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CHAPTER 1
SUMMER, 2010 — TIMBER COUNTY, COLORADO
There was an uneasy feeling situated between Royce’s pain and her anger.
Sheriff Royce Madison’s long slim legs nearly buckled as she sat in the familiar oak rocking chair. Her tall frame reflected exhaustion. Her light complexion was tanned, and the rugged handsomeness of her expression was anxiety-riddled. Her dimpled smile seemed nearly forgotten. Her life was now forever different. 
Nothing had changed in the front office of Timber City Colorado’s Main Street newspaper. Gwen Ives, the publisher of The Timber City Times, looked up and across the desk. 
Gwen’s nod of the head acknowledged her lifetime friend. “Any word from Hertha?”
“Nope. I don’t imagine I’ll hear from her. She’s obviously going to give herself time to make her final decision. And to cool off.”
“Royce, she knows you’re heartbroken. But she doesn’t feel she has a choice.”
Royce’s eyes began to fill. She blinked back the tears. It had been fifteen years since she’d first been elected sheriff of Timber County. Up until the last year, those had been the most wonderful years of her life. It seemed a lifetime ago when everything stopped being precious. From the time she was a twenty-eight-year-old woman, in love, the world had been perfect.
Her slender face looked gaunt. Her short blonde hair was showing strands of gray. It limply flattened against her head as she removed her Sheriff’s Department Stetson. Small wrinkles gathered near her blue eyes. Showing in her body was the defeat she felt.
Now, at forty-two, her happiness was unraveling. The woman she’d spent a decade and a half with had returned to a Ute reservation a few months ago to care for her ailing mother. When Hertha White’s mother died, everything became complicated. 
Hertha’s mother had been the guardian of her only two grandchildren. When Hertha left to take care of her mother, it included caring for her young niece and nephew. Ray, her brother, had died a year ago in a car accident. He was the sole guardian of his children since his wife—the children’s mother, had run off. 
After Hertha’s mother had died, both Royce and Hertha attempted to find the children’s long-lost mother. Finally, it was discovered their mother had died of a drug overdose. 
With her mother’s death, Hertha became the children’s only living relative. She told Royce she’d decided to stay on at the family home near their reservation. She didn’t want to disrupt the children’s lives any more than they’d already been. They should be near their culture, she’d added. 
“I begged her to bring the children and return to Timber City. We could raise them together.”
“Royce, she knew you didn’t want children. You’d been adamant about that the first few years you were with her. Why would she entertain the idea of having kids intrude into your life? You’d made it crystal clear you weren’t interested in being a parent. She asked me why you feel the way you do. I have no idea.” 
“I didn’t want children. Whatever it was—or is, it’s my own private issue.” Royce’s body eased down in the chair. “I told her I would be willing to raise them with her. Hertha told me another version. The reason she needed to stay there was to raise the children in their own environment. As well as encourage younger Ute children to better themselves. She can be an example for her niece and nephew as well as tribal children. And since there aren’t many veterinarians in the area, she wants to help.”
Gwen looked away a moment, then covered her expressive, bronze eyes. Her short, neatly clipped hair was graying as she eased into her sixties. Age never slowed her down, she boasted. Yet her walk was slightly slower. She sighed. “Hertha is a kind person. She made a decision she thought was best for everyone. Not just your relationship. She made certain there was a replacement to take over her animal clinic. She tied up any loose ends as best she could.”
“I was a loose end that wasn’t resolved.” Royce stood nearly defiantly. “She failed to find me a replacement. How could she not know I considered her irreplaceable? Even when Smoky was dying—she wasn’t there for me… or for Smoky.”
Gwen’s eyes narrowed. She knew how the loss of Royce’s first and only pet had impacted Royce. Smoky, the small silver-colored schnauzer, was not only Royce’s constant companion but also beloved by the entire community. She was to be known as Deputy Smoky. “Hertha loved Smoky, too. But your dog was fifteen and you both knew poor Smoky had developed health problems. You both knew she was dying. There wasn’t anything Hertha could have done for Smoky. Be fair. Hertha couldn’t leave the children and her own dying mother. Smoky had you. As well as all the rest of us who loved her. So don’t be unreasonable.”
“I needed Hertha when I lost Smoky.” Royce felt her teeth grind in anger and pain. The schnauzer had been Royce’s constant companion. And she had been Hertha’s dog. Smoky had protected Hertha and helped save her life. 
“You’re upset about everything right now, Royce,” Gwen commented as she looked back at the trailing proofs of newsprint. “Your Gran is in her eighties, and I know you’re concerned about her. Even though she’s in good condition. Now, with Hertha and Smoky both out of your life, I can see you’re feeling abandoned. Life as a small mountain town sheriff has seemed to have become an albatross hanging from your neck.”
Royce stood. “Pretty amazing. You’re combining a literary narrative with my life. The woman I am in love with has left me. My dog has died. Don’t you get it? I’m devastated.” She turned to leave.
With a parting half-wave goodbye, Gwen said, “Royce, I’m on your side. The sooner you get over this, the better off you’ll be. Your life will go on. The worst is behind you.”
“Nothing more can possibly go wrong.” As Royce plodded toward the door, she turned back to Gwen. There was pity in the older woman’s eyes. Again, the thought repeated itself through her mind. Nothing else could go wrong today.
Sheriff Royce Madison had never been more incorrect.
 
* * * * *
 
When her police radio that was clipped to her gunbelt squawked, she answered. It was Timber County’s newly hired dispatcher, Wanda Thurlow. 
“Sheriff Madison, there’s been a missing person’s report.”
Royce braced. She knew everyone in town. That fact and the vibration in Wanda’s usually strong voice told her it was a Timber City resident. Her first fear was that it was a child abduction. 
Royce inhaled deeply, and then asked, “Got a name? And who issued the report?” 
Wanda rushed her words, “Rita Griffin. Waitress at the Eagle Inn. She’s been missing for over forty-eight hours. Jade over at the Bell Ringer called. She said her sister-in-law had gone missing.”
“Go ahead and pull Rita Griffin’s driver’s license photo, and let’s get ready to issue an alert. I’m just across the street from the Bell Ringer. I’ll check it out.” Royce was puzzled. Rita Griffin had only arrived in Timber City a few months ago and for what was to be a short visit with her brother, Knox. Knox was married to Jade Arnall Griffin. 
Although Royce had known Jade since she was a child growing up, she’d only met Knox a few years ago when Jade and Knox were married. The sheriff knew his sister, Rita, even less well. The flighty waitress lived in a small apartment above the Eagle Inn.
Rita Griffin was an attractive woman with a sexy figure she used to her advantage. Her walk was between a strut and a slink, Royce thought. Her pleasant features were surrounded by a new hairdo every day or two. And often, her hair color changed—ranging from light to dark and sometimes it looked doused in various rainbow colors.  
Walking through the Bell Ringer’s door, Royce spotted both the owner of the Bell Ringer, Faye Arnall, and her daughter, Jade. Over the years, Faye and Jade looked more alike than they did when Jade was younger. Other than the obvious difference in age, both women shared the same facial formation. There were now strands of silver in Faye’s rusty-hued hair. Shapely, Faye’s demeanor was flirty and loud. Jade was pouty and sulky. 
“Rita Griffin is missing?” Royce inquired.
“We haven’t seen or heard from her for the last two days,” Jade’s words rushed. “She always calls me. We’re best friends. She’s in constant contact with both me and Knox.” 
“Where’s Knox?” Royce questioned.
Faye took a deep breath before reporting on her son-in-law. “That little fucker is out looking for his sister. Probably looking in the bedroom of every single woman in the county.”
“Mom,” Jade interrupted. “Let’s keep our attention on Rita. Damn, if she were leaving, she would have told me. Something’s very wrong.”
Royce eased onto the barstool in front of Faye. “I’ll issue a BOLO to get the search started. After the report, we’ll have a statewide missing person’s APB. Jade, can you think of anywhere she might have gone? Or any reason she had to have gone?” 
“Royce, I’ve looked everywhere I can think of. Took the whole day yesterday. I went up to Crystal Mountain and checked the little bars there. I went to her mini-apartment over the Eagle Inn. Mac Gentry let me in. Nothing looks like a struggle or that anything happened inside her room.”
Royce knew Mac and Ursula Gentry. They were proprietors of the small café, tavern, and lodging inn. “So you checked with Mac. When did he say was the last time he saw Rita?”
“After her shift ended the night before last. She collected her tips and went, or he supposed she had, up to her room.”
Royce glanced around. “I’ll check with him. Has she mentioned any altercations?”
Jade considered the question carefully. “She was always irritating someone. But I don’t think she’s pissed anyone off badly enough to hurt her. I’m frightened. Royce, she wouldn’t have left without telling me.” Her red eyes bunched and filled. “It always annoys me ‘cause she calls and texts a hundred times a day for every little thing.”
Faye nodded agreement. “Yeah. Every time Rita takes a shit, she’s gotta tell Jade. That’s why I didn’t want her working here. Blab, blab, blabbing all the time. None of us could get our work done.”
Royce leaned forward. “So she goes to work for Mac and she’s his problem?”
“Pretty much,” Faye answered with a burst of laughter. “He’s easy going. Probably lets Rita get by with anything she wants.”
“Ursula is an old bear,” Jade disputed, “and Rita claimed she was always acting suspiciously about Mac and Rita.”
Royce frowned. “Ursula and Mac have been married for a couple decades. And, as I recall, in their relationship, she has Mac leashed, so I don’t imagine Rita is too much of a threat.”
Jade shrugged. “All the same, Ursula hates Rita. And she was always shouting at her to get back to work.”
Royce grinned as her glance caught Faye rolling her eyes. “So Ursula wasn’t friendly. But did she dislike Rita enough to send her packing or do her harm?”
“Royce,” Jade quickly blurted, “you know Ursula wouldn’t have hurt anyone. And as for sending my best friend packing—her room was just like it always looks. No scuffle. And all of her belongings were there. Nothing out of place. Besides, weren’t you listening? Rita wouldn’t have run off without telling me. No way.”
Royce stood. “Okay, Jade. We’re going to look for her. I’ll go over and talk to Mac. If you can think of anything else that would be of interest in the investigation, let me know.”
“Sure. But I doubt if you give a damn about my friend.” Jade’s words were surly. Sometimes they were hateful toward Royce. Royce felt her squint becoming a glare. She was glad Jade had turned and walked away toward the door. Over her shoulder, she yelled back, “I’m going to look for her. You and your deputies can sit there on your asses all day. You all think she’s just acting out her wild ways by playing games. This is not a game and she’s in trouble.”
Before Royce could walk after her, Faye called the sheriff back. “Hey, Royce, don’t take offense. You know Jade will never get over the fact you put her father in prison.”
Royce clamped her jaws tightly. Then she uttered, “Her father put himself in prison. He murdered my father—as well as two other innocent people. He attempted to murder my lady—ex-lady and me. He’s on death row because I arrested him. I didn’t try the case. I didn’t adjudicate the proceedings. I didn’t pronounce his death sentence for having murdered three people, one of them a lawman. I merely arrested him. And I’m not apologizing for it.”
“I know you only did your job.”
“And Faye, he could have murdered me. He attempted to murder me. Is Jade forgetting that?”
 “She understands her father isn’t a saint. She’s got his damned DNA. Since Jade found out for sure Yancy’s her father, she’s been even more upset with you. Talk is that you’re going to go before the Review Board and recommend the upcoming execution be carried out. Now it’s getting nearer. Even Molly and your Gran spoke up in his favor not to execute. They said life in prison was fine with them. But you want him dead.”
“My mother and grandmother are religious, and they don’t believe in the State killing murderers. That’s their prerogative.” 
Royce examined Faye’s eyes. Those eyes had been dulling for fifteen years. She’d tried chasing men—but through the years, even that didn’t take her mind from losing her former lover. Now, after all the time had passed, the light in her eyes was nearly extinguished. Since the man she had loved and fathered her child had been arrested and sentenced, Faye’s very spirit had been wounded. 
First, wounded because she’d loved someone who was capable of cold-hearted murder. Secondly, that her daughter’s father had acted in such a heinous way. Yet she showed only minimal anger toward Royce—unlike her daughter.  
“Yancy was always good to Jade. He knew she was his, even if he pretended she wasn’t. Then, when the test came back, Jade took to sticking up for him. I know he did wrong, Royce. I accept he’s paying for it now. And he will ultimately pay with his life. He shot a fellow lawman to death. And time is getting near for him to pay.”
“I’ve got a missing woman to find. Contrary to what your daughter believes, I’ll be giving it my full attention.”
“She didn’t mean nothing by it. She loves her sister-in-law. More than she loves that useless, rotten husband of hers. If truth be known, I’d like to see the back of both Rita and Knox.”
Royce gave a nod, and tipped her Stetson, then strolled back out into the streets of Timber City.  
 
* * * * *
 
Ursula Gentry’s dour scowl greeted Royce as the sheriff entered the Eagle Inn. “You’re probably here to bother me about that girl.”
“We’ve had a missing person report on Rita Griffin. So I have a few questions for you.”
“I told Jade I don’t know anything. Mac neither. Rita Griffin mighta been a churchgoer, but she was a tramp.”
“You’re talking about her in past tense,” Royce quickly pointed out.
“I hope to the devil she’s past tense out of this country. Timber City doesn’t need her around. Even if she went up to Crystal Mountain to live, she’d be too close. Needs to get outta Colorado altogether.”
“But according to Jade, she didn’t take her belongings with her.”
“She’s probably shacked up with some loser. Some matching set loser.”
“From what little I know of Rita Griffin, I admit she was a flake, but you make her sound terrible. Ursula, is there a reason for your strong dislike of Rita?”
“She was always working Mac. Always buttering him up.”
“He’s a married man and a couple decades older. I doubt if she was doing much more than being nice to the boss.”
“Royce, you’re just like Molly. Your mama is gullible.”
Grinning, Royce acquiesced, “That she is. But I’m just not convinced Rita is some sort of playgirl. If she were, she would be at Crystal Mountain resort doing some major playing.”
“She’s here because Jade is her friend, and her brother is also here. No, leopards don’t change spots. Why, Rita Griffin spent time at the Chandler Center down the road when she was in her early twenties. She’s twenty-eight now, but I still say she’s wild.” The Chandler facilities were originally for wayward girls. It soon became predominantly a drug and alcohol rehabilitation complex. “It isn’t a health farm. That’s for sure. It’s for addicts and the like.”
Royce paused. “She spent time at Chandler Center?”
“Oh, yeah. I read her work application. She was there when she was in her late teens. Her brother, Knox, comes up to visit her, and meets Jade. That’s how they met. Oh, Rita was so happy it was ‘cause of her they met.”
Royce considered she might have done a runner. She questioned, “And she was at Chandler because?”
“The courts decided if she did rehab, they would be lenient and not charge her with drug possession. I know. I made Mac ask her about it. And she told him.”
“Drugs?” Royce’s thoughts whirled. “Did she show any signs of using while she was here?”
“Nope. Claimed she was completely saved.”
“Saved? Or rehabilitated?”
Ursula shook her head. She leaned into her secret. “Saved. Saved. Saved by the Lord. The minister, Reverend Vern Carr showed her the Lord.” The innkeeper’s wife had always been a good source of information and loved being one of the town’s leading authorities and conveyers of local gossip. “He brought her into the fold, he did.”
“So you believe Rita was definitely clean of drugs?”
“Oh, my, yes. Talked against them. To anyone who would listen. For as long as they’d listen. The woman never shut her mouth.” Her eyes went wide. “She told her entire story. At Chandler, she said getting clean began. Then her soul’s cleansing was through Reverend Carr.” 
“Thanks, Ursula. I appreciate your assistance. If you hear anything, get in touch.”
“You might check with Chandler’s director, Valeria Driscoll. You used to be friends with her, didn’t you?”
Royce’s eyes clamped shut with an automatic, tight blink. “Yes,” she answered as if she were on a witness stand. 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce had gone through Rita’s room, looking for any signs of a disturbance or anything that might indicate the young woman was on the run. A few folded dollar bills were scattered on the dresser top. Her purse was missing, but if she had gone out to meet someone, she would have taken her handbag. 
After interrogating Mac, Royce walked a few blocks down Timber City’s main street to the Timber County Court House. She passed by the three-foot high bronze statue of Smoky. Her schnauzer had been honored for the years of service helping Royce. Smoky had saved lives, found missing people, comforted town’s folk, and had been Royce’s constant companion. And she, like Hertha, had disappeared from Royce’s life. Only Smoky had gone to the Rainbow Bridge and Hertha had relocated to another area. Royce bent and touched the scruff of the newly cast bronzed statue’s chin. 
Swallowing, Royce then reached for her radio and contacted Wanda. “What time is Nick going to be here?” she inquired.
“He said in half an hour or a little later.” Wanda quickly dispatched another call. “He reports there’s a scuffle out at one of the lake’s park areas. Nick said to tell you he’s on his way as soon as he can. He’s in the middle of something or other.”
“Okay, thanks. I just saw Gwen Ives go into Mom’s bakery. I’ll report what I have to Gwen so she can get the story and photo printed for this week’s paper. She or Nadine will be over to pick up a copy of Rita Griffin’s photo. Hate to release it because Rita could be out partying. But on the other hand, if we don’t, and something has happened, we’ll be sorry we didn’t.”
Wanda’s laugh boomed. “She could be getting bonked instead of conked. Well, that was Nick’s theory. Seems like I’m getting onto police gallows humor,” her voice scuttled to a chuckle. 
“After all my years as an enforcer,” Royce offered, “I’m not even onto it.”
The walk to Molly’s Pantry was brisk. When she entered, she heard the familiar sound of bells that hung from the door. “Hi, Mom.” She greeted her mother with a hug. Although Royce knew she herself was not growing, she also realized she was leaning down further to hug her short mother. Molly Madison joked that all of her size was going horizontally since she reached her sixties, and she had become what she called more pleasingly plump as she neared Medicare age. Her round face was surrounded with graying hair that was pulled back and covered. Her eyes beamed each time Royce arrived. 
Royce watched as her mother poured a mug of coffee and placed it in front of her. “Pastry?” she asked.
“I’m fine, Mom.” 
Molly inquired, “What’s going on with the Griffin girl?”       
“We haven’t got anything yet.” She nodded in Gwen’s direction. “And Gwen, the photo of Rita Griffin will be available anytime.”
“I’m holding a spot on the front page,” Gwen replied. “I don’t get it. She’s been missing nearly two days. Her employer thinks she’s out partying. Jade and Knox go looking for her, thinking she must be with a man. Meanwhile, there are no sightings.”
“Looks like the press knows everything the Sheriff’s Department knows.”
Gwen shook her head. “Ursula and Mac both concur she’s a useless waitress. Ursula is particularly antagonistic toward her. She thinks Rita and Mac had a little affair going on.” Gwen broke giving her fingers a wave in the air. “Iffy.”
“I just heard about that from Ursula. Anything’s possible. But Mac is terrified of Ursula, and I’m not sure he’d risk her ire. And she isn’t kidnapper slash murderer material.” Royce glanced over at her mother. “Mom, how’s Gran feeling today? I haven’t had a chance to call all day.”   
“Chipper,” Molly reported. “But you surely look forlorn. When is Hertha getting back?”
Royce dug her hands into her pockets, stalling a moment. She would have to tell Molly about Hertha’s decision. “I talked with her earlier. She finally found out what happened to the children’s mother. She died of an overdose.”
“That means no next of kin. So she’ll be bringing the little ones back with her?”  
With a deep sigh, Royce began with a stutter. “M-Mom—I don’t think she plans to return.”
Molly gasped. Her flour-stained hands flew up to her face. Gwen looked away, unable to take her lifetime friend’s grief. “She can’t mean it. Royce, she must be confused.”
Gwen took Molly’s arm. “I talked to her this afternoon. Molly, Hertha sounds convinced she’s got to stay there for the kid’s sake. She told me she’d given it long, careful thought.”
“Royce, I don’t understand,” Molly’s face constricted as she deliberated. “I’ll talk with her. I love her like a daughter. She’ll change her mind.”
“She was your daughter-in-law,” Gwen spoke. Gwen Ives and her lifetime partner, Nadine Atwell, had been together nearly forty years. During that time, they’d gained the respect of everyone in Timber County. Even the ones Gwen periodically roasted in her newspaper column, Ives Vine.
Royce walked to the door. Behind her, she heard Molly’s anguish. “Royce, where are you going?”
Turning, Royce blinked back her tears. “Crime doesn’t take a break just because your personal life goes out from under you, Mom. You know that. You were married to a lawman. He never once stopped being an enforcer.” Her words were bitter as if they were weapons. Sheriff of Timber County—Grady Madison—was gunned down in his prime. Or he would have still been an enforcer. 
Sheriff Royce Madison crossed the street with deliberation, conviction, and pride in her tradition. Accompanying her was her shattered heart. 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 2
The following morning, Royce had just finished her reports. Deskwork seemed to have increased several-fold over. Replacing most of the office’s paper files were computer files, backed up by disks and flash drive files. Since her tenure of being Sheriff of Timber County began fifteen years ago, Royce had witnessed the digital revolution in crime fighting. Royce was responsible for Timber City, Crystal Mountain, and the few smaller towns that made up Timber County. 
The beautiful area was becoming more populated, and it changed more than Royce would have liked. Everything had changed since she met Hertha. In the fifteen years they were together, they had wandered every road and trail and enjoyed the splendor of Colorado and Timber County. 
Wanda Thurlow called Royce saying Nick was on his way in and had a surprise for her. 
A few years ago, Deputy Nick Hogan had been promoted to Chief Deputy in charge of Crystal Mountain, but he reported directly to Royce. Both enforcers had grown into their jobs and with their jobs over the past decade and a half.
Nick Hogan had changed from a brash young newly hired deputy to well-respected co-worker and friend of Royce. He’d progressed from the force’s Lothario to a committed family man. His lovely wife, Beverly, and two kids replaced his youthful romantic dalliances. 
He’d mentioned to Royce that they needed to borrow a K-9 bloodhound from the Colorado Bureau of Investigation’s unit to assist in their search for the missing woman. Royce agreed, placing the details off to the side with greater concerns.
    Amazed when Nick arrived with a smallish version of a police dog, she looked up from her computer. The young German shepherd pranced beside Nick. “CBI sent this dog to help?” It was all Royce could do not to chuckle. “She’s so… so diminutive.”
As if he hadn’t heard her objection, he continued. “So their dogs are all out on loan or working their own cases. Busy time.” Nick stammered as he glanced away from Royce’s piercing gaze. “But one of my buddies in Denver said this dog went through training but didn’t make the grade. Plus she turned out way too small for the canine corps. We’re always saying we need a dog for tracking.”
“You’re telling me you got this dog for our department?”
“Well, without Smoky—we could use her.” His hand swiped through his thinning, curly, dark brown hair. His handsomeness had seen him into his late thirties, and his athletic build had added a few surplus pounds. His slightly creased face and his blue eyes entreated a positive response from Royce and other citizens of Timber.   
“You think this dog is going to be part of the department?”
Nick shifted from foot to foot. “I got her for nothing. Free. A purebred German shepherd is worth money.”
“Well, she’ll make a nice pet for your kids.” Royce looked back at her computer screen.
His voice cracked slightly. “Royce, that’s what I thought, too. But I have this problem.”
Royce sat back. “Don’t tell me. Beverly told you no dogs.”
“Right. Look, you just lost Smoky. You need a dog.”
Scrutinizing the wriggling semi-grown dog, Royce expelled a large sigh. “No. You said yourself the dog flunked out of training. She’d be nothing but a problem.”
“I can’t keep her at my house. Royce, you’re staying out there at your grandmother’s cabin. Your Gran would love company. She misses Smoky, too. Please, just give the dog a try.”
“What’s her name?”
“She’s from this blue ribbon bloodline. Originally, it was some long, corrupted name like Law and Order Baroness. But the K-9 trainers named her Not-A-Chance. She even comes to the name they gave her. Watch.” Nick took a couple steps back. “Here, Not-A- Chance.” The dog looked around nonchalantly. She sat where she was, then flopped to the ground.  
Royce shook her head. “So much for her name recognition. No. Send her back or find her a home.”
“Please, look at her. She’s all alone. She’s got nobody. She’s failed at what she was bred to do. Royce, her lineage is great.”
Knowing that was probably the exact spiel Nick heard when he agreed to take the dog, Royce repeated, “No.” As Nick began leading the dog away, Royce cleared her throat. She muttered under her breath, “I don’t believe it. A dog named Not-A-Chance.”
The dog turned quickly as if called. She scampered back to Royce’s desk. With both front paws on the desktop, the dog edged her way to where Royce’s hands were pressed against the keyboard. With a whimper, the dog allowed a cry deep in her throat to seep out, followed by a whining bark. 
Swallowing, Royce reached and petted her top notch. She then uttered. “Okay, we’ll give her a try. But we’re calling her Chance. No dog deserves to be called Not-A-Chance.”
 
 * * * * *
 
Royce took Chance on her morning rounds. Obediently, the ten-month-old German shepherd kept up with Royce’s pace. The dog rode in the backseat of the Ford Mountain Expedition SUV for the first mile of the three-mile trip. But by the time Royce pulled up at the Knox Griffin cabin, Chance had snuck up to the front passenger seat nearer to Royce. 
Knox and Jade Griffin rented the small, haphazardly kept cabin after they were first married. Royce and the other deputies had been called there on disturbances numerous times over the years. The calls came from Knox and Jade, as well as neighbors. As with most battery cases—violence between them was increasing. Both parties were usually marked, but when Royce responded to the last incident, Jade had taken the brunt of the fight. Royce then took Knox into custody and called Faye to pick up Jade. 
After the last occurrence, both parties were warned if there were additional problems, they would each be charged and arrested. Although it calmed the waters, Faye was always checking to see if she could find any evidence of Knox battering Jade. Jade seemed confident she could handle Knox. Her mother was not at all certain. Nor was Royce.
As Royce climbed the steps up to the porch, she noticed Chance was being well behaved. But when Knox flipped back the door, Chance became agitated. “Can’t you get that fucking dog under control?” Knox nearly screamed. “Jesus, I hate those fucking dogs.”
Ignoring his request, Royce gave a shrug. “And I hate confrontation. The dog will stay at my side.” Although uncertain if Chance would actually listen to her commands, she sensed the dog would protect her. She felt the mysterious immediacy of bonding with Chance. “I have some questions to ask about your sister.”
Knox carefully exited the house onto the porch. “This is the third day Rita’s been gone. What the hell are you doing to find her?”
“Relax, Knox. We were only told of her disappearance yesterday. We’ve got an investigation going, which is why I’m here. I want to know where you think she might be.”
“Jade and I have both checked everywhere we can think about. I’ve called hospitals. Been in bars. Nobody’s seen her.” Knox spoke with a rapid clip and a huskiness his small frame didn’t reflect. His lean body was stringy yet with muscles evident—and tattoos numerous. His face was craggy, but with a handsomeness. Dark facial hair covered his cheeks and chin. Meaty lips were large, and his teeth appeared to be protruding from his face as he grimaced in Royce’s direction. “She’s missing.”  
Royce carefully watched his face as he talked. “She didn’t have a car. Did she ever go on walks? Hikes?”
“Naw. She wasn’t the hiking kind. Hated this wilderness. We’re from California originally. Moved around when we were growing up. But we were always city kids. She did go fishing a couple times.”
“Let me get a timeline on this. Your sister took a court-imposed deal to come here to Chandler Center to keep from being jailed. A few years ago, you met Jade, moved here, married her, then your sister came back here to visit. And remained.”
“Yeah. She found a job here.”
“Did she keep in touch with Chandler Center?”
“I dunno. I don’t think so.”
“Did she have any love interest? Friends or anyone she might have crashed with for a few days?”
Knox shifted his glance outward to the blankness of the road. “Naw. Just me and Jade.”
“And you got along with her?”
“Don’t even think of implicating me in her disappearance. I’m trying to fuckin’ find her.”
“Me, too, pal. Now just answer my questions. You’ve displayed a bad temper in the past. And some might not mind it. But I do. I won’t tolerate it.” Royce’s shoulders automatically lifted and her stance firmed. “Has Rita ever pulled a disappearing act before?”
“She did some drama queen shit back when she was lit up. But since she’s gone straight, naw, she hasn’t. That’s why we’re concerned.”
“But you weren’t concerned the first twenty-four hours, even though Jade said your sister kept in constant touch with both of you. I don’t get that.”
“We went out looking for her. Figured we’d find her.”
“But you didn’t.” Royce stepped away. “Don’t leave the county. Not until this case is resolved. Got it?”
“I hate this fuckin’ place. If it weren’t for having my woman here, I’da been long gone.”
“Jade has kept you here. Well, now you’ve got two women keeping you around. Jade and me. Just don’t leave.” 
“Are you and that scrawny excuse for a dog threatening me?” He laughed in arrogant, gulping sputters. 
Royce’s glare answered his question. Knox Griffin made Royce want to return to civilization to take a warm, soapy shower. Faye maintained that Jade always liked bad boys. She certainly married one. 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce decided to next interrogate the Reverend Vern Carr, Minister of Timber City’s main church. His name continued to be mentioned. As she recalled, Carr was an average looking man. Dapper, he dressed nicely and was well groomed. There was a strut in his walk. 
On the way into the rectory behind the church, she glanced around. Although Molly and Gran worshiped here and had for many years, Royce had not been inside the old church for years. And she could never remember being in the rectory. 
The housekeeper escorted her directly through to Reverend Vern Carr’s office. He jumped up from behind his large desk. Blustering as he leaped up waving his arms at Chance, he screamed, “We don’t allow dogs inside here.”
“I’m Sheriff Royce Madison, and this is my deputy, Chance.”
“I know exactly who you are. I demand that you put that dog outside now.”
“I haven’t finished, so she stays,” Royce staunchly spoke. “I have some questions to ask you about one of your parishioners.”
“Your mother and your dear old grandmother are parishioners, and I think they’d want you to have more respect for a place of worship—”
Royce flared, “I don’t tell my mother how to bake cakes at her bakery, and she doesn’t tell me how to conduct a police interview.” She was becoming angrier as he became more flustered.
“I’m a busy man,” he said, as his eyes appeared to be burning out of his face.
“I’m busy, too. I’m busy solving a crime. And you’re busy not answering my questions. But we both could be busier. I could take you in for questioning at the Sheriff’s Department. What’s your pleasure?”
“What do you want to know?”
“How well do you know Rita Griffin?”
“Rita is a member of the flock. I am the cloak of God on earth, so I watch after her.”
“She’s missing. If you were me, where would you look?”
He sat, motioning toward the chair in front of the desk. “Have a seat. I had no idea Rita was missing. And, of course, I haven’t a clue where she might be. Her brother lives in Timber City.”
“Her brother and his wife reported her missing.”
“Well, if he wouldn’t know, no one around here would.” He abruptly stood. “Now if we’re done, I’ve got things to do.” Suddenly, as if an idea was sparking brightly, he squinted. “You’re probably not the right person to ask about this. But at least I’ll attempt to get your cooperation.” When Royce didn’t respond, but only peered into his face with disdain, he continued. “On Friday, there will be a burial, and our devoted church members will be there. We will need law enforcers patrolling for our safety. In case of trouble.”
Royce recoiled. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
“My flock and I will be picketing the burial of that homosexual soldier in our sacred cemetery.”
It suddenly came clear. “The young man who died in the Middle East. You’re protesting because he’s gay.”
“And we want assurances that we’ll have deputies to protect our rights to protest the burial of a sinner in our consecrated ground.”
Royce stood slowly. Her hands went down on his desktop. She leaned nearer his face. “We’ll be there to make certain there isn’t violence. But your rights have already been protected by that young man.”
She wanted to say so much more, but she turned and walked out. Chance followed behind her. When they reached the sidewalk, she leaned down to scratch Chance’s head. As if needing to say words, and able only to speak to a dog, she said, “Chance, I’ll make certain you’re appreciated. Even if you weren’t the dog your trainers wanted you to be, you are who you are. I’ll love you for that. I promise.”
When they reached the vehicle, Royce felt tears bundling in her eyes. She cleared her throat before opening the vehicle door. She’d believed talking with a man of the cloth would smell better than Knox Griffin’s filthy body odor. She’d been mistaken.
 
* * * * *
 
Traveling to the Chandler Center had not allowed her mind time to unwind from the anger she had for Reverend Vern Carr. She’d wanted to mentally prepare for her meeting with the President and CEO of Chandler Center, Valeria Driscoll. 
Since their breakup many years ago, and about the time she’d met Hertha, Valeria had meant the world to her. The Chandler family had lost their daughter and willed their daughter’s best friend, Valeria, the large Chandler Ranch. It was, as the Chandler’s will had stipulated, converted into a home for emotionally troubled girls. Later, it became a women’s drug and alcohol rehab center. 
The town knew Valeria, a teacher in Timber City, had overcome her own drinking problem. Thus, her pet project became her life’s work. At various conferences, Valeria had spoken about going from being a drunken elementary school teacher to becoming a sober CEO with a mission to assist those who needed help with substance abuse.
Royce had seen Valeria many times over the years. It was always in passing, and even on the streets of Timber City, they would merely nod. A couple of times, they had conversed, talking about the center and about Hertha. Most often, any conversation was about Smoky the Schnauzer. Smoky had been a gift to Royce from Valeria when they were together. 
Over the years, Royce noticed Valeria had maintained her youthful appearance. She was still as glamorous in her mid-forties as she’d been in her early thirties. Valeria turned heads, yet now seemed unaware of her beauty. Her lips always seemed poised to show her white smile. And her hazel eyes shone brightly. Her perfect features were surrounded by honey-streaked hair. Once worn longer, her hair was now shorter and gently waved. She had grown from flirty, to serenely sensual. Her voice was still raspy, yet serious. And her leggy loveliness remained. 
“Royce, please come in,” she invited as Royce stepped into her luxury office. “I’m so sorry about Smoky. Did you get my note?”
“Yes and thanks. I appreciated it. And thanks for being the major contributor to the fund for her statue.”
“It was only fitting she have a monument to her valor. And for it to be located in the heart of Timber City. She was a heroic little dog.” Smiling, Valeria leaned down, extending her hand to pet Chance. “And I see you have a new recruit. May I pet her?” 
“Sure. Her name is Chance. She was a reject for K-9 training. She was way too small, and she also wasn’t serious enough about her training.”
Royce watched as Valeria offered her hand, then leaned down to gently pet Chance’s head. “She’s gorgeous. Yes, you are, girl,” she said as she tickled Chance’s ears. “What a sweet temperament.”
“Apparently, she was way too sweet. She played when she was supposed to be attacking.”
When Valeria stood, their eyes met. “And have you been well?”
“Fine. And you?”
“I’m well. I heard that Hertha’s mother passed. Has she returned yet?”
“No. There are complications.” Royce’s voice was suddenly constructing what she might say about the parting. She opted for a change of subject. “I’m here on police business.”
Valeria’s laugh lifted. “I’d assumed that. You’re in uniform. Please have a seat.”
As Royce was seated across from Valeria, she spoke, “I wonder if you can shed some light on an investigation. Rita Griffin. She’s missing. We were wondering if you, or any of your staff, might have had contact recently with her.”
“I spotted her a couple months ago. She gave a quick wave from across the street. And I don’t think any of our counselors would have had an encounter with her without mentioning it to me.”
“No, probably not. I know she was here a long time ago. Were there any confrontations with anyone who didn’t like her?”
Frowning, Valeria finally shook her head negatively. “No. Not that I can think of. Would you like me to ask the staff? Or would you like to interrogate them yourself.” Her sly smile was issued. “I’m sure you could get more information than I could.”
“Probably not.” Royce shyly smiled. “What about visitors when she was here as a guest?”
“Her brother. And after a while, Jade. Oh, and the minister. Carr. Yes, the Reverend Carr. He still drops by to assist with the women’s souls. He wants the world saved.” They shared a glimmer of sarcasm. Both women chuckled. “Yes, I’ll say it. Saved for what? But he pressed hard. Some of the women told him to buzz off. Some grabbed onto him like a life preserver.”
“And I take it Rita grabbed him like a life preserver.”
“Completely. She was brimming with biblical quotes when he was around. He encouraged it, of course. She became another member of the flock he called the redeemed women.”
“Any hanky-panky?”
Valeria’s musical laugh lifted. “I’m sure that’s your Gran’s word for screwing around. And the answer is none that I noticed.” 
Royce stood. “Thanks for agreeing to see me. And talking with me. You’ll let me know about anything you hear?”
“I shall.” She reached to shake Royce’s hand. There was still a softly feminine tenderness in her touch, Royce noted.
Royce felt its warmth. “Val, I’m glad you’re doing well. You look amazing.”
“I wish I could say the same. But you look exhausted.” The moment of silence stung Royce. Valeria recognized the flash of pain on the sheriff’s face. “It’s not just exhaustion. What’s wrong, Royce?”
“You know me too well. I’m not certain Hertha’s coming back. I’m hoping for reconciliation.”
“Would you like to talk about it?” Valeria’s expression was covered with concern.
“No, but thanks. Take care, and please let me know if you hear anything about Rita.”
The drive back to Timber City felt as if love had been torn to pieces throughout her life. Now, the love she most treasured and trusted was slowly being lost, as well.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 3
Dora Madison, Royce’s grandmother, had awakened early. That was the spry octogenarian’s normal routine. Her granddaughter had just come into the kitchen with her newly acquired dog.
Before Royce sat, she poured herself and her grandmother a cup of steaming coffee. “Gran, you don’t need to get up so early. And I can fix our breakfast.”
“Your cookin’ is never going to be near as good as mine.” The diminutive woman placed a plate with bacon, eggs, and toast in front of her granddaughter. “So just get that down you.”
Royce watched her aging grandmother. Her face was filled with lines. Her intense blue eyes were fraught with surrounding folds making facial gullies. Gray hair surrounded her face and was pulled back into a bun. Gran’s eyes flickered, and her smile twitched as she sipped her coffee. 
“Gran, about the dog. If you’d rather not have Chance here—” she began before being interrupted.
“That lovely little dog needs a home and we’ve got a home. I ‘spect she’ll shed. We never worried about that with our Smoky, but we’ll keep after it. Put her through enough brushing and Chance girl will be fine. And when Hertha gets home, and you move back together, sweet Chance will be fine there, too.”
Molly Madison usually told her mother-in-law everything. But she had not told Gran about the possibility that Hertha might decide not to return. Molly probably didn’t want to upset Gran, or else she was leaving it to Royce to tell her.
“Yes,” Royce replied quietly. “Thanks for letting her stay here. And me, too.”
“This cabin is always your home, Royce. And Chance’s home. She’s bigger than Smoky, but she’s a gentle creature.”
Royce expelled a quick laugh. “That’s why I’ve got her. She was way too gentle for being an official K-9. No rough stuff for her. They want dogs that can become vicious on command. Chance didn’t have the heart for it.”
“Well, I’m mighty glad ‘cause she’s here now. And Royce, you’ve pined so for Smoky. Now you have another dog to love.”
“Smoky can never be replaced.”
“No, Royce. But like Hertha tells patients when a dog or cat is lost—the pets want us happy. They want to make us happy. They would feel bad if they thought we were pining away for them.”
“I know Smoky would want me happy, Gran. I can’t help missing Smoky.”
“Just like now, I have that sweet little chimera cat. I still miss the others, but I need to concentrate on Shelly.”
Royce looked around the room and saw Shelly gazing at Chance from across the room. The little tortoiseshell cat staked out her place of protection on the top of a small cat condo. From there she could glare down at Chance. The little two-halves-faced cat was adorable. Shelly was more angry that Chance had taken up residence at Gran’s cabin than she was fearful of the curious pup. 
“Do you think Shelly and Chance will ever bond?”
Gran frowned. “I ‘spose so. But then, neither of them made it in their last homes.” 
Royce chuckled. “Both were washouts.”
“The fella who had Shelley claimed the kitten was a silly-looking cat. And that she was a brat. The little tortie was too independent and strong-willed. And he accused her of being funny because the two sides of her face are different. He kept saying it isn’t natural.”
“I love her coloring.” Royce examined one side of her face—it was black with green eyes. The other side was orange tabby with blue eyes. Shelly had speckled patterns of orange, cream, and patches of amber and chocolate. “She’s a talkative little dickens. She can hiss louder than a drill sergeant can. But her purr is sweet. I read they call the personality tortitude. They have four parent cells. Two either fertilized eggs or early embryos fused together.”
Gran frowned and spoke softly as if she didn’t want Shelly in on the conversation. “Maybe that’s why he thought she was silly. But I’m glad the guy didn’t want her. So that was two things God did to make sure she was to be mine. I wouldn’t be able to get to know her if I still had the other kitties here with me on earth. Or if that man had kept her.”
“I know it’s illogical,” Royce teased. “He must not have realized chimeras are in demand. I adore her cuteness.” 
“Me, too. Same with Gwen and Nadine’s Irish setters. They said they never wanted another pet after losing Cinnamon. But then they got Lil from the shelter. And after Lil, there was Zane. Zane worked his way into their hearts immediately. Nadine always says Cinnamon sent Zane to them through fate. Zane is the spitting image of Cinnamon. They could have been sister and brother. And now you and Hertha have Chance.”  
“Yes.” Royce continued to eat, although after talking about Smoky, her appetite had lessened. She would always mourn Smoky. But now she needed to concern herself with making a home and life with Chance. She also had to stop concerning herself with Hertha. Yet when Gran said Hertha’s name, it hurt Royce. It seemed foreign not to add and Hertha with each reference to their lives. A name she once loved hearing—now it brought sadness. 
When she finished breakfast, Royce stood and took the plates to the sink. She rinsed them and then stuck them into the small dishwasher. “I’d better get in and see what’s going on at the office. I’ll call you at noon.”
“Hope you find that missing girl. She’s a woman, I know. But to me, they’re all girls. I remember just a short ways ago, Jade was a toddler.” After an abbreviated cackling laugh, she added, “I never thought she’d marry into a family like the Griffins. I figured she’d end up with some rich, handsome, slick fella. Both those Griffins act a little off kilter. I don’t know Knox all that well. Not as well as I know Rita.”
“You know Rita?” Royce stopped and leaned forward. 
“Oh, sure. From church going. A nice enough girl, but mouthy. That girl can talk up a storm. And she tells everything. Some talk isn’t fit for general consumption.” Gran chuckled. “Just everything that pops into her brain—well, I’d say it doesn’t go through her brain before being spouted out of her mouth. Nowadays, they say she has no filter.” 
Royce sat back down. “What kind of things would she say?”
Gran looked away. Her gaze appeared pasted to the wall for several moments. “She’s one to talk about her bodily functions to no end. She did some real sniping in regards to Mrs. Gentry. And even had ill-will about Mrs. Carr.”
“Phoebe Carr. The minister’s wife?”
“Rita’s one to put herself about. She’s plenty endowed and flirts around with the husbands. I can’t say if she ever gets up to anything, but she surely does act available. If you know what I mean.”
Royce issued a quick smile. She recalled Gwen having called Rita the one with the sugar tits attached to a horny body. “I do know, Gran. Anything else you can recall?”
“Just gossip I heard. Well, you know some folk’s gossip is other folk’s knowledge. Anyways, one time she said she was gonna up and run away with her Prince Charming. Well, I was thinking about that when I heard she went missing. I hope it was a Prince Charming who she went off with—and not some mean-hearted criminal.”
Royce patted her grandmother’s shoulder as she passed by her. “If you think of anything else, please write it down so you can tell me. Okay, Gran?”
When she got to the door, Royce called to Chance. She looked back at her grandmother. Her grandmother had known the horror of losing her only child to a mean-hearted criminal. The son she’d raised to be a fine, courageous sheriff had met up with the wrong mean-hearted criminal. That son, Royce’s father, hadn’t deserved to be killed.
 
* * * * *
 
“I see you still got Not-A-Chance,” Nick said with a chuckle. “Looks like a match made in heaven.”
He was seated on the chair opposite Royce’s at her desk. “Take that smirk off your face.” She flipped through some papers and then added, “And her name is Chance.”
Nick scratched Chance’s head. “Right. Well, she’ll never replace Smoky. But she sure brings up the department’s morale.”
Royce knew how attached everyone in the Sheriff’s Department had been to Smoky. And particularly Nick. Royce had only rarely seen Nick shed tears—when his children were born; when he stood at the altar to be married and he turned to see Beverly coming down the aisle; when he looked at photos of brutal murders during a particularly heinous homicide investigation; and when Smoky died. 
“Your dog-selecting instinct was perfect.” Royce was relatively certain Nick brought the dog specifically planning to see that it would belong to her. 
“I’m not just a pretty face,” Nick joked. “Did you have time to look over the deputy’s reports?”
Royce tented her hand over her eyes as she staked her elbow on the desk. “I’m not seeing any possible leads on the case.”
“I didn’t figure Rita would go back to Chandler’s, and she probably wouldn’t confide in her minister. Speaking of Vern Carr, he’s stirring as much trouble as he can about burying a gay soldier. I saw you scheduled a couple deputies to patrol the burial of Jameson Doyle. My brother’s son played football with Jameson. The young Marine was only twenty-two. From all reports, he was a great guy.”
“The Reverend Vern Carr and some of his flock think otherwise.” Royce felt her jaw clamp.
“Carr is a pious prick.” He paused. “Sorry, I know you don’t like blue language.”
“Some things fit.” She pulled one of the reports. “You visited Knox, too?”
“Well, he was over at the Bell Ringer when I was talking with Faye. In the past, I’d been out to his cabin a couple times. Domestic call. I don’t like the guy, but why would he have anything to do with his sister going missing?”
“Hard to tell. I’m guessing he’s got a drug business going somewhere between here and Crystal. A lot of young people hang out around the Crystal Basin’s resorts downtown area. Potential customers for him if he is dealing. Maybe Rita stumbled onto it. I heard she’s very anti-drug.”
Nick agreed. “Could be. In her teens, she used to deal and consume. She becomes religious and Knox doesn’t like a goody-two-shoes nosing in his business.”
“We have a woman in her late twenties missing. Did she leave town with the express purpose of worrying people? Did she run off with Prince Charming? Did she meet a stranger? Did someone she knew do her bodily damage? Runaway or kidnapping? Missing can mean anything.” Royce glanced back at her computer screen. “Nothing is coming together on this one.”
Nick stood, gathered a stack of papers and then muttered, “All we know for sure is she’s gone. I’ll finish pulling up all the background checks on everyone connected with her. Or that we know was connected with her. I’ll e-mail copies up to Crystal this afternoon.”
“Have any of your deputies in Crystal commented on the case?”
“Only Harley. He noticed her in their church. He said she has a set of deluxe boobs.” Royce’s eye roll was obvious to the smirking Nick. “Before you ask—yes, I mentioned to him that he shouldn’t give you that report.”
With a mock stern glance, Royce replied, “Good thinking, Deputy Hogan. Good thinking.”  
 
* * * * *
 
Royce couldn’t get her head around the concept that Rita would just wander off. The young woman talked about everything with everyone. She wouldn’t have missed the opportunity to yak about any upcoming events in her life. Thus, the story about a Prince Charming carrying her away didn’t ring true. Although people saw her with men, it was never more than a date or two. According to Ursula, she gave herself freely and often.  
With dual purposes, Royce walked to the alley behind Molly’s Pantry. Chance could relieve herself of the morning’s visits to the water bowl. 
Also, Royce might visit with Plato Wallace. Plato approached her a few years ago after the town’s vagrant, Laramie, passed away. Plato offered a proposition to the sheriff. 
Laramie had made it his business to keep abreast of all that transpired in Timber City. Royce often questioned him about events and people. She jokingly called him her Confidential Informant. After his death, Plato asked Royce if she wanted him to be her C.I. Laramie had divulged his secret to Plato when he knew his days were numbered. Plato took full advantage of filling the empty slot. Also an elderly vagrant, Plato availed himself of information in trade for Royce’s mother leaving food from her bakery for him. 
Mornings, Molly left a bag of biscuits and eggs. At noon, she left whatever there was that had been freshly baked. Evenings, she set out pasties for his consumption. Although Royce told Plato that Molly had not done that as a tradeoff for information, he was convinced it was his pay for keeping his eyes open. Food for being Royce’s C.I. was his deal. He was also appreciative of any monetary tips so he could purchase cigarettes. The extra dollars for Plato’s tobacco meant an extra set of eyes watching the downtown streets of Timber.
Amused, Royce had often given him small assignments to keep him occupied. Plato’s appearance was nondescript. Short with a potbelly and slow plod, he dressed with a derelict’s disorder. His skin was darkly leather-tanned. Over seventy, he’d lived a hard life, and when his tobacco-stained teeth showed, his laugh was a string of cackles.
When Royce spotted him hunkered over a sack that had been filled with Molly’s pastries, Royce addressed him, “C. I. Plato, I’ve been looking for you.” 
 He bunched his body, protecting the bag. “That there dog ain’t gonna jump me?”
“Nope. Not unless you attack me, look guilty, or run from her. Plato, meet my new deputy, Chance. Sit.” She motioned to Chance. Wondering if they’d trained her to shake hands, she issued her command. “Shake, Chance. Shake hands.”
Chance’s paw lifted. “Hey, that dog’s just like Smoky.” Plato bent to shake her paw. “That little Smoky could do that trick. Now this Chance can.”
“Right. Listen, I have an assignment, Plato. Rita Griffin is missing.”
“I seen it in the Times yesterday about her being lost. I’m on it, Sheriff. I been keeping a lookout for anything suspicious.”
“Thanks, Plato. I knew I could count on you. So far, we haven’t got much to go on. I’m just scrutinizing the people around her first.”
“That brother of hers is a little creep. That I can tell you. Don’t know much more. But I’ll keep on the lookout.”
“Good man, Plato. If you see or hear anything I might be interested in, let me know.”
He gave a nod and then continued to forage the contents of the bag Molly had prepared for him. 
Royce and Chance wandered over to the High Country Animal Clinic. It was where Royce met Hertha. She was the new veterinarian in town. Royce didn’t like visiting the clinic. Bad memories left her longing for Hertha. They hadn’t replaced good ones. The good ones were the many years when she and Hertha shared the lodgings behind the clinic. Royce would walk through the door and be greeted by Hertha’s beautiful smile. Also lifting above the sweet memories was the pain of losing Smoky.
“Hi, Carrie,” Royce greeted Carrie Donovan. Royce had witnessed her going from a delinquent young girl to a recently graduated veterinarian. Under Hertha’s tutelage, Carrie had gone from a surly latchkey child to a fine young woman. Hertha had originally hired the now twenty-five-year-old vet to be her assistant. After Hertha had gone to her ailing mother’s side, Carrie worked the animal hospital on her own, occasionally consulting with her mentor.
Carrie came around the counter and knelt down to greet Chance. Chance recognized the goodwill and quickly warmed to the young woman. “Oh, Royce, she’s beautiful.” As she pet Chance, her deft hands checked the dog out. “She looks to be in great condition. A bit on the underweight side, but that’s normal for the breed.” She slowly opened Chance’s mouth, and then peered inside. “Good teeth. No problems here.” She then had a glimpsed into each ear. “What a good girl, you are.”
“She really is. She didn’t qualify for the K-9 unit, but her friendliness is a plus around Timber City. Everyone likes her.”
“Well, Royce, she looks to be in terrific condition.” Carrie stood. Her face had changed since Royce met her as a child years ago. She now smiled, and there was a confidence about her. Her freckled rose face was cheerful, and her eyes had the same blue intensity. Brown hair was long and flowed across her shoulders.
Royce liked her and the man with whom she’d been engaged for the past year.   
“Just wanted to bring her by for an introduction and a quick check. She’s small for her breed.”
“Don’t worry about that. Many German shepherds are small.”
“She’s great company on my rounds.” 
“Hertha mentioned Molly told her you had a new dog. Best thing after losing a pet.”
Royce inhaled deeply. “It wasn’t my idea. Nick brought her. Originally, it was to be a loaner trace dog for a few days. Then he explained she had been expelled from her training program. You know the saga. Poor dog with nowhere to go.”
Carrie grinned. “Well, it is for the best. She’ll make a lovely addition to the Sheriff’s Department. Have they found that woman yet?”
“Not yet.” Royce’s face contorted into a worried frown. “The longer it goes, the more worried I get.”
“Maybe something will break soon. From what I hear, Rita’s a crackpot.”
“Apparently.” Royce went to the door and then turned. “Listen, I want to visit my mom for a minute, and she doesn’t want Chance in the bakery. Would you mind if I left her here while I check with Mom about something?”
“Glad to have the company. I’ll check out her heart, lungs, and all the basics.”
Royce left Chance with the attentive vet. It was good for Chance to become friends with her new vet. 
When she entered Molly’s Pantry, she watched as Molly looked up in surprise. Royce was glad Molly’s baking assistant trainee wasn’t there. Pearl Ward had been working at the Pantry for over a year. It took some of the work off Molly’s shoulders and was wonderful company. 
“Hi, Mom,” Royce greeted Molly.
“Royce, good to see you midday. Pearl ran across the street to take Gwen and Nadine some of her cinnamon crumble cake. Can I fix you a piece of pie, a couple early-lunch pasties?”
“No, Carrie said you’d told Hertha about Chance. I was wondering if she mentioned me.”
Molly looked the other way. Her face was grim. “Royce, I think she’s overwhelmed right now. She’s trying to do what she thinks is best. Think about it. One minute running her own animal clinic and in a relationship—the next minute losing her mother and being saddled with two children. She doesn’t feel the little ones belong in Timber City.”
“They belong where they are loved,” Royce disputed.
“Royce, they would be the only Native American children in Timber City’s school system. Although the people here are tolerant, the children have been raised differently. There is a chance they wouldn’t be accepted. Now they’re being raised in an area predominantly tribal.” Molly shrugged. “And she questions if you would or could love them. Even Gwen and Nadine say they’ve heard you talk about never wanting children. You’re such a loving person, Royce. Why did you always maintain you didn’t want to adopt children? Hertha wanted them early in your relationship.”
“Mom, I just didn’t feel we should. But now,” Royce broke for a few seconds of silence. “Now, they’re in Hertha’s life. Of course, I would love them.”
“But would you love them because of Hertha alone? That’s what Hertha worries about.”
Mental pictures of the two children were being scanned by her mind. Royce had only seen them a few times. The little girl was six. Her Ute name was Shavano, meaning blue flower. The boy was five-years-old. He was named Antero, graceful walker. Both children were adorable, and Royce had quickly bonded with them as a friend. Of course, she considered, she would love them. 
With a deep breath, she answered, “Mom, I already love them as their friend. Yes, I could love them. And I would help Hertha raise them. I’ll admit I didn’t want children. I wanted a life with Hertha to be like the love Gwen and Nadine have.”
“Gwen and Nadine were always like aunts to you. Gwen and I grew up as best friends. When she and Nadine got together, you were like a baby niece to them both. They became close to you as a friend, and as unrelated family. As much as your childhood was spent over at the newspaper office, as it was, with your father and me, you were like their part-time child to them. I’ve often heard them say you are like a daughter to them.”
“As for me having a child, I’m in my forties, and it feels late. But I would do it for Hertha. I would do anything for Hertha.”
“Royce, women are having babies at forty. You still have a good long life ahead of you to love and care for children.”
Words battered Royce. Her eyes clamped shut. She wondered if any enforcer could believe in good long lives. “Mom, I’ve answered your question, just as I answered Hertha. I can’t say more than that.” Her lips tightened. “I left Chance over at the vet. I’d better go.”
Silence followed after her until she heard the happy yip from Chance when the clinic door opened.
 
* * * * *
 
For Royce, it was an afternoon in her office completing her desk duty of background checks and perusing reports. Royce realized there was nothing substantial to point in any direction. She’d run database searches of the parties who knew Rita. Only Knox and Rita had arrest records. Jade had disturbance warnings reported and one arrest. Knox had not really been on Royce’s radar screen in the disappearance of his sister. Jade was most worried about finding Rita—they were best friends. 
The two closest to Rita had no reason to harm her. They’d reported her missing, and they were searching for the missing woman. Interrogations were pulling up only blank avenues—there were no suspects. There were no indications Rita Griffin was a runaway. 
Changing into her civilian clothing before leaving the courthouse felt good. There were days when shedding her uniform was with a feeling of pride. Others days, those unproductive days, Royce pondered, were times of escaping her uniform’s cloth restraint.
She’d called Gran to check on her and to tell her she’d be grabbing a bite to eat with Gwen and Nadine. Her friends hadn’t had an opportunity to get to know Chance, and they had invited them both over for one of Nadine’s gourmet dinners. It would be a rest from the dilemma of a baffling missing person case. Also, it provided a time for Royce to glean any information about Hertha that she could from the longtime companions. 
On the street directly behind their newspaper, Gwen and Nadine’s home was a welcome respite for Royce. The refurbished Victorian, turn-of-the-last-century home was historic and inviting. That white-framed residence was always a second home to Royce.
Royce hopped up the steps with Chance bobbing along after her. Nadine flung open the large door and welcomed Royce into the decorated entryway. After a huge hug, she invited, “Come on in. And look who’s along to visit.” She bent slowly to one knee and Chance stepped eagerly into her arms. “What a beauty. And she’s friendly enough.”
The aged Irish setter, Zane, approached Chance with care. He wasn’t in any way agitated by Chance—just cautious. Chance playfully greeted him, and as if a bell went off, the two dogs began romping around the room. 
Royce and Nadine both gave a sigh of relief. Royce then studied Nadine Atwell. The woman Gwen had fallen in love with so many years ago was energetic and cheerful. She boasted that she would become eligible for Medicare in a couple years. And she was in excellent condition—except for a touch of arthritis. Her gray hair was smartly clipped and combed back. Her profile with an aquiline nose and strong chin line made her appearance slightly stern. Yet, when first looking into her topaz-hued eyes, and seeing her friendly crooked toothed smile, it was clear the woman was soft, kind, and the complete opposite of harsh.
After Gwen had appeared, the wine was poured, and the women were seated. Nadine began passing around the roast, mashed potatoes with gravy, a garden variety of vegetables, and dinner rolls. 
Midway through the sumptuous meal, Royce inquired, “Heard from Hertha?” 
Side-glances between the two older women indicated they had. Finally, Nadine offered, “A quick phone call last night. Quick is all she can do now since she’s running after the children all day long. Taking them here and there.”
“I’m sure she’s busy,” Royce said with a tinge of bitterness. She wasn’t as angry about Hertha’s decision as she was with fate in general. 
Gwen uttered, “Give her time, Royce. She may come around.”
“And the longer she’s there, with her people, the less hope she’ll return to me.”
With an immediate and obvious change of subjects, Nadine said, “We love Chance. I’m so glad you kept her. Have some more spuds, Royce. You’re losing weight.” She passed potatoes that were sprinkled with fresh parsley and pepper flakes. 
“Thanks. I’m glad I kept her, too. I think she kept me.”
“She gets along with Zane and our cats. It’s mind-boggling that they’ll even allow her in the house.” Nadine laughed.
Politely, Royce joined in. “Well, she’s passed her socializing if Miss Priss and Valentino like her.” Priss was an elderly tabby, and Valentino was pure gray with enormous whiskers. Both had been adopted by Nadine.  
When Royce’s phone rang, she quickly scrutinized the caller number. “I’ve got to answer. An emergency of some kind.” She pressed the button. “Sheriff Madison here.” She listened intently, and then stood, throwing the napkin on the table. “I’ll be right there.”
“What?” Gwen asked.
“We’ve got a body.”
Gwen queried, “They found her?” 
“No.” She made her way to the door. She called for Chase. “They found him. Rita’s brother. Knox Griffin was murdered. Shot to death.”
 
* * * * *
 
Royce stood above a mountain area looking down. There were two small, nearly impassable dirt roads intersecting. Beyond was an area where cars often pulled over to park while hiking, playing in the meadowland, or just enjoying the lushness of the growth around the rock formations. 
She returned to where the yellow tape had been strung. A hiker had found the body of Knox Griffin directly across from the parking area in the gulch below. His Jeep was parked on the path’s edge. 
Gwen, with reporter’s pad and pen in hand, followed Royce out to the area where deputies stood. As part of the press, she was allowed near the crime scene. She listened intently as the conversations became a guessing match as to what had transpired several hours before. 
Chance followed obediently behind the sheriff as she observed the panoramic view. From the looks of the four bullet entries, a high-powered rifle had been shot from thirty to forty yards away. A murder from that distance would have excluded the shots coming from across or on the road. Royce instructed Chance to track, not thinking the dog would respond. Cautiously, Chance did move up along the mountainside. Royce followed slowly watching for any signs from the dog.
As Chance neared a ledge of brush, her head lowered. Immediately, Royce caught up with her and scoured the area. “Good girl,” she said, then pulled Chance’s collar. “Stay.” She motioned to one of the deputies. “We’re going to need the tape. And bring some bags. We’ve got bullet shell casings for ballistics. Now all we need is to find the matching rifle. And if we’re really lucky, maybe they’ll be a print or two.”
When she went toward Gwen, she uttered, “Four casings. As near as I can figure, the rifle was shot from behind the shrubbery. Must have parked a vehicle on the road just above. There are tracks with ruts deeper than most cars could negotiate. That means the killer probably drove an off-road vehicle. Maybe it was a sports utility or truck.”
 Royce leaned over, studying the body of Knox Griffin. The way he fell showed impact from the bullets had crumpled him on impact. Examining his arms, she saw what appeared to be scratches. All the way down his one arm, there were tracks—not drug tracks, but where fingernails trailed. She looked back at his face, and on his left lower cheek, she saw a mark. It looked to be a newly forming bruise. That didn’t make sense that he would have been in a fight and then been shot. He wasn’t fighting for his life. The gunshots were too far away—he’d been ambushed. 
When the Medical Examiner arrived, he was shown the body. Royce greeted him, “Hey Ben, one of the deputies took photos. He was careful not to disturb anything. The blood areas needed to be on film early—before more foot traffic. I wanted to make sure the blood splatters were photographed. ”
“Great. This way we can have photos of the blood seepage to compare from immediately on scene and now. He bled out relatively quickly, I’d say, from the looks of the ground. We’re looking at a high-powered rifle. And the fact the trunk of the victim’s body was hit multiple times, I’d say the shooter was a marksperson.”
“I’m seeing some scratches and minor abrasions as if he were in a fight. But I was thinking whoever killed him wouldn’t have come down here and beat him, then gone back up there and shot him.”
“Exactly. Separate events,” Ben conjectured. “Had to have been. But there could have been a skirmish and the other party was still heated? Called Griffin out here to finish the fight and then killed him.” 
“Then we might be looking for a female shooter,” Royce guessed. “Look at the depth of those fingernail marks.”
Royce didn’t need to ask about the entry of the bullets, nor the probability of the trajectory. It came from above, and it must have hit Knox as soon as he exited his Jeep. He’d opened the door, and he was hit in the chest twice, the abdomen once and had a lower shoulder wound. Her guess was the abdomen first shot. Second and third chest—one direct hit to the heart produced profuse bleeding. And finally, because of a slant where the bullet hit, the victim was on his way to the ground when it impacted him.  
Ben Prichard put his Stetson back on. He rubbed his hands. “Yep. At least we know where the bullets came from and where they penetrated. Exit wounds. High-powered rifle.” He dug a bullet from the ground and placed it in an evidence bag. “Someone had Knox in their sight.” 
She stood back a moment. “He didn’t have a prayer.”
Ben exhaled in a burst. “Nope.” He motioned for his assistant to give him a hand. “Sheriff, he was a sitting duck. And from what I’ve heard about Knox Griffin, lots of folks here in these parts will be happy Griffin won’t be quacking anymore.”
Royce nodded. “My suspect list will be very, very long.”
As the evening began to darken, Royce assigned two of the deputies to guard the area until morning. She didn’t want anything disturbed before they had more daylight time to spend combing through the area. 
Gwen approached. “Guess you’ll be out here early tomorrow morning?”
“That I will.” She looked across the road. “I’m going to have a look over there.”
The two women walked across the parking area leading to the flat meadowland. “Anything you’re looking for in particular?”
“No.” Royce stepped over a cuticle of rocks and onto the patch of land. She looked across with a disenchanted longing. “This is where Hertha and I often came. Now it seems—it seems somehow tarnished. But maybe with her leaving, it would have been tarnished anyway. This is the area the Ute tribe called Shinney Forest.”
“Shinney. Isn’t that a game?”
Tears flooded Royce’s eyes. “It is. It’s an ancient game similar to field hockey. Women played it on a field about 250 feet long. They’d attempt to get a four-inch ball to the opponents’ end of the field. The balls were made of buckskin stuffed with deer hair. Curved wooden sticks were called Shinney sticks.”
Gwen’s no-nonsense voice of wisdom murmured, “Royce, Hertha taught you about her culture. If nothing else, you’ve come away from the relationship a wiser person.”
“And that sagacity has now made me an infinitely sadder woman.”
 
* * * * *
 
After leaving the murder area, and having formally identified the victim, she and Nick drove to Knox and Jade’s cabin. It was empty. The sheriff and deputy then returned to Timber City.
Entering the Bell Ringer where they expected to find Faye and probably Jade, they surveyed the filled barroom. Nick lifted his arm, pointing toward Faye. 
When they crossed to the corner where she was, Royce tapped her shoulder. She inquired if Jade might be there. “She’s upstairs. She decided to call you after all?” Faye inquired.
“Can we go up?” Royce solemnly asked. Faye’s apartment was directly above the bar. She led them up the stairs. “And what would she be calling me for?”
“Damn fighting. I hate that son-of-a-bitch. I get my hands on him—”
When the door fanned open, Royce realized what had happened. Jade sat on the sofa holding an ice pack to her face. Her face had obviously been battered. Bleeding had been stopped, but Jade held a bloodstained towel in her hand. 
“Jade,” Royce began. 
Jade leaped up dropping the icepack with a thud. “Mom, I told you not to call the cops.”
Royce interceded. “No one called. It’s Knox. We found him earlier tonight.”
As if shock was beginning to register, Jade screamed, “Is he okay?”
Shaking her head negatively, Royce uttered, “I’m sorry, Jade. He’s been murdered.”
 



CHAPTER 4
An early morning meeting at the Sheriff’s Department had been called, after which the deputies were given assignments and dispatched. Settled at her desk, Royce glanced back at Nick’s glum face. Her mind was spinning as she considered the previous night’s events. She inquired, “Did you pick up on anything last night when we delivered the news to Jade?”
“You saw how she was uncontrollably distraught. We knew she would be. She collapsed in tears. She even cursed herself for their afternoon fight. According to her, the nail marks on his body were hers. Her alibi was after the fight, she came immediately into Timber. She considered working, but she takes the rest of the day off work because she’s battered. Faye takes the afternoon and evening off because she’s upset over Knox battering her daughter.” 
There was a moment of silence as they each sipped coffee. Royce commented, “What an ugly scene. Both appeared to be in complete shock. Their exchanges deteriorated to hysterics.”
“But were either of them acting?” Nick quizzed.
“Are they suspects? I don’t think so.” Royce had known them both for years. They’d all grown up in Timber City. “Or maybe I’d rather not think so.”
“Like lots of women up here, they both know their way around guns. Probably, they both own rifles.” Nick rubbed his chin vigorously. 
“Yes. Faye was trained by an expert gunman—the former sheriff. Her former lover, Yancy Sumner. And Jade is also skilled with firearms.”
“Their alibis were crisscrossing. Claimed they were both up in their apartment. There’s an outside door with steps leading down to their vehicles. So the alibi they both have comes down to their being with one another.” He paused. “And both women drive vehicles that could have made the climb up the gravel road. Too many ruts, and with a steep lift, a sedan would never make it. Or at least not without damage to the undercarriage.”
As if thinking out loud, Royce uttered, “The road is too rugged to even leave tire marks. No tracks. With the gravel and dry dirt, there wasn’t even anything for a plaster cast to have found. We’re down to motive.”
Nick leaned across the desk. “This is crazy. Motive. Knox didn’t have much of a fan club. His wife stood by him, but their recent skirmish might have meant she was tired of him. His knocking her around was wearing thin. And his sister is missing. So all we’ve got is a missing sister and her murdered brother. There are no known witnesses. Nobody liked the guy. He might have been dealing drugs. He was an unruly punk. The list grows.”
Royce stood. “As our net expands—we find more people with no use for Knox.”
 
* * * * *
 
After a morning of cross-referencing data, again checking background searches, and making a myriad of calls, Royce was completely bewildered about the murder. What stumped her was the connection between the events. Missing woman. Murdered man. Siblings. 
To clear the scenarios that roiled around in her thoughts, Royce decided to drop by The Timber City Times office for a chat with Gwen and Nadine. The newspaperwomen were confided in and shared any information they might have. People who were reticent to contact the police often found it more comfortable to talk with media.
“Nothing here but a town filled with questions. Is there a killer on the loose?” Nadine reported. “That’s what people are asking.”
Gwen moved up to the front office. Royce was leaning against the desk. She then slid up onto the desk’s top. Royce’s shrug was one of dejection. She spoke. “And we’ve got nothing. Plenty amazing that a woman would go missing. Then her brother is found dead. No suspects.”
Nadine added, “And no leads from what Nick told us. Usually someone comes forward to either the department or us. They’ve seen a car or someone is acting wacky.”  
Gwen took a sip of lukewarm tea from her mug. She muttered, “I was hoping you’d have news. We printed the special edition this morning and sold out. That means nearly everyone in town should have read the news. Nadine’s right. Someone should have come forward with information. A suspicion. Usually, we get a crank call blaming a worst enemy.”
Nadine reached across and squeezed Gwen’s arm. “Gwen and I have been talking about it all morning. Knox was a rough acting guy. All the tattoos. And long hair. Tough demeanor.”
Gwen added, “Dressed like a biker. Hell’s bells. He was a biker.”
“Not all bikers are criminals,” Royce defended with a chuckle. “In fact, when I stop most of them, only minor infractions show up. Plenty amazing, but most of them are polite.”
“Speaking of reports,” Gwen asked, “anything on background searches?”
“No. Nothing. The Medical Examiner’s report showed trace elements of cannabis sativa in Knox’s blood. So he wasn’t fall down drugged on marijuana. It would have been miniscule. Maybe a toke off a reefer.” Royce frowned. “I suspected he might be using recreationally, but I never saw him impaired. Even when he fought with Jade, his drinking was never enough to put him over the legal limit. But if he were a dealer, it makes sense. Lots of serious dealers won’t get mixed up in over-consumption. Getting caught is too dangerous a risk when high or drunk. They know sliding into the junkie slot is only a step away from a first hit.”
“I figured he had a little growing field at his cabin,” Gwen speculated.
“Nope. Nothing. Clean. No drugs or paraphernalia in cabin or car.” Royce bit her lip a moment. “I’d told Nick later that my guess was he might be growing controlled substances in a little shed somewhere between here and Crystal. That’s where the drug sales are. Not that they may not be made here. Just not the potential for dopers there would be in Crystal.”
Nadine stirred her tea. “I don’t see either Jade or Faye being involved in harming him.”
Gwen’s laugh gushed. “But Faye sure as hell would like to pin a commendation on his killer’s shirt.”
Royce stood. She leaned to scratch Chance’s head. “You’ll get no argument from me on that. She used to threaten to kill everyone Jade dated. Threatened more than once to castrate them. But, for now, they are one another’s alibis. And I have no evidence against them.” She got to the door. Royce turned slightly to a silhouette against the frame. “I’ve got no evidence against anyone.” 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce slipped a disc of butterscotch in her mouth as she slid into her vehicle. She wondered what Valeria Driscoll wanted. There had been a message for Royce to meet her at Chandler Center between one and two that afternoon. 
When Royce arrived, Chance jumped out with confidence as if she knew she’d been welcomed there before. Glancing at the dashboard clock, Royce saw she was on time. By the time she reached Valeria’s office, her curiosity had peaked. 
“Thanks for coming here, Royce. When I leave, it’s like the place tumbles down.”
Royce sat. “You’ve heard something?”
Slipping a flirty smile on and lifting an eyebrow, Valeria answered, “You don’t think I’d call you out here to seduce you, do you? For a second time?”
With a bashful look away, Royce then said, “I wasn’t thinking that at all.”
“Well, as it happens, I do have something. I’m not certain it’s important in your investigation. Particularly since Knox Griffin was murdered. I’m not certain how it would all fit together.”
Royce inquired, “I take it you have information about Rita?”
“It may mean nothing. One of the women here has a good-behavior pass. She came to me this morning. She said she was having breakfast in the Country Cookhouse. One of the waitresses was talking about knowing the missing girl. She said they were acquaintances. The waitresses name is Eleanor Trost. She likes being called Elly. She had been a guest here about the same time as Rita. Her conversation was she’d seen Rita recently. Rita wasn’t kidnapped. She was planning to run away with a married man.”
“Half the men in Timber County are married.”
“Well, I wanted to tell you about it. Having said that, I need to warn you about Elly. She was very often quite delusional. Rita was only slightly delusional. They weren’t at all reliable when they were here.”
“I’ll check it out. This case has got me stymied. It’s early days, but with the murder on the heels of a missing person investigation—it’s not making sense. I hate to think I won’t crack a case.”
“You’ll be fine.” Valeria reached and touched the folded hands of Royce. Royce remembered that touch. “And maybe Hertha will return.”
“From the messages, I’m not holding out hope. She talks with Carrie Donovan, Gwen and Nadine, Mom, and even Gran. But she won’t answer my calls. Even my mother’s encouragement is waning.”
“Molly is known to never give up on lost causes.” Valeria laughed her light-hearted, musical laugh that Royce remembered as if it were a sacred trust. “When your flock of Timberites isn’t optimistic, it’s time for all of us to give up.”
Blushing, Royce pulled her hand back. She finally chuckled. “I suppose so. One thing I know. This murder couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”
Again, Valeria burst into laughter. “I’ll bet my ass Knox would concur with that.”
When the chuckles of both women subsided, Valeria invited, “Why don’t you meet me at seven at my place? I’ll fix one of your favorite meals and we can talk. Royce, you need a lift. And see, I can still make you laugh. Bring Rin Tin Tin if you want.”
 
* * * * *
 
Royce stepped through the doorway of the Country Cookhouse. Walls were knotty pine with an occasional painting or photo of local scenery. There was a collage of newspaper clipping reviews boasting of their various specials of high cholesterol meals. A delicious best-seller was the All-in-One breakfast platter of eggs, smoked bacon, sausage, ham, mountain-fried potatoes, home-whipped biscuits, and flapjacks. The flapjacks were billed in as being the best griddlecakes in Colorado. One of the reviews stated their Special of the Day brimmed over with Rocky Mountain High calories.
At noon, the steamy scent of burgers and fries filled the small restaurant. Elly Trost was a slight, angularly built woman nearing her thirties. Her features were sharp and her coloring light with beige, flyaway hair. Royce approached her. Elly’s eyes reflected an ache. But they were serene and attractive. “Elly.”
“Yeah.” She peered into Royce’s face with a question. “You wanna have a burger?”
“No. I have some questions if you have a minute?” Royce pointed to one of the empty tables.
“Sure. I got time.” As she sat, her perplexed expression converted to one of fear. “Look, I haven’t used for years. I’m clean.”
“I’m not here about you. It’s come to my attention you’re a friend of Rita Griffin. I just have a few questions. When was the last time you saw her?”
“Musta been the day she went missing.” Relieved that Royce wasn’t investigating her former drug use, her mood lifted. “Yeah. We were pals. It’s no longer the same as her friendship with Jade. But we been through the wars together a few years ago.”
“Recently, was she using?”
“Naw. Not a bit.”
Royce paused, studying the young woman. “When you saw her, can you recall what she might have said about leaving the county?”
“She tells me she’s getting out of town. Leaving with a man she’s in love with.” Elly paused, recalling the conversation. “Well, I ask why she needs to leave town with him. She tells me he’s married and doesn’t want to stay around Timber where his old lady will cause trouble.”
“She used the word ‘old lady’ when she told you that?”
“Yep. Exactly. I ask who the guy was. Well, she gives me the hush sign with her finger to her mouth. I knew I wasn’t going to be getting any more information from her. It was her business.”
“She didn’t mention where she might be going?”
“Naw.” Elly inhaled deeply. Her frown was a prelude to her words. “Oh, I remember what else. I ask her if she isn’t gonna miss Jade and Knox? Well, she gets a smile on her face and says they can visit her. Get on swimsuits and visit her.”
“Anything else?”
“Naw. That was it.”
Royce stood, placed her Stetson on her head, and uttered, “Thanks, you’ve been a big help.”
“Guess Knox won’t be getting to see the ocean after all.”
Royce turned. “Ocean?”
“Well, yeah. Sure, why would he need a swimsuit if they weren’t going somewhere with a beach? Like she was all happy. So it had to be like an ocean.”
“Did you know Knox well?”
“I thought he was a total waste of space.” Her stare was one of deep hatred. “I wonder if Rita knows he’s killed.”
“You think she’s alive?”
“Sure. Don’t you?” Her quizzical look took Royce off guard. “You think she’s dead?”
“I’m hoping not.” Royce stepped outside the restaurant onto the sidewalk where Chance was waiting for her. Under her breath she mumbled, “I hope not.” One murder per decade was more than enough for Timber City.
 



CHAPTER 5
Before Royce got out of her vehicle to enter the Eagle Inn, she checked her phone messages. She was surprised to see a message from Hertha. Immediately, she pressed the callback. When she heard Hertha’s mellow voice, she fell apart inside. An automatic optimism swirled. She wanted to believe it was a call to tell her that Hertha would be returning. She got into her vehicle. 
Hertha’s voice stumbled. “Royce, I wanted to find a good time to phone you. But with the murder, I was sure you’d be busy. Molly told me about Knox. Did you find his sister yet?”
“No, no.” The case was the last thing she wanted to talk with Hertha about. “Hertha, what do you want to talk with me about?”
“Royce, you probably don’t want to hear what I’m about to say. But there’s no good time to tell you.”
Royce leaned back, gripping the steering wheel with one hand. “Hertha, you’ve delivered nothing but bad news. Something tells me this is even more final than the last time we talked.”
There was a painful pause. Her voice was strained. “In the time we’ve been separated, I’ve done so much thinking. You know I treasure you. And if things were different—”
Royce interrupted, “You’ve already made mention of the different things. I’ve made a list.”
“I’m trying to tell you something. Royce, listen and please attempt to understand that I didn’t want this to happen.”
“What to happen?” Royce nearly choked on her words. “What is it?”
“The archeology professor I was with before you, she’s been working on a site very near. She offered friendship. She consoled me about my mother. She’s been wonderful with the children.”
“And you’ve fallen back in love with her?” Royce felt the tears dampening her eyes. “You have, haven’t you?”
“Royce, I’m not sure. But now it seems a far easier solution. She loves the area, the children, and we can be together. Royce, you and I are so far apart. It can’t work out. We both know that.”
Royce’s fingers combed through her short hair. “I’m still in love with you. Doesn’t that matter?”
“You’ll get over me. And I’ll get over you.”
“I think you’re already over me. Hertha, please consider this carefully. You have spent fifteen years building your veterinary business and our home. We’ve shared those years loving one another. Now you’re leaving everything.” 
“Look, I’ve got to go round up the children. I hope you understand. I want you to be happy.” There was a tiny catch in her voice. Royce remembered it. 
“The chance of that is not good.” Royce pressed the disconnect button with as much force as she could. Chance had sat up when she heard the word ‘chance’ and moved toward Royce. Royce hugged her tightly, and Chance licked Royce’s wet face.
Before putting her cellphone back into her pocket, she pressed the newly entered number. “Hi, Valeria. If it’s not too late, I’ve changed my mind. I’d like to have dinner with you tonight.”
 
* * * * *
 
By mid-afternoon, Royce had met with the one married man she knew was suspected, by at least his wife, of being close to Rita Griffin. She was pleased that Mac Gentry was alone and seated at the bar composing a new menu.
Mac Gentry was a middle-aged man with a settled way about him. His buzz-cut, graying hair was done in the name of comfort. His clothing was neat, but he never dressed as though he had young women on his mind.   
“Not open for dinner until five,” he said looking up from his scribbling. 
“Mac, I’m just here to chat.” 
“Grab a barstool. Want a draft, water, coffee—anything?” 
She sat next to him. “I’m fine. Mac, you know this investigation of a missing person has become more complicated.”
“I was shocked about Knox. I feel bad for Rita. She acted like she really loved her big brother.” 
Royce paused, hoping he would continue. When he didn’t, she spoke, “I’m wondering about the coincidence factor. What are the odds of the murder and missing person being unconnected?”
He squinted. “Hell, I got no idea. She was a blabbermouth and foolhardy. So if she was a gallivanting, she’da mentioned it.”
“She worked for you. Did she ever confide in you about a love interest?”
“Not me. Oh, occasionally, she’d be looking over a cowboy, and she’d sort of throw herself at him. Dated and sure she said things about how the date was. But they were mostly one-nighters. Men passing through.” He scratched through one of the blocked items on the menu. “I gotta tell you, she wasn’t a good waitress. Maybe I’m to blame for her going missing.”
Royce leaned nearer. “Meaning?”
“Hell, I kept her around ‘cause she did attract some of the men with her flirting. Even if they didn’t like their coffee cold from her talking too much, they liked looking at her.” He snorted a quick laugh. “And the regulars like her okay. Unless she didn’t get their breakfast to ’em until the eggs were iced up.” 
“She did seem to like attention. Even changing out her hair colors. Did she go to a local beauty shop?”
“Naw. She’d go shopping and come back with a box of coloring. Ursula always warned her not to stain the bathroom facilities with that hair dye.” Mac grinned. “She was careful, I guess. But she said she learned to do her own hair when she was in the slammer. She used to laugh about getting something out of incarceration. She learned a little about keeping her hair spiffed up.” 
“Here’s the big question. Did you know of any married men she might be scoping out?”
“Lots. Sure.”
“How about you? Mrs. Gentry seemed to believe she’d thrown herself at you a time or two,” Royce said as conspiratorially as possible.
“My Mrs. Gentry thinks all women are after me. Hell, look at me. Middle-aged. No great catch. If you spend too long with me, she’ll probably even think you’ve left your ways and are chasing me.” His grin was sly and half-embarrassed. It was followed by an enormous guffaw. “Well, she’s always been a jealous, possessive woman.”
“That didn’t answer my question. Was there anything between you and Rita? On either’s part?”
“Royce, I swear to you on the Bible, there was nothing.”
“I’m all out of Bibles, so let’s stick to your word.”
“That, too.”
 
* * * * *
 
Royce arrived back at her grandmother’s cabin just in time to shower and dress for dinner with Valeria. She realized what the consequences of her agreeing to have dinner with Valeria might be. After dressing in comfortable, yet semi-dressy sapphire blue slacks with a powder blue blouse, she sat at the table with Gran.
Gran reached and patted her hand. “Royce, your mama called earlier and told me about Hertha’s call. I know how hurt you must be. I just can’t imagine what’s got into that girl. Why, she acted pleased as punch when she came back for the visit. Now, all of a sudden, she’s called everything off and is moving there permanently.”
Royce took her grandmother’s weathered hands in hers. “I don’t understand it. And at this moment, I can’t even face it. She’s moving there for the children’s sake. But there’s also someone she’s moving there to be with. I’ve got to come to terms with that.” Tears began to weld in her eyes. Then Gran’s eyes filled. “Gran, I know you loved her, too. And it will be hard on all of us. But I guess we’ve got to accept it.”
“I’m doing no such thing. I’m praying she’ll come back. And if she wants my two cents, I’ll tell her. The two of you belong together.”
“We aren’t together, so we must no longer belong there.”
Royce stood, slapped her leg for Chance to follow her. “See you later, Gran.”
She went out to her vehicle accompanied by a heaviness that nearly weighed her down to the ground. In her county, a woman was missing. A young man had been murdered. And the woman she spent the last fifteen years loving had left the relationship. 
It was as if the pain began everywhere in her body and traveled to everywhere else. 
 
* * * * *
 
Valeria opened the door with a wide sweep, inviting Royce and Chance into her upscale townhome. Royce could recall the many days and nights she spent in the comfort of that home.  
“Royce, would you like something to drink?”
“Water or iced tea if you have it,” the sheriff replied.
“Royce, I’m a recovering alcoholic, but not a Temperance Party member. I keep beer and wine for my guest.”
Royce smiled slightly then nodded. “Got water or iced tea?”
Going to her bar, Valeria pulled out bottles of water and lemon flavored iced tea. She placed ice in two glasses on the bar top.  
Royce took the bottle of tea and poured it into her glass. “You’ve really changed, Val.” 
“Royce, I apologize for all the wrongs against you when we were together. Looking back, I’m ashamed of my behavior. And yes, I’ve changed. That part hasn’t been easy, but I needed to get my life together. I was so shallow and heartless. I can blame it on the booze, but in truth, the booze was only amplifying my heart. Of all the people I shouldn’t have hurt, you were highest on the list.”
Royce sipped. “Val, I always knew you had a kind heart. And I’m sure getting sober was very difficult and took courage. I don’t hold any animosity for what happened all those years ago.”
“Thanks for those words. I appreciate them more than you’ll ever know.” Her head lowered. Chance was vying for her attention, so she reached to pet her. “And your dog is magnificent.”
“I can’t tell you how much I miss Smoky. But I’d be lying if I said Chance isn’t making it better.”
 “Smoky wouldn’t have wanted you to be sad. Even when she was a puppy, she wanted everything tranquil and happy. I felt badly that she saw me drunk, angry, and stupid. The three go together.”
“Smoky knew the difference between when you were sober and when you had something to drink. She loved you—the real you.”
“Come on, I’ll dish us up some dinner.” Valera slipped her hand around Royce’s hand. “The dining room is right this way. But then you know that.”
Feeling some discomfort, Royce sat at the oval table. She knew the townhouse, yet some of the furnishings had changed. Just as Valeria had changed. She now seemed assured rather than oppressive. She seemed kind rather than controlling. And she seemed genuine instead of pretentious. 
Before the meal of roast pork loin basted in cinnamon and apple, baked potatoes slathered in butter and fresh chives, and assorted vegetables had ended, Royce and Valeria were laughing. It was just as they had when they first met and got together. That was when Valeria had hidden her alcohol problem away from Royce and the world. 
After dinner, a lush dessert of chocolate mousse with raspberries was served. Then they took their cups of hazelnut coffee into the living room. Their eyes met when one of the songs that they had long ago danced to came on the programmed music. It was Patsy Cline singing Sweet Dreams of You.
“Dance, Sheriff?” Valeria stood, held out her hand, and invited with a smile. 
Before having the chance to think about it, Royce got to her feet and took Valeria in her arms. She remembered the feel of Valeria’s skin, the way her body felt against her. And she even recalled the warmth and the scent of this lovely woman.
“Royce, I’ve missed you. I’ve never stopped thinking about you.” Her cheek touched Royce’s as she whispered. “And I won’t lie. I never stopped wishing we were together. But it ended up for the best. I’m not the settling down type.”
“Maybe there is no such thing as a settling down type.” Royce glanced away. “Not really.”
Laughing, Valeria teased, “I’m certain you’ll feel differently when Hertha returns. For me, there have been a couple of women in my life. But it was as though I was merely spending time with them. I cared. I tried to care. But it was never the way I cared, care, for you. And I couldn’t even be good for you. I always felt you cared for more than just my appearance.”
Royce had been aware that there had been two women in her life. One had worked at the Crystal Basin Ski Resort. She was transferred back east by her company. The other had a family member in crisis and returned to Texas. Both partings had been amiable. 
Valeria’s mouth slowly eased toward Royce’s lips. Royce moved back. “Val, I’m in so much pain right now. I don’t want you to be a rebound. You’re too fine for that,”
“I’m a big girl. I know what I’m getting into. I know if we’re together tonight, it will be a healing for both of us. I’d like to attempt to make your pain better. I have no expectations. After our last attempt at a relationship, I’m certain you’re wise enough to have no expectations of me. I’m too independent for anything else. A night with you would be sweet for both of us.”
  As their bodies moved together, nearer, Royce felt the yearning she’d had all those years ago. Her hands lifted and rested on Valeria’s cheeks. Purposefully, she moved her lips toward Valeria’s slightly opened kiss. It was warm and familiar. She felt the irresistible power this woman had over her before. It reappeared—or perhaps had only hidden itself somewhere deeply within. But this time, she knew the limitations of her heart.
Strewn clothing was like footprints leading to Valeria’s bedroom. Royce barely noticed it had entirely changed. Valeria hit her playlist button. Royce immediately felt the message of the song that played. It was the Bee Gees singing How Can You Mend a Broken Heart. Royce felt a safeness she’d never felt with Valeria before. 
Royce had always been the strength of their relationship. Valeria was weak with a terrible dependency. Considering she couldn’t help Valeria then, she realized now her ex was the steadfast one.  
They eased onto the bed, gathering one another’s nudity into a soft embrace. Valeria’s love sharing was no longer raw sexuality. It was now measured with sensuality, tranquility, and sensitivity. 
Mending broken hearts was only a minor part of the reunion. It was a wondrous sharing of tenderness and enticement. Royce felt renewal as she leaned back against the mound of pillows. She felt her pounding heartbeat begin to slow. Her staggering breath became more normal. Valeria snuggled in her arms as if she’d never left their happiest moments of the past. 
There was exactitude, some retention of a past knowledge of one another. Royce considered that when love exists, it never empties. The space where it had been would simply reignite.   
“Whew, Sheriff Madison.” Valeria kissed Royce’s neck. “Your lovemaking is just as I remember.”
“Yours is even more lovely. If that’s possible.” Royce then laughed playfully. “Mind telling me if what you said about me is a romantic positive? I wasn’t exactly steeped in experience.”
“Royce, you were and you are a rock star. You mean it.”
Remembering, Royce gathered Valeria into her arms. “I did mean it.” 
 



CHAPTER 6 
Parking in front of the Timber County Courthouse, Royce exited her vehicle. The morning presented a strange emotion that plagued her. As she walked quickly, she saw Plato Wallace waving at her. He pointed toward the back alley and watched as Royce broke stride. He turned and ambled back to their meeting place.
Royce was rushed. She felt upset at herself for allowing this fiasco of his believing himself to be a C.I. She knew the day would be riddled with interruptions and turmoil. She would be a few minutes late for the deputy’s meeting. With Chance at her side, Royce followed after Plato. 
“What you got, Plato?”
“I heard it coulda been Faye or Jade done it.”
Royce gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “They might be persons of interest. But they gave one another alibis. I know Faye hated Knox. And Jade might have killed him in the heat of the moment. But this was a well-planned out murder. I’m not sure either of them would have had the belly for this kind of militia killing.”
“My source tells how he seen some woman comin’ outta their place from upstairs. Them stairs are on the outside. And it was a woman. Comes down and goes around the corner.”
Royce contemplated the scenario. “Plato, they usually park their vehicles right behind their place. They wouldn’t have gone around the corner.”
“Unless they was parked on the side street. Then they wouldda. And my source heard shouting before. Faye was a cussin’ out Knox good and proper. Yellin’ about how Knox wasn’t gonna be bashin’ her kid around no more.”
“Your source?”
He paused, his eyes narrowed. “If I go givin’ up my source, he ain’t gonna be talking to me anymore.”
Royce already knew it must have been Timmy who had told Plato. Timmy was the line cook at the Eagle’s Inn. He would have had a clear vision to see anyone going out of the Bell Ringer’s upstairs back entrance. Standing in the alley behind the Inn’s kitchen, he would have seen anyone coming or going when he took his break. If Faye had left the upstairs windows open, Timmy also would have heard every word that was yelled. Verbatim. 
Timmy never did more than nod at anyone with a badge. He wouldn’t have reported anything to law. But he would have told his drinking buddy, Plato.
To confirm, Royce asked, “How’s Timmy been?”
Plato’s face froze a moment. “Guess he’s fair to middlin’.”
“Good. Give him my regards.”
Plato’s eyes shifted. “Yeah. Listen, Sheriff, I’m outta puffs, I don’t guess you could front me a couple bucks?”
Royce’s hand went into her pocket and she pulled out a few small bills. “Here you go. Plato, please let me know if there’s anything else that might be of interest.”
“You goin’ over to arrest Faye or Jade?”
“Think I’ll wait until after the deputies have all checked in. I might need the entire department to haul the suspect, or suspects, into custody. Also, I think I’ll wait until we get a little more evidence.”
“Now, don’t you be jokin’ with me.” His crooked grin lifted as he gulped in a breath of air. “I take my work seriously.”
Royce glanced around the alley. She then closed her eyes a moment. There was a murderer on the loose. And best bets had that killer still in Timber City “No more seriously than I take mine.” 
 
* * * * *
 
Nadine glanced up at Royce as she entered the Timber City Times office. “Please say you have some news.” Nadine tossed her pen down. “It is what they refer to as a slow news day.”
“Nothing from the deputy’s meeting,” Royce reported. I’m going over to the Bell Ringer to check with Faye. Nick’s been keeping track of interrogating both Jade and Faye.”
“Because?” Nadine asked.
“You know how tense it’s been since Yancy’s last Review Board. I didn’t go to bat for him like both Faye and Jade thought I should. Especially Jade. I recommended it not be commuted.”
“You can understand why they want clemency. No death penalty, but he’d still be suffering. So it isn’t total leniency.” Nadine shrugged. “They say it’s rough on a law officer in prison.”
“Nadine, I think my father would have selected life in prison opposed to the death he is stuck with.”
“Well, Faye and Jade shouldn’t expect you to have a single word in favor of commuting Yancy’s sentence to life. Having said that, I also understand Molly and your Gran’s not approving of the death sentence.”
Royce clamped her jaw tightly as she eased down. “It has caused a few choice words between us. But I’m sure as hell not arguing for his life to be spared. Not when he killed my father and would have killed both Hertha and me. He also killed two others in order to save himself from being found out. And he tried to kill Smoky.”
“Well, Gwen agrees with you entirely. And it has also caused a small rift, a minuscule fissure, between Gwen and your mother. I can see both sides.”
With muffled words, as if escaping from her own pain, Royce said, “I’m on my father’s side.”
The interlude allowed Royce to contemplate her turmoil. Jade’s father had been convicted under a unique Colorado law. The death of a lawman killed in a drug trafficking transaction was a crime eligible for execution. Lethal injection. This crime fit the requirements for capital punishment. The murder of Royce’s father was also heinous and premeditated. Royce continued to speak out at each review. The judge and jury had doled out the punishment. Royce concurred and supported the verdict. This would be the killer’s last time in front of the Review Board. Royce was determined to voice rejection for the reprieve. There had been no clemency for her father. 
Nadine stacked some papers and then asked, “And how is Chance performing her tasks?”
“I’m not sure she has it in her to do much police work, however, she’s lovely. Very calm, friendly, but she’s not a militia kinda dog.”
Looking back at the mellow Chance, who was leaning toward Royce’s leg, Nadine said, “Even at a third her size, I have the feeling Smoky could have cleaned Chance’s clock. Smoky was a schnauzer in a million. The toughest little terrier I’ve come across.”
A brief smile wisped over the sheriff’s face. “When Smoky was no-nonsense, she was all business. Tough as nails and had an instinct.”
“Well, maybe Chance will come around.”
As the words were spoken, Gwen entered. “Chance is her own dog,” she disputed. “I like that dog. And who cares if she comes around.” Loving puns, she added, “That funeral for the young serviceman and the angry mob of churchgoers will give her a chance at crowd control. I take it you’ll go out to the cemetery.”
“Yes, we’ll have a couple deputies, myself, and Chance.” Royce stood. “Better get out and about.”
“You just got here. You have a few minutes to sit back down and tell us how things went last night. How was your dinner with the lovely Ms. Driscoll?”
Royce remained standing. Self-consciously, she shifted from foot to foot. “Fine. I really need to get back to work.”
Nadine and Gwen traded conspiratorial glances. Gwen then remarked, “You’re in a dash to get out of here. And you forget that I’ve known you since you were a pup. I can tell everything that goes on in your mind. What’s up with Valeria?” Gwen’s arm dramatically lifted, pointing to the chair.
“It was a lovely dinner. And Valeria has changed.”
“You bet your ass she has. She’s had more time to develop even more of her beauty,” Gwen commented, her eyes narrowing. “We’re all fifteen years older. And?”
“Well, she’s different. No drug and alcohol-fueled conversation.”
“Royce,” Nadine broke in. “You’d better talk with us about this.”
“I’d rather leave it until I sort it out in my own mind,” the sheriff replied. 
Gwen, still eyeing her suspiciously, cleared her voice. “Well, she has done a complete turnaround since her rehab. She took on the responsibility of running the Chandler Center. Everyone gives her high marks for the good she’s done. So how was the dinner?”
“The evening went well.” Royce turned, walking slowly. “Let’s leave it at that.”
Gwen’s voice followed after Royce. “You’re talking about her as if she’s become your leading lady again.”
Silence was obvious. To herself, Royce thought Valeria was life’s leading lady. Val was honest about not needing to nor wanting to belong. “She’s her own leading lady.” Royce offered no more and no less.   
 
* * * * *
 
The Bell Ringer was quiet during the midmorning. Faye Arnall was chatting flirtatiously with the new bartender, Tanner Morris. It was the first time Royce had seen the younger man up close. He appeared to be in his mid-to-late twenties. With a rugged handsomeness, he was enjoying his employer’s friendliness. 
“Morning, Royce,” Faye greeted. “Jade’s upstairs if you’re looking for her.”
“Actually, I was hoping for a conversation with you.”
Faye pointed to a corner booth in the back. “Any idea who murdered my son-in-law?”
“None. Do you have an idea?”
Royce watched Faye’s face grimace. “How the fuck would I know? Whoever it was needs a commendation. I’m trying hard to act as if I’m mourning him. I’m not. Not at all. But for my daughter—I put on a show.”
“Faye, I have a question or two about the afternoon he died. Did you and Jade spend the entire time upstairs?”
“I told you we did.” She twisted in the booth. “You’re suspicious of us because of Yancy. He murdered your father. Now you don’t trust me or my daughter. Yancy’s daughter.”
“You know that isn’t true, Faye.” Royce examined her expression carefully. “I have never indicated that I don’t respect both you and Jade.”
“Several times you went to their cabin. You left without Knox in cuffs.”
Royce sat back. “Faye, both Jade and Knox had marks. She begged me not to take him in. I was doing her the favor. I knew money was tight. They didn’t need court costs. She pleaded with whoever got the call to just leave them.” Royce looked away. “You know how I hate it if a woman gets beaten. You know that. And if Knox hadn’t looked equally bruised, he would have been jailed. I could have taken them both in. But for Jade’s sake and at her request, I didn’t. And it was also for your sake. I agree. I should have.”
“I know. Royce, I’m just so upset about Yancy. He’s going to be executed. I loved that man. Or the man I thought he was.”
There was sympathy and pathos in Royce’s eyes. “Faye, none of us could have seen what he was capable of doing. I was a trained enforcer, and I missed it. Flat out missed it.”
“Guess you and me haven’t really talked it through. All these years. With one appeal after another for clemency—and he’s running short of time. Now we’re talking about it.” At first tears seeped from her eyes. Then they suddenly spurt.   
Royce looked away. Inhaling deeply, she rubbed her temple. “Faye. You’re aware of the charges. I don’t imagine any human soul is all bad. There’s that old saying the worst of any person isn’t always who that person is. And my mother says she doesn’t believe it would send a message to anyone contemplating murder. But I lost my father early on. I was only beginning college. Then the woman I love and I—we very nearly lost our lives. Yancy tried to kill us.”
“Royce, I been over it and over it in my head. And I see your point. But he wants to talk to you. Not just to beg for his life, but to say he’s sorry.”
“Not now. Faye, we’ve got a killer out there. We’ve got a missing woman. That’s my job now. Finding a killer and finding a missing woman. Maybe someday.”
“The days are gatherin’ quick.” Faye’s pause was the facing of reality. 
“I’ll consider it, Faye.” 
Faye stood, then sat again and looked across at Royce. “Something you said. You said you love Hertha. I heard she’s not coming back.”
“I love her. She’s not coming back. But you can’t always stop loving people just because they stop loving you. That’s a line from a movie.” Royce unfolded her long, tall body from the booth. 
When she got to the sidewalk, she looked up into the cloudy Colorado summer sky. Chance had been waiting for her. The German shepherd’s stride tucked closely to Royce. 
 



CHAPTER 7
The Sheriff’s Department deputies and Royce met well before the casket of Jameson Doyle arrived at the cemetery. They bunched together as a briefing was planned. The deputies were well aware that some in their community opposed the burial. 
Private Jameson Doyle had served his country honorably. At twenty-two, the young man had made an ultimate sacrifice. He died in the service of his country. That would have gone unnoticed. There would have been no protest. But Jameson Doyle was gay. 
A temporary barrier had been placed around the area where he was to be laid to rest. 
Walking toward Royce was a beautiful woman a few years younger than Royce’s age. Smartly dressed in a business suit, the woman’s eye contact continued until she reached the sheriff’s side. “Sheriff Madison, I’m the new District Attorney, Lyn Evans.”
Royce nodded. “I heard we were getting another D.A. I didn’t think it would be so soon.” 
Lyn Evans was attractive. Her eyes were deep blue and they were penetrating. Dark, styled hair swept back and was neck-length. Her tailored suit displayed her trim figure. Royce gauged her to be a couple of inches shorter than Royce’s height, but she stood upright and wore dress high heels. That put them at eye level. Her gaze was serious. One of the women in the office had called her snooty. Another called her haughty. Her smile in Royce’s direction was quick and barely there.
“I’m here early because your last D.A. made his exit to move to a larger city.”
“Unfortunately, we’re a stepping stone—or training ground to bigger and better courts.” 
“Doesn’t everyone want to better themselves?” she defended with a smile.
“For me, it doesn’t get any better than where I am at.” Royce’s words were terse, and she glanced in an opposite direction.
“Okay,” Lyn Evans said with a tease in her voice. “I’m here officially, representing the D.A.’s office. There was a call from the Carrs insisting we be here to make certain their rights to protest were protected.”
Royce’s voice became professional, and she glared. “That’s also why I’m here,” she replied. This woman had just arrived in Timber City and was probably planning to interfere with their handling of the protest. 
“I realize that,” Lyn said with a return peevish glare. “They’ve even got a parade permit.”
“They’re bringing floats to commemorate bigotry?” Royce asked sarcastically.
“No, of course not. They are covering their bases so that they might legally assemble.”
Royce’s jaw clamped tightly. After several uncomfortable moments of silence, she looked up at the sky. “Yes, that poor kid died giving the protesters a right to assemble. But not to be disorderly. And if they are, it is my right and duty to arrest them. Got it, Ms. D.A.?”
Lyn Evans stepped away, and as she did, she turned back slightly. “You can call me Lyn.” Her words seemed to be playing with Royce.
“You can call me Sheriff.” As Royce walked away, she heard a sigh coming from Lyn. Even that riled Royce. 
When Royce saw there were several dozen protesters, she called for two more deputies to arrive. The protesters included Minister Vern Carr and his wife, Phoebe Carr. Royce only identified a sprinkling of actual Timber City residence. No one Royce was well acquainted with nor had the desire to become friends. 
One of the deputies had mentioned supporters had been bused in. There was hatred on their faces as they began chanting their strange and ugly verses. Signs talked of sin. They announced hatred. Royce walked to the area across from the cemetery where the minister and flock were congregating. 
Facing Vern Carr, she said, “This is to be a peaceful event. A young man is to be buried, and his family will not be harassed in any way. Should there be a problem,” her eyes narrowed, “I promise you, we’ll arrest and we’ll handcuff and march anyone to jail. So stay back, don’t break the line, and be very careful of disrespecting the family.”
Carr’s haughty smirk lifted. “Sinners protect sinners.” His head swayed with arrogance, his appearance was always formal—with a perfect haircut, a perfect suit, and a perfect scowl.
“You’re entitled to your beliefs. Just keep them away from the young soldier’s family and the ceremony.”
She turned and walked away. Behind her were the singsong words of venomous rancor. Royce looked down at the ground. There were undulating shadows of people waving their placards. Even that appeared evil in a threatening way.
Nick approached Royce. “I’d love for one of those jerks to step out of line. Give me a reason to bust them.”
“They’ve been schooled. They’ll disrupt right to the edge.”
The hearse rolled slowly to the burial site. It was followed a limousine carrying the grieving Doyle family. Behind that was a trail of vehicles. At the gravesite, a military honor detail was present. The flag-draped casket was surrounded by Private Doyle’s honor guard. And, Royce noted, across the street were detractors. 
When the bugler played taps, there were sobs. The American flag was placed in his mother’s arms. She took it as gently as if she were taking her infant. She and her husband had accepted their son as he was from infancy. He was their hero, and they pretended to ignore the protesters. Their sorrow excluded all else. 
Royce examined the hatred exacted on the faces of the protesters. She and the deputies stood in a line blocking the protesters.  
Nick leaned to whisper, “Please let at least one of them bump against me.” Nick’s eyes reflected disgust. “Just a nudge. I’m feeling any provocation is going to put someone on the ground.”
“Steady on. Their behavior may not be exemplary, but we need to measure the force to crime.” Royce watched as the crowd took a few steps nearer. The Doyle family turned as each disruption increased. “I wish they could ignore these jackals.”
When the protesters took another step toward the deputies, Royce held up her hands and motioned for them to back away. She felt the tautness of Chance’s body as one of the strangers swung his sign—FAGS NEVER GET TO HEAVEN. Again, Royce motioned for the crowd to move. Again, the shouting accelerated and the signs were erratically swinging. She grabbed for Chance’s collar. 
Slowly, she stepped forward. The four deputies followed. Chance suddenly bolted, as if erupting. Her barks were aggressive, threatening. The protesters jumped backward. Royce and the deputies advanced. When the protesters were back behind the line. Royce commanded Chance to cease growing. “At ease.”
Phoebe Carr screamed, “The wolves of sin will be silenced!”
Reverend Carr and others sang out, “Praise God.”
His wife screamed as she approached. “Your dog doesn’t frighten me.”
Royce glared back. “Chance, advance.” Growling fiercely, Chance moved toward Phoebe Carr. Chance lowered her body into a frightening crouch as she neared the woman. When Phoebe Carr leaped backward, she was tripped by ground brush behind her. She issued a shrill screech, followed by a howl of contempt. 
 The minister pulled his wife to her feet. “You’re going to regret this, Sheriff.”
In silence, Royce motioned for Chance to return to her side. “Are you threatening an officer of the law?” She hoped he would reply affirmatively. But he only lifted his head, jutted out his chin and stood his ground.
When Royce saw Gwen taking photos for the paper, she gave a quick nod. Knowing Gwen, Royce presumed the publisher would be running a photo of the family’s mourning. Her front-page photos would be of a soldier’s coffin being lowered. A mother clutching a flag, father and a detail of servicemen saluting, and she would include a photo of the gathered friends. 
The Carrs and their cohorts would be placed in a very small photo lost within the confines of advertisements on a back page. Nadine and Gwen would share a comment about the fact that this evil group of fanatics would not get free press in Timber City. The congregation’s disruptive rally would be buried far deeper than the brave young man who fought for their right to protest.
 
* * * * *
 
Royce had re-examined the medical examiner’s reports. She’d checked and rechecked everyone even remotely involved with the case. Again, she scrutinized the crime scene photos. The tape had been taken down, so with the scene collapsed, only photos or onsite was available. 
Jade Arnall had been interrogated again. She still seemed dazed. And she was mourning the loss of her husband. The blue bruises on her face and arms were fading to a brownish-ochre. Her story had not shifted, altered, faded, nor had it in any way been rearranged. And she didn’t want to talk with Royce about any of it. Or anything else—or anyone else.
Carefully taking her notes along with her office laptop back to Gran’s cabin for the evening, Royce planned to go over everything again. Absolutely nothing was meshing. 
As she ate a delicious meal of chicken, vegetables, and dumplings, she chatted with her grandmother. She told her about the cemetery. And about Chance’s exemplary conduct.
Gran nodded. “This Chance needs a little respect. She did just fine.”
“Amazingly enough, when I was just putting her through her routines, she stalled, played and wasn’t even paying attention. With the real job—she performed perfectly.” Royce frowned as she looked back at the sprawled out shepherd. “I don’t get it. But we need to depend on her knowing she has to take the commands when I give them. Not just when she’s actually in a critical situation.”
“Lots of police dogs are wounded and killed in the line of duty,” Gran said.
Royce offered, “I don’t think people realize that killing, or attempting to kill, a police dog is a felony.” She frowned at Chance. “I don’t want her endangered by not listening to me or trusting me.”
“That dog trusts you. Don’t you worry. Gwen went on and on about that dog. Said she was fierce as a lion and listened intently to your orders.”
“Maybe she’ll work out fine for our sleepy little community. She sure set records being the worst in her class. Well, they actually said she was the worst dog they’d ever seen.” Royce grinned and then chuckled. “No chance of graduating K-9 school.”
Chance’s ears lifted, her head swung around. Gran laughed. “See, she knows her name.” Gran slid a triangle of pie on Royce’s plate. “Royce, is there anything at all on Rita’s whereabouts?”
“Nothing. We had a BOLO—be on the lookout, for the first day. And since then, we’ve had APB. There haven’t been any sightings. Or leads.”
“It was just terrible about those people being so hateful at the soldier’s funeral.”
Royce swallowed. “Gran, the instigator was Reverend Carr. The minister at your church.”
Gran removed her eyeglasses to pinch the bridge of her nose. “I don’t get to hire the clergy, and I wouldn’t have hired him, Royce. And I hope you understand Molly and I don’t abide by his talk. But it is our church. He’s there. But I can still select what I believe. When your mom and I talked about it, we agreed. There’s a powerful few in the congregation who are full of hate. Just like Reverend Carr’s sermon are sometimes full of hate. We don’t agree with him and don’t like plenty of it. He was placed here after Minister James died. A little tribe of folks your mom calls bigots got him in here. They’re the big contributors, and they called the shots.”
“The group who picketed a soldier’s burial. They made the decision, undoubtedly. But just because the others are called a flock, it doesn’t mean they’re mindless sheep.”    
Gran reached, her hand taking Royce’s forearm. “If we leave the church altogether, it is abandoning the good that we provide. Most of the congregation understands. They don’t have ill-will against anyone.”
“The soldier was gay. That’s not a sin.”
“The folks I know accept you and everyone else. Your daddy would have accepted you no matter how you turned out. As long as your heart was fine.”
Tears began to form in Royce’s eyes. “He was a good parishioner.”
“He was a better father.”
“I’m going into town, Gran. Then I may go out to my friend’s house for the night.”
“I understand,” Dora Madison spoke softly. Her forehead wrinkles gathered into a frown. 
 Royce patted Chance’s leg to let her know they were leaving. “I want to talk with a couple people about the missing woman.”
Gran had more to say. “Royce, I know your daddy wouldn’t have thought twice about it. I do believe he’d a left the church if such goings on happened. Your mother and me, well, it’s our social outing. We get to do some good, and we can help make it better. Even when we vote, we don’t stop becoming American if our fella doesn’t win. Most of us are like that. We’re waiting out the reverend’s contract. And I bet we’ll have a say about the next man or woman leading our little church. We’ll change it.”
“I know, Gran. We’ve all got to do what is important. I wouldn’t want you to be away from your friends. Most of them are fine people. The people I’ve loved since I can remember.”    
“Royce, be careful out there. It’s gettin’ late.”
“Don’t worry, Gran. Chance will be with me.”
“Gwen and Nadine can’t get over telling about how Chance was a real brave dog at the burial. So I do believe she’ll be protecting you.”
Royce glanced down at her side. “Maybe the K-9 police didn’t give themselves the time to know her. And love her.”
Gran nodded. “That makes all the difference.”
 
* * * * *
 
Royce sat in the small apartment above the Bell Ringer. “I’m sorry to trouble you, Jade.”
“Yeah, you’re getting pretty damn good at bothering me.” Her jaws clamped. 
“We’re conducting an investigation of the murder your husband. You want us to find the killer, don’t you?”
“And you think I’m a suspect? You’re going to clear the streets of Timber City of all Yancy’s kin.”
“Jade, you know I’m not at liberty to discuss persons of interest. I’m trying to find out what you may know about Knox. Do you believe he had some kind of life you may not have been aware of?”
“Knox and I were close. He wasn’t doing hard drugs, and he wasn’t dealing. How many times do I need to say that?”
“Until I believe it. How well do you know Elly over at the Country?” 
“Elly is a sad woman. She can’t get a date with anyone decent, so she resents me. And Rita. At least Rita can get a date.”
“So Elly isn’t that popular with the men?”
“The only one who lusts after her like a little puppy is that useless, obnoxious excuse for a man, Bill Sanders.” Jade’s eyes sparkled a moment with mirth. “I know Timber County isn’t filled with eligible men, but Bill Sanders is roadkill. However, he’s fixated on Elly, for some reason.”
Royce chuckled. “Bill doesn’t seem like a terrible guy.”
“He’s so dreary and such a nerdy guy. But that’s all the action Elly gets. He’s so fuckin’ backward. But she is, too.”
“She used to be close to Rita. But she never confides in you. Would Rita confide in her?”   
“Maybe. Royce, I know Elly to speak with her, but not to run around. She doesn’t like me that much. She thinks I’ve split their friendship apart. Rita likes me best. That kind of high school crap.”
Royce paused. “You just said likes. You think Rita is alive?”
Jade’s glare dipped. “She hasn’t been in touch with me. That was going to be your next question.”
“Yes. There hasn’t been activity on her cell phone since she was reported missing.”
“And I’m sure you’ve checked mine and Knox’s phones. No calls from her.”
“Jade, did Rita have a romantic interest? A person she might be with?” Royce put her hand on her chin. “It’s important. If she told you something in confidence and you think you’re protecting her—you aren’t. It’s vital information that might save her. Her brother was murdered. We haven’t ruled out that the killing could be a hit. And if it is, she could be in danger.”
Jade’s bruised, dazed face contorted. “I miss her. Knox was a shit sometimes. But I miss him. The two people I hung out with all the time are gone.”
“That’s why it’s imperative you tell me everything.”
“I may not know everything. Or anything. She was always talking and half was fiction. So I didn’t know if recently there really was a man or not. For all I know, she concocted the entire story. Royce, she talked about a mystery man. Someone who was in her life, but it had to be a secret.”
“Because he was married?”
“Yes.”
“Mac Gentry?”
“It didn’t seem like it.”
“What men was she near? Anyone at all you can think of that was part of her life?”
“Just a few guys who she would talk with. Go out maybe. I know she thought Reverend Carr walked on water.” She shook her head. “But he isn’t anyone’s type. Except his wife’s type.”
Both women’s smiles burst at the same time into a chuckle. Royce walked to the door. She turned back to Jade. “There’s a killer out there. If you can think of anyone else, please let me know.”
Nodding, Jade muttered, “Yes. And it scares me a little, too. If someone did hurt Rita and killed Knox, maybe I’m next.”
“Would you like me to have a deputy keep an eye on you?”
“It didn’t do any good for Knox.”
Royce whirled back around. “What do you mean by that?”
“Didn’t you have Deputy Harley tailing Knox?”
Confused, Royce questioned, “Why would Stan Harley be following Knox?”
“He was. I thought maybe you were doing it to hassle us.”
“No. Are you certain about that? Maybe it was a coincidence.”
Jade’s lips squeezed. “I don’t believe you didn’t have us under surveillance.”
“Can you tell me when this took place? Dates, times, places?”
“All the time. He was always behind us. Always watching Knox.”
“Jade, I’ll have Deputy Harley assigned to Crystal Mountain.”
“No,” Jade’s glance skittered around the room. With reorganized composure, she repeated, “No. Don’t bother. You just want to entrap me. So I’ll be convicted of killing my own husband. That’s what you want.”
Royce knew Jade believed her words. And there was nothing Royce could say to make the tension and mistrust go away. She’d tried for the past decade and a half. She attempted to placate Jade and her attitude.  
 
* * * * *   
 
Chance reached the front entryway of Valeria Driscoll’s condo. She growled her impatient singing bark. When Valeria opened the door, Chance raced in as if she’d lived there all her life. Valeria had purchased her a soft, plush bed that was kept in the bedroom. And Chance loved how this new stranger was so liberal with treats, pats, and scratches. 
Royce had pulled her backpack from the vehicle and followed behind. When she saw Valeria, her smile lifted. Valeria had an evening snack waiting for them. They ate, laughing and joking as if they were newly dating. 
Afterward, they took a warm, steaming shower. Tenderly, the women patted one another down with Downy soft towels. When Royce felt Valeria’s body slide nearer, she recognized how warmth exuded from her. There was a rhythm as they swayed. The fit of their bodies pressed against one another as tightly as possible. When they moved apart, Royce’s hands cupped her lover’s cheeks. She placed her lips slowly against Valeria’s… Valeria’s throaty whisper invited. Royce felt a shiver move through her body. An ache of anticipation began deep inside. The women reclined slowly on the bed. Valeria teasingly nipped at Royce’s earlobe. Her lips then moved down Royce’s neck and she softly bit the sheriff’s shoulder. 
Royce’s limbs stretched as they covered the beautiful woman. As she began a rhythmic motion atop her lover, a moan escaped Valeria’s throat. She delivered a feverish, seemingly imploding kiss of passion. Royce’s soft thrusts were erotically charged. From intensity to a prolonged drifting of skin, Royce slowed her response. Then Valeria’s body arched with gratification. 
Feeling the throb of muscular contraction, Royce eased her body downward. Her kisses encircled each portion of her lover’s torso. Both women’s ecstasy cascaded in wavelets until together they felt the release of their overwhelming satisfaction.
Valeria spoke as she brushed her fingers over the deputy’s face, “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t feeling I’d like this to continue. I would like us for a while. But I also know I’m a singular person.”
“I thought us ended a decade and a half ago.”
“I’m no longer that person, Royce. And you’ve changed. We’re both infinitely better equipped to rein our emotions. I was someone who was incapable of appreciating the best love of her life. I selected my own selfish, reckless living. I’m now someone who can love you the way you deserve to be loved. As long as you recognize it’s temporary. My love is impermanent.”
“I know this relationship is short-term. All relationships are ruled by chance.”
Royce glanced down at Chance. Her ears had lifted when she heard her name. The sheriff considered how giving Chance a new lease was proving to be a good decision. She looked back into Valeria’s face. 
“I would think if anyone would, you would understand caution. I’m never going to be the belonging type.”
“Val, don’t worry about it. I’m not certain I’ll ever be ready for a complete relationship. The kind we all used to believe in is no longer valid. Let’s get some sleep.”     
Sapphic love. The concept of seduction was as ancient as Lesbos. But Royce’s felt the moment to be fresh and fervent. Yet her own reality was that she never wanted to be heartbroken again. Valeria was the same, and Royce was fine with that. They were two solo hearts—celebrating their solo act very, very together. 
They wrapped into an embrace that would take them into morning’s brightness. For both of them, that would have to do.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 8
Early that morning, Royce stopped off at Gran’s cabin to check on her grandmother. All was fine, so she drove the winding road to Timber City. 
Her first stop was at Molly’s Pantry to talk with her mother. Molly served up a hot cinnamon roll to her daughter. Both mother and daughter were glad the conversation hadn’t broached the topic of the burial. Molly wouldn’t understand how egregious the graveside disturbance was to Royce. Nor would she completely comprehend how ugly the viscerally charged bigotry against the fallen soldier had been.  
Molly seemed to be a modern day pardoner. No matter what was done, she held out forgiveness. Royce could not tolerate the disrespect to the burial of a brave soldier. She could also not forgive the man who killed her father. And she didn’t wish to discuss it.
After the uncomfortable moments had past, Royce took a final sip of coffee at the counter. She then stood and spoke, “Mom, I love you. This case is going cold and I’m worried about that. And losing Hertha. Well, it’s made me less talkative. Sorry.”
“For a fact, you aren’t the happy-go-lucky daughter I had before. No word from Hertha?”
“Mom, she’s not coming back. She’s with someone else.”
 As if struck, Molly’s head swung toward her daughter. “You can’t know that for sure.”
“Mom, she fell back in love with the professor she was with before we got together. I understand. It sometimes happens.”
Molly frowned. “And you’re seeing the Driscoll woman again?”
Looking away, Royce weaved from foot to foot. “Chance is waiting for me out back. I hate to leave her very long. I love you, Mom.”
Royce exited. As she did, she heard the faint return words of love from her mother.   
 
* * * * *
 
Plato Wallace was scrunched down over Chance. “Gottcha a good animal here. She’s a good ‘en. Reminds me of a part wolf I got years back. She’d get her hackles up, and she’d be a handful. This dog’s got no toughness in ‘er.”
Remembering the dog’s reaction to the Carrs, Royce smiled. “Enough to take care of business.” She leaned against the brick wall. “Anything going on?”
“Not so’s you’d notice. Nobody showin’ their hand.”
“Thinking back, can you ever recall seeing Deputy Harley following anyone?”
“Stan,” Plato sputtered. “Hell, he’s too damned lazy to be some kinda surveillance guy. He’s a ticket writer.” His eyes became slits. “Wait a minute. I remember he was followin’ somebody.”
“Can you remember who and when?”
“Yep. For the last few weeks. He was tailin’ that Knox fella. Yep, he’d cross the street after him. But I don’t recall ’em ever talkin’.”
“Do you know much about Stan?”
“Naw. He wasn’t my cup of tea. Family man—supposedly. He’s one of them religious fellas.” Plato’s fingers did a fingers quote in the air. “I figured he was on police business when he was eyeballin’ Knox. But he slacks off so much, I remember thinkin’ it probably wasn’t so.”
Royce laughed. “Thanks, Plato. Keep your eyes and ears open for me.” She reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a few dollars. 
“I’m a workin’ the case, Sheriff. Don’t you worry none.”
Royce gave his back a pat. “That you are.” She thought to herself if only she could get Deputy Harley to follow suit. Then her concerns flipped back to why Stan Harley was shadowing Knox Griffin. If experience had taught Royce anything, it was when it came to murder everyone was under suspicion.
 
* * * * *
 
By noon, Royce had returned to the Eagle Inn to question the Gentrys about any special man in Rita’s life. Again, nothing of value. She’d then talked with the M.E. and CBI lab, after which she returned to the Country Cookhouse to see if she might gain any information from Elly Trost. 
She’d invited Nick along so she might inquire about Deputy Stan Harley’s activities with Nick. “You’re picking up the lunch tab? I must have done something besides hand in boring reports.”
“Nick, today’s special is ham hock and beans, and I knew you’d like it.”
“Yep, I love the little dumplings they put in. Bev says I should watch my weight. I’ll run a few miles after work.” He paused. “So why are we really here?”
“While we’re dining, we can check out Elly’s story again. With two of us, it might be more intimidating.”
He chuckled. “I’d go with an easy, relaxed conversation.”
As they entered, Royce pointed to the back section after seeing Elly taking an order. “This might just be her station. I’ll put away the toughie police procedure book. And we’ll take your advice and go easy on her.” 
As she approached the table, Royce announced, “We’re not here to interrogate. Just for today’s special platter.” Royce held up two fingers. She watched as Elly moved back to the kitchen. 
Leaning across the table, and into a confidentiality pose, Royce asked, “Nick, you know the deputy in Timber that you least like? You once said you had a terrible aversion to him.”
“The one I begged you never to burden me with in Crystal? Rogue rent-a-cop?”
“Right. Have you ever seen him shadowing our vic?”
“Maybe. The key word is ‘hanging around.’ It may look as though he’s shadowing. He was great at that. That guy holds a lot of coffee.”
They snickered. “Any indication he might have been hanging around shadowing the vic?”
“Nope. Being up in Crystal, I never saw much of him. I only see him when he’s called to come up and help us with something. Why?”
“It was reported that he was tailing our vic. And it wasn’t an assignment we issued from my office.”
“There would have been no reason for me to send him anywhere. He’s your problem,” Nick said with a laugh.
Royce grimaced, then mumbled, “That brings me to another reason I wanted to speak with you. Any chance you could trade out one of the other deputies for Stan? I promise it will be temporary.”
Nick covered his eyes. “Why did I sense that was coming? I suppose we can trade out the rookie. I can tell Stan I need him because I want a more experienced deputy. More experienced in being a lazy suck.”
Royce smiled. “I owe you one, Nick.” 
As Elly approached them, with hands juggling, she placed their orders on the knotty pine tabletop. “Anything else?” 
Royce asked, “Is there anything you recalled from our last conversation. Anything you didn’t mention?”
She shook her head. “Nothing.” Her lips clamped quickly.
“And did Knox ever say anything about his knowing who the mystery man in Rita’s life might be?”
She shrugged. “Like that jerk would give a flip. All he cared about was his own ass. If she did tell him, he’d probably think she was bullshitting.”
“She could have been,” Nick said. “She was a tad erratic.”
With a sour expression, Elly agreed, “Usually she just embellished.”
Nick and Royce continued eating, and Elly continued to bring orders from the kitchen. She also continued to keep quiet about anything else she might know. 
When they finished eating, Royce threw money on the table, and then the two enforcers made their exit. Once on the sidewalk, Nick sighed loudly. “So who is lying about whom?” he teased.
Closing her eyes, Royce shook her head. “Someone is lying about something. Nick, I’ll tell Deputy Harley he’s being reassigned when he signs out tonight. Prepare yourself for witnessing a sulk in the morning.”
“Sulk, hell. He’ll be pissed with a thorn stuck in it. So I’ve got a perfect assignment for him. Desk duty.”
Royce’s head snapped back as she roared. “Out there where everyone can see him doing nothing—all day long. Where your other deputies can see him slacking? Really? That might give them ideas.”
“You’re right. Don’t want them tainted. I’ll have him patrolling frontage road. That’ll work. I wish he would work. Denver did that to us. They tossed us their lousiest policeman and then their lousiest dog.”
“Poor Chance did her best yesterday.”
“That doesn’t make her a police dog. But she did impress Phoebe Carr. Maybe she just doesn’t like bigoted, intolerant, prejudiced bitches.” Nick chuckled. “Oh, I forgot. Sorry, Chance.”
Laughing as they went their separate ways, Royce wondered if maybe the young dog at her side actually did harbor a hatred for bigotry. She reached down to tickle Chance’s head. “Good dog. Great dog.”
 
* * * * *
 
Later that afternoon, after having thoroughly examined the crime scene photos, Royce drove up to have another look at the Shinney Forest area. She felt a tinge of loneliness, and for whatever the reason, she needed time to assess her feelings. 
Once out of the vehicle, she walked around the scene of the crime. Nothing. Everything had been carefully scoured by Mother Nature. Not much cleansing would have been required. The killer stood atop the ridge, directly on the road. Looked down, fired. Then the additional rounds were fired as Knox’s body was slumping to the ground. 
Not much sanitizing. So if it were a murder for hire, they knew how to fire and run. If it were a novice, a drive-by killing, the area itself had done the cleanup. If Knox was involved with narcotics, state-of-the-art automatic pistols would probably be used. It would have been up close and personal. This was a rifle, probably with a precision scope.  
Both Jade and Faye could have easily done it—if Plato’s information was valid and his rush to judgment was correct. They’d cover for one another, either way. Both mother and daughter had several registered guns. All had been checked and cleared by ballistics. Knox had two guns. They had been checked. But either or both Jade or Faye might have had unregistered weapons. Plato’s theory couldn’t be counted out. 
No sign of any clue. No links. The investigation was cold before Knox cooled. 
Another possibility, Royce considered was that his own sister disappeared right before the murder. She could have planned the killing. But why? And was she even alive? 
Royce walked to Shinney meadow. She stepped over a one-foot high rock wall that surrounded part of Shinney field. The layers of rock had originally been placed by nomadic Indian tribes. As she walked across the clearing, she felt the warmth of memories flooding her heart. With Hertha, she’d walked the path around the clearing. They’d picnicked on the meadow. And they’d snuggled on a blanket.
It was a majestic area with mountains wrapping around the clearing. Each season at Shinney Forest provided majesty. For generations, Native Americans had selected Shinney for their worship, their provisions, their shelter, and their games. They revered the area. And each of the various season were a treat.
The colors were a burst of winter white as it gleamed under the high-altitude sun. The last time she had been with Hertha at Shinney field, was when a thin veiling of frost had covered the field. The air was crisp. Spring flowers decorated the area—and the varieties of green were sprays of different hues. Summer was alive with wildlife and scenes of raw loveliness. Wildflowers were colored with tints different from any colors Royce had ever seen. Royce loved the show of autumn as it lit up the mountains with multi-colored leaves. 
What a backdrop, she thought with sorrow that Hertha wasn’t with her. Hertha once said the holiness of this area was partly beauty and partly because it was selected by the spirits. It was the Creator’s altar.
Royce’s hands lifted as tears welled. Wiping the dampness, she called to Chance. “Come on, girl. Stretch those legs. We just went off duty, so it is playtime.” Royce threw a stick and Chance leaped through the field. Returning, she patiently waited for Royce to lift the stick from her mouth.
After they’d played for half an hour, Chance began panting. Royce smiled and called, “Got some water in our vehicle.” She poured water into a bowl for Chance. “Thirsty, girl? Well, you’ve had your exercise for today.” 
Looking back at her watch, Royce realized the time had quickly evaporated. When her phone rang, she answered. “Hertha?” she spoke with a question.
“Royce, I’m going to be back in Timber City to pick up some of my belongings I’ve left at the animal hospital. I know you had some of your things there. You might want to retrieve anything you’ve left behind.”
“I’ve moved most of my things out to Gran’s.” Royce and Chance got into the vehicle. “There might be a few things. Books. Small things.”
“I told Carrie you were to take everything you wanted. She and her boyfriend will take one bedroom and she’s going to rent out the other bedroom to a friend of hers.”
“I’ll go by in the morning just to see if there’s anything I might want to keep.” The pause on the other end was deafening. “You’re really moving for good.”
“Yes. I’m sorry, Royce. If things had been different—well, there would have been no way to plan.” Hertha hesitated. 
“But they weren’t.” Royce felt an enormous, yet restrained, anger. “They weren’t. And now we’ll go on. I think that’s the term they use. Go on.”
“I just talked with Nadine. She said you’re stopping by for dinner with them tonight.” 
Royce could tell Hertha was using, perhaps forcing her upbeat voice. “Hertha, I’m doing fine. I’m here at Shinney Forest. I’m in the meadows where we often picnicked. It’s just a little sad here being where we used to do things together. Like going to dinner with Gwen and Nadine.”
“I’ll drop by your office. The children would love to see you. When you were here for my mother’s funeral, they talked about you being a sheriff.”
Royce recalled Hertha’s disappointment when Royce was called back to Timber. That was the problem with being an enforcer. If your job didn’t matter as much as possible, it was dangerous. 
“Hertha, I’m sorry I wasn’t able to be there longer and get to know them better.”
“I know. It was a busy time for you.”
“They’re extraordinary kids.” Royce closed her eyes remembering them. Six-year-old Shavano, Vannie, was bright, communicative, and always smiling. Antero was subdued and very much like his father, Ray. “They’re wonderful children, Hertha. Maybe if you’d have given me a chance, it could have worked.” 
“I’ll see you, Royce. Please take care of yourself.”
“You, too. And the kids.”
When she recognized the silence of the disconnect, Royce understood the deepest part of loneliness. It was an ache like no other. “Goodbye,” she murmured to the silence.
 
* * * * *
 
The Timber City Times office hadn’t closed for the day when Royce arrived. “Just finishing up,” Gwen said as the sheriff entered. “Grab a chair.”
Royce sat in the large rocking chair in the waiting area. “Hertha just called. She said she’d talked with Nadine.”  
“Nadine’s rustling us up some grub.” Behind the desk, Gwen stacked some papers. “There must be something in the water. Hertha acts overwhelmed. You act lost.”
“Any chance you might understand how I’m feeling?”
“I tried to talk with her.”
Royce began, “Yes, except….”
The door snapped open with a thrust. Phoebe Carr stormed inside. She rushed her steps. Her well-kept hair was what she called big hair. She would announce that her previous Texas living had insisted she wear a multitude of curls. “Gwen Ives,” she yelled as she waved the newspaper. “If you think this tainted trash is going to sell newspapers, you’re in for a rude awakening.”
Gwen stood. “Mrs. Carr, don’t walk onto my property and shout at me. I’ll have you thrown out. I’ve had people a hell of a lot more important than you pitched out on their asses. Oh, yes, I remember—you’ve been pitched on your butt and even photographed in that unladylike pose.”
Phoebe Carr side-glanced, seeing Royce. “Of course, you’ve got another one of your women to threaten me.”
Gwen’s voice lowered, “The sheriff is not my woman. And my private life doesn’t concern you and your gossipy bitch friends.”
Shaking the newspaper, Phoebe Carr screamed, “These photos make my husband’s parishioners out to be hooligans. We take a righteous stand with God. And this story makes us look foolish.”
“I’d say that demonstration made you look foolish. If we caught a photo of you indecorously falling on your behind, that’s your fault. You call your parishioners whatever you want. I’ll call them hooligans and ruffians. You and your people are haters. And worse than the common garden variety of haters. There’s a big difference.”
“Our gathering was a peaceful protest.”
“It was picketing against the pride of the armed services of this country. That’s what it was. And it was a protest of ugliness. Anti-gay bigots. You were demonstrating against a young man who protected your life and liberty. There’s an old saying that homosexuality is found in over four-hundred and fifty species. Homophobia is found in only one.” 
“I’m against the filthy sin of sodomy.”
“All that Leviticus crap. Please,” Gwen refused. “There’s a list of no-nos that you’d probably never pass. So don’t give me that bull.”
“At our church, we hate the sin but not the sinner. We are not haters.”
Gwen pounced, “And there’s also the saying that I can hate the beliefs but not the believer.”
“Your soul is bound for hell.” Phoebe glared as she whirled around to Royce. “And I’d like to see you recalled, Sheriff.”
Gwen’s chuckle intensified. Then she announced, “That won’t happen in this town. Royce was elected by a landslide in her first election. And has run unopposed in the last elections. I’m thinking the citizens are pretty damned happy with her.”
As she moved toward the door, Phoebe said, over her shoulder, “We have a missing woman and a dead man! I’m not seeing any arrests.”
The door was slammed so hard that the bell at the top jingled at a full crescendo. 
Gwen gave a bursting laugh. “That woman is vicious! When she was in high school, she was the award-winning pie baker, debater, choir soloist, beauty queen, science newsletter editor, and leader of the sharpshooters club. I should be quaking in my shoes.”
“How about the boxing and wrestling team?”
“I think she was mean enough without that after-school activity. Royce, it got to be a joke. Her mother would call us to put an article in about every single one of her activities. I was glad to see her go off to college in Texas. That’s where she met the Reverend Suave Butt. I hate that strut of his. And hers. They’re a matched set of strutters.”
“Well, she’s still making the headlines.” Royce lifted the newspaper. 
“On her butt.”
The women laughed. Royce was suddenly silent. “Right now, I’m on my butt when it comes to solving this case.” 
“Royce, you’ll get the case solved.”
Glancing away, Royce’s frown deepened. “Gwen, this one frightens me. I’m afraid it might not be solvable. We haven’t got one piece of evidence in the shooting. Will we find Rita Griffin? Or her body?”
“Life is an at-risk proposition. And maybe she did run off. It is summer, and they say summer affects women’s endorphins. Purportedly, we go a little wild.”
Royce grinned and her dimples showed. Shaking her head, she blushed. “Our hormones go haywire?”
“That’s what they say.” As if just thinking of it, Gwen added, “Maybe that’s what’s happening to Hertha. She had a hormone surge.” Her eyebrows bobbed. “And now you and Miss America are in the midst of an endorphin explosion.”
“That wouldn’t have started if Hertha hadn’t left me.”
“But it did start?”
“Nights were making me lonely. Valeria is helping me disconnect from Hertha. Val has been very good for me. Helping me through this.”
“Valeria is erotic enough to help anyone through anything.” She snickered.
“Gwen, I do care about her. Our being together isn’t lust-driven. There’s more to it than that.”
“Are you considering how it might hurt Valeria should Hertha return?”
Inside, Royce’s thoughts with one looming question continued to intrude. Was she becoming a slight of heart woman? “Gwen, we’ve discussed that. She is still adamant about being solo. We’re beyond the age of consent. She’s got her hands full at the Center. I’m trying and find a killer. Also, I’m attempting to find a woman who may be dead or alive. Right now, I hope it was just a hormone problem.”
Gwen leaned nearer. “Don’t let this get back to Nadine. But I used to call Rita Griffin sugar tits.” She sputtered. 
“I recall that.” Again, Royce shook her head.
If not raging hormones, it must be something very powerful in the water, Royce concluded.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 9
After the deputies had congregated for their meeting, Royce gave Nick a quick nod. It was clear if Deputy Stan Harley drug his feet before, he would now be moving at least twice as slowly. If nothing else, Jade would know that Royce was accommodating by transferring the deputy so she wouldn’t be stalked. She would perhaps feel slightly better about Royce.
By the end of the meeting, Royce felt drained. There had been very little to report. Before the morning meeting had concluded, a call had come in from Mac. He said he wanted to see her when she got time. He also made it a point to mention it pertained to the case. She certainly had time for that.  
Royce and Chance crossed the street to the corner where the Eagle Inn was located. Royce instructed Chance to wait for her on the sidewalk. 
“Hi, Mac,” she greeted him. 
He waved her in and back to his cramped office. “This might not be anything a’tal. But the missus remembered overhearing something.”
Royce folded her arms. Her hands locked the upper portions with her fingers wrapping above her elbows. “At this stage in the game, everything helps. I appreciate you letting me know.”
His brows nearly touched the center of his forehead with a pronounced frown. “One night when Rita was getting off, Jade drops by. They sit and talk while Rita was goin’ through her dinner tickets. My missus says they were sorta arguing amongst themselves about the new bartender they got over at the Bell Ringer. Name one of those sort of different names.”
“Tanner Morris?”
“That’s right—Tanner. And seems they both kinda wanted to be with him. You know with him. And Rita, she says about Jade bein’ married. Jade says he does his thing and she does hers. Just as bold as that.”
“Is Mrs. Gentry around? I’d like to talk with her, too.”
“She’s getting an order checked in. I’ll go on out and hurry her up. She doesn’t like how I check the stock deliveries in.”
As he left, Royce glanced around. Things on one side of the room were orderly. Mac Gentry’s desk was disheveled. Royce glanced back and saw Ursula Gentry making her way toward Royce.
She brushed her hands. “That man! He can’t count. What do they bother with sending someone like him to school?”
Royce smiled. “He said you overheard Rita and Jade.”
“That’s right. I remembered it when I was setting up. They were getting into a catfight over the new bartender. I finally slammed a couple menus on the counter, and they quieted down. That Rita Griffin puts herself around. She’da taken or borrowed my husband.”
“Did either Rita or Jade act as if they might have previously known Tanner Morris?”
“They might have.”
Royce examined Ursula’s expression. “Are you sure that’s all?”
Fidgeting, Ursula nodded. “I think Rita was gonna sneak him up to her room. My husband and I don’t abide by that.”
“What makes you think she might have been trying?”
With a sigh, she answered, “Royce, when someone is talkin’ away, and then lowers their conversation to a hush, something is funny. Don’t you think?”
Smiling, Royce answered, “It’s a good indication. Thanks, Mrs. Gentry. I appreciate your help.”
Royce’s next stop would be the Bell Ringer. 
Entering, she glanced around the barroom. Tanner Morris was leaning against the bar chatting with two of the regulars. Royce sat at the bar, and Tanner immediately came to serve her. “Sheriff Madison. Did all Timber City’s coffee shops close down?” He smiled, feigning charm. 
“Just wanted to chat with you. We’ve had some crime in these parts recently. Talk goes on in bars. I just wanted to check and see if you’ve seen or heard anything?”
He looked at her suspiciously. “Do I know who offed Knox? I barely knew him. And no one is going to come in here and confess to plugging him full of lead.”
“Another question. If you were me, who would you suspect?”
Tanner grinned, confident of his charm and good looks. He lulled, “I’m not you, and I don’t give a rat’s ass. Faye hated the guy. Jade had nothing but trouble with him. Nobody seemed to be a big fan of his. His sister maybe. But she wasn’t always crazy about him either.”
“Meaning?”
“I only saw them together a couple of times. But one time, they acted like they were at odds. Not screaming the place down like he did with Jade. Just not on the same page.”
“Remember any scraps of conversation?”
His constant grin was wearing on Royce. She wished he would grin in a different direction. He answered, “Knox and Rita were talking about Rita banging the guys. Knox even asked Rita if she was messing with me. Asked what her sugar daddy would say about how she flirted with me.”
“Sugar daddy? Any indication who that might be?”
He shrugged. “I’m guessing someone with some money. But, hell, she was always broke. I don’t see how she even paid her rent. They were always cutting her hours.”
“She must not have liked that?”
“Jade told me it really pissed her off when Ursula cut her hours. Jade said it was probably because Ursula wanted her to quit.”
 Royce asked, “Drugs?”
“I think she was clean. If she’d been dealing, she wouldn’t have been so broke. She couldn’t have made much money waiting tables. And when old lady Gentry cut her shifts way down to nothing, she had to be getting a handout somewhere. She had told me the day before she disappeared how much she hated Ursula. Said it was a mutual hate.”
Royce returned his flashing grin. She inquired, “Will you let me know if you hear anything that might interest me?”
“Sure. And will you let me know if you have any openings for a deputy. I tried to get on with the Dallas department. Nothing. Never could get hired. I was military, but even that didn’t do any good.”
“I’ll keep you in mind.”
As she left, Royce found out a few answers but had many more questions.
 
* * * * *
 
After dealing with a couple of calls unrelated to the murder investigation, Royce returned to Timber City. In a small mountain town, crime goes on regardless of running an investigation. But then, she wondered, this investigation seemed stalled anyway. 
Royce parked. Chance gave a huge leap out of the SUV. Together, they moved through the parking lot toward the Court House where the Sheriff’s Department was housed. Glancing quickly up the main street, she stopped in her tracks. Hertha’s van was parked in front of the High Country Animal Clinic. Attached to the van was a small hauling trailer.  
Before even thinking, Royce spun around and walked quickly toward the clinic. The familiar bells chimed announcing that she’d opened the door. Carrie Donovan was at the counter talking with a woman who was holding a cat. “Hi, Royce,” she greeted. “Hertha and the kids are back in the cottage going through some things.”
Royce went around to the small cottage she and Hertha had shared for fifteen years. When she saw Hertha opening the door with a large cardboard box loading her arms, automatically Royce reached to take the package from her. “I’ve got it,” Hertha protested. “But thanks, Royce.”
“Habit.” She walked beside her former lover as the beautiful woman made her way to the van. Hertha’s lovely dark hair had a few streaks of gray. There were minimal lines around her eyes. There was such beauty, Royce thought—considering Hertha’s kindness. Or what she had perceived to be kindness.
Hertha slid the box inside and then turned back to Royce. She smiled as she saw Chance. Kneeling, she began petting the German shepherd. “So this is the lovely Chance everyone is talking about?”
“She’s a good dog,” Royce said. Her eyes hadn’t left Hertha. “Are you doing okay?”
“Yes.” Hertha stood. When their eyes met, there was an agonizing pain that was being traded off. Glossed over sorrow was something they both recognized. “And you?”
“Fine.” Royce’s eyes blinked quickly. She wanted to turn and escape the moment. “Are the kids well?”
“They are. The little scamps were all excited about the trip here. For two hours, everything was great. The next hour was a matter of keeping them occupied.”
“And your new life, Hertha… is it good?”
Hertha’s head lowered. “Royce, I’m always going to miss Timber City. Always going to miss the life we had together. But it’s for the best.”
“Not at all for my best.”
“Please, Royce. This is difficult enough for me. I’m leaving my friends behind. Your family was like mine to me. I’m leaving Gran and Molly. Our home. All the memories. You.”
“If it’s so difficult, why can’t you return?”
Shaking her head, she answered, “Because it’s different now. I’m with another woman. Yes, it was partially for convenience. But I care for her.”
“I hope you’ll make one another happy.” Royce turned, patted the side of her leg for Chance. She wanted to punch in the first wall she neared. Hertha made a decision based on caring for someone. There was also doing what she deemed to be in the best interest of the children for whom she felt a responsibility. 
There was a sudden moment of truth that jarred her. She stopped, throwing Chance off stride. She reached for Chance’s head and patted it softly. Truth occurred to Royce. This was not the place where the children felt at home. Royce confessed, for whatever reason, she did not want children. She did not, in honesty want the responsibility of children. And she never had. 
Hertha and her children were now where they belonged. And they were loved. Now, Royce would go on without the woman she loved. And the children she might have loved.
“Let’s take a drive, Chance.” She returned to her vehicle. A drive to Crystal Mountain would be a way to check on how Nick was contending with the slacker—Deputy Stan Harley. 
As she drove by the frontage road, she saw Deputy Harley’s squad vehicle. Pulling off the road, Royce should have felt glad Stan Harley wasn’t snoozing. She wanted to ream him. But she settled on the fact that he was, indeed, awake. 
“Hey, Stan,” she greeted him. “Just came up to check with Nick on some things. How is the new assignment going?”
He grimaced as she got out of the car. “It’s boring up here.” As his hefty body wrestled its way out of the department vehicle, he groaned. His thinning dark hair splayed out as if he might well have been sleeping. His features were thickly distributed across his face. There was a cruelty about him, and especially when he was doing his ‘tough guy’ cop impersonation. 
“Your assignment won’t be forever. With this murder case and a missing person’s case, we all need to be where we can be of the most use.”
Crossing his arms, he glared. “So you haven’t got it solved yet?”
“Nope. Have you got any input that might help?”
“I’m at the deputy’s meeting every day, and I would have mentioned anything.”
“Most of us didn’t know Knox all that well.” Royce noticed the silence. She waited. 
“The more I knew him, the less I liked him.”
Royce laughed. “He had that effect on people. Guess Jade must have loved him to marry him. And his sister might have cared about him.”
“Naw, they didn’t love him. I don’t think he was loved. He and his trashy sister didn’t deserve love.”
“Why so?” Royce scrutinized his face. His jowls were converting to a bright tomato-colored hue. 
“I knew when that damned Chandler place became a center for druggies it would be bringing rats out of the woodwork. Knew it. Nice clean little town and on the outskirts a rehab joint. I figured there’d be spillover. Now we get people like Knox Griffin following the garbage trail from that institution. We get rotten elements from there.”
“Some people can be rehabilitated.”
“You think that dirty little whore sister of Knox’s was a good role model for our kids in Timber County?” Stan Harley exhaled, puffing out his barrel chest. “You think this town’s kids ought a look at something like her? She was over-exposed, I’d say.” 
“I didn’t know her well enough to answer that question.” Royce paused. Of course, she assumed Rita was probably what townspeople would consider a woman of ill repute. Everyone noticed the plunging necklines on her blouses. And her skirts were spandex tight. However, lots of younger women were wearing clothing a little more revealing than Molly’s generation.  
“She thought she could teach Sunday school. What a joke.”
“Why did Rita want to teach Sunday school?”
“To impress our pastor.”
“She claims he saved her soul.” When Harley didn’t respond, she inquired, “So, Stan, what is your take on where she might be?”
“She ran off with some no-account.”
“Who do you think shot Knox?”
“I’m guessing someone from Knox’s past shot him dead. He had dirty dealings going on.”
“And?”
“And now he’s dead and his sister’s gone.” His smirk flashed approval. “And having them outta here is fine by me.”
“That’s your reason for disliking them—they don’t fit in?”
“Right. They’re tearing down the morals of my community.”
Royce felt the chill of ice from his slate eyes. “And I’ll bet you wish I would vacate my badge and go back to Denver.”
“I never said that.” He shifted his body, and his arms tightened. His fists began clamping. “You can’t say you heard that from me.”
“No.” Royce nodded. She returned to her vehicle. She didn’t need his words to know what he was thinking. “Come on, Chance.”
More and more of the Griffin’s enemies were advancing. The suspect field was expanding.
 
* * * * *
 
After a productive meeting with Nick, and a few laughs shared with her good friend and colleague, Royce drove back to Timber City. 
Nick and the deputies had notified all the small town’s businesses to be on the lookout for Rita Griffin. As for anyone who might be knowledgeable about the murder of Knox Griffin, there was no pertinent information. 
Royce pulled her vehicle into the Timber Court House parking lot. Gazing across the street, Royce noticed Hertha’s rig was still there. She figured Hertha must have been staying over so she could get an early start back to her new home in the morning. With her new family. 
Not knowing if Hertha might be with Gwen and Nadine, Royce didn’t want to barge in. But then Hertha might be at Molly’s Pantry. All of Royce’s friends and family also adored Hertha. And had for all their years together. It was only right they spend time with Hertha. A sudden pang tapped Royce. It was an admission about her emotions. She was being selfish to want any of their friendships broken.
Royce spent about an hour on reports when a call came in from the cemetery. 
She immediately rushed there to see people convening at the freshly dug gravesite of Jameson Doyle. The dozen people were pointing and whispering. The cemetery’s director was giving a report to Gwen.
“Sheriff,” Gwen stepped back. 
“Plenty amazing,” Royce said with a shy smile. “How did you get here before I did?”
Winking, Gwen answered, “People call media before they call law.”
When Royce looked down, it was as if the final bit of joy she held in her life vanished. The newly set headstone had been battered. Chunks of mutilated granite had been smashed by sledgehammer or another tool of equal destruction. Trash had been dumped over the grave. The director was pacing, repeating his question. Who would have done this horrible desecration? He’d questioned who in Timber County does this kind of thing? 
Love the sinner, hate the sin, came to mind. No one had seen anything. It probably happened near four o’clock that afternoon. It was a quiet time at the cemetery. Quickly, the perpetrator, or perpetrators, had demolished the stone and scattered two or three containers of trash. 
Royce snapped on rubber gloves and began sifting the garbage. Letters with addresses had been handpicked from trash. Royce would gather eggshells, paper cups, and anything upon which a fingerprint might adhere. Some DNA might be available. And then what? It was all circumstantial evidence. It might and probably had been stolen trash. Into a large evidence bag, she and another deputy careful placed the trash. It included a couple of black trash bags that delivered the garbage. 
There seemed to be too much garbage to have actually fit in only two small bags. She made a note to check the trash dumpster behind the church for additional bags. 
Looking across the picturesque cemetery with its magnificent mountain backdrop—it was incongruous. It was a heartbreaking message of bigotry’s ugliness.  
Her fingers reached down, and she felt the corrupted indentations on the marble stone. Most of the cross that had been carved on the face of the stone was defaced. Before tears gathered in her eyes, she looked back at Gwen. “You’ve got a front page photo for your next issue.”
Gwen shot several photos. “I’d rather be photographing Timber County’s Flower Competition. And that isn’t any great shakes—as excitement goes.”
Royce finished up with her report and the mumbling crowd disbursed. Chance was curiously sniffing evidence and also the area surrounding the grave. Suddenly, she bolted to a nearby grave. Her front paw scratched at a shiny object. Noticing Chance’s preoccupation with whatever was embedded in the ground, Royce followed her.
Gwen said, “It must be part of the headstone.”
“What have you got, girl?” Royce inquired.
Proudly, Chance lifted her head. In her mouth was a bronze military emblem. The four by four-inch insignia was bent and dented. Whoever had bludgeoned the gravestone had also attempted to mangle the metal that had been attached to the stone. 
Royce slipped it into her breast pocket.  
In silence, the two women walked back to their respective vehicles, Royce asked, “Mind asking your readers if anyone saw anything? And could we get a copy of your photos?”
“A yes on both questions.” Gwen paused before opening her door. “Royce, we invited Hertha over for dinner. Would you like to come?”
“Thanks, but no.” 
“It might do you both good to let go with love. Hell’s bells, why not?”
“Gwen, I’m trying to make peace with it. I don’t want to be upset. My heart is angry. Almost as angry as when my father was shot to death.” Looking back down at Chance, she admitted, “I’m just pissed at life.” She pointed back at the direction of the gravesite. “And this! When do we feel outraged? When do we storm the streets in front of a modern Stonewall? When do we get to demand respect?”
“I know what you’re saying, and why you’re saying it. Royce, that’s a heart fix. You can’t do any demanding. We’re doing what we can. Contributing to the various causes to help make it better. For now, it will need to do. We’ll change the landscape in small increments.”
Royce gave a gusty sigh. “Tell Hertha to have a good trip back to her new home. I wish her the best.”
As Royce entered her vehicle, she thought about life and about living the gay and lesbian life. She understood defeat on so many sad levels of her life. She wasn’t able to fix her own heart. How could she hope to fix the world’s heart?
 
* * * * *  
 
“Royce?” Valeria slipped a fork filled with butterscotch swirl pie between Royce’s lips. “Are you still back with the badge work?”
“Sorry for letting my mind wander,” Royce apologized, as she tasted the smooth butterscotch. “It was a rough day. Sorry I intruded. And thanks for inviting me to dinner. It was wonderful.”
“Royce, I know all those years ago I put you through the wringer. And I was so damned paranoid about being a teacher and being outed. That was part of it. And yes, having to juggle friends was the other part of it, I confess. I was terribly broken. I want you to understand that. No reflection on you. I’m not sure I knew how to love then.”
“I’m not sure I’ve ever known or know now.”
“That isn’t true. You tried to teach me love. But chemical dependency and alcohol won’t allow love. Not real love. Real love has to place another person before self.” 
The sadness in Valeria’s eyes touched Royce. “Val, all is forgiven. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t.”
“I have your forgiveness, maybe. But sometimes, my own is the most difficult.” Reaching, her hand squeezed Royce’s before she said, “I’m glad you’re here.”
“I’m somber company. After seeing Hertha, and then the gravesite demolition and trashing—everything got too much for me.” Royce lifted Valeria’s hand to gently kiss it. “You’re making it better. And I’m glad we can talk. We never did much talking when we were younger.”
“Royce, it’s natural for you to still have feelings for Hertha. She’s a good person, and she loves you. I’m no fool. I know that. I still love you, too.”
Smiling, the sheriff’s eyes lit up for a brief moment. “And I’ve somehow always felt that love. And had a love for you as well.”
“Good,” she whispered across the candlelight.
When Chance gave her little moaning bark, Royce stood. “I’ll take her out for a walk.”
Royce walked around the luxury complex with her new companion. She knew Chance was becoming more and more a part of Valeria’s life. Now attaching herself to another human, Chance trusted Royce’s friend—her lover.
Glad that they’d talked, Royce decided to delay questioning Valeria if she knew anything about Deputy Stan Harley in the morning. She wondered why the deputy had mentioned Chandler Center. He’d impeached the center as being the reason for the demise of his town. She would question Val about any interaction that might have taken place.
She would also look back over the reports filed by Harley.  
His town was her town, too. 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 10 
The night was short. After Royce and Valeria had begun their sleep, Royce was called out. There was a possible sighting of the missing Rita Griffin. Arriving at the overnight café on the edge of Timber City, Royce questioned the young stranger. Even though Royce knew she was not Rita Griffin, she checked the young woman out. She was clearly a college-aged transient passing through. She was much younger than the twenty-eight-year-old Griffin. 
After the woman’s age and identity had been officially validated, Royce returned to Valeria’s house. Valeria awakened, and Royce remembered to ask her if there had been disturbances at Chandler Center. She answered that most the people probably didn’t like it, but they’d been fine with it. No disturbances.
That was exactly what Royce wanted to hear. However, the next two hours were fitful sleep. There was so much that seemed to be coming at the sheriff. None of it was conducive to solving the case. Even her years of experience hadn’t provided her with the calm she needed. Not at this moment in time.
She’d determined to go to her office an hour or two late, giving her some sleep. But, by daybreak, her police phone was blinking red and sounding an alarm. She threw on a pair of denims, her mountain boots, and a t-shirt. She grabbed her badge and gun and called Chance as she rushed to her vehicle. 
It was then she answered, “Sheriff Madison.”
“We’ve got a Code Adam, Royce,” Wanda reported.
“I’m on my way.”
As she drove, she cursed the situation. Bad enough there was an investigation into a case of a flaky, possibly missing woman. Add to that a murdered man. Now, there was a missing child. Royce hoped with all her heart that it wasn’t an abduction. 
By the time she neared Timber City, more information was issued. 
Her heart seized when deputies were directed to the High Country Animal Clinic. Royce drove the last quarter mile as quickly as she could. Her vehicle was fully lit up and her siren blared. When she pulled up in front of the clinic, she saw Hertha, two deputies, and several townspeople. Carrie was holding the young girl. Hertha was nearing hysterics, so Royce quickly surmised the little boy was missing.
Hertha ran to her and held her with an automatic clutch of desperation. “Royce, please help. Antero wandered away.” Her voice rushed, “I was bringing cartons out to the van. The children were in with Carrie. She got busy with a sick animal emergency, and he must have found his way out the back. Royce, he has such a huge play area where we live, he wanders.”
“Can you bring me something that he might have worn recently? I’m not certain how Chance did on her K-9 tracking courses.” Royce was aware Chance failed everything else, but maybe she picked up something up from the few months of training. 
Royce dispatched the deputies and instructed them to take different directions, and fan out. She called Wanda Thurlow to make certain the dispatcher had issued blockades on the edge of town. 
Hertha ran toward her. “This is the pajama top he wore last night.”
Royce attached the leash onto Chance’s duty halter/collar. She pressed the cloth up to the dog’s face. “Trace,” she commanded. Chance lifted her head back as if puzzled by the command. “Search.” Odor recognition would certainly have been covered with her training. Search for humans and scenting for remains of human composition were required. Chance buried her head against the shirt. She pulled back. Royce again said, “Search. Trace, Chance.” Royce took her to the door where the child would have exited. 
Without hesitation, Chance began sniffing the ground. Then she moved more rapidly. Within minutes, the German shepherd had led the women and a few who had gathered to the edge of town. Before them was a jagged, lifting wall. Royce scaled as much of the wall as she could while Chance was at the base excitedly whining. Royce said, “At ease, Chance.”
Hertha continued to call out Antero’s name. Royce had seen her panicked before, but never in all their years had she seen Hertha hysterical. The sheriff’s heart was pounding. She didn’t want Hertha in such pain. 
Royce asked, “Anyone have a rope?” One of the deputies rushed back to find one. “How about belts? Can we get some of you to hand up belts? I can link them together and at least climb up to the next level.”
With mountain ingenuity, they quickly threw the string of leather belts up. Royce attached the string of belts to a tree trunk that was jutting out from the stone formation. Royce used the rock as an anchor and then began her climb. She was a body length from the cave-like opening in the rock. Stretching, she reached to see inside where the wall was indented. She heard something coming from the small cubbyhole-sized space. Then she saw movement. Her eyes narrowed as she attempted to make out the small figure.
Royce’s arm extended upward toward the base of the hollow opening. As she reached, she saw the young boy’s hand nearing hers. When she saw the outlines of his face, she noticed Antero’s lower lip was trembling. 
“You’re okay now, Antero. Remember me?” She leaned as far up as she could toward the frightened child. “Stay still. We’re going to get you down.”
Below, deputies began casting a fifty-foot rope upward in an attempt to ring a larger tree trunk that was just above Royce. When the tree was securely looped, they made whipping motions toward the sheriff. She extended her hand to catch the lifeline. She secured it around her midsection. 
“Antero, we’ve got an important job to do. Can you help me?”
“Yes,” his word trembled.
Using the rope to allow her to climb higher, Royce felt the burn on her hands. “Okay, pal, if you can move slowly and carefully toward me, I’m going to take you in my arms.”
“Okay.” He edged out onto the ledge. 
As he moved away from the rock cavity, Royce encouraged. “Great job, Antero.” She leaned to secure the rope around them both. She pulled him to her. As she lifted, his arms wound around her neck. She felt his panic as he clutched her tightly. She embraced him. “It’s okay. We’re going to get you down. Just hold on to my neck tightly. Let’s stick your feet into my pocket to give you some leverage. I’m going to need my hands free. Can you hold tightly?”
His brown eyes glimmered a moment as the boy shook his head affirmatively. “Sure.”
Slowly, carefully, she allowed them to dangle. She motioned to the deputies to help as she rappelled down. With each dozen inches, she carefully repositioned her feet. When the two had finally lowered to the ground, she whispered, “Hey, pal. You did great.”
Before Antero’s feet hit the ground, while still in Royce’s arms, Hertha had hugged him. Royce felt the touch of Hertha. When the boy was released, Hertha took Antero in her embrace. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” he answered clasping her. “I wanted to see if the bird lived up there. I followed the bird.”
Royce reached for her phone. “We can call off the Code Adam. Chance located the little adventurer.”
Hertha’s tears were swamping her face. She leaned to hug Royce. Slowly she pulled away. “Thank you, Royce. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if anything would have happened to him.”
Royce reached toward the woman she loved. Her touch gently comforted Hertha from a safe distance. “Everything is fine now, Hertha. Take a deep breath. He’s only got a few scratches.”
Hertha bent to pet Chance’s head. “This dog is living up to Smoky’s heroics.”
“So it would seem,” Royce answered. “Let’s not say that too loudly. Denver might want her back. But they’d need to fight me for her now.”
“I’m not sure how Antero could have climbed up there,” Hertha glanced at the boy’s hiding place.
“You once told me that his Ute name is graceful walker.”
 
* * * * *
 
Their parting wasn’t quick enough for Royce. Each second of nearness to this woman was a twist of her heart. When she saw Hertha’s vehicle and the trailer pulling away, she moved back to the crowd. “Thanks, everyone. Come on, Chance. I need to change into my uniform.”
On the way back to the courthouse, Gwen wildly ran toward them. “All that excitement and I’m the last on the scene!”
Royce’s head shot back as she laughed. “Finally, I got there before you did. We make it a priority with Code Adams. Our deputies moved at the speed of light. Most of them have children. And even if they don’t, they rushed as if it might be their child.”
“Someone said Chance found the boy. She’s going to have a front page photo!”
“Gwen, she was amazing. Suddenly, her training is coming into focus for her.”
Gwen shook her head. “My take on it is that she always knew the difference between training and the real thing. She didn’t want to be bothered with silly games.”
“Could be. Whatever. She picked up the scent, led us there, and she did it precisely, quickly and very professionally.”
“I’ll buy you a cup of coffee over at the Pantry,” Gwen offered. Both women realized it was Gwen’s ploy to get a feature article about the event. 
“Gwen, I think when Mom finds out little Antero is safe, it will be coffee on the house.”
“Think Molly would throw in one of her specialty pastries?”
“And a rawhide chew for Chance.” When they reached the door to Molly’s Pantry, Royce instructed her dog, “Stay, Chance. I’ll only be a few minutes, and I’m betting you’ll be getting a treat.”
 
* * * * *       
 
Gwen and Royce knew Molly would be upset by the news of Artero’s ordeal. Molly leaned over the counter as if her body had been drained of energy. As she was being told about little Antero being lost and then found, the wilting began. “The poor child.”
“I can’t imagine how he climbed up the cliff,” Gwen commented. “They’ve got some fairly sheer rock formations lifting from behind the High Country Animal Hospital.”
Royce allowed a laugh. “Extremely sheer.” Perhaps it was a forced laugh to make Molly feel more confident that Royce was handling Hertha’s leaving. Royce joked, “As a kid climbing up was a little less treacherous looking than coming down.”
Molly indicted, “I remember when you were small, Royce. You had cuts, bruises and scabs all the time. You never turned down a good climb.”
Realizing Molly had inserted her own confidence, Royce nodded. “Nope.” She took a sip of coffee. “And I even made it to the scene before Gwen.”
“A healthy competition,” Gwen teased. “I’m your mother’s age. And we’re over sixty now. So you should be taking a race or two away from me.”
“I’m surely proud of our Chance,” Molly changed the subject. “That dog earned her kibbles today.”
Royce started to stand, easing away from the counter barstool. “That reminds me, I haven’t fed her yet.”
“Sit yourself down,” Molly ordered. “I’ve got some cooked chunks of beef and vegetables that I use for the pasties. You can take some to her.”
“Chance is in for a real treat,” Gwen muttered. “And Molly, I’ll be over this afternoon for some pasties.”
“Reminds me, I have an order for Mrs. Carr,” Molly muttered. “She wanted a couple orders for her dinner this evening. Every week, she’s in for my raisin bread and picks up some pasties for their supper.”
Gwen glanced sideways toward Royce. She then stated, “I’d tell her to get her bread and baloney at the market. Your pasties are artwork, Molly,” Gwen complimented. 
“I know you don’t abide by Mrs. Carr and Reverend Carr. I’m not much for them either. But I can’t be cruel-hearted,” Molly defended.
Gwen’s mood changed instantly. “Molly Madison, you’re saying that to make it sound like I’m cold-hearted because I dislike the Carrs. Also, because I’m with Royce about going to visit that murderer, Yancy, in prison.”
“Gwen,” Molly argued, “I’m doing nothing of the kind. And you know it.”
Royce covered her face. “Enough, you two.”
Gwen stormed from the Pantry. 
“Mom, why is all this controversy such a point of contention between you two?”
“She acts like I didn’t love my husband because I don’t want his killer to be executed. I lost my heart when your father was murdered. I worshiped that man. But hearts change. The goodness in people change.”
“Mom, I can’t address this right now. I won’t. I haven’t decided if I’ll lobby for his sentence to be commuted to life. I haven’t decided if I’ll argue for his death sentence to be upheld.”
“If you don’t make the request that Yancy gets clemency, he’ll surely be executed.”
“Mom, enough of this. It’s been a difficult morning. I don’t want you and Gwen falling out.” Royce looked away. “Everyone’s beleaguered by problems. Let’s not drag them out all the time.”
Molly shook her head. “Why even poor Mrs. Carr is going through her own problems.”
“Why so?”
“A few weeks ago, money was going missing from the collections at church. Why, they live on those takings. And other contributions. She was in a right state. I just felt sorry for her. And being married to Vern Carr cannot be any fun.”
Royce smiled. Molly found good in everyone and found excuses for their actions. Even when good was difficult to come by, Molly was the first to see it. That was one of the reasons Royce loved her. “No. I would say she is getting her hell on earth with him.”
“But at least the takings at church are back where they should be, so she’s a little more pleasant. Times are hard. But they must be getting a little better for the church.”
“I’ve got to get going, Mom. Can I take a little doggie bag for Chance?”
“Why that beautiful hero needs a large doggie bag, for a fact. And I’ll be tucking in a meal of her kibbles to mix with her stew and a rawhide chew.”
“Thanks.” Royce waited while Molly put together Chance’s breakfast. She reflected back to Molly fixing little baggies filled with dinners and treats for Smoky. Extra treats for Deputy Smoky’s heroic deeds were always loved by Smoky. Royce had sweet memories—and they remained each time she saw little Smoky’s bronze memorial in the center of town. Dates were engraved under Deputy Smoky’s name. It was Smoky’s heart that Royce missed. 
She heard Molly’s soft choir-voice singing from the backroom. 
Royce wondered about her own deep grief over the loss of both Smoky and Hertha. Was that prohibiting her from giving more of herself to Chance and Valeria? Both were doing their utmost to prove their love to her. Royce admitted the terrible depth of longing wasn’t allowing Royce to experience any true emotion. That realization frightened her.
 
* * * * *
 
When Royce and Chance entered the Timber City Times office, she knew it was for two reasons. She wanted Gwen and Molly to patch their rift—and she wanted to find out how the dinner with Hertha had gone. 
Nadine and Gwen were gathered around the front desk with page proofs in hand. “I knew you’d be over,” Gwen dryly commented. “That’s what kind of talk I get these days when I’m in Molly’s vicinity.”
Nadine interjected, “Gwen, Molly doesn’t mean anything by it.”
“All that better-than-thou crap,” Gwen huffed. “Royce and I have one opinion and Molly is Mrs. Goodheart. So she’s in the right.”
Royce tried to intercede. “I just think she wants us both to heal, and that’s her way.”
“Royce, your mother has always needed to be right. From the time we were girls growing up. Molly needed to be perfect, and sweet, and kind-hearted. Well, I hate your father’s killer with all my heart. And for me, her way of glossing over Grady Madison’s memory isn’t paying respect to a man this town revered. And we loved.”
“Forgiveness is getting her through her pain, Gwen,” Nadine offered.
“And Nadine sticks up for her!” her spouse blasted. 
Nadine stood her ground as she twisted around in her chair. “I’m not sticking up for her. Everyone mourns and forgives in their own way. For God’s sake, Gwen….”
“God’s sake!” Gwen interrupted. “Molly is still a devotee of that sonofabitch who protests a soldier’s burial. She is a follower of the preacher who points us out as being filthy sinners. If parishioners would walk out of that goddamned church instead of contributing to it, and being a part of that hatred, then maybe it would change for the better. They sit there like pews full of lemmings. Sheep. Followers. Royce, you wanted outrage. Why don’t you become outraged that your mother continues to kiss Vern Carr’s ass?”
Royce sat back, stooped. “How did your dinner soirée go last night?”
Incredulously, Gwen glared back at Royce. “Breaking up my little rant isn’t going to change the way I feel. And it’s too bad you weren’t here. Hertha was charming—as always. And those kids are precious. Little Antero is quiet, and Shavano is a chatterer. Antero must take after his father. Ray was always quiet—meditative.”
“And Hertha seems happy with her new life? Her new lover?”
“Yes. She does seem comfortable with the professor. She’d been in love with her, and when they met up again, the prof had matured. Realized what she left behind. And so she was there for Hertha when she grieved her mother.” Gwen looked away. “And the woman helps with the children—cares about them. It works for Hertha.”
“And I could be there for Hertha. If she’d return.”
“She can’t. For the children’s sake, it isn’t something she feels she can do.”
“Of course she could. She didn’t love me enough. Not enough to leave a place.”
“Royce, turn it around. You don’t love her enough to leave everything that Timber City means to you. Your family. Your badge.”
Royce’s mouth moved, and then shut tightly for many moments. “I’ve got a commitment.”
“You could walk away. It’s been done before.” Gwen allowed the tension in the air to settle. “Royce, that’s only one of the reasons Hertha made the decision. Part was for you.”
“For me? What are you talking about?”
“For your benefit. She couldn’t hoist those kids out to fend for themselves with social services. Let them be raised in a couple dozen foster homes. She loves those kids. They’re her blood. You know about how Ute loyalty works.”
“What the hell has that got to do with me?” Royce stood defiantly. “I begged her to move the children here. I promised I would raise them to the best of my ability.”
Gwen stood, leaning over the huge desk that separated them. “Don’t you get it? You haven’t the ability or temperament. You’ve told that woman for a decade and a half that you don’t want children. Every time she’d mention adopting from the reservation, or anywhere, you’d shut her down. How the hell do you think she felt when she suddenly became their parent? You don’t want children. Fine. But understand that she did. And she’s smart enough to see you don’t want to have any flipping thing to do with parenthood.”
Nadine looked up, directly into the sheriff’s eyes. “I hate it when Gwen is right. But I’ve got to say, that’s pretty much how I see it, too.”
Gwen asked, “I’ve put out the question before, but I’ll ask again. Just what do you have against being a parent?”
“We were both busy with our occupations. Emergencies were always happening—we didn’t have time for family,” Royce’s voice broke. Her eyes watered. “I don’t know. I simply don’t know.” 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 11 
Royce slipped a disc of butterscotch between her lips. She was glad for the morning flavor burst. After finalizing the duty roster, she straightened the pile of reports on her desk. As she glanced through them, she picked up one of Deputy Stan Harley’s reports. Automatically, she said to herself, blah, blah, blah—not a danged thing accomplished of his wasted day. Her gaze snagged on one of his calls. The Crystal Basin Motel had called about a woman guest. When Harley arrived, the woman had vanished. 
Radio immediately in hand, Royce instructed Deputy Harley to return to the Timber City office. She called Nick and requested that he follow up the call. When Harley arrived, Royce waved him into her office.
She question, “I see you had a call about a woman at the motel?”
“It was nothing. I shouldn’t have even made the report out. If there had been anyone, she was long gone.”
“Did you show the photo of Rita Griffin?”
Uncomfortably, he scratched beneath his neck and collar. “The clerk says she was in her late thirties, maybe forty. She’d checked in a couple days ago. When I went to the room, no one was there. Clerk wanted to fill out a form about being stiffed for the rent.”
“Or you wouldn’t have bothered making out a report? No need to answer, it was a rhetorical question.” Royce’s jaw clamped for a moment. “However, you did not answer my question. Did you show the photo or not?”
“Not after the desk clerk said it was an older woman.” Harley glared around the room. “You want me to stop back in and show Rita’s photo?”
Curtly she replied, “No. It’s being covered.”
“Anything else?”
“Deputy Harley, just take care of your job.” She stood, leaning over her desk. “Go do your job. And make certain you stay in contact with Nick.”
“He’s only another deputy.”
“He is to be treated as your superior. You are to report to him and take his complete directives. Just as you would from me.” Royce had already put in a request to change Nick’s status. She suggested that Nick Hogan should become her Undersheriff. Timber County Undersheriff. New badge, new title, more money, and more respect from the Stan Harley’s of the force.
Until that was approved, Royce was confident Nick could more than handle Stan. 
 
* * * * *
 
Nick contacted Royce midmorning. The desk clerk had squinted at the photo. She’d mumbled that there was some resemblance but couldn’t give a positive identification. Nick surmised the woman must have been looking out the window, saw the deputy, and so she took off. A repeat of what the clerk said came from the couple of motel guest who had seen the woman. There where what seemed only to be word echoes. It was the same everyone said after viewing the photos. No I.D. But no one said it was impossible. 
Nick wondered if he might use Chance to attempt searching the area. The woman had vacated the room last night. Her scent might be fresh enough. Royce agreed. Nick would cordon off the area. Royce and Chance were heading up the highway.
As she drove, Royce continued to gather questions. Where had the woman gone? Who was the woman? Why did she leave? And was it the elusive Rita Griffin?
The elusive Rita Griffin was a far better outcome than the dead Rita Griffin.
Royce and Chance exited the vehicle at the motel’s perimeter. Chance was taken into the room where the mysterious woman stayed. When Nick entered, she glanced up. “Got the pillowcase?”
“Got it. Also some DNA items—a few hairs, glass, and a bar of soap,” he said as he unfolded the crime evidence bag. “Maybe Chance could stick her head in here and get a pretty decent whiff of the lady.”
Royce leashed her dog. After Chance had sniffed, the dog gazed across the room. Royce instructed, “Search, Chance. Trace, girl.”
Chance’s legs headed for the doorway with Royce matching step for step. As they bolted through the door, Chance suddenly stopped in her tracks. Her head twisted both ways. Then she lowered her head sniffing for a trail. When she stopped, Royce encouraged, “Okay, take your time, girl. Trace, Chance.” She watched carefully as Chance led her through the parking area toward the backside of the L-shaped motel.
The German shepherd stopped completely when she’d approached the side alley. Her head lifted. Royce opened the evidence bag, pushing it near Chance’s muzzle. Chance sniffed, and then trailed into a small circle. Her head again went up, and she sat on her haunches. Royce looked back at Nick.
Giving a deep sigh, Nick took his hat off. “Someone picked her up here.”
“Looks like it.” Royce patted Chance’s head, and then ticked her neck. “Great work, Chance. Good dog.” As she checked the other side of the small dirt alley, she commented, “Probably doesn’t pay to even bother taking Chance into the woods back there. The woman wasn’t back there. But maybe I should take a quick peek.”
As they crossed over, Chance immediately hastened to something in a small bush. Looking down, Nick pulled apart weeds. Over his shoulder, he said, “Good girl, Chance.” He took out an empty evidence bag. He stuck his gloved hand into the center of the brush. As he pulled out the packet, he whistled, “Looks like cocaine to me.” Before dropping it into the bag, he held it up to show Royce. “And I’m betting she pitched it across the alley out into the brush. She probably figured she’d come back later and examine the growth beside the edge.”
Royce neared. “It had to have been tossed. Maybe as the vehicle approached to pick her up or she tossed it on the way out of the driveway. Chance doesn’t seem to be interested in anything else.” 
Chuckling, Nick added, “Maybe the possibility of inhaling a little white-tailed deer piss. But that’s it.”
Royce smiled, and then shook her head. “Let’s hope we’ve got enough DNA to get a match to someone.”
“Should be enough here. And who are you guessing it will match?”
“The blood of Knox Griffin might be on it. The coroner has plenty of his samples. We’re probably going to find Rita’s DNA and maybe Jade’s, too.”
“And,” Nick grinned, “I’m betting on one a match.”
Royce laughed. “I’m betting on that side, too. I’d be amazed if it isn’t Griffin DNA. I’m thinking we were correct in suspecting him of being deeply involved in the world of cocaine. But now that we suspect Rita is alive, there are all kinds of questions. Where is she? Why is she in hiding? Who might be looking for her?”
“Got twenty questions going on,” Nick said as he returned to the vehicle.
“Meanwhile, until we know, let’s not say a thing to anyone. Even the deputies. And especially your favorite.”
“Speaking of which, Harley is giving me fits.”
“He won’t be much longer. One way or another, it will end.” 
 
* * * * *
 
“Plato,” Royce called out. Pointing back to their meeting spot, she then nonchalantly went around the corner. She considered he was probably out of cigarettes, so would win the race. When their glances met, she asked, “Anything new?”
“Nope. Nothin’ exciting.”
“Did you notice if Jade left last night? Late? She might not have been gone long.”
“She went over to pick up some stuff.”
“How do you know?”
“Asked her. Said she was pickin’ up stuff that Faye needed.”
Royce glanced down, before checking the perimeter of the alley. Her head shook automatically. “Yes, a great excuse. Faye shops at the little market a couple times a week. Why would Jade think you’d believe she was running out into the night to pick up goods? And going alone. There’s a killer on the loose.”
“She wasn’t alone. That guy Tanner was with her.” His eyebrows bobbed. “Hell, I say they’re a goin’ at it.”
Laughing, Royce asked, “Why do you think that?”
“They was sneaking around like.”
“Romance isn’t against the law.”
“Naw. But maybe she figures playing with the hired help before her dead husband’s body is cold might raise some suspicion.”
“How long were they gone?”
“Not over half an hour. I bet they drove to the edge of town and had ‘em a little party. A fast little party.” He snickered. 
“You’re certain it was only thirty minutes?”
“Yep. ‘Cause I was wondering who’d be watching the Bell Ringer. Faye goes runnin’ out just before they returned. Bet she was pissed when the two of them didn’t get back right away. So she ups and leaves.”
“And her return time was?”
“If she was on her late dinner break, she took her a full hour. And some. But hell, she’s the boss lady. Nobody clockin’ her in.”
Royce reached into her pocket and pulled out some bills. “Great work, Plato. I’m not sure I know what it all means, other than a couple horny people and a mother possibly chasing them down to get them back to work.”
“And that ain’t illegal either.”
Royce nodded. She then stepped into the back alley door of Molly’s Pantry. She leaned against one of the cabinet shelves. Although she found Plato’s information interesting, it was not necessarily pertinent. Additional questions needed additional answers. 
She poured herself a cup of her mother’s perfectly brewed French Roast coffee.
 
* * * * *
 
“Tanner,” she called to the man behind the bar. As she sat on the barstool, she constructed her questions. He turned to come toward her direction. His eyes reflected an irritation. “How’s it going, Tanner?”
Scornfully, he answered, “Great. I’ve got to get some stock moved around in the storeroom. And I am out of answers to your barrage of questions.”
“You haven’t heard my questions yet.”
“I don’t know who killed Knox. I don’t know where that dizzy bitch sister of his is. And I really don’t give a flip one way or the other. I’m glad both are gone from here. Sweetens this town up no end. There’s drama bitch overkill in these here parts.”
“Meaning?”
“Women,” he said as his frown deepened to a mid-forehead valley. “Rita was by far the worst drama queen. But Jade is now wearing the crown for all she’s worth. Faye is a real drama mama. This town is like some surreal circus of hormonal imbalance.”    
Laughing, Royce rubbed her head. “With that comment, it sounds like you should want to be an understudy for Gwen Ives’s newspaper.” 
“That’s where I got the line. I like Gwen’s guts. She went after those assholes who picketed Jameson Doyle’s burial. She keeps this off-kilter town honest.”
“And you want to be a deputy here?”
His eyes dimmed. Angrily he charged, “I should be a cop now. Rotten luck.”
Her eyes searched his. “You want to be a deputy here, and you believe in luck? If luck is all there is to believe in, Timber County isn’t your best place to begin.” She leaned across the bar. “Now, where did you and Jade go last night?”
“Jade?”
“Jade—remember the newly crowned drama queen. Well?”
“She dropped me at my little room over at my boarding house.”
“But she returned back here, and the two of you didn’t go anywhere together, nor did she stay over with you?”
He shook his head combatively. “No. If you’re implying we had a fling last night—forget it. We didn’t have time. After she dropped me off, she had an errand for Faye.”
“So Jade dropped you off last night and nothing happened. What about other times? Are you and Jade having an affair?”
He looked away. “Is this really necessary? She’s been through enough.”
“Then answer my question. Or she’ll need to answer it.”
“We’ve fooled around.”
“Before or after Knox was murdered?”
“Before and after. Knox really was an asshole. I didn’t like the way he treated her. Or mistreated her. A real man doesn’t beat a woman. And he was battering her long before I got on the scene. But she didn’t kill him. Not even in self-defense. She wouldn’t have harmed him.”
“Is that a cop-like instinct or your heart’s answer?”
His eyes narrowed, and his nostrils imploded angrily. “Both. Now leave me the hell alone.”
“Tanner. I checked out your Dallas applications and got a pretty good summary of your military record. You did everything you were supposed to do. You were a superb combat soldier. Honorably discharged. Made all the right overtures. You attempted to find employment in the country you fought for, and both times, you were near becoming a cop—but didn’t make it.”
“Look, Sheriff, I’ve served the military honorably. I wanted my service to society to continue. I was good enough to go die in a foreign country, but not good enough to work here in my own country.”    
“Tanner, I checked and it wasn’t you. It was due to budget constraints that you weren’t hired.”
“No one got the job?”
“No. You were highly rated. But I understand that you’re pissed off, and I don’t blame you.”
“Hell, yes, I’m pissed. The bunch of homophobes even rally against a soldier’s burial. I worked at the sides of gay guys and lesbians. They were great soldiers. I trusted ’em with my life. That kid was killed doing his duty on behalf of his country. The assholes desecrated his gravesite. I fight and live. I come back to no job opportunities. I’m pouring whiskey.” His anger made him tear. “And you got some smartass, lazy deputy who backs the preacher that tosses trash on a hero’s grave. Backs Carr and idolizes Carr.”
“I’m aware of who you’re talking about, Tanner. What makes you think this deputy is so tight with Vern Carr?”
Tanner crossed his arms and leaned back. “Because Deputy Harley followed Knox and Jade. I first pointed it out to Jade. I think Reverend Carr put him up to it.”
Royce scratched her neck a moment. “But why?”
“I’m not on your force, Sheriff. And if I were, I still couldn’t answer. But I can tell you Jade isn’t making it up. Harley was tracking Knox. And Jade.”
“Now?”
“I haven’t seen Harley around. Neither has Jade. And I would have seen him if he were. He’s a piss poor enforcer and a worse surveillance tail.”
Nodding, Royce frowned. “Tanner, don’t become bitter.”
Sarcastically, he snorted. “Can’t keep a good man down. Fuck, how many of us veterans are down? I’ve got my limbs, and I’m feeling guilty. I’m alive, and it tortures me to think of the men and women who didn’t live. A guy is disrespected when he’s buried in a cemetery where bigots rule. Vets get home and we become useless. How many of us ae treated like we’re useless?” 
“Too many,” Royce said contemplatively. “Way too many. But Tanner, stick around. There may be an opening for a deputy.”
 
* * * * *  
 
Royce rapped on the door. From behind the wooden staircase, she heard the echoes of a chain being removed. Faye pulled back the door. “Come on in. I never used to lock and chain my door.”
“Wise to do that,” Royce commented as she moved inside the small upstairs apartment. 
“Jade went out for a while. You just missed her. Sent her over to the market to pick up some things we need.” Faye’s arm swept, pointing to the couch. “Have a seat.”
“Faye, I really needed to talk with you.” Noticing Faye’s jaw clamping, Royce sat, then continued. “Did you send Jade out to pick up something last night?”
“Christ, almighty, Royce. Are you planning to hound the shit out of us from now on?” She lit up a cigarette with impatient motions, puffing strenuously. “We’ve had enough. We know nothing else. Now you’re checking every fuckin’ move we make.”
“Look, Faye. I’m trying to find a missing woman. The woman is Jade’s sister-in-law and best friend. I’ve got to chase every lead down.” Royce bit her lower lip. “There might be a reason to believe that Rita Griffin is on the run. And if she’s on the run, she might be in danger. The same person who shot Knox may be after her, too. I need your help.”
“We weren’t busy last night. I sent Tanner home after his last break. Jade took him. I told Jade to pick up a couple cartons of smokes. We were running low. She ran Tanner home, and then stopped on the way back to pick up the order. The General Store. We sort of trade back and forth if I got stock they need. You know all this, Royce. And then Jade went to bed and I closed up at two in the morning.”
“You were busy down here serving. Jade could have snuck out, right.”
“Any flipping thing could have gone on.”
“And you took a moonlight spin?”
Flustered, she stammered, “What the hell is this? Can’t I go out for a drive? What is it with you?”
“Please, Faye. Something is going on. A woman is missing. Drugs might be a reason things are going down. I’m not sure. And I can’t say much more than that. I don’t want to take a chance on a woman being shot down like her brother if we can save her. Do you know Rita’s whereabouts? Does Jade know?”
“We don’t know. Jade’s worried sick about Rita. Hell, she liked Rita better than she liked that damned Knox. I would’ve castrated the fucker. That’s what I would have done. For beating my baby. And before you ask—no I wouldn’t have killed him.”
The twitch of her right eye alarmed Royce. “Faye, I understand your anger at Knox. I do. I don’t have a daughter. I’m not sure how I would react.”
“You’d probably kill the fuck and then petition to get the death penalty because you’re such a by the book enforcer. You’re so perfect.” Her eyes flared.
“That’s really what you think I’m all about?”
“Royce, I’m afraid they’re gonna execute Yancy. I have no one else to blame. I know your father died at his hands. But it’s not only hurting Yanc—it’s hurting our daughter and me. Cut us some slack.”
Royce leaned to touch Faye’s shoulder. There were no words. “Faye, I do understand.” She stood back. “Just one more question. If Rita had called you to help hide her out, would you have picked her up and moved her to safety?”
“Royce, she’s probably dead. Someone dumped her body in the lake or some damned thing.”
“I don’t think so. I think she’s terrified of something. And she’s running. And someone is helping her keep a low profile.”
“Jade wouldn’t get involved.”
“Of course, she would. We both know that. You know your daughter’s secrets. You’ve always had a tight mother/daughter relationship. And you know.”
“You’re talking about Tanner.” Her head lowered and she blew smoke from the side of her mouth. “Right?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve known about that for a while. But it means nothing. Knox was no angel. But Jade wouldn’t have wanted him killed. Maybe Tanner was only a way of getting back at Knox for fucking his britches off with all the women.” 
“Does Tanner suspect Jade was only using him?”
“Naw. Probably not. Unfortunately.”
“Unfortunately?” Royce repeated.
“Yep. Tanner is a good guy. Jade’s type is the bad boy. Maybe she’s like me. When Yancy came along, I thought I was done with naughty cowboys. And even he let me down.”
“Jade may have learned that lesson. She might be thinking about nice guys now.”
“She knew my life script. And it still didn’t keep her from marrying Knox.”
“But now, maybe she’ll change. Tanner wants to be a cop,” Royce related.
“So did Yancy. And look what happened there.”
Royce closed her eyes. She felt no need to answer. She’d lost her father. “You’re right. There were circumstances. Faye, I’ve tried to go through the scenarios. It probably would never have happened if Yancy’s brother hadn’t been involved in drugs. But it happened, and decisions were made.”
“Royce, you gonna go to the penitentiary and talk with Yanc?”
“I’m thinking probably not. But I don’t know. If I knew, I would answer you, Faye. And when I know, I’ll tell you.”
“The crazy part was Yancy idolized your dad. And he thought the world of you.”
“That didn’t stop him from killing my father and attempting to kill me. All to save his own ass.”
Tears filled Faye’s huge eyes. As they slid past the eyelid, she wiped them. Royce made her way to the door. There was a creak as she opened it. “I don’t know where Rita is,” Faye offered. “I hope she’s alive. As aggravating as she is, I don’t want her dead.”
 
* * * * *
 
“Gran, let me get that.” Royce took the huge roasting pan from her grandmother. “This is heavy. No wonder you’re tired at the end of the day.” 
Royce carefully placed the pan down on the counter. It was brimming with contents of potatoes, parsnips, buffalo, carrots, onions, and assorted vegetables. The fragrance of herbs overwhelmed Royce’s appetite. 
“Sit yourself down.”
“Gran, thanks for feeding me when I get home nights. But you should be resting more. Mom said she’d send dinners for us. I can pick them up at The Pantry on my way home.”
“Nope. My kitchen is my bit of artwork. Getting us some supper on, well, that’s my joy. Sit across from my granddaughter, that’s what I live for. And you always got good stories to tell me. I get into town lots, but don’t always get all the gossip. Anything goin’ on with that Rita?”
Royce frowned as she broke a piece of bread. She lifted a fork filled with vegetables. “I’m betting she’s alive. But I’m frightened that if she is, she’s in danger. I hope I’m wrong in wanting to find her before she isn’t alive. Her disappearance, her brother’s death— it is all tied in.”
“You’re saying that if she’s alive, she could be next to be killed?”
Blinking, Royce looked back down at her steaming meal. “Could be.”
“You eat up before your supper gets cold.”
The words resonated. Gets cold. Like this case. Like the inside of her soul was becoming. “It’s a delicious meal, Gran. Thanks.”
“I can put together a portion of stew for your friend. If you’re going to visit her tonight.”
“Thanks, but I’m sticking around here. I’ve got an early morning, and a few reports to catch up on. I hate the paperwork,” she confessed with a smile.
“Just like your daddy. He didn’t like all that malarkey. His being an enforcer was everything to him.” She paused. “Well, family was too. But you know how that is. You’re living that part, too.”
“Yes. My friend, Valeria, says that certain professions need to be of top importance, and all else vanishes sometimes. As the head of Chandler Center, she’s responsible for a great deal. Sometimes it’s life and death. Lots of professions make people into part-time people. She understands my being a part-time person so I can be a fulltime sheriff.” 
“Does Hertha know about that part-time life business?”
“She did for all those years. She was responsible for pets—and I know we worried about one another. Maybe now she knows it’s hard on children, so maybe she’s relaxed her part-time-ness. It’s tough on kids.”
“It was right for you, Royce. And for your father.”
Royce gave a half nod. But it hadn’t truly been right for Royce. Her father had died before his daughter graduated or became an adult—and before he had seen his daughter become a part-time person.
It was a fact Hertha realized. Now she wanted a fulltime person.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 12 
 
“Conclusive,” Royce dropped the file on Gwen’s Timber City Times office desk. “Confidential for now. But the DNA was conclusive. It was a very close match with Knox’s DNA. A sister would fit. Also, the prints that were lifted matched. We have two new photos of Rita Griffin from the motel’s security camera. A very alive Rita Griffin. I’m hoping she stays that way.”
“I can pick them up to run on the front page of today’s edition. And send information up to the Crystal Mountain Gazette. The circulation is lousy, and it’s a throwaway, but maybe it might generate interest. It’s nothing but a little shopper that only tourists crack the pages open.”
“Whatever way we can find the woman. I think we need to rush. I’m worried about her. Someone murdered her brother. And with her missing, it isn’t a stretch to believe she might be next. My gut tells me she is running from something. She feared someone enough to keep running.”
Dryly, Gwen joked, “At least you don’t have to drag the lakes and search ravines.”
“Nope. We just need to find her, or whoever she’s afraid of—and before that person finds her and a lake dragging is necessary.” 
“If she were hanging out at a seedy motel, it probably isn’t with Prince Charming.”
“Gwen, I’m wondering if she isn’t hiding from Prince Charming. Or his wife.”
“Could be. There’s another thing,” Gwen paused. “It’s crossed my mind, so I’m damned sure you’ve considered it. What if she killed her brother?”
“Yes, I had thought about it. But she ran before her brother was killed. That would be the main reason I discounted that theory. However, she may have run for the expressed reason that it would give her an alibi. She didn’t have access—that we know about, to a vehicle that would have been able to get to the murder sight. And her brother would have questioned meeting her at some secret spot. She saw the guy every day. So while it wouldn’t have been impossible for her to have gunned him down, it wouldn’t have been easy.” 
“But why?”
Royce raked her fingers through her short hair. “Motive. Rita didn’t have any motive that we know about. Rita, Jade, and Knox were always together. Motive says Faye did it. She hated him. It might have been Jade. The battered woman syndrome. She finely had enough fights with him and maybe was sweet on Tanner Morris.” Royce ruminated, “And the X factor of a drug dealer. Rita probably threw the stash of drugs before leaving the Crystal Basin Hotel. Very baffling. ”
Leaning forward into the speculation, Gwen grappled, “She leaves her room in a hurry. Throws drugs. Gets in a vehicle. And goes where? Goes why? And with whom?”
Royce swallowed. “She ran. Someone helped her run. The list of people who might have helped her doesn’t make it easy to compile.” Computing, she held up fingers as she named anyone who might be an accomplice. “Jade. Faye. Mac. Ursula. Elly Trost. Prince Charming. Who else knew her? The people from the Chandler Center? I’ll check with Valeria to see if she can shake anything from past files out at Chandler. Visitor’s sign in sheets might tell something. Church? I’ll make another call on the horse’s hindquarters, Reverend Vern Carr. He may know someone who would have shuttled her. Interrogating Carr—that’s always my day’s low point.” 
Gwen chuckled. “Have a marvey day with his imminence. I’ve got to get these photos ready for the paper. Maybe someone will call in with information.”
“Even if we have the information, I’ve got a deputy at the Crystal office who allowed Rita to slip the net because of his laziness. Deputy Stan Harley is a desk jockey now that he made that blunder.” Royce laughed. “He’s on the phones taking information and he couldn’t find his dick if his fist was squeezing it.”
“Royce,” Gwen buckled laughing, “Molly hears your mouth, and she’ll give you a wrap on the nose. You usually don’t talk like that.” 
“It’s really Valeria’s expression. Oh, and she calls Carr the pious prick creep.”
Gwen’s eyebrows lifted. “Hertha generally had a better influence on your language, Royce. But Valeria’s vocabulary is much more colorful.”
Royce’s eyes flashed with humor of a brief moment, and then dulled. “Hertha is no longer an option. So I’m with a woman of colorful commentary.”
“Colorful everything,” Gwen commented with a tease in her voice. She gave a playful growl. “And are you happy?”
Royce didn’t answer. She walked to the door, called back to Chance, then left. There wasn’t an answer anyway. If happiness existed, it wasn’t overwhelming her. 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce rounded the corner quickly and ran into Mac Gentry. “Sheriff,” he greeted her. “I heard they’re looking for Rita—alive. Nobody can keep a secret around here. I figured after her brother was gunned down, she’d been killed and dumped.”
“A lot of hiding places in the forests,” Royce commented as she moved from foot to foot. “She could have been murdered more recently. But she also very well might be alive. Still. You’re a bright man, Mac,” the sheriff said as she gave a friendly nod. “So I’m just asking a couple questions. If she were still alive, and for whatever reason, was hiding out, where would you think she might be?”
“If I knew, I’d look her up just so I could sack her for not coming to work. She missed her shifts.”
“Just speculation. She doesn’t have a car or have access to a car. Who would be doing her running for her? Who would pick her up and take her somewhere?”
“Hell if I know. Maybe her pal Jade or the boyfriend bartender. Or maybe it’s her other boyfriend—secret admirer.”
“I’m uncertain if Tanner Morris and Rita Griffin had any romantic interest at all. But you do come up with some interesting speculation. So, yes, Tanner might be a participant in hiding her. Jade—could be. But there has to be others.”
“Her friend Elly, over at the Country Cookhouse. I seen them around a time or two.”
“Does Elly have a car?”
“Had an old beater truck. Might still be in the shop. I seen her with it a ways back and told her my brother has one like it. So, later, I asked her how her truck was doin’ and she says that it was in for servicing.”
“Give my regards to Mrs. Gentry, and if you think of anything, let me know.”
He grinned. “You got that speech canned, Sheriff?”
Returning his grin, she nodded. “Might as well.”
She walked away, immediately wondering which of the two small vehicle service shops Elly Trost might have taken her truck. Nearest to Country Cookhouse was Ned’s Mountain Auto. Within minutes, Royce was watching the lumbering, huge Ned Sanders peeking out from under the hood of a SUV. “Be with you in a minute, Sheriff.”
“No problem, Ned. I just had a couple questions for you?”
“If I got any complaints,” he snorted, “they can kiss my ass. It’s big enough, so nobody should have trouble finding it.”
Royce laughed. “No complaints that I know of.”
“Well,” he stood to attention. He patted the wrinkles out of his rumpled overalls. “What you need to know?” his baritone voice loudly asked. 
“Have you done any work lately on Elly Trost’s truck?”
“The little gal over at the Country Cookhouse. Yep.” He wiped his hands on an oily rag. “Felt sorry for her and gave her car back to her before the last seventy-bucks was paid. Also because she’s a mate of my boys. I’m thinking my son, Bill, is sweet on her. They hang out together, but I ‘spect she only gives him the time of day because he takes her and her friend out to the lake. Her friend, the one gone missing, she likes to get out of town once in a while.”
“Rita’s a city girl. I heard she doesn’t like the outdoors,” Royce disputed.
“I don’t think she does. Seems she gets cabin fever, and Bill takes her with him. Well, him and Elly. Bill’s the best fisherman, hunter, and woodsman in these parts.” With a deep sigh, he added, “I’ll probably never see that money for fixin’ Elly’s truck.”
“Bill hangs out with Rita and Elly?” Royce wouldn’t have thought the probability of that to be great. Bill, like his father, was a huge hulking man. In his mid-twenties, Bill Sanders kept to himself. Most of the residence in Timber City knew Bill only slightly and considered him mentally slow. But Royce wondered if his awkwardness wasn’t just that—socially clumsy and backward. One thing everyone did agree on—he wasn’t easily figured out. “What does Bill think happened to Rita?”
“He’s inside—in the house back there. You could ask him about it?” 
“Yes, any leads I get, I appreciate.” She hesitated. “I do have a couple questions you might be able to help me with.”
“Glad to help, Sheriff.”
“I was just wondering when Elly’s truck was in the shop.”
As he walked to the counter, he finished wiping his hands on his overalls. He thumbed back a few pages of a spiral notebook. “Couple weeks ago. She got it out over a week ago.”
“Before or after we had a missing woman and shooting?”
“Couple days before her friend went missing. She comes in and gets it out. I remember it was before ‘cause we didn’t talk about it at all. You know, we would have had something to say about Rita going missing. We don’t have women going missing much in these parts. So there’da been talking about it.” 
“Thanks, Ned. I think I will go back and visit with Bill. I don’t see him out much. Maybe he can give me some information about Rita.” As she exited the garage, she said, “Thanks, again.”
She heard him yell after her, “Got you a beautiful dog, there.”
She turned back and smiled. “I’m still missing Smoky, but it’s nice to have Chance along.”
“That Smoky was a character.” His laugh boomed and amplified through the shop.
Her footsteps were carefully taken as she strode across the flagstone pavers on the way to the house. She knew Bill Sanders. He’d never been in trouble with the law, so Royce hadn’t really met him on many occasions. Once in a while, he would pass her on the street. A nod and a quick grumble of hello were about as much as he gave anyone.     
She rapped on the back door. To herself, Royce mused, indeed Smoky was a character. While she waited, Royce assimilated the newly acquired information. The personalities of Elly and Rita were not a match. Adding in the equation of Bill made it a very unusual trio.
 
* * * * *
 
“Billy’s in his room,” his portly gray-haired mother reported. “He’s not in any trouble, is he?” she asked with a troubled frown.
“Not at all, Mrs. Sanders. I just wanted to talk with him because your husband mentioned he knows Rita Griffin. We’re trying to find her.”
“Terrible thing, her going missing like that,” Alfreda Sanders said after she’d made a clucking sound. “Billy doesn’t much care for her. She’s a little too loud for his tastes. But no matter, he’s always a gentleman with the fairer sex.”
Royce’s lips curled upward. “I’m sure he is, Mrs. Sanders.”
“My Billy is an oversized boy, but very gentle. Takes after my Ned—he’s husky too, but always respectful. The Mr. and I taught Billy to be a good lad. Never stole a car or bothered girls. Why it’s always my Billy who will scurry to help damsels in distress. Ned always says he’s only a scrapper for justice.” She knocked on the door, and then opened it. “Just like his action figures, he’s always on the side of justice.”
As the door fanned back, Royce saw the huge young man sitting at a card table. The table—the room—was filled with various action figures. From Superman to Star Wars figures, there was a multitude filling shelves. His bureau top was jammed with Power Rangers, Transformers, Harry Potter—and more Star Wars. The entire cast, Royce considered, was represented. There was a Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader overload. A small TV was sharing the space on an end table with The Hulk, Tarzan, and Spiderman. A stack of hero movies were tucked beside the television set. 
Slowly, Bill Sanders turned to the door. He was large. His facial features were bulging—and his thick, coal dark hair had been combed back and sprayed. His looks were unsettling; yet when he spoke, it was soft. “Sheriff?”
“Hi, Bill. I wanted to talk with you about a case. Your father said you hung out with Rita and Elly. I thought maybe you could help me. Maybe help solve the case.” Royce was attempting to get a reading on his expression, but he showed very little of it. “Is there any place you know where Rita might have gone?”
“No, Sheriff. I haven’t seen much of her lately. I used to take her and Elly fishing. This summer’s been a good fishing year.”
“I’m hoping to get up there and wet the line soon.” 
“Elly and Rita like catchin’ but not cleaning. They think I’m brave to clean the fish.”
“You’ve certainly got a great collection of action figures,” Royce commented.
“Yeah. They’re the real heroes. Rita said they’re nothing but sad make-believe. But they’re the real good guys. They’ve got good souls. Better than people like the Reverend Carr. Rita thinks he’s so great. Well, she thought he was great. Last time she went with Elly and me, she made a face when Elly mentioned her church.”
“You think Rita had sort of gone off of Vern Carr?”
“I think so. Or she wouldn’t have made that face. When we’re together, Elly and Rita sometimes talk about stuff as if I’m not even there. But I get the drift of what they’re sayin’ and things they like and don’t like.”
“So Rita and Elly no longer like Carr?”
“Elly never did like him. She didn’t like him and she didn’t like Knox. She said Knox was a bad person.”
“She thought Knox and Reverend Carr were both miserable?”
“Yeah. But I don’t know where Rita went. And I don’t think Elly does either.”
“If you hear anything, Bill, will you call or drop by my office?”
“Yeah, I’ll always help with justice.”
“Thanks for the help, Bill.”
Royce nodded, and then made her exit. On the way through the kitchen, Mrs. Sanders said, “Royce, you tell your Gran hello for me. I been meaning to call her about starting up canasta night again.”
“I’ll tell her.”
On the way across the street, Royce sighed. Agreed, Smoky was a character. But even with her gone, Timber City still had its quota of characters.
 
* * * * * 
 
Adding Elly’s name to the top of her list of possible people who might have rescued Rita, Royce decided to go straight away to the Country Cookhouse. When she entered, she saw Elly at the counter filling ketchup bottles. Royce sat across the counter, and asked, “Elly, how you doing today?”
Elly’s expression reflected that she wasn’t surprised to see the sheriff. “Fine. And I’ve got nothing to report to you.”
“We’ve pretty much determined that you were correct when you said Rita is alive. We think so too, now. And for whatever reason, she may be in danger, and we need to find her. So I’m going to ask again about the married man she mentioned to you. Anything else trigger a memory or a possible guess as to who it might be?”
“I did remember she said the wife always went ballistic. I remember thinking Rita could hold her own with any firecracker of a bitch she met. When we were at Chandler, Rita didn’t take crap offa anybody.”
“And recently?”
Elly giggled. “Yes, I recall when she told me about everything, she said she wants to stay clear of wifey.” Elly paused, in remembrance. “That’s right. I was thinking she could handle herself. Well, she says that wifey is an expert shot. Could blow her ass away.” Elly chuckled loudly. 
Royce leaned back away from the counter a moment. She then tipped forward until her elbows had rested solidly. “See, you remembered more. And there must be even more you could remember.”
Elly stopped pouring. Placing the large jar of ketchup down, she whispered, “Well, Rita mentioned a couple of more intimate details a long time ago.”
Royce motioned for her to continue, “And they were?”
“I don’t like talking about people’s personal stuff. It might not be important anyway.”
“Why don’t you let me determine that, Elly? And trust me, I know women talk about personal things. But this is important. I wouldn’t ask you to betray a friend’s trust if it weren’t.”
A flash of fear flickered in Elly’s eyes. “She’s in danger, isn’t she?”
“I believe she could very well be. Her brother was killed, and she’s obviously frightened of someone. So anything you tell me could help identify the man.”
“She says her old sugar daddy was repressed. I mean, in that way. In bed.”
Royce’s eyes narrowed. “In what way?”
“At first, he didn’t like doing much of anything.” She paused as her face became shaded in red. “Well, kinky.”
“Kinky means?”
Clearly embarrassed, Elly lifted her hand and covered her forehead. “Well, you know. He didn’t like,” she hesitated, “blow jobs or oral sex. I mean wasn’t experienced having a woman do that to him.”
Royce nodded. “I would suspect not many men would turn it down.”
Elly nervously laughed. “Yes. Well, he started liking it being performed. She said he never reciprocated. But after he got used to getting—receiving, you know, he was what she called compulsive. Wanted the new stuff all the time.”  
“New stuff. So this older man wasn’t experienced?”
“Apparently, not so much. That’s funny.”
“Funny?”
“Usually, it’s the older man with experience. The younger woman is usually the one who is the innocent.” 
“Usually,” Royce repeated. “Do you think Rita knew many of the deputies here?”
“Sure. She knew ‘em all. Nick. Well, everyone knows Nick. And the others. They usually all come here or go over to Eagle Inn for lunch. I know them.”
“Any one in particular ever talk with Rita?”
“Most of ‘em. Flirty. You know her. She was known for putting it around.”
“Who would you say talked with her most?”
“The big crazy acting one hung around her. They were in the same church. She mentioned he was always watching her and her brother. Even Jade. But maybe he had a little bit of a crush on her. I didn’t know what she got into.”
Royce carefully formed her question. “Did you get a sense of that deputy being Rita’s sugar daddy?”
“Naw. Oh, I remember now, the name was Stan, something or other. That’s his name. But don’t say I told you anything. He’s like this hulking wild man.”
Royce allowed a moment. “But he wasn’t her sugar daddy?”
“Not even. No. I know that. She hated him. She just talked with him ‘cause he was a member of the church and he was a cop.”
Royce issued a quick laugh. “I can’t imagine that he’d be anyone’s Prince Charming. I’m thinking Stan has probably fairly sexually awakened. And repressed wouldn’t describe it.”
She giggled, and then wiped the counter of spills. “Glad I didn’t have to have this conversation with one of the male deputies. I’m not shy, but I prefer talking with a woman about this stuff.”
“You can talk with me, Elly. And your conversation will always be in confidence. I want to find Rita. And I want to find her alive. Now, as it stands, several people could have transported Rita to and from, hidden her, whatever. You’ve got a vehicle so you could have maybe helped her out. Driven her somewhere maybe. And if that’s the case, you’re playing a dangerous game with her life if you don’t talk with me about it.”
“I didn’t do anything.” She quickly clammed up.  
Royce saw her jaw muscles constricting. Elly was spooked. “Please, trust me, Elly. If there was an encounter, I’ve got to know.”
“No.” Her eyes blinked rapidly as she answered again, “No. I’m not involved.”
“I talked with Bill Sanders, and he seems to think you didn’t care for Knox. He also believed Rita wasn’t buddy-buddy with Knox. He also stated Rita wasn’t such a fan of the Reverend Carrs recently.”
“Bill doesn’t really know what goes on. When we’d go fishing with him, he just sat and fished while we talked.”
“What was your conversation like?”
“Lots of stuff. Me and Rita talked and Bill wasn’t even listening. He never paid attention. He just sat back with the same dull look on his face. His expression never changes.”
“You’re saying he isn’t really too bright?”
“He’s smart about cars and his Batman and Spiderman toys. Plus fishing and sports.”
“Sports? He doesn’t look as though he’s athletic. He isn’t beefed up.”
“I mean like hunting and fishing. He even has a bow and arrow set that he uses some times.”
Royce recalled seeing some of Bill’s action figures with bows and arrows. However, she didn’t see actual weapons in his room. “If you hear from Rita, please let me know. It’s important.”  
Royce gave a sigh of understanding intermingled with rejection. She walked from the Country Cookhouse. Everyone was in the card game. Rita was upset with Knox, Carr, Elly, Ursula, Stan, and a few others. As she crossed the street, she muttered, “Damn. This is beyond plenty amazing!”
 
* * * * *
 
What did she know? Royce knew that a repressed married man could be dozens of Colorado mountain men. Some of the men raised in a small community might have only dated one or two women before picking a wife. Then their sexual needs might be dictated by their inhibited wife. It could be Mac Gentry. It could be any one of the men who flirted with Rita Griffin while she served them coffee. 
It was probably not Deputy Stan Harley but could be. Although he worked in the big city as an enforcer, he might not have taken advantage of the seamier side of the job. And he was an avid churchgoer. But for whatever reason, Royce believed that to be more a redemption trip than a never-have-strayed religious trip. 
Couple that with the fact Rita obviously didn’t like Deputy Harley, thus he probably wasn’t Prince Charming, leads in the case were charging their way to dead ends. 
Royce drove to the church and parked in the nearly empty lot. “Wait here, Chance,” she spoke as they came to the entry of Reverend Vern Carr’s living quarters. She rang the bell and then waited. When a distraught Phoebe Carr flung back the door, Royce greeted her casually. “Mrs. Carr, I’m just dropping by to see how you’re doing.”
“How would I be doing? This town is an embarrassment. One of our parishioners is missing. Her brother shot down in cold blood. And photos of my husband and our flock are on the pages of the biased newspaper. It’s made to look as if we’ve done something wrong.”
Royce stepped past her, nearly bumping into her. “I have questions, and they don’t pertain to you picketing a soldier’s burial. That’s old news.”
She stood firmly in Royce’s path. “You have no right to barge in here.”
The softness reflected in Royce’s eyes hardened to flint. “People like you and your intolerant pals gall me. I’m tired of you. And no one is more upset about murder in this community than I am. I have a few questions. Church funds. They went missing, but things are back to normal now. Want to report a crime? Tell me about missing funds?”
“It isn’t relevant. It’s been dealt with. Yes, we had a problem and don’t have a problem now.” Her teeth appeared to grind with each sentence. 
“Are you familiar with firearms?”
“Guns? You mean can I shoot them?”
“That’s what I mean.”
“I don’t go around them. I’m a peace-loving Christian woman. And my husband has never even hunted. Now just what are you coming around here asking? Are you trying to pin a crime on me now?”
“I just asked about your proficiency with firearms.” For now, she would keep quiet about knowing Mrs. Carr was a sharpshooter. Less chance Phoebe would get riled in an argument and move any guns she might have before Royce could get a search warrant to check them out. “I’ve been asking everyone who knows Rita or knew Knox about having guns.” Although she didn’t know for certain, Royce could speculate that Phoebe might be Princess Charming. That would definitely lower the standards of Fairy Tales.
“Does your mother know you harass innocent people? You came here to annoy me because I oppose sinners being buried in a Christian cemetery. Christ wouldn’t want unclean sinners in his cemetery. And that Gwen Ives has her nerve. You all perverts stick together! I want you out of here. Now.”
Royce moved back. “Actually, Christ was a feminist. And you tell my mother anything you want. She doesn’t run the Sheriff’s Department. And I don’t run her bakery.”
Phoebe Carr yelled, “I pray for your mother. The poor woman—having you as a daughter.”
“Is your husband in?”
“No. He’s visiting a troubled parishioner.”
“I’ll be returning. I’ve got additional questions for him.”
Phoebe Carr slammed the door shut.  
By the time Royce reached her vehicle, she unclenched her fists. Anger was overwhelming her. Hertha was gone, this murder case was empty of definition, life was sad and heartless, and there were no visible answers. She was glad for the radio breaking into her thoughts with a disturbance call. She answered Wanda Thurlow’s call to action. 
“I’m on it,” she said briskly. A minor disturbance call she could handle. One more dead-ended interview was futility at its worst.  
 
 
 



CHAPTER 13 
That morning Royce awoke to Valeria’s kiss. The kiss trailed Royce’s shoulder, her neck, and finally, Valeria’s voluptuous lips rested on hers. “Would you like a backrub,” Valeria offered.
“I’ve got to get to Gran’s so I can get ready for work.”
“You are so tense. Royce, you tossed and turned all night.” Valeria traced her lover’s cheek. “I’m worried about you, babe.”
As Royce lifted, leaning on her elbow, she admitted, “Darlin’, I’m worried about me, too. And Rita Griffin. Jade. Everyone.” Rubbing her eyes, she felt the kick of exhaustion. “Glad I got some sleep.”
“You can’t be serious about calling it sleep. You thrashed. You even alarmed poor Chance.”
“I’m a bundle of nerves.” Known as being cool and calculated, she acknowledged this case was wearing on her. Royce pulled her body up into a seated position. She then reclined back on the pillow that leaned against the headboard. “If I had just one break in the case! Everything is up in the air. I feel as though things are all going to fall at once.”
“Relax. Let me fix some breakfast for us. Coffee is brewed. I’ll bring you in a cup.”
“Just the coffee, Val. I have a full schedule today.”
She teased, “I’ll make a deal with you. If you’ll stay for a good breakfast, I’ll show you something you might like to see.”
Royce laughed. “I’ve seen all of you and I’d love to see more, but I better leave.”
“I’m talking about files. I didn’t show them to you last night, or you wouldn’t have been able to sleep at all. I’ve got the complete files on Rita. Also, on Elly Trost. And a couple other files that mention the women.”
Royce snapped forward. “I’ve got to see them.” 
“Royce, I am not supposed to have those files off the premise. Even if I am the director of the center, it is against rules to remove any part of the files. If you stay, you can look through them. See if you can glean any information.”
Royce’s upper lip lifted into a smile. “I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“I won’t get in trouble if you never reveal where you got the information. Besides, you could always get a court order to see them. I’m sure that cute new District Attorney Evans would get you a court order. I saw a photo of her in the Times this week. I think she might be a sister.”
Royce laughed. “You can tell she’s Sapphic from a photo?”
“I’ll bet you a C-note.”
“I don’t gamble. Conflict of interests. But I’ve already met her. It was at the soldier’s funeral. She doesn’t impress me. And those in her offices call her Lady Iceberg.”
“You’d have owed me a hundred,” Valerie joked. “Now, how about I bring out the files and you agree to stay for breakfast? Okay.”
“You’ve always made your own rules as you go along.”
Valeria looked away. “Yes. Royce, I’ve survived that way. And yes, that hurt you years ago. But now I’m doing it for the good of the people,” she said with a chuckle. “Come on. I’ll fix an amazing mushroom, sausage, olive, and pepper omelet. With wonderful accompaniments.”
She stood, holding out Royce’s fluffy blue robe to the sheriff. Royce followed behind. She waited for Valeria to pull files from her briefcase. As Royce began to scour Elly Trost’s file, she realized how deeply troubled the woman had been. As an addict, she was barely functioning. But there were problems that pointed to severe emotional difficulties. 
Between mouthfuls of a huge, fluffy omelet, fruit, and biscuits, Royce continued to scan the half-inch high file. Her glance snagged on a name. As a teenager, Elly had repeatedly been abused and raped by her best friend’s older brother. She would only give her counselor a first name initial for fear of reprisal. K. All references were about K. And her best friend’s initial was R. 
Royce carefully scrutinized Rita’s file. She began making timeline notes in her pocket notebook. According to Elly, throughout high school, Knox had been brutalizing her—his sister’s best friend. When finished with the files, Royce stacked them. She took her notes and carefully tucked them in her pocket. 
“You really pored over the files,” Valeria said after she’d cleaned up the kitchen. “See, I knew they’d help you. I only had a couple minutes to breeze through them. Did they help?”
“Elly’s alleged rapist was only mentioned by initial.”
“I never really got close to those two, Elly and Rita. A staff psychologist did the first interviews and then appointed councilors. There are women I try to help, and usually, I can relate to them. But Elly was a mousy little character. And Rita never shut her mouth. Both were insufferable. But we cleaned them up. Ran them through and released each one clean, sober, and aware. Rita went to religion and that may have helped her stay clean. Eleanor is probably still in her little screwed up world. As long as she had Rita to lean on, she was fine. Since Rita was staying clean, Elly followed the lead.”
“So maybe they’ve stayed clean.”
“I’d never put good money on an addict staying clean.”
“That’s not showing much confidence,” Royce stated with a bemused smile.
Valeria’s familiar laugh stretched on for several moments. When it sputtered to a stop, she said, “Royce, see that Easter Bunny over there. You’re invited back tonight, and I’ll introduce you to her. She’ll show you even a better time than I do. Or for that matter, Santa and the Tooth Fairy.”
“But they’re not really your competition. I select you.”
Valeria’s arms wound around the sheriff’s neck. “And I pick you.” Her lips softly kissed Royce’s lips. Royce felt the probe of Valeria’s warm, wet tongue. There was a staggering moment where Royce experienced pure lust as Valeria’s body moved ever so slightly against hers. Valeria whispered, “Do you have time for a cuddle?”
“Let’s save up for tonight.” The smolder of Valeria’s next kiss made it even more difficult. Royce eased back. “Tonight. You and me together—and the Easter Bunny can watch.”
“The damned Easter Bunny can be a voyeur at a rabbit hunter’s shooting range for all I care.”
Royce’s body tensed a moment. “Shooting range. You just gave me an idea. I probably should examine records at the local shooting range and see who might have been doing target practice lately.”
“Royce, most hunters just go out to the woods and practice.”
“Not since we’ve regulated it because of the dry wildfire seasons. There’s a fine.”
“When has a regulation or a fine ever stopped the tribe around here?” she asked laughing.
“Okay, city girl, so we’re a bunch of cowboys and cowgirls.” Royce chuckled. “But maybe someone actually follows the law.”
  “Not even the Easter Bunny.”
 
* * * * *   
 
Stopping by the shooting range was a non-conclusive waste of time. The owner/manager began photocopying multiples of scratched, folded, and stained sheets that were required by law he keep. He would have his worker drop copies off at the Sheriff’s Department when finished copying.
Royce was restless. After the morning meeting, she slowly plodded toward Molly’s Pantry. When Plato Wallace gave a quick wave, she nodded. His predecessor had to have information dragged from him. Plato was an overzealous C.I. He needed cigarette money. She would oblige, although she didn’t figure he would have much new information.
Once behind the Pantry, Royce took a breather as she waited for her confidential informant to arrive. Her C.I. wasn’t hurrying. Royce whirled recent facts in her head. Elly Trost harbored more than a dislike for Knox Griffin. If Elly murdered Knox, why had Rita skipped? Had Rita planned to help carry off the killing? Nothing was making sense. 
“Plato, what you got?”
The derelict scrunched his face. “Ugly danged mess, Sheriff.”
“Because Jade is seeing another man so soon after the death of her husband?”
“Naw. Nope. Cause Faye is messin’ with the same fella. That Tanner guy.”
“You think Faye is having an affair with Tanner?” Royce asked with an expression of disbelief. 
“You think they ain’t, you’re crazy. I seen ‘em drivin’ off in Faye’s SUV. I know they’re headin’ for a little moonlight stuff. Just knew it. Drivin’ off hurried like.”
“Time?”
“Musta been her late dinner break of about ten.”
“And Jade?”
Plato sniffed loudly. “Workin’ the bar. Holdin’ down the fort. Think the three of them shot Knox down maybe?”
“I can’t even begin to speculate, Plato. There are way too many possibilities.”
“Well, if it’s the three of ’em, the Bell Ringer’s gonna be shut down. And I don’t like that. I say you give ‘em clemency. They can be forgiven for blastin’ Knox away. I never had a fondness for that guy.”
“Most didn’t. In fact, his enemy list keeps growing,” Royce said with a moment’s pause tacked on. “In fact, Jade seemed to be the only one who liked him enough to marry him. And his sister. Maybe she marginally liked him.” Royce dug into her pockets for some cash. She extended her arm toward Plato. “Good work.”
“And we ain’t solved the crime yet.”
“We’ll solve it. Keep a lookout.”
“Yep.” Plato’s fist squeezed the currency. 
Royce watched his tottering, stumbling walk as he rounded the side of the alley. Everyone seemed to be chasing their respective tails. Especially Plato Wallace. And Royce herself. 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce had planned on chasing Bill Sanders down at his home or at Ned’s Mountain Auto. She was glad when she saw him exiting the hardware store. “Hey, Bill,” she called to him. 
He turned, looking quizzically at her. “Sheriff?”
“I just wanted to chat with you. I’m chasing leads on the Knox Griffin case. Did you come up with any ideas about where Rita might be?”
“Just because I take Elly and Rita up fishing with me sometimes doesn’t mean I know where Rita went.”
“You think she’s alive?”
“Yep, I’m guessing. Elly thinks so, too. Knox didn’t like that Rita going up fishing with me. He was a bully.”
“He treated everyone badly,” Royce commented. “Did you ever have problems with him?”
“I hated him.”
A slight laugh escaped. “Seems as if no one around here held him in high regard.”
“Even Jade.”
“So I hear. Can you tell me anything about how Jade figures in?”
Bill fidgeted as if his self-consciousness was building. “Elly might be a little jealous of Jade taking all of Rita’s time. I don’t know why Elly cares about Rita. Rita’s no friend—she doesn’t stick by Elly.”
“You do a lot of hiking in the hills. Is there anywhere Rita might be staying? Somewhere Elly or you might have told her about?”
Shifting feet, Bill began to twist nervously. “Rita’s not the outdoors type.”
“No. Hey, good seeing you, Bill,” Royce’s voice remained friendly. “Thanks for helping the Department with information. I really appreciate your input.”
His shoulders lifted and his chest puffed up. “Yeah, well, it’s my duty. Justice should always be served.”
She reached up and gave him a pat on the back. “Keep up the good work, Bill.”
“See you, Sheriff.”
When he walked away, she sighed. She was getting very little information out of him, but he was talking. Glancing down at Chance, Royce whispered, “My C.I.s aren’t giving me much more than I’ve got. Chance, you look like you could use a treat or two. Let’s go visit Mom.”
 
* * * * *
 
“Got some dinner plate-sized cinnamon buns just out of the oven, Royce,” her mother greeted her. 
“Sounds perfect.” Molly’s Pantry would forever seem like home to the sheriff. She looked around the busy shop. A couple patrons were buying bread and snacks. The counter was filled with patrons on their mid-morning coffee break. Royce slipped back to the kitchen where she slid a sticky cinnamon bun onto a plate. 
After a bite, she felt the explosion of cinnamon and the crunch of pecans. There was no other taste like it in the world. Royce swallowed, thinking about how Molly had always worked, nearly every day of her life. And Royce hadn’t thanked her in a very long time. Her mother’s life had basically stopped when Sheriff Grady Madison was gunned down. There was Royce, Gran, all of Molly’s many friends, and her church. That was what was left. Not the years of companionship and love Molly deserved. That was taken from her. On a lonely patch of mountain ground, her father had bled out. Life had oozed from his mortally wounded body. And Molly forgave the man who ended her happiness.
And Royce had not.
Royce took another bite, and then threw the rest, along with the paper plate, into the trash. Sadness gripped her. She blinked back tears. Through her mind trailed the name she loved most in the world—Hertha. 
Royce’s mother had lost the man she loved when she was just slightly older than Royce was. And now, Royce had lost the woman she loved. The name Hertha would never be an inaudible sound moving through her mind. It would continue shouting and probably never go away.
We all, she ruminated, had our ironclad alibis. And her own self-revelation told her that her actions implicated her with the crime of Hertha’s leaving. She’d rolled away from one too many embraces when called to duty in the middle of the night. She wasn’t there when Hertha needed her. But why hadn’t their relationship furnished marker posts?
Flashbacks of their lives together intersected. Her own guilt seemed to be morphing into something she didn’t want to face. She might be responsible for Hertha leaving. Not her profession, not the events that had led Hertha away to another place and another person—but it was Royce’s fault. 
It was a concept so painful she felt her heart being battered by her heartbeat.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 14 
“Royce, I need to talk with you.” Nick’s words were nails biting into new lumber. “Important.”
“Come on in.” She watched as Nick carefully closed the door. “Problems?”
Nick’s tired body plunged into the chair. The file he’d carried slapped the desk as he threw it. “Problem. This morning after the deputy’s meeting, I watched the guys disperse. Harley was slow about leaving, so I stayed behind. Watching. He was here in Timber for an hour and a half.”
 “Doing what?” Royce was perplexed.
“I’ve put it all in this report. I’ve detailed it. He pulled his vehicle around behind Main Street. Got out, rambled back toward the Bell Ringer alleyway. Stayed awhile. Then went back to his vehicle and drove to his church. He was there nearly an hour. Probably shooting the bull with his minister. Finally, he drove back to Crystal.” Nick shook his head. “He’s like this maverick I can’t herd. I’m not certain I can handle him, Royce. He isn’t afraid of my authority. And I know you’ve talked with him about it.”
Royce leaned back in her chair, gazing across the desk at her finest deputy. “I’m bringing disciplinary charges against him. He’ll sign on his charges, and next time he pulls anything at all, he’s out of here. He won’t like it. And if we keep him in Crystal, he’s going to misbehave. Put him back here and that’s what he wanted. Can you handle it awhile longer?”
“I’ll handle it, Royce.” He gave a half salute. “He’s going to be gunning for bear.”
“I’m counting on it.” When Nick stood to leave, Royce motioned him back down. “Nick, wait a minute, please. I haven’t mentioned it before, but I’ve submitted a request for you to become Undersheriff of Timber County. I can tell you it overwhelmingly went through. I’m not making the announcement yet. I want Stan Harley as confident as he can be of his status. It will make it easier for him to buck what he considers slight authority.” Royce nodded. “And that’s exactly what we want.”
Nick’s face was flushed with emotions. “Royce, this makes me happier than you’ll ever know. I can’t thank you enough. For doing this. For believing in me.”
“Right now, a very few know it. Let’s keep it that way. Not even your family, please. I don’t want any slips.”
As he stood, he reached across the desk. The two clasped hands. “Thank you, Royce.”
“I consider your promotion one of the best things I’ve been able to do as sheriff.”
The new Undersheriff of Timber County left quietly, unassumingly. Royce’s thought sprung back to the arrogant, brash young man who worked beside her, as he became the decent, quality enforcer, deserving of his own territory. 
She smiled her first smile of the day. She hoped it wouldn’t be her last.
 
* * * * *
 
Wanda Thurlow readied documents for the sheriff. Royce radioed Deputy Stan Harley to return to the office. She carefully reviewed the disciplinary charges. Insubordination, complacency, negligence, dereliction of duty, time theft, falsifying daily reports, ignoring authority, and other far more minor infractions were listed.
All there, verified, accurately listed. His offences were documented and most of the offenses were grounds for termination. He would be required to sign the paper that would lead to his formal dismissal if he disobeyed. If he refused to sign, he would be put on suspension and brought up on those charges, as they were. 
Carefully, she had gathered the complaints against him. And she would use his bluster to take him down. When he approached, he looked at her with complete distain. Then he glanced at his watch. “You know I’m off duty in ten minutes.”
“Then let’s get started. Sit.” She watched him jam his large frame into the chair. “Deputy Harley, I have your daily report. At seven-thirty, you have signed that you transported your vehicle to your post at Crystal. Is that true?”
“Yes.” His eyes were blinking furiously. “Well, it mighta been a little after. I don’t watch every minute of every day. I’m not a freakin’ timekeeper. I went up there after the meeting.”
“Can you give me a rough estimate of when you arrived at your assigned place?”
He shifted his cumbersome body before answering. “I just told you after the meeting. I got up there as soon as I could.”
“I need a time. Approximately—within fifteen minutes.”
“Okay, I’d say I was up there by eight or eight-thirty.”
She opened her file. The disciplinary file was in clear sight. “You got up there at exactly ten-fifteen.” She paused, looking back at his outraged face. “And what stops did you make on your way to Crystal?”
“I didn’t make stops. Someone is lying about me. Has it in for me.”
“Did you stop on a side street and watch the alley behind the Bell Ringer?”
“No. I might have walked behind there on my way to the squad car. I coulda just wanted to stretch my legs.” He again shifted position. His faced reddened.
“How about visiting your friend, Reverend Vern Carr? Did you drop by and see Carr? For an hour?”
“No. I might have driven by the church and parked for a minute. I had a headache. But it wasn’t that long. No.”
“I have a document listing the infractions you’ve made in the past few days. And add to that, lying to your superior. I think the wisest thing for you to do is sign this paper. In the future, if you violate any rules, you’ll be immediately terminated. This gives you a chance.” She slid the paper across the desk and then placed a pen beside it. “It’s up to you, Harley.”
“Bogus, trumped up charges. You’ve always hated me. You’ve always wanted to get rid of me.”
“We both know that isn’t true. I overlooked your sloppiness, your arrogance, your constant criticism of all authority. I let it slide, hoping you’d get yourself together. You had a free ride for a very long time. You have the audacity to say I didn’t cut you breaks. I cut you every break possible. We are now in the middle of a major murder case. A missing person’s case. You are a disappointment to me, and you disrespect your uniform. Now, for the sake of propriety, I’m giving you a chance you don’t deserve. It would be smart if you’d sign. And begin again.”
His eyes forged hatred. “You’re not giving me another chance because you want to. You’re covering your ass if I decide to bring a law suit against the county”
She reached and began to lift the document away. “We can certainly go that way, as well. If you select not to sign, it will be an immediate dismissal with no opportunity to correct your behavior. We may fight it out in court. I wouldn’t want to go against D.A. Evans. She’s not known for losing any case. And certainly not this slam-dunk. It’s your option—your decision.” 
He quickly grabbed it from her grasp. “I’ll sign the damned thing.”
       As he haphazardly scribbled his signature, Royce stood. He tossed the pen down on the desk. When he reached the door, he turned and glared back at her. He then stormed out.
       Royce smiled for a second time that day.
 
* * * * *
 
Gwen looked up from her desk. “Haven’t found the sugar-boobed drama chick?”
“Not even a call.” Royce sunk into a chair. “Anything on this front?”
“Nope. We’ve got a write-in campaign of churchgoers instigated by Phoebe Carr. A few of the churchwomen are bellyaching. With the obvious exception of Molly and Gran and our other friends—the moaners are sending letters complaining about our slant on the desecration of soldier’s grave and their protest of his burial. Phoebe Carr’s followers want the paper shut down.”
“Mom won’t be manipulated by Phoebe Carr. I don’t think most of the members will. And, Gwen, the few who are staunch followers are probably being threatened with the salvation of their souls.” 
“Soul ransoming. What a load of garbage.” Gwen looked back down at the magazine she’d been reading. “Another little tidbit. You’ve got your own uprising. Guess Stan Harley is being a horse’s ass. Trying to rally the troops behind him.”
“I don’t do a deputy count as to the loyalty oath. They can do what they want.”
“Well, I know you aren’t worried about it. And you shouldn’t be. Those rough and tumble guys adore you. Hell, they just laugh at Harley’s inflammatory remarks about you. But he’s in cahoots with Carr. I wonder if he didn’t watch out for the desecration of the gravestone by checking everyone else and making certain they were away from the crime scene.” Gwen shrugged. “That wouldn’t amaze me. I wonder if he wasn’t in on the actual act.”
“I was thinking that. I just have a gut feeling he’s implicated. Evidence is being analyzed. We found garbage bags on site and also in the dumpster behind the church.”
“I hope they get a prints hit.” 
“Where’s Nadine?”
“Getting together some items for Hertha.”
“For Hertha?” 
Gwen stretched, and then spoke slowly. “We’re going to see her tomorrow. Taking some things that she said was in short supply for some of her people.”
“Why didn’t you mention it? Mom and Gran can help, too. I’ll get some things.”
“Nadine already asked Molly and Gran. They’re getting things together.”
“And nobody thought to ask me?”
“Royce, come on. You’ve got a murder case going. You’ve got a missing woman. You’re working on your days off. Gran tells us that you haven’t missed a day going in. No days off. You’ve got a plateful, Royce. I’m worried about you.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’ve lost weight in a week.”
“No, I haven’t. Both Gran and Valeria are feeding me. And I never go into the Pantry without adding a few ounces.”
Gwen’s chuckle converted to a howl. “Now that I believe. At least I’m betting Valeria feeds you.”
Royce blushed, her eyes diverting away. “You’re terrible. Have you said anything about Valeria to Hertha?”
“When Hertha was going on and on about feeling badly for you, I spoke up and told her not to feel bad. You were seeing Valeria.”
“Did she care? Did she even give a damn?”
“Royce, she cried for five minutes. Then said she was glad you’ve found someone. Well, not found… You’ve found comfort in an old flame.”
“She was the first one to find comfort with her old flame.” Royce felt her cheeks warming and knew they must be getting bright scarlet. “I’m not the one leaving her. I was never untrue to her. I was faithful every hour of every day. And even now, I’m sorry she knows. Sorry it made her cry.”
Gwen fired back, “I’m not. You are not some object of sympathy. You don’t need Hertha’s pity. Stand up for yourself. You’re romancing a goddess. Good God-damn-it for you!” 
“Do you have some vested interest in all this?” Royce appeared bemused.
“Yes. You’re my godchild. And I don’t like it when a woman dumps you, then goes all soggy-eyed over your welfare.”
“She was just concerned.”
“Royce, you always do that. Valeria tromped you, and you excused her as being an alcoholic. Now Hertha dumps you, and you’re standing up for her. Stop it. Get some gumption. Be angry and riled.”
Royce stood. She leaned over the desk and hugged Gwen. “I was mad for a while. Now I’m just hurt. And I’m even too tired for hurting. I just want to get over the moments where I’m not weeping all the time. Where I don’t feel as though my life has been thrown on a heap of trash. I want to feel better.”
“Doesn’t Valeria make you feel a little better?” Gwen’s jovial, evil laugh was a chain across the quiet of the newsroom.
Royce issued a coy smile. “Okay, yes, she makes my nights nicer.”
“That’s it on a love-life report?”
Royce turned her head away from Gwen’s penetrating stare. “Pretty much, that’s it.” 
“Is she like a good bareback bull rider?”
Incredulously, Royce questioned, “What?”
“Does she turn you every way but loose?”
“Did you really just ask me that question?”
Gwen shrugged her shoulders. “My journalism background prepares me to leave no stones unturned. Granted, not all interview questions are a hit with the interviewee.”
Royce’s lips curled. “Plenty amazing. Tell your house-spouse I’ll bring some school gear by for the kids.”
“I’m not done with my questions.”
“Sure you are.”
Royce shook her head when she reached the sidewalk. “Chance, be glad you’re a dog. Be very, very glad.” She ruffled Chance’s ears. 
 
* * * * *
 
“Gwen asked what?” Valeria’s eyes went wide, her eyebrows lifted. “Oh, my God. Gwen asked you that?” A full, throaty laugh burst from her lips.
“Yep. She asked me that.”
“What did you say?”
“I told her every detail.”
Valeria leaned up on her elbow. “You gave her a blow by blow on our sex life?”
“Yep,” Royce teased. “And she listened intently, and then said she could probably get Nadine to participate in most of it.”
Both women were sputtering as they tried to capture their breath. “Are you making this up?”
“Only half. She did ask. I didn’t tell.”
“Thankfully. Gwen’s okay, but I had no idea she would rummage for porn tidbits. What a shocker.”
Laughing, Royce touched Valeria’s cheek. “Gwen likes to be informed. She had to delve into Hertha and my first kiss. She asked daily.”
Valeria’s face became somber. “She was cheering for Hertha. And it was a good idea at the time. I was such a mess.”
“You weren’t yourself. I know that. Gwen knows that now, too. And Hertha and I got together because I was hurt when you left me.”
“I would never hurt you again, Royce.” The verity of her statement was in her voice and on her lovely face. “I was always in love with you. I’ll always be in love with you. I wish I wasn’t such a single kind of person. You are now aware of my penchant for freedom. In fact, maybe it’s what you also prefer.”
Her kisses swarmed the sheriff’s face. She softly ended with their lips touching. Royce felt her lips and the glide of her body. 
Emotionally and physically drained, Royce twined her body with Valeria’s and they ended the night with passion, just as the morning had started. Together—inexplicably, yet still together. Royce understood heartbreak much more than she ever had before. And she wanted to always be ready for it when it came—no matter who the woman might be.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 15  
“Let’s grab morning break over at the Country Cookhouse,” Royce suggested to Nick.
“Great. I can update you on the glares I got during the meeting earlier this morning and the grumbles after the meeting.” 
As they walked, they laughed at Nick’s imitations of Harley. His antics included slumping, smirking, grimacing, and an angry scowl. “Deputy Harley is in one ferocious mood.”
Entering the Country Cookhouse, Royce pointed to the counter where Elly was rushing coffee orders. They sat directly in front of her. “Be with you in a minute,” she said with a nod.
“Just coffee,” Royce ordered. 
When the coffee was placed in front of them, Royce asked, “Anything more to tell me about who might have transported Rita to a new hiding place?”
“Not a clue.” Her shrug was softly done. It didn’t even accompany her words. “I don’t know about her. And I don’t know about who killed that lousy brother of hers.”
“Knox wasn’t a good man,” Royce encouraged. “He wasn’t.”
Elly looked away. “No.”
“He had enemies. Because he was a lousy human being,” Nick said.  
Elly quickly retorted, “I’ve known lousy human beings. He was beyond that. He was evil.”
Royce watched as her face contorted. She encouraged, “Yes. Evil. Elly, that’s why he had so many enemies, isn’t it? People who wanted him dead or maybe they didn’t mind if he was dead. Which person are you? Did you want him dead or just didn’t mind if he got that way?”
Her hand dug into her apron and pulled out her ticket book with force. “I don’t know. Maybe both.”
“Thank you for your honesty, Elly.”
Nick gulped his coffee, and then stood. “I’m off to Crystal.”
Aware that Nick had rushed to give her time with Elly, Royce nodded her goodbye to Nick. She then turned her attention back to Elly. “Would you like to tell me why you really think Knox was evil?”
Tears began to water in her eyes. “I shouldn’t be talking.”
“We’re out of earshot. Talk in generalities. I’ll know what you mean.” The sheriff wanted to hear Elly’s responses directly from her.
“Rita and me was friends. But it was from before Chandler. There were years when we lived in Denver. We were neighbors in a little duplex.”
“And Knox was the big brother. He bothered you.”
“More than bothered me,” she reported. Her face slid into a mask of far away and long ago. “He started out givin’ us girls drugs and booze. We were barely teens. Then he’d load us up, and he…” She paused searching words. “He’d separated us. He’d bother me.”
“I’m sorry, Elly. Sorry it happened.”
“Me, too. He terrified me.”
“And Rita? She seemed to care about him.”
“No. She whitewashed him. Sometimes Rita and I fight because she says I’m making it all up. But I know she was afraid to cross him. She knew he’d a killed her.”
Royce interrogated, “Do you think she might have killed him to prevent him from killing her?” 
“If she didn’t kill him back when he made us addicts and was taking what he wanted from her best friend—well why would she do it now?”
“Maybe it finally got to her,” Royce offered.
“She was still afraid of him. We both were. Jade was his new victim. But she did love him. Until it wore thin. Then she mighta tried calling it off. She musta known he was dangerous.”
“You think she killed him before he could kill her?”
“Maybe so.”
“But you didn’t kill him?”
A flicker of fear flashed from her eyes. “No. I never killed him. Is that what you think?”
“Not at all,” Royce looked down. Her light eyebrows lifted. “No. I just think you’d be justified for your hatred of him. He took your childhood. Robbed you.”
“But he’s gone now.” She suddenly looked like a small child. “He won’t hurt any of us anymore. And I’m glad he’s dead.”
Royce squinted. Her glance down at Elly’s trembling fist told of the trauma. “I’ve got a very long list of people who are glad he’s dead. One of them probably killed him. It wasn’t divine intervention with a rifle. So I suspect it was a person who didn’t mind being a silent hero.”
“Whoever done it, well, yes. He’s my hero.”
“You think it was a man?”
“Usually killers are men.”
“But not all. Especially when it’s a firearm—weapons are the equalizer. Many women around here are firearms experts.”
“Not me and not Rita.”
Royce nodded. “So I’ve got to get to work.”
“I figured you were asking me questions because you were working.”
“Even enforcers sometimes talk just to know about people. Not interrogations.” She smiled. Elly wasn’t convinced of Royce’s statement. But that was all right. It was mostly true.
 
* * * * *
 
Each encounter became a clue that was stacked in one portion or the other of Royce’s mind. By noon, she decided to pick up a takeaway of Molly’s special pasties lunch. Carrying away the small sack and the coffee cup, Royce eased into her vehicle. Chance attempted to sniff at the pasties. 
“I’ve got some scraps Mom sent along for you, Chance,” she spoke to her companion. She wanted to drive to a place where she could clear her mind. The murder scene wasn’t the most restful place, but Shinney Forest was an area of the past. She would sit on a rock where she and Hertha often sat when visiting the Shinney field.
After parking, Royce and Chance crossed the familiar field. It was a place where there was a silent pledge of memories. Heroic games of Ute glory unfolded. The huge quartz stone was at the corner of the clearing. Hertha had once mentioned it was most probably a place of honor where a Chief and his princess sat. The tribe might have believed the rose pink stone held special powers.   
As she eased her tired body down, she closed her eyes. Opening them, she disputed her own decision of picking this place. Its memory brought Hertha to her. 
The impatient pup whined. Royce looked back over her shoulder. Across the road was a murder scene. 
After feeding Chance some of the scraps, she took out the pasty and began munching it. The handheld, folded piecrust held vegetables, buffalo meat, and gravy. The coffee she sipped soothed her tight throat.
She wished the meal would sooth the tears that began to form. From the view of the Shinney field emerged conversations she’d had with Hertha. 
Hertha had explained the berdache—two-spirited American Indians. They were the gay Indians and were accepted. Just as if they’d been born as the majority, just different—they became special members of the tribes. They understood centuries before the contents of religious ranting changed public opinion. And those descendants, who refused to accept, picketed a soldier’s funeral. And they desecrated that young hero’s graveside and stone. 
She wanted to arrest the person who killed Knox Griffin. And she wanted to arrest the person, or those persons, responsible for throwing trash on a gravesite and smashing the granite gravestone. 
From her pocket, she pulled the mangled bronze military emblem. She had carried it with her in her pockets since she’d found it. It was not only a symbol of the destructive hate, but it was a token for a soldier who had given his life. Her fingers lovingly grazed the memento of bravery. 
Lifting her arm, she signaled to Chance that she could now do her wild, leaping, and show-stopping exercise routine across the meadowland. When Chance ran with complete abandon, there was the expression of perfect ecstasy, of exquisite freedom, and of romping in her own canine land of pretend.  
 
* * * * *
 
Afternoon had been an assortment of distress calls from motorists, homeowners, and other’s with minor complaints. Royce had time to check through the various agencies about possible evidence. 
By early evening, Royce realized she’d taken fifteen minutes to actually streamline the questions that were developing on the Knox Griffin murder and his sister’s disappearance. She was perturbed when she got a call from District Attorney Lyn Evans. D.A. Evans requested her presence in the D.A.’s upstairs office.
“You want to see me?” Royce suspiciously asked as she entered the office. 
“I’m just checking on the Griffin murder case. Is there any new information or any suspects?”
Royce gave up the glimmer of a smile. “It’s what I call a very cluttered case.”
“Am I keeping you from your dinner with Miss America?”
“No.” She glanced at her watch, and then replied, “I guess it is getting late.”
“Hungry?” Lyn asked with eyebrows lifted and a side-glance in Royce’s direction.
Royce reported, “Starving.” She hoped Lyn Evans would adjourn the meeting.  
“I’m also starving. Why don’t you follow me up to my apartment in Crystal? I can fix us dinner while we talk about the various cases.”
Royce nodded her agreement. The women went to their respective vehicles. Following carefully, the sheriff was amazed when they arrived at the luxury Golden Nugget apartment complex.
Lyn Evans lived in the penthouse of one of the priciest properties in the ski town. Crystal was not on the same prestigious property level as Aspen and Vail, but it was certainly out of most people’s range.
Entering the penthouse, Royce asked, “Are you sure it’s okay to bring Chance?”
“I live in a pet-tolerant and everything-tolerant complex.”
Royce whistled, and then commented, “Whew, the D.A. position must be paying better these days.”
“My granddad founded a candy factory.” Lyn’s arm stretched out, beckoning Royce toward the streamlined kitchen island. 
Taking a seat on one of the stools, Royce chuckled. “He didn’t discover butterscotch hard candies, did he? If so, I probably paid for a month in this penthouse.”
“I noticed you slipping disks of candy in your mouth. I also smelled the fragrance of butterscotch. But no, he was founder of an extravagantly lavish chocolate company. Loads and loads of dripping calories. My father always says my granddad’s wisdom was passed down. People love luscious chocolate—and they’ll pay for what they love.”
“Looks like his business acumen worked.” Royce glanced down at Chance. “Thanks for allowing Chance in. I think she’ll behave.”
Lyn opened a bottle of red wine. She gracefully poured wine into two frosted glasses. “I feel as though I know Chance. They called her ‘flunky’ in K-9 school.”
Royce grinned. “Her official name was Not-A-Chance.”
“I know. My ex attempted to train her. Small world.”
“Your ex. He’s a dog trainer?”
“She’s Diana Wilson.”
Royce swallowed. “The one with her own TV show about changing the behavior of animals?”
“That’s the one,” Lyn answered as she began preparing the sauce of herbs and butter. The scent of the seasoning was strongly tarragon and chives. She also heated chicken breasts covered with oranges and kale. On another burner, water was heated for the egg noodles.
“I knew large cities sometimes call in special trainers.”
“Yes, Diana does pro bono work all over the country. Denver had contacted her about three of their special needs K-9s. They all three were from amazing bloodlines—I guess from the best strain of any police dog line.” Laughing, she continued, “Diana said Chance was not only the worst dog she ever worked with at the Academy, but the worst dog in all her time training dogs.”
Defending, Royce said, “Chance didn’t like role-play.”
“She said Chance was a clown. She was never prepared to attack like a get-in-your-grill dog. And she was way too small.”
“She can get vicious when she needs to.” Royce was nearly sulking.
“Come on, Sherriff. I know that. I’m just giving you a bad time. I saw Chance at the soldier’s burial. I had to keep my opinions out of the fracas. But I was cheering her on.”  
“Funny, my friend, Valeria—you called her Miss America—she said you’re Sapphic. I didn’t believe her.”
“Well, there you are. Resipsa loquitur. The fact speaks for itself. I’m not only a skilled litigator—I’m also a skilled lesbian.”
“Why did you select Timber City?” Royce studied the suave, confident young woman in her mid-thirties. Her eyes seemed even more sapphire blue when she lit the candles. 
“Mind putting the candles on the table?” she asked. When she handed them to the sheriff, their hands touched. She smiled softly. 
“Mind answering my question? Why Timber?” she repeated.
“It’s a career stopover in my quest to become D.A. of a large city. I’m ambitious.” 
“To achieve your ambition, you’ve got to haul culprits away. Major cases. You want Knox’s killer to be found, indicted, convicted, and in the prosecutorial win column.”
“Undeniably correct. That’s exactly it. From you, I need admissible evidence, no invalid or questionable forensics, solid and credible witnesses, and a case that will indeed be in my win column.”
“I prefer to believe a case is shared. It becomes the State’s case with enforcers and skilled prosecutors each sharing in the apportionment of the State’s win column.”
Lyn laughed. It was a throaty, charming laugh. “I’m glad you’re a sheriff and not a defense attorney.” She placed their plates of chicken breasts smothered with oranges and sauce, and buttered egg noodles slathered with the tarragon and other herbs on the table. Freshly chopped garlic chives topped the dish. “Have a seat and dig in.” 
Royce took a bite, and complimented, “You’re also a skilled chef.”
“Thanks, I’ve only got a dozen recipes. But I’ve memorized them, and practiced them. So they are okay. But I’d like to perfect them.”
“I’ll bet you strive for perfection in everything you do.” 
“I want what all other D.A.s want—convictions. Isn’t that what you want?”
“I want justice.” Royce took a sip of wine. “At least you admit your ambition.”
“Diana accused me of being driven. We actually were a matched set. After a decade together, things disintegrated. She admitted that I wasn’t a wacko poodle she could cure and lead around. There couldn’t be two alphas.”   
Royce didn’t reply. How could she explain that her relationship with Hertha wasn’t a power struggle? It was a love of togetherness and belonging. “Each relationship is different.”
“I inquired about your status. You were with the beautiful Valeria. Next, there was a long term relationship with a woman named Hertha. Now you’re back with Miss America.”
Royce gave a mock grimace. “You make it sound so soap opera. Years ago, Valeria was fighting her own demons. She left me. I was with Hertha until she decided she needed to move. She moved back with her old flame.”
“You and Hertha might have struck out for someone new rather than going back to exes. You might have given the rest of us a chance.” 
Chance raised her head. Royce couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s okay, girl.”
“Well?” 
“Valeria and I are friends. She’s only comforting me. Right now, my concerns are finding a woman who’s vanished. Also solving the murder of a lowlife.”
“Would you stay for an after dinner drink?” Lyn encouraged.
“I’d better get going so I’ll be fresh for tomorrow morning’s Deputy meeting. Thanks for dinner, Lyn. It was excellent.”
Royce stood. Lyn walked her to the door. “Thanks for accepting my invitation. Just push Nyl on the elevator keypad.”
“Your name backward.” Royce grinned. “For a hotshot attorney, you might have thought about a more original password.”
Lyn shrugged. As they stood together, awaiting the elevator, Royce leaned into what she thought would be a quick, polite hug. Instead, it turned into a quick, polite kiss. “I’m not sure where that came from,” Royce said with embarrassment. 
“I only allowed you to kiss me because I was afraid you might arrest me for resisting.” 
Royce blushed. Lyn was well aware Royce knew Lyn Evans had never resisted anything she wanted.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 16
Gran had served up a perfectly prepared breakfast of bacon, eggs, hash browns, pancakes, and coffee. The blending of those culinary fragrances had always made Royce smile. She’d told her grandmother on a weekly basis that she should be taking it a little easier. Since it did no good, the sheriff ate with relish. Both her smile, and her enjoyment of the meal, was Gran’s reward. At least, that was what her grandmother told her repeatedly.
 At work, it had been a busy morning at the Sheriff’s Department. Royce had calls from both her mother and Gwen. She decided to stop by the Times first, and then on to Molly’s for a quick lunch. 
Entering the cozy newspaper office, Royce realized how much she enjoyed the ambiance of the old-fashioned structure. It was a combination of wooden floors and walls. The antique photographs were brown tones, showing the historical townspeople, including the grandfather and father of Gwen Ives. All the furnishings were original. The pressroom housed an obsolete press, Linotype, and type benches. On the other side of the room was what Gwen and Nadine had referred to as their tech printing area. When hot type changed to cold type, their newspaper converted to layouts that needed only to be adhered to paper, photographed, and put to bed. 
Gwen had said the glamor went out of it with modern equipment. Although they kept the old equipment for giving tours of a historic frontier newspaper, they used the less labor-intensive modern system for their newspaper. 
“We’re just putting the paper to bed. This is one weak issue,” Gwen commented. “Royce, please don’t tell me I need to hold the presses.”
“Wish I could tell you there was a new headline for you. Nothing. No gossip from Gran,” Royce said as she sat. As she did, both Priss and Valentino jumped into her lap. Chance issued a slight growl. “I’m okay, Chance. Sit. At ease.” The German shepherd obediently sat. “Where’s Zane?”
Gwen chuckled. “Zane’s too lazy to get up before noon. He’s even lazier than the cats. But don’t tell Nadine I said that. She thinks they’re all ready for their own reality show.” Gwen sat at her desk, across from Royce. “Not a clue yet?”
“We have ballistics. But we need a matching rifle. There was nothing else—we checked possible evidence. So we’ve ended up with a few of the empty plastic evidence bags that had carried the trash—bottle caps, wrappers, etc. Forensics gives print values on the trash and trinkets an inconclusive. They’re still checking the other batch of trash bags for latent prints.” 
“I’m beginning to think it might have been a drug hit.”
“This morning, Gran said the gossip was Rita might have killed Knox. Gran overheard a couple of the younger women say Rita only stuck up for Knox because she wanted to keep her friendship with Jade. Everyone you talk with has a different theory. Elly, Jade, Rita, Faye, the Gentrys, the Carrs, Tanner, even Stan—the Deputy. All could have offed Knox. That’s just to mention a few coming to mind.”
Gwen sighed. “Hell’s Bells. Knox had way too many enemies.” With a sweep of her arm, she asked, “Let’s not talk murder. Let’s talk love. How’s Valeria?”
“I didn’t see her last night. The new D.A. called me just when I was getting ready to leave the office. She suggested we go to her apartment where we could talk about the case. You ought to see the place. It’s in Crystal, and she has a penthouse in the Golden Nugget Complex.”
Gwen’s eyebrows lifted. “Dinner with the D.A?”
“Newsflash,” Royce said with a smile, “she’s family.”
“Lyn Evans is lesbian?” Her expression was one of astonishment.
“Yes. For your and Nadine’s ears only. Her ex is Diana Wilson.”
“Dog trainer. Oh, hell’s bells. Nadine said she thought Diana Wilson was one of us.” 
“Well, mystery solved.”
Gwen interrogated, “So did you stay over?”
“No, I returned to Gran’s after a great meal and a chat with the D.A.”
“I thought you didn’t like her. With her egalitarian air of elegance and her jurisdictional pomp.”
“We might have gotten over our initial thoughts about one another. At the burial of Doyle, we were both abrasive. Well, she was abrasive first.” Royce lifted the cats down, then her back straightened as she rose to her feet. “It was a mellow evening with no altercations. I didn’t issue a citation.”
“Would you have liked to stay over?”
Royce sauntered to the door. “She might have liked for me to stay over. But you know how I am.” Royce patted her leg to let Chance know it was time to leave. 
Gwen was grinning. “How are you?”
“Eager women frighten me.”
 
* * * * *
 
Back in the office at her desk, Royce gave a gushing sigh. She mulled the word clarity. There was no clarity in any direction. The murder case was one of expanding the suspect list. Maybe it was a drug cartel that had moved into the Crystal area. Nick was savvy and probably would have voiced his suspicions. As for the missing persons case—there was a woman with mystery swirling around her. She had gone missing just prior to the time her brother was gunned down. Not an iota of clarity.
The sheriff’s morning interrogation with Faye and Jade again yielded nothing. It was the same old, tired summery they’d both maintained before. Royce vowed to continue her attempt to break them, even though the conversation usually turned into Jade’s moan about Royce not going to the state prison to meet with Jade’s father. 
And finally, there was the case of vandalism against a fallen soldier’s headstone. Royce reached down to her pocket and felt the outline of the battered bronze emblem. Vandalism at its ugliest had taken its place in Timber City. Bigots simulated human beings.
The gold standard of crime solving was her father’s final downfall. Sheriff Grady Madison had solved a mystery—and lost his life. Glancing down at her holstered service firearm made her lonely for her father. She didn’t want him forgotten. 
For years, she had carried Grady’s gun. It was a Smith & Wesson revolver. Not only was it outdated, but also the Sheriff’s Department had talked about bringing uniformity to their choice of weapons. So a few years ago, standard service firearms were issued. The department weapons to be used were decided on by deputy vote. They had selected the Glock 22 that she now carried. It was highly ranked among enforcers and trustworthy. Most of the deputies voted for the Glock because it allowed for .40 caliber ammunition, and thus had stopping power for large animals. In the mountain areas, there were wildlife encounters requiring firepower. That was a concern in choosing a weapon. 
The safety of the deputies and the citizens of Timber City was Royce’s commitment. Her jaw band twitched. She rubbed her temple. Her county’s usually secure sweetness was souring. A murder case was going cold. A strange missing person’s case was chasing ghosts. Nothing was fitting. Nothing was coming together. Silently, Royce cursed the inaction of the cases.  
Reaching for the evidence bags that were left on her desk, she saw an assortment of small items found in the vicinity of the trail above the murder scene. These had been returned from the lab. Either no fingerprints were found or they had been smudged by weather and time. 
Dropped by hikers, hunters and fisherpersons, or tourists, they didn’t seem relevant—and they were deemed unimportant. Aged trash at the side of a trail seemed sad to Royce. Sad that it hadn’t been picked up and discarded properly—it was tossed, leaving the forest less than pristine. 
Through the clear plastic, Royce saw a portion of a candy bar wrapper, a rusted key chain, water bottle caps, and a portion of a toy Royce speculated might be a princess’ red robe, a page from a notebook that had a grocery list, a small battery—presumably from a camera, and half a dozen beer caps. 
They were stray items that had found their way to the forest floor, having little importance, and no evidentiary value. Royce recalled when she and Hertha took walks, hiking the trails, and they would always carry a trash sack with them. They both knew the importance of keeping the land clean and the waters purified.
Each time remembrances of Hertha snuck into Royce’s mind, she felt tears beginning to seep from her eyes. This longing for the woman she loved was compounded by every other event in her life. When other cases had baffled Royce, she could always find solace in the arms of her lover. 
Although she warned herself not to allow hope to be there, it was. Perhaps, she thought, eventually time would dash any optimism of Hertha’s return. As if on cue, Chance’s chin rested on her knee. Smiling at the young dog, she realized she had so much to be thankful for—friends, family, and Chance.
 
* * * * *
 
After her shift had ended, the sheriff drove to Valeria’s townhouse. 
A quick kiss at the door, Valeria leaned into a hug. “You are so tense.”
Royce nodded. “Just work overload. Lack of solving cases overload.”
“And?”
“It’s beginning to impact my soul.”
“Royce, you’re sounding very ominous.” Valeria’s tailored work fashion often stiffened her demeanor. She poured herself a sparkling water with lime, and Royce opened a bottle of iced tea. “So what’s really going on?”
“I had dinner with the D.A. last night.”
“And she is a committee member. And she is interested in you?”
“Maybe so. I can’t read her. But she did let me know she’s a member.” 
“My gaydar is very fine-tuned,” Val said. She chuckled. 
Royce frowned. “It was good to know she isn’t as starchy as she appeared. She is as arrogant, though.” 
“So you’ve been won over. Was it a kiss and makeup scene?” When her question met with silence, Valeria spoke softly, “Darling, you can fess up. I know you too well.”
“There’s an attraction.”
“She’s a beautiful woman.” Val reached to take Royce’s hand. “We agreed that our fling would be temporary. Royce, I’m happy for you.”
“There’s nothing to be happy about yet.” Glancing back at Chance, she mumbled, “Nothing happened. She’s bossy and a know-it-all. She’s a hell-of-a prosecutor. I read her bio. Impressive.”
“Royce, give it a chance. Look, we both know that we can’t settle down. I’m busy here—Chandler is my life. Enforcement is yours. I know you’re probably thinking Hertha might return. Don’t live in a dream. Move on. The probability of meeting Sapphics in Timber City is not that great. And there probably aren’t mail-order lesbians. If you meet someone you like, go for it. You are a settling down kind of woman. Don’t live an empty life.”
Royce leaned to kiss Valeria’s cheek. “You really think I should pursue Lyn Evans?”
“I don’t know why you wouldn’t. Look, what we have is something very special. You were broken, and I wanted to ease your pain.”
“You did ease my pain. And I thank you for that.”
“All of this has given me a kind of redemption. I hurt you once. Helping to patch you now—well, that’s what I was born to do. It’s why I’m working to give back—to help people. I’d left so many women in my wake. At least I can try healing a few hearts now.” With a quick laugh, she added, “Life is filled with interludes. Humanity shares those interludes with one another. That’s my philosophy.”
Somewhat somber, yet with laughter interspersed, they shared a meal of one of Valeria’s specialties. Trout Almondine was a favorite of Royce’s—flavors of garlic, shallots, parsley, and almonds blended with liqueur, lemon juice with heavy cream. Served beside the trout was wild rice with sliced Shitake mushrooms, grated parmesan, and herbs.
Before Royce left, she complimented Valeria on the gourmet dinner. “When my life is less busy with crime, I’m going fishing again. I’ll provide you with plenty of catch-of-the-day fish.”
Giving Royce a hug, Valeria said, “Trout, Walleye Pike—I’ll hold you to that promise.” She hesitated. “Anytime you need a cuisine al la Valeria, just stop by. Or anytime you need a shoulder.”
This goodbye between the women was better than before—when Royce was angry and hurt. As Royce and Chance made their way back to her vehicle, Royce realized it was better because now it wasn’t really a goodbye at all. It was a friendship.      
 
 
 



CHAPTER 17 
“I’m betting Mom went across the street to see Gwen and Nadine,” Royce said to Pearl.
“Yes, it’s been slow this morning. She’ll be sorry she missed you.” Pearl was exuberant. Youth’s innocence and naïveté showed on her face. She wasn’t out of her teen years, and she lived at home with her parents and felt fortunate to have a job as Molly’s assistant. Molly Madison would share her baking expertise. There wasn’t another baker in their section of Colorado that could tutor and mentor as Molly would. “Want some coffee? I just put on a fresh pot.”
“Thanks.” The sheriff sat on a stool at the counter. “You’re probably too young, but have you heard anything about any of the people close to the Knox Griffin murder?”
Pearl’s curly long hair bobbled as she shook her head. “They’re all older than I am so I don’t know any of them. I talk with Jade when she comes over for breaks. She’s not doing much talking.” Pearl’s lips tightened. “Well, she says stuff like you ought a get the lead out and solve her husband’s killing.”
Royce grinned. “She’s said that to me more than once. Do you know Rita at all?”
“She’s sort of a weird lady.” Pearl’s face flushed. “Well, you know a flake. And she’s got a reputation for whoring.”
“So I’ve heard. How about Elly? She’s in the mix somewhere or she thinks she is.” Royce coaxed information.
“Well, sometimes when Jade was here, Rita would drop by, too. They made fun of Elly. They made fun of Bill following Elly around like a lap dog.” Pearl leaned across the counter. “Jade and Rita call him Jethro. They say Bill’s big and dumb.”
Royce heard the bells over the door. “Hi, Mom.” 
Molly gave Royce a quick hug as she rounded the counter. She slipped her apron on then scolded Pearl. “Now, Pearl, don’t you be gossiping.”
“Mom, I was making an inquiry.”
“Well, Bill is a nice young man. And chin-waggin’ isn’t good,” Molly defended.
Pearl’s eyebrows lifted. “He’s mellow, but my eldest sister tells he got into trouble when he was in high school.”
“Trouble?” Royce inquired with a frown. “What kind?”
“One of the football players was feelin’ up this girl. She was crying, and Bill sorted out the football player. He got expelled for a month. But he claimed he was only defending the honor of a girl.”
Molly shook her head. “See, he’s a nice young man. So we’ll have no more prattle here in the Pantry.”
Royce rolled her eyes. “It really was my fault,” Royce said. She then grinned until her dimples were very deep. “And seriously, Mom—no prattle in the Pantry?”
Pearl asked, “Sheriff, do you remember that note a woman left on a windshield?”
“What?” Royce was perplexed.
Molly interceded, “Royce, you recall when a lady slammed into a parked car and left the note.” Molly began to giggle in chains of laughter. “Pearl loves that story. You tell her, Royce.”
With a smile, Royce answered, “Oh, yes. The famous case. The woman left a note saying that her car had surprised the parked car. She did leave her number and insurance information.”
“I just tell Pearl the silly things. See you later, Royce,” Molly said through her laughter.
Nodding, Royce chuckled as she went out onto the walkway. She glanced down at Chance. “Leave ‘em laughing, Chance.” Then she solemnly muttered, “Plenty amazing. Maybe I should be doing standup comedy instead of trying to find a killer and a missing woman.”
Chance’s gait seemed to stall as she looked back at Royce. She then gave a warning yelp.
“Are you trying to tell me we need to take you back to the alley for a wee-wee break?” 
 
* * * * *
 
“Hey, Plato,” Royce greeted the town derelict. “Any news for me?”
“I’m outta puffs,” he responded. “A turn-up for the books—I think Faye’s got a secret lover, but it ain’t that Tanner fella a’tal.”
“Why do you think that?”
“She takes her breaks at different times.”
“Let’s pretend she’s just having a little fun. So what do you have about the murder or the missing woman?”
“Sheriff, that Rita might be leavin’ the county?”
Looking dubious, she questioned, “Why?”
“I heard Jade say something about movin’ Rita.”
“Who did she say it to, and what were her exact words?”
Plato grimaced. “She was a talkin’ to that lamebrain Elly. That one is almost as bad as Rita. Anyways, she said Rita’s gotta be moved.”
“Keep your eyes on them and let me know what’s happening.” Royce fished a five dollars bill out of her pocket and handed it to Plato. “Don’t smoke this all in one place. Catch you later, Plato.”
He cackled loudly. Then Royce’s C.I. turned and disappeared down the alley. 
“Come on, Chance,” she called. Chance didn’t appear to be happy that everyone was amused by their sheriff. 
 
* * * * *
 
Royce pushed back the swinging door of the Bell Ringer Saloon. Royce approached the bar where Faye and Tanner were standing. She asked Faye, “Is Jade in?”
“Over in the corner booth. But, Royce, she’s not in a good mood.”
“I’m not either.” Royce’s shoulders lifted and she strode across the barroom to the booth. To one of bar’s regular customers, Royce said, “I need to talk with Jade in private.” Quickly, the elderly man left. Royce sat across from Jade. Before Jade had time to make a comment, Royce spoke, “Jade, I’m tired of trying to solve a crime without help from the main players. You act as through you are all kids in nursery school. And this is serious. I want answers. You were overheard talking about moving Rita.”
Jade glanced away. Her silence was interpreted by the sheriff as a stall. Royce’s lips tightened.
Finally, Jade answered, “I didn’t talk about moving Rita. I don’t know where she is.”
“Sure you do.”
“I was… I was talking about moving her stuff out of her Eagle Inn room.”
“Bull. Her rent wasn’t due, so Ursula and Mac wouldn’t have wanted her moved yet. Where is she?”
“I don’t keep surveillance on my friends. She didn’t swallow a fuckin’ GPS.”
Royce gave a sigh. At least she wasn’t the only comedian on duty. “I’m getting the impression she’s frightened. So who is she afraid of?”
“I’ve got no idea.” For a moment, there was a flash of truth in Jade’s eyes. “I wish I did.”
“I wish you did. I wish I did.” Royce stood. She leaned over the table and spoke down to Jade. “If I find out you know something about this, I’ll arrest you for complicity and for hampering an investigation. We’ve got a D.A. who is a real law and order, smack- their-teeth-down-their-lying-throat kind of woman. She’ll prosecute.”
“Fuck you, Royce Madison. Don’t come around here threatening me. You’d like nothing better than to put me behind bars just like my father.”
“There’s nothing I’d like less than to handcuff you, Jade.”
The minute she walked outside, she noticed Tanner had exited the bar during her talk with Jade. He was bent down petting Chance. Without looking up, he whispered quickly. “Meet me over at the parking lot.” He stood, and spoke nonchalantly, “Great dog.”
With a tip of her Stetson, Royce’s head inclined, indicating she would meet him.
Although she walked toward the Court House entrance, she made a quick left down a sidewalk leading to the parking area. When she turned, she saw Tanner waiting behind some bushes. Chance rushed to him immediately. 
“Tanner, have you got something for me?”
“All I’ve got is what you suspect. Rita is terrified of someone. Maybe the killer of Knox.”
“You’re confirming my suspicion, but I need a name.”
His fingers raked through his thick hair, and he grimaced. “Look, you may not like me butting into your personal life. I know how you feel about Jade’s old man. But maybe you’re losing sight of something important. You have something important to trade.”
“That would be?”
“Okay, I respect your wanting to seek revenge for your father’s death. I know people around here loved Grady Madison. They loved him because he would have done anything to protect the citizens of this place. And he did. But now, maybe you can agree not to go before the Review Board. You know your input would make certain Yancy Sumner is executed. If you agreed not to recommend he be executed, you might get the information you need to save another life. Why not trade Jade your assurance not to testify. She’ll give up information you might need. I think your dad would want that more than he would want revenge.”
Royce’s eyes burned, tears quickly bundled in her eyes. “You think Jade would tell me what I need?”
“She’s said a million times she wasn’t going to talk with you because why should she—you’re going to be responsible for her father being executed.”
Royce shrugged as she wiped an escaping tear. “You’re a good man, Tanner. Credit due. You seem to understand problem solving from both sides of a predicament.”
“I was a hell of a good soldier in a hell of an awful war. I couldn’t afford not to understand everyone’s vantage point. I’m thinking your father would understand your decision. He wouldn’t want anyone else getting hurt—or lives getting lost. Besides, you and I both know that Yancy could die way before the scheduled execution date anyway. Why waste an opportunity with fate. He’s in protective custody. He’s double-locked. Yancy Sumner will never draw another breath of free air. ”
“Thanks, Tanner.”
“I hope by saying this, I won’t lose my chance to become a deputy.”
Royce smiled. “Nope. It improved it. I need people around who will keep my moral compass tuned. And accurate.”
Royce caught his return smile before she turned around. She headed back across the street to the Bell Ringer. Before she got to the swinging doors, she stopped. Her heart was racing wildly. She turned and walked toward the Timber City Times.
 
 
* * * * * 
 
She sank, nearly collapsing into the familiar old rocking chair. 
Gwen surveyed her face. “Royce, what’s wrong?”
“I just talked with someone about going before the Review Board to see that my father’s murderer be executed.” Her sigh was troubled. When her words began, they came in a gush.
“Royce, Yancy is guilty. The citizens, the jury, they gave their judgment. If you’re thinking of overturning the people’s will, it’s a mistake.”
“I wouldn’t be overturning it. I just wouldn’t be lobbying for execution.”
“Crap!” Gwen’s voice rose. “You know Faye, Jade, even Molly, and your Gran have opposed the execution. If you aren’t there—they’ll probably overturn it. Grady won’t have anyone speaking up for his memory. Well, me, I’m speaking up for the execution.”
“And if there is another death in Timber because I didn’t make a trade with Yancy’s daughter for information? If I could have stopped the death of a citizen?”
“Jade is a spoiled brat. She and the silly hellions she hangs out with are like high school girls. Elly wants Rita’s approval Rita wants Jade’s approval—they’re like a bunch of kids.”
“I can’t argue that,” Royce replied glumly.
“Now Jade is hijacking the decision of the citizens and court of this land. Don’t you see that? As a nation of freedom, we can’t afford to become blackmailed. You’re obsessed about finding the perpetrator of someone who desecrated a soldier’s grave. That soldier fought and died to protect our system of justice.”
“Gwen, I wanted to talk with you first because I value your thoughts. But it was an ex-soldier who encouraged me. I can’t forget that making decisions in wartime—the moment itself is important. Military men and women are trained to weigh each incident as a steppingstone to the next. Living in the now is a new challenge to be resilient and save lives.”
“I think your decision is made.” Gwen threw down her pen and swirled her desk chair around. “But Royce, before you go ahead with this, go up there on that little hill and look down on your father’s grave.”
Royce’s fast stride had gotten her to her vehicle. Chance jumped into the front seat before she’d even patted it. 
There was an urgency Chance sensed. When they arrived at the cemetery, Chance followed the sheriff’s quick pace. Her plod to her father’s graveside was heavy and explorative. She was looking for Grady’s spiritual blessing. She was examining her own soul. Royce reached her father’s large tombstone. She saw the name of her father and the space beside where her mother’s name would one day be carved. She wondered if she was paying respect because she was about to betray her father’s memory. Was she trading that memory off for solving a case?
After tears, and after self-inflicted debates, she strode across the stone forest. Tombstones were stationed upon the earth. Beneath were loved ones. Her grandfather’s grave was beside Grady’s several rows away. She smiled as she passed Laramie Wyoming’s grave. He’d been a friend of hers and a friend of Timber County. The newly grooved grave of Private Jamison Doyle saddened her. 
As if memories once crouched were now attacking her, Royce suddenly understood. Her father would not only dislike the fact that anyone else would be harmed. He probably knew what his early death had done to Royce. He probably wouldn’t want Jade, or any other child, to endure the loss of a parent.
She had now made her decision.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 18 
Royce had called dispatch from her Expedition SUV. She checked out for the day, asking that her calls be taken by Nick.  
She continued her trip to the Colorado State Prison. 
It had been five years since she’d seen Yancy Sumner. Every five years, there was a Review Board to commute his execution. During the last one, she was there to establish her voice in favor of not commuting the execution. In the next few weeks, the final review was scheduled. Then, if it were not approved—Yancy Sumner would be executed. 
That was her bargaining chip.
Yancy Sumner awaited her in a small interrogation room. He was in leg-irons and was shackled to the floor. His once husky body was now flaccid girth. There was no muscle mass anywhere on the fifty-five-year-old man. His ashen face was stubbly and sickly. In fifteen years, he had aged at least twice that. Royce felt certain each of those days he had considered his future. He had agonized about that last day when he walked in chains toward his execution. 
Royce sat across from him. 
“Come to gloat?” he grunted.
“No.” There was an elongated silence. She finally continued, “I’ve come to make a deal with you.”
“I ain’t exactly in a dealing position.”
“I may be in a compromising position,” Royce stated firmly. “We’ve got a missing woman and her dead brother. I need Jade’s help in getting everyone out of harm’s way. Jade is resisting.”
“Arrest her.” His laugh was flat.
“Yancy, the missing woman is in fear. Her brother has been murdered. No one is giving up answers. I’d be willing to stay home during your review. That would give you a chance of having the death sentence commuted. But I need Jade’s full cooperation. I think you could sway her—convince her to assist me.”
“I don’t wanna die.”
“My father didn’t want to die.”
His eyes blinked wildly. “I didn’t wanna kill him.” There were tears being fought back. 
“But you did. And now you don’t want to forfeit your life.”
“I might as well. I don’t go into the yards. I get no sunshine. I’ve gotten the crap beat outta me a couple of times. This ain’t a picnic.”
“No. But get used to it. Either that or a lethal injection. If they don’t execute you, you’ll live with the Buck Roger’s Sentence.”
“Buck Roger’s Sentence?” he questioned.
“You’ll be out in the twenty-fifth century. And not before.”
His eye began twitching. “The only way I can take living behind bars is the thought if Jade ever needs me.”
“Well, she may need you right now. Yancy, her husband was shot to death. His sister is running from some danger. Jade is dead-center in the middle.”
“Faye told me she’s scared about it, too.”
“Have I got your full cooperation?”
“Do I have your word on the review thing?”
“You do. If Jade doesn’t help me, she could be the next victim. So you convince her. If you don’t, I swear to you, I’ll show up at the Review Board hearing filled with anger. All bets are off if Jade doesn’t produce something to help me. At the review, I’ll tighten your fate with everything I have. I’ll buckle you in. Got it?”
“I got it.”
“Good. I don’t like you, Yancy. Not only for what you did to my father, but also the fact that you nearly killed me. And Hertha.”
“You still with that veterinarian?”
Royce’s jaw band tightened. “The woman you almost killed, the one you called a squaw—she moved back to where her people are.”
“I’m sorry. I would have killed you both if your dog wouldn’ta jumped me.”
“Smoky tripped you up. A pup had you on your ass. Beat you. I’ve never forgotten that.” Royce stood. “Smoky died at fifteen, after a full and free life. Her heroism was honored by having a bronze statue erected in the middle of town. The citizens of her town loved her. You are here wasting away. And nobody gives a damn.”
“I’m sorry for all the crap I done.”
“This is probably the last chance you have to do anything good. Help me save your daughter. Or someone else’s daughter.”
“I’ll do my best.” 
Royce rattled the door, and then she turned to look at the man she despised. “Your best.” Her expression told him that his best was a small consolation. But one Royce would accept. If it bought her some answers—some clues that might help her protect her town.
 
* * * * *
 
Royce drove into Crystal. She stopped before getting back onto the highway. Wondering if possibly, Lyn had returned back to penthouse, Royce phoned. When Lyn answered, she immediately teased, “Playing hooky, Sheriff?”
“Nope. I was definitely on company business. Are you still in Timber or home?”
“I got out of court early—or I guess on time. It’s normally late. So I just arrived home. Where are you?”
“I just pulled off the highway. I’m in Crystal.”
“Come on over,” she said with an inviting and sultry voice. 
“I’m probably not fit company. I’m what they refer to as conflicted.”
“Does that have anything to do with being easily seduced? Because we’ve talked and met for breaks. And it’s time we see if this attraction will levitate our libido. Unless you’re still interested in Valeria?”
“I told you before, Val and my relationship was what she calls an interlude. She said she was glad she was there for me. It healed us both. In fact, she said she thought you and I would be good for one another.”
“And are you willing to unpack the contents of your heart again—for someone else?” 
 “Yes. Also, right now, I’m concerned about the case. I can only really talk with you about what I’m doing. No one else would understand. I just wanted to mention that things with the killing have opened up.”
“Opened up?” There was a hesitance, so Lyn asked, “Might as well spill it now. Because if it’s something that will bring down our evening—you can drive back to Timber.”
Royce chuckled. “You’re a fair weather friend?”
“Not at all. However, I dislike stormy weather when I’m feeling romantic. Well, actually down right horny. So let’s hear your conflict.”
Royce related the events of the afternoon. Her visit with Yancy, the deal she struck, the hostility for herself after visiting her father’s grave. “It’s all been very emotional. If I don’t go before the board, they’ll probably commute his sentence to life with no possibility of parole. That is contrary to what a judge and jury in this state wanted. That’s contrary to how those judging his appeal decided. I feel guilt all the way around. ” 
“Listen, gorgeous, you’re over thinking it all. First, your father. He’d be pleased you considered him. And then he’d tell you to do what you need to do. He was a lawman. This case is Arctic cold. You aren’t being disloyal to his memory. You’re doing your job the way it needs to be done. The way he would have wanted it done. Not only that, but the way he would have done it. Yancy will die with a needle in his arm. Or he will die a prisoner. End of story.”
“And Jade? I want to think things through. I’ve got to approach Jade in the morning. I need to make certain she’s spoken with Yancy before I confront her.”
“You covered your word. You told Yancy if she doesn’t cooperate, the deal is off. It’s in her interest to give you what you need. If she doesn’t fold—haul her in and charge her with interfering with enforcement. Get tough. Hell, I’ve got to come to a Western mountain town where you’re supposed to be tough and tumble. I have to teach you how to interrogate with sledgehammer accuracy. I’m fairly productive when it comes to court battles. My instinct is to win. See, we’ll make a great team.”
Royce chuckled a moment. “They said you’re a law and order D.A.”
“Undeniably correct. So, has your gloom evaporated?”
“I’m too frightened for it not to have evaporated. But please don’t greet me at the door with anything sharp.”
“You got it, Sheriff. I’ll try to look sharp, but hold only a glass of wine and room in my arms for you. And don’t forget to bring the SWAT team.”
“SWAT team?”
“Chance. She’s the best SWAT team in Timber County. See you in five minutes.” 
Royce looked down at the gaze of confidence and optimism in Chance’s eyes. Maybe that’s the look Lyn always exuded and why Royce loved being with both the dog and the woman.
When she and Chance made their way back to their vehicle, Royce mumbled, “SWAT team. You’ve convinced the D.A you’re SWAT team material. And the best trainer in the world told you that you’re the worst dog in the world.”  
 
* * * * *
 
“Unwrap you sidearm, Sheriff, and come on in,” Lyn invited. “I’m just putting on some music. It will be a half hour before dinner’s ready. Grab a drink at the bar. I just opened a wonderful burgundy.” 
Royce placed her holstered Glock on the highest shelf atop the maple bookcase. She then walked to the bar. There were two frosted glasses awaiting the wine. Royce poured. The music began with a mellow song. Diana Krall was crooning I’ll String Along With You. Royce’s gaze lifted to see Lyn coming through the doorway. She was wearing a nearly see-through orchid-colored over-blouse and matching shorts.
Her arms were open. Royce stepped into the district attorney’s embrace. She moved against Royce, and swayed. “Let’s dance.”
When their lips were shared, Royce had no way of eluding a dance. Finally, she said, “I’m not a great dancer.”
“Of course, you are. You’re in my arms, and I want your body next to mine.” Into Royce’s ear, she sang the lyrics. Their kiss muzzled the next line. Then, “I’ll string along with you.”
“I like your voice.”
“I was hoping you’d like my everything. Eyes, smile, body. The way I move when your body is near mine.”
“All of the above,” Royce kissed her neck. “Absolutely everything.”
As the evening moved across a meal, a few more dances, and a bottle of fine wine, Royce realized she was actually having a wonderful time. In the grips of romance, she found this staunch, arrogant, conceited attorney—with her celebrated hubris, to be funny and tender.   
“You’re different from when we first met,” Royce commented when they were disrobing for a steamy shower. 
“Undeniably correct! Darling, when I enter an area, I flood the place with optimism. You didn’t see even a little pinch of that when we met?”
“No. I figured I was going to have my hands full.”
As Lyn stepped away from her clothing, she grinned. Her body was gym-perfect. “I hope every time you see me—you always want to have your hands full.”
“Highly likely,” Royce murmured. 
After they showered—and sensuality was tantalizing them entirely, Royce followed Lyn into a spacious, elegant pink, sky blue, and lavender bedroom. From the window leading onto the balcony, Royce saw the crescent moon above. It was a brilliant design moving through the thin gauze of clouds. 
Lyn pulled back the light blue silk sheets. The nude women met in the middle. Royce’s lips roamed across her shoulders. She heard Lyn’s voice softly singing, “I’ll string along with you.” From there, a soft moaning began.
After hours of lovemaking, Royce had only the energy to snuggle with Lyn. “You’re lovely,” she spoke. Her lips skimmed Lyn’s forehead. 
Lyn answered, “We’re a lovely team.” She glanced into Royce’s face. With a frown, she inquired, “Why didn’t you sing a song to me tonight. I’ve sung two or three to you. Especially for you.” 
Royce laughed, and then she saw Lyn was very serious. Royce cleared her throat. “You make me feel like a natural woman,” she half serenaded. 
“You are a natural woman, Royce. Undeniably correct. You really, truly are.” 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 19
Memories flashed through the first part of Royce’s morning. She’d forgotten the warm luster of newly formed love. Her spirit was elevated, but she knew she must concentrate on interrogating Jade. She leaned back in her office chair.  
She didn’t want this looking too easy. Jade couldn’t be in the driver’s seat. So Royce had one of the other deputies roust Jade Arnall-Griffin. Glancing up, she saw District Attorney Lyn Evans walking toward her desk. 
With a bashful blush, Royce tipped her head. “Mornin’.” 
Lyn leaned and whispered in the sheriff’s ear, “You are ravishing.” From where she sat, Royce glanced at the woman’s eye-level breasts. They showed just enough sensuality to be permissible in court, yet still trigger Royce’s heartbeat.
“Glad you dropped by.” 
“We need to talk.” She took a seat across from Royce. Her fingers lifted into a tent. For a moment, she rested her chin against them. “I’d like you to have Jade brought up to my office. I’ll show you good cop/bad cop used with persuasion and a pitchfork.” Her smile lifted. “I’ll let you guess who gets the role of devil-ess. Leave your pitchfork. You wouldn’t know what to do with it.”
“Are you calling me mild-mannered?” Royce was amused. 
“I’ve heard of your deeds of daring and courage. There is also your renowned easy-going way with the lull of a confessional to make your case. Just humor me. I’ve met many, many spoiled little brats like Jade. Princeton was packed with them. They come bundled in dozen batches. ”
Shaking her head, Royce shrugged. “Fine. I’ll take your lead.” 
The women had just gotten settled in the D.A.’s office when Jade arrived. 
Royce heard Jade before she saw her. “Royce, if you want to talk with me, why can’t you—”
“Sit down, Miss Arnall-Griffin,” Lyn curtly insisted. “The sheriff has questions you’re going to answer.”
Jade’s expression was shock, but it quickly converted to outrage. “Now, just a minute, I don’t need to—”
“Sit.” Lyn got up, crossed the room, slammed the door, and then returned. “Royce, what do you need to know?”
Jade eased slowly into the hard-backed chair.
Royce began. “I’m assuming you’ve talked with your father. We need to clear up some things. So I need to know exactly what you know.”
Riled, Jade exploded, “Royce, who the fuck do you think you are? You’re Patron Saint of the Long Haul—and if you don’t show some respect—that long haul is going to get longer.”
Lyn leaned across the desk, and then with a moderately modulated voice, sternly enunciated, “Jade, I’m not entirely sure what kind of an agreement you have with Royce. But additional information has come to our attention. You aren’t holding the high card. You could be held for everything from interfering with law enforcement to impeding an investigation. We can dig up every speck of information about you and your life. The spouse is the first one we look at because they’re usually the perpetrator of the homicide. Your abusive husband was shot and killed. Your alibi is tissue-thin. You’re a good markswoman. You’ve got motive. We could hold you on a murder charge.”
“Murder!” she exclaimed.
“It’s my decision who gets charged in this community. So after you’re done apologizing to the sheriff, she has questions. And don’t skip over anything. Got it?”
Jade’s fear suddenly showed in her eyes. “Sorry, Royce. You know I didn’t kill anyone.” Her eyes were imploring.
Royce immediately asked, “Was Knox dealing?”
“I don’t know,” Jade’s voice was wavering. “I really don’t know.”
Royce repeated, “Was Knox dealing. And I want an answer. The questions I have aren’t going to be getting any easier—so talk.”
“Yes, I suspected he might be dealing. He wouldn’t have wanted me to know about it if he were. I wasn’t privy to what he might have told Rita. I know he’d been getting money periodically before he died. He said it was a cash cow or some dumb shit like that.”
“But Rita was scraping to pay her rent,” Royce stated.
“She wouldn’t have been into anything to do with drugs. She hated drugs. If she knew where he hid them, she would have thrown them away.” Jade’s face was starting to smudge with eye-makeup and tears of fear.
Royce glanced away, biting her lip. “Of course, she was anti-drug. She would have tossed them away. Not just to send law on another trail, but because she truly wanted them confiscated. Jade, that fits in perfectly. So when you went to the motel to pick her up, she pitched the drugs that Knox had left behind. You were the one who drove her away from the motel?”
“Yeah. We’re like sisters. I had to help hide her. First thing Rita did when she got in my vehicle was to search. Knox left a stash. She pitched it.”
“Where did you take your sister Rita?”
“I was staying with Mom, so I took her to Knox and my cabin. It was a safe haven for her.”
Suspiciously, Royce eyed Jade. “Don’t lie to me. We had deputies search the cabin dozens of times. She wasn’t there. We even had one deputy surveil the place overnight.”
Jade asked angrily, “Who was that? Your pathetic Deputy Harley?”
“Nope. One of the rookies. But Harley stopped bothering you, right?”
“For the most part.”
Royce sighed. “Here I was thinking you’d cooperate.”
“Okay, he’s been around a couple of times. I’ve seen him. But he never thinks I see him.”
“Back to why Rita wasn’t found at the cabin. You mentioned safe haven. Yet we always find it empty. ” 
“She’s there all right. It’s a perfect place because whoever is after her knows the deputies keep an eye on it.”
“But someone warns her when the deputies are on their way. I can’t imagine who that might be.” Royce’s accusation met with silence. “Jade, you’re a bunch of silly, yammering young women. Your little high-octane, lively imaginations have been costly. I need answers.”
“Royce, I don’t want to see my dad executed. I know we’re playing with fire. Rita is probably next to be killed. If you bring her in, she’ll be killed for sure. She’s terrified!” Jade broke down crying into the crook of her arms. 
“The deputies would be dispatched from Timber and the Bell Ringer is directly across. You warned her.”
“I told you, someone threatened to kill her.”
Royce got on her radio. “Nick, get a couple deputies coming from Crystal to check out the Knox Griffin’s cabin. Rita Griffin might be there.”
In a brusque voice, Lyn said, “The plot is foiled. You just send out deputies coming from a different direction. And you’ve got the little informant sitting here with you. So they’ll apprehend Rita this time.” 
Speaking with confidence, Royce agreed. “Yes. They’ll call us when they get there. Since there isn’t anyone to warn her, they might just find the missing woman.”
Lyn looked at her watch. “I’m due in court.” As she passed Jade, her glare was filled with a potent fierceness. “Don’t smart off. I know the women who wrote the Bitch Guide 101. I’ve got it memorized.”
After Lyn’s exit, Royce rose to her feet. “Let’s wait downstairs in the Sheriff’s Department. I do believe you’re uncomfortable up here in the D.A.’s office, Jade.”
 
* * * * *
 
Royce looked across her desk at the distraught woman. “Jade, this is serious. The deputies have checked every nook and cranny within a mile of the cabin. They fanned out and they found nothing.”
“She might be dead.” Jade’s hands were both squeezed into taut balls. Her voice strained, “He’s found her.”
“Who are you talking about?”
“I have no idea who he is. She was running from someone she called her Prince Charming. A mystery man. He killed Knox. I swear I don’t know who he is. You’ve gotta believe me, Royce.”
“I haven’t had much luck believing you, Jade.”
The pause was lengthy, and painful. Finally, Jade asked, “Can I leave now?”
“No.”
“Royce, okay—I can tell you that Elly knows things.”
“Wait a minute, you and Elly aren’t really best buddies. She resents the fact you’re best friends with Rita. And she no longer is. First, what was their squabble about?”
“Rita never believed Elly’s claim of Knox molesting her.”
“Let’s call it what it is. Elly claims, and has claimed for years, Knox raped her. When she was underage. And drugged.”
“How do you know that?”
“I ask the questions. I know that. Now, Jade, think carefully. If Knox raped her, would that anger her enough to kill him?”
“Rita thought that, too. But she didn’t think Elly was telling the truth about Knox. Because Elly was always throwing herself at Knox when she was young. He wasn’t interested in her—she wasn’t his type. Elly is a delusional crazy shit. Well, that was what Rita called her.”
“So why would Rita be bringing Elly into her confidence?”
“I don’t know. I told her that whatever she was concerned about, not to tell Elly.”
Royce slapped the desktop. “I’m releasing you for now. I’ll pay a visit to Elly and see what she has to say. Just don’t say a word about any of this to anyone. Not even your mother.”
Jade couldn’t get out of there fast enough.
Royce covered her eyes. They automatically shut as she considered what a tangled mess of a case this was—and had been from the beginning. Now, she had a few more leads, but certainly many, many more questions. 
“Wanda, have one of the deputies bring Eleanor Trost in. She’ll be working at the Country Cookhouse. She’ll moan about leaving with the noontime rush. Have the deputy tell her it’s urgent.”
Royce’s head was spinning. She couldn’t divulge anything she’d learned from Chandler Center. In fact, she couldn’t get into what might be gossip and speculation from Jade. The who, what, when and how needed to be discovered. Royce would attempt to wrangle some pertinent facts from Elly.
Elly’s quizzical look gave her face a deeply bewildered expression. “What’s going on?”
“You tell me, Elly,” Royce demanded.
“Did you find Rita?”
“I’m not going to inquire about you knowing that Rita was being hidden at the cabin where Jade and Knox resided. She’s no longer there. You know she’s in danger. And I think you know who Prince Charming might be. I’m asking what you know. And what you speculate.”
Trembling, Elly was on the edge of breaking down. “I’m not sure.”
“Elly, if anything happens to Rita Griffin, and you know information that might have helped me, I’ll see you booked in as an accomplice. Now, you tell me who you think might have abducted Rita. And make it fast.”
“Jade might not suspect who it is. Rita never told us. But I think it might be Reverend Carr.”
“Carr and Rita were having an affair?” Royce leaned back. The breath she sucked in sounded cyclonic. “Why would you think that?”
“Stuff Rita said. Can I go now, Sheriff?”
“Yes. And thanks for being candid, Elly. But I don’t want you talking with anyone about this. Not the hint of gossip. Rita’s life depends on it. Go. I’d hate to keep you from your noontime tips.”
Royce’s thoughts were suddenly collating. Rita was obviously taken by Reverend Carr. She’d flaunted her closeness to the man of cloth. According to Elly, Rita didn’t like Prince Charming’s wife. And she’d mentioned to Gran that she disliked Phoebe Carr. Phoebe was a sharpshooter, but her motive would have been to kill Rita. Not Knox. So was Phoebe in collusion with her cheating husband? Frightened everyone would find out about his dalliance? 
With the motion of a tight spring, Royce jumped out of her chair. Chance leaped to attention. “We’re okay, girl.” 
Of course, Rita bragged to Knox about having an affair with Carr. She was running away with the respected man of Timber City. A churchman, leader of the flock—the faith. Knox approached Carr. The takings from the church’s collections and tithing monies had been going missing. The timeline was as near to perfect as Royce could recall. She would check the dateline later. And she would ask Molly or Gran when the church coffers were again being filled. Royce was guessing it was exactly the time when Knox Griffin was shot to death. Knox had been blackmailing Carr. 
Royce considered Reverend Carr may be a man of the cloth, but his cloak was not solid Teflon. Nor was it all that clean. There was some music to be faced. 
And it was not the song lyrics that had been on her mind all day. Carr’s parishioners would not be stringing along with the minister. Now Royce just needed to find out if Carr was guilty of syphoning church funds. Pilfering from the Lord, Royce considered with an interior satisfaction. Or was he guilty of more than embezzling? Was he guilty of murder?
Royce was guessing Carr had threatened Rita when he found out that Knox knew. He probably told her Knox was blackmailing him—and he probably gave her an option about yanking Knox’s chain. Carr’s world was about to go under. Of course, he threatened Rita. His words to her were enough to make her go into hiding. Then, when Knox was murdered, Rita became hysterical. She was on the run.  
Carr! Although the sheriff was somewhat taken aback by her own delight about locking Carr up, she admitted—she wouldn’t mind at all.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 20 
It was early afternoon when Reverend Vern Carr was brought in for questioning. Royce made certain he was alone in the interrogation room for twenty minutes. She wanted to sweat him. When she looked through the one-way glass to where he was seated at the table, she saw his slick, smooth performance. 
Royce’s phone rang. “Glad you called, Lyn.” 
“I just finished closing arguments. Court was a zoo this morning,” Lyn remarked. “You wanted to chat?”
Royce rapidly explained where they were in the case, and why Carr had been brought in for an interview.
“As much as I hate it, we have nothing to charge him with,” Lyn commented. She sighed. “I wish I could think of something, but nothing is much more than speculation. Even a criminal mischief charge would be iffy.”
“But the timeline for the money is on point,” Royce argued.
“Look, sweetheart, his wife could come down here and cover for him. She found the missing funds tucked away in a drawer. And as for charging him with the murder—that’s way out of range. No gun. No one saw Carr at the scene of the crime. Okay, if he were being blackmailed, then we’d have a shot at his motive for thieving the church money. But we’ve got no witness. Just a bunch of skittish, blabbing young women. Any and all of them could be easily considered not of sound mind. Their testimony is wanting. So what we’re left with is the fact that we’ve got no evidence.”
Dejected, Royce asked, “Just for kicks, do you want to come down and participate in questioning him? We can take his statement together.”
“Sure, I’m nearly caught up today—and no more court cases that the deputy D.A. can’t deal with.”
While Royce waited, she pulled the records on Carr. No priors. Nothing outstanding. He was squeaky clean. Also, he was legally impeccable. Walking from the viewing room to the interview box, she spotted Lyn.
“I’m disappointed,” Lyn whispered. “Maybe we can break him.”
“We’ve got motive. But we don’t have evidence to prove motive. Let’s give him what we have with motive. Then he can wonder which of the unstable women might have tattled. If he is this Prince Charming, he’ll know he isn’t safe from informants. He doesn’t know which of them might have been taken into Rita’s confidence.”
“Good point,” Lynn remarked. 
“He’s sitting there ice cube cool. Not a care in the world.”
“He has the Lord.”
Royce grinned. “And what do we have?”
“I don’t know about you, but I have a chocolate factory.”
Royce chuckled as she opened the door. She might as well give Carr her upbeat personality and confidence. “Reverend Carr, this is District Attorney Lyn Evans. She’ll be joining me”
He reached out his hand to shake. “This isn’t a social meeting,” Lyn said stringently informed him. “Please take your seat.”
As soon as they were all seated, Royce began, “Vern Carr, I have some—”
“Listen, Carr,” Lyn interrupted. “We’ve been getting a huge amount of information through the system. We have questions to ask you.”
“Of course,” he was cloyingly polite. “I’ll be happy to assist in any way you’d like.”
“Great.” Lyn’s eyes were like accurate torpedoes that were peppering a target. “First, did you misappropriate church funds? Secondly, did you murder the man who was trying to blackmail you? Thirdly, have you anything to do with the disappearance of Rita Griffin?” She paused watching his face go through multiple shades of red. It then turned back to pasty white. “Fourthly,” she hesitated. “Well, three questions are enough for now.”
His lips bobbed as he attempted to say something. Finally, he shrank down in his seat. “I didn’t kill anyone. I’ve done nothing wrong.”
Lyn pushed away from the table as she stood. “Fine, fine.” 
“I want a lawyer.”
Lyn leaned back across the table. “I knew that would be the next thing out of your mouth, Carr. So we’re done talking. You’re free to go.” 
“Sheriff,” he coughed with as much pomp as he could garner. He boasted, “I’m getting a good attorney.”
“That’s a wise thing.” Royce agreed. 
Lyn was barely out of the room when he said, “Who is she?”
“Our new District Attorney. And I suggest you do select that good attorney. I’m uncertain if even an excellent attorney is going to be able to help you.”
His eyes widened. “Look, I didn’t kill anyone. Rita is unstable. If she accused me, I’ll sue her.”
Royce’s eyes twinkled with the humor of it, she answered, “That’s dandy. You do what you feel is best.”
She watched as his feet barely stumbled down the hall. His cocky walk was diminishing with each step. At times, Royce considered, people just don’t have the good sense to lawyer up and immediately shut up. He’d just told her Rita is alive and that Rita has the knowledge that could indeed put him away. “Plenty amazing,” she said to herself.
 
* * * * *
 
By two o’clock, Royce and Lyn had grabbed lunch and conferred about Carr. They’d both noticed there was terror in his eyes during the short interview. Royce couldn’t be certain which of the items they’d listed might prove to be charged. But she’d recognized he was guilty of something. Guilty as sin. 
“What do you say?” Lyn repeated. “You aren’t listening, Royce.”
“Sorry, Darlin’—I was attempting to decode all of the information we’ve gotten today.”
“I was saying that since I haven’t been to the scene of the Griffin murder, this afternoon would be a good time to go for a look.”
“Great. But you might not want to slog through the rough trails in your work outfit.”
“I’ll change clothing. I always carry running gear. I never know when work will allow an extra hour for exercise. I’ll grab an outfit first. Then I’ll meet you and Chance in the parking lot in twenty minutes.”
Royce finished up some files, and signed papers, then told Wanda she was taking D.A. Evans to see the murder scene. Making her way to the vehicle, she thought about Lyn. Royce was pretty certain Lyn also wanted Carr locked. The sheriff mulled over the fact that she wanted everything from criminal mischief to murder one—something that would put him under lock and key.
 
* * * * *
 
“Glad we decided on this, Royce,” Lyn said. “I needed a little tranquility. This is such a magnificent area. Plush greenery, rugged, variegated stones jutting from the mountainside. It’s got it all”  
When Royce parked the car in the area near Shinney Forest, she swallowed. The thought of Hertha burdened her happiness. Royce was in the wilderness with a lovely, vibrant, sensual woman. Yet something continued to always bring her back to her memories with Hertha. 
Royce responded, “Yes, it’s a picturesque area. Unfortunately, Knox was killed just across the street. It taints it a little for me.”
Lyn’s lush laugh roared. “It tainted it a lot for Knox.”
Royce smirked and shook her head. “He’s not the most sympathetic victim.” 
She hoped Lyn would interpret her quietude as being sympathetic to the murder. Royce wouldn’t be able to explain the serenity of this area. The meadow clearing was where she’d held Hertha. She glanced at the cloudbanks. She pondered the hours when Hertha and she spent watching the sky and its expanding blue and white.  
When Chance jumped outside the vehicle, she was aware she’d been here before. The three walked the area when Knox had pulled his car to the side of the road. Royce pointed out the place where the perpetrator shot his or her rifle.
On the ground where Knox had been slain was a deeper colored soil. It was the exact spot where blood had seeped. There hadn’t been enough rain to clean the stain. 
Royce commented, “We’re speculating Knox had no idea anyone was even up there. He probably had just exited his truck when the bullets began.”
Pointing, Lyn disclosed, “If I were going to shoot a man, I’d pick that exact spot up there. Enough cover. But what about the vehicle—it might alert Knox to the ambush?”
As if focusing, Royce rapidly said, “Yes. Yes. It makes me wonder if the killer might not have climbed over the mountain. The murderer might have parked a vehicle on the other side of the mountain.”
“Would the average hitman be able to hike over the mountain?” 
 “This slope tilts upward, and then on the other side of the summit, the grade down would be too steep to park a vehicle. The person would need to park the equivalent of a couple blocks away. But it is possible.”
“What’s over there, beyond the tree line?”
“Over the ridge, there are two or three cabins all spaced fairly far apart. They circle a pond. The area is known as Big Horn Range. I’m not sure who own the cabins. I’ll ask Mom if she knows. No one resides in them year round. They’re mainly used for fishing and hunting cabins. The person or persons who own them probably rent them out most of the time. This is a remote area, but great for hunting and fishing.”
“A thought,” Lyn surmised, “remote would be what a killer wanted.”
“And certainly, if someone wanted the surprise element—it could be perfectly executed by coming over the top, positioning up there, and then killing Knox. If anyone parked where we did, Knox would have been aware on an unidentified vehicle. If parked up there on that little trail of a road, Knox certainly would have been suspicious.”
“If it would be possible, it certainly could have happened with that scenario.” 
“It’s an easy hike up and back on that side of the mountain. Excellent point, District Attorney.” Royce smiled and gave a slight wink. “You’d have made a great sheriff.” She noticed Lyn’s eyebrow lift, and her lips pucker. She blew a pretend kiss to Royce. 
“Absolutely, we’re a good team.”
“Undeniably correct. We’ll be working closely together until you leave, so I’m glad we’re a team.”
“I won’t be leaving right away. Probably in three or four years from now. I have to build a good, solid reputation for litigating.”
“From what I hear, you’ve already got high recommendations.”
Lyn began trekking back to the vehicle. “I upset people in the higher rankings. Mine is a very aggressive, enthusiastic personality. I’m not everyone’s cup of tea.”
“Aggressive and enthusiastic,” Royce teased. “I thought if anything it would have been your conceit, egotism, or cockiness.”
Lyn approached Royce. Softly, she took the sheriff into her arms. “I’m betting we’ll make it a year or two.” Lyn’s kiss was passionate as she entwined. “What’s your bet?”
“I’m betting that we make it until you move away from Timber County.”
“I hope your bet is the correct one. Until the day I leave, or your ex comes back to you, we’d better both beware and also be bold.”
They returned to Lyn’s penthouse. She fixed a quick, but elegantly delicious, sandwich. She called the fast and rustic treat of buffalo burger, melted cheddar, guacamole and sautéed mushrooms on rye, a Cowgirl Classic.  
The remainder of the night was filled with tenderness and passion. A vivid glow from the night’s moon appeared to take up an entire pocket of the sky. Royce loved the facets of light from the reflection. 
Lyn’s exhilaration was contagious. Her zest for life, her humor, her intensity—all that she showed, and didn’t show—impressed Royce. She could learn spontaneity from the D.A.   
The sheriff had been adequately warned with powerful imagery. Beware, and be bold.
 
 
 



CHAPTER 21 
Mid-morning diners had just emptied out of Molly’s Pantry. Royce spotted Gwen entering, and followed. “Mornin’,” she said to them.
Molly immediately asked Royce and Gwen, “Coffees?”
Both women nodded. Gwen snickered. “So, Royce, how’s the playgirl of the Western West?”
Royce blushed. “Journalists have to spill the scoop.”
Molly’s hands went to her hip. “Just what are you two on about?” she asked. “What scoop?” she quizzed as she poured the women steaming coffee.
Seated, Gwen lifted her coffee mug. “Molly, your daughter is quite the lady’s lady. It would seem.”
“Mom, I’m seeing Lyn Evans.” 
Perplexed, Molly quizzed, “But what about Valeria?”
“Valeria and I are friends. It’s never been a relationship. Other than a friendship,” Royce answered timidly.
Gwen jumped in, “The new D.A. is brilliant and gorgeous.”
Molly seemed displeased. “I been told she’s very full of herself.”
“Must make her a hellofa litigator,” Gwen giggled. “She’s got a reputation for not taking prisoners.”
With a brush of her hand through the air, Molly was clearly perturbed. “I don’t want my daughter to be taken a prisoner.”
“Mom,” Royce objected, “Lyn isn’t a bad person. And I’m not a prisoner.”
Gwen continued snickering. “Don’t worry, Molly. Royce knows how to operate a six-shooter.”
Molly’s eyelids lowered into a cautious squint. “So that must be what the package from California is all about.”
“What package?” Royce questioned.
“Your Gran got a package for you yesterday. She said you hadn’t been there last night, and you weren’t in your office. So she brought it in for me to give it to you.” Molly went into the backroom, and came out with a package. Evan’s Chocolates was on the return label. 
Curious, Molly prodded, “Aren’t you going to open it?”
Gwen chided, “Let’s see what she sent.”
Opening the huge outer carton exposed a brightly decorated box of chocolates. Trimmed in gold foil, it was an exquisite presentation. Royce lifted the lid. A luxuriant aroma of chocolate and butterscotch wafted up. “Wow!” Royce said with a beam and a grin. “This is the way to my soul.” After taking a brightly sheened chocolate, she passed the box to Gwen and Molly.
Tasting was a quiet time. Each of the women was sampling a luscious chocolate, and the burst of butterscotch flavored crème interior. “Oh, my!” Molly exclaimed.
Gwen licked her fingers and then reached down for another. “Butterscotch isn’t my favorite flavor, but these are delicious. These could make me a butterscotch believer.” Suddenly, she started for the door. “I forgot. Nadine has a group coming over to tour the old printing area. I better hightail it.”
Royce instructed, “Gwen, take some chocolates to Nadine.”
Molly quickly prepared a small bag of chocolates for Gwen. “Now, you make sure on your jaunt across the street that you save some for Nadine.”
Royce’s mouth was watering. “One more for the road,” she said as she lifted a candy. She loved the way the chocolate melted into a magical, succulent sensation of butterscotch. “These are amazing.”
Molly said, “For a fact. Maybe this Lyn isn’t so bad after all.”
“Chocolate speaks its own language,” Royce offered. “And Lyn isn’t so bad at all.” 
“Your grandmother is going to like her, too. I mean, like the candy.”
“I’ll take her some this noon,” Royce promised.
On the way back to the Sheriff’s Department, Royce’s lips lifted. Wars, she mused, could probably be won if the mediators used chocolate to coerce the opposition.
 
* * * * *
 
Lyn had spent the morning in court, but Royce wrote a cryptic note of thanks and placed it on the District Attorney’s desk. 
She then drove to Gran’s cabin, where Gran was waiting with a home cooked meal for lunch. “Molly said you have chocolates for me to taste.”
Royce handed her grandmother the candy. “And I smell homemade stew!”
Gran was easily won over with the candy. “This is delicious,” she said as she sampled. “Now you sit yourself down and get some of that stew down you.”
Between bites of stew, Royce inquired. “Gran, great lunchtime meal. Oh, by the way, do you remember the old Big Horn Peak and behind the Big Horn Range?”
“I surely do. It’s near where that Knox fella was gunned down.”
“Right. Do you know who owns that property?”
“I surely do. Owned by a couple families. Well, they call it the Big Horn Development. Nice little fishing pond, a couple fishing and hunting cabins. ”
“Do you know who the families are?”
“Can’t say as I do.” Royce stood, while Gran gave some strips of beef to Chance. “Royce, don’t forget to eyeball my gorgeous pink geraniums out there in the barrel planters. They’re a treat this year.”
“I’ll check them out, Gran. And I’ll check on Big Horn Development when I get back to the office.” Royce took a hurried last bite, and then headed for the door. 
 
* * * * *
Her trip back to Timber was rushed. Once in her office, she saw the information from the CBI had arrived. On the Jameson Doyle case of a vandalized grave, there were palm prints, but they were badly smudged. 
She was derailed at ever curve of the Doyle case, Royce considered.
“Catch you in a bad mood, Sheriff?” Lyn asked as she entered.
“No, I’m just upset. We’ve got information, and—”
“And you’re frustrated that we can’t make arrests.”
“We’ve got smudged prints on the Doyle evidence garbage bags.” Royce squinted. “I like Carr for that crime, too. I’m thinking he might have had one of his parishioners do the dirty work.”
“Who?”
“Deputy Stan Harley is my best guess.”
Lyn frowned. “I don’t know him, but I’ve seen him around. Isn’t he the one you said was following Knox and Jade?”
“Yes.”
“He could have been the shooter.”
“It wasn’t his rifle. I already checked. And I checked on his gun permits. He does have two handguns, but no rifle is listed. Our evidence vault was also checked.”
“Maybe he bought a stolen rifle at a flea market. I know you’re holding off on firing him because you want to keep track of him, but he’s not making many mistakes.”
“No. The talk I had with him is keeping him on good behavior.”
After Lyn left to get back to court, Royce meditated a moment. Which crime was most important to her? Certainly the citizens of Timber County wanted a murder solved. And the case of a gay soldier’s gravesite being vandalized—some may have cheered that, some may have shrugged, but Royce believed that the great majority of citizens were appalled by it, and wanted it solved. 
For whatever reason—and she felt guilty as an enforcer for thinking of the victim’s ranking in a morality play. Knox was a scumbag—and his enemy list took a very long sheet of paper. Certainly it was important for his killer to be brought to justice. To Royce, she confessed, the Doyle case—that took on a different perspective of evil.  
The ringing phone interrupted her thoughts. It was the information she’d inquired about earlier. 
She radioed, “Nick, I want you to gather any available deputies. We’re going to be meeting up at the Big Horn Range. No vehicles going within the vision of the hunting cabins. SWAT procedures when we do go in. We’ll begin with the cabin nearest the Shinney Forest side of the mountain.”
She quickly holstered, grabbed one of the county rifles, and called to Chance. As they passed by her desk on the way out, she looked down at the names that were on scratchpad. 
One name got her attention. Struggling words twisted their way from her mouth. “The Sanders family.”
 
 
 



CHAPTER 22
After carefully vesting Chance in her protective ballistic vest, Royce asked the other deputies, “Everyone vested?” Nods from the armed deputies were quick. “Let’s take our positions and get prepared. Remember, no mental errors, and on approach, stay out of the fatal funnel.” The deputies were aware that a fatal funnel was the place in the open where a deputy was helpless. They had been well trained. But until tested, Royce could only hope it was good enough. Two of the sharpshooting deputies were carrying semiautomatic rifles with scopes and lasers. 
Royce continued, “No miscues. We’ve got a situation with a delusional shooter—the probable murderer of Knox Griffin. I believe he’s got a hostage and plenty of gunfire. I’m proceeding on the hope that we can diffuse this without casualties. And with the hostage alive.”
Nick followed behind Royce as she slipped nearer through the heavily wooded area that surrounded the cabin. Nick mentioned, “I’m praying that they’re in the first cabin. It’s the one Ned Sanders owns. If not, chances are good he’ll be alerted to where we are as we move on to the second. He could have a dozen semiautomatic drum-style magazines on his assault rifle.”
“Do you know Bill Sanders at all?”
“No. I’ve seen him, but never really even had a conversation with him. Are you sure he’s the perp?”
“I’ll be embarrassed if he isn’t. If the cabin is empty, because Rita is honeymooning with Prince Charming, I’ll be red-faced.”
Nick shrugged. “We’ll all be embarrassed if we break in there and someone is honeymooning.” His pace hastened. “But the more I think of it, the more I think we’re on the right trail.”   
“Nick, he had motive—or thought he did. Bill was romantically interested in Elly. Fixated. She had been arguing with Rita. Elly told about being raped by Knox. Rita didn’t believe her. In fact, she laughed at her. This was a contention between the women. Bill must have overheard it all. His irrational mission was to take out the villain.”
“But the rape should have been reported. Bill shouldn’t have taken it into his own hands.”
“Nick, she’s squirrely, he is also squirrely. No one knows what happened in her past. Was she or was she not raped? No one can say for sure. We may never know the backstory. But we do know Bill would have believed Elly.”
“What else?”
“What I do know is that it’s an easy hike over a gray granite peak from the Sander’s cabin to where Knox was shot. When we were kids, we called Porcupine Ridge. Porcupine Ridge would make a perfect spot for someone wanting to assassinate without being seen from any direction.”
“Bill fits the profile.”
“Pieces of the mystery began snapping into place. It had crossed my mind when I was listing suspects. I’d been in his bedroom, and there wasn’t anything but action figures—no weapons. So I discounted him as the shooter.”
“He could have a stash of guns and ammo in a cabin.”
“Yes. Remember that little evidence bag of trash we found where the shooter presumably stood?”
“Bottle caps and crap.”
“There was that little portion of what I thought was a red Princess robe. Now, I’m thinking it was a Superman cape. Broken.”
“Sure.” Nick speculated, “It broke. Bill had then placed it in his pocket and forgot about it. When he was taking out a clip of ammo, it fell on the ground.”
“I was also suspicious of Bill’s link with action heroes. The guy’s obsession with make-believe is wrapped up in his characters. Good and evil. Bill is out to become those heroes. Save women. He was even suspended from high school for beating a kid who disrespected one of the girls. Now Elly is his fixation. Her battle is his.”
Moving slowly, Royce inhaled the crisp scent of rarified mountain air. She watched the mist as it eddied from the lake. Dappled shadows strung through the path. Chance sensed the danger, and followed, crouching beside Royce. As they neared, Nick went to the left and Royce to the right. 
Suddenly, there was a loud sound of branches breaking. One of the deputies behind them had stepped into a dried ravine and fallen. His shriek of pain was muffled.
A volley of shots blasted from the cabin’s window. The echoes from the high-powered rifle released one series of booms after the next for several minutes. Royce worried the muzzle flashes might spook Chance. But the German shepherd stood in silence. Her eyes were pointed directly at Royce. 
As multiple rounds continued to be fired out the window, sparks flew, and the haze was as thick as if they were in the heat of heavy battle. War. Bill was fighting a war. If Rita was alive, she was the captive prize awaiting him. Shooting her would be tantamount to shooting an evil queen of the land. Then, Royce took the scene beyond that. Bill might shoot himself. 
There had to be a way to end this tragedy without more bloodshed. But Royce deliberated, and the outcome was that Bill Sanders would go out with gun’s blazing. His disturbed slant of what makes a hero—lame and lifeless action figures and video games didn’t translate to the real heroes. Enforcers in harm’s way who only wanted to get home to their families. That was reality. A standoff that took innocent lives would not a hero make. 
Looking up at the leaden sky to the West, Royce considered a different approach. She unclipped the bullhorn from her belt. She was glad she’d brought it. The last thing she wanted was a shootout. Psychological warfare, she reasoned, would take roll play.
“Bill,” she shouted. “Bill, this is Sheriff Madison.” Her words sounded calm, but they were formed in a jittery throat. “I need to talk with you. I don’t want anyone to get hurt. I know you’re on the side of justice.”
“I’ll take care of it myself,” his voice was large, loud. It came from a huge body and now it was assuming a role. 
“We can take care of it together. I understand your anger.”
“Elly’s a good woman.”
“You’re right, she is. And she wouldn’t want anyone to be harmed. Not on her account.”
“They’re all against her.” 
“Yes, I know. It’s wrong, Bill. But Elly needs you there for her. And if you harm Rita, you might have to go to prison. You need to be there for Elly. So let’s just figure this all out in a peaceful way. Together, we can put Rita in jail. Then you and I can swap war stories. But, for now, let’s figure out this situation. I always thought of the heroes as being compassionate heroes. That’s better than a hero of revenge. You’re a true hero and not a vengeful villain. That means we should work together for justice.”
“You don’t understand. Knox transgressed against Elly. Rita was on his side. I’ve got to rid the world of evil against Elly.”
“I realize you’re on the side of justice. We’re on your side. But you’ve got to come out of there. Put your gun on the ground. Do that for Elly, for your parents—they don’t want you to get hurt or get in trouble.”
Several more shots were fired. One shot was inside the cabin. “I don’t want to get into trouble.” His voice was massive and was adamant. It was radically intonated and his anger was increasing. 
Royce clenched her teeth. “Bill, you need to get out of the cabin now. We’ll go back to Timber. I know, when you protected the girl back in high school, you got into trouble for it. But I’m the sheriff, and I give you my word, you won’t get into trouble if you put the gun down and come out here. Elly would want that.”
Shooting another two rounds outside, he yelled, “Sheriff Madison! Answer me, is Elly waiting for me?”
“Yes. She’s waiting in Timber. I need for you to open the door and step out. Leave your rifle in the cabin. Just step out and lift your hands so that I know you don’t have a weapon. The deputies are going to be using restraint because you’re cooperating.”
“Will Elly come here and talk with me?”
“No, that isn’t possible. But we can talk with her when we get back to Timber. For now, we have to resolve the problem of weapons. You’ve got to put your rifle down. We don’t want them discharging and harming anyone. Elly doesn’t want that.” 
Another burst of bullets were aimed near the deputy who had fallen. He was moaning as he clutched his leg. The fire was striking too closely to his downed body. Another two rounds were fired, and one grazed the deputy’s hat. 
“Cover me, Nick,” Royce yelled. Nick’s gunshots would give her safe passage until she reached the rock’s edge. When she did, she rushed to pull the downed deputy to safety. A bullet flew by, kicking chunks of rock into the air. Royce felt something hit her left arm. When she looked down, she knew she’d been hit by a ricocheting bullet. It hadn’t hit with full force or her entire arm would have been shattered. She had thought it was a piece of rock, but that wasn’t the case. A bullet had struck, exited and began bleeding profusely, and yet she felt only a stinging sensation. 
Panicked, Bill yelled, “Sheriff, I didn’t mean to shoot you. It was an accident.”
“I know. I’m fine. But you must come out now. Listen to me. Put the gun down and come out with your hands up,” she commanded.
There was quiet as she watched. Then in the doorway was the huge man. Straggles of hair crossed his forehead. His hands were in the air. 
Royce ordered, “Chance go, guard. Now.” Chance made several leaps, and then stood at attention in front of Bill. Her bark was vicious. The giant of a man’s eyes blinked wildly with fear. If he had intended to fight, the fight was gone when he saw Chance. 
“Bill,” the sheriff yelled, “kneel down on the ground. Chance won’t hurt you if you do as you’re directed. Kneel.”  
Before approaching, Nick yelled, for him to get down. Chance’s growl continued. With confusion, Bill went to his knees. Nick and three other deputies moved quickly to him, pressed him prone to the ground and cuffed him. 
They were all aware that with his maniacal strength coupled with the power of his body, Bill Sanders could probably have leveled the entire Sheriff’s Department. Chance was the only deputy that believed she alone could have taken him to task. Royce reached down to scratch her head. “Good girl. At ease, Chance.” 
Her hand then went to her left arm, and she felt the dampness of blood soaking her shirt. 
“Nick, instruct a medic to meet us at the Court House. I just need a little patch. It’s surface.” Royce clamped her hand over her wound.
He whispered, “I did already. I may need a medic, too. I think I’m going to faint.”
Then they laughed together. 
       “Fine, but let’s first do the honors of releasing Rita Griffin.” When they got to the cabin, they saw Rita struggling with the tape that was wound around her. Seated in a chair, the missing woman was attempting to talk through the gag that silenced her. Royce whispered to Nick, “I hear that she’s called a motor mouth. You might want to keep her gagged on the trip back to Timber.”
       Frowning, he inquired, “Who told you that?”
“Nearly everyone who knows her. But Gran claims her ears hurt after talking with Rita.” 
“The gag stays.” 
After Rita was safely unbound and led out of the cabin of her captivity, she was placed in squad car.
One of the deputies brought the first aid kit. Nick grabbed it and began dressing Royce’s arm. He gently wrapped the wound with a compress bandage. “It’s more than a graze, Royce.” His look of concern alarmed her. “The bullet went through. You’ve got an exit wound. I’ll drive you back down in your vehicle. Then I can come back.”
“My arm will be fine. Just patch it.” 
Royce suddenly realized her arm was lighting up with pain. There had been more blood than she’d thought there might be. She looked around the scene of terror. They had all eluded possible death. A shot to the arm, and a deputy with a sprained ankle were the kind of casualties she could accept. It could have ended much worse.
Two deputies were loading Bill Sanders into a squad car.  Others were gathering evidence, shooting pictures, and securing the area. They had the rifle in an evidence bag, and they’d found the slug that had gone through Royce’s arm. It had lodged in a tree behind her. That bullet and the bullets that killed Knox Griffin were a probable match for having come from Bill’s rifle. It would all be sent to ballistics.  
The deputies were scouring the area and the cabin. They had done everything correctly, confidently, and professionally.
They didn’t need her directives. She couldn’t have been prouder of them.
 
* * * * *
 
Met at the Timber County Court House by an ambulance and medical team, Royce watched as they cut the makeshift bandage from her upper arm. She had already checked the movement in the arm and knew there were no broken bones or severed muscles. 
“Clean shot,” one of the medics commented. 
“It ricocheted. It’s a slight flesh wound. Just patch me up. I’ve got a few things to do. Then if I need to, I can have it checked out. Later.”
“Sheriff, all due respect. This needs attention,” replied the medical tech. “You’re probably going to need surgery.”
Royce argued, “Come on, a few stitches of embroidery. A little needlepoint and I’m fine.” 
Nick interceded, asking the medics, “Can’t you slap another coagulation patch on? The bleeding has lessened. I’ll bring her over to the hospital immediately after she finishes with closing this investigation.”
The tech agreed, “Okay, but if she springs a leak, you get her right in. Meanwhile, I’ll schedule an op room for around four.”
“Thanks,” Royce said with a meek smile in Nick’s direction. She whispered to him, “Don’t worry. The wound is a sympathy decoration and it will be fine. I want to do the interviews.”
“Bill is in a cell. He’ll probably be the first in line for you to interrogate. He’s been charged and mirandized. Rita’s in the other interview room. I figured you’d want to get her statement there. And Elly Trost is being brought in for a chat, too.”
“Great work, Nick.” Royce was feeling the heaviness of her arm. The medical techs had strapped a sling on. “Have Bill’s parents been notified?”
“Yes. They’re on their way now.”
“We all know he probably doesn’t belong in prison. He needs to be treated, and he needs to be behind bars for the safety of the public.” Royce sighed deeply. “His statement probably won’t be admissible because of his fragile mental state. But we’re required to get the statement anyway. Justice has its trick hindrances. But all the loose strings need to be tied.”
Royce entered the small cube of a room. There sat Bill Sanders. He was so large he seemed to loom about in the room. But he was chained and cuffed to the table.
Nodding for the tape to begin, Royce began the interview. As she had assumed, his statement was distorted and disjointed. Bill knew what he’d done. He restlessly apologized for shooting Royce, but he was adamant that he killed Knox to save Elly’s reputation.
After the interview, his parents met her in the hallway. Royce also understood their pain. She was glad they’d lawyered up. 
Royce wasn’t certain if it was the medication she’d been given to help the pain from the gunshot, but she felt weary and soul sick.
Entering the other interview room, she heard a barrage of words flying at her. Rita Griffin was giving her hundred-word sentences, and doing so rapidly. “Whoa, hold on,” the sheriff said. “Let me ask the questions. First, let’s go back to your disappearance. Why? And, Rita, keep your answers short.”
“He said he was going to kill me because I’d told Knox.”
“He?”
“Vern, Reverend Carr. He said he was going to kill us both. I got away in time. Well, I thought he killed Knox. He’d threatened to kill me. But if his wife knew, she might have killed Knox. I worried about them at the time. But Vern didn’t kill Knox.” Her eyes dulled. Shock blanched her face. “I kept running because I was sure Vern was still after me. But he hadn’t killed Knox after all. It was Jethro. That crazy fuck Bill.”
“Knox was blackmailing Carr, right?”
“Yes. Carr had to take church money. And he said God would forgive him and blame me for it all. Because I told Knox. I was running for my life. But that goofy Elly told Bill I was hiding out in Knox and Jade’s cabin. He came in, said he’d break me like a twig, and shoved me. He took me to the Big Horn Range cabin.”
“Did Bill assault you?”
“He pushed me around a couple of times. For telling him repeatedly that Knox never touched Elly. I don’t care how high we all got, Knox found her repulsive. She chased him. She came up with that cockamamie story. At the time she claims he raped her, he was with his girlfriend named Rosie. He was never out of her sight. But Elly continued to believe he’d raped her. She and Bill were right for each other. Both a couple of nuts.”
“Knox never touched you?”
“Not at all. In fact, he wasn’t all that interested in sex when he was high. Drugs made him…ineligible.”
Royce fought issuing a smile. “Impotent.”
“Yeah, that’s the word.”
“What about Stan Harley?”
“He was Vern’s right hand. And proud to do the reverend’s bidding. Since he thought Vern was God’s god on earth. I was scared of Stan, too. He tailed Jade per Vern’s instruction.”
“But why?”
“He didn’t trust Knox or Jade. He thought he could threaten me, and keep me quiet, but wasn’t sure about them. He told me if I said anything else to anyone, God would smite me to hell—or something like that. He said it was all my fault for leading Vern into temptation.”
Royce wanted to roll her eyes. “Rita, I think you were a victim. I’m going to need your full testimony later. A deposition. Don’t leave town and don’t discuss this case with anyone. Don’t let any questions lead you into temptation to blab. I’m going to prepare a court order that will gag you from talking about this entire case. Do you understand?”
“I won’t say a word. Well, I’ll tell Jade I’m okay.” 
“You’ve seen what gossip and embellishment leads to. Keep your mouth shut until after the trial or trials that will involve you. It could be dominoes. You could be charged with being implicated in Vern Carr’s embezzling scam. Anything you knew and didn’t report—you were implicated. Got it?”
Royce walked away. She said to the deputy, “Release her.”
The deputy whispered, “Sheriff , we’re running out of interview rooms. Eleanor Trost was taken to your office.”
After questioning Elly, Royce was convinced that Eleanor Trost was not in any way culpable for Bill’s actions. She was not complicit or in any way implicated in either Knox’s murder or Rita’s abduction. She had not coerced Bill’s actions. She had not engineered murder, and she had not encouraged kidnapping. She had tried to help a friend on the run.
Elly Trost was a frail, dramatic woman. She’d come to believe a man she once thought she loved—loved her. She was exactly like Rita in that way. Neither of the women had been loved.  
Royce gave her the same warnings she’d given Rita. She wasn’t to leave town. And she wasn’t to talk about any of it.
Nick met her in the hall. “Come on, your presence is being requested at the OR. And you’re wound is seeping.”
Royce’s eyes began batting with quiet dread. “Nick, will you hang around with me?”
“I won’t leave your sight. Molly and your gran are meeting us there.”
“Another favor. Will you feed Chance?”
“Yes. And if you need to pull an overnighter at the hospital, I’ll keep her with me. She’ll be fine.”
“Oh, and have Stan Harley meet me first thing in the morning at my office.”
“Are you sure you’ll be up to it,” Nick asked. 
She winced as they walked through the hospital doors. “Mostly sure.”
 
 
 



CHAPTER 23 
That morning the sheriff was greeted by the entire staff at the entrance of the County Offices. Royce held up her good arm. “Enough,” she said shyly. “Hold the applause—I’ve got a full agenda. Plus I’m half an hour late. ”
Those welcoming her dispersed, and Royce and Lyn entered. After Royce shut the door of her office, she gathered Lyn to her. “Thanks for agreeing to be here for the Stan Harley interview. It’s important that it’s handled with precision.” Royce tenderly touched Lyn’s face. “And thanks for being there last night.”
“They only gave you a local,” but the pain pills took you out for the evening. Nick had to leave early. Since Chance wanted to stay with you, I told Nick I’d take her home with me. Chance didn’t like sleeping with just me. She whined half the night for you.”
Royce chuckled. “Sorry if you didn’t get any sleep.”
“You were out for the count, so I went on home. Molly and Gran were fussing over you. They assured me they were taking care of getting a clean uniform to you this morning. You’ve got so many people concerned about you. And I’m supposed to be the pampered bitch.”
Embracing her, Royce whispered, “I don’t think you live up to the pampered bitch moniker.”
“Undeniably correct. But I soften when I’m with you, Royce.”
“Please don’t get too malleable just yet. We’ve got to break Stan Harley. We’ll need his testimony. I want him to fold like a cotton towel. I know how you dislike trying a case with circumstantial evidence.”
“Absolutely. If he doesn’t flip, we’re only able to build a misdemeanor mansion. I want his lodging to be a felony flophouse. I want Carr indicted. I want him prosecuted for a stretch of time.”
“Embezzling?”
“But only if it’s on evidence. Harley is vital, Royce. Rita’s testimony is shaky.” Lyn fluttered her hand in the air. “At best.”
“I really want the perpetrator of the desecration of Private Jameson Doyle’s grave.” Royce’s eyes flared. “Vandalizing that poor soldier’s grave—someone needs to be accountable.” Royce removed the brass commendation medal. “I found this out at the grave. It had been attached to the stone. Someone mangled it when a sledgehammer or whatever it was had demolished the marble tombstone. “I’ve carried this with the promise of finding who did it.” She carefully, reverentially placed the military medal on the desk.
Lyn picked it up. “I have an idea. Stan doesn’t know the bags of trash they found in the church dumpster were collected?”
“No. The prints weren’t evidentiary. No viable prints.”
“And he doesn’t know that you’ve got this military emblem?”
“No.”
“I’ve got an idea. Just follow my lead. Let’s bring him in now.”
Deputy Stan Harley marched in as if he were expecting to lose his badge. His anger was evident. “I’m waiting around here, and then Nick’s gonna be on my ass for being late. You’re stacking me up with anything you can use as blame to get rid of me.”
Lyn stood pointing to the chair next to hers. “Have a seat, deputy. Take a load off,” she began nonchalantly. “We’d like to clear up a couple things. And you’re either going to be the perpetrator of a crime or you’re going to be an accessory. You’ll take the fall as a co-conspirator or the sole defendant.” Her voice rose. “Do I have your attention?”
His eyes widened and he blinked wildly. “Look, I done nothing. You’ve got nothing on me.”
“There’s knowledge of embezzling. Known to an officer of the law and not reported. We’ve got a case of coercion. So you might want to tell us what you know about Reverend Vern Carr—everything.”
“I’m not involved.”
“Of course, you are,” Royce stated matter of factly.
“No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Lyn leaned toward him. “We wanted to go easy on you. You know, give you the benefit of the doubt. If you’re Carr’s puppet, then the charges won’t be quite so overwhelming. Collusion is more understandable to a jury. But if you are determined to go it alone, we can go down that trail, too.” She pointed to Royce, “Sheriff—let’s talk about the garbage bags of trash on a soldier’s grave.”
Royce began, “All the trash was collected as evidence. Including a couple of empty bags that were collected from the church rubbish bin. The perp might have been careless. Then realized there may be prints. He found another venue for the bags. There were palm prints.”
“Those prints matched you perfectly,” Lyn said. “That trash was placed there by you. You dumped the garbage on the grave. Realized your prints might be on a couple of the trash bags. You tossed those—possibly contaminated bags in the church dumpster.”
“That’s barely a misdemeanor,” he said, still haughty, but with much of his vibrato gone.
“Stan,” Royce spoke slowly, “you’re right. Normally. However, there’s more to it than that.”
“Is there ever,” Lyn said with a slap on the desk. “There is destruction of a headstone.”
“That’s still only a minor misdemeanor. Vandalism at best.”
“Stan,” Lyn’s voice became steel. “There’s so much to the law. Actually, we’re talking felony on the charges. Hate crime. We’re talking hard time. But that’s not even where we end when counting charges.” She picked up the emblem. “You smashed this.”
Stan sat quietly, glancing back and forth into their faces and at the emblem.
Lyn continued, “Here’s where it gets good. This emblem is a seal. It is considered a Federal property seal. Military. You might as well have taken to a hammer to the Pentagon. You picked on a homosexual private’s grave to mutilate because you didn’t like gays. You picked on who you perceived to be the weak to shove around, and you’re now going to be facing off with the Feds. The United States of America.” Lyn’s grin was a disarming smile of confidence. “I’m not sure, but I think it’s about a five year sentence. But that will be more if we tack on the hate-crime business.” 
“Look, I’ll talk. Carr told me to do it. He said he was inspired by God to have that done. He said fags don’t deserve to be buried among decent people. He planned it.”
“And the monies Carr took from the church?” Royce inquired.
“I don’t know much about him taking money. Just that he was paying off Knox and would pay the church back later. I followed Jade and Knox to make sure they kept their mouths shut. That whore, Rita, she bragged about an affair with Carr.”
Royce said, “Now, you’re going down to the interview room, and we’re going back over your statement. Get it on tape.”
“Will I get a deal?”
“Stan, it depends entirely on the veracity of your statement. Also, your full confession needs to be tied up for us. But I assure you it is always better to be an accessory than to be the only one on the indictment.”
Royce called for a deputy to escort Stan Harley to the interrogation room. 
First, she took his gun. Then as he was being handcuffed, she took his billfold with Police I.D. She finally faced him and unpinned his badge. “It goes without saying your service with Timber County is no longer required.”
As she heard the footsteps leading away, Royce glanced over at Lyn. “Flipped.”
“Nice work, Sheriff.”
“I only followed you.”
Both women saw something in one another’s eyes at the same moment. “Royce, why are there tears in your eyes?”
“I hate seeing a badge sullied.” She closed her eyes. “And I care for you a great deal.”
Lyn softly touched Royce’s arm. “I’ve always been a sucker for a woman in an arm sling.” Her eyes began to mist also. “And I’m crazy about you, too. So would you promise to try not to get shot anymore?”
 
* * * * * 
 
Chance seemed even more protective of Royce after the injury. When Royce and two other deputies saw Reverend Vern Carr step out of the church and begin shaking the hands of parishioners, Royce approached him.
“Have you come to the Lord to save your soul?” he asked Royce. 
“I’m here with a warrant for your arrest, Vernon Carr.”
“What for?” His expression changed from concern to panic.   
“Embezzlement. Co-conspiracy to commit vandalism. Vandalism of a military tombstone. Accessory to commit a hate crime. Well, I might have failed to mention a few items.” Royce began reading his Miranda Rights.
“You’re harassing a man of the cloth.”
“I don’t care about your cloak,” Royce stated firmly. “You’re a disgrace to your church.”  
“I want an attorney.” Confused, he added, “I don’t understand.”
“Your attorney will certainly want to go over the charges on the warrant with you. Carr, we have a full confession from Stan Harley. Yes, you are certainly implicated. And yes, you’re going to be convicted. Hands behind your back, Reverend.” She snapped on a pair of handcuffs. “The D.A. is awaiting your arrival.” 
His stare flamed. “I’ll get you, if it’s the last thing I do. The Lord will help me to get you for this.”
 There were far too many rejoinders to select from. Royce secured her Stetson on her head and then pointed in the direction of the squad car. Once Carr was seated, he squirmed and began blustering. Royce ignored him entirely. “Get him in,” she instructed the deputies. “I’ll be following behind you.”
On the way to her vehicle in the parking lot, she saw Gran. “Gran, you’re going to need to find a new minister for you church.”
Gran’s lips lifted. “Well, this time we’ve got a caboodle of the folks behind us. Most of the congregation will oppose any bigotry going on. We’ll get us a good one, and I’m going to fight to see we do.”
As Gwen and Nadine approached, Royce spoke, “Sorry I didn’t alert you to the news story. I didn’t have time to contact you about the arrests. But here’s a news flash—Gran is going to be lobbying for a minister with tolerance.”
Gwen cackled, “Hell’s bells, Dora. You’re becoming a revolutionary at your age?”
Gran tittered, “If not now, when?”
After Gran crawled into her aged Chevy, she waved back, and then made a fist in the air.
Nadine shook her head. “Royce, your Gran is the best role model you ever could have had.”
“I don’t know—you and your lovely woman are pretty danged good role models, too.”
Walking to their vehicles, Nadine asked, “So, Royce, how is your new fling going?”
Gwen added, “Isn’t wearing a sling going to hamper your style?”
“I’m sure we’ll do fine. You’ll like Lyn.”
“I’ve heard she’s conceited, arrogant, isn’t shy of hubris, and she’s snooty.”
Royce’s eyebrows lifted and she smirked. “Some days she’s just snooty.”
“And is she as delightful as she looks?” Gwen growled playfully.
Royce tipped her Stetson. “Yep. She’s even better than chocolate covered butterscotch.” 
“Yum,” Gwen said.
“Now, Gwen,” Nadine scolded.
“Oh, before I forget,” Royce invited, “We’re having a little gathering later at the Bell Ringer. We’re celebrating Nick’s promotion. Drop by.”
“Will your new sweetheart be there?”
Royce blushed. “Yes. Her exact words were that she would take her wounded gunslinger to the Bell Ringer for a beer tonight.”
Gwen chuckled. Then her expression turned serious. “By the way. The Colorado Court of Appeals is planning to grant clemency to Yancy and commute the death sentence. He’ll spend the rest of his life in prison. I’m not happy about the decision, but Nadine is.”
Nadine said, “Gwen thinks when you didn’t object at the review, they granted lenience.”
“I know there are differing opinions,” Royce defended, “but I made my mind up. I considered I couldn’t make another daughter suffer without her father the way I had. And for both Rita and Jade’s sake, and any other life we might have lost, I believe I did the right thing.”
Gwen glowered. She grumbled, “Whose life would have been lost?”
Royce glanced down, and her words were with sorrow over the entire ordeal. “Bill Sanders confessed that he was going to murder Rita. And he had plans to also lure Jade out to their cabin. He wanted to pick them off one at a time. So we could have lost two more.”
Gwen and Nadine’s faces blanched. “Damn,” Gwen spat. “Damn it all. What’s wrong with people?” 
“I have no earthly idea,” Royce replied. She felt vacant for a moment. Turning, she waved, “I’ll see you both tonight.”
 
 
 



CHAPTER 24 
Royce arrived early at the Bell Ringer. Faye greeted her and thanked her for her decision not to intervene in the appeal for clemency. She handed the sheriff a longneck beer and toasted. 
From across the bar, Jade was walking toward the tall, limber sheriff. Royce protected her arm sling as Jade hugged her. Joking, Royce said, “Easy on the wing, it’s still a little tender.”
Jade exclaimed, “Thanks, Royce. I’m sorry I acted like I did. All these years, I’ve hated you the way you’ve hated my father. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know why I behaved so badly to you. I shouldn’t have accused you of wanting to jail me, or any of the other mean things I’ve said over the years.”
“It’s okay, Jade.”
“No it isn’t. The killer—Bill— when he held Rita captive, he told her he was going to get me out to the cabin and kill me, too. He would have killed us both. Bill enticed Knox to meet him with the promise of a money deal. He would have coaxed me there.”
“And that, along with the fact your husband was killed by him, would be enough to make you hate him. But take it from me, it would only make you sad. I believe Bill is truly ill. I am not an authority on insanity pleas. I don’t think anyone can ever understand the human brain’s working. That’s what makes justice difficult find. It’s as easily wrong as it is right. There are times when we—individuals, also get it wrong. I’m glad you’re safe. I’m glad Timber County is also safer.”
 
* * * * *
 
Traditionally, The Bell Ringer was a place of gathering for Timber City citizens and the county’s deputies. When there was a badge ceremony, deputies would change into their street clothing and meet at the bar.
Royce checked around, and it seemed all the off-duty deputies had arrived. She saw Plato’s wrinkled grin. He lifted his thumb. She responded with a smile and her thumbs up. The killer had been captured. Gwen, Nadine, Molly, Gran, and Lyn were also there. Royce tapped the microphone, heard the squeal of its volume. She grinned as she lifted her beer to toast Nick. 
“I’m not much on speeches, but this speech makes me mighty happy. Nick, on behalf of the deputies and the townspeople, I just wanted to tell you how happy we are that you’ve been promoted. You’re new title is Undersheriff of Timber County. You’ll be in charge of Crystal. I thank you for all the assists you’ve given me over the years” She fumbled with the newly minted badge. “It is with honor I place this badge on your chest.”
As she pinned, there was applause. Nick responded, “Thanks, Royce. Believe me, the honor is mine.”
Royce looked around. She added, “Since we now have a deputy being promoted to replace, I’ll make a couple more announcements. First, I’d like to ask Tanner Morris to step up. I have it on good authority he would like a badge. Tanner has served admirably and proudly in the military. We value his service to the country. And now we wish to value his service as a deputy of Timber County. ” 
Tanner made his way to the front. “You mean it? I’m going to be a deputy?” 
“As soon as we can get your paperwork done. You’ll be assigned to be trained by Undersheriff Nick Hogan. I hope he has an easier time with your training than I had with his. That being said, I wouldn’t have traded a moment of it.”
“Thanks,” he said as he shook her hand. “I won’t let you down.” 
“That brings me to another announcement. We are short another deputy because one of our team has been dismissed.” There was a roar of cheers. “So we’ll be hiring another deputy by summer’s end. Some of you might recall Terry Doyle, the twin of the young soldier who was buried here recently, Jameson Doyle. It came to my attention that Terry will soon be a graduate of the police academy. I checked the credentials, and the scores turn out to be unblemished and high. Much higher than Deputy Chance’s records.” Royce hesitated, smiling at the laughter. She glanced down at the magnificent German shepherd. “Chance came to us with a rather spotted past. But she’s more than redeemed herself.”
“Chance moved it pretty damn fast to help apprehend the perp,” one of the deputies yelled.
Another shout was heard, “Helped? Hell, she apprehended single-pawed.”
After the applause for Chance, Royce continued. “Back to my mini-speech. With Terry filling our roster, we can be proud of every single deputy. Teresa Doyle will be a welcome member of our elite team. So when she gets here, I hope you’ll welcome her.”
After cheers, Royce stepped away from the microphone.  
Lyn gave her a nod of approval. “Gwen said speeches aren’t your strong suit.”
“Sometimes, I’m preoccupied,” Royce admitted. “I’m glad the speech is over. Now, the deputies will let loose and party. A woman deputy might give them a touch of class,” she joked.
“Royce, I think our sheriff gives the entire county class,” Lyn praised.
“You are one sweet talking D.A.”
“Look, I know I may not be around forever. But for the years I’m here, I hope we can string along with one another.”
“That’s contingent on if you keep the chocolate coming—and the sweet talking, too.”
“My bitch tendencies will make it easier on you when we do part.”
Royce took a sip of beer. With a smile, she answered, “There is that.”
Lyn’s eyes gleamed with a sensual question. “So you were preoccupied, huh? Should I ask what you were thinking?”
“Of music and dancing. And you.”
Lyn ruffled Royce’s short hair. “Oh? And what is your thought about music and dance?”
Royce’s words were soft. “I like any song that you sing to me. And any dance when we are in one another’s arms.”
“Oh? And what it is you like about me?” she teased.
“Everything. I think you are plenty amazing, Lyn.”
Chance had been resting on the floor. She lifted her head and gave a playful growl. Grinning, Lyn examined the pup’s face. “Even Chance has got her swag going on.”
“Chance has been hanging out with you way too much. She’s taking on your attributes.”
Their laughter chained. Lyn whispered, “Your bold has also perked up. I think you’re irresistible.”
Royce thought likewise.      
Life had tested the town that was home to Royce. It also tested Royce’s resilience. Nothing could taint the majesty of Shinney Forest. Hertha was right about the forest’s magical gift. Timber County was not cloaked in prejudice.  
Royce cherished her moments of fortune—she existed in a land and a time that was beginning to exalt tolerance. People had voted for a lesbian sheriff. A congregation of church members would no longer believe in bigotry. Nor would they be led by hatred. 
Concern for one another had a chance of existing.    
Undeniably correct, she reflected on Lyn’s favorite expression. She smiled at the District Attorney. Plenty amazing, of course it was. 
Royce murmured, “When we learn to love again—is it possible we also learn to love more?”
 
 



COMING ATTRACTIONS
TREVAR’S TEAM: 1
Beryl Trevar, Rachel Rosen, and Summer Wade are always on duty when it comes to an intriguing murder case. The Sapphic trio is an amazing blend of savvy, intelligence, sensuality, daring, and heart. They know how to use each element, and they also know how to use their Berettas. 
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WITHIN OUR CELEBRATION
A book of short fiction is about lesbian concerns, considerations, and lives. There is a variety of serious topic, humor, and women in all walks of life. They are heartwarming, heartbreaking, and intriguing glimpses of comedy and drama inside our lives.  
It is life in Lesbos, frontier women—lesbians in various aspects of our modern life—all age groups, social groups—women who love women. 
These are our stories about traveling this globe within our celebration!
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