an undersheriff. The deal is, someone is out to get you.” Hesitating, she attempted to change the topic. “About Richard the Troubadour. Nadine insisted I go to the Bell Ringer the other night. Dang, she was right about that entertainer, Richard. His piano playing is great. Hell’s bells, I might have to become a regular of the Bell Ringer. I might have to even pretend I like Faye the Proprietress. Get chummy with those old fetchers, Faye.”
 Royce snickered. “I enjoy his performance, too. I’ll take the kids over to see him when things calm down.” She paused, pondering. “I’m pretty sure Richard’s voice wasn’t on the phone call. I’d call him the least likely. Yet even with Richard’s British accent, I can’t swear it wasn’t him changing up the cadence and accent. And he’s one with an alibi.” Royce rubbed her forehead. “A little deeper voice and you’ve got Lyle Dillard or Claude Myers.”
 “You’re laughing again. Royce, I’m glad you forgive me for my suggestion, well actually demand, to Sam about having a guard. It wasn’t Sam’s fault. He wanted to talk it over with you.”
 Royce smiled, “And you told my family. Hertha was very upset. She said the family was already under surveillance. Now, I’ve got a shadow. But it will just be until I find the monster that did this to Nick.”
 “How is Nick?”
 “Bev said she’d call if there was a problem with the latest shoulder surgery. And we haven’t heard from her. Nick is in good condition. And he’s resilient. Tough. He just is. Most people see him as good natured. But he gets serious about enforcing, and he’ll tear you to pieces. Being an enforcer means traveling with that universal hatred that uses a ‘dirty copper’ umbrella for all lawmen and women. Criminals and would-be criminals believe that we all wear a bent badge. They believe that. The memorial at Wounded Badge is mostly a list of those prejudged men and women.”
 “Royce, take care. This shooter is a criminal and no one seems to know who or where he might be. He’s an invisible man. And the Mimic Maiden, we even have a photo, is like a ghost. No one recognizes her. They could be anyone at any place. And don’t go anywhere without your tagalong.”
 “Chance is my attack deputy.”
 “So, let me clarify. Don’t go anywhere without your backup deputy.”
   
 *** 
   
  “Come on, Chance,” Royce called to her favorite deputy. They entered Molly’s Pantry. “Mom, I’m sorry I didn’t call last night.”
 Molly’s face was wound tightly. “Royce, I heard about the call on Nick’s phone. I should know about things like this. Please take care. You’ve frightened me beyond what a person can be frightened. Can’t you and Hertha take the kids and go on a vacation?” Molly dusted some flour from her hands. “I need to know you’re safe.”
 “Law enforcement isn’t a safe occupation, Mom. I know you’re concerned. But I’ll be fine.”
 Molly reached up, hugging her daughter tightly. “Your Gran and I love you. And you’ve got your family now.”
 “I’ve got to find Nick’s shooter, I feel as though he’s my family, too. And I can’t do that anywhere other than Timber. Please don’t worry. When a person’s a cop,” Royce gave a tight grin and continued, “death is a risk.”
 “Gran called earlier. Debra’s been attempting to calm her down. Her grandson is District Attorney, and on TV, they have enemies, too.”
 “Mom, we’re all doing the best we know how. If I ever am murdered, I would hope it would be with my badge on my chest.”
 “Royce, I don’t want you harmed. What have you got planned for today?”
 “I’d like to outrun my shadow. But we’ve trained our deputies too efficiently to be lost. They’re rotating shifts. Anyway, I want to take a list of leads. And chase the best leads.”
 Royce walked to the door. “I’ll be careful, Mom.”
 She gave a quick nod when she saw her deputy of the day. She smiled and gave him a wave. She was being sequestered from danger by Deputy Ted. “Hey, Sheriff,” Ted called her. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce invited the deputy to accompany her in the SUV, rather than have two vehicles going to the same place. Ted, a new recruit, appeared competent. The talk was sparse. She figured he was like most recently sworn in deputies; they don’t want to say anything wrong to their boss. He was polite, and he’d always impressed her. “Ted, I apologize for yesterday.”
 His smile bloomed. “I haven’t heard a sheriff apologize. But I see how you were feeling. We want to find this shooter, and the more boots and suits out there looking, the better chance we have. But Sheriff, when a life is in danger, we’ve to protect.”
 “As I’m certain you’re learning, crime stopping can take diligence. It’s nothing like TV shows. Our survival depends on being fully engaged. Every moment. We need to hold our cool when getting spit on, disrespected, or targeted.”
 “I’m seeing that now. It’s also like were fighting with service revolvers or small pistols, and the criminal is boosting their semi-automatic weapons with thirty round magazines.”
 “Let’s roll,” the sheriff threw him the keys. “And let’s hope we don’t have to worry about shootouts.”
 First on her list was to stop by the vagrant community. Claude had a record, and a name change. Those two items were accompanied with red warning labels. Claude hated most people. But this particular morning, he was drinking coffee, and stirring a pot of vegetables and stew meat.
 When Ted and Royce walked toward him, he turned and grunted. “Duffy and Spuds gone to town. What you want?”
 “Let’s talk about your reason for the name change. And your record.”
 “I didn’t try to shoot nobody.” His eyes appeared to be steaming with hatred. “You come out here to hassle me for nothin’. No wonder people hate you sheriff’s guts.”
 “Answers, to my question. Then Claude, we’ll leave you alone.”
 “You probably seen my rap sheet. Auto theft and a little assault. Burglary II – I broke into a business.”
 Royce asked, “And how about your name change?”
 “I just rearranged it a little. I can’t get a job sweeping up when people find out I’m a felon. So how am I supposed ta clean up when I’m broke?”
 “I wish I knew. Keep trying. I heard they are looking for maintenance folks over at the Crystal Lodge.” She paused. Her eyes reflected sadness for the human condition. “Have you seen any strangers up here? A man and woman.”
 “Spuds Flanigan is strange.” He hooted a long laugh.
 Royce joined him laughing. “Spuds tells me you’re the ornery one.”
 “Naw, I don’t go lookin’ for trouble and I don’t want no trouble.”
 “If you see anything shady, or suspicious,” Royce paused, “Anything shadier than Spuds, let me know. And keep an eye on that campfire. Make sure it’s out. Fire danger is twelve months a year. Got me? We all love this forest. And take care of yourself.”
 “Yep.” He turned his back on Royce and Ted. They walked away.
 Ted gave a pinched groan. As they climbed into the Interceptor, there was somberness in his words. “My favorite uncle ended up kicked to death in an alley.”
 “By a homeless man?”
 “Yes. And my uncle was also a homeless man. He was always happy-go-lucky. Married my aunt when they were young. Found out they couldn’t have children. So, he treated my sisters and I like we were his. Fun times. But a couple years ago, my aunt died of cancer. He was with her through the end. He said he’d never find that kind of love again. My uncle really lost it. He’d spent all his money hospital bills. He even sold the house. He lost his job so he could care for my aunt. After she died, he’d been on the street for about a year. My parents would bail him out and get him into rehab. But it didn’t work. Time and time again the family would try to save him. To no avail. Finally, a gang of homeless kids, all doped up, tried to steal his money. He gave them everything. Except they tried to take his wedding ring. He fought then. And they knifed him.”
 “I’m sorry, Ted. Did they find the killers?”
 “No. Maybe I’m searching out the killers. Or just making life safer.”
 “Making life safer, that’s all we can do.” Royce put her hand on his arm.
 “I’m glad you treated that guy with respect. You didn’t roust him around.”
 “I’m here to serve and protect,” the sheriff said softly.
 She was aware that it was becoming a frantic, sad, and dangerous world. A world of not loving one another. She had no idea how to break the shackles of violence.
   
 *** 
   
 Checking out, after a day of running leads that were weak, and nonexistent, Royce dropped by the D.A.’s Office.
 Mike looked up from his desk. “Up to my elbows with misdemeanors. I’m determined to win a conviction. Maybe issue a summons for harassment.”
 The sheriff laughed. I’ll try to arrest more disorderly conducts, Mike.”
 “It actually sometimes takes more court time when we work on the petty theft than the bank robberies.”
 “Just like it sometimes is more difficult to apprehend a jaywalker than a high-speed chase.”
 He rubbed his eyes. “So, there’s no sideroads in the attempted murder. Just pictures of a woman no one knows, and a voice no one has heard.”
 “We have no suspects,” Royce grumbled. “No evidence. I’m thinking it was a hitman. But I haven’t found any ties between this and the convicts that we’ve captured and sent to prison. There were threats from some of them.”
 “The hitman theory crossed my mind. Your record for arresting serious criminals has been epic over the last couple decades. You should have more potential enemies that Nick had. There is that. You’ve expanded the unhappy prisoner base.”
 Royce issued her look of mock disgust. “I’m so very thrilled to have so many enemies. I just can’t help myself,” she bantered with discouragement. “One thing was gleaned from Nick’s phone. Also, it was what we already suspected, the voice on Nick’s phone did not belong to Kirk. The Dillards definitely IDed it as not belonging to their son. Or anyone they’ve ever known. I think they’re braced for the worst.”
 “So am I,” Mike said with a shake of his head. “Unless the kid has been hijacked, and left alive, I’d say someone borrowed his identity to use in shooting a sheriff.” His eyebrows rose. “That could be a little cop gallows humor. They’d have loved that back in Chicago.”
 Royce folded her arms. “Well, I’ve lost my humor. I’ve got an undersheriff shot and fighting for his life. And now I’m being shadowed by a rotary of deputies.”
 Mike shrugged. “Think of it as a chance to get to know the new recruits better.”
 Royce stood. “Does your grandmother laugh at your jokes?”
 “Grandmother Debra tells far more objectionable jokes that I do. And not only do I like them, your Gran laughs at every one.”
 “I’ll bet Gran loves you,” Royce said with a disbelieving voice.
 “Hey, those two women are birds of a feather. Your Gran and Debra love that church. My family wants to get me back to religion.”
 “You’re not having it?”
 “The pulpit, nope, I’m not a believer. I find religion is humanity’s excuse for knocking off savagery.”
 “I’m surprised Gran doesn’t try converting you.”
 “She does. I see that amuses you.” His laugh rolled. “Your Gran just said this last Sunday. She said if we didn’t change, we’d be upside down in no time at all. She thinks I’m nice as pie. She’ll probably like me better than she likes you. In no time at all, she took to me. Or as your Gran says, ‘two shakes of a lamb’s tail.’ Well?”
 “She probably already likes you as much as she likes me. But Debra is getting very crazy about me.”
 Mike’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, sakey, no.”
 “Not in that way,” Royce said with an accompanying blush.
 “I’m ever so relieved,” Mike feigned relief.
 “I’m going back to work.” She muttered, “Where I’m safe from your humor.”
 She heard his laughter all the way down the hall.
 When Royce left the office, she determined there must be a way to smoke the shooter out. Thoughts of the vast empire of no clues cropped up. There was nothing on the ballistics. Nothing on any trace evidence. There was a Mimic Maiden – unidentifiable DNA or fingerprints. And Royce couldn’t arrest her because she was a chain smoker. Even if she could find Mimic Maiden. With her penchant for disguises, Royce thought, she might be walking past her a dozen times a day. 
   
 *** 
   
  “It was a long day,” Royce complained to Hertha. “And I don’t imagine your day was any better.”
 “Your mother brought the kids cupcakes, so they brooded less after a tummy filled with Molly’s pastry.”
 Royce and Hertha embraced. Into her ear, Royce whispered, “I’m sorry you married a lawwoman.”
 “I’m not sorry. Royce I may be worried, and I tell you that. But I’m not sorry we’re together. Don’t ever doubt that. We can get through this.”
 “Did you hear from Bev?”
 “Although she’s worried about you, too. I have to say, her voice sounded a little relieved that Nick wasn’t the prime target.”
 “Please don’t mention what I’m going to tell you. She’s got enough to worry about. But Nick got a look at the man that tried to kill him. Our protection of Nick and the family stay exactly the same.”
 “Have you heard back from the K-9 team about finding a dog for the Hogan family?” Hertha inquired.
 “Nope, good dogs are hard to find.” Royce patted Chance.
 “I haven’t had any luck with support dogs, either. We’ll find a dog for them before Nick is released, if not before,” Hertha vowed.
 “I’m beginning to wonder if we’re ever going to find the shooter, and his Mimic Maiden.”
 Hertha asked, “Still nothing on the Mimic Maiden?”
 “Nothing on nothing. When I heard Nick’s conversation with the killer, it did eliminate some of the suspects. It certainly exonerated Kirk. I’m betting he’s the victim. And Mimic Maiden and her partner are the shooters. We’ve released photos of Mimic Maiden. We’ve released both her voice, and his voice. Forensics hasn’t pulled up a thing on the fingerprints and DNA. Which means she probably hasn’t been convicted of any crime.”
 “Don’t be discouraged, Royce. I know you want this case solved. For Nick. And you will solve it. Be patient.”
 Royce moved away. “I’m going outside to go help the kids exercise the boarding dogs. Maybe do a little cleanup of the yard for them.”
 “You really want to go out there and pick up poop?” Hertha chided.
 Sighing Royce answered, “At times that job is far superior to my profession.”
 “You just reminded me,” Hertha said as she smiled. “Today when I paid them for their help, they handed it back to me. They want their money to go to Nick’s hospital bills. I’d talked earlier with Gwen, and she said maybe she can suggest that the county consider a collection for any funds that won’t be covered by Nick’s benefits.”
 “Most will be. But it’s good of the citizens to help. And Nick’s rehab, well, we won’t know how much work will need to be done. But the doctors believe that there will be some. No matter what, he’ll be cared for. His community loves him.” She’d seen collection jars with money stuffed in them all over town. In almost every store. Before Royce could tear up, she went to the door. “I’ll be out with our kids. They’re very good-hearted. I’m blessed.”
 “We’re enormously blessed.”
 Gathering in their gaze across the room at one another, they each concurred. 
 


  
    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
 


Chapter 10

   
   
 Royce had arrived at the hospital first thing that morning. Although she’d left Ted behind, without telling him she was leaving, Royce drove to the hospital. Bev had called the night before to tell her that when Nick came out of the anesthetic from his surgery, he seemed slightly coherent. He attempted to talk with her, and she said he recognized her. She sounded so hopeful.
 When the sheriff approached Nick’s room, it was with trepidation. If Nick was conscious, what would Royce say to him? How could she apologize for his taking bullets meant for her? Royce felt a terrible sickness. She watched as a nurse organized the tubing winding to his arm.
 “How’s he doing today?” Royce inquired.
 “About the same. Bev spent most of the night awake, hoping he’d continue coming out of the coma. She went home to see the kids and said she’d be back soon.” The nurse smiled, “He’s certainly shown some improvement. The surgery was minor, but in his condition, I’m certain it was more difficult than it might have been. Had it just been a shoulder wound there would have only been one concern.”
 As the nurse was leaving, Royce thanked her. She sat beside Nick, and reached for his hand. She hoped he would awake. Become lucid. And talk. She missed talking with Nick. Now, this made it different. She wanted him awake to tell her if he recognized the assailant.
 But also, she surveyed her own thoughts. She wanted to have what he called a crime gab. They would sit together and evaluate suspects. Plot possible scenarios. She suddenly felt alone. Tears filled her eyes. She and Nick would take suspects one by one. Each on their list would get a thorough inspection.
 Listing the witnesses, Ron and Mandy, first, Royce put a strong equivocal ‘no’ beside their names. She determined they were the witnesses and the assistants to Nick’s recovery. Wyatt, had nothing in his makeup that might make him a killer. The men at the vagabond jungle – Duffy, Spuds, and Claude – they were possible, with Claude being the primary probable. She would tell Nick that she didn’t believe they would have tried to kill. Claude would have been the only suspect Royce might distrust. But it didn’t feel right that his place was on the suspect list. He was angry, uncompromising, and mean at heart – but he was most angry at himself. And, she added to her list, he would have committed the crime, and left. Run, that was his M.O.
 Richard, not a good typecasting for a killer, to be sure. But mostly because he was a showman. He would tip his hat at any surveillance camera within a country mile. And his past showed nothing but a good guy. Bart Newton was a bully and a drunk. Newton’s villainous, contemptible spirit spoke for his cowardly self. Drunk, he very well might have murdered.
 The phone call on Nick’s cell phone seemed to clear them all. The voice didn’t match. Royce felt silence, and her heart felt empty. Nick and she were always one another’s sounding boards. She felt alone.
   
 *** 
   
 When Terry and Beverly arrived, Royce was leaving.
 “I hope he didn’t wake up when I was gone,” Beverly said as she hugged Royce in the entryway. “I want my face to be the first he sees when he fully awakens.”
 Royce choked back her greeting. “Bev, I think he sees your face all the time. And no, he didn’t wake.”
 “Well, he should see either your face or mine. He called you an office spouse.” Bev laughed. “I’m optimistic that he will regain consciousness today.” She leaned over Nick, and whispered, “We’re here.” To Royce she said, “I had to see the kids. They miss Nick so much. Sara keeps saying her dad is the strongest dad in the world. But she’s breaking apart inside. Andy always tells me he misses how Nick teased him, and he knew he was brave.”
 Royce uttered, “He’s right. His dad is a man of unwavering integrity and courage.” Hesitating, the sheriff became glum. “Bev, I’m sorry about my being the target, and him taking the call. He took my bullets.”
 “Royce, you know better than that. You and I both know that he would have taken an entire arsenal of bullets for you. And you for him. But on the call, he almost forced himself on the shooter. You weren’t to blame in any way.” She paused, then gave Royce another hug. “Don’t do this to yourself. Right now, you’ve got the bull’s-eye on your badge. You’ve got to think about taking every safety precaution you can. Please. Nick would not want you to feel badly. And he certainly wouldn’t want you dead.”
 As a deputy came through the door, he motioned to Terry. “I have the next shift with Bev,” he stated. “And Sheriff, we had a little overlapping. Deputy Sam asked if Terry could ride with you for a couple hours? Then drop her off and pick up Deputy Ted?”
 Terry grinned her agreement. “Tell Sam that he’s taking advantage of me.”
 Royce chuckled. “Really? I was guessing he was taking advantage of me.”
 Their laughs blended, then Terry and Royce walked briskly to the vehicle. Terry, with a giggle, divulged, “Sam has already taken advantage of me.”
 “And you love him in spite of that?” Royce asked.
 “Royce, he asked me to marry him.”
 “Oh. Did you say yes?”
 “Neither of us wants to leave this county. We both love our jobs. It would be impossible.”
 Royce contemplated a moment. “Just don’t decline Sam’s ultra-generous offer until I check for loopholes in the fraternization regulations thoroughly. I don’t want to lose either of you. I’ll talk with Mayor Gwen to see if she can’t come up with something. She’s smart, wily, and devious. And she’s a romantic.”
   
 *** 
   
 Royce and Terry had driven to Timber City and parked directly in front of the County Courthouse. Once they were secured in the Sheriff’s Department office, they got to work. They checked every capital murder case that Royce had worked over the years.
 Prisons were listed, and Royce perused them. “Terry, many of these people have had a great deal of wealth. In most cases, monies were spent on court battles. First lawyers and expert testimony. Etcetera. And if any was left, usually a civil case was brought by victim’s families. However, I’m sure in some cases the perpetrators have stored several million, or what they could, in a slush fund.”
 “The rich don’t part with their money easily,” Terry commented. “Most of us are thinking revenge, and paying by a second party for that revenge. Avenging for a crime they committed. Hired guns come very expensive, or very cheap.” She paused. “Usually the cheap one gets caught and spills his story all over the testimony cage.”
 “I’ve pulled eight cases that are most likely to fit into the hitman category. We’ve checked out all released prisoners. So, the payer is most probably in prison at this time. Maybe if we check out the friends and associate prisoners of the incarcerated killers, they might be the payee. It needs to be a recent release. It’s a long shot, but if we locate a possible recently sprung buddy, that buddy might have knowledge of gangland. Someone who might have hitman training, slash, experience.” Royce suggested, “If so, we can get the prison to monitor the calls of the eight most likely, we might come up with the one behind it all.”
 “After that, where do we go?”
 “Terry, since we’ve done a cursory check on releases, maybe we should go right to the next tier. Checking men with a relationship with one of the eight. Check and see if we can come up with a ‘pal’ that had a transfer and or was released a few weeks ago.”
 “Good plan.”
 “Maybe if we talk with the warden of each of these prisons, we can get a list of a few of the guards familiar with each man. Talk with them. From there maybe we may be able to exclude a few. Winnow down the group.”
 Terry agreed, “It certainly would help to have fewer suspects.”
 “We’re not getting anywhere quickly. Maybe being more on the offense, will help us. As it stands now, we’ve got girlfriend/Mimic Maiden with enough moxie to dirty the license plates and wear a disguise, but not enough brains to take her DNA-smudged cigarette with her. And she left a set of prints. But they lead nowhere.” Royce opened computer files. “Forensics hasn’t had a hit on either. She might have a clean record. In that case, since the card went through, she might have been confident that the Drop-On Buy wasn’t going to catch it. The ashtray, and cigarette would have been thrown away.”
 “It was good of Virginia Kern to help out. I didn’t take her for a Miss Marple fan,” Terry said with amazement.
 Enlarging the vehicle photo, Royce squinted as she examined the plate. “It was a help to us. Not much of it has given us anything. Wait a minute.” Royce continued enlarging the photo. “I’m seeing the uplift of a mountain range. At the top of the tag. Mimic Maiden has a Colorado license plate. Or the plate she stole is a Colorado plate.”
 Terry rushed around the desks, and leaned to see the computer. “Definitely a mountain ridge. The mud lifts around the numbers and letters.” Terry went back to her desk and sat.
 “At least we know it’s a Colorado tag. One more Colorado connection. But I guess that’s all we know about it.”
 “Sheriff, we know one other thing. Mimic Maiden is as dumb as we originally thought.”
 Royce laughed. “It’s going to be a long afternoon, and evening. Will that upset Sam if you’re late for dinner?”
 Terry giggled. “One of the qualities I most like about Sunshine Sam is that he is never upset.” Terry worked on the computer a minute, then stopped. “In fact, he may bring us some dinner. And I’ll test his ‘never being upset’ by inviting him to help us out.”
 “He is so sweet, except when he orders me to have a guard.”
 “Royce, he adores you. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t worry about you.”
 “There is that.” Royce sat back, shutting her eyes to rest them. “There must be a thousand files that strike with each of our searches. I’m sure Sam will offer to help us.” Grinning, Royce said, “You remember when you first met him, and you called him Howdy Doody because he was so cheerful?”
 “Let’s not mention that to him.” Terry winced. “He did know I wasn’t fond of him because he was too happy.”
 “And now?” Royce quizzed.
 “He gives half his cheer to me, so he’s toned down some.” 
 


  
    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
 


Chapter 11

   
   
 The early morning was cool, but the sun’s bright appearance forecasted a warm day. After breakfast, Hertha went to her surgery, and Royce watched the children playing with seven dogs outside in the exercise area. When Hertha had the boarding area built, she wanted to be able to provide a place for the dogs to play. And the children.
 “I see there are two newbies hanging out today,” Royce commented.
 “Yes, little Milo is the white toy poodle. He’s very smart,” Antero said. “The labradoodle is the black-colored puppy with some brown in her coat, and she’s named Gracie. These pups are being really good with the other five boarders.”
 “They all look happy to me,” the sheriff said as she reached down to greet Milo and Gracie. “Have you taught Gracie how to shake hands?”
 “Paw and hand,” Vannie corrected. “Yes. I think she already knew that command. She’s really smart, too. And she minds.”
 Hearing the radio so early alerted Royce to a problem. Anything minor would wait for Royce to walk across the street to the Sheriff’s Department. “Wanda?”
 “Royce, a 10-18. Emergency response. Possible homicide. Woodchuck Road, left on Lake Front. It’s the road left of the cliff. It’s where it leads to the hidden part of the lake. The shoreline.” Wanda rushed, “A fisherman spotted the back of a dark colored truck. It was immersed in the lake.”
 “I’m leaving now. Please call Forensics, in case. Get medical, a tow truck and equipment for recovery. And we’ll need a diving team to check it out. Have them check for a body inside the vehicle interior. If the emergency trucks get there first, they’ll need to be careful about tying off the truck, when they pull it to shore.” Royce was hoping, against her guess, that there would not be a body interred in the cab. But she feared they would find Kirk Dillard’s remains.
 The siren blared the entire fifteen-minute trip. As Royce pulled up to where she saw a Jeep, she saw a man on the shore. He was waving. Cautiously, Royce drove until she saw it was a local man named Malcom. Stout, jovial, and a sportsman, Malcom was in is sixties. His shaggy hair hung from his baseball cap.
 “Sheriff, I was getting ready to cast, and thought I saw a triangle sticking up. Went back to my Jeep to get my binoculars. Hell, it’s the bed of a truck lifting. I ‘spose as the waves a rockin’ it made it move.”
 “May I use your binoculars a minute?” the sheriff asked.”
 “You betcha, Sheriff. Just got the binoculars two Christmases ago. It’s a dandy.”
 Royce took the binoculars and surveyed the truck. She could tell it was fairly new from the back bumper that was just beginning to show. It was not a truck that was being disposed of, rather than taken to the dump. It was being purposely hidden.
 Glancing back, she saw the tow truck moving toward them, along with two patrol vehicles. When deputies rushed to her, she pointed upward. “We can be fairly sure it was driven off from there, or shoved off. Please crime tape where the truck’s probable area of discharge into the water might have been. Wrap that entire top. The truck was undoubted shoved into that sector of the lake. Unless they have a drive-on-water trick. Then also tape all around this lake side area. It will be our platform for lifting the truck out of the lake. Be cautious of disturbing anything that might be of importance to Forensics. They’ll be here momentarily. Let’s try to preserve any evidence.”
 A tap on her elbow, and the voice behind her was familiar. “Remember me,” Terry said with pure steel in her voice. “You’re not supposed to be out without protection, a shadow. Imagine my bewilderment at being told you’d left five minutes before I’d arrived. Sheriff, someone wants to kill you. Don’t you get it?”
 “Deputy,” Royce said with irritation. “A truck had been found. I brought my gun, and I brought Deputy Chance. Now, stand back. We’ve got a crime scene to concentrate on.”
 “It could have been two crimes, if the killer saw you alone.”
 “I said stand back. Look, I’m sorry, but we’re moving on. I won’t make the same mistake again. You’re going to be tired of seeing my uniform ahead of you. So, shadow away.”
   
 *** 
   
 The first look at the truck appeared as if had been immersed in the lake since it had last been seen. Forensics estimated that the truck indeed had been submerged since its disappearance. Divers had secured hooks and steel cable. Then the truck was hoisted by the huge crane on the shore. As it was lifted, the truck jerked and pulled, and brownish grey water seeped from the opened windows.
 Royce took no pleasure in having been correct about a body inside. It appeared to be Kirk Dillard. Royce had a temporary tent erected when she spotted news teams with their cameras. It might not be enough, but it was all they had available. They could do little more than shield the body being removed from the truck, and onto the tarp inside the canvas shelter.
 One of the responders saw the bloated sallow skin of Dillard. He had the dry heaves. “This is just a kid.”
 As soon as the coroner finished his preliminary findings and had made final notations in his notebook, he took off his eyeglasses, and rubbed his eyes. Then Dr. Ben Prichard pointed down to the back of the corpse’s head. Doc Prichard was still bent over the corpse, “Sheriff, two bullets at the base of the skull. I hate to use the old crime term, but this is classic gangster.”
 “The clothing,” Royce commented sadly, “is the same that his father described. It’s what he last wore. Have we got enough to assume it is Kirk’s body?”
 “We certainly don’t need to go into forensic anthropology to figure the kid is early twenties, male, and has been murdered.” Prichard zipped the bag, and motioned for the coroner’s assistants to put the body on the stretcher-gurney. “As you know, when a body has been immersed for days, it’s a bit more difficult to identify. I’ll call his dentist. That will be a quick confirmation. I’ll text you with the results. Then if the parents want to come in so they can identify him, we’ll set up a time for them.”
 “I’ll go to the Dillard penthouse now. Give them what information I have, and then wait to hear from you. I’d like to have confirmation, but the news sources are flocking in. I’d rather the family hears it from me. I somehow think they’re expecting it.”
 “You’d be surprised, Sheriff. Some relatives just refuse to believe it. What I don’t get is why the killer didn’t just steal a car.”
 “It’s a more convoluted crime than that.” Royce spoke with sorrow. “The killer needed a link. An identity to plan to take out me, and Nick.”
 “I guessed it was an organized crime hit when I saw the bullet entry markings.”
 “I’m not sure if it was organized crime, but I’d agree it was a hired hit.”
   
 *** 
   
 Terry, Chance, and Royce climbed into the Ford Interceptor. Royce started the ignition as she said, “I wish we had an official homicide report, rather than speculations.”
 “But then they’ll probably complain that they were the last to know.” Terry opened a bottle of water and drank. “This seems to always be a two-sided profession we’ve selected. On one side, it’s damned if you do. On the other, it’s damned if you don’t.”
 “There’s no good way to tell parents. If they want us to accompany them down to the Coroner’s Office, I shall.” Royce’s hand trembled. “No parent should hear this kind of news.”
 “I’m with you, Sheriff.” After a mile, Terry asked, “You must have ticked off some rich organized crime people, right?”
 “Yes. However, I somehow believe this is more personal. Whoever planned this took too much painstaking trouble. And it’s such a small county, community. If it were an organized crime - homicide, they would want more bang for their buck. They’re not going to pull out a copy of The Timber City Times to make it a point. No, I think it’s someone that hates me. And Nick. They just got to Nick first.”
 “Maybe the hitman was the kind of contracted killer that does a two for one special.”
 “Terry, I just want to solve this crime. This pain has been inflicted on us, on our community, and we need to find justice. And I want my own revenge served along the side of justice,” Royce confessed. 
   
 *** 
   
 By the time they reached the penthouse at the Golden Nugget Apartments, they saw a swarm of press vehicles. “Well, that means the parents have been alerted,” Terry’s voice portrayed her disenchantment. “I know we need the press, but I’d like for them to be invited.”
 “That’s their job, but I wasn’t going to a kid’s parents without knowing. The press beat us here because I was pulling the body of a young man out of a lake.”
 When the elevator door opened the women got out. They knocked, and the door flew back immediately. Of course, the parents had been told. But Royce repeated what she knew. “His clothing and the truck were identified. Dental charts are being examined. But I wanted to let you know.”
 Both parents had been sobbing, but Courtney Dillard was in hysterics. “My God, it is Kirk. I know it is.”
  “Would you like me to call a doctor for you, Mrs. Dillard?” Royce questioned.
 “No. Can we see him?”
 “The body is at the Coroners, in the Justice Building, and they do need to officially declare the homicide first. Then they’ll prepare the body for viewing.” Royce put her arm around Courtney’s shoulder. “I know this will be the most difficult thing you’ve had to go through. If there’s any way we can make it easier…”
 “Thank you, Sheriff,” Lyle said. After a gush of tears, he reached for his ex-wife’s arm. “Courtney, I know I wasn’t always around for you, or for Kirk…”
 She pulled away. “Damn certain you weren’t. For either of us.” Her voice had turned brittle.
 He went to the bar and poured her a drink. “Here,” he offered as his hand extended toward her. “This might help.”
 She took two large gulps, and then threw the glass at him. “What would have helped would have been if you helped when he was growing up and I still loved you.”
 The silence was jagged, and it was explosive. Royce thought perhaps they needed time to be alone. And maybe help one another.
 “We can come back,” Royce said. “We can take you to the Courthouse later.”
 Lyle was trying to sound as if he believed that was taking charge. “We’ll have our driver take us. Just call when they’re ready for us to view the…view Kirk.” A rush of tears flowed. He bent down, shaking. “I did love him.”
 “We’ll get back with you, Sir.”
 Royce and Terry felt the static in the elevator. When they were at ground floor, they looked at one another. The quiet remained until they got back into the vehicle. “That was difficult,” Terry remarked. “There didn’t seem to be any real love left in their relationship.”
 “Thinking about you and Sam?”
 “Maybe I am. Those two people fell in love and now they have nothing. But a divorce.”
 “Not all relationships end without love. It’s a day by day ending for some marriages. Hertha and I went through a difficult patch. In the end, we got back together because there was love. But we’d lost communication before parting.”
 “I don’t think Sam would allow us to lose communication.”
 “No,” Royce said with a smile. “I think Sam would just bring out his Sunshine routine, and the two of you would have a pillow fight, and then forgive one another.” 
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Chapter 12

   
   
 That morning, Sam drove Terry to Timber City so she could shadow Royce. Then Sam and Royce planned to drop by the Forensics Department. Terry had wanted to stay in the Sheriff’s Department, and get some computer time to search out potential suspects.
 Before the meeting Royce received an urgent call from Mandy Connor. Mandy’s voice was hesitant. “Sheriff, Ron and I were talking and I mentioned that when I pulled back memories of the shooting, something didn’t fit. I’m not sure if it’s my imagination.”
 “Anything you can tell me is important.”
 “When the guy was shooting, the gun looked funny. It took my brain time to catch up to it. I wouldn’t allow myself to believe it was a gun. It was like it was the guy’s hand. Ron said it struck him something was wrong, too. Do gun’s come in colors.”
 Royce was quickly seated and grabbed a note pad. “Maybe a tan gun?”
 “Yes, tan. That would be more like what we saw.”
 “There is a hand pistol that is called Coyote Tan. The complete handgun is Coyote Tan.” Royce pulled information from her memory. The gun she was thinking of was mainly sold through the Army. But was also sold to collectors and civilians as commemorative pieces. It’s a SIG Sauer P320-M17. It’s a 9mm Lugar and it’s called Coyote Tan.”
 “Yes, that’s what we saw. We argued if it was tan or flesh color.”
 “Thank you so much,” Royce said. “You didn’t imagine it; you solved a part of the puzzle.”
 Dr. Ben Prichard, and one of his techs, Stella, invited the Sheriff and the Acting Undersheriff to sit in on his roundtable discussion of the Kirk Dillard homicide. His face was somber. “This case is a doozy,” he muttered. “Crime is getting so scurrilous.”
 “Ben, your case file has grown.”
 “Sure has. But as with all experienced killers, this one is excellent at covering his tracks. Killers are often schooled in prisons. A wealth of tips on how not be captured. Most people’s instincts are not immediately skilled enough to know things like this killer knew. Entomb a corpse in a body of water, and it will destruct the cells quickly. Very little case evidence can be taken from a decomposed body.” Doc Prichard shook his head vigorously. “The killer was aware of that fact.”
 Stella spurted out, “This killer is great at his job.”
 Doc Prichard agreed. “Yes. Although the vehicle would have had the weight to hold it down, there are nature’s mechanics at work. At the bottom of a lake is a wonderful place to hide a truck and a body. However, the car wasn’t there long enough to rust, but the young man’s body had significant decomposition. The killer knew exactly how to select a point in the lake where the overhang would dump it into the deep area. Although this murderer didn’t know that even a heavy object can move with the vast weight of the water. It sunk. But the area where it was located made all the difference. It allowed the truck to shift along on top of the silt at the lake’s bottom. If it hadn’t, we probably wouldn’t have found it. We can’t send divers down in every mountain area lake looking for autos with bodies in them. Hence, they go unnoticed. It might have gone years without being discovered.”
 Sam asked, “Were there any clues at all left?”
 “We got the bullet’s slugs, and some fragment. Same caliper, matching – it was the same gun that shot Nick down. The very same as came from Nick. This guy didn’t keep Kirk’s body around any longer than he had to.”
 The sheriff said, “I just got a call that may help us.” She explained the new evidence of the gun perhaps being a SIG Sauer Coyote Tan 9mm pistol. “I know they’re fairly rare. We don’t have numbers, but I’m thinking it might help somehow.”
 Stella immediately jumped in. “I’ll get the information, and see if the SIG has any trace traits.” She paused. “I’m wondering how the crime went.”
 Royce was speculating. “My best guess. He and his beauty queen, Mimic Maiden, took Kirk away from whatever place they’d planned on meeting for brunch. Kirk was taken prisoner. Captured and contained. Dropped at a secluded place with Mimic Maiden keeping her eyes on him. Mystery man then meets with his prey, someone with a sheriff’s badge. He attempts to kill Nick. Two bikers scream when they hear the shot. Mystery man gets back in Kirk’s truck, and scrams back to where their captive, Kirk, is being secreted. They kept him out of sight. Then the killers take a shackled Kirk to the edge of the cliff, overlooking the lake. They exit the truck, then bind their victim into the driver’s seat with the seatbelts. Next, they execute Kirk, in the truck so that there are no, or minimal, blood traces where the truck went over. And immediately they shove the truck, with body, into the drink.”
 Prichard added, “We did find blood splatter up on the top plate of the cliff. It was obvious that they launched the truck from there. That is ground zero of murder evidence.”
 Royce considered the grizzly scene. They’d indeed put him into the truck. He was killed immediately before he was strapped into the driver’s seat of the truck, or as he sat. They’d bolted him in with the seatbelt. And off the cliff he goes, into a deep end of Woodchuck Lake. The sheriff could only hope that he was unconscious when it was happening.
 Sam guessed, “They take his identification and credit cards. But then Mimic Maiden gets antsy and sees a credit card ripe for the using. Runs to town. Goes into Drop-On Buy, and loads up on beer, groceries, and smokes.” He pauses, “But why would she chance using the credit card?”
 The woman technician, Stella, said, “I’ve been a crime profiler in the past. My guess is that she took the time to smear the license plate, use a disguise, careful not to touch anything, used the edges to toss a clean credit card on the counter. Everything she thought she should. But when the card wasn’t spit back out at the register, her confidence went way up. She even touched the ashtray and gave a DNA sample on the cigarette. She thought she was home free. The evidence would be long gone when the clerk cleaned up in the morning. Naw, I don’t think she needed the money. It was a game to her.”
 “But she doesn’t have a record. That seems incredulous that she isn’t somewhat experience with crime. So why hasn’t Mimic Maiden had a hit on the DNA and fingerprints?” Royce asked.
 Sam suggested, “Maybe like we were saying, she just doesn’t have a record. Maybe she is very green, and has only done some petty crimes. Been very careful. If she’s a prostitute, she might have hit the right johns. Guys that would rather lose their credit cards and cash, rather than have her arrested. In Denver, now sometimes in Crystal, the john simply says he was in a restaurant and someone lifted it. Maybe she hasn’t done time because she’s had beginner’s luck on her side. Now, she’s involved over her well-drawn eyebrows in a Capital crime.”
 Doc Prichard nodded. “Many criminals fly under the radar, and watch for hazards. Some never do get caught. But that admission is bad for our business.”
 “Right,” Royce smiled. “And now they’re in a remote area, allowing time to tick. Then they’ll surface, and try again. Mystery man would like to take Nick out, because Nick might have seen him, and might be able to identify him. And he would like to kill me to collect his bounty.”
 Stella chuckled. “Doc and I were thinking the same thing. But we didn’t want to appear to be prophesizing it.”
 Royce laughed. She was amused that even the rather stodgy Dr. Prichard was expelling a simpering half laugh.
   
 *** 
   
 The sheriff solemnly walked back to the Sheriff’s Department. Terry glanced up, “Sheriff, I haven’t found anything of any importance. We did get a dozen photos sent that might be a possible suspect. These guys,” she said as she tossed a packet of photos toward Royce’s desktop, “are releasees from prisons holding inmates that might have a grudge against you.”
 Royce thumbed through them. They all had short hair, and the shooter had slightly longer hair, according to the witnesses, Ron and Mandy Connor. That could have been a wig, since his accomplice showed a penchant for dress-up, and makeup.
 “When Nick becomes conscious, I’m hoping that he saw the face and can identify the killer.” The sheriff rubbed her forehead.
 Terry cocked her head. “Sheriff, Nick was trained to examine the small things, to remember. And he has been doing better. Bev said that he’s still confused and slurring, but definitely improving.”
 “Let’s go to Crystal and see Nick, and then maybe I can speak with one of the doctors and see where we stand. Maybe find out what we can expect. I’m pretty sure there will be rehab, and Denver has one of the best physical rehab hospitals in the nation.”
 “Let’s ride, Sheriff,” Terry stood and made a beeline toward the door. Royce had mentally characterized each of her deputies. She stood when they did. Terry was definitely easily bored with too much office work. And for that reason, Royce assigned her to patrol, where she could change it up a bit. Sam, on the other hand, could stay in the office for centuries at a time, and be perfectly happy feeding information to his computer. He was brilliant at exploration – cyber style.
 Together, with Chance, the women drove to the Crystal General Hospital. When they arrived, Terry took Chance to a nearby field to let her run. Royce went to Nick’s room. Bev was in talking to Nick. His eyes were opening, and shutting. When opened, he acted as if he might be trying to focus them on Bev’s face. Although he was semiconscious, he would never be able to clearly select a perp from the photos. Royce had brought them with her in hopes Nick might be ready. But it was early days, she consoled herself.
 “He does look better,” Royce encouraged. Bandaged head, and in a shoulder brace, he’d definitely been battered. He would move slightly, and when he saw her, his blinks were rapid. “Bev, I’m going to chat with his doctor. I want to try and find out what we can do for him. I’m pretty sure there will be rehab time, and we’ll get him the best treatment available. We all love him, and we want him back. You especially.”
 Bev glanced quickly over at Royce, “I can’t tell you how badly the kids and I miss him. I went home yesterday evening for a while. When I drove up to the house, I stopped to look at the clumps of columbines that we have along the border of the house. We planted them together right after we married. I just wanted to inspect them and make certain they were getting enough water.”
 “Nick is really proud of those flowers,” Royce commented. She recalled when she visited, and he took her outside to show her their columbine crop, as he referred to it.
 “He wanted to keep putting more in, and I said no.” Bev looked away. “I should have let him plant as many as he wanted. Plant the entire front yard with them. But I didn’t.” Tears seeped down her cheek. “Royce, we planted columbines because they are his favorite. Once he gave me the greatest compliment ever. He said that he loved columbines because they were fragile, beautiful, and had the strength to weather Colorado’s storms. And they are renewable.” Her head lowered. “And then he said they reminded him of me.”
 “He was right, Bev. You’re weathering a Colorado storm now. You’re bringing him back to us. I believe that.” Royce touched Nick’s face.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce was immediately admitted into the doctor’s consulting office. Doctor James Glenn was perusing his files on the computer. “Sheriff,” he stood and greeted her, “have a seat. To make certain you’re apprised of Nick’s condition, I’ve pulled up some of my projections.”
 “I appreciate your time, Doctor.”
 “First, I’ve discussed some of this with you on the phone, but I have a couple diagrams on the wall. The brain. We’re fairly convinced that there won’t be any severe brain damage. Luckily. He was given such early trauma treatment, and there wasn’t much brain swelling. We began with a coma unconsciousness, but the coma wasn’t of prolonged state of unconsciousness. He then slipped into a semi-comatose state, and he could be roused by stimuli. The state where he drifts in and out. Now, there is recognition, and as time goes by, we’re aiming for a less altered unconsciousness.”
 “He certainly does seem to be improving. Bev probably doesn’t notice it as much as I have, because she with him nearly all the time. I’ve been trying to get here every day…”
 “I guess you’re chasing not only an attempted murderer, but now it’s a murderer. I heard about the Dillard kid.”
 Royce felt her jaw tighten. “I want to arrest the one that is responsible for hurting Nick, and killing an innocent young man. Back to Nick, anything more you can tell me about what to expect?”
 “We use what’s called a GCS, Glasgow Coma Scale, to help determine neurological condition. The severity of his responses. It appears that his improvement is recovering speedily, and he’s young. In good contention, so I expect if all goes well, a good recovery.”
 “Why are you frowning?” Royce questioned Dr. Glenn’s troubled expression.
 “His shoulder wound is good and bad. Good that the bullet missed his subclavian artery. Bad that there has been a slight amount of cartilage damage. Most of the damage was to soft tissue. There was operative intervention for the debridement. There was a vessel clip, very slight that did rupture, and again we operated. No bullet fragments remain. I expect most of the usage of his arm to come back. Recovery does depend on the severity of nerve damage. We’ll be able to tell a little later on.” He paused. “I know you’re trying to solve a crime, and your best witness is, sadly, not waking as we would like. But I can’t honestly give you much of a timetable on it.”
 Royce stood, “I appreciate your talking with me, and all you’ve done for him. He’s like a brother to me.”
 “I know. His wife told me that. He considers you a sister. Soon, I hope to have the opportunity to meet him. He sounds like an amazing guy.”
 Royce smiled, and walked slowly to door. “He is. Again, thanks.”
   
 *** 
   
 It was nearly eight in the evening when Royce left the office. She’d mentioned someone from the nightshift would watch as she went across the street to her home behind the High Country Animal Hospital. She had heard Vannie and Antero in the back yard, exercising the recruits, as they called the visiting group of dogs.
 Royce smiled when they ran to her. The troop of dogs followed after them. “Royce, Mom said you saw Nick and he’s better,” Vannie said.
 “I did. And I talked with the doctor. He seemed optimistic. Let’s kennel the crew and then go in. We can talk about it while I’m eating.”
 As the dogs were being kenneled and given nightly cuddles by Vannie and Antero. Royce went into the cat patio and enticed them to follow her inside. She loved to watch the cats clown around. Beautiful animals, she considered. What elegance. Chance got along with all the cats. Inside the house, the German shepherd slept near Hertha’s cat, Cleo.
 Royce watched as the kids cleaned up the yard after they’d kenneled the dogs. They were attentive to their tasks. She went into the kitchen. Hertha greeted Royce with a kiss on her lover’s cheek. “You’re looking perkier, Sheriff. Must be because Bev says Nick is really improving.”
 Royce gave Hertha the report while the children began their homework assignments. Hertha asked, “Do you thing soon he may be able to identify the killer?”
 “That’s what they seem to think. What time did you talk with Bev?”
 “She called around five. Said he is asking about things, but he most gets confused.”
 “I was there earlier, so if he’s improving that much in just a couple hours, that’s great.” Royce plotted, “I’m going to see him first thing in the morning. We’ve been searching mugshots, and I’ve got several to show him. Wishful thinking, but maybe he could point out one.”
 “Molly brought over some pie for dessert. I brought her up to speed on what was happening. She understood that after finding the truck and the murdered man, you didn’t have time to stop by. She said she’d also got some of the information for Gwen and Nadine. Gran gets most of her information from what Debra’s grandson, Mike, has to say. Maybe you better drop by Gran’s cabin when you get a few minutes. It sounds as if Debra and Gran have a little information war going.”
 Laughing Royce spoke, “Tomorrow maybe I’ll stop by the cabin.”
 “Royce, everyone’s very worried about you. Mike told Debra that you were definitely the hitman’s first selection.”
 “Hertha, I’ve had a target on my back for all these years. And I suspect I’ll always have that target. It’s what we’re up against. I see the pain that it’s brought Nick, and my heart breaks. Of course, there are a few bent cops. But most are just wanting to keep people safe. Protect the people.”
 Hertha shivered. “Royce, you saw how my brother was treated. How he was judged when he didn’t do anything. Because of race. He was a full Native American, and was fair game. That may have been a long time ago, and you worked to save him. But he went through that every day. I believe it’s why he drank. He was sensitive, and couldn’t take it. Even after he had children. Vannie and Antero could not be any finer. But by that time, he was unable to stop drinking.”
 “I know. I worry about our kids. They’ve even had to endure prejudice. It’s better here, now. But what about when they’re teenagers, and maybe go off to college. What then?” Royce inhaled. “Kirk Dillard was murdered. His parents fought, and had problems. When I told them that their son was deceased, they yelled at one another. They screamed obscenities and they blamed each other. I want our kids to be accepted and loved. All children deserve that.”
 “It’s heartbreaking about that young man. Homicide is so sad,” Hertha said as she embraced Royce.
 “From my father’s murder, every needless death I’ve tried to solve has had so much sorrow. The victim, the people that loved that victim. A long line of grieving people follows after violence. No matter how much savageness, ferocity, hatred is visited on a victim, there is the criminal explaining why his or her evil seemed like a good idea at the time. And the excuse is never the truth.” 
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Chapter 13

   
   
 Gran answered the knocking on the door. When she opened it, she spoke angrily, “Just what you doing without an accompanying deputy?”
 Royce grinned, “Gran it was early, I just snuck out. I’ve been overlooking you.”
 Gran looked out the door, checking. “We’re fine.” She leaned down and tickled Chance’s ears. “Well, at least you got Deputy Chance with you.”
 “No one could ask for better protection,” Royce said.
 Debra Parker was coming down the stairs, tying the belt of her robe. “My, you’re up early, Sheriff. I talked your Gran into making us some pancakes. You better sit yourself down and join us.”
 Royce sat at the table. “If I’ve got an invite, I’ll take two of those wonderful griddlecakes.”
 “You always have yourself an invite,” Gran said. “Just make certain you bring your bodyguard next time.”
 Debra backed Gran up, “Absolutely. When a criminal wants to kill you, you have to take precautions. Mike said that killer is a professional.”
 Royce thought she’d question her grandmother. “Do you happen to know a miner named Chris Wyatt? He’s in his mid-forties, and he’s been in the area for years.”
 “I know Wyatt. I’ve talked with him many times. Why I told him a story about your great, great grandfather. That Wyatt laughed ‘til he cried.”
 “My great, great grandfather was funny?” Royce grinned.
 “Yes, a story of him was funny. He was a miner named Joseph. So, I told Wyatt about it. I’m surprised you don’t have that story memorized. I used to tell you about it when you were a toddler and up.”
 “And Wyatt thought it was funny?”
 “Indeed. Now your great, great grandfather was a miner. And all the gold miners were gamblers. Your great, great grandma wasn’t partial to her husband gambling. Well now, one night, Joseph was gambling away, and he wins a house. Then he thinks he’s got dispensation for his gambling. And thinks your great, great grandma is goin’ let him gamble. Your great grandmother, Joseph’s first born, was born with a sort of heart-shaped red marking on her chest. Joseph’s wife really stomped down on his gamblin’ then. When he said, ‘But I won us a house!’’ She said, ‘But you won it with a hand of the red ‘heart’ cards.’ She tells Joseph, ‘Now the devil has imprinted our child with the marking!’ Back to mining, and no more gambling for Joseph.”
 Debra and Royce burst out laughing. Debra sputtered, “That is priceless! No wonder Wyatt thought it was funny.”
 “What do you think of Wyatt?” Royce asked.
 “I think he probably stays away from the queen of hearts,” Gran said as she peered over her eyeglasses. “Actually, he told me he never gambles. Why are you askin’ about Wyatt?”
 “Just getting a second character assessment,” Royce explained. “He had words with Nick, and I’m checking everyone.”
 “Well, I sure like him,” Gran said with a grumble on the end of her sentence. “He smokes salmon. Brought me a slab of wonderful salmon last winter. Delicious! I got to see that dog of his. Gus is a dandy.” Gran frowned. “I almost forgot, ask him to check with his friend Chuck, the contractor, about droppin’ by to fix up a few things here.”
 Royce shook her head, “Chuck probably doesn’t have time, but he’ll find time for you, Gran.” The contractor always had time for his elderly clients.
 “He’s a good guy, and I’m sure Wyatt hasn’t anything to do with Nick’s shooting.”
 “I concur,” her granddaughter said. “Gran, I’m just having my judgment call reinforced. I trust the guy. I just need to check everything, everywhere, and everyone.”
 As Gran finished griddling pancakes, the women continued chatting. “Royce, Molly tells me that Nick’s doing better,” she said to her granddaughter. “I been praying for him. I get up to the hospital with some meals for the staff, and Bev and Terry every day. Poor Bev keeps her chin up, no matter. But that can’t be easy.”
 Royce felt a tug as they talked. She felt a pull toward the hospital and Nick. She told herself it was silly to have Nick on her mind to such an extent, but she couldn’t stop thinking of him. She finished her griddlecakes, and stood. “I’m going to call the office to tell them I’m going straight to the hospital.”
 After the call, she and Chance got into the SUV. As she was driving, there was a radio call. “Royce, if you’re heading to the hospital, you’re going to want to make it quick. Nick is talking. Bev said to call and tell you.”
 “On my way there, Wanda.” The Interceptor’s engine raced. Although she felt relieved, and happy he was conscious, it was now he was most vulnerable. The killer would want to silence him. The SUV skidded to a stop in front of the hospital, and she rushed inside.
 She met Bev on her way in. “He’s talking rationally today, Royce. At least he’s sounding more like our Nick.” They rapidly walked to his room. “Nick, it’s Royce.”
 He seemed cloudy, not wholly clearheaded, but attempting to make sense of it. “Royce.” He held her hand. “Royce, I was shot yesterday…” He gulped at his words. “Be careful.”
 Bev corrected, “Nick, it was a couple weeks ago. You’ve been unconscious. You were shot.”
 “A couple weeks ago,” Nick repeated. “Royce are you okay? You weren’t shot, too.”
 “No, I’m fine. I’m trying to find out who shot you. Nick, can you remember someone calling to meet you at Wounded Badge Vista?”
 He looked perplexed. His eyes shifted to Bev. “Bev, did we go to Wounded Badge?”
 “No, hon. Someone called you. They wanted to meet you there. That person shot you. Can you remember any of that day?”
 Nick’s eyes closed. He seemed to be drifting. “I fell down. I hit my head.” His hesitation was long.
 Royce didn’t want to feed him information, but to guide his remembrance. “Do you remember going to Wounded Badge. Meeting someone. He wanted to do a ride-along.”
 Royce watch is eyes, searching. He became taut. “A guy shot me.” Horror filled his expression. “I tried to get back in my vehicle, and that’s when I fell to the ground.”
 “Did you know the man?”
 “A stranger.” Nick struggled for breath. When his vitals stabilized, he continued. “He shot me. I didn’t know him.” His semi-smile was through confusion, but he uttered, “I don’t know what I did to him to make him pissed off enough to shoot me. Whatever it was, I won’t piss him off again.” His eyes flickered with humor. Then flooded with pain. “Why did he shoot me?”
 “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Nick,” Royce’s voice strained, “do you remember what he looked like. Do you remember anything about him or his vehicle?”
 “A black pickup.” While Nick searched his patches of thought, Royce felt a relief. Nick knew the vehicle. Which translated to his ability to reclaim his memory. “Black truck. Black truck. It was going fast, almost sliding toward me as he parked beside me. Parallel beside me. Black truck.”
 “Excellent, Nick.” Royce held his hand tightly. “You’re remembering. It was a black Ford truck. Do you remember anything about the driver? Hair, face, eyes? Or his build. Anything?”
 “He was big. Muscular. Husky, but not overweight. Husky. Pasty face. Crazy light brown hair. He was laughing.” Nick broke away from his nightmare. Then he repeated, “Laughing.” Nick’s lips were contorted. He held back his tears. “Royce is my family okay?”
 “Everyone’s fine. We all just want you to get better.” Royce smiled over at Bev.
 Bev said, “You took a hit to the back of your head. And your shoulder.”
 He looked down. “For a while, I thought they’d tied me down.” His eyes fluttered a moment, then closed. He was drifting.
 Royce and Bev shared a smile. It wasn’t going to be easy, but he was going to be just fine. He would eventually be their star witness. He would be well enough to look at the photos of possible perpetrators. Mugshots. Now that it was established that he’d recalled the shooter, perhaps he could pick out a mugshot. Identify the man. The man that wanted them dead. 
   
 *** 
   
  “I’m responsible for you, Sheriff,” Terry was stern. Her voice was angry. “Someone could have killed you.”
 “Terry, he talked with me. He knew about the black truck. He remembered. A large guy, husky, but not overweight. Husky. With a pasty face. Unruly light brown hair. I think he’ll be able to identify someone. We’ve got to keep working. This shooter hasn’t been on our landscape. We don’t know him. He’s a hitman. It was a contract attempted killing. And it must have been a killing for the necessity of arranging the contract killing. Kirk Dillard. Our only chance is combing the files and finding the link. There is always a link. We know who hates me. Now we’ve just got to find out how and who is the hater’s hiring the gunman.”
 “I’m guessing we’re on the right path. Someone in prison hired this guy. There’s a definite tie.”
 “Do you forgive me for taking off for the hospital without you?” She asked Terry.
 “Aren’t you going to mention you also went out to visit your Gran?”
 Royce slumped down. “Okay. For going to the hospital and out to visit Gran?”
 “Yes.” With her lips staunchly pressed, she nodded affirmatively. After a few moments, she added, “Yes. But don’t let it happen again.”
 Royce grimaced. Her deputy had just scolded her.
 Inside the office, Royce handed a pile of return calls to Terry. “If you’ll start sorting these, I’ll begin checking the Penal Systems. I really want to discuss one prisoner in particular at the Texas Federal Correctional Institution.” Royce became grim, her fist balled. “The guy we put away a couple years ago has a very special hatred and resentment against the county, and particularly me.”
 “I know who you mean,” Terry cleared her throat. “I haven’t seen any callbacks from anyone at the prison he’s in. Do you think if I spent a day down there interrogating all of those who actually supervise our nemesis, I could get some information?”
 Royce paused. “And it would get you out of my hair for a day.”
 Laughing, her throaty laugh, Terry corrected, “Hell no, Sheriff. The other deputies can tail your ever move while I’m gone.”
 Royce joined Terry in a moment of chuckles. She then leaned her elbows forward on the desk, and her hands cupped her face. With a frown, her pause was contemplating. “Sumner looks perfect for this kind of thing. He’s got money stashed. Access to gangland. When you get there, work with the warden to get all the support and assistance you can get. Have our D.A. get papers for them to record his conversations, and check his mail, time on internet, etc. Find out about his visitors. Every offender Sumner befriended. Those out, or those transferred and then out. Let’s make certain that everyone from the administrators to the guards know that this guy might be connected with the attempted homicide of an undersheriff, and a strong desire to kill a sheriff. And a homicide of a young guy. Anything they can give us. We need to find this invisible murderer. Nick is in his sites because he’s a witness, and I am still in his sites.”
 “You mean I can go to Texas?”
 “Spend this afternoon getting ready. Reservations on the redeye. Spend tomorrow interviewing everyone connected. Let’s get Sumner’s connections shut down.”
 “Great, Sheriff.” She stood, “I’m on my way. I’ll report back. Are you sure you’ll have a bodyguard that can keep up with you and keep you safe?”
 Royce looked at the wall that was filled with flyers, photos, notices of crimes and criminals. “There is no safety in our world,” Royce’s comment was tinged with heartache. “If someone wants to kill you, or kill the ones you love, that can somehow be accomplished.”
   
 *** 
   
 Meanwhile, Royce worked every tab, every trail. She found information about everyone she’d sent to prison. When their jailhouse acquaintances might have been released, and where they were living. When she’d printed out a dozen more photos of potential gunmen, the sheriff decided to call Bev. She was told that Nick was still improving, and had even asked to go home.
 Bev and Royce knew that wouldn’t be anytime soon. But for the first time, they both felt that it would be a certainty.
 By late afternoon, Royce had checked in with Deputy Terry Doyle. Terry wouldn’t be getting aboard her flight to Texas until two A.M. It was the earliest flight she could book. She planned on catching a couple hours rest, then she would catch a shuttle to the prison. Royce wished her luck in finding some all-important connections between the hitman and the hitman’s employer. She told Terry that if the call she had from Mandy Connor was correct, she was certain they were on the right path. The SIG Sauer Coyote Tan was special, and could have been produced for the crime by their lead suspect. He was in prison for illegal arms dealing. He made his money as a gun runner. He could easily have provided the killer with a fancy-dancy gun.
 When Royce finally arrived at the hospital to visit Nick, she had an envelope of about two dozen photos of possible hired guns. Nick seemed to be able to focus, and he was cognizant of his surroundings. Royce stood beside his hospital bed. One at a time, she took a picture from the deck of photographs. Mugshots were often deceivingly blotchy, but there were fortunate times when they were recognizable. Some were contorted faces used by criminals to cast doubt on the identity.
 In Nick’s good hand, he held the first picture near his eyes. Examining, studying, he’d squint. “No,” he said. And as the parade of a photo lineup continued, he’d repeated ‘no’ nearly a dozen times. Then, one caught his eye. “Maybe.” Royce held that one out. She continued showing him photos. Nick held one up. “Resemblance.” Then the final photo was presented. “Could be.”
 Royce viewed the three that were recognized. She would do more investigation later. For now, there were two former inmates that were from the Dallas area. Two that could have conspired with her old nemesis, Luther Sumner. “Great work, Nick. This will help.”
 “Wish I could be helping you in the field.”
 “You’re being invaluable help right where you are. Nick, did you notice anything about the shooter’s gun?”
 As he was thinking, pulling back that memory, his eyes searched the ceiling. Suddenly, he shuddered, then his mouth moved. “I remember, it was flesh colored. Maybe it was camo. I didn’t see the gun, as a gun. I thought he was pulling out a tan-brown wallet.”
 “Nick, the witnesses also said the gun looked strange. I’m betting it was a SIG Sauer. Coyote Tan. Another bit of possible evidence to hang the guy I suspect.”
 His smile beamed with recognition. “Yes. Yes.” They traded nods. “I’m glad I lived, and maybe I’ll be okay to testify.”
 “Nick, I’m just glad you’re alive. And you’re regaining your strength.”
 “I guess I’m going to Denver for some rehab.” His voice was weak, and somewhat defeated. “My shoulder. And also getting mobility back in the places impacted by the head wound. Tell me, Royce, do you think I’ll be good enough to stay in my job?”
 “Nick, I’m not going to say it’s going to be easy. But I believe you’re going to completely recover. Two days ago, you weren’t even awake. Now, you’re picking suspects from a paper lineup.”
 “I don’t want to lose my badge.”
 “That isn’t going to happen, Nick. I’ll guard your badge and your desk with my life.” Tears formed. “When you’re ready, I’m pinning that badge back on your chest.”
 “Are you tearing up because you know I’m not going to ever be recovered enough?”
 “No, Nick. I was thinking that I was the target. I heard your phone call with the perp. He wanted me dead. He tried to take you out because I wasn’t available. I feel as though you took the bullets that were aiming for me. It should have been me shot up.”
 “Royce, I know you’ve been told that isn’t your fault. In our line of work, it’s always been the luck of the draw. Don’t cry about that. Just cry because I may never again do the Chicken Polka with a beer balanced on my head.”
 They laughed together. It was the best feeling she’d had since before Nick was shot. Nick, and his wonderful sense of humor were alive and well. 
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Chapter 14

   
   
 Sam sat his lanky, thin frame on the corner of the sheriff’s desk. “Morning,” he crisply greeted.
 “You’re not upset with me for sending your cuddle bunny off to Texas?” Royce quizzed.
 His grin was enormous, his eyes sparkled. “No, not at all. Royce she was so thrilled to be going. And that made me feel just great. I’m not kidding, she was beaming. She kept saying how important it was.” His face was flushed with his excitement. He winked. “I think that woman is getting a taste of power, and she likes it. I don’t ever intend on dialing back her happiness.”
 “And do you like it?”
 “I just kept telling her how proud I am of her. And how I knew that the assignment was an act of trust on your behalf. It is a part of the investigation that is very weighty and pressing. We’ve got to find this man before he harms you. Or kills Nick.”
 “Sam, you’re right. If anyone can come up with anything, Terry can. She is special.”
 Sam’s head turned proudly. He said, “Probably too special for me. But let’s not tell her.”
 “I was thinking she was exactly special enough for you. You’re proud of her.”
 “I am enormously proud of her.” He paused, “And she made me promise to make certain you take a deputy with you when you head out.”
 Royce shrugged. “If one is available. And if I have a call to go on. Sam, you know there is absolutely nothing that prevents someone from shooting me. If the intention is there, chances are they will pull it off. Right now, I’m concerned with Nick’s health, and capturing the two mystery killers of Kirk.”
 “It concerns me that they are like ghosts that leave no tracks. Royce, in both Crystal and Timber, we know, or know about the people here. Most of them. The original group of suspects were those we knew. Like most cases, if you know them, you can trip them up.”
 “Exactly. Thankfully, a lot of enforcers have that ability to sniff out the truth. That sixth sense. Most of our deputies have it. I’m not sure if we have it from the get-go, or if we learn it from experience, but we do usually have that little queasiness about when we’re being lied to, or when a person is shady.” Royce’s voice rushed with frustration. “On this case, with the crew of potential people we might have suspected, it wasn’t there. I interviewed those that may have disliked Nick, but even the candidates most likely, Bart Newton and Claude Myers aka Lee Claude Mayers, just didn’t trigger a positive on my suspicion.”
 “I do think Bart Newton is a danger. Just not to Nick.” Sam shook his head. “And Claude seems to have had his issues with the law. But deep down he realizes, he’s no longer up to scrambling with the long arm of the law.”
 “After putting the first level suspect through the hopper, I didn’t see them guilty. I realized how much more difficult it is to capture the unknown. Particularly when both of the perps are very skilled, and schooled, in crime.” Royce ran her fingers through her hair. “I certainly feel the time pinch on this crime.”
 Sam rubbed his chin briskly. “However, I think the woman is more likely to slip up. She already has. We have a better chance of apprehending her.”
 “She gave us what little we have. Photos, fingerprints, and DNA. And for some reason, even that isn’t enough to identify her.”
 Sam crossed his arms, then stood. “Unless her assumed identity fails her. I keep thinking if we have her DNA, and prints, we’ll eventually get a hit.”
 “We already know that they guy is a cold-blooded killer. I’m pretty sure he’s going to make a bundle. If I’m right about the man behind this, the killer could make a fortune. That makes him a very motivated hitman. But his killing rampage is more like a challenge. He took the time to set up a bizarre scenario. And there was nothing to gain by killing an innocent young man. Other than covering his tracks. He didn’t want to leave anyone alive to identify him. That makes it more important than ever to protect Nick.”
 “Royce, he could have followed Nick and/or you and had ample opportunities to shoot either or both of you. But that concocted showboating up at Wounded Badge, the pretense of a ride-along, and the ambush style, it’s sort of a wacky criminal theatre.”
 “Let’s try to shut down his show.”
 As Sam walked away, Royce began thumbing through the stack of calls. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce felt safe at her desk, yet asked herself what safe even meant now. The Sheriff’s Department buzzed with calls, and the milling of people making out reports, as well as explaining where they believed they’d located the killer.
 Closing her office door, Royce began processing the information that Terry was having sent to her. Files from each of the prisoners she was interviewing flooded Royce’s computer. For each prisoner, there were follow-up files with comments from the officials, guards, and other penitentiary workers. Every correctional facility has its own regulations and guidelines.
 The field of penology provided an availability of academic education and vocational training classes. Mental health, including treatment of psychiatric therapy, and general health was also included. The inmate had contact with many providers that might have had an important slant to that criminal’s activities.
 Terry was sniffing out every single lead she could gather. Importantly, yet not surprising, Inmate Luther Sumner was meeting with his defense attorney every other week. Interestingly, it was pertaining not only for a bid to have his sentence overturned, but also the attorney was handling Sumner’s finances. Or what he claimed were monies left from a vast fortune that Sumner obtained through crime, and he had paid to keep himself off death row.
 Via telephone, Terry explained, “Sumner bragged to other inmates, and guards, that he was worth a couple million. I talked with Mike Parker this morning about getting a search warrant for bank records.”
 “We can try, but I’m guessing cash has been, and maybe will be, paid out for the hit jobs. And his Sumner’s attorney, Mel Delton, has got to be as twisted as his client.” Royce made some notations. “If we can just get Bonnie or Clyde arrested, we’ll probably have subpoenas raining down on everyone connected with this thing.”
 “Did any of the photo lineups register with Nick?” Terry asked.
 “A couple from the Texas area did,” Royce reported.
 “I’m shooting you a photo of a guy that’s a habitual criminal, and he was transferred up to Colorado a few months ago. Mentioning Sumner’s attorney, I recalled that one of the prison guards told me that Sumner’s attorney must be a hotshot. He got this,” Terry read slowly, “Eisner, E-I-S-N-E-R. Got him shipped out to Colorado, and then sprung on a technicality.”
 Royce looked at the photo that was transmitted. She got chills. “He looks something like one of the mugshots we’ve got. One that Nick selected. I’ll try to check out the information the local prison might have on him.” Royce tapped her keyboard. “Buckley Eisner.”
 “That’s him. It’s Buckley Eisner. His sheet includes abduction, assault, and murder.”
 “And he’s out on a technicality.” Royce’s voice was one of disgust. “Damn.”
 “Yep. Okay, I’ll see what I can follow up with on this. Royce, please be careful.”
 “I’m being careful.” She teased, “I’ve got Wanda at the front desk, and she like a rogue terminator.”
 “I’m serious.”
 “Me, too. Look, get what you can, and then grab the next air coach home. You’ve got the sweetest man in the world awaiting your arrival. And Terry, he is so proud of you.”
 Terry chuckled, “Royce, I asked him earlier if we could do a prenup.”
 “A prenup?” Royce chided, “About who gets to polish your badges?”
 “No, but that’s a good idea. I want it in black and white. A promise that our children all have his disposition. That’s the prenup.”
 “Good work, Deputy. I’ll see you in the morning.”
   
 *** 
   
 Royce got the information that Terry sent about Buckley Eisner. Eisner had skated on a murder charge. Six-foot-three, two-hundred pounds and he was a prison body builder. His nickname was Buck. And if this was the guy, Royce could immediately issue a BOLO. If not recognized, he would still be on the enforcer’s screen.
 On the trip to Crystal General Hospital, Royce considered what a huge break this could be. Although they might know who he is, and be able to publicize his photo to assist in the manhunt, he would still be able to elude them by using fictitious IDs, and changing his appearance. Certainly, there would be no hiding his large, toned body. However, there were many of those around Crystal. He would still be a hidden felon mixed in with Crystal’s well-known athletes.
 The fugitives had taken Kirk Dillard’s ID, and had used it. Then when Kirk’s photo was issued to the public, they would have needed to have stolen another ID or two. Royce felt as though she might be losing this cat and mouse game. If it were Eisner, he could be frightened off if she put up a BOLO. He and beauty queen could go to another state. One that had never heard of Timber County, Colorado.
 When Royce arrived at Nick’s hospital room, she greeted him. “I’ve brought you another several mugshots to entertain you with. This time I got front and side shots. Compliments of Terry’s Texas tour.”
 Nick’s torso was elevated slightly, making him look more comfortable. And he looked as though he was feeling better.
 Royce handed each of the photos to Nick. He began scanning them. With a laugh, he said, “They’re all just lovely.” Then his stare hooked on one. He held it out. When he got to the final photo, he looked back at the one he’d removed. “Royce, this looks like the guy. What are his stats?”
 “Six-three and two hundred pounds. Bodybuilder. Well-exercised, and tough.”
 Nick continued holding up the photo, moving it from side to side. “I saw his face as he pulled up beside me. Immediately he lifted his gun and fired the first round. Then he opened the door and started to step out. I could tell he was a huge block of a man.” Nick struggled. “The guy heard sounds. He rapid fired a second round, and then pulled himself back into the truck’s cab.” Nick looked up at the ceiling. “I was struggling to remain conscious. Royce, I always thought it would be terrible to bleed out. All I could see was Bev and the kids. Their images.”
 Nick’s tears forced Royce to think of how fragile the last moments of life must be. “That’s understandable. Nick, if you remember anything more that might identify him, let us know. You’re doing a stellar witness job. For now, rest.”
 “Royce, if you ever wondered about your dad’s final thoughts. He was thinking of you and Molly. His daughter and his wife.”
 “Thanks, Nick.” She was glad that he told her that. But then, she knew her father would have been thinking about his family when his blood drained away.
 As she walked down the hall, she looked back at the photo. Nick couldn’t make a positive ID on him. But he had selected Buckley Eisner. Buck for short. His AKAs were: Bronco, Hulk, and Bucky. Royce wondered what criminal vanity made so many felons use derivations of their names for their aliases. Why would someone named Buckley Eisner not change his name to Skip Allen? 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce stopped by the Crystal Sheriff’s Department Substation. Sam took the information about Buck Eisner. AKAs. His description and photo. The acting undersheriff then sent out the communiqué. Not for public consumption. In-House Communication only.
 “I’m guessing Nick very nearly identified him.”
 “Right. Is Terry flying home this evening or in the morning?” Royce inquired.
 “This evening. Depending on the flight, she should be arriving at three A.M. I was going pick her up, but one of the graveyard deputies offered.” Sam grinned, “See, it isn’t all bad. At least we still have helpful, kind deputies.”
 “Sam, he may be buttering you up to see if he can get some time off,” Royce kidded.
 “We’ve been over-staffing for these weeks, and no one’s complained. All they want to do is find the shooter.”
 “I’m not sure how I became so fortunate to have an entire team of perfect deputies.” Royce smiled. “Cops get such a bad name. Bad cops. Bent cops. All names that are ugly and accusing, and these men and women keep their cool. They journey on trying to keep peace, and doing the best they can. The problem is that there are a few that lose it, or that are dishonest, or maybe bullies. Some are frightened when they see a kid pull out a silver phone. It takes such a small, exacting slice of time to be on the ground thinking you’re going to bleed out, and seeing images of your loved ones.”
 “There are many sides to it,” Sam became serious. “A couple decades ago, I heard there were some bad cops up here.”
 “Yes,” Royce agreed. “I had to deal with a couple. Years ago, bad cops would get kicked out of the city, and small communities were always short of help. Then when we began to get terrific reputations, enforcers were standing in line to join us. But the first couple years I was here, it was discouraging.”
 “Do you ever think you’ve had enough? The danger. The names. The disrespect.”
 Royce swallowed. “Often, I do consider those things. Do you?”
 “Not more than a dozen times a day.” Sam inspected the computer screen.
 “And then?” Royce questioned.
 “Then I get a yearning for donuts and coffee.”
 Royce chuckled. “Sunshine, you are such a cheerleader.”
   
 *** 
   
 It had been an extraordinarily long day, yet it seemed to move way too quickly for Royce to get her workload finished. At home, she felt the ease of some relaxation. Nadine had dropped off a few vegetables from her First-of-Summer crop. Antero and Vannie cleaned the veggies. Royce cut them. Hertha had allowed two of her tech assistances to take off early, so Hertha didn’t finish until after eight. Royce and the children ate earlier, and were planning on warming up dinner for Hertha.
 Royce didn’t want to interrupt the kids doing their homework. She greeted Hertha. “Hon, they wanted to serve you some of the veggies, but they’re working.”
 “And I’m so bushed, I’m not sure I’m even hungry.”
 Royce lowered her voice as she spoke, “Are you thinking about what we talked about. With your father?”
 “Royce,” her voice was irritated, she snapped, “I’ve told you not to call him that. He raped my mother, and he is not my parent. A sperm donator. Just a rapist. Don’t you get that?” When Hertha was upset, the shine in her eyes seemed to dull.
 “I do. What should I call him, a biological procreator? A person who beget you?”
 “I’m sorry, Royce. I know you’re going through a lot right now.”
 “Day after tomorrow I’ll be going to Denver to make arrangements to get Nick into the physical rehabilitation center. I told Bev that I’d check out the place where she’ll be staying. Then when the doctor releases Nick to the center, everything will be taken care of. They’ll take him and Bev by ambulance, and I’ll take his parents to Denver.”
 “I’m so glad he’ll be getting wonderful care.”
 Royce reached over took Hertha’s hand. “It’s the least we can do.” She paused. “Hon, I was wondering if the day after tomorrow, you would like me to call on…”
 “His name is Greg Corby and his daughter’s named Diane.”
 “I can pull up any information tomorrow have some background on him.”
 “All I know is that he is at the same residence as his daughter.”
 “I’ll find out what I can. And tomorrow I’ll get the information for Mike. You’re certain, that you want to see him charged?”
 “Yes.” Her jaw seemed to lock in anger. “I’ll tell you exactly what my mother told me about the three men. I don’t know which he is, because I don’t know the identity of the other two men. My mother was walking on the road from the library. A remote area. She was going home. She was only fourteen. She told me that they chased her with a car, and then jumped out of the car and took her down. There was a tall, very young one. He’d been injured and he limped. He was being browbeaten by the oldest of the threesome. They were inebriated, and the younger boy was following instructions – holding her down. Then the older ones insisted he rape her, too. The older ones said that he must do it. That way they’d be able to trust him not to squeal on them. They threatened the one who limped. My mother said he was not vicious like the other two older ones.” Hertha’s sobs became louder. She tried to hide them, so the children wouldn’t see her cry. “When my mother told me, I had hoped that it was the lesser despicable one who impregnated her. She called him the young man who cannot run.”
 Royce moved nearer, and held Hertha to her. “It doesn’t matter where you came from, you’re the loveliest woman I’ve ever known.”
 “Royce, can you make him tell you the names of the other men, so we can get their DNA?”
 “I’ll try. Hertha, I just don’t want all this to hurt you. You’re sure you want to charge them?”
 “Yes. They need to be brought to justice. After my mother died, I vowed I would charge them. How would you feel if it were Molly? If your mother was violently raped by three men?”
 “I’d feel exactly the way you feel.” Royce held her tightly. Her warmth nearly scalded Royce. It was anger, it was the pain Hertha felt, and it was a retribution for all women. “I’d feel as you feel.” 
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Chapter 15

   
   
 Although Hertha had suggested that Royce not begin the case against the rapists of Hertha’s mother until after the homicide case was closed, the sheriff was insistent. Royce felt that it would be therapeutic to spend scraps of time on the rape case, in between the current murder case. The murder case was certainly not stale, but enforcers had taken the investigation to its limit. They were now looking for a slippery couple, eluding them at every turn. The time-consuming inquiries were drawing to an end.
 Royce enjoyed staying busy. Yet productive. The search into the life of Gregory Corby allowed her to feel useful. She was making headway on the mission. She would be going to Denver, and it would be an excellent time to confront Corby.
 Gathering every astonishing portion of the puzzle that was available, Royce had some concept of how the life of Corby was lived. She’d check records, data bases, and media. Corby was in his late fifties. He lived in Lakewood, Colorado. His thirty-five-year old daughter, Diane McGill, was divorced and had lived with her father in the house he’d owned for twenty-five years. She’d lived there for the past two years, since Corby’s wife died. He’d worked for the county highway department for nearly four decades. Corby had no legal problems, and not a single infraction for what looked like his entire adulthood.
 Royce noticed that he had just turned eighteen-years of age when the rape of Hertha’s mother was committed. At that time, he was living with his family in North Denver. Royce checked his high school records. It was almost as if he was little more than a name. No extra-curricular interests, no sports, nothing. A nearly blank student page. One picture each year in the student yearbooks. With a somber thin face, light-colored eyes, poorly trimmed blond straight hair and nondescript features that seemed ordinary. Everyday. He could have had hundreds of look-alike twins. Even the space for a nickname was empty.
 Surmising that he was the timid kid no one in school remembered, Royce wondered about his two friends that were with him. The three of them committed a felony together. Royce shut the file. She would meet with Greg Corby tomorrow, and perhaps hate him then. But for now, she would attempt to reserve impartiality.
 “Come on, Chance,” she called. “Let’s go talk with Mike.”
 Chance rushed ahead of her. She loved visiting the D.A.’s Office. Nearly everyone was well-stocked with dog treats. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce walked into the office of D.A. Mike Parker just as he finished up his phone call.
 “Royce, you said you had some legal questions.” Mike cleared his desk slightly. They both sat, nearly at the same time. Looking across the semi-cluttered desk, Royce said, “I just need to get some legal direction on a rape case.”
 “Rape case?” he leaned forward.
 It seemed to be difficult for Royce to talk about it. “What I need to confide with you must be in completely confidential. It’s a sensitive subject.”
 Mike’s frown deepened. “Certainly. Whatever I can help you with.”
 “I need to know the legal remedy for…rape.”
 Squinting, his face became serious, as he questioned. “You know we prosecute rape with vigor.”
 “This was a rape forty years ago.”
 “Proving a case that old could be dicey.”
 “Mike, the DNA is a match.”
 “That takes care of proof positive of parentage, but not consent.”
 “The girl was fourteen. The rapist was probably over eighteen. She had not met the father or the other two men with him. Consent wasn’t given. However, I doubt that being raped by three strangers is consensual. What is the statute of limitations?”
 Inhaling deeply, Mike sat back. “No statute of limitation exists for filing a sexual assault case when there’s DNA evidence available. If a child is born of that rape, DNA evidence is a given. And as for younger, involuntary victims, no statute of limitation applies to charges.” He hesitated, “You don’t want me to know details?”
 “I know I can trust you, Mike. And certainly, if charges are brought, you’ll need to know about it. Maybe help guide us through.” Royce looked away, dreading the talk. “Hertha’s mother was raped when she was a young teenager. Fourteen. Walking home to the reservation where she lived. Men in a car chased her. Raped her.”
 “Was an incident report made of the sexual assault?”
 “Hertha said she thought so. Her mother told her that the Ute Reservation Chief knew. Authorities were called. What happened from there, all that time ago, who knows.”
 “There would probably have been someone aware of it. Some witness about the authorities knowing. Some files kept. Do you want me to check it out?”
 “Let’s wait until I talk with one of the perpetrators.” Royce stood. “Thanks, Mike. Hertha doesn’t want anyone knowing. Including Mom and Gran.”
 “Of course, not a word. After the baby is born of rape, they are sometimes called ex post facto. It remains an open case.” He paused, looking perplexed. “I was aware that Hertha wasn’t full-blooded Ute, but I never imagined this side of it. She so quiet, and regal.”
 Royce smiled, “Regal is a good word for her. She’s a lovely woman.”
   
 *** 
   
 On the way back to her office, she saw Lyle and Courtney Dillard walking toward the D.A.’s Office. “Sheriff Madison,” Lyle said, offering his hand. “I was going to try to catch you and the D.A. We wanted to thank you for the work that was done on behalf of our son, and ourselves.”
 Courtney gave Royce a friendly hug, surprising the sheriff. “It’s been so difficult. I know everyone worked tirelessly to find Kirk. And now to find Kirk’s killer.”
 “The ending wasn’t what we’d hoped for, but we’re trying to find who did this to him. We want the murderer brought to justice.”
 Lyle asked, “You don’t think it was anyone he knew?”
 “We’re pretty sure he was selected for the truck, and the use of his identification. Someone wanted to lure a sheriff to the remote area.”
 “I’m glad to know it wasn’t an enemy of his, or of mine,” Lyle said. “And I’ve got enemies. But the killer wanted to kill Nick. And you?”
 “Yes. It’s still difficult for me to understand. Nick was trying to help a young man who called to do a ride-around. Hired killers often set up their victims. They want to be in control. They thrive on that.”
 “You be careful,” Lyle warned. “And I hope you find the killer soon.”
 “I want that, too. I’m just so sorry that Kirk was murdered, and Nick was shot.”
 “Is the undersheriff doing better?” Courtney asked.
 “He is. It will take a while to rehabilitate, but Nick’s tough,” Royce answered.
 Lyle’s eyes began to tear. “We’ve sent a contribution to the fund the town is taking up for him. If there’s anything else we can do, let us know. I can’t go back and be a better father, but maybe I can be a better citizen. I’ve decided to build a recreation center on the property, instead of the gambling project that the city opposed. I think it would have made Kirk happy.”
 “I’m sure it would have,” Royce squeezed his arm slightly. “It would be an excellent tribute to your son.”
 The couple walked toward the D.A.’s Office. Royce and Chance went back to her office. A sadness overwhelmed her. Both parents loved their son. They realized it more after his death. The sheriff examined her own feeling as a parent. She needed to make more time for her children. She vowed to do that.
   
 *** 
   
 The sheriff had wanted to drop by to tell Gwen and Nadine about Lyle’s decision to back away from the gambling litigation against the city. That would make Gwen, the mayor of Timber City, very happy. Gwen preferred that no gambling be in Timber or Crystal. And was determined to continue fighting it.
 After a minor celebration of iced tea, Royce realized how long it had been since the three women had chatted. And how she missed sharing the moments of relaxation with them. But she had only been there ten minutes when the phone rang.
 Chris Wyatt’s call was put through immediately to Royce.
 “This is Wyatt,” the part time prospector’s voice sounded breathless. “You said to call if I ever saw a dark blue Dodge Challenger with a good-looking woman in it. Well, one just passed.”
 “On the highway?”
 “No, it turned and headed up the hill, past my cabin. Went toward the other cabins, but followed the road up to the hoity-toity area beyond that.”
 “I’ll be right there.” Royce hung up. “Wyatt called about a sighting of the woman.”
 “Where’s your backup?” Nadine asked.
 “I’m just going up the road.”
 “I’m going with you. Or telling your office on you.” Gwen grabbed her Western hat.
 Royce rushed to the door. “Come on, if I wait for my partner to find me, the woman will be in Kansas.”
 The two women, and Chance dashed to Royce’s vehicle. Royce drove rapidly to Wyatt’s property. “Royce, someone wants you dead. I’m danged glad I’m with you.” She huffed. “Just don’t stand too near me, in case the culprit shoots an errant bullet or two.”
 Royce grinned. “I thought you brought the arsenal.”
 “I’m in fine shape for being over sixty. And don’t you change subjects. I’m serious, I’m telling your mother.”
 Shaking her head, the sheriff exited her Interceptor. “Come on, Crusher.”
 Gwen grumbled as she followed Royce toward where Wyatt was sluicing.
 “Hey, Sheriff,” Wyatt said as he waved at her.
 “You said the car the woman was driving was a blue Dodge?”
 “Yep, and the woman looked right at me. But she was way too young, I think. I mean she had a head full of red-brown hair. But her face was definitely young. Kinda like a kid wearing makeup and sunglasses. But I swear she wasn’t much older than sixteen.”
 “Wyatt, can I ask a favor?”
 “Sure.”
 “Can I use your old truck for a few minutes to survey the area?” Royce explained, “If it is the woman we’re looking for, I don’t want to spook her and the guy.”
 Wyatt tossed his keys to Royce. Royce and Gwen got into the truck cab. “Hell’s bells, this truck is older than I am.”
 “Wyatt hauls his sluicing platform around in it. Okay, let’s check out the cabins and houses. See if we can locate the Dodge, or anything suspicious.” Both women surveyed the area thoroughly, and there was no trace of anything out of order. Nor was there a trace of the Dodge.
  “I see nothing at all out of place,” Gwen growled.
 “I’ll have a couple of deputies in unmarked car do a few swing throughs. Overnight they can also swing through.” Royce felt a huge disappointment. “Same MO. A disguise. But where did she disappear to?”
 Returning, Gwen complained about a waste of time. “Not a thing. Maybe Wyatt is having strange visions,” Gwen muttered. “Wasting police time.”
 “It wasn’t a waste of time, Gwen.”
 Royce stopped the old truck near her SUV.
 Royce gave the car keys back to Wyatt. “Thanks.”
 “Any sign of her?” he asked.
 “No, but I’m going to have the area patrolled for a couple days.” Royce got back in her vehicle. “Thanks for contacting us, Wyatt. And thank your buddy, Chuck - the terrific contractor, for checking in with Gran for me. Gran always makes him a list,” Royce stated as she grinned. “She won’t have anyone but Chuck for fixing her cabin.”
 “He’s busy all the time because he’s honest and good. I’m sure he gets in trouble with his wife for being so busy. I’m thinking since he has a grandchild now, maybe he’ll slow down. That’s what I like about being a prospector and miner. I’m on my own time.”
 “Take it easy, and you and Gus take care.”
 “Sure will. Hey, Sheriff, I’m going to be setting up my sluice outfit downtown near the creek outside behind the Timber Garage in a couple days. A promotion for interesting folks in mining. Bring your kids over and they can pan a little gold.”
 Royce grinned. “I might just do that, Wyatt. And thanks again.”
 After Royce had driven back into Timber, she vowed, “We’re going to find these people. We are.”
 Gwen inquired impatiently, “And what did you mean, it wasn’t a waste of time?”
 Royce explained, “It answered a question. An important question. Why we haven’t been able to get any information on her.”
 “Why?”
 “Gwen, we were looking for a woman in her twenties. Wyatt was convinced it was a younger girl.”
 Gwen grimaced. “Hell’s bells, a lot of young girls dress themselves up. They look and act thirty. Look at the way models advance their age with paint. But maybe there’s something wrong with Wyatt’s eyes.”
 Royce parked in front of the newspaper office and Gwen got out. “There’s nothing wrong with his eyesight Gwen. He searches out flecks of gold in the bottom of a miner’s pan.”
 “And why does that answer a question?”
 “Gwen, if this suspect is under eighteen, she may have committed dozens of crimes. When she turned eighteen, most of her files would have been expunged. Her rap sheet, her fingerprints, and her DNA. Hence, nothing at all that would help us. All juvenile files might have been removed. It depends on where she’s from. But I’m betting that she’s flying under the radar.”
 Royce finished up the evening with office work. She’d arrived home, and spent time with her family. Her mind was still retracing the day’s events. Even when she and Hertha cuddled into bed for the night, Royce’s thoughts continued to spin.
 Royce had ordered the undercover autos and deputies for their surveillance duty up on Wyatt’s mountain area. If the suspects were there, they would make a mistake.
 So far, they’d made a few mistakes, but recovered from them.
 Royce realized that the suspect duo had made one more recovery. A call from the Sheriff’s Department caught her still awake. There had been a car theft from the Crystal Lodge. A white, non-descript Honda was lifted. One exactly like every other vehicle in Crystal. And several missing license plates were reported in the area that evening. Then later in the night, the blue Dodge Challenger was lit on fire, and shoved from a remote cliff. No witnesses, nothing was left behind other than the clandestine checkmate sent by the suspects.
 The suspects were teasing Royce. How better to locate prey than to make it a competition. And to enrage the enemy.
 Angrily, Royce was talked out of going to the scene where the Dodge met its doom. Sam took the call and insisted Royce wait until morning to inspect the latest crime site. He wisely suggested that he and a number of deputies would go to the burning auto, and they would secure the area. The morning would be time enough to inventory it. For now, they knew who had taken the car there. And who had lit it up. There were no passengers, no victims. And in the morning, Sam argued, there would be light, and time to peruse the burnt-to-a-cinder Dodge Challenger.
 Royce and Hertha retired to their bedroom. The sheriff glanced out the window. The deputy was stationed in his squad car, obviously with protective procedures in place. The sheriff clamped her jaw, and her eyes burned. She was being incarcerated by fear. She was being defended, by being jailed. Her imprisonment confined her spirit. And the sheriff was finding it difficult to conduct the investigation with a less than emboldened vivacity.
 The problem with hunting someone, and being hunted, had one commonality. The world was filled with hiding places. 
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Chapter 16

   
   
 In the early hours of the morning, the fire-fighting department had doused the smoldering auto. Royce arrived early, and watched as Forensics carefully inspected and investigated the crime. The car’s hull was a cinder. No traceable evidence.
 Terry gave a whistle of discouragement. “The killer must think cliffs are some kind of Colorado disposal system. All evidence must be pitched off a cliff.”
 “Terry, I want all those endangered, my family and Nick’s family, to be guarded. Anyone in jeopardy or endangered. But from here on, I’m not going to be using a bodyguard when I work. This is my town.”
 “Come on, Royce!” Terry’s expression was one that told Royce she expected this response, just not this soon. “This guy has signed your death warrant, Royce.”
 “Contract killers have the advantage of hitting at any time. I know that he can execute that death warrant at any moment. If you, or another deputy is guarding me, he can shoot both of us as easily as just me.”
 “None of your deputies are intimidated by that.”
 “And I’m not intimidated by a crazed criminal that’s been in prisons more than he’s been free. We both know he’s being funded by Sumner.”
 “The correctional institution will be eavesdropping. They’ll double-down on surveilling him. Sumner has a slight window to ever being released. Once the charges of hiring a murder, conspiracy to commit, and all the other unlawful offenses come out, his chances of freedom evaporate.”
 “Sumner won’t quit until his money is gone. Or he’s killed me, or he dies.” Royce swallowed. “I’d expected retribution when he was originally sentenced and incarcerated.”
 “What can I do to make it easier for you?”
 “I’m going to Denver today. I’ll need to get one of our unmarked cars. I’ve got an appointment with the rehabilitation center that Nick will be entering in a couple days. If the doctors feel he’s ready. They do want to get his rehab started as quickly as possible. I need to see that the paperwork, and all the arrangements are made clandestinely. So, what you and Sam can do for me is cover the offices. Make certain everything is in place.”
 “Will do. Sheriff, I heard about the sighting off Gold Dust Road. That’s built up as a pretty ritzy subdivision in the last couple years.”
 “We’ve posted notices, Mimic Maiden, and all the information we have. Chris Wyatt is making it his mission to scout the area. My guess is that when we searched the area, the culprits sent a message back to us. They’ve dumped and flamed their car. Or someone’s car. Stolen vehicles are used in most high-end crime.” Royce pointed to the charred form of the Dodge. “I’m thinking they’ve already relocated.”
 “We’re pretty much ghost chasing. With his identity concealed, he’s invisible.”
 Royce agreed. “And if they’re still in the vicinity, I want to do some ghost busting. Terry, I agree that his disguise is illusionary. He’s in no one’s vision, and everyone wearing a badge is in his sight.” The sheriff was admittedly frustrated. 
   
 *** 
   
 The trip to Denver was a drive that destressed Royce. Her mind was free to allow the loveliness of the land to assist her thoughts. She found that by the time she arrived at the rehabilitation center, she’d mentally planned the day. Royce checked everything out, and made the arrangements for Nick’s stay. Royce had plotted a ruse. When ready, Nick would be secreted away in the ambulance. The hospital would continue guarding vigilantly, as if Nick were still there in Crystal General Hospital. How long they could keep the transport to the rehab center a secret concerned luck. But Nick would have Denver Police guarding him. Bev would be with him, and also be protected.
 As soon as the schedule at the rehab center was fully approved, Royce checked back in with her office. Sam agreed that the ghost duo was probably relocating, but not leaving. “Royce, the folks up here are doing their best. We’re getting tips. They just aren’t panning out.”
 “Let’s just keep pounding away,” Royce instructed.
 “Oh, by the way, Forensics said to tell you that the mystery couple could make good money as professional cleaners. They tidy up the scenes.”
 “Mimic Maiden did leave dirty tracks when she went to the Drop-On Buy. Look, could you do me a favor and ask if Forensics can check her prints and DNA on whatever juvenile enforcement might provide them. State by state, some do and some don’t. According to Wyatt, the woman wasn’t in her twenties. He claimed she was a girl in her mid-teens.”
 “I’ll let them know. And if I get a minute, I’ll check it out myself.”
 Royce chuckled. “Sam, I know you’re a computer whiz kid, but it may be a very time- consuming job.”
 “I’ve got my methods,” he replied with a snicker.
 “If you find anything of interest, have Wyatt take a gander at any of our mugshots. If you’re busy, just ask if he would mind dropping by the office. He’s eager to help, and tell him I appreciate his assistance.”
 “Will do. What time are you coming back?” Sam asked.
 “I have something more things to do, then I’ll be returning. Possibly early evening.”
 “Sheriff, we want you returning to Timber safely, so watch your back. Remember, Timber is in the Colorado Guide books as the best one-day trip out of Denver.”
 Royce turned off the arterial avenue taking her to Lakewood. She stopped in a shopping center. After careful examination of the cars and people, she sat back and opened the file.
 Gregory Corby. She began to reread everything that she’d printed off about the life of this man. She went back over the questions she needed to ask him. She determined that in ten minutes she would be meeting Hertha’s procreator. Her father. 
   
 *** 
   
 Out of uniform, Royce had removed her ID card that was on a chain around her neck. She stuck it into her pocket. She didn’t intend on intimidating Greg Corby. He would probably claim he didn’t remember that night. Any sign of the authority of the law would probably exacerbate his memory loss.
 When the door opened, she looked into his face. That recognized feature on his face was both a greeting, and a question. The same look Hertha had when she greeted her patients. He was tall, and Hertha had his height. Her mother was short. At fifty-eight, Corby was trim, yet not exercised. His face of youth had become weathered. Hair, graying at the sides of his temples, was neatly combed and clipped. His eyes were light blue, and didn’t in any way seem threatening, or angry. The daughter he didn’t know about had inherited his eyes. Hertha’s golden colored eyes were the mixture of her mother’s bronze eyes, and her father’s light blue eyes. And the expression startled Royce.
 “I’m Royce Madison,” she introduced herself. “I’d like a few minutes to talk with you, Mr. Corby.”
 “Have we met?” He seemed bewildered.
 “I’m here representing someone else. And it’s important that I talk with you about something in the past.”
  Then he stepped back, opening the door. “Forgive my manners. Come in and have a seat.” As he moved, Royce noticed the man change his cane from one hand to the other. He was indeed lame, and he was the rapist that Hertha’s mother had said treated her less harshly. Royce felt unhappiness.
 Royce sat opposite Corby. “Mr. Corby, Hertha White asked me to talk with you.”
 “I don’t know anyone by that name.”
 “I’m sorry for delivering shocking news. She’s your daughter. Nearly forty years ago, her mother was raped by three men. It was on the outer limits of the Ute Reservation.” Royce observed his face flushing. She also examined the change in his appearance. His lips bobbed, and his eyes expressed humiliation. It appeared that his body was collapsing in on itself. “Do you remember that night?”
 Stunned, he dug his long, thin fingers into his face. A low, moaning sob came from his throat. “I have thought of that night every day of my life since it happened.” Drizzling tears escaped as if they’d been building up for years. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know about a…a child.”
 “She’s now a successful woman. She’s just slightly over forty. She has two children – they were her brother’s children. When he died, Hertha adopted them. She recently was on a DNA heritage site, and found you. She found that your daughter was her half-sister. She is angry that you and the other men have gotten away with this crime for all these years.”
 “She wants money?”
 “She wants you three men incarcerated.”
 Shock blanched his face. “She wants justice,” he whispered. He watched as Royce opened her pocket notebook and took out her pen. “Miss Madison, I understand that your friend wants retribution.”
 Royce gazed up. “First of all, it’s Sheriff Madison. Secondly, we are friends, but we are also in a nearly twenty-year relationship. I’m very heavily invested in this crime.”
 “I see.”
 “You probably don’t see it in its entirety. Hertha is a small-town veterinarian. She is respected for being a loving, giving part of our community. She is the kindest person I’ve ever known. She’s beloved.”
 “And she wants me to be jailed, and I understand that. Are you arresting me now?”
 “No. I’m fact-gathering for an investigation. I’d like the names of your accomplices?”
 “My cousin, he was two years older than I was. I’d just turned eighteen. His name was Eddy, Edgar Corby. Eddy died of cancer when he was thirty. And he had an older friend named Milton Odell. Milt Odell is in prison for life. Murder.” Corby looked away. “I guess I’m the only available criminal. And you have my confession. And Hertha has my apology. I’m sorry that I’ve hurt her, and harmed her mother. No woman deserves that.”
 “And no man deserves to elude justice from having committed a crime against a woman.”
   
 *** 
   
 The event had seemed awkward. Corby, in his bungalow style home, was a man whose face told that he had been waiting his entire adult life for his crimes to be exposed. For his humiliation. His life was now being hammered.
 His home was well-kept, with gardens tended. His living room was tidy, and included photos, awards for his work, and an assortment of figurines, mostly of animals. Royce found it interesting that she’d heard dogs in the backyard, and there were water bowls and two dog beds. Hertha had obviously had an infusion of loving animals from both of her parents.
 Before Royce had even driven out of the area, she’d stopped at a pancake house. She wanted to make notes to put in her file. And she hadn’t eaten since morning, nor had she taken her morning quota of coffee. She had just arrived at the restaurant when her phone rang.
 “Sheriff Madison,” she answered.
 “Sheriff, I’m Diane McGill. You’ve just been to see my father. I’ve got to talk with you. He didn’t seem to be making any sense.”
 “Diane, I know it must be a shock…”
 “Let’s meet for coffee or tea. I don’t want to go home yet, until I’ve got the story.”
 “I’ve just been seated at the pancake house on Sheridan. Can you come here?”
 “Yes. Yes. I’m a teacher, and I checked out of school for the day. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
 As Royce waited, she attempted to decipher the tone of Diane McGill’s voice. Certainly shock, and some defiance surfaced. When Diane arrived, Royce was taken aback. There were facial similarities to Hertha. But Diane’s complexion and coloring were lighter, and her hair blonde. She was pretty, and slightly plump. She waved, making certain she was going to the correct booth.
 Coffee was set down in front of Royce. She asked, “And would you bring another cup, please.” She said to Diane, “Would you like coffee or tea? I’ve also ordered some breakfast.”
 “I had an early lunch hour, so I’ve eaten. But coffee would be fine.” She sat across from Royce. “When Dad called, I knew it was an emergency,” she rushed her words. “He never calls me. There must be a mistake,” she defended. “My father has never harmed anyone in his life. Is this some kind of scam?”
 “I’m sure this is a shock to you, Diane. There’s no good time to find this out. I assure you Hertha has thought it through. As soon as she found the DNA match, she began searching.”
 “Maybe it got mixed up.”
 “Earlier your father confessed to being one of the rapists.”
 “He only told me that he can’t talk about it now. He said later. I need to know.”
 “Diane, it was forty years ago. Hertha’s mother was walking home at night, and three men in a car attacked her and sexually assaulted her. Raped her. She lived on the reservation, so nothing was done. She was fourteen, and very quiet, so I’m not sure she told authorities. But we believe that it had been reported. However, the DNA tie, and your father’s confession confirm that it happened.”
 “Does this woman want payment? My father’s not wealthy. His money went to our educations. Mom had a lot of hospital bills when she died last year. He has the house, and that’s it. But if you want money, we’ll get it somehow.”
 “Hertha’s mother died two years ago. And Hertha is financial well-off. She wants nothing as far as financial reparation. She just wants justice for her mother.” Royce paused, then asked, “You mentioned ‘our’ education. I thought you were an only child.”
 “No. My older brother was in the military. Dad had wanted to be in the military, but he’d had the foot and leg injury when he was a child. My brother was in the military because he always said Dad had wanted to be.”
 “Your brother?”
 “Yes, he was killed overseas when an explosion detonated. It was over ten years ago, when he was twenty-five.”
 “I’m sorry, Diane.”
 “I just remembered, Dad always said that God took his son for Dad’s sins.” Her eyes shut tightly. “I never knew my dad had ever done anything that could be a sin. He’s always been so honorable.”
 “Hertha’s mother said that the three men had been drinking.”
 “I’ve never known him to drink. He talked against it. Three men.” She hesitated. “My father gave up what he called his early days when he was still a teenager. It caused a rift between Dad and his cousin Eddy.”
 “Eddy was one of the men your father mentioned.”
 “And I’m guessing the other was Milton Odell. My grandmother always said they were very bad examples and forbade my father from hanging out with them. Eddy and Milton must have led Dad astray.”
 “From what the victim said, she described your father as being the least involved. But involved enough to rape.”
 “I just can’t get my mind around it. Dad cared for my mother when she was ill. He was always doing something for someone. Giving to charities. Dogs in the pound. Everything. Mom would say that he worked all week, then helped neighbors, and those in need on weekends. She asked him why. It never made sense to me before.”
 Royce inquired, “What was his answer?”
 “He’d always said he was doing his penance.” But no one could believe he’d ever need to be penitent.”
 After Royce and Diane McGill parted, Royce drove back to Timber City. The long arm of the law was meant to be one of justice, Royce thought. From one side it was justice, and the other it was a battering ram serving justice.
 Royce was glad that Hertha had inherited only the good similarities from her paternal side. 
   
 *** 
   
 When Royce finally arrived, Hertha was closing up the High Country Office. “How did it go?” she questioned her lover.
 “He confessed immediately. He wants to make amends, and in any way he can. Hertha, he lost his son during the war. Your half-brother was a Marine.”
 “What was he Gregory Corby like?” She seemed puzzled.
 “You’ll be pleased to hear that he was the one with the limp. He’d been in a childhood accident, and it permanently disabled him. He was the one your mother said tried to be nice, and attempted to talk the others out of it.”
 “He raped my mother,” she tersely spoke.
 “I thought you’d be pleased that the DNA was his, rather than the other two.”
 “It doesn’t mean I don’t have the DNA of a rapist. The blood coursing through my arteries is his. You do understand that, don’t you?”
 “Hertha, I’m doing all I can. I’ve done as you wanted. Checked the crime, verified. And done the bidding on this. And as far as the charges go, it’s down to the man who fathered you. His cousin died of cancer when he was thirty. The other rapist has been imprisoned for over twenty-five years. Murder and assault. He’ll never go free. And yes, I am very glad that you got the DNA of Greg Corby, rather than of the other two.”
 Hertha threw down the towel she was carrying. “I’m doing this to punish the guilty. They changed my mother’s life. The fear she experienced was with her for every year she lived from fourteen to when she died. There were so many times she showed the pain in her eyes.”
 “I honestly believe that your mother went through hell. But I don’t think if she had to choose it, and choose giving birth to you, she would have changed it. She was so proud of you, and loved you so dearly.”
 “Royce, you aren’t getting it. My mother’s honor was taken from her. They took her innocence and her honor.”
 “I think they may have stolen her innocence. But they didn’t take her honor. Your mother was one of the most honorable women to live. And in my estimation, she brought the most honorable woman alive into this world.”
 “I’m sorry, Royce. I know you’re trying to help. Yes, I want to bring charges. And even if Greg Corby spends a day incarcerated, it’s better than nothing. At least he’s paid something.”
 She stepped into Royce’s arms. Royce kissed the side of her face. She had seen the hurt in Hertha’s mother’s eyes and in Hertha’s eyes. She’d also seen Greg Corby’s face. Perhaps he would never pay enough, but Royce thought, he had paid some penance. And his confession was the most contrite she’d heard. But Hertha didn’t want to hear that.
 Twisted logic; twisted justice; twisted reparation, and sometimes no answer was valid enough to explain it.
 “Do you want to meet him before you continue with making a charge?”
 “No. Not really.” She pulled away. “Do you want me to meet him?’ 
 “Only if you want. Hertha, he’s no longer a young man. He’s your biological parent, and it may be your only chance to meet him. Know him.”
 “Why would I want to know him?”
 “If nothing more, you could tell him of your mother. Talk about what a lovely woman your mother was.”
 “Do you think he’d care?”
 “Yes.” Royce repeated, “Yes. I do.” 
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Chapter 17

   
   
 The night in Hertha’s arms settled some of Royce’s dark dreams. Still, she was vexed with thoughts of the assumed killer Buckley Eisner and his unidentified assistant to murder – AKA Mimic Maiden. Then there were also those emotions linked to the encounter with Hertha’s family.
 Events dealing with the murder and attempted murder seemed so completely impossible. Every move enforcement would make, Eisner retaliated. It had taken enormous investigative efforts to be where they were. Royce felt certain that Luther Sumner was the instigator. The name identified as the shooter was Buckley Eisner. Yet there was no way to be certain until the shooter was captured.
 Nick would soon be transported to Denver for rehabilitation. The hospital would be appearing to have Nick in Crystal General Hospital. This subterfuge would hide Nick from danger. He would be safe. Royce realized that she remained endangered. And would not be safe until a resolution was reached. Satisfactorily, she hoped.
 She felt anger from the frustration she was feeling. Usually, Royce was patient. Today, not so much. Royce continued her morning routine. She showered, then attempted to be upbeat at the breakfast table. When Vannie asked why she was quiet, Antero answered that the criminal was still loose. Royce’s eyes narrowed, and she swallowed her grin. “But not for long.”
 “Mom said you’d find him so he couldn’t hurt anyone else,” Vannie reinforced her positive outlook. “And soon.”
 Hertha was silent, and Royce was uncertain if she might be worried about the case, or about her father. Royce made an attempt to bring little levity in. “And, sometime soon we’re going to do something special. I’m going to take you two little gold miners to visit a friend. He’s setting up his mining equipment, and invited us to watch him. And maybe pan a little gold. How’s that sound?”
 When the children’s few minutes of excitement settled down, Hertha shook her head. “Royce, you do realize they aren’t going stop bothering you until you take them?”
 “I said soon,” Royce chuckled. The sheriff was overjoyed when her phone rang. Quickly she stood, hugged Hertha and the kids, then grabbed her hat and rushed to the door. “I’ve got a call I’ve got to go on.”
 She whistled for Chance. She drove quickly to the Bart and Mary Newton residence. A deputy was already there, and an ambulance was just pulling in. Royce walked by the deputy, and saw Mary Newton on the floor. The deputy nodded, then explained to Royce that when he got there, her breathing was shallow, and he thought he’d better call in a bus.
 Mary had been beaten, and by the time ETMs were working on her, she was sitting up. “I don’t need this hubbub. I’ll be okay in a minute.” Her face was pallid. Her eyelids drooping.
 “How did you get the black eye and battered face?” Royce questioned.
 “I’m fine. I just fell down. Please, everyone go away.”
 “Mary, we’re getting you medical attention.” Not only was her breathing difficult, her body was shaking. Color was diming from her face. “Mary, we’ve got to have you checked out. Is Bart in the backyard, or upstairs?”
 “He left. Sheriff, when he heard the siren, he left out the back way. Please, go.”
 “Not this time, Mary.” Royce went across the room, then looked into the backyard. Royce called a BOLO for Bart and asked that he be brought in. “Mary, I’ve talked with him too many times. I’m going to be arresting him. Did he take a gun? Or did he have one in his car?”
 “No, he left on foot. The car’s still there.” She sobbed, “If you do this, he’s going to kill me. He told me that half an hour ago.”
 “The medics are going to get you fixed up. They’ll take care of you and they’ll make certain that you are safe for the day and tonight. We’re going to be picking up Bart ASAP.”
 “He’s so agitated now, he’ll fight you.” Mary’s eye showed her fear, and her concern. If I go to Colorado Springs to stay with my family, he’ll follow. I know I’m endangered. I don’t want my family hurt. Bart is my problem.”
 “He is his own problem. There are safe houses in Colorado Springs. That way you can be near your family. Mary, I can make certain he’s jailed for a few weeks. It’s your decision.”
 “He was behaving for a while. This is the worst it’s been.”
 “His temper, drinking – it will probably accelerate. We’ll do what we can. But life is precious, and you should have happiness.”
 Mary’s eyes were fearful, Royce thought. But they also seemed lost. Perhaps, Royce pondered, she might be making excuses for him. It was an age-old story. Power over a woman can become a self-privation of her soul. Royce considered although a ‘couple’ issued a forfeiture of a portion of their souls, it was to be called love. It was a trade-off. Maybe it was a gifting, asking for one another’s trust and care. But if misplaced, it could batter a woman.
   
 *** 
   
 Although the deputies continued looking for Bart Newton, Royce’s best guess was that Bart had found a place to sleep it off during the day. Night, would have sobered him up some, and the evening coolness would chase him back to his home. It would be surveilled, and they might capture him.
 All his haunts, and what few friends he had were on the contact list. Royce and Chance drove up to where the hobo jungle was located. There were a number of men, including Claude, Spuds, and Duffy. Royce went immediately to them, and asked about Bart. They all knew him, but he wasn’t there.
 Spuds had been cooking potatoes, and vegetables. Duffy disclosed, “Spuds got his name for making potatoes tasty.”
 Royce smile. “So I’ve heard.”
 “Your Mama give us bread ever so often,” Duffy tipped his hat. “Give her my regards. And if she ever has any of that raisin bread she makes left over, I sure as blazes wouldn’t mind some. She’s a good woman, Molly is.”
 “That she is, and I’ll mention the raisin bread,” Royce agreed. “I’ve been so busy lately; I haven’t been able to chat much with Mom.”
 “I hear the fella that you think shot Nick is a gunnin’ for you, too.”
 “It’s possible. You’ve seen the flyers, haven’t you?”
 “We look, but nobody like that comes this way,” Spuds announced. “But Bart came up here a couple a times a while back. Not now, though.”
 “If you see the two people on the flyer, please let me know. And if Bart makes it this far, please tell him to turn himself in.”
 “He ain’t gonna be turnin’ himself in,” Clyde muttered. “Not while he’s got a binge a goin’ he’ll be stayin’ away from any badges.”
 Royce nodded goodbye. Clyde had an understanding of the situation. He could have given up being a hobo, and he could have become a crime profiler. There’s so much ‘could have’ in the world, Royce speculated.
 She turned back to them, “And I appreciate you fellas watching for the criminals.”
 “We’ll do our best,” Spuds yelled after her. “As I said, you ain’t so bad, after all.”
 She grinned back at them. “You fellas might be crossing over to the lighted side.” Much more likely, Molly’s raisin bread figured into the equation.
   
 *** 
   
  “Spuds Flanagan sends regards, and said not to throw away any of your raisin bread.” She sat at the counter. Molly poured the sheriff a cup of coffee. She automatically plated a plump piece of cherry pie and sat it on the counter. “Thanks, Mom.”
 Molly chuckled. “I’ll make an extra batch of raisin bread first of the week. Maybe you can drop it by for the fellas on your way to Crystal.”
 The door suddenly flapped open. Gwen greeted Molly and Royce. “Time keeps slipping away and I keep getting busier and busier.” Her fingers ran through her hair. “And I keep getting older and older. The news industry is chaos. The state of the world is not a harmonious delight.”
 Royce acknowledged Gwen. “I’m finding less harmonious delight because this danged case is creeping along,” Royce grumbled.
 Gwen frowned. “I’ve been getting updates from Sam because I know you’re always busy these days,” Gwen said. “That Sam makes things all happy, and fine. I sure like getting my morning news reports from him instead of you, Royce.”
 Teasingly, Royce shrugged and frowned. “Well, you can keep on getting news from my colleague, Sunshine Sam. I’ve got no news, and certainly no good news.”
 “Speaking of bad news, we heard about Mary Newton. Will you let us know when you capture that jackass husband of hers?”
 Royce sarcastically answered, “Bart Newton is taking a few days to recover, and sleeping it off. Battering a woman must be strenuous work.”
 Molly’s sympathetic voice uttered, “I can’t understand why she stays with him.”
 Gwen agreed, “It’s a mystery to me. He’s twice her size, and maybe she’s afraid he’ll kill her. He might be on his way back to Oklahoma City, where he came from.”
 “He can’t get far enough away from me,” Royce’s calm voice veiled her distain for the man.
 Gwen rephrased her request. “Well, will you call when you locate him? You know when he’s cuffed and you’re leading him into jail? I’d like to get a frontpage photo op of what a wife-batterer looks like being hauled away in handcuffs.”
 “I wouldn’t mind for people to see a photo of Mary Newton sprawled on the floor and covered with blood.” Royce’s jawbone clenched. “She wasn’t doing well at all.”
 “Yes, another good frontpage story.” Gwen ordered, “Pie with my coffee, please Molly. And let’s make it apple pie.”
 Royce pressed a forkful of cherry pie between her lips. Even her mother’s award-winning pie was tasteless.
 “And for goodness sakes, let us know if you capture the killer,” Gwen instructed.
 Royce noticed her old friend Gwen used the word ‘if’ rather than ‘when’ – even her allies doubted that this killer would be caught.
 The spirit-like invisibility of Eisner and his gun-mall was becoming legendary.
 Royce would return to her office, sift through reports, attempt to gain some grain of evidence that could be converted into a court document. A guilty verdict. The clues were piecemeal. All over the board. So many answers were speeding away from her. And so many questions were rushing toward her.
 Although Royce had called down her bodyguards, she could feel the prolonged, bogus glimpses in her direction. Anyone in uniform was visually following her. She thought it ungrateful if she attempted to lose them. Although they were not obvious about casing after her, it seemed she never left their sight. The force was now retaining surveillance, via that old panoramic glance in her direction. They were still caring for their threatened sheriff. 
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Chapter 18

   
   
 Plato motioned to Royce as soon as the sheriff had walked onto Main Street. She followed when he ducked behind the buildings, and hobbled down the alleyway.
 “Have you got something?”
 “Yep, I do. I got food, fresh information. Bart Newton has been wandering around downtown. Backstreets. He keeps movin’ and keeps drinkin’.”
 “Any idea where he’s staying now?”
 “No tellin’. Could be anywhere at all.”
 “You know for sure he’s around downtown?”
 “Yep. Well, I seen him liftin’ some hooch from Faye’s place yesterday mornin’. They open up the backdoor for a booze delivery. He watches, and slips in the backroom and takes him a bottle or two. Anyway, he even did that the mornin’ after he beat up poor Mary.”
 “I’ll check it out. Thanks, Plato. Excellent work.”
 “I seen you’re a checkin’ lots, you’re out chasing them killers and that danged Bart. Must be wearin’ your boots’ leather soles clean through.” His cackle was always the same. And always amusing to Royce.
 After slipping him a few dollars, she walked around back to Main Street. The Bell Ringer had just opened. Several men, in for their morning imbibing, were seated at the bar. Richard the Wandering Troubadour, as he was billed, was playing a few numbers on the piano.
 “I like you morning music, Richard,” she praised.
 He gave a doff of his hat. “I like to exercise my fingers in the morning. They stiffen up overnight. And I have a penchant for music first thing.”
 “When everything settles down, Hertha and I are going to bring the kids in to meet you. We’re trying to keep them interested in music. Their piano lessons don’t seem to entice them.”
 “Keep it fun for them to learn music,” he encouraged. “When things slow down for you, I’d love to meet them. I’ll show them some fast-track tricks to make even a novice sound professional. Then they’ll love their piano.”
 Royce smiled. She wasn’t certain the children’s piano teacher would allow them to drift from practicing the scales. But what she did know, the children couldn’t help enjoy Richard’s enthusiasm for music. As long as the kids kept loving music – with or without musical scales, Hertha and Royce would be glad.
 Faye motioned for Royce. Faye chided, “You look like you’re on official business.”
 “Yes. I’m wearing my cop face. A confidential source told me that Bart Newton hangs out when you’ve got deliveries. He slips in your storeroom and lifts a bottle or two.”
 “I’ve suspected something like that was happening the last couple mornings. My orders show shortages. I’ll get my strongman to watch the door.”
 “As you know, I’m hunting for Bart. Assault and battery. Mary’s still in the hospital. My C.I. told me there’s been some activity back in the alley. I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t watch the deliveries. Maybe I can intercept the theft. Add a charge to Bart’s woman-beating crimes.”
 “Have at it, Sheriff. I’ll mention it to the delivery driver. He should play dumb, so you can catch that weasel, Bart.”
 “Thanks. I’ll sit here and have some of your coffee, and watch for the delivery.” Royce checked the bar staff, and the bar’s patrons. She and Faye chitchatted. When Faye got the call that the driver was arriving, she pointed to the back door.
 Royce watched as the delivery was made. Once the boxes were stacked in storeroom, the driver pulled the truck away from the building. In dim lighting, the door opened showing a panel square of light through the room. And Bart entered. Breaking and entering, Royce computed his crimes. After Bart had hidden the two bottles under his jacket, he turned to leave.
 “Not so fast,” Royce said. She walked toward him. He pushed her out of the way. Although he got to the door, she grabbed him, and pulled him around. “Stop resisting now, or you’ll never get out of jail.” She shoved him to the wall, and as she did, he turned and swung at her. His fist was cocked into a hammer as smashed her mouth and chin. She quickly gave a kick, tripping him as she pushed him to the floor. His bulk and his inebriation contributed to his strength. Royce struggled trying to cuff him.
 Both Faye and Richard had run to assist Royce’s. With Richard’s help, the huge Bart was subdued. After the scuffle, Royce felt the blood dripping from the side of her mouth. “Thanks, Richard,” she said. “Your strong. Probably from playing soccer, and,” she joked, “you can play a piano.”
  He laughed. “My father was a tough miner. He used to always tell me that you can be a piano play, or a piano shifter.”
 Chuckling, the sheriff nodded. Royce said as she caught her breath, “Thanks, Faye. Excellent capture, great planning.”
 Richard’s voice rose, joking, he began singing, “Ain’t No Way to Treat a Lady.”
 Royce and Faye laughed. This was a prelude to a lesson that this woman-beater would be learning. This time he wouldn’t be getting out an a few days. This time, he would be serving on an attempted murder of his wife, plus more. His charges would include breaking and entering, eluding, assault and battery of an officer of the law, theft…Royce smiled. And the beat goes on, she said to herself.
 She led Bart across the street. Behind her were Faye and Richard, tailing closely so that their statements could be taken by a deputy.
 Backup had arrived, and Gwen sprinted across the road with her camera in hand. When Royce opened the Corrections area of the Police Department, she gave Gwen a quick smirk. “Got your photo?”
 “He didn’t smile,” Gwen ribbed. “But was a good photo.”
  Royce said to Gwen in a nearly inaudible voice, “I’ll bet if you get over to the Bell Ringer tonight, you could request a special song from Richard. He claims that ‘Ain’t No Way to Treat a Lady,’ is a very appropriate song of the day.”
 Gwen saw Royce’s face, and became concerned. “Did Chance let him hit you?”
 “Chance was visiting one of my ‘spy’ deputies.”
 Gwen moaned, “Chance would have saved you.”
 “Chance was being detained by the deputy that might have tried to save me. Thank goodness for good citizens. Gwen, like I said, if someone wants to smash you in the jaw. They’ll find a way.”
 Gwen muttered her disapproval. “It proves you should have a deputy at your side.” To offer a cessation of hostilities with her sheriff-friend, Gwen added, “However, you’ve got Bart under arrest.”
 Royce ruminated about the positive. At long last Mary Newton would be safe. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce returned to the Sheriff’s Office, with a criminal caught. Subdued. Restrained. Assisted by a citizen. After Bart Newton was booked, Royce went to the locker room to wash up and change her bloodied shirt.
 Terry had followed after her. “Sheriff, you’d better get your jaw looked at. He split the side of your mouth, your lip.”
 “I’ve got reports to write. For now, the gauze and tape will work.”
 Terry’s eyes flared. “I would have liked to have been there. What he did to his wife. That brutality. I’d have liked to get a few punches in.” Terry’s anger overflowed. “And in protecting myself, I’d probably get charged with police brutality.”
 Royce was somber. Then she spoke, “It’s so sad that we walk a narrow line. We need to rein in our desire to punish them, and become enforcers. I’m glad we wear body cams. If we wouldn’t have the reliance of photos, many of us would face charges. There are citizens that help us, like Richard. He assisted. And Faye was right in there. That meant I didn’t need to pull my gun to stop Bart. And I didn’t even use my taser gun.”
 “I read the records, Royce. He terrified his wife, Mary, with guns and brutality. Sometimes my job makes me angry.”
 Royce also felt anger. “Terry, we need to restrain ourselves. Tame our impulses. Even when they support self-defense. Cops out there abusing the system, and brutalizing when unnecessary. They are endangering us. Making us fearful to respond with enough force to save ourselves. We pull back because we don’t want to be accused of excessive control. And sometimes that ends badly. I wish I had the answer. Most enforcers want to do good. Be good. We nearly lost Nick because he wanted to do a good thing.”
 “Women are usually not as strong as large, intoxicated men,” Terry complained. “But we work out, we know the self-protection exercises by heart. Most men don’t want to hit a woman.”
 Royce summarized, “Maybe most men don’t battle with us because we are women. We need to use our heads as much as we can.”
 “Looks like you used your entire jaw.”
 Royce and Terry shared a laugh. The laugh was healing, but the pain from her lip seemed to be biting the inside her mouth.
   
 *** 
   
 Royce stopped by the Crystal General Hospital to see how Nick was progressing. His vigor was gaining. He was concerned when he saw her face. “Who clocked you?” he asked.
 “Nick, it was Bart Newton.”
 “His wife is up here with a damaged spleen. And other injuries.” Nick moved slightly, as if he wanted to go after the wife-beater. “They told me we had an APB out for him. You look terrible, and does he look worse?”
 “I think every deputy on the force would like to have done a little payback. And I’m included. But Nick, I couldn’t do any more than trip him on his butt.” Royce relayed exactly how it went down.
 “So, Bart doctored the backdoor lock, covering the mechanism. Some plan. He waited until the driver left, then opened the door, took the hooch, and he would have removed the tape or whatever he jammed into the lock, and then would leave. Or in this morning’s case, he got thumped by the sheriff and her posse.”
 “Yep. Civilian backup. And I was grateful for it. Bart is nearly twice my size, and I’m much more fit and toned. His wife is less capable than I was.”
 “I hope she’ll leave him.”
 “He’s leaving her. For at least five to ten. At least that’s what Mike Parker estimated. Her injuries were life threatening. Spleen, ribs, and multiple injuries. Mike is talking attempted murder.”
 “We’re both law and order, but by the book.” Nick swallowed. “Yet I can’t help but be angry at what a criminal, or criminals, have done to me. It doesn’t seem fair. I’m just glad that the witnesses screamed, or the shooter would have finished me off.”
 Royce couldn’t admit that she still felt such a deep and boiling-over anger at the shooter that she’d had several dreams about killing him. It was something she couldn’t talk about with her fellow enforcers. And certainly not Nick. Everyone was trying to heal his hurt.
 The pause was long, and Royce was glad that Dr. Glenn came in. “Good news, Sheriff. Our brave and heroic undersheriff is going to be transferred tomorrow.”
 “How’s it going to work?” Royce inquired.
 “Nick and his wife are going to ride the ambulance with concealed windows, to Denver and check into the rehab center. Nick will be admitted using an assumed name. They will have a couple rooms that will be guarded, and hidden from the public. All files will be confidential, and we’re certain of the staff’s cooperation. Nick will be confined and secured. Meanwhile here at Crystal General, this section of the ward will be secured. And everyone will playact that Nick is still here.”
 “I hope everyone along the way will be trustworthy,” Royce said.
 Dr. Glenn’s smile was authoritative. “I feel assured that everyone will make this plot a success. Sheriff, we need to get your confidence in the goodness of humanity built back up.”
 Bemused, Royce touched the bandages on her mouth and jaw. “Sometimes that isn’t easy. But you’re right. If I wouldn’t have had help from good Samaritans this morning, I would look a heck of a lot worse, Doctor.”
 He joked, “Everyone trusts us medical people. And those of us in the medical profession have many, many more ways to hurt folks than the common criminal has. Thankfully, our mission is good. Now I’d like you to check in with the nurse’s station and see if someone can’t patch a sheriff up. Make your patch look prettier.”
 At the nurses’ station, Royce’s mouth was sprayed with an antibiotic and a spray bandage. And covered with a small tape. It felt better, and she felt better. She realized that she desperately needed to defuse. She called Gran and was thankful that her Gran would be home. Debra was doing some shopping in town, so Gran said she’d be glad for the company.
   
 *** 
   
 Gran was upset about her granddaughter being harmed. She grumbled, “Look at you. Socked in the jaw by a lowdown scoundrel.” She’d received a phone call from Molly about the skirmish at the Bell Ringer. When Molly called Gran, she’d found that Royce was on her way to her grandmother’s cabin.
 “I’m really fine,” Royce assured her grandmother.
 “Your mother told me to warn you the punch might have loosened your beautiful teeth. You get yourself to your dentist,” Gran warned.
 “I’ll go in. The first open appointment. Until then I’ll chew softly.” She sat at Gran’s round oak kitchen table. “I’m fine. I just needed to get away. It’s a difficult time.”
 “Things sure are jumping in Timber City. We got a killer. And then that crazy Bart Newton acting up.”
 “Gran, I wanted to ask about my father.”
 “He’da been so proud, Royce. You are such a brave sheriff.”
 “Gran, did Dad have a temper?”
 “I ‘spect he had a bad temper. But he held it in.” Gran was looking over the edge of her bifocals. “You have one, too. And like he did, you hold your temper.”
 “When I’ve thought about the man who shot Nick, and killed a young, innocent man, I’ve been so angry. I hadn’t realized how angry until this morning when Bart hit me. I wanted to unload on him. I’m usually in control, but I nearly lost it. I thankfully got some help from Richard, in the Bell Ringer. But it was all I could do not to grab for my gun.”
 Gran’s eyes were wide, she looked away. “Your dad had a temper, and I suspect he often times wanted to give just one more punch. But he always warned his deputies not to overdo. Be safe, but he’d say he wasn’t the judge. He was the enforcer. Well, anyways, Royce, as soon as all this is over, and you arrest Nick’s shooter, you’ll be settled down.”
 “It seems like there are so many criminals and crimes now.”
 “Royce, it only took one killer to murder your father. But look at how many good people there are. The people that screamed so the man would quit shooting Nick. Richard Troubadour could have gotten himself hurt, but he helped you. Folks are good. All the bad that seems to be happening, it has just built up in this time frame. But the good citizens of the county make up for it. Look how the contributions are rolling in for Nick’s family. Why Royce, people show their love in all kinds of ways.”
 “Gran, I know some people are good. It seems like every crime draws its own perimeter of what needs to be done, what should be done. Behind it is a fear of not doing enough. And doing too much. If I’m going to be an exemplary sheriff, I’ve got to have honorable boundaries for each crime. Each situation.”
 “You are an honorable woman and an exemplary sheriff. Gracious, there’s never anyone even opposing you in elections now. Everybody trusts you, and backs you. You know instinctively your responsibility to your badge.”
 “Thanks, Gran. I’m going to go outside and give Chance a run, and then go home to Hertha and the kids.” She hugged her Gran and kissed her temple. “I love you, Gran.”
 “And I love you more each day. Don’t worry about anything except doing what you’ve learned all your life is the right thing. You’ll be fine. Just take care.” 
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Chapter 19

   
   
 That morning, when the children ran out to exercise the kennel dogs, Hertha took Royce’s hand. “I’m so sorry you got hurt. But you did apprehend the wife-beater.” She smiled, and requested, “Please get in to have the dentist take a look at your teeth. Molly called twice yesterday to see that you’re reminded.”
 “Add Gran to the list. Mom called her, too. My teeth aren’t shifting, and they aren’t even hurting.” Royce snickered. “And you were right. The kids mentioned panning for gold half a dozen times.”
 “By the way, I didn’t say anything in front of them about Nick. Bev hasn’t told her children anything except she would be staying with Nick. She didn’t give them any idea about Nick being moved to rehab in Denver. I’m guessing today is the day.”
 “Yes, in about half an hour he’ll be rolling toward Denver with his medical and guard entourage. Everyone is doing everything to make certain he’s safe. The decision for me to remain here is logical. No telling if I’m being watched, and followed. I can go to Denver later.”
 “And then you walk around declining to have a bodyguard. Royce, I’m worried about you.”
 “For the last time, if someone wants me killed, there is no way I can be protected from it. An assault weapon can take out dozens with one sweep. As things stand now, it’s very near a certainty that someone, at some time, will attempt to take me out. We’re fairly certain that I’m in the crosshairs. From prison, Sumner has plotted and paid for a dangerous killer with no scruples to murder me. We’re pretty certain that he’s paid a portion of the contract killer’s money through his attorney. The killer wants his final payment. That requires that he kill me. Hertha, I’m not trying to frighten you. I’m not going to lie to you by trying to reassure you. I’m the game being hunted, and you don’t need to remind me. Just support my decision.”
 Hertha leaned to tenderly kissed the side of Royce’s mouth. It was the gentlest kiss the sheriff had ever had.
 With so much turmoil in her life, Royce was enthralled with the moment of escape from it all. Although fleeting, there was a pause of life when Royce felt safe. She enjoyed a change of topic when danger came around.
 “By the way,” the sheriff said, “I got a call from K-9 team in Denver. They have a Golden retriever that is about to become available. She’d been trained to be a service dog, and did so great that they decided to try to work with her to become a K-9. She just started. She’s excellent. I told them we are interested.” Royce pulled up the Goldens photo and information on her iPhone.
 Hertha glanced at it. “My, she is a gorgeous dog.”
 “I thought, as the veterinarian, you’d want to check her out.”
 “No need. The vet giving her the checkup is well-known to me. He says she’s in perfect health. I did have a call back today, but haven’t had time to check it about the dog I’d located.”
 “Want to use my phone?” Royce inquired.
 Hertha punched the numbers in. “Can you tell me about the service dog – a Golden retriever?”
 She pressed the speaker phone. Royce heard the woman telling Hertha that she was sorry, but the dog was now being trained for becoming a K-9 dog. When Hertha hung up, Royce said, “You don’t suppose it’s the same dog.”
 “Let’s find out.” She pressed the call-back number for the K-9 team. She handed the phone to Royce.
 “Hi, talked with someone there about a Golden retriever.” She paused listening intently. “Was she the one just beginning her training after having gone through service dog training.”
 The K-9 team leader said yes, and gave the name of the kennel. It was the same kennel that had called Hertha. Royce looked down at Hertha. The vet was shaking her head affirmatively. Royce felt joy. “We’ve decided we want that dog. This is Sheriff Madison from Timber County. When I talked with you earlier, I gave my credit card information.” There was a pause. “Yes, we are the ones getting it for the wounded undersheriff here.” Another pause, then Royce said, “That’s very nice of you. We’ll make arrangements to pick her up when we get to Denver soon. And thank you.”
 “What did he say?”
 “They took half of the price off.” Royce held Hertha tightly and whispered in her ear, “I’d told them that we were getting it for our friend. They must have put two and two together. There are so many good people in the world.”
 “What’s her name?” Hertha quizzed.
 “Gold. Just Gold.”
 “I’m sure the Hogan kids will want to add their own name.” Hertha squeezed Royce’s hand. “Speaking of kids, have you got time to say bye to our kids?”
 “Yes, absolutely. They’ve got Chance outside with them. I’m guessing I’d better retrieve my deputy. And watch the kids roughhouse with the band of dogs.”
 Royce watched as kiddoes and dogs rushed, pawed, jumped, rolled, and used up energy. Chance sometimes stood back, and sometimes she interceded when the playtime got too rowdy for her peacekeeping nature.
 Royce waved to Vannie and Antero, then the sheriff and her K-9 deputy left for a day of peacekeeping. 
   
 *** 
   
  “Sheriff,” Debra called out into the hall from the D.A.’s Office. Royce entered and greeted Debra and Mike. “Your Gran told me about your encounter with that Newton man.” Debra closely examined the sheriff’s face. “I hope he gets life for hitting you. And maybe for what he did to his wife, he should be executed.”
 Royce shrugged. “You saw what he did to his wife.”
 Mike explained, “I showed Grandmother the photos. My plans are to make certain he has a long time to think it over. And an example is made of him. Newton’s like so many other perpetrators. Wives and partners often forgive them. They drop charges. And pay the bondsman. So, a few days in jail to sober up, and the rotating door swings them back out on the street. But now we are charging for example. Bart Newton has been charged, and he’ll be convicted. He will be sentenced. The guy’s never done hard-time. Now he’s going to be living among bullies that are far more frightening, and far more dangerous than he is. He’ll know what it means to be afraid.”
 “I don’t have one bit of sympathy for him,” Debra expressed, adding a dismissive wave of her arm. “I’m usually an empathetic person. But some cases make me lose my empathy.” She went to the doorway. “Okay, I’ve blown my top for the day, and I’m going to run home because Dora promised to make what she calls Frontier Hungarian Goulash for lunch. And I’m picking up some Colorado Chocolate Cheesecake from Molly’s Pantry.”
 Mike chuckled, “Royce, can you guess where I’m going to go when I leave here tonight?”
 “I’m guessing you’re going to visit your grandmother for dinner leftovers?”
 Debra smiled. “Mike, we’ll save you some goulash and cheesecake.”
 When his grandmother left, Mike pointed to Royce’s face. “I saw the police evidence photos of your face. They’ll be great for prosecution.”
 “It’s only a minor wound. I’m spending the day in the office searching to find the couple that not only wounded, but nearly killed an undersheriff. We’ve got the background information on Eisner. A dirty past. But I think we need to know more about girlfriend. We’re putting up the touched-up photos showing her natural look, alongside of the re-creations of her Drop-On Buy film, fully made-up versions. I’ve always believed that the more I know about criminals, the easier it is to find them, and interrogate them.”
 Mike shifted in his desk chair. “Forensics is searching the woman/girl’s records. Texas is searching the Sumner records, calls, et cetera. I’m wondering about the tie. Sumner. Buckley Eisner, and Mimic Maiden. Eisner was in prison and had contact with Sumner. He was transferred to Colorado. He might have met the Mimic Maiden here in Colorado.”
 “I’m hoping that the new photo – young Mimic Maiden – will get a strike. Someone will see her. If we catch her, we can find out answers. Our APB for Eisner is complete, but I wonder how it can be as relevant as it would be if we didn’t have an incomplete APB on Mimic Maiden. Someone should recognize her.”
 “Sheriff, if we don’t get a hit on her soon, I’m going to push for finding a phantom chaser. If Eisner and Mimic stick around long enough, they may shoot us all.”
 Royce stood. She tipped her hat. Her grin was one of enjoying his make-believe. “We’ll find them. Enjoy your dinner tonight.”
 “I’ve had lovely meals since my grandmother moved in with your Gran. And they are so happy with their living arrangements. I do, however, suffer for the good meals.”
 Grinning, Royce’s eyebrows lifted. “Suffer?”
 “I’ve got rap sheets on their bridge partners. I hear the story of every hand played. I listen to a regurgitated Sunday sermon at least twice. And Grandmother Debra’s shopping. I can tell you every sale in both Crystal and Timber. And the percentage off each blouse.”
 “Gran makes delicious goulash.”
 “I need to put a new hole in my belt.” Mike looked down at his stomach. He gave a slap across his midsection. “Some things are worth a waistline expansion.”
 Smiling, Royce left his office. Mike would give her a full review of the goulash and the pie.
   
 *** 
   
 Chance ran ahead of Royce as they crossed Main Street. Chance knew that Molly had been busily making pasties, and always saved a sampling of the beef and vegetables, sans the seasonings.
 “Hi, Mom. Chance is impatiently awaiting her afternoon meal.”
 “Come on back to the kitchen.” Molly pointed to Chance’s special space. “Here, Girl,” Molly coaxed Chance. “And Royce, you take her out the back way. I don’t want the health department thinking I let a dog have the run of the bakery.”
 “I’ll pay your fine,” Royce joked.
 “Have you had the dentist look at your teeth. You have your daddy’s beautiful, perfect teeth. You need to be checked out.”
 “First break I get, Mom.”
 Molly neared her daughter. Her eyes scrutinized Royce’s mouth. “Good lord, you may need stitches.”
 “Hertha looked at it and said it will barely show when it heals. She calls it a non-bragging abrasion. I’m fine.”
 “Speaking of Hertha. She seems a little quieter than usual. I think she’s worrying about you and all this murder business.”
 Royce’s lips pursed. “Mom, she’s fine. She’s busy. And certainly, Nick’s being shot hasn’t helped. But she’s like one of the wives. She understands. You know how worrying it is to have an enforcer spouse.”
 “I surely do. You’re riding a tough race right now. We all worry.”
 Royce took Chance out the back way. “Chance, let’s keep you undercover, so the health department doesn’t arrest you.”
 Chance cocked her head. Royce wondered how much the German shepherd understood her conversations. She slipped a butterscotch candy into her own mouth. She quickly slid it to the other side. Hard candy isn’t meant to rub up against a mouth abrasion. 
   
 *** 
   
 Her office desk was covered with several little piles. Wanda had always tried to save the sheriff’s time by keeping her messages in order. Each pile had been sorted by importance, by time, and in order. On the left side was the pile of messages most consequential. The last little pile was the least significant. Wanda mixed unimportant messages into what she called the village kooks pile. They were moaners calling the sheriff to complain about their telephone bills, and how the folks from Crystal should be cut off from the country because there were too many strangers. Often those who were inebriated found the end stack. Many days, Wanda would suggest that Royce toss all the calls from that pile into the waste basket. Wanda called the trash basket the crackpot bin.
 However, Royce always felt it her duty to be polite, and understanding. She didn’t enjoy the rambling, incohesive rants with slurs and cursing.
 Royce plodded through callbacks, and an assortment of messages. Then she began making working calls to find the infamous woman of mystery. When Terry arrived, she worked her daily call reports, then began contacting more places to locate juvenile cases that may not be included in the lock-off of expunged files. Most were buried, but they just needed one that would tell them what they needed to know. Royce and Terry both had a feeling that since Wyatt’s lead about the woman being much younger, it might be an important clue.
 After three hours of searching, Royce poured herself another cup of coffee. “Can I get you some coffee?” she offered Terry.
 “Thank you. I feel like I’m swimming in a tsunami of juvenile delinquents. Juvies. They’re getting ready to take over the world. And when you look at the numbers, it seems like so many are pre-puberty criminals.”
 Royce handed Terry her coffee, then she sat on the edge of the desk. “I hope most of the young perps get their act together. I’m guessing we’ll be arresting some of them as time goes by. But I hope they make it.”
 “Royce, how much do you think is nature, and how much nurture? I mean, what kind of parents, families, circumstances are involved?”
 Casting her gaze downward, Royce answered, “I think a lot about that since I have two children. I love those kids and it would break my heart if they got into trouble with the law. If anything at all happened to them. If you’re a concerned parent, the worry is always at the back of your mind, I guess. The fear that you’re not doing it properly.”
 “Your kids act great. They’re always polite,” she lauded.
 “They behave, but there’s so much to this parenting job.” Royce swallowed. “Gran said it was the hardest task in life – raising a child or children.” Royce sighed.
 Terry chuckled. “That was one loud sigh. I think Sam could have heard it from here.”
 “I think you and Sam would be wonderful parents. You balance each other.”
 “Well, you and Hertha balance great, too.”
 “She’s probably a much more involved parent than I am.”
 “Only one way to solve that. Take a couple hours off tomorrow morning and take those kids to pan gold. From what Hertha says, you’ll get all kinds of points for that.”
 “I shouldn’t. I’ve got so much to do.”
 “Royce, you haven’t had a day off since Nick was shot. Get out with the kids.” Terry added, “This will be great. You’ll be completely parent-trained by the time Sam and I are married and have children. I can send the kids over to Aunt Royce.” She paused while the sheriff considered her options.
 “Let’s see how my kids are behaving before you decide on entrusting them with me.” She laughed. “I shouldn’t leave the office. I’ve got so much to do.”
 “You know you want to pan gold tomorrow morning.”
 “I’ll see if I can get it set up with Wyatt.”
 Royce contacted Wyatt, to see what his plans might be. She listed her problematic situations. A place remote enough that it would be secure. Above all, Royce didn’t want to endanger her family 
 Wyatt said he knew the perfect location. 
 


    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
 


Chapter 20

   
   
 Hertha had performed an emergency operation on a cat that had been run over. The owners brought the female tabby in at six in the morning. Hertha’s diagnostic skills were known throughout the area. She told the pet owners that she could save the lovely tabby. Grateful, they asked that Hertha do anything she could to keep the three-year old cat alive. Hertha warned that it would be a two-hour operation, and they would need to watch the kitty carefully as the sweet cat recuperated. It would take some home nursing, and care. And that there would probably be a couple follow up calls at the hospital. They agreed to watch after the cat’s care. Their children loved the little cat. Hertha asked her assistant to let Royce and the kids know she’ll be thinking of them, and to have fun panning gold.
 Getting the children up, and dressed, was an easy task. The two couldn’t hold back their anticipation. Royce decided to let Chance stay home with Hertha. Royce explained to them that the dogs might scare the fish away. And the children wanted to do a little fishing while they were out.
  Molly brought over some pasties for lunch, and also a strawberry cake. They loaded Hertha’s Jeep Cherokee Hawk. Royce, drove to the place off to the east of Wyatt’s cabin and it was lovely. And totally remote. Wyatt had set up the sluicing platform, and had all the gear ready to go. The place on the creek was a perfect for the outing.
 Water bounced as it fell, the kiddoes splashed, and gazed around at the nature’s beauty, and creatures. They named animals as she spotted them. They’d seen gray jays, a peregrine falcon, and a black-billed magpie. Across a meadow, they’d witnessed a mule deer, chipmunks, and a rabbit that was watching them.
 Royce had brought the kid’s fishing poles; Antero was obsessed with fishing. He was watching as fish jumped occasionally. He’d give a yelp each time he saw the splash.
 Wyatt instructed the children about gathering pay dirt, then putting a shovelful of dirt into their pans. He showed them how to swirl the pans. Then he started up his sluicing plant. The box was against the bank with water running over it. Shovel’s full of dirt were poured in at the top of the unit. A water pump was turned on and the flow of creek water covered the gold trap mats.
 As the process was going, Wyatt spun stories of mining, of huge strikes, and old prospectors. He also told them about when he was in his early twenties, how he worked at a large mine, and how he drove a dozer. His laugh was infectious. He admitted that driving loaders, and striping in an excavator, was hard work. And when a prized cut was tapped out, they had to move the huge, heavy plant to another area.
 However, he lectured, everyone was euphoric when the matts were filled with gold that collected in them. The tiny troughs, traps, separated the dirt, and what was left at the bottom was yellow. Gold.
 He also entertained the children, and Royce, with stories about old miners. When one boss would become angry if the workers weren’t going fast enough, he would yell, “I’ll be stepping on your tail if you don’t get to hurrying.” And, he’d threaten, “I’ll kick the mess outta you!”
 The laughter continued throughout lesson. And as the children panned their gold, they carefully examined the shiny specks of gold. Vannie stayed near the sluice box, hoping for a look at the precious gold – the mother lode.
 When the two youngsters decided to do a little fishing, they drug out their poles. With quiet waiting, they luckily each caught a fish. While the children fished, Royce put out the lunch, and Wyatt began the sluice cleanup.
 Suddenly there was a shadow. Royce whirled around and saw a mountain man standing beside Wyatt. His voice was rising. Both voices accelerated. Royce recognized the man. He was the difficult neighbor. Having been called several times to break up the ruckus, Royce knew the man’s name by heart.
 She interceded, holding out her hand to the man. “Mr. Hill. Duane Hill.”
 Duane Hill looked at her perplexed. He was in his early seventies, and his clothing reflected, what was called, a weekend mountain man. There weren’t enough holes and rips in his clothing, nor was there enough wear on his boots. He had been dubbed the gentleman mountaineer. He’d come from the city, yet loved fishing and hiking. When retired, he lived in his cabin fulltime.
 Wyatt burst out laughing, “Hill, you old so and so. You plan on mouthing off to the sheriff?”
 “Sorry,” Royce said. “Lots of people don’t recognize me out uniform. When I’m in my civvies. Sorry if we intruded on your property. Wyatt offered to show my children how to pan gold.”
 “Sheriff, sorry if I yelled.” Hill continued, “He’s trespassing, and I don’t want him on my property. He does it just to irritate me.”
 “I asked him to bring us.” Royce offered, “Hey, Duane, we’ve got some lunch here. You know my mother, Molly. She’s got some great pasties and cake. All the extras. How about if we all sit down and have some goodies, and then we’ll be leaving and all will be well.”
 “Don’t you want to haul him to jail, or even ticket him, for trespassing?”
 Royce said, “Sir, people up here that love the same things. Independence, our pioneer ways, and friendship. Well, you two men are made of the same stuff, or neither of you would be here. Wyatt takes a little gold dust. You weren’t going to use that gold dust, so it’s of no use to you. He’s on your property, but he’s treating it with respect. And you two fellas both live up here alone. I sometimes drive past and you’re half a mile apart, both wetting a line. Alone. Think how nice it would be for you to do a little boating, and fishing together.”
 “He dang well knew I don’t like folks on my property.”
 “Mr. Hill, Duane, he’s your neighbor. Wyatt doesn’t want to harm your property, or to harm you. What he does isn’t injurious to your land. He wants to be a neighbor. Isn’t that right, Wyatt?”
 “Yeah, I guess we got started out on the wrong foot, Duane. I didn’t mean harm. And I apologize for trespassing.” He held out his hand.
 Duane Hill suspiciously reached to shake. “Well, maybe we can stop harping at each other. I like goin’ up to Summit Lake with my little fishing boat. But now that I’m getting older, I don’t go much. Getting the boat into the water is a two-man job. But the center of the lake is where those big fish hang out. Maybe you’d like to go with me some time?”
 “Yes, and I’ll give you some of the gold I take from your side of the lake. And I’ll show you how to pan gold. It gets under your skin, and you can make money. These two children are now officially miners. I think you’d enjoy mining, Duane.”
 “I might,” Duane answered as he issued an embarrassed smile. “That food sure smells fine. And will you look at that cake. Looks like a danged mountain.”
 The kids laughed. Royce handed everyone plates, napkins, drinks, and they filled their plates.
 After the lunch had been eaten, and the two medium size fish packed in ice, the truck was reloaded. Wyatt took the two topped vials of gold dust and handed them to each of the children. “And for your amazing work, and your first day as a prospector, I’ve got a special treat. He had them close their eyes and hold out one of their hands. He dropped a small nugget into their hand. “You’re official gold prospectors. He saluted them.”
 Excitement, glee, they were having fun, enjoying. And perhaps Royce and Wyatt had the best time of all. Wyatt and Duane were actually acting like buddies. She knew when she told Nick about it, he’d be pleased.
 When packed up, Royce thanked Wyatt. He replied, “Your kids are great. I think you’re raising up youngsters you and Doc Hertha can be proud of.”
 Royce looked back over the landscape. Vannie and Antero had buckled up, and were ready to show off their gold and the fish to Hertha. They had Hertha’s Ute heritage, they loved the land and the wildlife that shared their world. 
   
 *** 
   
 It was about two that afternoon when they arrived home. Hertha hugged them, and announced that the injured cat was going to be fine. She always gave mini-reports on the condition of pets brought in. And also, Chance missed them, but she was well-behaved.
 Hertha was shown the little vials of gold, the nuggets and the two trout. “I’ll bet we could find a goldsmith to put the nuggets on a piece of jewelry.”
 “Now when they begin to remind you of the nuggets jewelry, don’t blame me that they pester you,” Royce teased.
 Hertha ordered, “Okay, time to get cleaned up. Baths, and then you can play with the dogs, and give them their exercise.”
 “They were wonderful, Hertha. It was a splendid morning.”
 “Royce, children are such a big responsibility. As long as they’re happy, kind, and good-hearted. And don’t get into too much trouble…”
 Royce laughed. “Even we got into a little trouble.”
 Hertha kissed Royce’s cheek. “How’s your assault and battery wound?”
 “Nothing you can’t heal.” Royce held her softly. “I want your happiness more than I want anything in the world.”
 “I know. I want your happiness. And I’ve come to terms, after all these years, with the fact that your happiness is enforcement. Now, I suspect, you’re going to get cleaned up and go back to your office?” she playfully accused. “In other words, so much for your day off.”
 “Guilty as charged. I want to see what’s going on. Have you heard how Nick’s settling in at the rehab center?”
 Hertha reported, “Bev is very pleased with his state of mind. He’s encouraged. They both are.”
 “I’m so happy. I can’t wait to see them again. Okay, you stay safe.”
 “Royce, when you’re ready to leave, just tell the kids to come inside. They can come up and keep me company in the office. Tell them to bring the Harry Potter book they’re reading, and maybe we can get a chapter in.” She shrugged. “I have come to love Harry Potter, too.”
 After Royce had showered, she and Chance took leave for the Sheriff’s Department. Conscious to watch her surroundings, she felt comfort when she knew the entrance door was shutting behind her.
   
 *** 
   
 It was nearly four o’clock when the call came in from Forensics. Stella’s voice sounded excited. “Sheriff, we just got a hit on the blood work. A DNA profile matched. Coleen Herman. Just turned eighteen. Originally from a small town in Utah. Soft drug charges. Petty larceny. Oh, here’s a cute one. Her street name is Cookie.”
 “Cookie,” Royce repeated with amusement. “Okay.”
 “And her last known address was in Dallas.”
 “Bingo,” Royce exclaimed. Her rap sheet showed she had indeed been a Juvie, and was on the streets since she was fifteen. A runaway. A lost kid. Some mechanism inside Royce had changed since she became a parent. Youth, the significant rearrangement of a child to adolescent, and then to adulthood, was staggering. The sheriff’s becoming a parent altered her vision.
 “I’m sending you the file now. Should be on your computer in a few seconds.”
 “Arrived. Thanks Stella.” Royce rushed to pull up the file. Coleen Herman’s mugshot was indeed a revelation. Her eyes were bleary, her looks in general scruffy, young, and very high on her drug of choice. The first impression was that she had zombie-like indifference. Pale coloring, short light brown hair in a shaggy bowl cut style. Her dark eyes held fear.
 This was the crusty, hardened woman in the Stop-On Buy. Coleen Herman’s image was of another person. Wig, excess cosmetics, and the air of a woman of the world. A glamour shot, movie star, a smart ass playing the part of beauty queen. Royce was transfixed as she looked at the photo. Many times, mug shots were an identity differential, and so lacking soul, but this was pronounced. The transformation of Coleen’s spirit was actually visible.
      Two of the women in the office were scurrying to get the new photos and information logged onto the computer. When finished, it would be sent out to enforcement, as well as to media, throughout the state. Posters would be going up in shops, and on streetlamps. An official APB was now out for both Buckley Eisner and Coleen Herman. She was no longer the mystery accessory to murder. She was no longer the ditzy flake who was seen stacking snack items, cigarettes, and beer on a convenience store counter. Probably getting an ego boost for perpetrating credit card fraud.
 It was early evening when Royce walked out of the Sheriff’s Department. All afternoon her thoughts had brewed about ways to flush out this killing couple. Immediately after the APD went out, Royce called Nick. He was just getting out of physical therapy. He warned Royce he was in a grumpy mood. But the news of the Mimic Maiden’s identity had perked him up.
 Others also seemed to be elated. The feeling was there, they were getting nearer to taking two very dangerous criminals off the streets. Royce stopped to look at one of the posters that had just gone up on the side of a mailbox.
 Under her breath, the sheriff murmured, “Mimic Maiden no more. Coleen Herman, Cookie, I’m coming for you and Buck.” 
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Chapter 21

   
   
 Throughout the night, Royce tossed and turned. Finally, at four, Sunday morning, she decided she would fix some hot chocolate, and that might help her rest for a couple hours. In the kitchen, as she stirred the drink, Royce jumped when she saw the shadow against the wall. Rapidly, she turned.
 Antero was standing in the doorway. “Royce, I’m thirsty.”
 “Have a seat, Partner, and I’ll pour you some hot chocolate.”
 Royce filled a cup for Antero. “I’m scared those criminals will shoot you. Like they shot Undersheriff Nick. Mom said not to worry because you’ll find them. But look how someone hurt your face.”
 “I’m fine. I don’t want you to worry about me. Let’s toast,” she held her mug up, and it clanked with Antero’s. “It will all be solved soon. And we’ll have more fun days like gold prospecting, fishing, and watching the wildlife. And Nick will be back to normal soon. He’s improving every day. He misses seeing Sara and Andy now. But he thinks of them every day. He’s determined to get well, and maybe we’ll all go camping together some of these days.”
 “That would be fun. Andy used to want to be a deputy. But he doesn’t anymore. Because of his dad getting shot and nearly dying.”
 “Andy’s only nine-years old. He’s got time to figure out what’s right for him. And what would you like to be?”
 “A veterinarian. That would be the most fun. And Vannie still wants to be a sheriff, like you.”
 Royce smiled. “I thought she wanted to be a veterinarian like your mom.”
 “Nope. She’s got plans to catch the criminals. She loves to read mysteries, too.”
 “Whatever the two of you decide, you know your Mom and I will back your decision. As long as it makes you happy, and you’re doing good. That’s all I care about. I love you both, and will love you whatever you become.”
 “Yesterday I thought I might want to look into becoming a prospector.” He sat up strait, and then frowned, “But that’s a lonely job. When I’m around animals, I don’t need to worry about having people around, I’m not lonely a bit.”
 Laughing, and trying to suppress the sound of laughter so she wouldn’t wake anyone, Royce thought about what a profound statement Antero made. All jobs, all of life, can be sometimes lonely. But an animal at her side had always healed Royce. “I think Gran has some DVDs of a TV show called ‘All Creatures Great and Small’ with animals. I’ll ask her if we can borrow the shows. They’re about a vet in England. Your Mom said it was her favorite show when she was growing up.”
 He snickered, and leaned nearer to Royce, as if moving toward a secret. “Before we set up the DVD, I’ll tell Mom that I promise I won’t move to England. You know how she worries.”
 “I do indeed. Okay, young man, maybe you can get some sleep now.”
 He took his cup to the sink, then gave Royce a hug. He touched the sheriff’s chin. And peered at her swollen lips. “I’d like to punch that sorry son of a bitch that hit you.”
 Royce’s eyes opened widely. “Where did you hear that?”
 “Faye said it. She said he hit his wife and he hit you. And she said that she’d kick him in the trousers and punch that sorry son of…”
 Royce interrupted, “Son, the world ‘bitch’ means female dog. But some people call women that in a derogatory way. So it isn’t a good word to use. Men shouldn’t disrespect women. You know how terrible it is to be bullied, we must be respectful.”
 “Vannie said a derogatory name about me, just recently,” he tattled.
 “What kind?” Royce asked.
 “She called me a little toad.” He walked toward the kitchen door, then turned. “But I love her anyway. It’s a rule. You’ve got to love your sister no matter what she calls you.”
 Amused, yet quieting her laugh, Royce sat alone in the kitchen. She finished the last sip of chocolate milk. She considered how knowing these children had enhanced her life. Her thoughts turned to Nick. Nick, her spiritual brother. His children were permanently scarred. His own son didn’t want to become an enforcer because of the assault on Nick. Yes, she thought, they’d been damaged by this tragedy more than anyone could know.
 Royce worried about Nick. She’d heard a sadness in his voice earlier when she called him to catch him up on what was happening. This new day was predictably going to be a race because of the leads the deputies would be chasing down. Each new clue brought on an onslaught of citizen’s sightings of the criminals. Royce determined that today, on a busy Sunday, the criminals would be hunkering down. She made a decision to drive to Denver in the morning so she and Nick could have their confab face to face. It might help them both. They always bolstered one another. And he would help sort out the investigation.
 With only an additional hour of morning sleep, Royce was rejuvenated. When Hertha woke, she told her about the plan to pay a surprise visit to Nick. Hertha sipped coffee, then said, “I’d like to go with you. I can visit with Bev, and we can catch up on news. I’ve wanted to see her. And it will be good for you to get away, and for you and your bro to entertain one another for a couple hours of gossip.”
 Snickering, Royce asked, “You really think we’ll be entertaining one another? Hon, I want a sounding board. The crime. I hunger for a mind like Nick’s to bat ideas.”
 Hertha smiled and rolled her eyes. “Whatever you call it. You’re going to sit and sift clues. And that will be good for you both.” Hertha paused. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about seeing my biological father, just to know him. There are things that Skype can’t capture. Perhaps, I would someday wish I’d at least met with him once. With time constantly rolling faster, I might not get another chance.”
 “Yes, sounds like a plan. How about when you talk with Bev, you check and see if their home is ready for a puppy. We can pick up the new dog and deliver it today,” Royce suggested.
 “I know she said that she would love it for the kids. I’m thinking right away would be appreciated.” Hertha nodded, “Yes, and kids have already named the dog. Gold Honey. Because Gold would work well with Nick on the job. And Honey for her family, because Honey wouldn’t work well for an attack police dog.”
 Royce grinned. “I see what you’re saying. An undersheriff calling his K-9 Honey. But I love the name Honey. I guess Gold Honey it is. She’s such a lovely dog. I can’t wait to see her, and I’m sure the kids are impatiently awaiting her. Today would be a good day.”
 “I adore that name,” Hertha said. “Gold Honey sounds like a show dog.”
 “I’d say it’s a great name for a K-9. By the way, what about High Country?”
 “It’s Sunday, so maybe I could get the animal hospital covered. With a vet, and two techs. A vet from Crystal could help out.”
 “I talked with Sam, and Terry, and they’re handling things for me. And we could drop the kids off with Gran. Since I don’t want Chance spending all day traveling, and waiting for us, I’ll take her to Gran’s, too. They all love visiting the cabin, and Gran and Debra would enjoy the kids.”
 “A perfect plan,” Hertha agreed. “I’ll call the vet team from Crystal, and get things set up. And I’ll call your Gran and ask her if she minds.”
 Royce offered, “Maybe I could call Greg Corby and Diane McGill. We could meet at a restaurant for coffee this afternoon. Then pick up the dog, Miss Gold Honey, and drive back to Timber City. Drop off Honey.”
 “Yes, I think that would be good. But Royce, would you mention to Greg Corby that it is just to talk. I don’t want him to touch me. Can you understand?”
 “Yes, I can. And I think he’s the type of man who would understand. He isn’t expecting forgiveness. I don’t think he’d presume it. Nor expect it. And I don’t think he’ll even wants to talk about redemption.”
 “I love you, Sheriff,”
 Royce kissed Hertha tenderly. She pondered the reason that the kiss, with half her lips swollen, hadn’t hurt. It instead felt healed by Hertha’s lips. 
   
 *** 
   
 After arriving at the Denver rehab center, Royce and Hertha were excited to see Nick and Bev. They were surprised by the visit. Nick couldn’t keep from tearing up. Royce felt better the moment she saw Nick. He was in a seated position in his bed. He gave a medical update. After chatting for a few minutes, Bev mentioned she’d like to do some shopping, just to get out of the hospital for an hour. Hertha joked that she carried a list of sundries, et cetera, for her rush-and-buy trips.
 After they had left, Royce mentioned how much better Nick looked than she’d anticipated he might look. “Nick, you look so much stronger.”
 He grumbled, “I don’t feel that much more strength. There was a little nerve damage with the head wound. My legs are like sea-legs. The tech whose working on me, is like a guy trying to get some movement out of an erector set.”
 Laughing, Royce encouraged, “Just keep positive.”
 “I hate that danged phrase!” Nick teased. “I’m hurting. The stiffness in my neck and shoulders is pounding me. I expected you, of all people to come in here and tell me that my shoddy body looks like it’s ready for the trash heap.”
 “Nope, not me. Nick I’m thinking in no time at all you’re going to be back to your previous Adonis standing.” Royce leaned forward in the chair. “I’m not joking, Nick. We really need you. Not just miss you. I never realized how much we solve together. Right now, with this case, it’s like chasing people who don’t exist. There’s evidence, but some days I think I might as well throw my handcuffs away. They’ll never get any use.”
 “Come on, Sheriff. You found out that this woman has a past. Got both perps on the radar. With good investigative skills, you and the troops are putting together some strong leads. Not only that, you’ve stepped the crime back to point to the leader of the conspiracy. Sumner. The Feds are going to love you if you get the proof of his conspiracy. They’ll be racking up charges and he’ll never be eligible to leave that penitentiary.”
 “Sumner’s providing the dollars. And he’s smart enough to pick a hitman that doesn’t mind killing sheriffs. And appears to have no fear at all.”
 “Royce, we both know the three of them – Sumner, Buckley Eisner, and the girl, Coleen Herman – they’re implicated. In cahoots.”
 “Add on his attorney, Mel Delton. He’s passing out the paychecks – cash, to Buckley and Coleen. If Buckley just left prison, he was probably skinned. Someone funded the car, the cash. But how did the line trace back? One of Coleen’s last addresses was in Texas. Buckley had a transfer from the Texas prison. But where were the meet up points?”
 “I’m guessing Buckley Eisner met Sumner behind bars. Either Sumner knew Coleen before he began doing time. Maybe this attorney – Delton - somehow helped to get it set up.”
 “Nick, great point. I’m going to have Terry get a burner phone and call Delton. She can start with the name Coleen. Then, if that doesn’t register, she can use Coleen’s street name, Cookie.”
 Nick’s unique belly laugh howled. “Cookie! Oh, my gosh. Can you get me a photo of our Terry on the phone announcing to Delton, ‘This is Cookie!’”
 Royce joined in the laughter. “I’ll see if Sam can capture the moment. Terry will probably think it’s so funny, she’ll do a little shimmy dance when she calls.” She paused. “If Delton begins talking, we’re assuming that he is one of the gang. We’ll need it on audio, if he does respond, and knows her.”
 Nick and Royce continued dissecting the crimes until Hertha and Bev returned. “Hon,” Hertha said, “We’d better get going. We’re a little late.” After goodbyes, there was silence as Royce drove to the café meeting place. Finally, Hertha questioned, “Royce, do you think I’m doing the right thing?”
 “Yes. I think it’s the most magnanimous action you can take. To be honest, I’m not certain if I would have the merciful spirit of kindness, if I were in your place. But Hertha, I know that you do.”
 “What makes you think I should?”
 “Years ago, when my dad was killed, my Gran told me of my father’s philosophy of evil people. My dad said there were two kinds of evil people. One person is pure evil. The other has done an evil thing.” She hesitated as she pulled in to the café’s parking lot. “I’m now about the same age as my dad was when he was murdered. I understand it better now than I did when I was younger.”
 They parked and entered the café.
 Hertha had nodded to the man who sat across from her. She’d shook the hand of her half-sister, Diane McGill. Greg Corby, had expressed his sorrow to Hertha. His contrition was genuine. Hertha’s love for her mother was talked about at the café table. It was the legacy that her brave daughter gave on her mother’s behalf. When they departed from the strangers, Royce and Hertha returned to their vehicle.
 It was civil. Hertha and Greg Corby studied one another. He was kind, and empathetic to the daughter he’d never known, and would not know now. Sorrow was a part of both of their expressions. He was someone Hertha would have met on the street and probably liked. She was someone he would have seen, and he would have admired.
 Royce held Hertha’s hand tightly. “I’ve never been prouder of you. Your mother provided the world such a wonderful human being.”
 “She was my example,” Hertha answered.
 After picking up the young Golden retriever, Hertha sat in the back so she could put Gold Honey at ease. When Honey was dropped off at her new home, it seemed to encourage a thousand squeals.
 Sara and Andy, and their grandparents, were delighted. They photo-phoned the celebration to Nick and Bev at the rehabilitation center.
 Nick prophesized, “Gold Honey’ll be fitting in her K-9 outfit in a month or two.”
 The sheriff agreed. “It will just fit. I wondered if her name was gold because she’s a Golden retriever. After seeing her this afternoon, I realize, she’s ‘gold’ for so many reasons.”
  Nick remarked, “We love her. Royce and Hertha, thank you. I couldn’t love her more.”
 Hertha said, “That’s the object of animals. Sleep well, and Nick, get recovered fully so you can finish training Gold Honey. She needs her matching badge.” 
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Chapter 22

   
   
 Morning was busy. Royce went on two calls immediately after she’d arrived at the Sheriff’s Department Office. When she arrived back, Deputy Terry and Stella, from Forensics, were talking. They beckoned her to the conference room. D. A Mike had taken a seat at the oblong table. On a small counter next to the table was a computer, and another smaller instrument.
 As Royce was seated, they tuned on the audio.
 Terry’s voice was only slightly recognizable to Royce. However, it was a remarkable imitation of the voice on the tape at the Drop-On Buy. There was a harshness, somewhat of a mumble, just as Coleen ‘Cookie’ Herman had used.
   
 [The dialogue was short.]  
 “Delton, this is Cookie. Coleen. Buck and me need some ideas.”
 “Coleen, what the hell are you calling me for? You’ve got your orders.”
 “This is getting nuts.”
 “Damned right. You’d better get a move on it. You tell Buck he’d better make a move. You’re not on your honeymoon.”
 “Delton, they’ve made us. It isn’t easy.”
 “Shut your mouth. This needs to be taken care of. You’ve been paid a hell of a lot more than you’re worth. I told your boss you were both useless. But no, he wanted two nuts. Keep to the last plan. Like I told Buck, the first area. The vista. Get her up there. Just do it. Your boss is very impatient. He’s not fucking playing games, you dumb, blinked out slut. And keep your mouth quiet.”
 The sound of a disconnect was clearly heard.
   
 Royce and Mike were speechless. Royce finally asked, “Have you sent this to Dallas?”
 “Not yet,” Terry answered. “We wanted to clear it with you.”
 “Good plan, so only those of us in here, and Sam, I presume, have heard this?”
 “Sam, yes. He helped me with it,” Terry responded. “He said it was explosive, and probably need approval to move along the line.” She smiled. “Well, he actually said it was above his pay grade. We should keep it undercover.”
 Everyone in the room smiled, thinking exactly how Sam would have said it.
 Royce commented, “Mike, we don’t know who knows what in Texas. If the information gets into someone else’s it could be dangerous to them, and to us. I’m hoping Delton doesn’t make contact with Buck, or with his client, Sumner.”
 Mike grimaced. “To me Delton sounds like he just wanted get back to his own business. My best guess is that even if he calls one of them, everyone will suspect Coleen of drugging. I think they all just want this to end. That makes Buck Eisner very dangerous. For now, let’s sit on the audio. After the capture of the criminals, we can present it. Proof positive that Sumner made the blueprints. Esquire Mel Delton okayed the blueprints.”
 Royce affirmed, “And Cookie and Buck are going to try to make the plan work.” She looked away. Then she stood. “Terry, you were brilliant. I want you to stick around here in Timber, but if you decide on Hollywood, watch out Meryl Streep.”
 “No thanks, Sheriff. I was very nervous.”
 Everyone gave her praise. Blushing, Terry stepped out of the conference room.
 Mike said, “She was terrific.”
 The sheriff mentioned, “She didn’t want to stay for an applause. So, I’m hoping she’s not filmland bound. I’m pleased she’ll stay with us.”
 Stella’s dry words said it all. “We can always use her for undercover.”
 Royce chuckled. The clock ticked on. Royce was the prey. 
   
 *** 
   
 Later that morning Royce took an emergency call. “Sheriff, this is Virginia Kern. The Drop-On Buy Shop.”
 “Yes, you have a sighting?” Royce listened carefully. She motioned to Terry to listen in on the speaker phone.
 “The person was just in and paid in high currency bills. It was very strange. Sheriff, I acted like I didn’t recognize her. She acted a little strangely. The action was like the Mimic Maiden. But it was a man. I’d swear it was your suspect and she’d disguised herself as a man now. Please come, but don’t bring squad cars. I’m afraid of her. This person left behind a sack of groceries, and I’m sure he or she will be coming back. The car is a new model Chevy, I think green. Hurry.”
 Into the phone Royce said, “I’m on my way.” Disconnecting, she called to Terry. “Let’s go. The unmarked car. When we get there, we can call for backup if we need them.” Terry and Royce raced to the parking lot. They quickly got into the unmarked car. “This sounds a little wild, but I’ve heard comments on her poster photo. A couple mentioned that with the makeup, she looked like she could be a guy in drag. So, it’s not a stretch to believe this mistress of disguise isn’t boldly impersonating a man.”
 They parked in the back. The green Chevy hadn’t arrived. Virginia opened the backdoor for them. “I didn’t know whether to call because I couldn’t tell for sure. She or he is wearing denims and a loose-fitting shirt. I mean, it might be the person. The expressions were sort of the same. I tried to act natural.”
 Virginia was trembling. Royce comforted her, “It’s going to be okay.”
 “I mean,” Virginia’s voice shook, “if I cause problems, and it isn’t the person, they’ll probably fire me from here. I need to be sure about falsely accusing shoplifters, you know, or we’ll get sued.”
 “We’re here, now,” Terry reassured her. “We’ll check it out. And if we don’t make an arrest, it’s on us.”
 Royce planned, “Terry, as soon as the suspect enters, you go out the back door and move toward the front of the building. When I step out from the back room, Coleen will probably bolt out the front door. And you’ll be there.”
 As they waited, Royce and Terry watched from the side room. Royce called for backup, ordering the two squad cars to make certain they couldn’t be spotted from the Drop-On Buy. After fifteen more minutes, Royce saw the green Chevy rolling up.
 Coleen Herman stepped through the doorway. She walked to the counter. Royce quickly identified her.
 “Hey, I didn’t get all my stuff.”
 As soon as Virginia put the bag on the counter, Coleen looked down, examining the contents. Royce quickly approached her, grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back. The sheriff shoved the suspect face down on the counter. She rapidly cuffed the suspect. Terry had entered, with gun drawn. Royce ordered, “Terry, tell the two squad cars to step down. We’ll handle it. And we are to keep this quiet. When we enter the Sheriff’s Department, we’ll take her immediately to box. Call Mike and have him meet me there to interrogate her. We’ve got to keep this on the quiet. Maybe we’ll catch a break and Buck will figure she’s run off, or she’s getting high. We need to keep a lid on.”
 Royce and Terry led the suspect to the car. They drove her to the Court House. And as they were removing Coleen Herman from the car, the young woman, dressed as a young man, spoke. “You got the wrong person.”
 “I think not.” Royce’s answer was solid. Icily, she added, “I’m very convinced I’ve got the correct woman.” Royce wasn’t sure if she was imitating a man, dressed up as a potential sapphic, or going in drag. She was pretty certain it was a woman. It didn’t matter at all now. She was in custody. Royce Mirandized her.
 “My cuffs are too tight.”
 Terry rolled her eyes. “Life isn’t always perfection. So, shut up and we’ll loosen them when we get inside.”
   
 *** 
   
 Coleen ‘Cookie’ Herman was seated at a small interrogation desk. On the opposite side were Mike and Royce.
 “Need a beverage?” Royce asked her.
 “Naw. You cops do that trick to get DNA. Not ‘cause you give a fuck if I die of thirst.”
 “Coleen Herman, we’ve got your DNA. We could start a fledgling country, or a blood bank, with all the DNA we’ve got of yours.” Royce read the list of what they knew about her.
 Mike added, “And when we photographed and fingerprinted you just now, Forensics checked your prints. Coleen Herman. Stop talking garbage. You’re in very deep trouble, young lady. If I were you, I would stop with the attitude.” He pointed to Royce. “You want to read her charges and rights.”
 “I Mirandized her before the arrest. I’ll just read the charges.” Royce slammed the table, getting Coleen Herman’s attention. “Get comfy, Cookie, because we’ve got a multitude of charges.” The sheriff looked into Coleen’s eyes each time she read a charge. “Murder. Collusion to commit murder. Attempted murder. Kidnapping. Abduction with intent to murder. Conspiracy to commit a killing for hire.” She continued reading, and when she ended, she said slowly, “Now aren’t you glad you didn’t resist arrest when we picked you up?”
 “I know my law,” she bragged. Her head tipped up. “You can’t say I did all the stuff.”
 “Coleen, I’m going to interview you now. As the D.A. just told you, drop the ‘tude. And it would be much better for you if you’d be helpful with your answers.”
 Mike stood, “I’m leaving. But if you have any hopes of freedom in your lifetime, you’d better cooperate with the sheriff.”
 When he left, Coleen leaned across the table. “See, he’s going nowhere. He’s behind that mirror. Looking at me.”
 Royce leaned nearer. “Listen to me closely, you have passed your street criminology with flying colors. I’m not impressed. I want to know about you and Buckley Eisner.”
 “I don’t recognize the name. And you can’t make me talk about him.”
 Recalling the phony phone call Terry performed, Royce remembered Mel Delton mentioning about them not being on a honeymoon. “You married him, right? Or when he got out of prison and was planning this hit, he married you so you couldn’t testify against him.” She texted Terry to check for the marriage record and date.
 The dead air made Coleen anxious to boast. “See, you can’t make me say a damned thing about my husband.” She smirked. “If you were on fire, I wouldn’t waste good saliva putting it out.”
 Royce gave her another few seconds. There was no change in either of their faces. Coleen’s eyes gave off a sheeny look of nuttiness. Royce waited for the text. “You’re right. Or you would be right. You were married ten days before your eighteenth birthday. You were only seventeen. Probably no Colorado parental consent forms were presented. You aren’t married at all. And legally, that is a very bad thing for your presumed husband. And a very good thing for you.”
 Her eyes squinted, she looked away. “I’m telling you nothing.”
 “Coleen,” Royce’s voice softened. “We can help you. If you help us. We know about your ‘boss’ and your deal with attorney Mel Delton. You are caught right in the middle. We’re very near to capturing Buck. You said you didn’t kill anyone. But if you chain yourself to them. Buck, Sumner, Delton – you’re going to be the first to be thrown to the wolves.”
 “Buck won’t turn on me.”
 Leaning back, Royce crossed her arms. “Men have been turning on you all your life. Buck isn’t different. He’ll take the deal. He’ll compromise you. And you know it. You aren’t stupid. The streets toughened you up. You know it’s you against them.”
 “He said he would protect me.”
 “That was when he thought you couldn’t testify against him. It was when he thought you were married. But that was bogus. Coleen, talk to me. Let’s get you a gentle landing. Help me, help you. Colorado has the death penalty. Old Buck is going to scramble right over you. It will be a foot race to see who gets the deal. I’m talking to you about keeping you from the bad injection. But if you want, you can request an attorney and you can refuse to talk with me.”
 Her breathing became labored. She was adrift, and she was becoming terrified. The auburn-haired, sultry, mystical woman, and the tough street guy impressions were another world apart from handcuffed and sitting in an interview room. Coleen was able to adapt to any identity. Chameleon, a genuine chameleon, Royce thought. Coleen was a perfect role player. And now she was trying to make the most difficult decision of her life. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine she’d go for the helpless teen, or barricade with a steel bulwark on the side of crime.
 Just when Royce thought Coleen wouldn’t offer up, the young woman spoke. “You’re trying to make me roll over. Play us against each other. I know how you cops work. You hate me.”
 Whew, Royce thought, she hadn’t seen that passive aggressive pop up. “I don’t hate you. But I’ll be glad to send one of our deputies in. Deputy Terry Doyle isn’t as angry as I am.”
 “Yeah, you’re doing your good cop/bad cop.”
 “You don’t know as much as you think you do, Coleen. We don’t play good cop/bad cop. Underneath, we are all really bad cops. We’re all angry.” Royce reached in her back pocket to pull out her wallet. She thumbed through her photos. She took out a photo of Nick in his uniform, with his wife and children. “I’m the baddest cop you’ll ever meet. Your partner shot this man down.” Royce finger touched Nick’s chest. Perhaps his heart. “This man would have given up his life to protect a citizen. And everyone that knows him is very angry.”
 When Royce saw Coleen reaching to wipe a tear away, she hoped for a breakthrough. Even that would be difficult to read. Coleen had the corner on playing emotions. So how could anyone be certain.
 “Coleen, do you really think Buck will step aside and give you the first pass to live?”
 “Hell no,” she seethed. Her emotions were suddenly upside down, sideways, and definitely inside out. “Naw. He even smacked me for using the goddamn credit card.” Her anger was suddenly erupting. “Claimed it would get us caught. Then he pulled his blunder.”
 “Blunder?” Royce stoked the story.
 “Yes. He called me stupid. But he was stupid for not killing those two witnesses. That was a blunder. He laughed. Said he wasn’t getting paid extra for shooting them. And they’d never be able to identify him.”
 The sheriff would continue to allow Coleen to spew her ego fiction. “But you would have killed those bikers?”
 “Of course. There was a chance they could identify me. If I didn’t have on a disguise. You know, I did pantomime. Acting. I got a voice, and can hoof it plenty good. Anyway, Buck says that killing isn’t any good if you don’t get pleasure out of watching fear.”
 “And do you believe everything Buck says?”
 “Hell no. Maybe all he wanted is to use me. We looked for a pussy-starved kid to use. See, I perform. That dumb kid wanted me, and I wouldn’t have looked at him twice.”
 “But you preferred Buck? To be Buck’s gun moll. Did Sumner or did Mel Denton introduce you to Buck?”
 “I met Buck. He knew Sumner and Denton. Hell yes, I was impressionable. I thought Buck was hot as a flaming sauna. And he said what a great actress I am.”
 Considering that Royce had immediately seen through her vulnerable performance, the sheriff wondered how talented Cookie was. Royce nodded. She had interviewed Coleen for several hours, continually setting the traps where the young woman might not see them. It was the most grueling interview Royce had ever conducted. She continued building the cases, not only Coleen’s case, but also the one against Buck. She continued to bring him back into the crime.
 “So Buck was your fella.”
 “He said he knew a guy that would give him a hundred grand to start. And more. Half a million for killing a sheriff. For killing you.” Her eyes focused on Royce. “The money would have given us a start.”
 “Are you trying it on me? Saying that you needed a half mil to settle down?”
 Coleen looked away. She covered her eyes. “Aw fuck. We just got together to hang out. Hang out with each other. He didn’t want me to settle down with him, did he?”
 “Will you tell me about the attempted murder of Undersheriff Hogan and the homicide of Kirk Dillard?”
 “I watched the Dillard kid while Buck shot the Hogan guy.”
 “Undersheriff Hogan.” Royce swallowed. “And how did you participate in Kirk Dillard’s murder?”
 “When Buck came back to where I was watching the kid, we took the kid to dispose of the body. Tossed the truck over.”
 Royce felt sick to her stomach. “Didn’t it bother that you helped a killer shoot two human beings, one to death. The other nearly to death.”
 “Hey, I didn’t even know the one. The kid, I did feel a little sorry for. I thought I might give him a blowjob while Buck was shooting the undersheriff.”
 Dazed for a moment, the sheriff wondered if in some twisted way this eighteen-year old woman found that admirable. There was no way to tour Coleen’s intentions or her heart. Royce conceded that it may have been that she had no heart. Royce had interrogated many murderers. But this one impacted the sheriff. And Coleen was as nonchalant as if an incident report for a fender bender was being written.
 Royce placed the papers in front of Coleen. Written were her confession, and agreeing to Royce’s notes on the interview. She rapidly signed them. Then she drew a little smiley face off to the side.
 Royce stood. “In a few minutes someone from the District Attorney’s office will be in to have you sign some documents. He will answer any further questions you might have.
   
 *** 
   
 When Coleen Herman had been booked, and jailed. Royce felt exhausted. But she had indeed broken Coleen ‘Cookie’ Herman.”
 On her way to Mike’s office, Royce ran into Stella. “Thanks for the rushed fingerprint job.”
 “Hey, when the sheriff wants prints to be crisp and now, I give my best effort. See you later.”
 As she entered the D.A.’s office Royce took a deep breath. “I had to leave early,” Mike uttered. “Court case. Did she give us anything new?”
 “They’ve been staying in an older area, off Gold Mine Road. We’ll need a search warrant. The house hadn’t been lived in for a couple years. It was rough living. However, Buck Eisner piggy-backed electricity and water from one of the larger homes. They parked their car, or cars in a broken-down barn.”
 “We’ll see what evidence that turns up.”
 “I thought you would approve of the deal. I told her I needed to check it though. I thought we could take the death penalty card off the table.”
 “If we wouldn’t have that option,” Mike spoke defensively of it, “we’d have no bargaining chip and we’d be letting more killers off. You bet, I approve of it as a bargaining chip. That might make it possible for giving Buck the injection.”
 “I told her I would check on what kind of time she might be looking at. She may be expecting life.”
 “Confession signed. I’m impressed Royce.”
 “After the dam broke, the flood gate gushed.” Royce leaned on his desk. “The last Coleen heard was that Buck was screaming at Delton about not being able to get the sheriff to meet him at Wounded Badge Vista. The Boss wanted me killed at the Vista.”
 “But why,” Mike questioned. “Why there?”
 “I’m thinking that Sumner had wanted his brother, a former sheriff, to have his name engraved on the Wounded Badge monument.” Royce covered her eyes a moment. “Buck wanted to ‘take me out’ at the hospital. Because he said it would be easy. I visited the wounded Undersheriff nearly every day. And he could get a shot at me there. He told Coleen that he’d use an AK-15. That automatic long gun could take me down like a target in a corner. Oh, and by the way, the couple had made a hundred thousand, and were promised half a million for the killing.”
 Mike’s exhaled breath was elongated. “Half a mil. Don’t take this wrong, Royce. You’re an important sheriff, but half a mil? I’m betting that as a district attorney, I’m only worth a hundred grand at best.”
 Royce teased, “That’s pushing it. A hundred grand. You don’t even know how to drive a squad car, or shoot a gun.”
 He tried to swallow his laugh. “You got me there. Holy crap, a half-million for bringing down a sheriff.” Mike’s gallows humor erupted, “I wonder if that includes the undersheriff. Two for one special.”
 Royce chuckled. “Well, needless to say, we aren’t giving up without a fight. We’re borrowing all the spare deputies from neighboring counties that we can to keep everyone guarded. We’ll have adequate guard units for anyone endangered. We need to get this guy. He may be very impatient since his ‘wife’ left, or as far as he knows, she left. Ran away, or left for drug shooting gallery in Denver.”
 “Look, I’m insisting. I want you to have a 24-7 bodyguard. Seriously, Royce. This guy is compulsive about ending your life. And it may be an enormous payday to the shooter. But this seems to be Sumner’s life’s work.”
 “Mike, since it’s come to light – how they’ve been living. I’ve been convinced throughout this investigation that Coleen and Buck were meticulously challenging our brain power. Thinking that they were smart, and had been flawless at confounding us at every angle. I had thought they were too intelligent to be captured.”
 “Well, you’ve got one out of the two behind bars. And there is so much citizen concern, that I don’t think Buck Eisner is going to be free for very long. She’ll be remanded without bail. And when he’s apprehended, he’ll also be remanded without bail. Maybe they haven’t been so genius.”
 Royce thought about what these two people had put her county through. And were still putting her Timber through. And she wondered if she would ever apprehend one. And wondered now if she would apprehend the other. “I credited them with too many brains. In retrospect, I’m thinking that they probably weren’t so savvy. They were mostly lucky.” 
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Chapter 23

   
   
 For everyone’s safety, the general public had not been informed about two events. They were: Nick’s transfer to Denver and the capture of suspect Coleen ‘Cookie’ Herman. Royce understood that the media finding out, and revealing, one or both of those covert strategies, was possible. But until then, information would be secreted, and secured. Protecting the information was vitally important for the well-being of both Nick and Royce.
 Gran always said that gossip goes around, like in any small town or city. But in Timber, private information usually stays put where it belongs. Royce hoped that confidentiality was to be.
 That morning, after the children had gone out to exercise the dogs, Royce told Hertha about the capture, and that it was strictly confidential. Hertha’s startled face reflected her immediate surprise. She took another sip of herbal tea. Her normally steady hands appeared to be shivering.
 “At least, it’s one less killer to worry about,” she remarked. “Last night when you came to bed, I knew something had gone on. But I speculated that you were simply tired, and the stress was getting to you.”
 “Hertha, you’ve got a lot happening in your life, and I didn’t want you to be bothered by it. To be honest, I was talked-out by last night. Yesterday afternoon I spent over five hours interrogating Coleen Herman. From the moment she was apprehended, I knew I’d need to figure her out. She’s very complex. I had to dig deeply to find all of the evil she’d stored up.”
 “When you arrested her, did she fight with you?”
 “No, she gave up immediately. I approached her. Arm-locked her while Terry was coming in the front door with gun pointing at her. I just cuffed her. No resistance at all.”
 “She confessed?”
 “A complete confession. Signed. And video-taped. She knew about and was in on it all. She didn’t do the actual killing. She continued to remind me of that. But she was there during the commission of most of the crimes. She assisted Buck Eisner by enticing poor Kirk Dillard to meet her for brunch. She introduced Buck as her brother. Then they overtook Kirk. Tied him up. Took him to a vacant spot. Coleen held him at gunpoint while Buck drove to Wounded Badge and attempted to kill Nick. Then Buck drove back, picked up Coleen and they bound-up Kirk. Murdered Kirk. Shoved the truck off the cliff and into the lake.”
 “They’re so vicious,” Hertha commented. “How does the human soul become so vicious?”
 “I’ve been wondering that for the last decades.” Royce frowned. “Don’t let this frighten you, but they had attempted to kill me. Several times. Coleen mentioned that Buck had some good shots, but Chance was always getting in the way. They were both afraid of Chance. Or as Coleen called her, ‘my damn f-ing dog’…” Royce looked down at Chance. She was forever guarding Royce. Royce could tell.
 “I’ve always said that I know you’re smart about protecting yourself, but this does frighten me. The man is a psycho.”
 “He wants to be a rich psycho. Sumner is paying him a half million to off me. That much money can take him back to Texas, and across the border. Lots of hiding places. For now, he isn’t aware of where Coleen is. I’m certain Eisner will stick around until his job is done. If I know Sumner, he’s not only put a bounty on my head, he’s probably offering a bonus. My life is all that stands between Eisner and his financial dream.”
 “As you say, the secrets can’t be buried forever.” Hertha looked away. Her eyelids blinked. “And Royce, I don’t want you to end up buried forever. Please be careful. And keep Chance with you. Promise me?”
 Royce smiled, then sipped coffee. “I promise. I know your love brings me back to you.”
 Deep in thought, Hertha took the sheriff’s hand. “Remember when I kept my secret from you, and your first suspicion was that I was breaking up?”
 “I shouldn’t have suspected.”
 “Royce, I’ve been thinking about something. I’m yours forever. Now that same-sex marriage is available, I wondered if you might be secure if we take that step.”
 With closed eyes, Royce considered it. “Deep down, I do know our love is secure.”
 “I haven’t mentioned it because I realize what a tremendous responsibility it is to have two children to raise.”
 “If we married, I would be able to adopt the children. I think they’d like that.”
 “But what about you? It would be a responsibility. A total commitment for us both. You’d be taking on a family. The children and me. It might tie you down.”
  “I already feel a total commitment to you and the kids. Let’s both consider it when this case is closed.”
 Hertha agreed. “Yes, now isn’t the time. But I love you, and I want you to know I’ll do anything to prove my love to you.”
   
 *** 
   
 Royce fitted Chance’s bullet-proof vest on her K-9 Deputy. Now that she knew Eisner was frightened of Chance, she insisted the deputies keep a close eye on her. To Chance, Royce whispered, “No more roaming at will. You stick with your team.” For some reason, Chance was acting more independent of Royce’s commands. Perhaps she was picking up on Royce’s tensions. When Royce chatted with a member of the K-9 team in Denver, she was told dogs go through the terrible twos just like children. She hugged Chance again. “This is dangerous time, for both of us. And I want you to listen perfectly to all your commands.”
 The morning Sheriff’s Department meeting was mainly tactical. After pointing to the motto: Be Ready! Be Steady! Royce announced that they would be studying two locations. Crystal General Hospital, and the Wounded Badge Vista area. First, she instructed, each deputy would need to study the overhead shots of the entire hospital complex. Deputies found the advantages, and disadvantages of a shootout near the large hospital, and larger surrounding grounds. Royce and the enforcers considered the perimeter encircling the hospital. A map, with blueprinted buildings showed both structures and outlying area. The team was most concerned with the parking area, along with the wildlife land adjoining the parking lot.
 After the deputy’s study that considered a multitude of scenarios at the hospital, they turned their attention to the wooded areas around Wounded Badge. The plan was developed to have the forests covered on both sides of the actual memorial. Eisner would no doubt attempt to escape from the area off to the side – right or left. Rock formations lifted from the ground, trees and bush made excellent hiding areas. For both deputies, and for suspect.
 Royce wanted the deputies to be aware of the dynamics of both sides of the locations. The trails, the spots with good cover, and all information that might help a deputy survive. “Commit it to memory. Don’t rely on a pocket map, you may not have time. Think about the region’s cubbyholes and shielding brush that could hide you from being shot. The brush, and rocks can conceal you. Eisner will be armed with a long gun. A semiautomatic rifle. With multiple clips of ammo. He’ll have the arms power to do damage. And watch how near you’re getting to the edge of the cliff. Watch your footing.
 Directly behind the monument, was a ledge. The cliff offered an incredible visual. It dangerously stretched for over a mile, and projected multiple shelves along the mantle top. Royce wondered if Eisner planned to shove Royce from the cliff. He had probably intended on throwing Nick’s body over the cliff. Then there was the lake cliff, where Kirk Dillard’s body and truck were disposed of. His penchant, his MO, might have included sending his murder victims on a final flight downward. The ultimate journey would end at the rocky base of the valley below. Jagged rock ledges extended from the sheer cliff. Perhaps he had instructions from Sumner. Sumner was where the true animus, the fierce hatred, evolved.
 The sheriff stopped herself from over thinking Sumner’s cruelty. The women and men enforcers were given cursory paramilitary training. They studied special weapons and tactics. In small mountain towns, it wasn’t unusual for a deputy to never have fired his or her gun on duty. The sheriff gave a final admonition to her squad. They were to expect an assault on their sheriff, with a probability of sooner rather than later. Sumner was impatient. Which automatically made Buckley Eisner itchy to complete his task. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce and a deputy had pulled up to the hospital. The deputy was staying in the car with Chance. Carefully, the sheriff walked to the doors. An undercover deputy opened the door for her. She had been planning to wait fifteen minutes, long enough to have pretended to visited Nick, had he been there as a patient. Then she would leave.
 She had been inside the hospital corridor ten minutes when a message from her radio interrupted her thought. “Chance is missing.” She exited the building, she saw the deputy in the nearby field, he was racing toward the other edge of the open land. When Royce got to her vehicle, she heard the deputy explain on his radio, “I just let her out to take a leak. All of a sudden, she took off like a shot, then I heard her yelp. Someone loaded her into that car.”
 Royce started the engine. She drove to the side of the field. The deputy jumped in the passenger side. Royce’s words rushed, “Keep your eye on that vehicle. Put out a bulletin that he has Chance. I’d bet anything Buck Eisner is on his way to Wounded Badge. Dispatch deputies to the vista.”
 “Sheriff, I’m sorry. She was right with me. Then I called to her. That’s the first time she disobeyed my orders. I didn’t think she’d run like that.”
 “It’s okay. Right now, we need to make this as precise as we can. I want you to continue to feed the deputies information. Coordinate the effort. When I see Eisner’s vehicle, I’m going to approach it. You stay with this vehicle. I want everyone standing back, but in position. The man has an assault rifle, and I don’t want errant bullets from deputies spraying the landscape. Just hold back.”
 She followed closely, driving behind one of the vehicles Buck Eisner had stolen. They were soon approaching the entry road to the Wounded Badge memorial.
 At the apex of the memorial park, Royce saw that Eisner had skidded up against the Corduroy Trail. The sheriff quickly stopped thirty yards behind him. She ducked behind brush. Eisner had gained some space between them. He seemed to be struggling with Chance. Pulling Chance.
 When she looked closer, she saw that he’d come prepared to kidnap Chance. Eisner knew the sheriff would chase him forever if he had her dog. He’d planned it out perfectly. He was pulling a rope that he’d tied around her neck collar. There was wide white bandage of medical tape binding her front paws together. Her muzzle also had tape wrapped around it. He had probably bashed Chance’s head with the gun’s barrel. Then wrapped the tape. And now he was pulling her toward the left side of the cliff. He was pulling her over the bumpy log steps of Corduroy Trail.
 Royce was near enough to hear Chance moaning, and see her struggling. The dog would attempt to get to her feet, but with her front paws tied together, the tripod stance gave her no stability. When she fell, Eisner pulled the rope harder. He was a large, strong, muscled man.
 Yet he would have been no match for Chance if she weren’t bound. Royce’s pulse was pounding. Her heart felt like a hot coal. She continued following after the man as he roughly dragged the German shepherd behind him.
 When he’d almost run out of earth, and was nearing the edge of the cliff, he pulled Chance toward him. He detonated a spray of gunfire. It surrounded the area where the sheriff hid. Royce continued advancing. She could see the rope had strung backward as Chance was pulled into Eisner’s arm. He had grasped her collar. He felt certainty that with Chance near, Royce wouldn’t fire. The rope that had been dragged was about ten feet away from her.
 “You come any closer, and I’m tossing the fucking dog over the edge. Do you hear me?” he screamed.
 “I’m not moving.” She kept her eyes on the rope.
 Chance had heard her voice. She lifted herself and became seated upright. Royce watched as the bedraggled, tottering dog began trying to lift her tied front paws. Suddenly, without warning, Chance catapulted upward. The strength in her back legs vaulted toward Eisner. He released her collar as he was pitched backward, attempting to retain his balance.
 Royce yelled, “No,” as she was airborne. The sheriff made a leap forward and to the ground. She grabbed, and held the rope, pulling vigorously. She’d wound the rope around her arm. Holding, fighting to keep Chance from going over the edge. Her arms were exhausted. Her elbow was scuffed and the palm of her hand was burning. She felt Chance’s fierce hurtle at the killer. It was difficult to break. She screamed, “At ease.” When she finally felt Chance stop advancing, Royce used her unarmed hand to pull Chance toward her. As she’d secured Chance to her, she hugged the K-9 deputy tightly her. She carefully began to crawl backward toward the brush.
 Behind Chance, she saw Eisner drawing down on her with his rifle. She was in his line of sight. His aim for the sheriff was on target. Chance suddenly began an attempt to rush him. Eisner struggling with his own balance. His feet were slipping, sliding. The dirt under his shoes projected around him. Clouds of dust lifted. He abruptly took two unsure steps back to gain balance. Royce watched the look on his face as he realized he was going to fall.
   The volume of his scream diminished as he fell. Royce could also hear the body hitting against stones and trees that clung to the cliff. The sound of his long gun bouncing behind him was metallic meeting stone.
 Royce had not moved, she just held tightly to Chance. As she sat, she talked into the body cam. “I’m glad I left this thing on,” she said muttered. Then into the speaker, she said, “Please reinforce. We need Coroner, Forensics. Crime scene. I’m going to require a stretcher to get Chance down to the vets. Deputy Chance is wounded. Somebody please, phone Hertha and tell her we’re on our way to the clinic.”
 “Got it covered,” Sam replied. “There’s a chopper above, they were shooting video for us, so we could get our logistics right. We’re very near to you.”
 Royce’s nervous laugh stopped as quickly as it started. “And here I was just saying I’m glad we got this on body cam.”
 Terry’s voice chimed in. “We’ve all got our cams going. You’ll have every single angle of the arrest covered. Eisner had you in his site. You never laid a glove on him.” She laughed, “Not a smidgen of police brutality.”
 “I guess that was how Chance planned it,” Royce commented. “And although Chance had apprehended him, was attacking him, Chance didn’t lay a paw on him.”
 “More’s the pity on that,” Terry said. “I wouldn’t mind having seen her rip into the monster.”
 Royce saw the deputies. One said, “Okay, we’ll take over from here. Forensics is in route.”
 “Make danged sure when they rappel down, they don’t smudge the fingerprints on the gun,” Royce instructed. “And I spotted a SIG Sauer Coyote Tan in his belt. That is the gun that shot Nick, and killed Kirk Dillard. Take care in getting it back up. Let’s leave the fingerprints on both G.I. Joe guns.”
 Royce assisted in moving Chance onto the stretcher. One of the deputies covered the shivering dog. She was in shock. When they got her loaded into the bus, Royce sat beside her. She began unwrapping Chance’s, muzzle. The adhesive tape must have been so painful she thought. When she saw the other side, Royce knew that Chance had been disarmed by a very heavy instrument hitting the side of her skull. Blood was matted. After the tape had been removed from the muzzle and front paws, Chance leaned nearer to the sheriff. The tremble was still visible. Royce saw her dog try to stand, she whimpered, and slid back down onto the blanket. 
   
 *** 
   
 The High Country Animal Hospital bustled with the movement of the staff. Everyone was actively working to save Chance. “I’m going to do a complete blood panel, and get x-rays.” Hertha called to her assistant. “STAT.”
 “What do you think?” Royce impatiently questioned as she followed Hertha into the surgery.
 “I think I’d like to take the butt of a rifle and smash Buckley Eisner.”
 Royce was always taken aback when Hertha showed anger. “Chance saved my life. I’ll show you my cam shots. Chance saved my life.”
 “It’s going to take a few weeks to see where we are on this. For now, I’ll get information, go in and try to fix everything. Royce, I can tell you that she’ll be wearing a paw brace on her one foot. At least for a few weeks. I’ll know more after I get done in surgery and get the blood work report. Another veterinarian from Crystal is on her way down here to assist. You said this guy drug a quarter of a mile?”
 “Yes. And he was being rough, as if he was trying to damage her as he yanked her. Drug her up the Corduroy Trail.”
 Hertha’s eyes were on fire. “The brutality in the world never ends. Damn.” She took a breath, and said, “Okay, I’m scrubbed. Listen, I want you to go over and talk with your mom. See Gwen and Nadine. Call your Gran. I’m wanting the surgery cleared, okay.”
 “I understand. I need to go to the office and file the reports, and check the deputy reports. I’ll e-mail files to Texas so that they can follow up with indictments against Sumner and attorney Mel Delton. I’ll write a custody report, even though I was as much in his custody as he was in mine. He held the AR-15. I had 13 bullets in my pistol. Criminals are now armed as if they’re in war. Oh, and I also need to talk with Coleen Herman.”
 “To tell her of her accomplice’s death?”
  “Yes.”
 “I’ll call with the report after I finish surgery. I told you there’s too much violence in our lives, Royce.”
 “I know, Hertha.”
 “I don’t want more if I can help it.”
 “Hertha?” Perplexed, Royce looked into Hertha’s eyes.
 “I won’t add to unhappiness. I don’t want to continue with the world’s sadness. I’ve decided not to bring a case against Gregory Corby. Not so much for him, but for his daughter. She’s innocent. She’s lost her mother and her brother. I’ve also lost my mother and brother. And it hurts so badly. She shouldn’t need to lose anyone else that matters to her.”
 Royce loved Hertha so much. “I’m sure she’ll be grateful to you. And I’d like to think Corby will also be grateful.”
 With tears in her eyes, the veterinarian looked away. “Time for surgery. I’ve got a dog to save for both of us.”
 Royce didn’t need to beg Hertha to take extra care of Chance. It was a given. 
   
 *** 
   
 Royce met Coleen in the interview room. They sat across from one another, with Royce wondering how to begin the conversation.
 “What the fuck you want with me now?” she asked the sheriff.
 “Buckley Eisner tried to kill me this afternoon. As you can see, he was not successful, thanks to K-9 Deputy Chance. Known to you as that ‘f-ing dog.’ You remember, the one you and Eisner hated.”
 “I hate dogs.” Her eyes squinted.
 “Eisner died. He mis-stepped very near the edge of the cliff. It was where he was wanting to pitch me and my dog off.”
 She squinted, “Naw. You killed him. You killed him.”
 “Coleen, I’m sure you’ll be seeing the body cam video on TV. It was filmed by not only deputies, but by an assisting helicopter. Buck Eisler absconded with my dog in tow. He battered my dog. Hit her with the butt of his rifle. Taped her paws together and her mouth. And he dragged her up the mountainside. The dog is a hero, she saved my life. But Buck wasn’t so lucky. He lost his equilibrium. He danced right off that ledge all on his own. I repeat, on his own.”
 “The dog charged him!”
 “Yes, she tried to charge him. And she nearly lost her life to protect mine.” Royce saw no change of expression. Cookie didn’t seem to take the news badly. “You don’t seem broken up over the death of your hoax husband. Mock wedding bells didn’t live up to your expectations?”
 “He was an asshole. When I pulled that bankcard fraud, it pissed him off. Claimed it would all come tumbling down ‘cause of me.”
 “And so it did. Luckily, we nailed you. And because of that, we were near apprehending him. You flipped on him. You squealed your soul to get a deal. We were willing to go light on your sentence, in order get to the triggerman. The hitman’s life is now past-tense. So, now we only need you to keep your word and witness against Sumner and Delton. Oh, wait, we don’t really need you for that either. The two of them will testify against each other. So really, you’ll be doing double down time. Those two in Texas will never see sunlight again. You’ll be taking a very hard fall. Not as hard as Buckley Eisner. The only winner of the ‘Get Out of Jail’ card was Buck. And he did that the hard way. But you don’t care, because you hated his guts. However, you were his accomplice. You’ll be spending a great deal of your life behind bars. If not all of your life.”
 “I didn’t pull any trigger. I shouldn’t get a long sentence. But now you’re saying the deal isn’t any good?”
 Royce stood. “I’m saying that I hope you find yourself a good wrinkle cream. Because you and your cast of characters won’t be released for a very long time.”
 How sad to love someone just because they hang out with you. And sadder yet to be loved only because you hang out with them.
   
 *** 
   
 After a long confab with Mike, Royce felt assured that justice would be done. She crossed the street to Molly’s Pantry. Gwen was seated at the counter. Molly poured a cup of coffee for her daughter.
 “Are you okay?” Gwen asked.
 “Fine.”
 “How about Chance?” Gwen teased, “News on the street says that she did the heavy lifting on this case.”
 Smiling, the sheriff acknowledged, “Yes, she did. She had the killer captured and cornered. The killer had his rifle aimed directly at me. Deputy Chance saved my life.” Royce’s eyelids batted the tears that were forming. “Hertha is in surgery with her now.” Royce closed her eyes. “Chance was very courageous. After her ordeal, she looked dazed. Probably the pain she was in.”
 Molly said, “Bev called. One of the deputies, probably Terry, called Nick to tell him the good news. He said to high five you for him. Anyway, they’re asking the doctors if Nick can get physical therapy here in Timber County. There’s a chance he might get released from the rehab center in a couple days. Well, that’s what Bev believes.”
 Royce allowed a small smile. “I’ll call him later, after I know what’s happening with Chance. There’s no reason he can’t get really excellent treatment here. And I know we all miss him.”
 Gwen said, “I honestly think people do heal better in their own communities.”
 “Gwen,” Royce apologized, “I’m sorry I didn’t let you know about the apprehension of Coleen right away.”
 “I understand. But I’ve known since it happened. I wasn’t going to print it, even if I turned down an exclusive on the news story. So, you could have told me.” She shrugged. “You don’t trust me anymore.”
 “Of course, I do. Look, I promise I’ll give you the very next scoop we have.”
 “Deal,” Gwen said.
 Royce’s phone rang. She listened intently. Then she said to Gwen, “Here’s your headline, Gwen. Chance came through the operations great. Both her head, and her paw. No permanent damage. She’s going to be in pain. But Hertha said she should be fine with lots of TLC.” As Royce clapped her hands together, she confided, “There’s your scoop. And I’ll tell Hertha to make certain you get the first photos of Chance and me.”
 With a slight bite, Gwen said, “I’ll take K-9 Deputy Chance’s photos first. She’s got more star power than you do, Royce.” Gwen winked. “She does. Maybe you can write a quotation about her work with the department.”
 Nonchalantly, Royce walked to the door. “Gwen, I offer you a scoop, and you want me to provide a press packet, too?”
 They laughed. As Royce walked across Main Street. She considered how wonderful it would be to settle in and cherish an evening without fear. “Okay, so here’s the plan...” 
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Chapter 24

   
   
 There had been a couple days of reports that needed to be written. The finalization of a crime takes what Nick always referred to as the final scrub down. Paperwork with exacting details, and all follow up, were completed.
 During those days additional search warrants were issued for the mountain hideout, and garage where the outlaw couple had attempted to be invisible to society. Some thought it might be abandoned, others figured the place was awaiting its owner.
 Searching the residence, Royce saw how much clutter the two criminals had made in the cabin. Kicking though it, Royce had found notebook she believed belonged to Coleen Herman. It included what could have been adolescent drawings and absurd thoughts. Mostly of evil content. Royce had the suspicion that Coleen ‘Cookie’ Herman was either an evil person, or evil very often. All evidence needed to be tagged, bagged, and recorded.
 They’d also searched the barn, where the stolen cars were stored. There was so much paperwork, Royce considered, that she wouldn’t have much time to help get ready for Nick’s Return Home party. The citizens of Timber County threw their shoulders, and their hearts, into readying the Welcome Home festivities.
 Royce continued slugging it out with the murder case. She made some time for checking on Chance. She entered her home. “I’m just home to grab a sandwich,” Royce said as she kissed Hertha’s cheek. “Mom, Gran, and the rest of town are so busy getting ready for the arrival of Nick this noon, I hate to bother them.”
 “I heard that one of the commuter airplanes is bringing Nick and Bev home later,” Hertha said. “I guess the landscaping is done at the Hogan home. Their house is well-surrounded with hundreds of columbines. I can’t wait to see Nick’s face. People were planting them there, then it spilled over to Wounded Badge Memorial.”
 “I’m glad. It will help soften the emotional devastation of what happened there. The lovely vista will be ours again.”
 “I think that was important to everyone planting the flowers.” Hertha’s arms gently looped Royce’s shoulders. “Both Nick and Chance were wounded there. And your last memories were terrifying.”
 “We’ll work our way through it.” Royce looked away. “How’s the backyard committee doing for the Welcoming Home celebration?”
 “No shortage of helpers getting the backyard set up. Gran said that tables are already being crowded with food for the guests.”
 “Everyone I’ve talked with is planning to attend,” Royce stated.
 “The kids are excited.” Hertha laughed. “You should hear Vannie scold Chance when she tries to get up. Being dragged so far over the rugged Corduroy Trail must have been agonizing. Royce, checking her over after the surgery, made me want to cry. I don’t know how in the world she didn’t have every bone in her body broken.”
 “She’s got excellent medical care. I heard Vannie talking with her yesterday.” Royce smiled. “They take such good care of Chance. I know they want Chance to be there at the presentation Gwen is giving.” Royce worried that Chance would be spooked by the crowd. She had seemed skittish for the last day or two. Yet the German shepherd was still friendly and loving.
 “I think it’s amazing that so many people will be there. Nick will love it.”
 “I’ve got a spare half hour, I think I’m going to journey out to Wounded Badge and check the memorial. We’ve had Nick’s name, and ‘wounded’ along with the date, put onto the memorial.”
 Hertha’s eyes went sad. “I hope there are no more names engraved.”
 Royce didn’t respond. She knew the sadness. 
   
 *** 
   
 No matter where she went, without Chance, she felt a loneliness. She drove up to the monument. When she got out, she felt uplifted as she walked to the huge rock. People had planted columbines around it. There were even pots of columbines, so near one another that it resembled a carpet. Or perhaps it was a sea of blue, and light violet-blue.
 The sheriff touched the newly engraved lettering. She brushed her fingers across Nick’s name. Royce also felt the terrible suffering she’d witnessed. The ache.
 As Royce walked back to her vehicle, she saw the shadow of the large pointed stones. The badge-like peaks made its shadow look like mountains. The sheriff looked up into the skyline. She realized all good enforcers live in the shadow of a badge. That shadow is every single day when they walk towards danger. That shadow is the target that an enforcer and her or his family lives with.
 Royce opened her SUV door, and then turned and looked back. Nick was going to be so pleased with those columbines. They were from those county folks that he served and protected.
   
 *** 
   
 Nick was in a wheelchair some of the time, but much of the time he leaned, from his left side, on a forearm walking crutch. His right shoulder, and arm were held by a sling. He seemed energized by the party. Large rows and rows of tables were filled with food and drinks. Bev stated that their backyard was huge, but for all the people arriving, they should have bought a couple more acres. Royce saw the deputies from all the surrounding counties, their families, and families in the community. All friends, all appreciative of Undersheriff Nick.
 Royce had gotten to say hello to the Connors, the Dillards, D.A. Mike, Debra, Dr. James Glenn, Richard the Troubadour – along with his guitar, Faye Arnall, Chris Wyatt, and Virginia Kern were there. Doc and Stella. Even Claude, Spuds and Duffy attended. People always reminded her that this was her community. She belonged to Timber County.
 As soon as they got the microphone set up on the back porch, Mayor Gwen was introduced. As mayor, she had been asked to give a few words. “Welcome, Undersheriff Nick. I think this is a fairly good showing for how much the community thinks of you. We’re glad you’re with us.” She cleared her voice. “And we put together some citizen commendations. To be known as the Nick Hogan Awards. Those who assist their fellow citizens and assist us. Sheriff Royce Madison suggested we decorate those who help the Sheriff’s Department. Sheriff…” she called Royce to the microphone.
 Royce’s “It is so great to have Nick back. On behalf of the Timber County Sheriff’s Department, we want to issue the following citizen for this year their commendations. She read: Ron and Mandy Connor, Virginia Kerr, Chris Wyatt, Richard Troubadour, and Faye Arnall. Also, a special thank you to all those who assist us. Thank you.” Royce gave each of the people a framed letter. “Now then, back to our mayor, and then our guest of honor.”
 Gwen took the mic, and called for the kids to bring Chance. “The other commendation is for this poor limping dog that saved our Sheriff.” Royce grinned and her eyes filled. That was why Gwen had continued to badger her to bring Chance. “So, without further ado, I’m going to pin this commendation to Chance’s safety vest. Although she’s a deputy, I think she behaves more like the SWAT team of Timber County. She single-pawedly, apprehended the killer of one of our citizens, and the shooter of our Undersheriff.”
 Everyone applauded, profusely. Officer Sunshine Sam gave a stage whispered to the sheriff, “What kind of commendation did you get?”
 Royce began laughing. “I got a scuff on elbow, and rope-burned hands.”
 Gwen had overheard it, and she and the rest of the people laughed. “And the sheriff gets to polish Chance’s medal.”
 “It will always be shiny,” Royce promised.
 Gwen held up the microphone, “And now a word from our undersheriff who is hobbling remarkably well for his injuries.” Gwen joked as she set the mic up for Nick. “I don’t know which of the two heroes out-hobbles the other – Nick or Chance. But they’ll both soon be a hundred percent.”
 Nick patted Chance’s head. “All I can say is that I’ve got more columbines than Chance does. But she’s captured more perps in the last week. Thanks, Chance. There are so many thanks to spread around. And of course, Chance saved my best friend. So, thank you, Chance. And I thank Chance for not trampling on my columbines. I also want to thank all the force, all of the teams, D.A. Office, Forensics, and the people. My wonderful wife, children, each member of my family. I couldn’t have made it without you. The medics here and at rehab, I appreciate you all.”
 Applause, and cries of love erupted. Nick leaned against his stick. He continued, “I was saved by citizens, and protected by my fellow law enforcers. The deputies in this county are a cohesive troop. What does that take? A special leader. When my best friend, and boss, Sheriff Royce and I were pups, she began training me. Then one day, we were taking down a perpetrator. I asked her what to do. She answered, ‘What should you do?’ Of course, I’d been trained what I should do, and I did it. Precisely executed, and finally, confidently, I took down the perp. We’ve all been trained to do what needs to be done. We show that every day of our lives. So, thanks to our commander - a woman years ago proved a woman can do anything a man can do. And, a thanks to a K-9 Deputy named Chance, that proved a dog can do better than all the rest of us put together.”
 His children brought Gold Honey to his side. They introduced the newest K-9 deputy to the people. Nick said, “Chance, please teach this adorable Golden retriever everything you know.”
 When he returned to his wheelchair, Royce approached. “Thanks, Nick.” She leaned his crutch against the house.
 He whispered, “I’m already anxious to get back to work. I missed out on the Cookie and Buck Saga.”
 Royce laughed. “You were the subject of the Cookie and Buck saga. And you helped work it out with me. Until you’re tossing the cane, we have a great deal of desk duty for you. Lots of plotting about crime. For now, you run the operation from your office. When you’re ready for the field, we need you there, too. Nick, I’ve missed your humor.”
 “Got to have humor,” he teased. He became serious. “They’ll always be cop haters. And there will be good cops and bad cops. People who hate bad cops don’t realize that those of us who are good cops, we hate bad cops worse than anyone. Their actions reflect on us.”
 “Yes.” Royce called to Chance. “Hey, I’m going to take her for a walk. Tell Hertha I’ll be back later.”
 Royce fastened Chance in her vehicle’s front seat. She drove up to Wounded Badge Vista. Before getting out, she took Chance’s leash. She then carefully made certain Chance’s paw brace was tight.
 Together, slowly, Royce walked, and Chance limped, up Corduroy Trail. At times Chance was pensive, holding back slightly. But then she would continue. At the top of the trail, Royce looked toward the ridged stone that stood like an elegant monument to the warriors of goodness. The sunshine fully bathed the stone, and illuminated the plate that held names she knew and loved. She gazed at the naked cliff from where she and Chance might have died. And where a criminal met his death days ago.
 Sheriff Royce Madison and her K-9 Deputy stood closely together. They were very nearly leaning on one another. To heal, to protect, to warm, together. “Chance, thank you. It will be fine. We’re doing our very best.”
 Chance stumbled, and her whine was soft, but her foot was giving her pain. Royce lifted the German shepherd. She carried her to the SUV. They were being restored. Patched.
 As she drove back to help finish out the festive day, she thought about the weeks past. She considered her own future.
 She would talk it over with Chance first. “Chance, I’ve made a decision about our lives. Tomorrow morning, when we get up, I’ve got a question. A question I’m going to ask Hertha. And if she says yes, I think we should take the day off. Maybe go fishing, go panning gold, take a picnic, and enjoy the bounty.”
 When they approached Nick’s home, and the celebration, the sheriff felt as though both she and Chance were rejuvenated.
 The sheriff was getting out of the vehicle, when she announced, “Chance, this was a good mini-outing with you. We needed to face a section of bad life that we experienced. It’s all good from here.” She helped Chance from the vehicle. “Keep it our secret. Just so you’ll be the first to know. In the morning, I’m going to propose to your veterinarian.” 

 

   
 THE END 

    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
   


    Wounded Badge Vista    
  




  
   


SCARLET CLOVER PUBLISHERS


COMING ATTRACTIONS


 


 


TREVAR’S TEAM: 4


 

 Trevar’s Team: 4 is a book about missing manuscripts and murder. Beryl Trevar, Rachel Rosen, Jill Timoteo, and Summer Wade are the team. They live aboard their yacht, The Radclyffe-Hull. And they chase crime.
 When an elderly professor shows up at a Palm Beach bookstore, he wasn’t looking for a how-to book. Not at all. He was looking to get top dollar price for original antique manuscripts. Naturally, the proprietor of Pages Book Shop, Clarissa Lamb, said she would first need authentication. She knew they were far too valuable to be on the shelves of a women’s bookstore. If they were authentic, she could put him in touch with a reputable auction house.
 She suggested that he have them examined by a world-renowned book expert. When she was called away for a moment, she returned to find the man was gone. Checking surveillance video, she noticed that he had tucked his crowded, battered briefcase underneath one of the counters. She was in for a shock when she opened it to find pure literary treasures.
 The gentleman had left the area. Clarissa vowed she would find him with the help of her private detective sweetheart. Beryl Trevar, was only too happy to assist. She entreated the help of the other three members of the Radclyffe-Hull Team – Rachel, Jill, and Summer.
 The tough Sapphic Team of savvy, brave, intelligent, and gorgeous private detectives take on the case of their lives. They hardly expected to need to dust off their Berettas. After all, it wasn’t like the briefcase was filled with gems, or wrapped stacks of money.
 While working this case, the Team of Florida’s snazziest detectives are hired to locate a missing heiress/reality star. Has the woman used her disappearance as part of a reality TV script? Or was she in danger of losing her life? The Team go in search of the wealthy star. Could these two cases possibly intersect in a strange and dangerous way? 
   
   

DAMSELS OF CASTAWAY CREEK 


 

 The miniscule town of Castaway Creek was home to mostly women. Mostly Sapphic women, as it happens. Many had retired in Castaway. Jesse and Mara were approaching sixty, and they had promised they would be spending out their days living right there.
 Nestled back away in the Colorado Rocky Mountains, was that dot-on-the-map community. Barely a town, the population was half a thousand at tops. Jesse Bonner and her spouse of over thirty-five years, Mara Kerr, were proprietors of the Castaway Trading Post.
 Directly across the main street was the Castaway Bar and Grill. It was owned and operated by Ruthie North. Since she just turned forty, she was young enough to be Jesse’s offspring, so Jess figured she needed to direct Ruthie’s thinking. Ruthie was in love with a drifter named Con Fraser. Jesse didn’t take to Con, and she caused a bit of bother once in a