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Judge, Jury, & Executioner




Traces of the storm that had rocked the Puget Sound all night still slicked the blacktop, raising tiny clouds of mist to hover over the pavement in the warmth of morning. It wasn't cold, yet Chief Steadman felt a chill feather along his spine as he steered the department's SUV onto the shoulder, pulling up behind an ambulance with lights still flashing. 

"Holy smokes," Deputy Frost said from the passenger seat. His hands gripping the dashboard in front of him showed white around the knuckles and Steadman felt the same tension squeezing his insides.

"What on earth happened here?" he muttered.

A patrol car lay upside down, lodged against a stand of pines, exposing a gouged and tortured underbelly. One axle, wrenched away like a discarded limb, rested a full six yards from the vehicle. The body of the car was smashed almost beyond recognition.

Steadman hated to think how the body inside must look.

His stomach lurched, dropping like a broken elevator. Deputy Sarah Jenkins was a favorite of his, a sweet woman, quiet yet highly competent. An officer of sound judgement and a valuable member of the team, Steadman couldn't imagine how she'd ended up like this. The torn wreckage of a single car accident spoke of excessive speed and rash decisions.

That wasn't Sarah.

Wrenching open his door, Steadman climbed out and slammed it. The noise felt loud in the sober silence of emergency personnel moving zombie-like about their business, seeing to one of their own. He and Frost weren't the only ones operating in stunned disbelief.

Sheriff Polander stood next to a double furrow of churned grass and dirt showing the path the patrol car had taken to its death. His blue eyes, always a bit bulgy, now looked as if they might pop from their sockets. His face was a dull, mottled red as he clutched his uniform hat to his breast.

Steadman went to meet him, Frost at his side. "What the hell, Sheriff? Any chance Sarah might still be alive in there?"

Polander shook his head. "No, Chief. She's not." He hesitated, blinking his protruding eyes. "I'm sorry."

Frost took a step forward. "How did this happen?"

The sheriff dragged in a deep breath and gestured up the steep narrow country road with his hat. "Techs say she came from up there, going way too fast on the wet pavement. Took this curve, and it took her. Right down there to that row of evergreens."

Steadman scowled down at the ruined car. "She never had a chance."

Polander bowed his head. "No, she didn't."

"What can I do to help?" Steadman asked.

The sheriff's lips thinned as he pressed them together. "About all we can do is stay out of the way and let them do their work," he said, nodding to the emergency responders. "Sarah's beyond our help now."

"God bless her," Frost added.

Steadman watched the team move in with the hydraulic rescue tools known as the jaws of life, ironically named, in this case. He winced and looked away as they pulled Deputy Sarah Jenkins from the wreckage, waiting until they had her decently covered before turning back and making his way to where the medical examiner crouched over Sarah's remains.

Dr. Carolyn Neal rose as he approached, kneading the small of her back. Nearing retirement age, her movements were a little slower, a little stiffer, than they'd been when Steadman first met her, fifteen years ago.

The same could be said about him.

Her light brown hair, touched with gray and worn short, was hidden under a surgical cap. Her face shone pale beneath the blue. "Hell of a thing," she said in greeting.

"I'm still reeling," Steadman agreed. "Any insights into how this could have happened?"

Neal's nostrils flared slightly. "Alcohol-related."

Steadman felt the shock like a body slam. "No way," he said. "Sarah was not a drinker."

Frost piped up, indignation vibrating through his voice. "I never saw her take anything harder than a Shirley Temple."

"Are you sure, Carolyn?"

For answer, the doctor knelt and unzipped the body bag. The unmistakable odor of sour mash whiskey rose like vapor on the morning air.

"Was she alone in the car?" Steadman asked.

"There's no sign of anyone else. We've searched the area. She was alone," Neal confirmed. "And drinking hard."

Steadman thanked the M.E. and strode back to the SUV with Frost at his heels. Neither spoke until Steadman fired the engine.

"This is moroneous," Frost said, using a term he'd morphed from the words moronic and erroneous, meaning both ridiculous and wrong.

"Moroneous indeed," Steadman agreed. "Sarah Jenkins was an exemplary officer and a fine human being." He put the car in gear and eased out onto the road.

"I intend to find out what really happened here."




      [image: ]The atmosphere back at the station felt stale and subdued, like Sarah's death had sucked some of the air from the room. Even Fred Winter, the sergeant manning the front desk, refrained from giving his usual "hang loose" greeting, the customary unsinkable smile missing from his face as Steadman filed past. 

Frost scuffed along behind him as they crossed the open bull pen area. Most of the desks were empty and silence echoed through the space normally filled with the bustle of paperwork and phone talk. Steadman slowed as he neared Sarah's desk, glancing at the few heads bent over their work.

No one met his gaze and as he passed, he casually lifted a few file folders from the top of a stack on Sarah's desk and carried them to his office where Frost joined him.

"What's up, Chief?"

Steadman placed the folders on his blotter and sank into his chair, feeling it shift as it took his weight. "I'm entertaining a disturbing idea, Frost."

Frost looked unhappily at the folders. "You think her work had something to do with her death?"

"Given what I know about her and what I know about the Gibson case, I'd say that makes more sense than Sarah downing a bottle of whiskey and driving head on into a wall of Ponderosa pines."

"Are you suggesting her death wasn't an accident?"

Steadman chewed his lip, studying his partner. "What do you think? Got any gut feeling on this?"

Frost considered a moment, the crease between his brows deepening as he shook his head. "No, you're right. The scenario doesn't fit the Sarah I knew." 

He paused. "But if there was something wrong with the car—if it had been tampered with—the crime scene techs will find out and let us know."

Steadman's heart sat like lead in his chest. He remembered his early days on the force, when he'd had such simple faith in the reliability of the justice system he worked for. Hard experience had trampled the shine off it, but he liked to believe the foundation was still there. He wanted to agree with Frost's assertion but said nothing instead.

"Won't they?" Frost pressed.

Steadman sighed and opened the top folder. "Normally, that would be true. But I have a bad feeling about this, Frost. Sarah was knee-deep into investigating the Gibson money laundering and fraud case."

Pausing to suck at a hangnail that had caught on the papers in the file, he continued, "The Gibsons are a powerful bunch in this county. How is it they've been able to get away with so much for so long?"

Frost frowned. "Inside help?"

"Gotta be." Steadman leaned forward and lowered his voice. "Last week I ran into Sarah at the coffee stand on the corner. She told me—in confidence—that she was starting an investigation into Judge Holloway."

"What?" 

Frost's jaw dropped, exposing the glint of a filling at the back of his mouth. "Judge Edward Holloway is the most respected judge in the county. He's been on the bench longer than anyone else."

Steadman rubbed a hand over his forehead. "Sad prospect, isn't it?" He pointed to a note in the margin of a crime report in Sarah's file. "But it looks like she found something to back up her suspicions."

He showed Frost four or five places where Sarah had marked the initials "JH" against charges she was investigating. JH, for Judge Holloway.

Frost pushed back from the desk. "But it's not really proof, is it? Just her ideas. I can't believe Judge Holloway would be mixed up in a crime conspiracy."

Steadman smiled. He liked his partner and admired his moral fortitude. "If all lawmen were like you, Frost, I wouldn't believe it either. It pains me to say that Sarah may have been onto something big and that may have been what got her killed."

Frost blew out a long breath, his face darkening with a scowl. "And that's what drove her to drink? No pun intended, Chief, but I find that hard to swallow."

"So do I. In point of fact, I don't believe she did drink that whiskey," Steadman said.

He paused, allowing his hands to clench in his lap.

"I believe someone poured it down her throat."




      [image: ]When Quinn Jenkins answered the doorbell, Steadman felt a tug at his gut. The man's face was pale enough to fade into a snowbank and, emotionally speaking, that might be exactly where he was. 

Steadman didn't know how to help him through that, but he wanted Sarah's husband to know that he wasn't alone in his grief. Or alone in feeling the loss of someone very special.

Placing a hand on Quinn's shoulder, he said, "I'm so sorry. We all loved Sarah." He paused, swallowing. "We'll all miss her."

Frost gripped the man's hand and murmured, "Sorry for your loss." 

Quinn Jenkins stepped back, gesturing vaguely toward the living room. Steadman wiped his feet on the mat and entered. He'd been there on a few previous occasions—a backyard barbecue, coffee after attending a play at the high school, and once for a friendly game of Spades. 

Quinn collapsed into an armchair and Steadman took that for a silent invitation to be seated. He and Frost settled onto the sofa and Steadman placed a tray of homemade pastries on the coffee table.

"Vivi remembered how much you liked her cinnamon rolls," he told Quinn. He recalled the words Quinn had said at the time—"My favorite comfort food." He hoped the rolls might bring some comfort now.

But it wouldn't be nearly enough.

"This is not an official visit, Quinn," Steadman said. "We just wanted to drop by and let you know we stand ready to help however we can."

He let a beat pass. "And to let you talk. Sometimes it's a relief just to talk and know someone is listening."

Quinn nodded but said nothing. Steadman let his gaze wander around the room, taking in the familiar furniture, just waiting for Quinn's dam to break. His eyes rested on a new item that hadn't been there before, and his blood ran cold. He stared, new grief curdling within him.

"It's not what you think," Quinn said. Steadman realized the bereaved man had seen him gaping at the baby carriage and the stuffed bunny peeping over the rim. He must have known the conclusion Steadman would draw from it.

"Sarah wasn't pregnant," Quinn said quietly.

After a second, he opened his mouth to say something more, but only a hoarse single syllable came out. Clearing his throat, he spoke again. "We had just decided to start trying. Sarah's mom..." His voice dwindled into helpless silence.

Steadman understood what he meant. His own mother-in-law had been euphoric at the prospect of her first grandchild, showering them with all kinds of goodies in expectation. On the sofa next to him, Frost covered a cough, using it as an excuse to take a quick swipe at his eyes.

Once the ball was rolling, Quinn kept talking, letting his grief spill out in drips and gushes, mostly what Steadman expected to hear until he said, "She was afraid, you know." 

A pause. "In those last couple of days, I think she was afraid for her life."

"What makes you think that?" Steadman asked.

Quinn pressed his fingers against his forehead, working to get control. Finally, he said, "I should have done something. I should have taken it more seriously."

"Don't do this," Frost said. "You are not responsible for what happened."

"Don't shoulder that burden," Steadman agreed. "You've got enough on your shoulders right now for anyone." He waited a decent second before adding, "Did Sarah tell you something?"

"She said she found something rotten, something explosive."

"She didn't say what it was or who it concerned?"

Quinn shook his head. "No. I'm sorry. She said she wasn't a hundred percent certain and sterling reputations were at stake. That's how she phrased it."

"But you have no idea who she meant?"

"Only that it must be someone high up the ladder."

"Any idea which ladder?"

"No."

As Steadman left the house with Frost, his determination to uncover the truth behind the death of Sarah Jenkins shone brighter than ever, almost burning a hole through his chest.

As they climbed into the SUV, Frost said, "As I see it, we have two important decisions to make upfront. How far are we willing to take this? And are we taking Lily with us?"

Steadman buckled his seat belt. "All the way, and hell no."

Lily Jamieson was a fellow deputy and a valuable resource, excellent at digging up information and tracking down leads. She was also especially dear to Frost's heart.

Snapping his own belt into place, Frost said, "Good. We're in agreement on both counts. We're doing this, and we're keeping Lily in the dark."

"We're keeping everyone in the dark. Anyone who might find out we're poking into Sarah's 'accident' is either on the wrong side of the line or someone we're putting in danger."

"I think you pegged it, Chief," Frost said, sighing.

As Steadman headed the car back toward the station, he said, "You realize, of course, that Lily will not thank us for leaving her out of this."

"No, she won't," Frost said, sounding forlorn. "She'll be mad as a hornet in a hailstorm when she finds out, but that's a risk I'm willing to take if it will keep her out of harm's way."

Steadman tightened his hands on the steering wheel. "I just hope it will."




      [image: ]Steadman massaged behind his ears where a tension headache sprouted, sending out tendrils. He lifted the cup at his elbow and swirled the dregs of cold coffee, grimacing at the bitter scent that hovered like an echo of the sting in his gut. 

Without Lily's help, he and Frost had made slow progress over the two days since Sarah's death, discreetly sandwiching their probing efforts between official business, careful not to set off any alarms.

But not careful enough.

After uncovering a series of financial discrepancies linked to Judge Holloway's rulings, and payments connected to a major fraud case involving a local businessman, an anonymous text message popped up on the screen of Steadman's cell phone:

Fingers that poke often get broke. Stop.

"We hit a sore spot," Frost said.

"Sure looks like we found the right tree," Steadman agreed. "But shaking it is liable to be hazardous to our health."

"We've got to shake it, boss. We can't just let that rot grow and spread to the whole orchard."

Steadman regarded Frost's determined glare, the way his palms were planted, flat and emphatic, on the desktop. Such freedom from political ambiguity was a luxury Steadman no longer enjoyed. He envied his partner, but he also feared for him.

And for himself.

"Let's take a step back and think about this," Steadman said. "I want to find out what happened to Sarah as much as you do, but with something this dark, more than our jobs could be at stake." 

He paused. "I have a wife, children, a couple of sweet grandbabies and another on the way."

Frost blanched. He pushed back from the desk. "You don't think Holloway would threaten your family, do you?"

"Holloway. The Gibsons. Dangerous people, Frost. I have to consider it, and so should you."

"Are you suggesting we back down?"

Steadman sighed. "I'm suggesting we make it look like we're dropping it cold."

"And what are we really doing, Chief?"

"We're calling an old friend for help."




      [image: ]Steadman rested his arms on the round poker table in Garth Rafferty's basement game room. He regarded his friend across the green baize of the table as Frost, seated next to him, fiddled with a stack of five-dollar chips. 

A year ago, this is where Garth had schooled him in the art of poker and reading people. Steadman had always been a good interrogator, expertly picking up on micro expressions and nonverbal cues, but he'd learned the hard way that his skills didn't necessarily transfer to the poker table.

Garth had worked with him to bridge the gap, yet their combined efforts hadn't been enough, in light of the challenge Steadman faced and the danger it posed to his sister and her husband.

Together with Frost and Lily, he and Garth had faced down a monster and lived to tell the tale, so he knew Garth had the guts and the brains. But would he muster the will to tackle another poisonous beast?

Ten years retired, Garth spent his days sporting Hawaiian shirts and playing penny ante poker with a couple cronies in the neighborhood. In his working days, he'd had Steadman's job and was a legend in the department, having solved more cases than anyone else in the city's history and putting away a slew of vile lawbreakers.

Steadman was willing to bet he still had connections and back door entry into a variety of data fortresses. Exactly the kind of access they would need to keep their investigation on the down low.

And Steadman held an ace up his sleeve—Garth had a sizeable soft spot in his heart for Deputy Sarah Jenkins. He'd want a big slice of serving up justice if her death proved to be more than what it appeared on the surface.

As was his habit, Garth held a wooden toothpick between his teeth, gnawing it to splinters. It bobbed as he spoke. "Does the sheriff know what you're up to, Steadman?"

"Somebody knows," Frost said. "They sent chief a nastygram."

"Is that right?"

"Threatened to break a finger if I didn't lay off."

"Uh-huh."

Garth glowered. Frost scowled. They all knew the broken finger was code for something much worse.

"I showed Sheriff Polander the text message, told him I entertained a few doubts about the manner of Sarah's death, and mentioned the margin notations in Sarah's case file."

Garth leaned forward. "What did he say?"

"He looked genuinely shocked that anyone would suspect Judge Holloway of wrongdoing. He assured me there could be no grounds for my suspicions and that I'd be the first to know if anything turned up. He asked that I return the files I took from Sarah's desk."

"And did you?"

"Yes, of course. I even managed to look a little shame-faced as I handed them over."

"You made copies?"

"Every last page, and I pulled all the Post-it notes she had attached and kept those for us."

"So, we're going completely covert on this?" Garth asked.

Steadman smiled. "Does that mean you're in?"

"Hell yes, I'm in." He pulled the toothpick from between his lips and surveyed its shattered line before tossing it into a cut-glass ashtray filled with soggy wooden shards.

"You sure know how to buff the dull off a man's retirement, Steadman."

He pushed away from the table and stretched his arms, straining the buttons on his palm tree-printed shirt.

"Let's get to work."




      [image: ]In the parking lot of an upscale bar called Smitty's, Steadman sat behind the wheel of a dark blue Ford. The car was a rental, one which Garth had assured him would keep them anonymous for at least 48 hours. 

Which meant they were walking on a tightrope, with a candle burning the wire on both ends.

He hunched down as a car turned into the lot, its headlights sweeping across the rows of vehicles like a probing finger. In the seat next to him, Frost ducked his own head to the side, bringing it within bumping distance. Steadman smelled chocolate milkshake on his breath and straightened his spine.

"Crack a window, Frost. It's getting stuffy in here."

"Sure thing, boss."

They'd left Garth in his basement, stacks of paper and computer monitors spread out along the wet bar as he tapped at his keyboard like a woodpecker on pine. In a little under three hours, he'd uncovered a number of dubious connections and suspicious payouts that could be traced back to Holloway associates, though less definitively to the man himself.

Taking one of those names—a man called Ramsauer—Steadman and Frost had staked out his house and followed him to this bar. Since going inside posed too great a risk of being recognized, they watched Ramsauer through the murky window as he spoke with another man. An unknown.

They aimed to find out who he was and if he could be connected to Holloway or the Gibson clan.

"Here he comes," Frost said, lowering his window further to get a good shot with the camera. He snapped a series of photos as the man crossed to a classic-style white Corvette and climbed inside.

"Garth ought to be able to do something with those," Steadman said.

"Are we going to tail him? See where he goes?"

"You bet."

Steadman waited until the Corvette left the parking lot, turning right, before starting the engine and following at a distance. The white car shone under the streetlights, making it easy to keep in sight until they passed out of the downtown area into the darker, wooded spaces outside the city limits.

The Corvette slowed and made the turn into an upscale, quiet neighborhood with expensive houses on generous lots. Steadman felt a chill scurry down his spine.

"This is where Holloway lives," he said.

Taking his foot off the accelerator, he let the Ford coast to a crawl as the Corvette veered left onto Holloway's street, about a hundred yards ahead.

"We need to get photo evidence of this guy's connection to Holloway," Frost said. "Hurry, or we'll miss him going in."

"How many cars do you see cruising these streets, Frost? We come in too close, too soon, and we get made."

"So what do we do?"

"We park in a nice shady spot where the car won't be noticed, and we move in on foot. We conceal ourselves and we wait. Catch him on the way out."

"That could take all night."

"It could," Steadman agreed.

He found a darkened driveway about a quarter mile short of Holloway's house. No lights shone in the windows and a realtor's sign hung on a post in the front yard, so Steadman didn't anticipate any complaints about using the spot.

By the time he and Frost reached the Holloway property on foot, the Corvette parked on the circular drive was empty, the door of the house firmly closed. They found a place to hunker down behind a hedge bordering the property line. From here, Frost ought to be able to capture some good photos of the man leaving Holloway's residence.

"Does the judge have dogs?" Frost asked, a hint of worry in his voice.

"He strikes me as more of a cat person," Steadman said. "But I could be wrong."

Inch by inch, the rising moon escaped the grasp of the overhead tree branches, coming into full view between the gently waving boughs. Crickets chirped and a dog barked in the distance but otherwise, the night was calm and quiet.

Like before a storm.




      [image: ]By the time the front door of Holloway's house opened again, Steadman's legs were shooting pins and needles and his back ached from the prolonged crouching. 

He exhaled the tension of waiting and inhaled a big breath of new anxiety as motion-activated floodlights painted a bright swath across the lawn, probing into the hidey hole he shared with Frost.

Feeling like a bug pinned to a display board, Steadman squinted against the bright lights but was relieved to see that none of the three men gathered around the Corvette bothered looking in their direction.
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