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The deadly’s in the details


Elizabeth and Tom’s wedding is nearly here. Family, friends, and festivities are all around in Sherman, Wyoming . . . But so is murder. And Elizabeth and her KWMT-TV cohorts past and present are soon drawn into finding answers to more questions than “Will you take this man . . . ?”

It starts when, a week before their wedding, an Army colonel walks up to Elizabeth’s KWMT-TV desk and says a retired sergeant is missing. Except the evidence points to his having died when his cabin burned down. So why does the colonel say he’s missing?

Murder or celebration? Wedding or whodunit? Love or justice? How does Elizabeth juggle those priorities? And — the other vital question — will she get to the church on time?
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DAY ONE


SATURDAY

CHAPTER ONE


My phone rang at the same time the news aide pointed the stranger toward my desk in the KWMT-TV newsroom in Sherman, Wyoming.

Both those events occupied only a portion of my attention. Another circumstance snagged most of it.

My backup supply of Pepperidge Farm Double Dark Chocolate Milano cookies at the office was empty. I’d checked because the first hideaway spot was also empty.

Walk-ins weren’t unusual in KWMT’s newsroom. Strangers like this were.

He was tall, male, African-American, with an erect bearing, wearing jeans and a crisp, white shirt.

What really made him stand out, however, was he wore neither a cowboy hat nor a ball cap. His gleaming, bald head was uncovered.

He had a bony jaw made for clenching and a vein angling up his forehead made for throbbing. Clenching and throbbing were in evidence, though I suspected not at maximum throttle.

All in all, he was impressive in an intimidating way and the news aide had pointed him toward my desk. Gee, thanks.

Other times, I might have been the pointee because I was the only one in the newsroom. But at the moment there were two other candidates — yes, on a Saturday, because newscasts are daily. Yet I was the one pointed at.

He strode toward me.

My phone rang again. I looked at the screen.

My mother.

Calling about my wedding to Tom Burrell next weekend.

How could I be so sure? Because she basically hadn’t talked to me about anything except the wedding since Tom and I were engaged in December. I’d voted for an elopement. Tom wanted a real wedding.

We compromised. With a real wedding.

This played out as letting my mother and Tom’s daughter, Tamantha, run the circus within the confines of a modest tent I fought hard to keep from bulging out at the seams, while Tom mostly looked on in benign amusement.

“Elizabeth Margaret Danniher?” Scary stranger stood in front of my desk, looming over me.

I had a choice.

Scary stranger?

Wedding-planning mother?

Have I mentioned Mom and Tamantha have a spreadsheet?

Tamantha, who would enter sixth grade after this summer break, finding a template for such a spreadsheet on a wedding planning website didn’t bring me joy, but Mom using one . . .?

I clicked off the phone — for now — and looked up at the imposing arrival. “Yes.”

Don’t judge. She’d call back. She always did.

“One of my men is missing.”

“One of your men?”

“Yes, ma’am. He has a cabin in the north central section of your county.”

That spawned a flotilla of questions, but before we got to those, I wanted to clear underbrush.

“Which branch of the military?”

I wasn’t showing off. The bearing, the ma’am, the one of my men.

Good thing I wasn’t showing off, because he was entirely unimpressed. “Army. Colonel Crawford.”

“Nice to meet you, Colonel. Sergeant Shelton told you to talk to me?”

Sergeant Wayne Shelton was not in the Army, at least not now. He was in the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department.

Which was where I would expect most people to start if they were concerned about someone going missing. With this man, would expect ratcheted up to had not a single doubt.

No way would coming to a TV reporter be his first move.

He went to the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department and wouldn’t have settled for talking to Deputy Ferrante at the front desk — I seldom did if I could possibly avoid it. Which meant Shelton or Sheriff Russ Conrad. Of the two, Shelton was more likely.

More likely to be Ferrante’s pick to handle an Army colonel and more likely to send the colonel on to me.

Again, not showing off. Just following logic.

“He did,” the colonel said.

A trickle of something went up my spine.

If Colonel Crawford had been a completely different kind of person, Shelton telling him to talk to me could have been — almost certainly would have been — an effort to yank my chain. Colonel Crawford, however, was not fodder for chain-yanking, and Shelton wouldn’t have missed that.

“Why don’t you come around here and sit down, so we can talk more easily.” I gestured him toward a chair he could pull up close to mine on the side my chair could turn to face him. It also put him farther away from the other occupants of the bullpen.

Eavesdropping is an occupational skill few journalists can turn off. Better to spare my colleagues the temptation.

“Who’s missing?” I asked.

“Sergeant Frank Jardos, U.S. Army, retired.”

For a second, I felt one eyebrow drop, while the other popped up. I quickly evened them out from the simultaneous frown and surprise.

I knew the name from recent news reports.

Not by me. Nola Choi, a young reporter who’d been here six months, had this story.

A cabin had caught fire Wednesday. By the time the volunteer firefighters reached the tucked-away structure, it was too late. Certainly too late for the lone occupant. Presumed to be Frank Jardos — owner, sole resident, and a retired sergeant in the army.

Although the body wasn’t found until Thursday.

The fire made identity difficult to confirm. It would not be official until a forensic examination at a Montana facility, because Cottonwood County didn’t have the expertise.

However, the body generally matched Jardos’ size, his truck was still on the premises, and remnants of leather boots on the corpse matched the sergeant’s customary choice, according to sources. One source was a neighbor whose name hadn’t registered. The other was described as a long-time friend, which I found hard to believe, because Hiram Poppinger was not the kind to have friends.

Oh, okay, maybe that wasn’t completely fair. I’d earlier come across another person he’d considered a friend.

Plus, his recent romantic connection with a woman named Yvette appeared to at least partially unfreeze his Cro-Magnon mentality.

Still, a long-time friend?

Another fact from Nola’s reporting remained vivid: The badly burned head had what the investigators believed to be a bullet hole in it. A bullet hole consistent with being self-inflicted.

There’d also been mention that the cabin owner’s wife of forty-six years passed away last fall.

“You know about—?”

He cut me off. “I know.”

He knew not only that his man had been found dead, but that the authorities’ math added up the facts to equal Frank Jardos shooting himself and — in the process or beforehand — setting his cabin on fire, accidentally or on purpose.

And yet, Shelton sent him to talk to me.

“What makes you think he’s missing?”

“Because he did not commit suicide.”


CHAPTER TWO


“I don’t—”

Crawford didn’t let me finish. Again.

“That’s what the theory is, correct? That despondent and lonely after the death of his wife, Sergeant Jardos shot himself in the head and somehow his cabin caught fire. Alternatively, he started the fire, then shot himself.”

That pretty well covered it.

Except where was the gun? Had I missed that in the coverage?

No.

No mention of a gun.

That was potentially interesting.

Also potentially of no import.

Either way, it wasn’t my goal in this conversation to strengthen the colonel’s contention that Frank Jardos did not commit suicide.

Matter of fact, I wasn’t sure I had a goal.

“You don’t buy that theory?” I asked mildly.

“Not for a second.”

“The suicide rate among vets—”

“I know those stats.” The gravel in his voice turned rougher.

I kept going. “Add those to the stats about rural suicide, with rural men’s rates much higher than urban. And older men—”

“Not Sergeant Jardos.”

“How can you be sure?”

Without unbending his erect posture, he pushed back into the chair, surveying me for a long moment before he spoke.

“The same way you knew what that phone call you skipped from your mother would have entailed.”

He wasn’t showing off, either. After all, there had been that clear M-O-M on the phone’s screen before I dismissed the call.

We regarded each other for a couple dozen seconds.

“Have you been to the site?” I asked.

“Not close enough to see much. Police tape. Significant perimeter.”

That surprised me. Not that he’d respected the police tape around the scene, but that he hadn’t found a way to see despite it.

“Can’t see the body, either. Even for identification purposes.”

“Let’s get lunch,” I proposed. “I’ll check in with my assignment editor and we can go.”

“I’ve eaten. And have a plane to catch before long.”

“Even better. I can eat and you can talk.”

If I read him right — not a paltry if considering his demeanor — he did not look forward to his portion of the agenda, but remained determined to do his duty.

*   *   *   *

My comment about checking in with my assignment editor was pro forma.

Audrey Adams probably did want to know where I was, on the chance that flying saucers landed at the Sherman Rodeo grounds. Every assignment editor thought about staffing for such contingencies.

Barring flying saucers, she didn’t care about me taking time away from my planned task. I was wrapping up segments for Helping Out!, my official consumer affairs beat, basically clearing my desk before the wedding. Though it wasn’t necessary, because of an accumulated backlog of those segments.

My other duties included helping oversee a couple young reporters and being a resource for Mike Paycik, who’d bought KWMT-TV late last year.

He had once been a colleague here at the station and still was in certain inquiries we pursued.

Now I was helping him search for more staff, particularly a news director and a half-time anchor.

Not a lot of progress so far.

We had a reprieve on the half-time anchor, because the opposite half-time anchor would take up her duties in ten days and cover that job until mid-fall. That meant the staffer who’d been carrying the anchor load despite loathing the job would get a break . . . and not kill Mike.

Good news all around.

The news director job wasn’t a matter of life or death — except for the newsroom’s future.

We needed a news director with sufficient experience to lead and teach a mixed bag of staff with a projected influx of youngsters. That meant we needed one who loved a challenge. Oh, yeah, and who’d come to the smallest news market in the country.

Oddly, it was turning out to be a hard position to fill.

After the wedding, I intended to buckle down to scouring the TV news world for the right person.

But for now, my focus was Colonel Crawford.

If he’d been eating, I would have opted for Hamburger Heaven, but since he wasn’t, I chose the café, with more privacy winning over male-preferred menu.

He followed my SUV in a rental.

That gave me time to call Dale, the news aide, and have him read the colonel’s career highlights as I drove. Impressive.

As we walked in, having rendezvoused outside the door, I spotted Tullie, the primary server at the café and the niece of Penny Czylinski.

The former mattered for getting the seat I wanted.

The latter mattered because Penny, the doyenne of the Sherman Supermarket checkout was also the most thorough news-gathering source for the northwestern quadrant of Wyoming. She sucked in information rapaciously, shredded it into bits, and filed the shreds in a system known only to her.

Don’t take this to mean she was a careless gossip. She ingested information at a vastly greater rate than she expelled it.

Now and then, she would share a few shreds with humble petitioners like me. Never in order, never in direct response to a question.

And — back to Tullie and the café — her niece was one of Penny’s sources.

“May we have the table in the corner?”

Tullie blinked at me, probably thinking it could sit five or six. But this was well past what passed as the lunch rush, so she wasn’t missing out on the prospect of more tips. “Sure.”

I ordered on our way to the table — one less interruption we’d have, one less opportunity for Tullie to overhear anything and share it with Penny.

“How do you know Frank Jardos?” I deliberately made my opening question to the colonel present tense.

He knew it was deliberate, too, but he still relaxed a fraction of an inch.

“He was sergeant for my first command. Years ago. Crusty, experienced, wily. He didn’t precisely take me under his wing, that’s way too soft. More like knocked me around enough to make me stagger, but didn’t let me fall — all while saying Yes, sir! like he meant it. Set my teeth on edge from the start. I wanted to battle it out, but there was never anything overt enough to battle over.”

He shook his head at memories.

“My wife saw it first. Said he was rocking the boat on purpose to force me to get my sea legs before we were out on the ocean.” His mouth quirked. “I wanted to drown him. Even after we were deployed and I started recognizing why I’d needed to know what he’d forced me to learn.”

He fell silent. Memories playing behind his dark, protective eyes.

Most times, I’d let the silence extend to see where the memories brought him as a reentry to the present. It wouldn’t tell me details of the gap, but could sketch a thread spanning the silence.

But Tullie arrived with my BLT and coleslaw, interrupting his reverie.

So, I went for direct. After all, the man had a plane to catch. Besides, I had a sandwich to eat and getting him to talk would give me time for that.

“That relationship changed at some point.”


CHAPTER THREE


“Yes,” he said. “My wife had our first baby while I was deployed—”

What was the proper response to that?

Sorry you weren’t there?

Congratulations, but sorry you weren’t there?

How did she cope? How did you?

He spared me having to decide by talking on.

“—and it was a difficult birth. She was okay, our daughter was okay. But Yelena required a recovery she — we — hadn’t counted on. Her family came to help, but they had to go back to their lives. I was on the other side of the world. What got her through was a woman on base named Irene Jardos. Sergeant Frank Jardos’ wife.

“She had nursing experience and beyond that, she was one of those women who . . . knew. Gave Yelena the support she needed and room to grow her own confidence.” His face twisted. Possibly toward the start of a grin, but he rubbed his palm over his mouth and chin, masking the expression. “Maybe her own version of what Jardos did for me, though I sure as hell would have preferred Irene’s methods to his.”

I smiled, then dug into the coleslaw to soften any discomfort he felt at sharing this. He was clearly not a man to spill his family’s history to a stranger. That he was doing so reinforced how strongly he felt about this situation.

“Army moved us on, moved them on. But they stayed in touch, Yelena and Irene. Got closer if anything. Didn’t realize that until after I got a new command, walk in, and there’s Frank Jardos, my first sergeant. We would have done fine, regardless — both professionals — but the wives had other ideas. Tried to talk Yelena out of it and learned later he did the same with Irene, but they insisted. Started with groups. Didn’t push us together. But the groups kept getting smaller. Until it was the four of us one night for a cookout in our backyard. The kids, playing and chasing fireflies. Mostly dark closing in. Relaxed. And we got talking.”

He twitched a shoulder. “Not like baring our souls or anything.”

“Of course not,” I agreed solemnly, before another bite of sandwich.

“Yeah, all right,” he acknowledged my mild jab. “But it wasn’t like you ladies do. Though if it hadn’t been for our wives . . . Not only insisting the families spent time together, but who they are as people. I came to hold Irene in the same regard my wife does. And he feels the same about my Yelena.”

“I’ve had promotions, more prestigious posts, but never a better working situation. Don’t expect I ever will. He said something similar. Said it was the one to go out on — he retired at the end. And I got to be the one who officially thanked him, on behalf of the Army and our nation, for his service.”

His voice remained almost uninflected, yet, darned if the insides of my eyelids didn’t prick with incipient tears.

“They bought the cabin and moved here eight years ago.”

“Not exactly an easy spot to visit for an Army officer crisscrossing the country and beyond,” I filled in what he hadn’t said. Staying in touch had been sporadic. “Your career’s kept you busy.”

“It has. And family. Three kids. Two still in college. The oldest’s getting married next year.”

Should I express sympathy for the wedding plans ahead of her? Maybe not. Some people enjoyed it.

He continued, “Jardos and Irene came to a couple events and the wives stayed in touch. But, no, he and I didn’t talk or write regularly.”

“And yet, you’re here now, saying he’s missing.”

“He is. No doubt.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“He did not respond to my wife when she wrote to him.”

“Doesn’t sound like he’s a clockwork communicator.”

“For this, he would respond. My wife started a drive for a nursing scholarship fund in Irene’s name. She messaged to tell him about the first recipient. Sent him video of her acceptance remarks. That he’d answer. No matter what. Then she called, several times, yesterday. Got messages about the phone being out of service. She checked online and found an article from your local newspaper—”

“The Independence.”

“—and a report by your station of a fatality in the cabin.”

“Which both identified Frank Jardos as the cabin owner—”

“But did not say the dead man’s identity was confirmed. I juggled things and came here.”

“Let’s go back to why you believe he wouldn’t have committed suicide.”

“I know him.”

“Since he retired, you didn’t communicate a lot—”

“With some people that doesn’t matter. You know that.” He pinned me for two beats. Until he saw my acknowledgment that I did know that. “After Irene died, I came here. The first night we drank. A lot. Next day, first light, we went up trails he chose. Until we lost light. Drank the second night, then out again the next morning. That night, we didn’t drink as much. Next morning we went up, but only for half a day. I had to leave.”

He hadn’t wanted to leave.

He hadn’t been sure about leaving.

Was that why he’d come here now? Wondering if he’d left his friend too soon? Shoring up his stance that Frank Jardos had to be missing, because he couldn’t have, wouldn’t have committed suicide?

“What does your wife say now about Frank Jardos?”

He didn’t pretend he didn’t comprehend the context behind that question. “She sent me here. She knows he couldn’t have committed suicide.”

“What makes you so sure?” He could take that you as singular or include his wife in it.

“He said . . . When I was here last fall, he said he’d promised Irene he wouldn’t bug out before his time.”

I heard emotion under the control in his voice.

The control was nearly as strong as the certainty when he added, “He would never break a promise to her. He did not commit suicide.”

“Why missing? He could have been killed or—” No matter how even I kept my voice for this next part, he’d see it as provocative. “—he could have killed someone else and be on the run.”

“No.”

“He doesn’t have enemies?”

He regarded me evenly. “Plenty of people who’d like to pop him in the moment, but somebody who’d murder him, I don’t know of any. Somebody who’d be able to murder him like this, I don’t think so, but if that’s what happened, you’re finding out what happened will take care of that, too.”

“I haven’t agreed to even try to find out what happened, much less succeed. And that’s if there’s anything to find out.”

Bad, bad, bad tactical error on my part. I should have led with the possibility of there being nothing to find out. Tacking it on at the end sounded like I thought there probably was something to find out.

He caught it, but was smart enough not to jump on it, which would have put my back up.

“Besides,” I picked up, “if you’re ruling out suicide, while insisting he’s missing, there’s still a dead body recovered from that fire with a hole in its skull — presumably a bullet hole pending the autopsy — and wearing your friend’s favored brand of boots.”

“That’s the easy explanation. Doesn’t make it correct. Sergeant Shelton indicated you’re adept at solving puzzles.”

“He did?” came out of my mouth unchecked.

He almost started to smile. Or maybe not, since I hadn’t seen a smile yet, so the brief movement around his mouth and eyes could have been something else. Like gotcha.

“I said indicated. He didn’t come out and say it. But he sent me to you. And with a certain satisfaction, I believe, in finding a solution that got me out of his office and put me in yours. Two birds, one stone.”

Now that I believed.

“If Frank — Sergeant — Jardos didn’t commit suicide,” I reminded him, “there’s still the dead body to account for.”

He volunteered nothing.

“Hard as it might seem, the most logical explanation is that the body is that of your friend.”

That didn’t draw him, either.

To keep going, I tried a U-turn to see if that could shake things up.

“You said you couldn’t think of anyone who’d want to kill him. How about someone he’d want to kill?”

“No.” No hesitation, yet was there something . . .?

“How about a reason he’d run off?”

“No.” He didn’t leave any possibility of being wrong in that syllable.

“You are leaving no option open if nobody wanted to kill him and he wouldn’t kill himself or anybody else, when there is that dead body to explain.”

“There’s your puzzle to solve. I have to catch a flight in Cody.”

He put a business card on the table.

He’d already added two handwritten numbers to it. “My cell number and my wife’s. If you have questions.”

He stood.

I didn’t. I hadn’t cleaned my plate yet.

“Glad you haven’t said you’re leaving it in my capable hands,” I said with asperity, “since I’ve promised nothing. Not even to have questions.” Though I had to admit, the odds were in his favor there. “Nor have I given you my number. Though you can reach me at the station—”

“I have no knowledge about the capability of your hands except your reputation and an initial impression. Sergeant Shelton gave me your cell number. I’ll call.”

Wasn’t Wayne Shelton the busy boy? And wasn’t I looking forward to getting the colonel’s call and fighting the instinct to stand at attention?

He turned and left. Not quite quick time.

I finished my lunch.


CHAPTER FOUR


When my phone rang as I left the café, I checked the caller, then answered.

Not my mother. Not my soon-to-officially-be stepdaughter. Not any wedding-associated contractors.

Though, in fairness, most of them called my mother or sometimes Tamantha. They’d developed that habit after trying to talk to me a couple times.

“Hi, Diana,” I said to the video call screen.

“So, who was the stranger alternatively described as dreamy or scary?”

Diana Stendahl is KWMT-TV’s best shooter — that’s cameraperson for the squeamish or those outside the biz. Arguably the best I’ve worked with, including stints in Dayton, St. Louis, Washington, and New York, with intermittent assignments overseas. Being an information gatherer is among her skills. That’s often underrated for shooters, but it shouldn’t be. They’re a team with the person in front of the camera and they can add a lot to the pool of information. Or not.

So, I wasn’t surprised she knew about my visitor, nor the adjectives used.

“Tullie called him dreamy. Dale called him scary.”

I was showing off, but just a little. Neither was much of a stretch. Tullie hadn’t masked her opinion. And Dale, the news aide who’d directed Colonel Crawford to my desk, was more likely than anyone else in the newsroom to have said scary to Diana.

I did have a question, barely waiting for her confirming “Yup” before asking, “Tullie contacted you?”

That seemed more enterprising than I would expect.

“No. Dale told me you’d gone to lunch with a scary stranger, with a bit of a description. Then Tullie was on the phone with Penny while I was going through the line at the supermarket. I heard some of it because Penny was holding the phone with her shoulder — somebody should get her earbuds or a headset. She’ll ruin her neck doing that.”

“Bite your tongue about her getting earbuds or a headset,” I scolded Diana. “It would eliminate potentially overhearing something the way you did. It’s annoyingly rare as it is.”

Hearing it directly would be so much easier than needing to bob and weave through the onslaught of disconnected phrases that formed Penny’s monologues.

“Fair point. Anyway, Penny thought she’d get more out of me, but since I didn’t know a thing, she lost out for once. What did this stranger want?”

I explained.

Diana’s first question after I finished was, “Shelton sent him?”

“I know. Interesting, huh?” I didn’t linger on that. “Nola reported and shot the fire footage herself, didn’t she?”

Nola Choi was Mike Paycik’s prized first hire after he bought the station, inexperienced, but talented.

I don’t shoot video, because I’m a fossil from an earlier age of TV journalism, while Nola is in the growing generation of multi-media journalists. I’m also an artifact from the ways of big cities and large newsrooms compared to Sherman and KWMT.

Fossil and artifact. Could I make myself sound any older? I was not a senior citizen tying the knot with my cutely decrepit beau, even if I could see that stage coming toward me from the corner of my eye.

“Uh-huh. The first and second day. Today, she’s doing the intro and voiceover for footage Ted shot.” I raised one eyebrow at her.

She responded with a raised shoulder, agreeing with my unspoken assessment of one of the station’s cameramen, and said, “Standard stuff, decently done. You’ll want more. I can’t go now, but I should have this assignment wrapped up in another thirty, forty minutes. I could go out there then.”

“Hey, I didn’t say we’d look into this or—”

“You didn’t tell the colonel we wouldn’t, so we are.”

She won that round.

“I’ll meet you there,” I said. “That gives me time for a chat with Sergeant Shelton.”

She clicked off mid-chuckle.

*   *   *   *

The first surprise came when I walked into the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department office. It and the fire department’s headquarters occupy utilitarian buildings at the back of the same block that the stately county courthouse dominates in front. Parking and a bit of grass separate them.

Deputy Ferrante wasn’t behind the counter.

And the young woman who was there smiled at me.

Should have said the first two surprises, with a smile from anyone behind that counter qualifying as its own surprise.

The third came when she said, “Ms. Danniher, right? Sergeant Shelton said to send you back to his office.”

I did not stammer, but it took me nearly until I was out of her sight, heading to the hallway that led to the offices, to return the smile.

As I passed the office that doubled for observing the now-empty interview room next door, I saw Ferrante handing a younger man in civilian clothes what looked like a written test.

The setup, seen as a snapshot, gave me a job applicant vibe.

Keeping Ferrante occupied earned the guy a passing good luck thought from me.

At Shelton’s open office door, I held a pose until he looked up. “The woman’s a big improvement over Ferrante for citizen interface. Need to hire more women.”

An infinitesimal narrowing of his eyes recognized I hadn’t acknowledged the surprise of being sent back to his office like an honored guest, unlike his usual greeting. Almost immediately, the recognition expanded, saying my not acknowledging it actually was an acknowledgment.

I tipped my head slightly as I sauntered in and took the chair across his desk from him. It was a remarkably uncomfortable chair, as I knew from previous occasions. I’ve always thought that was deliberate.

My head tip acknowledged his recognition of my not acknowledging . . .

You get the idea.

And so did he, as his responding head tip showed.

All that head tipping, acknowledging, and recognizing wore us both out, so we sat in silence for a couple beats.

He ended it.

“Enjoyed your lunch, eh.” Not a question.

Not showing off on his part, either. Not in Sherman. From Tullie to Penny to . . . whoever . . . to Shelton. Easy-peasy. “I did. Interesting man. Interesting situation.”

He snorted. “Fine for you. We deal in real crime.”

“Give it up, Shelton. If you hadn’t thought there might be something to it, you’d have shut the door on him pronto.”

“I’m working cases that definitely have something to them. Go bother Alvaro,” he said.

Arguing would give Shelton points in our ongoing back-and-forth.

I produced near perkiness to say, “Great. Someone reasonable.” I stood with alacrity. And not solely because it got me out of that chair.

I added a wiggly-finger wave as I exited, which I knew he saw because of the grunt that followed me out the door.


CHAPTER FIVE


I could have gone back to the friendly young woman behind the counter, but that struck me as weak. I turned the opposite direction and went deeper into the building.

And, there, in the break room was my quarry.

Unlike Shelton, Deputy Richard Alvaro gave me a genuine smile of welcome . . . until he remembered he was Shelton’s protégé. Then he quashed the smile and spoke a noncommittal “Elizabeth.”

I smiled broadly at him and a drift of pink consciousness touched his cheeks at having killed his smile.

“Shelton said to find you, so you could tell me all about the cabin fire northeast of town.”

Close enough.

Richard didn’t question it. Not because he’s not smart enough to know that had to be an exaggeration, but because Richard wanted to talk about it.

He’d already learned a lot from Shelton, not all of it good from my point of view. But chewing over possibilities of a not-official case was not on the Shelton agenda.

Maybe Richard had another colleague or two in the department for such conversations, but I hadn’t encountered them.

“Have you been to the scene?” I asked him.

“Uh-huh. Couple times. When the fire call came in, I wasn’t on duty, but I’d been up there a few times and—”

“On calls? There were problems?”

Domestics, neighbor disputes could change the complexion of this fast.

“No, no. Nothing like that. My sister Sandra—”

I flipped through a mental list of Richard’s numerous relatives. I was almost certain that was the same sister who worked for the doctor in Montana who did forensic autopsies for Cottonwood County.

“—knew the sergeant’s wife, Irene. I mean Sergeant Jardos, not Sergeant Shelton.” I’d figured that since Shelton wasn’t married. “And sometimes, if we had a family gathering and she had something for Irene, she’d give it to me to drop by, because she knew I’d be in the area sooner or later.”

“What kind of things?”

“Fabric, mostly, I think. Irene Jardos used to quilt and so does my sister. They said fabric can get heavy to mail, so they tried to avoid the expense. A couple times Irene gave me things to hand off to my sister. Wasn’t any rush, because they both have enough fabric to wrap around the whole Rocky Mountains a couple times.”

“Received a few quilts, have you?”

He grinned. “Yeah. They’re great, but how many does one guy need? It’s a good thing there are younger ones coming up needing quilts to take to school and such.

“Anyway,” he picked up with a return to seriousness, “I knew my sister would want to know anything there was to know about the fire, so I went.”

“What did you see?”

His left shoulder twitched in a truncated shrug of dismissal. Potentially contradicting that, the tinge of pink reappeared.

I put that aside for later consideration.

“The building was still burning. You could really feel the heat.”

“Right. Our reporter, Nola Choi, got some compelling footage for her first report on the fire.”

“Did she?”

His elaborate casualness triggered an ah-hah, I didn’t voice. Though it was tempting, especially with the heightened color tinging his face again.

“She did. Were you out there the same time she was?”

“I guess I did see her.” He needed to work on his deadpan.

Or not, since it left open a window to him.

“Have a chance to talk to her?” My casualness was light-years more convincing than his. “You must have come across each other in the six months she’s been here.”

“We’ve talked a time or two. I mean,” he added hurriedly, “she asks questions, because I’m on duty, and I don’t answer because—”

“Shelton would chew your derriere. But that night you weren’t on duty.”

The color intensified, but he remained silent. He was learning. Darn it.

“What else did you see or find out?”

“Nothing to find out. Cabin was owned by Frank Jardos and his wife. He retired from the Army as a sergeant. They moved here eight years ago. Irene passed away in late September — cancer — and he lived there alone ever since. Fire was reported Wednesday afternoon. Fire department worked to make sure it was contained. They were still keeping an eye on it the next day when I went back. That’s when they spotted the body.”

“And that changed things, because with the finding of a body, you were immediately back on duty, while Nola was on the story.”

He ignored the implication. “Called it in and started the process. Preserving the scene as much as possible.”

“Preserving the scene? You mean kicking out Nola Choi.” I shook my head at him. “Not the way to endear yourself to a journalist.”

“I wasn’t trying to— Besides, there wasn’t much of a scene, considering the fire and the firefighters fighting it. And she’d already been around it. And it was routine to secure it.”

Yeah. He hadn’t endeared himself to Nola and he knew it. We’d come back to that another time, but for now I had other matters to pursue.

“Could you tell anything about the body at that point?”

He side-eyed me. Justifiably. That question might elicit information from an onlooker, but not from most law enforcement, especially a Shelton protégé.

I segued into, “An ID?”

“Not until the post-mortem exam is completed.”

“By the doctor your sister, Sandra, works for?”

He didn’t speak, but he still confirmed it . . . which I wasn’t telling him. No reason to give him that feedback to accelerate his poker-face training.

I asked, “The general description matched the man who lived there?”

He paused. I guessed he was remembering firefighters confirming that on camera for Nola. I remembered it, too, but there was value in getting him to agree.

“Yeah.”

“With an apparent bullet wound in the head?”

“Yeah.”

“What about the gun?”

“It was found several feet from the body.”

“Oh?”

“No,” he said to my suspicions. “They knew whose cabin it was and he volunteered with them since he moved here. They went in as hard as possible.”

“He was a volunteer firefighter?”

“Some. Also support, him and his wife.”

“You think that in their zealous efforts to put out the fire, the gun was knocked out of its original position?”

“With the smoke and the debris around, it makes sense, especially considering they couldn’t even see the body was there until the next day.”

“Did the gun belong to Jardos?”

“It was badly burned. They’re trying at the lab, but with the damage . . .”

“Colonel Crawford clearly didn’t accept that his friend committed suicide. That would leave that the dead man isn’t the sergeant. Or that the dead man is the sergeant and was murdered.”

Richard gave no response.

Then, as if it were a change of subject, I said, “The colonel’s certainly impressive.”

“Even more impressive when you know his background. I looked up his career. Still,” Richard said, “the boots were definitely the kind Frank Jardos wore, confirmed by two friends. Even the colonel acknowledged the sergeant never wore any other brand.”

I eyed him. “That sounds like this department doesn’t give the colonel’s assertion that the dead man wasn’t the sergeant, that the sergeant is missing, credence.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Right. Especially not in the colonel’s hearing. So, sending him to me was to placate him, get him off your back—”

“No, no. The sergeant — Sergeant Shelton — didn’t think Colonel Crawford would like our timeframe. The postmortem exam and all. You could act faster. You’re used to deadlines. Working on a tight timeline for TV news.”

“Tight timeline? TV news?” I scoffed. “Try a wedding.”

He grinned. “I know. I got the invitation. Thanks. Looking forward to it.”

News to me. I hadn’t included him on my guest list, but since my list consisted of Tom, Tamantha, and me, it was ruled ineligible and replaced by lists from Tom, Tamantha, and my mother. I couldn’t complain — much — since it meant including Diana, Mike, Jennifer, and more friends, as well as my siblings and their families.

Heck, I didn’t object to Richard coming, either. Though he must have been on Tom’s list.

And if Richard was on the list . . . Shelton, too? Almost certainly.

“Great. Glad you can come,” I said with a warmth I was sure would please my mother.

I drove toward the fire scene, my thoughts leaving the wedding zone for the more familiar territory of a potential investigation.

There was a nuance to Shelton’s citing the timeline that had nothing to do with his implicit dig about him being busy with important things while mere TV journalists could waste their time playing around with what could turn out to be nothing.

He also meant my cohorts and I could explore based on an assumption that the dead man wasn’t Frank Jardos, in line with Colonel Crawford’s theory, while the sheriff’s department remained largely constrained until official results came back.

But was that assumption by the colonel reasonable?

I’ve heard investigators say they prefer to complete their investigation before they talk to the primary suspect.

That’s not unreasonable for those investigating, say, white-collar crime. Especially for those examining complex information. As one said, they don’t want to sit down with a suspect who knows all the facts of the situation when the investigator knows nothing.

Yet that was pretty much the situation with the deaths we’d looked into. We didn’t have the luxury of gathering, organizing, and making sense of information before talking to suspects. We dealt with them on the fly.

Although in this case, we had a shortage of people to talk to, what with the dead body most likely belonging to the person the colonel wanted us to talk to.

Talking about the colonel . . .

I hit a number in my phone’s contacts.

“Elizabeth!” Wardell Yardley answered. “Don’t you have a wedding to get ready for?”

That’s Wardell Yardley, a network reporter only those courting deliberate ignorance wouldn’t recognize. He recently left a long stint as White House correspondent to hot-shot from story to story.

That let him pursue what he wanted most — to know everything about everybody, not an entirely uncommon trait in journalists.

“Don’t you have a job to do?”

He laughed. He has a good laugh.

“You know, Dell, now that you’re out of the White House press corps, where you didn’t have many reasons to laugh on-air—”

“Oh, plenty of reasons to laugh. Just not appropriate.”

“Hah. You, the king of appropriate. But laughing could be appropriate with some of your stories now. I bet watchers would like you even more for that laugh. One of your skills they don’t know about.”

This time he chuckled. Also good. And wicked. “I have other skills they don’t know about. Though Clara—”

“I don’t want to know.” Not about those skills, not about his relationship with the curator of the Sherman Western Frontier Life Museum.

In all the years I’d known Dell, this was the longest relationship he’d had with a woman other than his mother and a sister. And sometimes he was on the outs with his sister.

“I do not want to know,” I emphasized.

He chuckled again. “You want to know something or you’d’ve waited until I see you next weekend for the wedding.”

That wasn’t tough to figure out. It fell under the heading of takes one to know one.

“What do you know about Colonel Chester Crawford, U.S. Army?”

“You think I know every officer in—?”

“I know you can find out. Reputation. Reliability. Anything else you come up with.”


CHAPTER SIX


Diana was ahead of me as I turned off paved surface onto a gravel road.

I knew this not because I could see her vehicle, but because of the dust rooster tail visible in front of me. Okay, it could have been another driver, but the probabilities were strong that on this road at this time going that speed, it was Diana.

The probability became stronger as the vehicle ahead established more of a lead, making the dust trail barely discernible, despite a turn onto dirt with no gravel. That’s because Diana drives Wyoming dirt tracks like she’s on the Autobahn on a clear day with no traffic.

Evergreens kept both sides of the road company as it climbed. Not enough to require switchbacks, but enough for the engine sound to announce it was doing more than cruising on the flats. Then the road dipped slightly at the same time the trees retreated for a clearing.

A clearing with what at first glance appeared to be an ash pile roughly in the center with an intact outbuilding on the right edge. Yellow police tape nearly encircled the entire area. In a few spots it had torn, with streamers of loose tape calling attention to the gaps.

Diana had parked where the police tape crossed the entry road. Otherwise she would have created a new gap by driving through the tape.

She already had her equipment out and was closing the door.

After I caught up with Diana, I saw an inner circle of police tape around the ash pile.

I ducked the outer tape, then held it up to make it easier for Diana with her equipment pack.

“Elizabeth . . .”

“Hey, if they meant it, they wouldn’t have strung that inner ring of tape.”

That was more persuasive than expected, because she immediately joined me.

We circled to the left as we moved closer across soggy ground. The new angle revealed the outbuilding closest to the ash pile had damage, including a ragged hole near its roof. More interestingly, the ash pile wasn’t all ashes.

A rock fireplace stood about as tall as me, with the remnants of its fallen chimney mixed in with charred poles tumbled into giant pick-up-sticks. They had obscured the rock fireplace’s height.

The rough outline left by the fire indicated there’d been at least one larger room on our side of the fireplace — likely the living area — and a smaller area behind it. Possibly a bedroom and bathroom, if that lump mostly hidden by debris was a toilet.

No telling from this if there’d been a second story. At least not by me. Maybe a fire expert could tell.

A beam angled from the back of the fireplace to the ground and in that relatively protected area, the hearth showed, along with what appeared to be a cast-iron pot.

No way was I getting answers to my questions out of this nothingness.

“Where was the body found?” Diana asked, already busy with her camera.

“Nola reported its feet were near the fireplace — probably that area under the beam that looks more intact and that’s why the boots survived. Then its head toward the room’s center.” I caught part of a frown behind her camera.

“What?”

“Most fires start at the fireplace. Unless it’s a lightning strike. Or, I suppose, an electrical fire. Or if they were cooking with propane or something like that.”

“That’s a lot of unlesses.”

She grunted acknowledgment of my point.

“Let’s go up there,” she said.

I looked around for stairs. There were none. Not even a ladder, which would be a distant second choice.

“Up where?”

Diana ignored my question and strode toward a gap in the outer circle of tape, where either the trees grew oddly taller or the ground rose above where we stood.

She exhibited far more energy than I felt at the prospect of that climb, even though she was carrying a not insignificant camera and equipment bag.

She’d spent years in her young adulthood slinging around bales of hay and otherwise helping her husband with their family ranch. That was before he died in a ranch accident and she leased out most of the acreage, while going to work at KWMT-TV to support their two kids, while also holding onto the ranch as their legacy.

During that same period, I was winsomely putting microphones in front of people who didn’t want to answer the questions I asked, but sure would love to be on camera for something other than what they were on camera for.

Her training came in handier in these circumstances than mine did.

I put off the climb by pretending walking around the scene outside the inner ring of police tape would tell me something — or anything.

Mostly what it told me was I could still feel heat coming off the pile in irregular spurts. It also told me the debris was quite irregular. Some places burned to ash. Others had charred remnants of structural wood. And now and then a recognizable object despite damage.

Most of the items were close to the hearth. Along with the pot I’d spotted earlier, a trio of fire tools survived, as did the metal legs of what might have been a small table to one side of the chimney.

“Elizabeth, c’mon up here,” Diana called.

With a put-upon sigh, I followed her, though nowhere near at her pace.

The path played tag with a creek running alongside, tracking the bank for a while, then pulling away, then returning. The creek was mostly narrow, occasionally widening, which often corresponded with rockier areas.

I huffed and puffed as I reached where she’d come to a stop on an inclined path created by those mountain goats you see hanging off the side of cliffs.

She had the camera pointed through a gap in the vegetation and was absorbed with whatever view its lens gave her, giving my lungs time to stand down from fear of explosion.

“Huh.” That was not Diana huffing or puffing. Instead, it was a comment of discovery, which also caused her to put room between her face and the camera’s viewfinder to look down at the burned-out scene she’d been filming.

She looked through the camera again, then repeated pulling back to look at the scene not through the camera.

I was curious enough to ask What? But still too oxygen-deprived.

“Look at this,” she said without making me ask, demonstrating why she’s become one of my closest friends.

Satisfying my curiosity while sparing my lungs. How could you not value a person like that?

I looked through the viewfinder.

“What am I looking at?”

“No hints.”

I clicked my tongue to convey a high level of irkedness, but kept looking.

Burned stuff, burned stuff, burned stuff. What did she—?

Oh.

Maybe . . .

I shifted myself, rather than the camera. That let me view an adjacent area. Then I went back to my original position to look at the original area.

As she had, I straightened to look at the scene not through the camera, then repeated the whole cycle. Original area, additional area, back to original area.

“There’s a pattern,” I said. “Barely visible to the naked eye, but once you spot it through the lens, you can see it faintly.”

“I’m using a filter to cut through the lingering smoke haze.”

I looked back through the lens, then straightened again, this time turning away from the scene to face Diana.

“I said pattern, but it’s nothing regular. It looks more like—” Our eyes locked and I saw her agreement before I spoke the words. “—what might result from splashing accelerant around.”

“Sort of. You’re right it’s irregular away from the fireplace, sort of in the center of what must have been the main room. But check beyond that.”

I gave her a look, using it rather than words, to say Just tell me already. No dice. “What am I looking for?”

“C’mon, Elizabeth. You don’t need hints.”

I breathed out through my nose and applied myself to the viewfinder again. The tripod allowed me to shift it without destabilizing the camera. The image moved toward the outside perimeter. Guessing from the orientation to the entry road, the most likely spot for a front door. Then I followed the line of debris to the right.

Before I reached the corner — of the debris field and most likely the exterior wall — I straightened and looked at Diana again.

She said only, “Keep looking.”

I did.

All around the rough rectangle of what had once been the home of the Jardoses.

I also checked the area on either side of the fireplace.

Then I straightened again. “More of that pattern we’re taking for accelerant all around the exterior walls. It’s not where I’d think the interior walls for bedroom and bathroom were. Only place I spotted it inside is that oversized splash mark about a body length from the fireplace, where the head was,” I finished grimly.

“Agreed. What first caught my attention was around this back wall. Then I followed it all the way around, before crisscrossing the interior. I’d just finished and returned to the area inside when you came up.”

“Why didn’t the firefighters spot this?”

“Like I said, the filter. And I don’t know if it would be as clear from ground level. I’m going to grid the area, make sure I’ve documented it. It’ll take me a while and it’ll be boring. If you want to leave . . .”

“No. I’ll stay. We’ll have to go to Shelton.”

“And Russ.”

I tried not to grimace at her adding the sheriff — Russ Conrad, who happened to be her significant other — to the prospective confab.

“I’ll wait for you down there.”

At least down there had access to the water bottle in my vehicle. Diana, of course, had come prepared, with water bottles in her bag. But I wasn’t going to use up her supply.

It would also give me a chance to look more closely at the scene.

As I descended with only moderate skidding and sliding, I acknowledged I’d been wrong. This scene wasn’t nothingness.

But I was right about it not giving me answers. It had, however, given me additional questions.


CHAPTER SEVEN


As I headed for my SUV, I made sure to skirt the outer ring of police tape. I didn’t want to be shown inside the tape on video we shared with the Cottonwood County Sheriff’s Department.

I’d nearly drained the mini bottle of water from my SUV when another vehicle pulled up behind ours.

It was a white pickup. That wasn’t particularly notable, since that’s the most common vehicle/color combo in Wyoming.

Trucks lose their gloss fast on ranches and this was no exception, but it was well-tended for its age.

A young woman emerged from the driver’s seat, holding a paper grocery bag flattened to her chest, with both arms protectively crossed over it.

“I remember you,” she said by way of a greeting.

After years of being on TV news, I’ve acquired a knack for telling who meant they recognized me from TV.

This woman wasn’t one of those.

And now that I looked at her more closely, I remembered her, too.

What threw me off initially was that her most notable characteristic when we’d previously encountered her was no longer apparent.

She’d been very pregnant then. She no longer was.

“Hannah Chaney,” I said.

She smiled quickly, then winced.

I take that back about the notable characteristic not being apparent. Rather, it had detached from her and established itself as a separate entity, currently caterwauling from inside the vehicle.

A small human visible in the backward-facing baby seat in the cab’s second row . . .

Not a babe in arms anymore, I realized.

I’d been in the vicinity at the birth, though Wayne Shelton delivered the baby. A girl.

Hannah’s wince coincided with an acceleration in the caterwauling through the open truck windows.

But the mother steadfastly remained focused on me.

Likely the result of experience with the caterwauling.

“Uh-huh. I was wondering . . . could I talk to you?”

You already are. Teeth impressions on my tongue kept me from saying that. Instead, I echoed her, “Uh-huh.”

“Thank you. I, uh . . .” More caterwauling.

Now that she had my permission to talk to me, Hannah appeared more distracted by the noise.

Belatedly, I recognized a single, repeated syllable.

Mamamamamama­mamamamama.

Hannah took a couple steps toward her vehicle, then checked back to see if I was escaping.

I wasn’t. In fact, I shuffled a few steps in the same direction.

With that encouragement, she went to the truck, opened its back door and did something inside.

Presumably something that soothed the baby, because the caterwauling volume diminished.

Curious, I edged closer.

The father, Paul Chaney, had shown me a photo last fall. At that time, my main impression had been a baby with a square face and determined chin.

Both qualities remained. In fact, were stronger now, making her look even more like her father.
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