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To Allie and Paul:

For Making Me a Mama
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“I did not give you the gift of life. Life gave me the gift of you.”

~Anonymous
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“Oft I have heard that grief softens the mind and makes it fearful and degenerate. Think therefore on revenge, and cease to weep.”

Henry VI, Part 2: Act 4, Scene 4
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Andy Simms’ pickup truck rumbled over a snow-covered private road in the early morning hours of January. The truck’s engine and driver moaned and groaned in unison as they bumped and bumbled toward the private ranch where Andy worked – 5:30am and the temperature outside read three degrees Fahrenheit.

The ski slopes in Steamboat don’t even open until nine . . . I’ll never understand why the hell they think they need to leave here by 6:30, he thought.

Simms worked as the property manager at a privately-owned, ultra-exclusive ranch near the small Wyoming town of Baggs. Built mainly for fishing, hiking, and an escape from city life, Silver Star Ranch also boasted a private lake, snowmobiles, and every indoor and outdoor activity one could possibly imagine. In the winter, owners and guests could travel to Steamboat Springs, Colorado for a day of skiing.

Andy liked the slow pace of days when everyone was gone from the ranch, but he hated the early morning wake-up call.

In the passenger seat, his beloved golden retriever rode shotgun. Caymus had dark red fur and was a favorite of the guests and owners – whether he was helping retrieve ducks during a hunt or snuggling up by the fire, everyone at Silver Star loved it when Andy brought Caymus to work with him.

The brakes on Andy’s truck whined and hissed as he pulled to a stop in the employee parking spaces at the edge of the ranch’s main area. Andy would have to walk the rest of the way, two hundred yards or so, in the freezing temperatures. God forbid us lowly staff could park closer on a day like today. He zipped his jacket up under his chin, pulled his beanie further down on his head, and opened his door. Caymus bounded out after him, and the pair began their cold, quick march to the main house.

Andy’s boots crunched with every step, packing the snow down beneath his large frame. At six feet tall and a little on the hefty side, Andy justified his extra weight by saying he needed the strength for running the ranch. Even though, in truth, he had a whole team of hands to help with the heavy labor.

He yawned as he took in the sight before him: a long, snow-covered driveway flanked by ranch-style fencing and tall banks of fresh powder from last night’s blizzard. Up on a hill to his left was one of the guest cabins: a two-story wooden building that looked like it belonged in ‘Little House on the Prairie’. As he continued walking, to Andy’s right was a second cabin in the same style as the first. The guest quarters were intentionally rustic at Silver Star Ranch, with visitors and owners alike spending most of their time in the main house’s dining and entertainment areas. Beyond the ranch’s buildings were snow-covered hills . . . home to elk, bears, and other wildlife. Andy could hear the slow ripple of the river in the distance, and a small flock of ducks squawked overhead – having taken flight from the water when they saw Caymus come running toward them. The golden retriever was standing at the edge of the river, barking nonstop, but that wasn’t unusual. Probably wants me to pick up a rock and throw it into the water for him to chase, Andy thought. Weird dog. “Be quiet, Caymus! You’ll wake up the guests!”

When Andy reached the end of the ranch’s long driveway, he stopped in his tracks. Amidst the backdrop of sparkling snow and white, ice-covered trees, Simms saw something that did not belong. A bright red, cherry-flavored slushy covered the sidewalk between the luxury ranch’s main house and the small, wooden cabin closest to the river. Except it wasn’t a cherry slushy.

“Holy shit. That’s blood.”
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As Andy soon discovered, Caymus wasn’t barking because he wanted to play fetch with the rocks. He was barking because the blood on the sidewalk belonged to a man lying face down in the river. A trail of blood ran from the first, gruesome spot by the sidewalk all the way down to the water’s edge. The heavy snowfall the night before had covered some of the trail, making it an eerie combination of red, white, and pink.

“Sweet Jesus,” Simms said aloud, his breath blowing plumes into the cold morning sky. He grabbed hold of Caymus’ collar to keep the dog from jumping into the water. “No hunt, boy. No hunt.” 

Andy, still holding onto the golden retriever’s collar, took a step forward into the ice-cold river then turned to face Caymus. “Stay,” he commanded, in a voice the dog knew meant business.

The property manager waded through the water, ignoring the cold piercing through his jeans and squishing down into his socks and boots. “Fuck fuck fuck,” he said, stepping farther into the water and closer to the body. Andy knew, in all likelihood, that he was messing with a crime scene. But he had to check, on the slim chance the person was still alive.

Andy took off a glove and reached down into the water to feel for a pulse, but the body was as cold as the river and air around it. He leaned further forward and, with two hands, raised the head and shoulders enough to see who the person was.

“Ah shit.”

Simms placed the dead body back on the riverbed rocks, then turned to make his way back to shore. Having someone die at Silver Star was something the property manager would never wish for. But did it have to be the owner’s fucking son-in-law?

Upon reaching dry land, Andy grabbed hold of his dog’s collar and walked them both back up the river embankment and toward his truck. HoldingA Caymus with one hand, Andy reached into his jacket pocket with the other hand and pulled out his phone. Number five on speed dial was his lifelong friend and the Baggs Police Chief, Will Shuler.
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By 6:15am, both members of the Baggs Police Force were awake and on-site at Silver Star Ranch. After making his gruesome discovery, the property manager immediately dialed the number for Police Chief Will Shuler. The 911 dispatch in a small town like Baggs was sent up to the county seat of Rawlins, only to be redirected back down to the police station, so most people used the direct lines for the police, paramedics, and volunteer fire brigade. The police force was a relatively new addition for the town of 400 people on the southern Wyoming border. An influx of energy companies and luxury ranches had demanded – and paid for – a permanent security presence in the town.

Chief Shuler was born and raised in Baggs and, after serving his country, returned home to run his family’s cattle ranch. The law enforcement job fell into his lap a few years later, but the thirty-eight-year-old was more than qualified after serving nine years in the Navy – six of them as military police.

Standing six feet tall with broad shoulders and strong, calloused hands, Will looked every bit the rancher that he was raised to be. The only part that surprised newcomers in Baggs was his skin color: the chief was African American. His family was one of the first to settle in the Little Snake River Valley, having taken their freedom and moved west after the Civil War. Shuler’s lighter skin, straight black hair, and green eyes hinted at a heritage more complex than the story he told, though, with white slave owners and Native American brides occasionally added to the mix. But it also made Will one of the most handsome men in Baggs. When he added in his police badge and uniform, it was no surprise that more than a few women had a crush on the chief.

Wearing his trusty pair of Levi’s blue jeans and a white button up shirt with the Baggs police logo on the left chest, Chief Shuler stepped out of his truck and into the murder investigation – his first as Chief of Police. On top of Will’s white work shirt was a heavy brown jacket, also emblazoned with the police logo, and he zipped it up to help brace against the cold. Why couldn’t we have a murder in July?, Will thought as he followed the trail of blood to the river to see the body. Why did it have to be the fucking dead of winter?

Following closely behind Chief Shuler was his rookie deputy – his only deputy, for that matter – Allie Martin. The twenty-three-year-old was originally from Denver, Colorado and had always loved tales of sheriffs in the old American West . . . so much so that she turned down a job offer from the Colorado State Patrol in order to join Chief Shuler’s one-man-show in Baggs. Allie was confident and spunky, but also very eager and very by-the-book. She wouldn’t do anything if it wasn’t found in a police academy manual, and that side of the young woman drove her boss crazy. Standing a surprisingly tall five-foot-eight, with bright blue eyes and crimpy blonde hair, Allie was often told that she looked like the character Ruth in the television show ‘Ozark’. But, unlike Ruth, Allie was out to catch the criminals – not to be one.

Wearing dark wash skinny jeans, a blue police button up, and the same department-issued brown jacket as her boss, Allie was watching Will like a hawk this morning. Even more than usual. Some small-town police officers work their entire careers and never have a murder case, she thought. I’ve got one only six months in!

Chief Shuler could see the excitement in Deputy Martin’s eyes and grumbled under his breath. Figures. She would think this is cool. Instead of the absolute headache and mountain of extra work that it really is.

Will hadn’t thought he needed a deputy – he had matters in hand and, if anything big popped up, he could always call on the Carbon County Sheriff’s Office or even the State Patrol. But the wealthy out-of-towners who paid his salary thought it looked bad if Baggs only had one officer, so Deputy Martin had been hired six months ago straight out of the academy. She was smart and a bundle of energy, but she was an out-of-towner too. Half of police work in Baggs is relationships, he told himself. Chief Shuler had eight generations of trust built up in this desolate region of Wyoming. Goldilocks here has nothing.

Will shook his head to clear his thoughts and tried to focus on the task at hand. First things first: secure the area. Silver Star Ranch was over 1,500 acres, but Shuler needed to sweep all the buildings in the direct area of the murder scene to make sure that the killer wasn’t lying in wait nearby. Side by side, with guns drawn, Will and Allie bulldozed their way through two small cabins and three storage sheds before turning their attention to the main house. There would be time for questioning and detailed investigating later, but for now Silver Star was under a shelter-in-place, active shooter scenario.

“Where are the guests and staff?” Will said to his longtime friend and Silver Star’s manager, Andy Simms.

“The widow and her mother are together in the master bedroom. The others are gathered in the bar and eating area on the main floor. The nanny and two kids are in an upstairs bedroom. We already know it’s just them in there, so if you could avoid blazing in guns drawn, the family would appreciate it. The boys don’t know yet that their dad is dead.”

The gravity of that news punched Shuler in the chest. He was a father of three, and he couldn’t imagine someone having to tell his children they would never see their dad again.

The chief nodded his head. “While Martin and I search the rest of the house, you go up there to the nanny’s room. Smile, be nice. But check the closets and bathroom and outside the windows. Anywhere someone might hide.”
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With the property sweep complete and the area secure, Chief Shuler and his deputy turned their attention to the crime scene. They needed to document and photograph everything . . . from the body in the river to the blood on the sidewalk to any trail marks or other evidence possibly left behind.

I will say one thing about having a deputy now, Will thought as he stood on the edge of the riverbank and looked down at the water below. It will be nice to have a second set of hands for all this work.

Shuler turned away from the river and trudged up the snow-covered bank to his truck. He grabbed a pair of waders out of the back then leaned against the edge of the tailgate to put them on. It wasn’t an easy feat to remove one pair of boots, put on giant rubber pants, and then squeeze the rubber bottoms of the pants into a second waterproof pair of boots. But Shuler had been fishing since before he could walk, and the process was second nature to him – even on this freezing, snow-covered morning.

“Allie, I don’t need you in the river. Start walking around the area . . . see what you can find. Take a camera with you.”

With his gear on and his deputy dispatched, the chief climbed back down the riverbank and waded out into the water. He pulled a camera out of his jacket pocket and bent over to get close-up photos of the body, walking in a circle on the slick rocks to catch every angle possible.

The cause of death wasn’t hard to find.

Chief Shuler counted seventeen holes in the man’s back – stabbing wounds that pockmarked the victim’s body and made it easy to see why so much blood was found on the sidewalk and snowbanks.

“Jesus,” Will muttered under his breath. “Somebody meant business.”

When Shuler was finished documenting how the body looked when it was found, he knelt down and pushed the man up off the river rocks until he rolled over – the gray, lifeless face now upward to the sky.

“What’d you say his name was?” Shuler asked as he took another photo.

Andy Simms was standing on the edge of the river and said: “Jonathan. Jonathan Walsh. He’s the owner’s son-in-law.”

“Which one is here this week?” Will asked, referring to the handful of families that co-owned Silver Star together and took turns visiting it.

“The Morris family. Josh and Alice Morris, plus their kids and grandkids and a few others. Jonathan is married, or I guess was married, to Nicole – Josh and Alice’s daughter.”

Will looked down at the victim. Jonathan Walsh appeared to be around the same height as Will, about six feet tall, but was skinnier than the police chief. Not too thin, Shuler thought, just not a rancher. He’s probably average sized in New York City. The victim was dressed in brown loafers, gray slacks, and a blue sweater with a white checked shirt underneath it. Well, what used to be white, Shuler noted. Even with the rippling current of the river, the white shirt collar was still stained red with blood.

Jonathan’s eyelids had flipped open when Will turned him over, revealing deep brown eyes underneath. The chief reached down and gently closed the victim’s eyes again. Looking closer, Chief Shuler recoiled at the sight of the man’s neck.

“Oh shit.”

Will turned away and put his hand over his mouth, trying to stop himself from vomiting. “Oh my God. Oh shit.”

Despite his years of military and police training, and a lifetime spent living on a ranch, Will still wasn’t prepared for the mangled state of Jonathan Walsh’s neck. It was sliced open straight across, but with a knife that had a serrated edge large enough to make the victim’s flesh look like it had gone through a meat grinder.

“You okay down there?” Andy called out.

“Mmm hmm,” Shuler replied. “Yep. Yep. Just . . . yep.”

Get your shit together, Shuler. The chief took a long, deep breath then turned back to the task at hand.

“You said his wife is here?”

“Yeah, she’s inside,” Andy replied. “Hysterical, apparently. Her mom is trying to calm her down. They’ve got two little kids here as well. The nanny has them upstairs.”

“Keep them inside. They don’t need to see this.” Shuler paused. “What about the other guests? Your staff?”

Andy Simms, at the edge of the water, turned to point behind him at a small crowd huddled together on the deck of the main house. “Up there,” Andy replied, “watching you.”

Shuler looked up at the brown, wooden mansion not one hundred yards from where he stood. The staff were distinguishable by their uniforms, complete with the Silver Star logo. The guests, on the other hand, were all still in pajamas and bathrobes, with ski jackets and beanies thrown on as a brace against the cold. Once they were released from the shelter in place order, everyone had come out on the deck to see what was happening.

“Tell ‘em to go inside, please. This is gonna take a while, and I don’t need a bunch of tourists getting frostbite on top of a murder.” 
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“Hey Chief?”

Will turned his head at the sound of his deputy’s voice. He was still in the river taking photos, wanting to get everything documented before the county coroner arrived to take the body to the morgue. “Whatcha got, Martin?” Chief Shuler yelled back.

“Uh, you’re gonna want to see this.”

Shuler sighed and shook his head. “Don’t know why she can’t just tell me,” he muttered under his breath. “Always gotta be dramatic about everything.”

“I need to finish these photos first,” he called back to Allie. “Give me a minute.”

After he was done taking pictures of the body, the police chief put the cap on his camera and zipped it up in his jacket pocket. Will then trekked back over the slick rocks to the riverbank and climbed out through knee-deep snow.

“Andy, I’m gonna need your help. Probably one of your guys too. The coroner’s van will be in from Rawlins before too much longer, and we’ve gotta get this body out of the river.”

“Of course, Chief,” the property manager replied. “Whatever you need. I’ll grab Paul and we’ll put some waders on.”

“Thanks, Andy,” Will replied, patting his friend on the shoulder. “I appreciate it.”

After making his way to the concrete sidewalk, Shuler looked around to find where his deputy had gone. Allie was standing by the side door of one of the cabins, the smallest of the three and the closest to the river. Will knew from what Andy had told him that this was the cabin where the victim was staying. “Alright, what do we have?”

Allie took a step closer to the cabin and pointed to the large, wooden door. “That.”

Chief Shuler followed Martin’s gaze and saw a piece of paper hanging on the door. There was a hand-written message on the paper, but that wasn’t what caught Shuler’s eye. It was what was holding the paper in place: a large hunting knife dripping in blood.

*****

[image: ]


“Oh my God. It’s the murder weapon.”

Will stepped closer to the door, careful in his approach as if the knife might jump back at him. “How did we not see this during the sweep?”

“This is the side door,” Allie said. “We went in and out through the front.”

“You didn’t touch anything, did you?”

“Of course not.” Deputy Martin shook her head. She knew she was young and a rookie, and she hadn’t served in the military like her boss, but Allie did have a college degree in criminology and went through the police academy in Denver. “I know what I’m doing, Chief.”

“Sorry,” Will replied. “I know you do. Murder cases are different, though. We’ve gotta be extra careful on everything.”

Shuler reached into his pocket and took out his camera. As he snapped pictures from various angles, he read the message that was hand-written on the piece of paper:


“Oft I have heard that grief softens the mind, and makes it fearful and degenerate; think therefore on revenge and cease to weep.”

Henry VI, Part 2: Act 4, Scene 4



“Act 4, Scene 4,” Will repeated. “You know anything about plays or theater, Martin?”

“Not a clue.”

“Here, hold this for a second,” Shuler said as he handed his camera to Allie. Then he took out his cell phone and held it up to his mouth.

“Hey Siri? What is Henry the sixth, part two, act four, scene four?”

Shuler’s phone trilled and a woman’s automated voice replied: ‘Henry VI, Part 2, Act 4, Scene 4 is part of a play written by William Shakespeare. King Henry and Queen Margaret are in London with the Duke of Buckingham, Lord Saye, and Suffolk’s head.’

Will sighed. “I hate this kind of stuff. I never did well on it in school. I’ll have to ask Hannah about it tonight.”

Allie nodded her head. The chief’s wife was a teacher at the high school in Baggs. “I’m sure she can explain it better,” Allie agreed. “But if the killer is quoting Shakespeare, that means he’s smart, right?”

Shuler shrugged his shoulders, then looked toward the pool of blood by the sidewalk and the trail of red leading to the river. “Killer could be a she. And he or she could just know how to use Google. But maybe smart. Smart is possible.

“Once you’re done taking photos of the note and the door,” Will continued, “grab an evidence bag and a pair of gloves from my truck. We need to bring the knife and the paper back to the station with us. After we finish out here, we’ll start on the inside of the cabins.”
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While Chief Shuler and Deputy Martin were busy searching the area around the river and the victim’s cabin, Silver Star’s property manager and his top assistant were standing under the deck of the main house ready to assist. The bottom floor of the ranch’s largest building was used for storage and maintenance but also its ‘fun’ spaces: a billiards room, a gym, and closets full of gear for hunting, fishing, and hiking.

The two men – one nearing forty with a smattering of gray hair under his beanie; the other only a few years out of college – were dressed in fishing waders as the police chief instructed. Icicles had formed on the rubber pants, which would crack and fall to the ground when the men walked. But now, standing still, Andy Simms and Paul Wyatt were two human popsicles in the frigid January air.

“Did you tell them?” Paul asked in a hushed voice. The twenty-five-year-old was a native of nearby Steamboat Springs, Colorado, and had grown up fishing in the summers and skiing in the winters before majoring in hospitality management at Colorado State. All of which made him the perfect person to work at a luxury western ranch. He now lived in the caretaker’s cottage at the other end of the property . . . a perk of the job but also a necessity given the lack of housing in Baggs.

“Did I tell them what?” Andy said.

“About last night? About the security alarm going off?”

“Not yet, but I will. They’ve been dealing with the body and the crime scene. I’m sure Will is gonna interview all of us soon enough.”

“But I mean . . . what if there really was somebody?” Paul pressed. “I was out here. I could’ve been the one in the river.”

Andy sighed. “Don’t be such a drama queen. That’s the last thing Silver Star needs right now. I think it’s pretty obvious from looking at Jonathan’s body that somebody else was indeed here last night. But you’re not in the river – you’re alive and on the clock. As soon as the chief has us move the body, I want you to go inside and get with Chef Lucy about some breakfast for everyone. And call José . . . I know he’s supposed to have the day off, but we need all hands on deck.”

*****
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Above the two staff members’ heads, standing on the second floor deck of the ranch’s main house, a small crowd was gathered to watch the scene below. Silver Star was relatively new by Wyoming standards, but it was designed to look old – with wood beam walls and oversized, wood burning fireplaces both inside and out. The guests were leaning against notched wood railings on the deck that ran the full length of the house.

All the ranch’s guests had planned for an early morning trip to Steamboat Springs to ski, but when their alarms went off they were greeted with hushed voices and police cruisers instead. The unexpected nature of the murder was evidenced most clearly not by the shock on the guests’ faces but rather by their disheveled appearance – nightgowns, flannel pajama pants, and fuzzy house slippers were hastily covered by ski jackets and multi-colored beanies with pom poms bouncing on top. They hardly looked like the same family that frequented Page Six of the New York Post or the society pages of People magazine.

In the far corner of the deck, two women huddled close together while they watched the police activity. Brooke Crozer, newly married to one of the owner’s cousins, felt nauseous at the sight of a dead body but couldn’t make herself look away. 

“Do you think he just stumbled into the river?” Brooke whispered to another guest, Charlotte, who was dating the ranch owner’s son.

“Jonathan was really drunk last night,” Charlotte replied. The women were hesitant to say too much or be too involved in the scene, since they were both so new to the Morris family circle.

“But what about the blood?” Charlotte continued. “I mean, that can’t be from falling down, can it?”

“I don’t know,” said Brooke, shrugging her shoulders. She shivered as she did so, with the early morning temperatures seeping through her coat into her bones.

Quietly, slowly, Brooke walked over to her husband and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Hey Stuart,” she whispered.

“Hmm?”

“I don’t want to say or do the wrong thing here, and of course I’m very interested in everything the police are doing . . . but I’m also freezing. Is it alright if I go inside? Or even light a fire out here in the fireplace? I’m starting to not feel my toes.”

“Of course, baby. I’m sorry,” Stuart replied, turning to face his wife. They had been married for only three months, and this trip was supposed to be Brooke’s grand welcome into the family. So much for that idea, Stuart thought. 

“You and Charlotte go inside and get warm. I’m going to stay out here with David and Uncle Josh, if it’s alright with you.”

Brooke nodded, her brown hair swaying her under the faux-fur hood of her jacket. “I’ll see if I can find some coffee for you guys.”

Stuart leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “That would be great, baby. Thank you.”

*****
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Stuart Crozer watched as his wife and Charlotte walked inside, then returned his attention to the river. Chief Shuler, Andy, and Paul were all out in the water preparing to pick up Jonathan’s body and move it onto dry land. Standing beside Stuart on the deck were his uncle, Josh Morris, and his cousin, David Morris. Josh was Stuart’s uncle by marriage – his aunt Alice was his blood relative – but Stuart had known Josh his whole life and looked up to the older man as a mentor and a friend. David, for his part, was like a brother to Stuart. A taller brother, to be sure, as David was near six feet while Stuart hovered around five foot eight. But they were only a year apart in age and had grown up playing together before attending the same boarding school, Phillips Exeter. 

Stuart was reeling from the shock of Jonathan’s murder – the gruesome nature, the close proximity to where he and his wife were sleeping, and the fact that the crime scene was unfolding before his eyes. But he couldn’t imagine how hard it all must be for Josh and David. And God, poor Nicole. And the boys, he thought. Stuart glanced over his shoulder toward the inside of the house. They just lost a husband and a father.

When Andy Simms first found the body at 5:30am, his first reaction was to call the police. His second move was to go inside and wake up Josh Morris. The seventy-year-old private wealth tycoon knew by the look in his property manager’s eyes that something was very, very wrong. He quickly put a coat and snow boots over his pajamas and followed Andy outside, careful not to wake up his wife.

After confirming what Andy already knew – that the body belonged to his son-in-law – Josh had gone back inside the house to begin damage control. He woke Alice and told her the news, then went to the other cabin to wake up his son. Alice, for her part, went first to the room of the family’s live-in nanny. After waking up Renata, the two women went down the hall to the bunk room where the victim’s wife and two young boys were sleeping. Renata took the boys back to her room to watch cartoons, while Alice ushered a confused and groggy Nicole to the master bedroom to break the news about her husband. Nicole had collapsed into her mother’s arms, screaming “no no no” before trying to run out the doors to see Jonathan’s body. Nicole was stronger than her mother, but the older woman managed to hold her back and keep her inside away from the crime scene.

Thank God, Stuart thought, looking down at the blood-stained sidewalk and riverbank. She does not need to see this.

Stuart, Josh, and David all turned their heads when they heard a vehicle approaching, the tires crunching over the packed snow on the driveway. It was a large white van, the kind that might make floral or bakery deliveries in Manhattan. But instead of roses or bagels painted on the side, this van was emblazoned in large black letters: ‘Carbon County Coroner’.
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The coroner made quick work of Jonathan Walsh’s body. He enlisted Andy, Paul, and Chief Shuler’s help in the physical labor, and Deputy Martin took photos of it all. The four men lifted the 180-pound body out of the river and carried it up the bank to the driveway. A black body bag was waiting on the ground, and the coroner instructed his helpers to place Jonathan inside.

“No different than a golf travel bag, gentlemen. Easy does it, everything inside, then I’ll zip it up.”

After the black plastic bag was zipped closed, the men lifted Jonathan off the ground and onto a silver gurney. Up on the deck, watching the scene unfold, the victim’s family grimaced as the body was plopped down on the rolling bed, strapped in place, and then pushed into the back of the white coroner’s van.

“It’s all just so . . . cold.”

Stuart turned at the sound of his uncle’s voice. Josh Morris hadn’t spoken since he identified the body for police. He stood motionless on the deck for the past hour, watching everything unfold and unravel beneath him. Josh’s face was as white as the morning’s fresh snow, but both his nephew and his son knew that the older man’s mention of the cold had nothing to do with the weather. Jonathan Walsh was Josh’s son-in-law, his grandchildren’s father, and one of the best employees at his finance firm. Josh had been wary of Jonathan at first – a young hot shot MBA student at Wharton and dating his daughter. But Jonathan quickly earned Josh’s trust and, eventually, Nicole’s heart and hand. Josh found himself wiping away a tear as he watched the coroner’s van rumble back down the driveway.

The New York City magnate turned to face his son and nephew.

“What the hell do we do now?”

****
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Josh Morris’ question was answered by the arrival of the two police officers in the main house. Once they finished photographing and documenting everything from the murder scene and the victim’s cabin, Will and Allie made their way inside the 20,000 square foot building that was the epicenter of life at Silver Star Ranch. The main house alone could sleep twelve people, and it also featured a dining area, living room, bar, billiards room, gym, and sauna.

“And those are just the areas where the guests spend their time,” said the property manager, Andy, as he led the two police officers up the stairs to the living room. “We also have a full commercial kitchen, my office, laundry, a staff break room, and storage lockers for all the activities and gear. Plus, owners can keep things here in their own private closets if they want to.”

“How many owners are there?” asked Allie, following her boss and Andy up the wide, wooden stairs. The décor at Silver Star was ‘western chic’, with rustic vibes and artwork on the walls that Allie guessed cost more than her car. Or my parents’ house, she mused.

“Seven owners,” Andy answered. “Well, seven families. Each one gets up to a month on the property every year. The rest of the year is reserved for repairs and time off for staff. Not every family uses it for their full month, though. Sometimes an owner will have a corporate retreat. Sometimes all the wives will come for a ladies’ getaway. Occasionally we’ll have a wedding or anniversary party or something like that.”

Chief Shuler followed Andy into the two-story living room, complete with oversized leather couches and a roaring fireplace. Nearly all the ranch’s guests were gathered around the fireplace, and everyone stopped talking when they saw the police walk in. Andy’s golden retriever, Caymus, had been converted from a gun dog to an emotional support animal and was snuggled up on the couch between Charlotte and Brooke.

“Apart from this main house, I counted two other cabins. Is that all or is there more?” Shuler asked.

“That’s it for the guests,” Andy said. “The small one by the river is a two bed, two bath. The larger one on this side of the driveway is three bed, two and a half bath. The ranch as a whole can sleep up to twenty-two at a time.” Andy paused. “There’s also a caretaker’s cabin on the other side of the property. It’s about two miles from here to there, and then another mile up to the front gate.”

“Who stays at the caretaker’s cabin?” Will asked.

“Only Paul right now. My second in command. He usually gets some roommates in the summer when all the fishing guides come to work.”

Will nodded and surveyed the room. “Where’s everyone else?” the chief asked. “Where’s the widow?”

Josh Morris stood up from a chair by the fire and walked toward Will and Allie. “The widow is my daughter, Nicole. She’s back in the master bedroom with my wife, Alice. Nicole’s not in any condition to come out here right now.”

Shuler nodded. “I can only imagine. I will need to speak with her at some point, though.” He paused. “You’re Mr. Morris, I presume?”

Josh extended his hand in greeting. “Yes. Josh Morris. The rest of these people here are my family. Oh, and the boys upstairs. My grandsons . . . Jonathan’s two. They’re still with the nanny, right David?”

“That’s right. We didn’t want them to know anything was going on.” David joined his father and offered his own handshake greeting to both police officers. “I’m David. Nicole’s brother. Whatever you need, we’re here. We want to find the bastard that did this.”

The rest of the family in the room all nodded their heads and echoed in agreement.

Will held up his hands to calm the crowd. “Okay, okay. I understand it’s been a very stressful morning. Deputy Martin and I want to find out what happened just as much as y’all do. What I need right now is for everyone to stay calm. I also need for you to hand over your cell phones, laptops, and other devices to Deputy Martin, and please give her the passwords if they’re locked.”

“You can’t be serious,” said David, glaring at the police chief.

“I’m completely serious. We’ve had a very gruesome murder happen on a very remote ranch. I need to check everything here for evidence, and I need to prevent y’all from spreading news about the case on social media or elsewhere.”

“I have highly confidential information on my phone,” David argued.

“So do I,” Stuart added. “We’re both lawyers.”

“Frankly, guys, I don’t give a shit about your clients or your caseload. I’m trying to find a killer. You can refuse to hand over the devices if you want, but as attorneys you should know full well that I will have zero problems getting an emergency warrant from the judge.”

“Give him what he wants, boys,” said Josh.

Chief Shuler realized that the Morris family patriarch held more control over the room than any badge ever would. I need him on my side, Will concluded.

“Okay everybody, listen up for a minute.” Shuler took a step farther into the living room and used his ‘mean voice’ as his kids called it – the one he went to when he needed to command authority and attention. 

“Here’s how this is going to go. You’re going to hand over your devices, all of them, to Deputy Martin. Then you’re going to hang out here around the house until it’s your turn for me to interview you. You’re free to move about the main house or your cabin, but don’t go in the one where Mr. Walsh was staying. And don’t go outside the main area’s fence line. Anyone who doesn’t cooperate will be charged with obstruction and considered a prime suspect in the murder. Understood?”

The Morris family and their guests all grumbled in agreement.

“Good. Now, Andy, you mentioned you have an office. Where is it?”

“Back this way,” replied the property manager. “Through the kitchen.”
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The clock on the wall of Andy Simms’ office at Silver Star read 8:02am when Chief Shuler sat down to begin his witness interviews. Andy’s office was small – more of an oversized closet than a true working space. A desk and two chairs were in the center of the room, and every wall was lined with stacks of filing cabinets; each one labeled with a month, year, and owner’s name. C’mon Andy, Will thought as he pushed aside a pile of papers on the desk to make room for his own notepad and pen. It’s 2023. Scan all this and go digital.

The chief shook his head at his longtime friend’s cluttered mess, then leaned back in the creaky office chair and let out a deep sigh. Will rubbed his hands over his eyes then back through his hair and around the base of his neck.

“Holy shit,” he whispered to himself, not wanting anyone else to hear his exhaustion. The ranch’s chef was on the other side of the door making breakfast for the crowd – which smells delicious, Will thought – but he knew he needed to portray a solid, energetic picture to the guests and staff. Even though I’m already exhausted.

Will’s two oldest children started back at school that Monday, and, by Tuesday evening, his eleven-year-old daughter was already struggling with her math homework. By the time Daphne finished with her work, seven-year-old Calvin was awake again and hungry for a late night snack. Then little Darby had a bad dream, Shuler remembered, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes again. And my phone rang at 5:35 with this shit.

A knock on the office door shook the chief back to the present. “Yes? Come in.”

Paul Wyatt, the young staffer at Silver Star, pushed open the door and stuck his head inside. “Umm, hey Chief. Andy said maybe I should go first while the guests eat breakfast?”

Will nodded. “Good idea. Come on in. Have a seat.”

Paul smiled and walked inside. “Here you go. I brought you some coffee. Andy said cream no sugar?”

“He knows me too well. Although he should . . . we’ve known each other since we were in diapers.” Shuler gladly accepted the steaming mug from the young man and blew on the edge to cool off the coffee. “I’ll take all the caffeine and warmth I can get today.”

“Yeah, no joke. It’s fucking freez . . . uh, I mean, it’s super cold out there today.”

Will smiled. “You don’t have to hold back around me, son. I was a sailor, remember? I can cuss with the best of ‘em.”

The young man breathed a sigh of relief. Paul Wyatt was twenty-five and, although not a native of Baggs, had quickly become a town favorite when he moved there after college. Paul was very tall – nearly 6’5” – but didn’t have an ounce of fat on him. Add in his bright red hair and freckles, and he looked more like a grasshopper or a cartoon character than a rough and tumble outdoorsman. But Paul was tough, well mannered, and a hard worker. All of which endeared him to the people of Baggs and made him indispensable at Silver Star Ranch.

Paul picked up a stack of papers that were filling the room’s second chair, put them on the floor, and sat down opposite the police chief. He seemed relaxed, which Shuler found somewhat odd given the events of the morning.

“So, Mr. Wyatt,” the chief began.

“Please, call me Paul.”

“Alright, Paul. I’m going to need your help in this. I’m coming into the situation blind. I don’t know much of anything about Silver Star or its owners. Or its staff, for that matter.”

The young man nodded, his blue eyes shining under the glare of the overhead light. “Of course. Whatever you need. Umm . . . I can kinda give you a run down, if you want.”

“That would be great.”

“Okay, well, this is Silver Star Ranch. It’s 1,500 acres of land. River runs through it. It used to be owned by some old man, but his family sold it when he died. You would probably know more about that than me.”

“It was the Jensen ranch,” Will said. “Bernard Jensen. Kinda an old hermit. Loved to hunt and fish. He’d come to town once a month or so for supplies, but he caught or killed most of what he ate. I don’t think he even had electricity out here.”

Paul shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno. I wasn’t around when the current owners bought it. Andy was one of the first staffers, though. I met him at a fishing expo one time in Steamboat, and he said if I ever needed work as a guide to give him a call. I started coming up here in the summers during college, and then he asked me to stay on full-time after I graduated.”

“When was that?”

“Two and a half years ago. Twenty twenty, baby. Fucking worst year ever to be a college senior. I had to take final exams in my parents’ basement because of lockdown and shit.”

Will grimaced at the memory of the Covid pandemic. “Tell me about it. Our youngest was born in May of 2020. The hospital was like a weird cross between a warzone and a zombie apocalypse.”
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